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To the milfy ones.


Enchanter 8


A Magical Academy Slice of Life Adventure

Jack Bryce


Chapter 1



Slab’s engine groaned as I downshifted, and the heavy slate-gray van began fighting gravity with a tired sigh as we drove toward Lombardy. We had left the lodge retreat behind, trading fresh pine air and quiet lake mornings for the reality of our second year at Krysfelt Academy.

“Easy, Wade,” Thessa said from the passenger seat. She stretched her legs out, the motion pulling her denim shorts tight against her thighs. Her black tail flicked lazily against the center console. “If you rattle us too hard, Lazy is going to wake up and claw someone.”

I glanced in the rearview mirror. Lazy was currently a sprawling pile of limbs in the middle row, draped over Khla’s lap. The catkin girl twitched her ears in her sleep, her mouth slightly open. Khla sat like a stone statue, reading a book on advanced healing theory, ignoring the drool threatening to drip onto her pants.

“She’s out cold,” I said, putting my hand on Thessa’s knee. Her skin felt warm, and she immediately covered my hand with hers, interlacing our fingers. “Besides, I think Slab likes the abuse. Gives it character.”

“It smells like wet dog and stale chips back here,” Varga complained from the very back, though there was no real bite in her tone. The wolfkin girl sat with her arms crossed, dressed in her usual black hoodie despite the lingering summer heat. Beside her, Seema looked out the window, her golden lion ears swiveling toward the sounds of the approaching town.

“I think the wet dog smell is, like, actually you, sweetie-poopie-pie,” Trixie chirped from behind my seat.

Varga growled low in her throat, but Seema nudged her ribs. “Be nice. Trixie smells like strawberries. You do smell a bit like the lake.”

“I smell like an apex predator,” Varga corrected, leaning back.

We rolled past the “Welcome to Lombardy” sign. Usually, the town was sleepy this time of year, just waking up before the students flooded back in. But as we cruised down Main Street, past the Burger Alchemy joint that usually signaled we were close to home, the energy felt different. There were more vans than usual, driving up and down the street that wound up to Krysfelt Academy.

“Look up,” Seema said, her voice sharp. She pointed through the windshield toward the hill that dominated the town.

Normally, Krysfelt Academy kind of loomed over Lombardy with its gothic spires and heavy architecture. Today, however, the school looked like a carnival ground.

“What’s going on here?” I muttered, leaning forward over the steering wheel.

Massive scaffolding hugged some of the buildings, and the sounds of hammering and magical construction drifted down even from this distance. But it wasn’t the construction that caught my eye.

It was the banners.

Giant sheets of silk hung from the battlements, rippling in the wind as if stiffened by magic to ensure they were always visible.

“I see the Krysfelt crest,” Khla said, finally looking up from her book. She shifted, disturbing Lazy, who let out a confused ‘mrrow’ and clung tighter to the orc’s leg. “But what are those others?”

To the left of the familiar Krysfelt crest hung a banner of blue and gold. It bore the stylized image of a roaring lion’s head.

“I know that one,” Thessa hissed, her grip on my hand tightening until her nails dug in. “Lionheart.”

“From the Freshmen Rumble,” I recalled, the memory of the arrogant students from Anaheim surfacing. “Great. Because dealing with them once wasn’t enough.”

“There is another,” Seema noted.

To the right hung a banner I didn’t recognize. It was slate gray and bronze, depicting a heavy hammer striking an anvil with sparks flying outward in a geometric pattern. It looked industrial, heavy, and serious.

“Who are the hammer guys?” I asked. “And why is our school dressed up like it’s hosting a convention?”

“Oh my gosh!” Trixie squealed, the sound loud enough to make Varga cover her wolf ears. Trixie scrambled forward, pressing her ample chest against the back of my head—not a problem at all—as she nearly climbed into the front between Thessa and me. “I know what this is! I know, I know, I know!” She blinked. “Eye no. I no. Eyeknow? It’s weird how those can sound the same when—”

“Ahem,” Khla coughed.

“Maybe care to enlighten us before your mind wanders?” I asked with a grin, steering the van onto Krysfelt Road. The incline steepened, the engine roaring as we began the climb.

“Oh, it’s, like, a welcoming ceremony setup!” Trixie beamed, pointing a manicured finger with perfect pink polish—nobody knew how she kept it so immaculate—at the new construction near the gates. “Look at the layout of the banners. The host in the center, the guests on the flanks. And that platform they’re building near the quad? That’s for dignitarian… dignified… important people!”

“Guests?” Lazy yawned, finally sitting up and rubbing her eyes. She blinked at the banners. “Do they bring snacks?”

“It looks like a Tri-Academy Tournament,” Trixie explained, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, though she was still practically shouting with excitement. “Krysfelt must be hosting. That means new people, new competitions, and probably a whole lot of drama. Lionheart is obviously the gold one. The hammer and anvil? That has to be Manaforge.”

“Manaforge?” I asked.

“Dwarves, mostly,” Trixie said. “Small. Very hairy. Sometimes kinda stinky? And LOUD! Tiny, loud people!” She did jazz hands. “Yay!”

“We know what dwarves are, Trixie,” Khla said.

“Great,” Varga growled from the back. “Just what I need. More loud people.”

“Those Lionheart guys were kinda arrogant,” Lazy put in. “I didn’t like them looking down on us.”

“Well, we kicked their asses,” Thessa said, her red eyes narrowing as she glared at the Lionheart banner growing larger in the windshield. “If they think they can walk into our territory and push us around, they have another thing coming. And they should know better by now.”

“Bye now,” Trixie mused. “Eye now.”

“Will you quit it?” Khla growled.

Chuckling, I navigated the final turn toward the main gate. But it was clear that the scale of the preparation was massive—very similar to what we had seen during the Freshmen Rumble. I was honestly kind of excited; I didn’t mind a chance to test my skills.

“A tournament,” I said, testing the word. “Kay didn’t mention anything about this before we left.”

“Maybe it’s a surprise?” Trixie suggested, bouncing slightly in her seat, which did all sorts of good things to her curvy self. “Or maybe it happened really fast. Politics between academies moves faster than a goblin with a stolen coin purse.”

“Well,” I said, checking the mirrors as the imposing iron gates of Krysfelt grew closer. “Summer is definitely over. Let’s go see what kind of trouble just landed on our doorstep.”
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The iron gates of Krysfelt Academy loomed ahead. They stood open to admit the influx of traffic. I steered Slab past the stone pillars as the tires crunched over the paved entry road. Usually, the guard post was manned by a bored senior student or a magical construct, but today, a familiar, huddled figure waited by the checkpoint.

It was Borsj.

Despite the late summer heat radiating off the asphalt, the old imp was bundled in a thick, wool-lined parka that looked three sizes too big for his hunched frame. A scarf was wrapped multiple times around his neck and obscured the lower half of his red-scaled face. His glasses were slightly fogged up, and his breath was misty.

“How does he do that?” Trixie hummed. “I wish I could make my breath fog whenever I wanted to!”

Khla blinked. “What would be the practical application of that?”

She waved her hands around, accidentally slapping Seema in the back of the head. “You can be like a dragon!”

“Don’t brush your teeth in the morning, and you’ll be there,” Seema said, rubbing the back of her head while Khla chuckled at her joke.

“Hey, that’s a great idea!” Trixie chirped.

“Veto,” I said as I drove on.

“Stop the car, Wade,” Khla said from the middle row. “It looks like he wants to talk to us.”

I slowed the van to a crawl and rolled down the window. “Hey, Borsj. A little warm for the winter gear, isn’t it?”

Borsj shivered and adjusted his glasses with a clawed hand. “Warm? This realm is an icebox. You mortals have no appreciation for proper heat.” He sniffed, and his frayed wings twitched beneath the parka. “Headmistress Kay saw your rust-bucket coming up the hill. She wants to see you.”

“Immediate audience, huh?” I grinned. “Did we do something wrong already? We haven’t even stepped out of the van.”

“Yeah, give it five minutes,” Borsj grumbled. One of his horns, the broken one, snagged on his hood as he turned his head to glare at Trixie, who was waving way too enthusiastically from the back, hanging half from the vehicle.

He rolled his eyes. “Go. Main building. She is clearing her schedule for you.”

I drove on and left the shivering imp behind. We parked Slab in our usual spot near the dorms, but instead of grabbing our bags, we headed straight for the administrative wing. The campus was alive with energy. Students were everywhere as they pointed at the banners and the construction crews erecting stands around the main quad.

Walking behind the girls was always a mixed blessing; it was hard to focus on where I was going when the view was this good. Trixie bounced with every step while her blonde ponytail swayed in rhythm with her hips. Beside her, Thessa moved with a deadly grace, and her tail flicked back and forth. Lazy leaned heavily on Khla and practically dragged her feet.

“Do we have to walk so fast?” Lazy complained. She yawned wide. “I was having a really good dream about a fish the size of a house.”

“You can sleep later, furball,” Varga said, though she slowed down slightly to let Lazy catch up. Varga’s golden eyes darted around to scan the new arrivals and the banners. “Kay probably wants to explain why the school looks like a circus.”

We entered the main building, where the cool air of the interior was a welcome relief, and navigated the familiar halls to the Headmistress’s office. The heavy oak door was already ajar.

Kay Krysfelt stood behind her desk and looked over a stack of documents. She wore a deep green pencil skirt and a matching vest over a white blouse that fit her curves perfectly. A witch’s hat sat precariously on a stack of books to her side. When we entered, she looked up, and her green eyes brightened.

“Welcome back,” Kay said. Her voice was warm but carried that natural authority she wore like a cloak. She gestured for us to sit in the array of chairs arranged before her desk. “I trust the drive wasn’t too arduous?”

“Slab held together,” I said as I took a seat. “Barely.”

“And the lodge?” Kay asked and leaned back in her chair. The movement pulled her blouse tight across her chest, a detail I tried very hard not to stare at. “My family hasn’t used that retreat in a while. I hope it wasn’t too dusty.”

“It was amazing!” Trixie chirped. She was practically vibrating in her chair. “The lake was so sparkly! And the beds were super bouncy. We tested them. A lot.”

Kay cleared her throat. She wisely chose to ignore the implication. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. You all earned a respite after Kaluwa. However, as you’ve noticed, things have been busy here in your absence.”

“The banners,” Seema said calmly. She sat with perfect posture, and her lion tail curled neatly around her chair leg. “Lionheart and the other one. The hammer.”

“Manaforge,” Kay said. She steepled her fingers. “This semester is going to be... chaotic. We are hosting a diplomatic competition for first- and second-year students. A Tri-Academy Tournament.”

“So Trixie was right,” Thessa noted, looking impressed despite herself. “A rare occurrence.”

“Hey!” Trixie hummed, flicking a piece of paper at her, which Thessa dodged with a grin.

“Krysfelt, Lionheart, and Manaforge,” Khla said.

“Correct,” Kay said. “Lionheart Academy is arriving from Anaheim. You remember their style from the Freshmen Rumble.”

“Rich, arrogant, and annoying,” Varga summarized dryly.

“As well as prestigious and well-funded,” Kay amended with a small smile. “And Manaforge hails from the mountains of South Appalachia. They aren’t part of the Magocracy, but they have warm ties with Lionheart, apparently. They focus heavily on artificing, enchanting, and elemental mastery. They’re a sturdy, practical people.”

“Why now?” I asked. “It looks like a lot of effort.”

“It is,” Kay admitted. “This is the initiative of the new Dean of Lionheart. He has made a very impressive sum of money available for the hosting academy and even more for the winner. Funds like that can build new training halls, expand the library, and secure better equipment for every student here.”

“So he’s paying us to beat them?” Lazy asked. She perked up at the mention of money. “Can we buy better snacks with the funds?”

“It helps the academy, Lazy,” Kay said gently. “But beyond the gold, this is about prestige. While considered a good academy, Krysfelt has always been viewed a certain way—isolated, specialized. This is our chance to show the other academies our qualities. Even if we don’t win, hosting such an event gives us prestige.”

I looked at the girls. Thessa was grinning, and a fire lit up behind her red eyes. She loved a challenge. Khla looked stoic, but she was nodding slowly; competition was something orcs understood well. Even Lazy looked ready to go. She was likely imagining herself posing with a trophy.

“We’re in,” I said as I spoke for the group. “If Lionheart wants a rematch after the Rumble, we’ll give them one.”

Kay’s expression softened, and her gaze lingered on me for a moment before she composed herself. “I knew I could count on you. Wade, your team is the best we have. I expect you to set the example. The official announcement and welcome ceremony will be soon, but I wanted you to hear it from me first.”

“We appreciate that,” I said.

Kay nodded, then clapped her hands together and shifted back to Headmistress mode. “Now, go get settled. The dorms are opening up for the new year, and students are trickling in.”

We stood up to leave, and the excitement was palpable among the group.

“Dwarves and pompous lions,” Thessa muttered as we walked out. She cracked her knuckles. “This is going to be fun.”

“Fun,” Trixie agreed as she skipped toward the door. “And maybe the dwarves will make me a shiny new hat! Or a robot badger!”

As we headed back out into the bustling hallway, I felt a surge of anticipation. The summer break had been nice, but standing still wasn’t really our style. If Krysfelt needed champions, we were ready to answer the call.


Chapter 2



The door to Kay’s office clicked shut behind us. The girls were buzzing with energy, chattering about the tournament, the banners, and the sheer volume of new people flooding the campus.

I smiled as their excitement washed over me, but my mind was already racing with the logistics of preparing for a competition against two other academies.

“Mr. Aurelius.” The familiar voice was cool, crisp, and it cut through the hallway chatter like a shard of ice.

I stopped and turned.

Alis stood near a decorative suit of armor. Her posture was rigid, and the high elf professor looked as impeccable as always. Her silver hair fell in a straight, shimmering sheet down her back. Her silver eyes held that perpetual look of disdain she reserved for almost everyone, though it had softened slightly toward me in recent months.

“Professor Alis,” I said.

The girls stopped as they sensed the shift in the air. Thessa’s tail twitched, and Varga narrowed her golden eyes. They knew Alis wasn’t exactly my biggest fan, given our history with her daughter, Salee. But she was professional—always had been—and put the interests of the school first.

“Go on ahead,” I told the girls. “I’ll catch up. Save me a spot in the common room.”

“Don’t take too long,” Thessa said. She eyed Alis with open suspicion. “We have unpacking to do.”

“And by unpacking, she means throwing clothes everywhere and then having sex on them!” Trixie added helpfully.

Alis pretended not to hear that.

I watched them head down the corridor—a chaotic, beautiful mess of swaying hips, twitching tails, and bouncing hair—before turning my attention back to Alis.

She didn’t waste time on pleasantries. She crooked a finger and stepped into a small, unoccupied alcove used for private study.

I followed. “What’s this about, Alis?”

She reached into the folds of her robe and produced a folded parchment covered in dense script. She tapped it with a long, manicured fingernail.

“We have been busy while you were playing house in the mountains,” she said. “We continued the investigation into the Kaluwa requirement.”

My stomach tightened. The mission to Kaluwa had been a trap designed to drain me dry, set by someone powerful enough to order the academy around. “You found something?”

“We did,” Alis said. She unfolded the parchment. In the center was a magical seal, a complex geometric pattern that pulsed with a faint, authoritative violet light. “We spent weeks tracing the magical signature embedded in the original requirement scroll. It was difficult. The encryption was... masterful.”

“And?”

“And we found the source,” she said grimly. “We initially suspected a high-level bureaucrat or perhaps a rogue element within the administration forging a seal. That is impossible with this one. The mana density required to affix this specific seal is immense. It requires a specific bloodline resonance.”

She looked me dead in the eye.

“This order truly came from the highest: it was issued by a Magocrat.”

The hallway suddenly felt very cold. “A Magocrat? As in, one of the people who rule the entire Magocracy?”

“Precisely,” Alis said. “Only a real Magocrat could have authorized this. The magical signature is undeniable. We cross-referenced it with every known spell key in the public archives.”

I leaned back against the stone wall and ran a hand through my hair. “So, one of the rulers of the world wants me dead. Or captured. That’s... great. That’s just fantastic.”

“It confirms our fears,” Alis stated. “Your bloodline makes you a threat to their established order. Or a resource they wish to consume.”

“Which Magocrat?” I asked, looking at the seal. “If you traced it, do we know a name?”

Alis shook her head. A rare look of frustration crossed her features. “That is where we hit a wall. The Magocrats guard their identities with paranoia bordering on madness. Their personal magical signatures are classified, hidden behind layers of obfuscation that even we cannot penetrate. We know it is a Magocrat, but we cannot distinguish which one without a direct sample of their magic to compare it against.”

“So we know the gun was fired by a king, but we don’t know which king,” I summarized.

“A crude analogy, but accurate,” Alis said. She folded the parchment back up and tucked it away. “We will continue to search for leaks in their security and other sightings, but unless the caster reveals themselves or uses a significant amount of mana in our vicinity that we can record, we are blind.”

“Understood,” I said.

“Be careful, Wade,” she said. “If a Magocrat has taken a personal interest in your termination, the assassins on Kaluwa were likely just the first wave.”

“I’ll watch my back,” I said. “Thank you, Alis. Seriously.”

She gave me a stiff nod. “Do not die, Mr. Aurelius. It would be inconvenient for the academy.”

High praise, coming from her.

With that, she swept out of the alcove and left me alone with the heavy news.

I took a moment to compose myself. I couldn’t let the fear take root. I had a team that was also a family, and we had survived dragons and death traps. We could handle a politician, even a wizard politician.

Hopefully…

I pushed off the wall and headed for the dorms.

[image: ]


When I entered our suite, the chaos Trixie had predicted was in full swing. Clothes were draped over chairs, suitcases had exploded across the floor, and Lazy was currently batting a ball of socks around the room while Varga tried to organize her weapon maintenance kit on the coffee table.

Seema was the first to notice me. She paused in the middle of folding one of her shirts, and her lion ears swiveled forward. “You look like you’ve got something on your mind, Wade. What happened with Alis?”

The room went quiet. Lazy stopped batting the socks and looked up as she sensed the change in the atmosphere. Thessa stepped out of the bathroom with a hairbrush in hand. Her red eyes immediately locked onto my face.

“Yeah, what did the ice queen want?” Thessa asked in a deeper octave.

I closed the door and locked it. “Everyone, sit down. We need to talk.”

They gathered around the small living area. Khla moved a stack of books to sit on the sofa and pulled Lazy down beside her. Trixie sat cross-legged on the floor. She looked unusually attentive.

“Alis traced the seal from the Kaluwa mission,” I said while I kept my voice steady. “The order to send us there? It wasn’t some clerical error or a mid-level bureaucrat trying to score points.”

“Who was it?” Varga asked. Her hand rested on the hilt of a dagger.

“It was an actual Magocrat,” I said.

The silence that followed was deafening. Even Trixie didn’t make a sound. In this world, the Magocrats were essentially legends—faceless, powerful rulers who dictated the laws of magic and society.

“Are you certain?” Khla asked, and her brow furrowed. “That is... a significant escalation.”

“Alis is sure,” I replied. “The seal can’t be forged. It requires a specific level of power and authority. One of the rulers of the Magocracy personally signed the death warrant.”

“But which one?” Thessa hissed. Her grip on the hairbrush tightened until the plastic creaked. “Give me a name, Wade. If they want a fight, I’ll melt their damn face off.”

“We don’t know,” I admitted, and frustration leaked into my voice. “Alis said their identities are top secret. Without a direct sample of their magic to compare to the seal, we can’t tell who signed it. It could be anyone in Avalon Castle.”

“So we have a target on our backs,” Varga said as she leaned back and crossed her arms. “A big one.”

“Wait,” Trixie said and raised her hand. “If they’re super secret, maybe they won’t come here personally? Maybe they’ll just send more golers... gollies? Robots? Or ninjas? Robot ninjas? I hope they do! I’d love to kill one!”

“Besides the murderous desires, Trixie has a point,” Seema said softly. “If they want to remain hidden, they cannot act openly. They have to use proxies. Like the assassins on the island.”

“Exactly,” I said. “But now we know the scale of the threat. We aren’t just dealing with jealous rivals. We’re dealing with the people who run the nations.”

Lazy shimmied closer to me. She wrapped her arms around my waist and buried her face in my chest. “Let them come,” she mumbled into my shirt. “We bit the dragon. We can bite a fancy wizard king too.”

I stroked her hair and looked around at the women who had staked their lives on me. Thessa looked ready to murder. Khla was stoic, a pillar of strength. Varga was already calculating kill angles. Seema was watchful. Trixie was... Trixie, but she was here, and she could kick ass when she needed to.

“We stick together,” I said firmly. “During the tournament, keep your eyes open. If Alis is right, whoever wants me dead might use the chaos of the competition to try again.”

“Let them try,” Thessa growled. Flames flickered briefly in her palm before she clenched her fist and snuffed them out. “They’ll find out why you don’t mess with us.”


Chapter 3



The first two weeks back at Krysfelt Academy hit us like a sledgehammer made of textbooks and training dummies. Gone were the lazy mornings at the lodge and the quiet afternoons by the lake. In their place came a schedule packed tight enough to make even Khla groan.

We started our mornings in the most deceptive way possible: silence.

Meditation 201 with Professor Melhee took place in the upper tower, a circular room with panoramic windows that let in the morning light. The floor was covered in plush cushions, and the air always smelled of sandalwood and sage.

“Center your core,” Melhee said, her voice smooth as silk. The older foxkin woman walked between the rows of students, and her gray tail swayed hypnotically behind her. “The mana is not a river you force. It is a breath you take. Inhale the essence around you. Refine it. Exhale the impurities.”

I sat cross-legged, and my hands rested on my knees. Focusing inward, I visualized my mana pool. It had grown significantly since I first arrived, a deep well of potential energy waiting to be tapped. The challenge lay not in the capacity of the mana but in regenerating it fast enough during a fight.

Beside me, a soft snoring sound broke my concentration.

I cracked one eye open. Lazy had given up on meditating five minutes in.

I’ve seen her fall asleep faster during Meditation…

The black-haired catkin was currently slumped against my shoulder. Her mouth was slightly open, and a tiny string of drool threatened my uniform. Her cat ears twitched in her sleep.

Melhee stopped in front of us. Her green eyes sparkled with amusement rather than annoyance. She leaned down, and her fox ears perked up.

“Ms. Layzaia-Neena,” she whispered. “If you fall any deeper into that trance, you might not wake up until graduation.”

Lazy jerked awake, and her yellow eyes went wide. “I wasn’t sleeping! I was... meditating horizontally. It’s a new technique. From the ancient... pillow tribe… of catkin.” She waved her hands. “Very effective!”

“Is that so?” Melhee chuckled and patted Lazy on the head between her ears. “Then I expect you to ace our practical exam next week. Sit up, dear. Wade needs his circulation.”

On my other side, Thessa hid a smirk behind her hand. “She’s hopeless,” the tiefling whispered as she shifted so her thigh pressed against mine. Her skin was warm, and it radiated that constant infernal heat she carried. “Though I suppose she is cute when she drools.”

After Meditation came the real wake-up call: Combat Techniques with Professor Sternus.

This was the class I needed the most. My Class was Enchanter, which usually meant staying in the backlines, but my weapon—the Mageblade—demanded I get up close and personal. The sword granted an attack bonus equal to my current mana, meaning I hit like a truck, but hitting hard didn’t matter if I couldn’t land the blow or dodge a counterattack.

Sternus didn’t care much about magic. The gruff human stood in the center of the training arena, and a massive two-handed sword rested on his shoulder like it weighed nothing. A jagged scar ran down his jawline—the man was a warrior, and he practiced what he preached.

“Magic runs out,” Sternus barked as he paced the line. “Muscle endures. You rely only on your spells, and you die when you’re silenced. You rely on your steel, you survive.”

He pointed a thick finger at me. “Aurelius. Front and center.”

I stepped out and drew the Mageblade. The steel shone, and the orange edge hummed with power.

“Pretty sword,” Sternus grunted. “Let’s see if you know how to use it. Attack me.”

I lunged and put my weight behind a thrust. Sternus didn’t even draw his weapon. He simply sidestepped, caught my wrist with a grip like iron, and used my own momentum to send me stumbling past him.

“You’re overextending,” he criticized. “Again.”

For the next hour, he drilled us on footwork and parries. I was sweating through my shirt, my muscles burning.

“Keep your guard up, Wade!” Varga shouted from the sidelines. The wolfkin girl was in her element here. Dressed in her usual black training gear, she moved through the obstacle course Sternus had set up with terrifying speed, and her tail acted as a rudder for her balance.

When it was time for sparring, the girls didn’t hold back.

Khla was a wall. The orcess used a staff for sparring. When I tried to flank her, she pivoted with surprising grace. She blocked my strike with a forearm guard before shoving me back five feet.

“Good power,” Khla grunted and wiped sweat from her brow. “But you telegraph your swing. Look at my shoulders, not my eyes.”

Seema was a different challenge. The lionkin fought with a quiet intensity. She wielded a training spear today and kept me at range. Her golden eyes tracked my every movement, and her ears swiveled to catch the sound of my boots on the gravel. She was strong, almost as strong as Khla, but she had a fluidity that reminded me of water.

“You’re hesitating,” Seema noted softly as she tapped my chest with the blunt end of the spear. “You worry about hurting us. Don’t. We can take it.”

“I know you can,” I huffed as I got back into my stance. “Just don’t want to explain to Kay why I bruised my girlfriends.”

“Bruises heal,” Varga called out as she dropped from a climbing wall and landed silently next to us. “Hesitation kills. Hit her, Wade.”

By the time lunch rolled around, I was exhausted, but I felt sharper. My body was slowly catching up to my mana.

The afternoon blocks were mental marathons. We shuffled into Professor Gammicka’s lecture hall for Advanced Bestiary. Gammicka was an elder dwarf with eyes like chipped flint and zero patience for nonsense.

“The anatomy of a hydra,” she lectured and tapped a diagram with a pointer. “Many assume cutting the head is the solution. Rookie mistake. Unless you cauterize the stump immediately, you simply double your problems.”

“Or you just blow up the whole body,” Thessa whispered to me as she twirled a pen between her red fingers. “No body, no heads. Simple.”

“Fire is not always the answer,” Gammicka said sharply without even turning around. “Some hydras breathe fire. You’d just be making it angry.”

“Then I’ll use more fire,” Thessa muttered and sank lower in her seat.

Next was Dungeon Lore 201 with Professor Vallei. The vampiress stood at the front of the room. Her skin was pale as marble, and her blood-red eyes scanned us with a detached, clinical interest.

“Dungeons are living organisms,” Vallei said, and her voice was devoid of warmth. “They breathe. They feed. They have immune systems. You are the virus. The monsters are the white blood cells. Understanding this relationship is the key to survival.”

It was fascinating, but Vallei’s intense stare always made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. She looked at us as though we were interesting specimens in a jar rather than students.

The week rounded out with our foundational classes. Professor Krain, a dryad, taught Magic History. Her leaves were turning a vibrant autumnal orange, and they rustled whenever she got excited about ancient treaties.

Professor Mirkander, an elder catkin who moved with spry energy despite his gray hair, taught Runic Languages. I sat next to Lazy for this one since we were both Enchanters.

“The curve of the ‘Fehu’ rune dictates the flow of energy,” Mirkander explained as he drew on the board. “Too sharp, and the mana bottlenecks. Too shallow, and it dissipates.”

Lazy was actually paying attention here. She sketched the runes in her notebook with surprising precision.

“It looks like a fishhook,” she whispered to me. “If I enchant a fishing rod with this, do you think I can catch a shark?”

“Let’s stick to standard enchantments for now,” I said, bumping her shoulder with mine.

Finally, there was Artificing with Professor Zandrum. The bald dwarf loved the smell of hot metal and ashes. It was not an important subject to my class—Enchanters were about as far from artificers as you could get—and none of the girls had much to do with it either, but it gave us interesting insights that could help, should we ever need to fight an artificer.

By the end of the second week, we had found a rhythm. The soreness from Sternus’s class became a familiar ache, and the mental load from the lectures started to organize itself in my brain.

We sat in the cafeteria on Friday, trays loaded with food. The noise of the student body was deafening, a mix of relief that the week was over and excitement for the weekend.

“I need a nap,” Lazy declared and face-planted into a pile of mashed potatoes. “A nap that lasts three days.”

“You have potato in your hair,” Seema pointed out gently and reached over to wipe a smudge from Lazy’s cheek.

“Save it for later,” Lazy mumbled into the plate.

“Sternus is ramping up the difficulty,” Khla said as she flexed her massive hand. “He knows the tournament is coming. He wants Krysfelt to look strong.”

“We are strong,” Varga said and stabbed a sausage with her fork. “Lionheart and the dwarves won’t know what hit them.”

“Speaking of dwarves,” Trixie said and looked around with wide blue eyes. “Do you think they comb their beards? Wouldn’t that be weird, to see a smelly little guy comb his beard?”

“They probably think elves are weird.”

“Elves are hot,” she just hummed. “Everybody wants to bang elves.”

Thessa made a face. “Not the guys.”

“Yeah,” Trixie hummed. “I kinda forget those exist most of the time. I guess they can be okay if you’re into low-libido, arrogant men?”

“Where do I sign up?” Varga growled sarcastically.

I chuckled and shook my head. “Eat up, girls,” I told them. “We have a big weekend ahead. I hear the delegations from the other academies will be showing up soon. If that’s so, things are about to get a lot louder.”

Thessa grinned, and her sharp teeth glinted. “Good. All this studying was starting to get boring…”


Chapter 4



The next morning, the air over Krysfelt Academy felt thick with tension. Classes had been suspended for the welcoming ceremony, and the entire student body was packed into the main quad. I stood near the old stone fountain, surrounded by the most dangerous and beautiful women on campus.

Trixie was practically vibrating against my side. Her blonde ponytail bounced with every jittery movement, and her ample chest pressed against my arm as she stood on her tiptoes while she tried to see over the heads of the crowd.

“Are they here yet?” Trixie chirped as her blue eyes scanned the gray clouds. “I bet they ride dragons. Or maybe giant robotic eagles! Or eagles riding dragons riding robots!”

“If they ride dragons, I’m shooting them down,” Thessa said. Her voice was smoky and low.

She leaned against my other side, and her skin felt warm even through my uniform. Her tail curled around my calf and claimed me. She wore a tight black tank top and shorts that showed off her demonic curves and toned legs. “Nobody brings a dragon into my territory without asking.”

“Technically, it’s Kay’s territory,” Khla pointed out. The orcess stood behind us like a green wall of muscle, and her arms were crossed under her ample chest. She scanned the perimeter with the discipline of a veteran sentry. “But I respect the sentiment.”

“Too loud,” Varga muttered. The wolfkin girl adjusted the hood of her black sweatshirt while her golden eyes darted around the noisy crowd. She sniffed the air as her nose twitched. “Too many people.”

“Be nice,” Seema said gently. The lionkin stood tall next to Varga as her golden tail swayed rhythmically. She wore a simple white blouse that struggled to contain her muscular build, and her lion ears swiveled toward the sky. “It is a historic day. We should be respectful.”

“I am respectful,” Varga grunted. “I haven’t attacked anyone yet.”

“And I am bored,” Lazy groaned. The catkin hung off Khla’s arm, and her body went boneless in that liquid way cats managed. Her black ears were flattened against her head. “Why is everyone excited about people going to a place? Wake me up when there’s food. Or a fight. Preferably food.”

I chuckled and reached back to scratch Lazy behind the ears. She immediately leaned into the touch as a rumble of a purr started in her throat. “Just wait a little longer. I heard some students talk about airships.”

“Airships?” Lazy opened one yellow eye. “Like... ships… in the air?”

“Bingo, bright brains,” Varga growled. “And they say cats are smarter than dogs…”

“Less smelly, at any rate,” Lazy said and stuck out her tongue.

Suddenly, a hush fell over the crowd. A deep, resonant thrumming sound vibrated through the soles of my boots and shook the water in the fountain behind us.

“Look up!” a student shouted from near the front.

The heavy cloud layer above the academy churned. Slowly, majestically, a dark shape broke through the gray mist. It wasn’t a bird, and it definitely wasn’t a dragon.

It was a ship made of steel and dark wood, massive and imposing, kept aloft by humming engines and glowing blue crystals mounted on its flanks. The hull was inscribed with complex runic patterns that pulsed with light and reinforced the structure against the strain of flight.

“Whoa,” Trixie breathed, and her mouth formed a perfect ‘O’. “It’s a sky-boat! A boat in the sky! A skote? A boaty-sky?”

“Impressive,” Seema admitted as her eyes narrowed and she tracked the vessel’s descent.

Two more ships followed the flagship, slightly smaller but just as heavily armored. As the lead ship descended toward the open grassy area designated for the landing, gusts of wind whipped through the quad. I shielded my eyes against the dust. Trixie squealed and held her skirt down, while Thessa just grinned as her red eyes flashed with appreciation for the display of power.

The ships touched down with a heavy, graceful thud that rattled the windows of the nearby dorms. Steam hissed from vents along the hull and created a fog that rolled over the grass.

A heavy ramp slammed down from the lead ship and bit into the turf.

“Here come the hammer guys,” I said.

The delegation from Manaforge Academy marched out.

They didn’t look like the mages we were used to seeing at Krysfelt. There were no flowing silk robes or hats. Instead, these men and women wore thick leather aprons, fur-trimmed coats, and heavy boots reinforced with steel.

Many of them were dwarves—stocky, broad-shouldered figures with beards that looked like they could scrub a pot clean. They carried tools on their belts alongside wands and staves: wrenches, hammers, and strange clockwork devices that clicked and whirred.

“They look like they are here to fix the plumbing,” Thessa noted dryly.

“They look sturdy,” Khla countered. “Practical. I like it.”

One dwarf in particular stood out at the front of the group. He was a mountain of muscle packed into a compact frame. His golden beard was braided intricately and reached his belt buckle. He wore bronze armor that gleamed even under the cloudy sky, and a massive axe was strapped to his back.

Kay stepped forward to meet him. She looked stunning as always; her green pencil skirt hugged her hips, and her posture radiated authority. She extended a hand.

The dwarf leader didn’t just shake it; he grasped her hand in both of his and pumped it enthusiastically.

“Headmistress Krysfelt!” his voice boomed across the quad, loud enough that he didn’t need a spell to amplify it. He let out a laugh that sounded like rocks tumbling down a canyon. “By the Stone, it is good to finally stand on solid ground! Your mountains are a bit flat for my taste, but the air is crisp!”

Kay smiled, though she looked like she was trying to retrieve her hand before he crushed it. “Welcome to Krysfelt Academy. We are honored to host Manaforge.”

“Honored to be here!” the dwarf roared as he turned to wave a thick arm at his delegation. “We brought the best smiths, the best artificers, and enough ale to drown a giant! Let’s see if your students have some steel in their spines!”

“He’s loud,” Varga complained and covered her ears. “Why is he so loud?”

“I like him!” Trixie cheered while she waved back frantically. “Hello, tiny loud man! Did you bring robots?”

The dwarf leader’s eyes scanned the crowd, and his grin was wide and infectious. The Manaforge students behind him started unpacking crates immediately, and their movements were precise and efficient.

“Well,” I said as I watched the spectacle. “They certainly know how to make an entrance.”

“Let’s see if they can fight,” Thessa said while her tail flicked with anticipation. “Being loud is easy. Kicking ass is harder.”

“I think they’re cool,” Lazy mumbled. She was finally fully awake. “They have pockets everywhere. Imagine how many snacks you can hide in those coats.”

I wrapped my arm around Lazy’s waist and pulled her close. “Only you would prioritize snack storage over magical artifacts.”

“Priorities, Wade,” she said seriously. “Priorities.”
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The rumble of the Manaforge’s arrival had barely faded when the atmosphere in the courtyard shifted. The heavy, industrial grit of the dwarves was replaced by a sudden, sharp tingle along the skin.

“Teleportation,” Khla muttered. She stood with her arms crossed, and her biceps flexed against the fabric of her shirt. “Large scale. That takes significant mana.”

Around the center of the quad, the grass appeared to ripple. A dozen distinct points of light flared into existence. They rapidly expanded into complex geometric circles glowing with a pale, pristine white light. The hum of magic vibrated in my teeth.

“Show-offs,” Varga muttered as she pulled her hood lower. “They could have just teleported into a backroom without all the show.”

The light intensified and forced many students to shield their eyes before it vanished with a soft pop.

In the circles’ place stood the delegation from Lionheart Academy.

If Manaforge looked like they were ready to build a fortress, Lionheart looked like they owned the fortress and the land it sat on. They were dressed in immaculately tailored uniforms of cream and navy, heavy with gold embroidery that caught the diffuse sunlight. Not a single hair was out of place, and their boots shone with a polish so deep you could probably check your teeth in the reflection.

But leading them was a man who didn’t fit the flashy entrance at all.

He was an elder human male, and his gray hair was combed back neatly. His face was clean-shaven and revealed sharp features that appeared kind but intelligent. Unlike his students, he wore a simple tunic in earth tones like browns and greens that looked well-made but humble. He wore round spectacles that magnified his bright purple eyes.

“That’s gotta be him,” I whispered. “The new dean that Kay mentioned.”

He stepped forward with fluid movements and approached Kay. Our headmistress stood tall, her dress hugging her curves in all the right places, and she looked every bit the ruler of her domain.

The man bowed slightly without mockery and with a practiced grace. He took Kay’s hand. Even from here, I could see his smile was polite and his demeanor was friendly. He said something that made Kay nod, though her posture remained stiff.

The students behind him, however, were a different story.

They broke formation and began to survey the academy. Rather than a look of curiosity, they displayed the expression a real estate agent gave a house they intended to condemn.

“Is this the main quad?” I heard a tall human boy ask a lionkin girl next to him. “It’s so... small.”

“Rustic,” the girl corrected as she wrinkled her nose. She adjusted her gold-trimmed collar. “I suppose it has a certain quaint charm. Like a petting zoo.”

“Do you think they have running water in the dorms, or do we need to fetch it from a well?” another said, laughing.

Beside me, the temperature spiked.

I looked down to see smoke curling from Thessa’s clenched fists. Her skin had darkened a shade, and her tail was lashing back and forth behind her legs like a whip cracking the air. Her red eyes were locked on the smirking Lionheart students.

“Entitled, soft-handed, city-dwelling parasites,” Thessa hissed, and the words smoked as they left her mouth. “Look at them. Standing there like they own the air we breathe. They wouldn’t last five minutes in a real fight. I bet they pay someone to cast their shields for them.”

The heat coming off her was palpable. I reached out and placed my hand on the small of her back, right where her tail met her spine. The contact made her stiffen, then slightly relax, though the glare didn’t leave her face.

“Easy, Thessa,” I said as I kept my voice low. “Don’t let them get to you. That’s what they want.”

“They are insulting our home, Wade,” she growled as she leaned into my touch. Her body was rigid with suppressed aggression. “Calling it a petting zoo? I should show them what kind of animal lives in this zoo.”

“Let them talk,” I said. I moved my hand to rub slow circles on her back. “Remember the Freshmen Rumble? They talked big then, too. And what happened?”

Thessa paused. A wicked, sharp-toothed grin slowly replaced the scowl. “We kicked their teeth in.”

“Exactly,” I said. “We held our own against them when we were brand new. Now? We’ve faced dragons, navigated the Anomalous Zone, and survived Kaluwa. Let them underestimate us. It makes it sweeter when we win.”

“Plus,” Varga added while her golden eyes narrowed as she watched a Lionheart mage wipe dust off his boot with a look of disgust, “they smell like expensive soap and desperation. No musk at all. Weak.”

Seema smoothed her white blouse, and her lion ears twitched as she listened to the chatter. “Arrogance is a flimsy shield,” she observed quietly. “Let them keep it. It will shatter easily enough.”

The tension in the group eased slightly, though Thessa was still watching the visitors like a predator waiting for a gazelle to trip.

Then Lazy, who had been staring intently at the pristine white and gold uniforms of the Lionheart students, finally spoke up. “Shite,” she said. Her yellow eyes were wide with genuine confusion, and she shook her head solemnly. “That’s just bad planning. If they sit on the grass, they’re going to get green butt stains. And everyone knows green butt stains are impossible to get out. My old pants still have them. And if you drop the pants when going to the bathroom, they’ll get stains on them, too!” She paused, then tilted her head. “Do you think they levitate when they poop? To avoid the stains?”

The image of the elitist, high-and-mighty Lionheart mages aggressively levitating over a toilet while pooping hit hard. Thessa snorted. The flames in her hands died out instantly as she choked back a laugh. Even Varga cracked a smile.

“You know what, Lazy?” I grinned and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I think you might be onto something.”

“I usually am,” Lazy said confidently, then yawned. “All this thinking made me hungry. Let’s go before they start talking about poop levitation.”


Chapter 5



The Grand Hall of Krysfelt Academy was packed to the rafters. Students from all three years filled the tiered rows, a sea of blue jackets and nervous energy. But today, the uniformity was broken by the blocks of visitors.

To our left sat the Lionheart delegation. They were impossible to miss in their pristine white and gold, and they sat with spines so straight they looked like they had iron rods shoved down the back of their uniforms. To our right, the Manaforge group sprawled out. The dwarves and sturdy humans occupied more space per person than anyone else. Their heavy boots clumped against the stone floor, and the scent of oil and unwashed leather drifted through the air.

“I hate crowds,” Varga grumbled from my right. She had her hood pulled up and shrank into her seat as much as her athletic frame allowed.

“Just focus on me,” I said as I rested my hand on her thigh. She leaned into the touch instantly, and her tense muscles relaxed just a fraction.

“I don’t mind the crowd,” Trixie chirped. She had somehow maneuvered herself so she was practically sitting in my lap, despite there being an empty seat next to me. Her blonde ponytail tickled my nose every time she turned her head. “It’s like a big slumber party! But with fewer pillows and more people who look like they want to bite each other.” She thought for a moment. “Although some slumber parties do tend to go that way…”

“Quiet,” Khla said from the row behind us. Her large hands rested on the back of my seat and practically boxed me in. “The Headmistress is taking the stage.”

The chatter in the hall died down as Kay Krysfelt walked to the podium.

She commanded the room effortlessly. Her signature witch’s hat sat atop her red hair. I watched her walk and appreciated the way the fabric moved with her. She was a fine-looking woman.

Kay tapped the podium, and the sound was amplified by magic.

“Welcome, students of Krysfelt.” Her voice rang out. It was clear and authoritative. “And a warm welcome to our guests from Lionheart Academy and Manaforge Academy. It is a rare privilege to see three great institutions gathered under one roof.”

She gestured to the dignitaries seated behind her on the stage.

“Allow me to introduce the architect of this gathering,” Kay continued as she swept a hand toward the man in the center. “Arch-Magister Crowley, the Dean of Lionheart.”

Crowley stood up. Compared to the flashiness of his students, he looked almost mundane. His earth-toned tunic was simple, and his gray hair was combed back without vanity. He adjusted his round spectacles and gave a small, humble bow to the crowd. His bright purple eyes scanned the room. They looked intelligent and sharp, and they lacked the sneer I saw on most of his students’ faces.

“Thank you, Headmistress,” Crowley said. His voice wasn’t loud, but it carried perfectly. “It is an honor to stand within these historic walls.”

The Lionheart students clapped politely. It was a synchronized, rhythmic sound that was only slightly creepy.

“And representing Manaforge,” Kay announced as she gestured to the hulking figure beside Crowley, “Forgelord Kathruz Greathand.”

The dwarf stood up while his bronze armor clanked, and he raised a fist the size of a ham. “Hullo!” he roared. He didn’t use a magical amplifier; he didn’t need one; his voice bounced off the stone ceiling like a physical blow. “Good to be here! Let’s hope you fight as good as you look!”

The Manaforge students cheered as they stomped their feet and whistled. Trixie clapped wildly because she was delighted by the noise, while Varga winced and flattened her wolf ears against her skull.

Kay waited for the noise to subside, and a small, patient smile played on her lips.

“As you have guessed by the banners and the preparations,” Kay said, “this is not a mere social call. At the initiative of Arch-Magister Crowley, our three academies have agreed to hold a Tri-Academy Tournament.”

A hum of excitement rippled through the Krysfelt students. Thessa, who was sitting on my left, straightened up. Her red eyes narrowed, and a slow grin spread across her face.

“Finally,” she whispered. “We get to the point.”

“The stakes are significant,” Kay went on. “The winning academy will secure a substantial endowment from the foundation of the late Arch-Magister Handerean Brightmane, the former Dean of Lionheart who recently passed. This funding will revolutionize the victor’s facilities and resources.”

Crowley stepped forward again and placed a hand on the shoulder of a tall, imposing figure seated next to him. “To ensure fair play and mutual growth,” Crowley said, “I have brought along one of our finest instructors. Professor Martiz will be conducting classes here at Krysfelt for the duration of the tournament.”

Martiz stood. He was a lionkin, but unlike Seema, he looked as if he’d been groomed by a team of stylists. His silver hair flowed like silk and matched a bushy, meticulously oiled beard. He wore robes embroidered with so much gold thread I was surprised he could move.

He surveyed the hall with a look of supreme boredom.

“I look forward to correcting your... technique,” Martiz said smoothly. His tone suggested he was talking to toddlers playing with mud. “I suggest you use this opportunity to learn what refined magic looks like.”

Beside me, Thessa’s skin temperature spiked.

“I’m going to punch him,” she hissed. “I don’t care if he’s a teacher. I’m going to punch him in the throat.”

“Hold off on the assault,” I whispered as I squeezed her knee. “He might be an ass, but maybe he knows something worth learning.”

“He looks like a majestic floor rug,” Lazy mumbled from her spot next to Khla as she blinked sleepily at the stage. “Very fluffy.”

Kay reclaimed the podium before Martiz could insult us further.

“For the next two weeks,” Kay announced, “our guests will be settling in. The students from Lionheart and Manaforge will be integrated into your schedules. They will eat with you, train with you, and learn with you. Treat them with the hospitality Krysfelt is known for.”

She paused, and her green eyes hardened just enough to remind everyone who ran this castle.

“An official announcement regarding the specific events of the tournament will follow in a fortnight. Until then, classes resume as normal. Dismissed.”

The hall erupted into noise as everyone stood up at once.

“Two weeks of classes with them?” Varga groaned as we shuffled into the aisle. “I give it two days before someone gets bitten.”

“We’ll play nice,” I said as I looked over at the Lionheart students who were already forming neat lines to exit with their noses held high. “We need to see what they can do before the tournament actually starts. It’s a chance to gather intel.”

“Intel.” Trixie nodded sagely. She hooked her arm through mine and pressed her soft curves against me. “And maybe find out where the dwarves hide the snacks.”

“Let’s go,” I said as I guided my girls toward the exit. “The show is over. Now the real work starts.”
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The next day, Krysfelt Academy felt like a crowded tavern where three different parties were trying to shout over each other. The halls were packed. Blue Krysfelt jackets clashed with the pristine white-and-gold of Lionheart and the heavy leather-and-bronze of Manaforge.

We started with Meditation 201, which was usually my favorite way to wake up, but today the tower room was packed wall-to-wall.

“Find your center,” Professor Melhee instructed.

I sat cross-legged on my cushion. To my left, Thessa looked ready to murder someone. A Lionheart student—a haughty human girl with hair so sprayed it probably had an armor rating—had practically sat in Thessa’s lap to claim a spot. Thessa’s tail lashed angrily and smacked the floor with rhythmic thuds.

To my right, Lazy was already gone. She slumped against my shoulder, and a soft line of drool connected her lip to my sleeve.

“This is ridiculous,” Varga whispered from behind me. “The dwarves breathe too loud. It sounds like a bellows in here.”

She wasn’t wrong. The Manaforge students, sturdy and restless, appeared incapable of sitting still. Every few seconds, leather groaned or a tool clanked against the wood.

Apparently, meditation wasn’t their forte, so to speak.

“Focus, Varga,” Seema whispered gently next to her. “Tune it out.”

I closed my eyes and tried to circulate my mana. It was harder than usual with the distraction, but I managed to pull the energy from my core and cycle it through my limbs.

By the time we got to Combat Techniques with Professor Sternus, the sun had burned off the morning mist, and the training yard was sweltering. Sternus, however, looked happier than I had ever seen him.

“Finally!” Sternus shouted as he paced before the lined-up students. “Some variety! You Krysfelt lot have gotten soft fighting only each other.”

He paired us off for sparring drills. I ended up against a Manaforge student, a dwarf named Gorum who was nearly as wide as he was tall.

“Good ta meet ya!” Gorum grinned through a thick beard. He held a training hammer with one hand like it was a twig.

“You too,” I said and raised my Mageblade.

Gorum didn’t use magic. He used momentum. When he swung, he spun his entire body like a top, and his hammer hissed and whined, amplifying the power of his strikes. I had to rely heavily on my footwork and dodge backward as the hammer whooshed past my nose. He was slow, but if that hit connected, I’d be seeing stars.

“Nice footwork, lad!” Gorum laughed. “But can ya take a hit?”

I sidestepped his next swing and tapped him on the shoulder with the flat of my blade. “I prefer not to find out.”

Across the yard, Trixie was sparring with a Lionheart archer. Or rather, she was bouncing around him while asking questions about his bow as she dodged his frustration-fueled shots with what seemed like accidental grace but was actually skill—a bit unfair of her to participate, but Sternus had allowed it—he had a weak spot for blonde elf girls.

Then again, who doesn’t?

Meanwhile, Khla was wrestling a Manaforge orc. The two of them were locked in a test of strength that had veins popping on their necks.

Varga, meanwhile, was systematically dismantling a Lionheart spellsword. The poor guy tried to use a fancy flourish, and Varga simply stepped inside his guard, hooked his leg with her foot, and slammed him into the gravel.

“Too much wasted movement,” Varga grunted as she offered him a hand up. He slapped it away, and his face went red with humiliation.

The day dragged on. It was a mix of interesting clashes and overcrowded classrooms. But the real challenge came in the afternoon: Dueling Class.

Professor Martiz awaited us in the grand amphitheater. The Lionheart instructor stood in the center of the dueling ring. His silver hair gleamed under the magical lights, and his gold-embroidered robes fell perfectly around his frame.

Honestly, he looked bored.

The seats were filled with students from all three academies. I sat with my girls near the front. Trixie leaned her head on my shoulder and played with the buttons of my shirt, while Thessa sat rigid as her red eyes locked on Martiz with intense dislike.

“Welcome,” Martiz said. His voice was smooth, cultured, and dripping with condescension. “I am Professor Martiz. For the duration of this tournament, I will attempt to teach you the difference between brawling and dueling.”

He paced the ring with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Many of you, especially here at Krysfelt, treat magic like a hammer,” he continued as he glanced at the Manaforge students, then at us. “You throw mana at a problem until it breaks. It is crude. It is inefficient. And against a refined opponent, it may well be suicide.”

Thessa’s hand grew hot in mine. “I really hate him.”

“Quiet,” I whispered.

“I need a volunteer,” Martiz said as he stopped and scanned the crowd. His eyes, golden and slit-pupiled like a lion’s, passed over the rows of students. They lingered on the Lionheart students with approval, scoffed at the Manaforge dwarves, and then landed on me.

He smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile.

“You,” he said and pointed a manicured claw. “The young man with the... entourage. Step down here.”

I sighed. Of course.

“Go get him, Wade,” Lazy hummed. “Bite his ankles.”

“Don’t actually bite him,” Khla advised.

I stood up, walked down the stairs, and hopped the barrier into the ring. I drew my Mageblade. The familiar weight of the sword stabilized me.

Martiz looked me up and down. “An Enchanter, yes? And a… Spellsword? A chaotic mixture of disciplines. Tell me, boy, what is your go-to offensive, damage-dealing spell?”

“Power Word: Kill,” I said. “Or Dark Whispers.”

“Quaint,” Martiz sneered. “And this blade?”

“I’m still getting the hang of it,” I said, honestly.

“Well, prepare yourself. I want you to strike me with your best Power Word: Kill. Do not hold back.”

I hesitated. “Professor, the spell can kill.”

Martiz laughed. It was a dry, rasping sound. “I assure you, you needn’t worry. Cast the spell.”

I narrowed my eyes. Fine. If he wanted pain, I’d oblige.

I widened my stance and channeled mana from my core. The Mageblade hummed, and the orange edge glowed bright. I focused the energy into my free hand.

“Die,” I said as I thrust my palm forward.

Martiz didn’t cast a shield. He didn’t dodge. Instead, he shifted his weight. He turned his body slightly to the side. He raised one hand in a strange, open-palmed gesture while his other hand traced a rapid, subtle line in the air near his hip.

My spell hit him.

But instead of even dealing damage, the energy washed over his robes like water hitting a rock. It parted around him and dissipated harmlessly into the air. He hadn’t even taken a step back.

Silence filled the amphitheater.

“Again,” Martiz ordered.

I gritted my teeth. I poured power into the next one and fired. Martiz repeated the motion, but mirrored. He stepped forward with his left foot, exhaled sharply, and angled his shoulder.

Fizzle.

The spell shattered against an invisible resistance inches from his skin.

“How?” I asked as I lowered my hand. “It normally deals damage even if the death effect is resisted.”

Martiz brushed a speck of imaginary dust from his shoulder. He turned to the class.

“Observe,” he lectured, ignoring me for a moment. “This student has very high Spell Power. Commendable: his raw numbers are impressive for his level. In a brawl, he would be dangerous. But he relies entirely on the System’s automated calculations.”

He turned back to me. “You believe your Spell Power opposes my Spell Resistance, and the System generates a result. Correct?”

“That’s how it works,” I said.

“It is not,” Martiz corrected sharply. “The System is not a rigid cage. It is a framework. Some attributes are fluid. Not all bonuses are expressed in “buffs”—as so many of you call them.”

He settled into the stance he had used earlier. “By aligning my mana flow with my physical posture, focusing my intent, and timing my breathing to the moment of impact, I can momentarily increase my effective Spell Resistance in a specific vector. Think of it as raising a shield.”

He looked at me with pity. “You throw magic like a child throwing a rock. I flow with the magic. I deny it purchase. This is the Lionheart technique. We do not merely possess stats; we manipulate them.”

It stung. My face felt hot. He had effortlessly nullified my best shot just by standing correctly.

“Take your seat.” Martiz dismissed me with a wave of his hand. “We have much work to do if you are to be anything other than target practice.”

I sheathed my sword and walked back up the stairs. The Lionheart students were smirking and whispering to each other. The Manaforge students looked thoughtful as they scribbled notes.

When I sat down, Trixie immediately hugged my arm. “He’s a big meanie! Do you want me to shoot him? I can shoot him a little bit. In the butt.”

“No shooting,” I muttered.

“He humiliated you,” Thessa hissed while her eyes glowed. “Let me burn his beard off, Wade. Just one spark.”

“No,” I said as I watched Martiz demonstrate the stance again for the class. “There is something for us to learn here. We might not like the teacher or even his methods, but we can learn from him. I want to be able to do that.”

Seema leaned forward with serious golden eyes. “You’re right. That technique... it was flawless.”

“I know,” I said. I watched Martiz’s footwork, the way he shifted his center of gravity. I replayed the feeling of my mana sliding off him.

My pride was bruised, yeah. I hated being the example of “what not to do,” and I knew he had chosen me—Krysfelt’s top student—on purpose. But I wasn’t stupid.

“He wants to show off?” I whispered to the girls. “Fine. But he’s gonna teach us that, and I’m gonna soak it up like a sponge until I’m better at it than he is.” I opened my notebook and started sketching the stance Martiz had used.

Varga grinned and showed a flash of white teeth. “Good. That is the true path to power.”

“Exactly,” I said as I watched the pompous lionkin strut around the ring. “School is in session.”


Chapter 6



The cafeteria was a roar of noise, a chaotic blend of three different academic cultures crashing together over roast beef and potatoes. The pristine white uniforms of Lionheart clustered near the windows, looking down their noses at the food. The Manaforge students turned the long wooden tables into an impromptu engineering workshop, and they used salt shakers to demonstrate gear ratios while they ate with gusto.

I sat in the middle of it all, wedged between Thessa and Trixie. Thessa was picking at a spicy chicken leg, and her skin glowed slightly with the heat while her tail wrapped possessively around my ankle under the table. On my other side, Trixie was practically vibrating out of her seat.

“You have to listen, Wade!” Trixie squeaked as she grabbed my bicep and squeezed. “It was, like, the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen a double rainbow. And a really cute puppy wearing a hat. But this? This was art!”

I swallowed a bite of my sandwich. “You’re talking about a weapon, aren’t you?”

“Not just a weapon,” Trixie gasped, and her blue eyes were wide and sparkling. She leaned in and pressed her chest firmly against my arm, while the soft fabric of her ranger top did little to hide the impressive curves beneath. “A Manaforge bow. Me and Lazy saw it this morning near the smithy trucks!”

Across the table, Lazy looked up from her plate. She currently had three meatballs speared on a single fork. “It was shiny,” Lazy mumbled around a mouthful of food. “And it didn’t have a string.”

“Exactly!” Trixie cheered, and she bounced so hard the table shook. “That’s the best part! It didn’t have a string! It was just this sleek, bronze riser with all these little gears and glowing runes inscribed into the metal. The dwarf, whose name was Thrakk, I think, looked like a garden gnome who hit the gym. He picked it up, and zzzip! A string made of pure blue mana just appeared!”

“A mana string?” Khla asked as she looked up from her protein-heavy meal. The orcess arched a brow. “That would require a constant drain on the user’s reserves. Impractical for prolonged engagements.”

“No, that’s the genius part!” Trixie waved her hands excitedly. “The bow has a core! It generates its own tension! Thrakk said it channels elemental energy directly into the projectile. You don’t even need arrows! You just pull back the mana string, and poof, an arrow just manifests!”

“He shot a target dummy,” Lazy added and swallowed. She gestured vaguely with her fork. “The dummy exploded. Like, everywhere. There was straw in my hair. I think the arrow hit the dummy so hard it went back in time and killed the tree the dummy was made from.”

“I doubt it manipulates time, Lazy,” Seema said, and she smiled gently as she wiped a spot of sauce from the corner of her mouth. “But conjured ammunition is a significant advantage. You would never run out of shots.”

“I waaaant it,” Trixie moaned and practically draped herself over me now. She looked up at me with pleading eyes and bit her lower lip. All her softness rubbed up against me.

God, that is… rough…

“Wade, I need it. My current bow is just wood and string. It’s so primitive! It’s like using a rock when you could use… a bow! Imagine me with that bow. I could shoot so many things! I could shoot… things, Wade! THINGS!”

Varga growled as she was sharpening a steak knife with a small whetstone she kept in her pocket, and she eyed a group of loud dwarves nearby. “Does it make noise?”

“It hums!” Trixie said. “Like an angry bee! A big, angry, magical, majestic bee!”

“Too loud.” Varga decided and went back to her knife.

“The dwarf said the draw weight adjusts to the user instantly,” Lazy said and reached over to steal a fry from my plate.

“Really?” I asked, genuinely impressed. “That’s high-level artificing.”

“It’s destiny!” Trixie corrected. “It’s my destiny to hold that bow, Wade! I felt a connection! A spiritual bond. Me and the bow. The bow and me. Dancing together! Into the sunset!”

“Does it vibrate?” Seema joked.

Trixie flopped on my lap. “Seema! Scandalous! I like it!” She rolled to face me, tits almost in my face. “But it’s not just a toy!” she insisted. She leaned close to my ear, and her breath was warm against my skin, which sent a shiver down my spine. “Wade, you have to come with me. Right now. I can show you.”

“We’re still eating, Trixie,” I said.

“This is more important than food,” she whispered urgently and tugged on my arm. Her grip was surprisingly strong. “I need to show you. We can go look at it up close. We can find the small, hairy guy who made it.”

“Thrakk,” Lazy said.

“Bless you,” Trixie meeped before she turned back to me. “Pleeeease?”

“She has a point,” Varga muttered. “Knowing what weapons they can make is tactical.”

“See?” Trixie beamed. She stood up and pulled on my hand. “Varga agrees! Varga normally never agrees with me! It’s tactical! It’s, like, super tactical! Come on, Wade. Please? For me?”

She gave me the look. It was the one with the wide eyes and the slight pout that she knew I had zero defense against. Combined with the way she was all over me, squirming, which made her entire body move in distracting ways, I knew I was done for.

I sighed and wiped my mouth with a napkin. “Fine. But we look and leave. No stealing.”

“Yay!” Trixie squealed. She yanked me out of my seat before I could even say goodbye to the others.

“Have fun,” Thessa called after us with obvious amusement.

“Bring me back a snack,” Lazy added.

Trixie didn’t wait. She dragged me through the crowded cafeteria and wove between tables of boisterous dwarves and stiff-necked Lionheart mages. Her hand was warm in mine, and her excitement was infectious as we slipped out the side doors and into the hallway.

“It’s this way,” she said, though she didn’t appear to be heading toward the clusters of dwarves. Instead, she was pulling me toward the corridor.

“Trixie,” I said and jogged slightly to keep up with her frantic pace. “Where are we going?”

“To the bow, to the bow!” she hummed and glanced back with a grin that promised trouble. “But I need to prepare first! Come on!”

I shook my head and followed. Whatever she was up to, it was never boring.


Chapter 7



“Trixie, the smithy is outside,” I said, trying to plant my feet as she dragged me around a corner. For a girl who looked like she was made entirely of marshmallows and sunshine, the elven archer had a grip like a vise. “We are heading deeper into the academic wing.”

“It’s a shortcut!” Trixie insisted. Her blonde ponytail whipped back and forth as she practically skipped down the corridor. “A secret shortcut. Like in a dungeon. Except without the dungeon. Or the doorway. Or the secret.”

“What?” I muttered, confused. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Details, details,” she hummed as she turned another corner sharply.

We weren’t heading for an exit. We were heading toward a door marked with a very distinct, very feminine silhouette.

“Trixie,” I said. I realized her game. “That’s the girls’ bathroom.”

“Yup!” she chirped, yanked the door open, and shoved me inside before I could protest.

The scent hit me instantly—lavender, floral soap, and something sweet like vanilla body spray. The room was tiled in pristine white and pink, a sharp contrast to the dungeon-like stone of the rest of the castle. Thankfully, the main area with the sinks was empty, though I could hear the distant hum of plumbing from the pipes.

“Trixie, I can’t be in here,” I hissed as I tried to turn back to the door. “If a professor walks in—”

“Shh!” She pressed a finger to my lips. Her blue eyes were wide and sparkling with mischief. “It’s fine! It’s lunch. Everyone is eating weird dwarven bread or staring at the Lionheart jerks. We have total privacy. Mostly.”

She grabbed my collar and hauled me into the large stall at the end of the row and slammed the lock home with a metallic click.

The space was cramped for two people, especially when one of them was Trixie, who was as hyperactively bouncy as she was curvy. She pressed me back against the stall wall, and her body was flush against mine. Her breasts, pushed up by her tight ranger top, heaved against my chest. Her face was flushed, and her breathing was shallow and quick.

“Okay,” I said as I kept my voice to a whisper. “We’re in a bathroom stall. Is the bow hidden in the toilet tank? Because that’s a terrible place for a magical artifact.”

“No, silly,” Trixie giggled, though the sound was breathless. She rose on her tiptoes. Her hands slid up my chest to loop around my neck. “The bow isn’t here. But thinking about it made me all... fluttery.”

“Fluttery?”

“Yeah,” she breathed as she ground her hips against mine. I could feel the heat radiating off her through her skirt. “It was just so... It made my tummy do flip-flops. And then the flip-flops went lower.”

I stared at her and blinked. “You got turned on by a weapon?”

“Don’t tease me, Wade!” she whispered intensely as she bit her lower lip. “I need to release some tension or I’m going to explode like that target dummy.”

“I…”

“I need to suck your dick, Wade,” she purred, eyes half-lidded. “I need it right the fuck now.” Her hands were already at my belt, and her fingers worked the buckle with practiced speed.

I blinked, then looked over her shoulder. I tried to distract myself from the fact that we were definitely breaking at least three school rules, and my eyes landed on the stall wall behind her.

Like most schools, Krysfelt had its fair share of graffiti. There were crude drawings of goblins, hearts with initials, and insults about professors. But one block of text written in bold black marker right at eye level caught my attention.

Put down an ‘X’ if you want Wade to fuck you.

I froze.

Below the prompt, there wasn’t just one X. There were at least a dozen. Some were small and neat, others were large and jagged. One was drawn in red lipstick. Another had a little smiley face next to it, while yet another had “in the ass, please” written below the X.

“Fuck me,” I groaned.

“I’m about to,” Trixie hummed as she got to her knees.

“The… the writing.”

“Oh, that,” she said casually, as if commenting on the weather. “It’s in nearly every bathroom. I bet that lipstick one is from that dryad slut in herbalism. She always stares at your butt during lunges. I should fight that fucking bitch and turn her whore ass into fertilizer.”

“Trixie… I… Damn…” I groaned as she yanked my pants down and took me into her mouth.

Trixie wasn’t subtle about anything in life, and that included sloppy BJs. She was enthusiastic. Her head bobbed with a rhythm that made my knees weak instantly. Her tongue swirled, and her hands gripped my thighs to keep me steady as she worked.

I leaned my head back against the graffiti-covered wall and stared at the ceiling tiles. The warmth of her mouth was a sharp contrast to the cool air of the bathroom. She made soft, appreciative noises against me while she hummed in her throat.

“Finally,” she murmured around my dick as she squatted and sucked me off.

Suddenly, the main door to the bathroom groaned open.

My heart hammered against my ribs. I instinctively reached down to touch Trixie’s head to signal her to stop, but she just swatted my hand away and kept going, moving faster.

“I’m telling you, some of the Lionheart guys are actually kinda cute,” a voice echoed from the sinks. It sounded like a first-year student.

“Ew, no,” a second voice replied. Water started running. “They look like they iron their underwear. I bet they’re boring.”

Trixie tightened her suction as she swirled her tongue around the head. I bit my lip so hard I tasted iron to stifle a groan. The danger of being caught, combined with Trixie’s relentless assault and the casual conversation just ten feet away, sent a jolt of adrenaline straight to my groin.

“Did you see the Manaforge team?” the first girl asked. “So. Many. Beards.”

“Way too much hair,” the second girl agreed. The hand dryer roared to life. It masked the wet, sloppy sounds Trixie was making.

Trixie used the cover of the noise to go deeper. She took my cock down her throat with a skill that made my toes curl. She looked up at me. Her blue eyes were wide and innocent, and she stared right into mine while doing things that were absolutely sinful.

The water stopped. The door opened and closed.

Silence returned to the bathroom.

I let out a shaky breath. “Trixie... That was close.”

She pulled back with a loud pop. A string of saliva connected her lips to the tip of my cock. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and grinned. “Totally. Super exciting, right? I’m getting even more turned on.”

“Fuck,” I groaned, looking down at her perfect face with those big blue eyes. There was no resisting this.

“Gods, I’m so turned on right now.” She stood up while her skirt rustled, and her face was flushed a deep pink, her chest heaving. “Please fuck me, Wade. I need it.”

She turned around and planted her hands against the graffiti wall right under the list of votes. She arched her back, sticking her delightfully round ass out toward me and hiked her skirt up to her waist, revealing her pink ELF HNTR thong.

Fuck me…

“Hurry,” she whispered as she threw me a naughty look over her shoulder. “Before the next class break starts.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. The sight of her bent over and waiting for me snapped my control.

I stepped forward and simply pulled her thong aside, revealing her wet, pink pussy, and she mewled happily and shook that beautiful round ass for me. With a possessive growl, I gripped her hips. Her skin was soft and yielded under my fingers.

I guided myself to her entrance and felt how wet she was.

“Ready?” I whispered.

“Fuck me!” she hissed impatiently as she wiggled her hips.

I thrust forward and slid into her completely in one smooth motion.

Trixie’s forehead rested against the stall wall with a dull thud. “Oh, my Gods,” she gasped. Her tone pitched up before she slapped a hand over her own mouth to stifle the noise.

“Quiet,” I breathed into her ear as I leaned over her back.

“So deep,” she whimpered into her hand while she pushed back against me. “Baby, it feels so good. Fuck the shit out of me, please!”

“Fuck, yes,” I grunted as I set a rhythm.

It was frantic and messy. The stall was too small for anything acrobatic, so we kept it simple and primal. I held her hips and pulled her back into every thrust, while she braced herself against the wall while her knuckles turned white.

The friction was incredible. Every time we connected, a soft slap echoed in the small space. I tried to slow down to minimize the noise, but Trixie wasn’t having it. She ground back against me to demand more speed.

“Harder,” she whispered. She removed her hand from her mouth to grab the metal partition wall for leverage. “Wade, harder. Make me… ahnn… forget about the bow.”

“I thought… the bow… was the point,” I teased breathlessly as I drove into her.

“Just fuck my brains out, baby!” she panted.

Another flush sounded from a few stalls down—someone had been in here the whole time? Or had they just come in? I froze mid-thrust, and my heart skipped a beat.

Trixie froze too. Her muscles clamped down around me so tight I nearly lost it right there and came inside her.

We waited. Silence. No footsteps.

“Coast is clear,” Trixie whispered, and immediately started moving her hips in a circle to grind me while I was still buried deep inside. “Don’t stop. I’m close. I’m literally going to explode.”

The sensation was too much. The tightness, the heat, the danger, and Trixie’s incoherent, happy whimpering broke me. I wrapped one arm around her waist to steady her and picked up the pace, driving into her hard and fast.

“Wade!” she squeaked as she bit her lip. “Wade, Wade, Wade!”

“I’m close,” I gritted out.

“Me… fuck… I’m c-cumming!” She shuddered. Her legs shook as she came, and her pussy clamped down on me. “Aahhnn! Finish on me! Fuck, cover me in it, baby!”

I pulled out at the last second and came hard.

With a deep growl, I let my thick ropes of cum hit the curve of her ass, still jiggling as she rode the waves of her orgasm, and she arched her back with a stifled cry of pleasure. Pleasure consumed me as I watched a blast of my seed land on her butt, dripping down to her thighs and between her crack.

“Fuck, that looks good on you,” I breathed.

She giggled and wiggled her rump as she slumped forward and rested her forehead against the wall while she panted heavily.

I leaned against the stall door. My legs felt like jelly. I tried to catch my breath as quietly as possible.

Trixie stayed against the wall for a moment longer, then pushed herself up. She looked at the mess, then back at me with a dazzling, satisfied smile.

“Okay,” she whispered as she began to wipe my cum from her ass. “That was definitely better than the bow. Solid ten out of ten. Would recommend.”

She cleaned herself up with surprising efficiency, then helped me fix my clothes.

“You look messy,” she noted as she fixed my collar and smoothed down my hair. She leaned in and kissed me. Her lips tasted like vanilla. “Perfect.”

“We need to get out of here before we get caught,” I said as I checked the lock.

“Right,” she agreed. She unlocked the stall and peeked out. “All clear!”

We slipped out of the stall and practically ran for the exit. We burst out into the hallway, trying to look innocent, but we both had that post-coital glow.

I shot her a glance as she hooked her arm through mine. She looked as fresh as a daisy, though there was a distinct skip in her step that hadn’t been there before.

I chuckled and shook my head. “You’re crazy, you know that?”

“Hm-hm,” she hummed happily. “Now let’s go look at that bow! I’m feeling much calmer.”

Grinning, I let her lead the way.


Chapter 8



We stepped out into the fresh air, leaving the confines of the academic building behind.

Trixie was practically skipping, her energy levels somehow higher than they were before our detour to the bathroom. Her blonde ponytail bobbed with every step, and her blue eyes sparkled with mischief.

I adjusted my collar, feeling relaxed and pleasantly drained as I enjoyed the way her hip bumped against mine as we walked toward the temporary encampment set up near the smithy.

The Manaforge students had commandeered a large section of the courtyard. They had hauled premade structures out of their airships that folded out into mobile workshops. The smell of fire and hot metal hung in the air, mixing with the scent of grease.

“There!” Trixie squealed, pointing a manicured finger. “The tiny loud man! And The Bow!”

Somehow, she managed to capitalize “The Bow” in her speech…

Sitting on a crate near a portable anvil was a young dwarf. He had a thick mane of red hair braided back from his face and a beard that reached his chest, woven with small bronze rings. He wore heavy brown robes over leather breeches, but the most striking thing about him was his left arm. From the elbow down, it was a complex network of brass gears, pistons, and glowing mana lines. It was a mechanical prosthetic that moved with fluid, eerie grace.

He was polishing a sleek, bronze-colored recurve riser with a rag.

“Thrakk!” Trixie shouted, waving both arms. “Hiiiii! I brought Wade! We just fucked, and he’s the best! I love him!”

I almost choked. “Trixie, maybe don’t lead with that.”

Thrakk looked up. His green eyes widened before they crinkled in a grin. He set the rag down and stood up. He was short but broad, built like a fire hydrant made of muscle.

“Hullo there!” Thrakk boomed, and his voice naturally projected over the clatter of the nearby workshops. “The elf lass returns! And she brings the famous Wade Aurelius. I heard about your little dust-up at the Freshmen Rumble. Good show, that.”

He extended his right hand—the real one—and I shook it. His grip was like a vise.

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “Trixie hasn’t stopped talking about your work since breakfast. She’s threatened to explode if I didn’t come see it.”

“I would totally explode,” Trixie agreed, nodding solemnly. “Like a meat confetti cannon. Pop.”

Thrakk threw his head back and laughed. It was a robust sound that drew smiles from a few other dwarves working nearby. “Well, we can’t have any lasses turning into meat confetti on my watch. Come, take a look.”

He picked up the riser. Up close, the craftsmanship was incredible. The bronze was engraved with microscopic runes that pulsed with a faint blue light. There were no limbs in the traditional sense, just curved metallic emitters at the top and bottom. And, as Trixie had said, there was no string.

“Standard kinetic bows are fine for hunting rabbits,” Thrakk said while his mechanical fingers drummed rhythmically against the metal. “But for high-level combat? Friction is the enemy. Weight is the enemy.”

He held the grip and channeled a burst of mana.

With a sharp vwoom noise, a string of pure, crackling blue mana manifested between the emitters. The air around the weapon shimmered with heat.

“Holy shit,” I muttered. My Enchanter brain immediately started picking apart the mana efficiency. “That’s a direct conduit. You’re feeding your own mana pool into the tension.”

“Aye.” Thrakk nodded, pleased I noticed. “But only a wee bit. She ain’t a drain. She adjusts the draw weight to the user’s strength instantly. And the best part?”

He pulled the mana string back. As he did so, ambient mana coalesced rapidly and formed a shimmering, translucent blue arrow nocked and ready to fly.

“Infinite ammo.” Thrakk grinned. “As long as you have the juice to keep standing, you have a shot.”

He released the string gently without firing, and the arrow dissipated into mist.

Trixie let out a noise that was halfway between a moan and a whimper. She grabbed my arm and squeezed tight. Her ample chest pressed against me as she stared at the weapon with pure lust.

“I need it,” she whispered. Then she looked at Thrakk with intense resolve. “Thrakk, listen to me. I will give you anything. I have a collection of very shiny rocks. One of them looks like a butt. It’s yours.”

Thrakk chuckled. “I appreciate the offer of the butt-rock, lass, but—”

“I will also kill someone for you,” Trixie interrupted, her face the picture of angelic innocence. “Do you have enemies? A nemesis? A neighbor who plays loud music? I will put an arrow in their eye. Or their butt. I’m very flexible with target locations.”

“Trixie, you can’t offer to assassinate people for a bow,” I said as I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“Why not?” She blinked at me. “It’s a fair trade! Life for a bow! It’s practically poetry!” She turned back to the dwarf. “Okay, okay. No murder. What about a date? Not with me, because I’m Wade’s, but I can set you up with… someone who’s also hairy? And small?”

Thrakk wiped a tear of laughter from his eye. “You’re a spirited one, aren’t you? I’m afraid I can’t trade it. It’s my pride. And besides,” Thrakk said as he rested the bow back on his workbench, “it’s my prototype. First of its kind. If I gave it away, my professor back home would tan my hide and use it for bellows.”

“Aww.” Trixie pouted and inflated her cheeks. “Fine. But can I hold it?”

“Go ahead,” Thrakk offered.

While Trixie reverently poked the metallic riser with one finger and giggled every time it hummed, I leaned against the workbench.

“It’s amazing work, Thrakk,” I said genuinely. “I’ve seen some good artificing, but this is on another level. You must be the top dog at Manaforge.”

Thrakk’s smile faltered slightly. He rubbed the back of his neck with his mechanical hand, and the gears clicked softly. “Ah, well. Not exactly. To be honest, my team... we weren’t supposed to be here.”

“Really?” I asked, surprised. “With gear like that?”

“Aye.” He glanced over his shoulder toward another group of Manaforge students. They were dwarves in polished armor who were currently laughing loudly and ignoring everyone else. “That lot over there, led by Mazz-Harn? They’re the elite. Top marks, rich families, sanctioned by the High Council. My crew? We’re the... experimental batch.”

“The misfits?” I suggested with a grin.

“Something like that,” Thrakk admitted. “We take risks. We blow things up a bit too often for the Dean’s liking. But Professor Ironheart insisted we had potential. Said raw talent beats polished tradition any day of the week. He pushed hard to get us on the roster.”

I looked at the young dwarf with new respect. “I know the feeling. Krysfelt isn’t exactly the most traditional place either. People tend to underestimate us.”

“I’ve noticed,” Thrakk said as he leaned in. “Those golden boys from Lionheart look at us like we’re the hired help. And even our own delegation keeps us at arm’s length. They think my arm is messy.” He flexed the brass fingers. “I think it’s just efficient.”

“It’s cool as hell,” I told him.

Thrakk beamed. “Thanks, Wade. Honestly, it’s just good to talk to folks outside the mountain who don’t look down their noses at us. We were worried we’d be isolated here, but you and your... very enthusiastic lady friend... have been a welcome surprise.”

“We are full of surprises,” Trixie said as she finally pulled away from the bow. “Many of them lethal!” She bounced back to my side and wrapped her arms around my waist.

“I believe that,” Thrakk said. He picked up a wrench. “Look, if you ever need anything fixed—or just want to get away from the Lionheart peacocks—come find us. We might not have the gold embroidery, but we brew a mean ale and our fires are always warm.”

“We’ll take you up on that,” I said.

“And if you change your mind about the butt-rock,” Trixie added seriously over her shoulder as we turned to leave, “the offer stands. It’s a very nice rock. High quality.”

Thrakk was still laughing as we walked away.

“He’s nice,” Trixie decided as she looked up at me. “I’m not sure yet if I really want to kill him to get the bow.”

“Maybe not, hm?” I said with a chuckle as I glanced back at the sturdy dwarf working diligently on his masterpiece. “I think we might get along with them just fine.”


Chapter 9



Five days had passed since the arrival of the other academies, and the initial chaos had settled into a new normal—however temporary.

The library, however, remained a sanctuary. Its vaulted ceilings and rows of towering bookshelves usually intimidated the louder students into silence, and it was the perfect place to actually get some work done. The Lionheart people didn’t come here because they looked down on it, and the Manaforge people weren’t that bookish to begin with.

So, solitude.

I sat at a secluded wooden table near the back, surrounded by the smell of old paper and dust. Open before me lay a heavy tome titled Syntactic Variance in High-Mana Runes. Professor Mirkander’s assignments for Runic Languages were no joke, and I was currently trying to wrap my head around the concept of variable mana flow in static scripts.

It was dry, headache-inducing work.

Normally, the girls would be here with me. Trixie usually used study time to draw pictures of elves shooting goblins in the margins of my notebooks, while Lazy slept on a stack of encyclopedias. But today, they were busy with their own electives, so I was left in peace.

Or so I thought.

Soft footsteps approached my table. They didn’t have the heavy clomp of a Manaforge boot or the sharp click of a Lionheart heel. These were quiet, steady steps.

I looked up, expecting a librarian to tell me I had been staring at the same page for an hour.

Instead, I found myself looking at the Dean of Lionheart Academy.

Arch-Magister Crowley stood at the edge of my table. He wore his simple tunic in muted earth tones—browns and mossy greens—that looked comfortable rather than expensive. His gray hair was combed back neatly. It revealed a clean-shaven face that bore the lines of age and experience.

But it was his eyes that gave him away. Behind round spectacles, his irises were a startling, vibrant purple. They were sharp, intelligent, and they were currently fixed on my textbook.

“Advanced scripting,” Crowley noted. He sounded polite, lacking the sneering edge I had come to expect from his students.

I stood up quickly as instinct told me to show respect to a man of his station. “Arch-Magister Crowley. I didn’t hear you approach.”

“Please, sit,” he said and waved a hand gently. “I did not mean to interrupt your studies. I simply enjoy wandering the archives of other academies. I simply love books. Additionally, one can tell a lot about an institution by its books.” He glanced at the open tome, then back at me. “And by its students,” he added. “You are Wade Aurelius, correct?”

“I am,” I replied as I sat back down slowly.

I kept my guard up. While he appeared friendly enough, I didn’t know him. “Is there something I can help you with, sir?”

Crowley offered a small, disarming smile. “No, nothing specific. I merely wanted to put a face to the name. Headmistress Krysfelt speaks highly of you, but rumors travel faster than official reports.”

He adjusted his glasses while his purple eyes narrowed slightly in contemplation.

“I heard about the Kaluwa expedition,” he said.

My stomach tightened. Why would Kay tell him about that?

“Yeah,” I said. “It was... a learning experience.”

“A polite way to phrase it,” Crowley chuckled softly. “From what I gathered, it was a rugged, chaotic survival situation that would have broken most seasoned mages, let alone a group of students.”

“Well, it certainly wasn’t easy,” I agreed.

He leaned a hand on the back of the empty chair opposite me. “You know, most academies teach magic in a vacuum,” he continued, and his tone turned philosophical. “We teach you to cast spells in clean rooms with cooperative targets. But Kaluwa? That was a raw situation. The fact that you brought your team back alive demonstrates a remarkable resilience.”

I blinked. The compliment surprised me. I was used to people telling me I was reckless or lucky. Hearing it framed as a skill was new.

“We did what we had to do,” I said. “My team is strong. I just pointed us in the right direction.”

“Humility is good, but do not discount adaptability,” Crowley said. “You faced the unknown, and you improvised. That is a quality we at Lionheart value greatly, even if my students sometimes get lost in their own pageantry.”

He looked around the library, then leaned in slightly and lowered his voice as if sharing a secret.

“Professor Martiz is a brilliant duelist,” Crowley said. “He teaches form, precision, and the manipulation of the System. He is correct in his methods. But form requires a predictable environment.”

“And real fights aren’t predictable,” I finished for him.

Crowley nodded, looking pleased. “Precisely. The rigidity of the arena often tricks young mages into thinking valid combat is linear. You have tasted the chaos of real survival. My advice? Do not discard that experience.”

He tapped the table with a finger.

“Take the structure Martiz teaches, yes. Learn the rules. But keep that wild, desperate adaptability you found on Kaluwa. Channel that into your strategy. If you can marry the precision of a duelist with the adaptability of a survivor... you will be formidable.”

I absorbed his words. It was solid advice. It was better than solid because it bridged the gap between what Sternus taught and what Martiz was trying to drill into us.

“Thank you, Arch-Magister,” I said honestly. “That gives me a lot to think about.”

“I should hope so,” Crowley said as he straightened up. “You have a rare potential, Mr. Aurelius. It would be a shame to see it stifled by standard curriculum.”

He gestured vaguely toward the rows of books behind me.

“Now, if you will excuse me, I believe I saw a first-edition treatise on elemental binding in the next aisle. I must satisfy my curiosity.”

With a polite nod, the Dean of Lionheart turned and walked away. His simple earth-toned clothes blended into the shadows of the library stacks.

I sat there for a long moment and stared at the empty aisle. He hadn’t been what I expected. There was no arrogance, only a keen observation that made me feel like he had seen right through me. I looked back down at my rune homework, but my mind was no longer on scripting. I was thinking about my training as a mage.
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Two days later, the hallway traffic between classes was worse than usual. The influx of students from Lionheart and Manaforge turned the normally manageable corridors of Krysfelt into a gridlock of contrasting uniforms and clashing egos.

I weaved through a group of dwarves arguing about the load-bearing capacity of the stone archways. I was trying to get to my next lecture without getting stepped on.

“Mr. Aurelius.”

The familiar voice cut through the noise like a razor through silk. I stopped and turned.

Professor Alis stood near a large woven hanging depicting the founding of the academy. As always, the high elf was a striking figure. Her long white hair fell straight down her back, shimmering like spun silver. Her robes were tailored to perfection. Her silver eyes bore into me with that familiar mix of disdain and professional obligation.

“Professor Alis,” I said as I stepped out of the flow of traffic. “I was just heading to—”

“You must come with us,” she interrupted, turning on her heel without waiting for an answer. “Now.”

She didn’t look back to see if I was following. She didn’t have to; she knew that I knew that Alis only ever did anything if it was important.

I fell in step behind her. She led me away from the main thoroughfares, guiding me down a narrower, quieter hall reserved for faculty. We stopped at a heavy oak door. Alis waved a hand, and the lock clicked open. She ushered me inside and shut the door firmly behind us.

Alis moved behind the desk and leaned against it. She crossed her arms and said nothing for a moment.

“You have news about the Magocrat behind the Kaluwa Requirement?” I asked.

She shook her head. “We are still working in the dark on that. But we do not give up. We merely acknowledge the difficulty. We will continue to monitor for any slips in their security. Even Magocrats make mistakes eventually.” She stood up straight and smoothed the front of her robes. “But there is one other matter,” she added. “While analyzing the traces around you, we looked into the avian observer you mentioned. The crow that followed your group.”

I nodded. “The spy.”

“We isolated the residual magic from the area where the bird was frequently sighted,” Alis said. “We compared it to the seal’s signature.”

“And?”

“They do not match,” she said.

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

“The magical resonance is fundamentally different,” Alis said. Her silver eyes narrowed. “The seal carries the weight of authoritative, legislative magic. The residue from the crow is different. It is subtler. Older. The entity controlling the bird is not the same entity that signed your death warrant.”

My mind raced. “So, the person trying to kill me and the person watching me are two different people?”

“It appears so,” Alis said. “Whether this second party is a friend or foe remains to be seen. But you are attracting a significant amount of attention, Mr. Aurelius. Far more than a second-year student should.”

“Story of my life,” I muttered.

Alis walked to the door and opened it for me. It was a clear signal that the meeting was over. “We will keep digging. But do not expect a breakthrough in the short term. Until then... try to attract less attention.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said as I stepped back out into the hallway.

The door clicked shut behind me. I stood there for a moment and listened to the distant roar of the student body. A Magocrat wanted me dead. Someone else was watching me through a bird. And I had a tournament to win.

I shook my head and started walking back toward class. Knowing I was being hunted by multiple mystery players didn’t change the plan. It just meant I had to be ready for anything.


Chapter 10



When I came to the Grand Hall, the anticipation was thick enough to cut with a knife.

A week had passed since my conversation with Alis, and the tension had only ramped up. Rumors had been flying around campus like panicked pigeons. Some said we were fighting dragons, while others said it was a baking contest. Trixie was firmly in the “baking contest” camp and had spent yesterday looking for a tactical apron in Lombardy.

Needless to say, she had not succeeded.

But now the time had come for the grand reveal.

I sat in the middle of our row, surrounded by the best view in the house. Thessa was pressed against my left side, her body radiating a pleasant, demonic heat. She wore a crimson top that left little to the imagination, showing off her smooth skin and the curve of her cleavage. Her tail was currently wrapped around my calf, claiming and possessive.

On my right, Trixie bounced in her seat. The blonde elf was incapable of sitting still. Her ranger tunic was tight across her chest. It struggled to contain her ample assets every time she hopped.

“Do you think they’ll have fireworks?” Trixie whispered loudly. “I hope they do. Think Thrakk will get accidentally shot with them and leave me his bow? I must be in his will, right? How can I not be?”

“No fireworks, Trixie,” Khla said from the seat behind me as she crossed her muscular arms. She took up enough space for two people, and her green skin gleamed under the hall lights. “It is likely something more structured.”

“Boring,” Thessa muttered as her red eyes scanned the crowd. “I just want to know who I can set on fire.”

Varga sat next to Khla with her hood up. Her golden eyes darted around the room. She hated crowds, and with the Lionheart and Manaforge delegations packed in with us, the hall was bursting at the seams.

“Too many scents,” Varga grumbled as her nose twitched. “Oil, perfume, sweat. It’s a mess.”

“Focus,” Seema said gently while sitting beside Varga. The lionkin smoothed her skirt over her toned thighs. Her golden ears swiveled toward the stage. “The Headmistress is coming out.”

The heavy curtains parted, and Kay walked onto the stage.

The room went silent instantly. Kay had that effect on people. She wore a deep purple dress today that clung to her hourglass figure like a second skin. It showed off her wide hips and heavy chest. Her signature witch’s hat sat at a rakish angle on her red hair. She looked powerful, beautiful, and completely in charge.

I leaned forward. Even after everything, seeing Kay command a room still impressed me.

Behind her, the visiting dignitaries took their seats. Arch-Magister Crowley looked polite and unassuming in his earth-toned robes, while Forgelord Greathand looked like he was sizing up the furniture to see what he would break first.

Kay approached the podium. “The time for preparation is over,” she announced. “For the past weeks, you have trained alongside our guests. You have shared meals, classrooms, and sparring rings. Now, we see what you have learned.”

A ripple of excitement went through the students.

“The Tri-Academy Tournament begins tomorrow,” Kay said.

Cheers erupted from the Manaforge section. The dwarves stomped their boots and created a rhythmic thunder. The Lionheart students clapped politely. They looked bored, though I knew it was an act by the way many of them shifted nervously and exchanged glances.

Kay raised a hand, and silence returned.

“The first phase of the tournament will be a Mass Knockout,” she declared.

“Mass Knockout?” Lazy mumbled from where she was currently using my shoulder as a pillow. The catkin girl yawned as her yellow eyes blinked open. “Sounds like nap time. Everyone gets knocked out?”

“It sounds like a brawl.” Thessa grinned. Her sharp teeth glinted.

“All competing teams from Krysfelt, Lionheart, and Manaforge will enter a single arena instance simultaneously,” Kay explained. “It will be a chaotic environment. Your objective is simple: survival and acquisition.”

She paused for dramatic effect.

“Placed within the arena are twenty Dungeon Flags. Only the teams that successfully obtain a flag will qualify for the next round. Once a flag is claimed, that team is teleported out and secures their spot.”

I did the math quickly. There were hundreds of students here. Twenty flags meant the vast majority were going home after day one. It was a brutal filter.

“Wait,” Trixie gasped. She grabbed my arm and squeezed it against her soft chest. “Capture the Flag? I love that game! I used to play it with goblins! Except the flag was them. And we didn’t capture them; we killed them.”

“The exact nature of the arena remains undisclosed,” Kay continued as her green eyes swept over the crowd. “It could be a forest, a desert, or a cityscape. You will not know the terrain, hazards, or layout until you step through the portal.”

“Unknown terrain,” Varga noted in a low, serious tone. “That favors scouts and high mobility.”

“And adaptability,” Khla added. “Heavy armor will struggle in a swamp. Light armor will suffer in a tundra.”

“We’ll be fine,” I said. “We have the best scout in the school.” I nudged Varga, who offered a small smile.

“There is one crucial rule,” Kay said, and her tone sharpened. “To ensure the safety of our guests and students, all combat against rival teams is strictly non-lethal.”

Groans erupted from a few of the more aggressive students, mostly from the Manaforge side. Thessa let out a huff of disappointment that was practically a growl.

“You mean I can’t incinerate the pompous lion boys?” Thessa complained as she crossed her arms. “What’s the point then?”

“Any use of lethal spells or intent to kill will result in immediate disqualification and expulsion,” Kay warned. “We have expert healers positioned to scry and observe every moment of the proceedings. If you cross the line, you are out. Permanently.”

“Non-lethal,” Seema mused and tapped a claw against her knee. “That changes the dynamic. Burst damage is less useful than control and submission.”

“Or exhaustion,” Khla said. “We drain them until they can’t fight.”

“Or we just hit them really hard with something flat,” Lazy suggested. “Like a frying pan. Or a rock. Or Trixie.”

“Hey!” Trixie protested. “I am not flat! I am very round! Look!” She puffed her chest out, proving her point effectively.

I chuckled and placed a hand on Lazy’s head between her ears. “We get the idea, Lazy.”

“This favors Lionheart,” I realized as I thought back to Professor Martiz’s class. “Their dueling style is all about control and defense. They don’t rely on blowing things up. They rely on outmaneuvering you.”

“Then we beat them at their own game,” Varga said fiercely. “Or we just hit them faster than they can block.”

Kay finished her speech. “Rest well tonight. Check your gear. Tomorrow morning, the portals open. Dismissed.”

The hall erupted into chaos as everyone stood up at once. The nervous energy had transformed into frantic planning.

“Twenty flags,” Thessa said as we merged into the aisle, and her hip bumped against mine. “That is not a lot of flags, Wade.”

“We only need one,” I said. I looked at my girls.

They looked back at me. Thessa was eager, and fire danced in her eyes. Khla was solid as a rock. Varga was already running scenarios in her head. Seema looked regal and ready. Lazy looked hungry. And Trixie... well, Trixie looked like she was vibrating with joy.

“One flag,” Trixie cheered. “We’re going to grab it, wave it around, and do a victory dance! I’ve been practicing my twerking. It’s very good.” She shot me a wink.

I grinned. “Let’s save the twerking for the victory party,” I said as I guided them toward the exit.

But Kay had moved toward the exit, and she seemed to be waiting there for us. When we approached, she dismissed the student she had been talking to and approached us.

“Wade,” she said. “Before you retreat for the evening, can I see you in my office, please? In half an hour?”

“Sure,” I said.

“Good,” she said, offering a small smile before she continued.

“Ooooh,” Trixie hummed. “Wonder what that’s about?”

I chuckled and shrugged. “Probably something about the tournament.”

“Or…” Trixie made the universal symbol for a blowjob.

“I doubt it,” I said with a laugh.

Although the image of the magazines I had seen back at the orphanage came to mind. Kay Krysfelt was well known for her power and her sex appeal, and, well, I certainly wouldn’t mind…
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The evening air cooled the stone corridors of the academy, a welcome change from the sweltering heat of the crowded assembly hall earlier that day. Most students had retreated to their dorms or the dining hall to dissect the day’s announcements, leaving the administrative wing quiet.

I knocked on the heavy oak door.

“Come in,” Kay’s voice called out.

I stepped inside. The headmistress’s office was dimly lit by floating globes of soft, amber magelight. Books lined the walls from floor to ceiling, and the smell of parchment and herbal tea filled the room.

Kay stood by the window, looking out over the darkened grounds where the Manaforge trucks were parked. She turned as I entered, and for a moment, the mask of the iron-willed headmistress slipped, revealing a tired woman carrying the weight of the entire school on her shoulders.

“Wade,” she said and offered a warm, genuine smile. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“It seemed it was urgent,” I replied as I closed the door behind me.

I took a moment to appreciate her. She had removed her signature witch’s hat. She had set it on her desk, which allowed her red hair to cascade freely over her shoulders. The deep purple dress she had worn to the assembly hugged her hourglass frame perfectly. The fabric strained slightly against her ample chest and emphasized the curve of her hips. Even exhausted, Kay Krysfelt was a stunning woman.

“Sit, please,” she said and gestured to one of the plush chairs in front of her desk. She moved to sit on the edge of the desk itself and crossed her legs. The slit in her dress rode up just enough to reveal a glimpse of a stocking-clad thigh.

I sat down and tried not to stare too obviously. “You survived the invasion.”

Kay let out a soft laugh while rubbing her temples. “Barely. Managing one academy is difficult enough. Managing three, with personalities like Crowley and Greathand in the mix, is a logistical nightmare.”

“They appear... intense,” I noted.

“That is one word for it,” she agreed. “But the chaos is worth it. Or at least, the potential reward is.”

She picked up a crystal decanter and poured two glasses of amber liquid before handing one to me.

“The buzz around the tournament is undeniable,” she said as she swirled her drink. “The students are energized. But more importantly, the funding Crowley has brought to the table is staggering. The Brightmane Foundation has deeper pockets than the Magocracy’s education budget.”

“You think we can win it?” I asked and took a sip. It was smooth, and it warmed my chest instantly.

“I think you can win it,” Kay corrected. Her green eyes locked onto mine. “The funds on the line... Wade, we could build an entirely new wing. We could upgrade the combat arena with hard-light constructs instead of straw dummies. We could offer scholarships that would pull more talent away from the capital. This could secure Krysfelt’s future for generations.”

“No pressure, then,” I joked.

“All jokes aside,” she said. She dropped her voice an octave. “I have reviewed the rosters. Lionheart focuses on dueling and rigid forms. Manaforge relies on gear and endurance. But your team? You have adaptability. You have raw power. And you have a cohesion the others lack.”

She leaned forward. Her scent—lavender and old books—drifted toward me.

“You represent our best shot at victory, Wade. I genuinely believe that.”

“We’ll do our best,” I promised. “The girls are ready. Thessa is itching to burn something, and Varga already has a kill plan for half the visiting students.”

Kay smiled, but then her expression faltered. She set her glass down on the desk with a sharp clink.

“However,” she said as her tone grew somber, “there is a complication regarding your roster.”

I straightened up as I sensed the bad news. “What is it?”

“It’s Trixie,” Kay said.

“Is she in trouble?” I asked quickly. “Did she try to steal the dwarf’s bow?”

“No, nothing like that. Well, not that I know of.” Kay sighed. “The issue is eligibility. The rules of the Tri-Academy Tournament are strict. Every participant must be a registered student of the academy they represent, either in the first or second year of their education.”

I saw where this was going. “And Trixie isn’t a student.”

“She is a former professor,” Kay reminded me. “Technically, she is currently a consultant.”

“She’s part of the team, Kay,” I argued. “She’s our ranged specialist. Without her, we lose a lot of coverage.”

“I know,” Kay said, and she looked regretful. “I tried to find a loophole. I looked through the bylaws for hours. But Crowley and Greathand reviewed the rosters personally. If we field Trixie, they will disqualify Krysfelt immediately.”

I ran a hand through my hair. Frustration bubbled up. Losing Trixie was a massive blow tactically and for morale. She was the glue that kept the mood light when things got heavy.

“She’s going to be crushed,” I said.

“I know,” Kay repeated softly. She stood up and walked around the desk to stop right in front of my chair. “Because of that disadvantage,” she said. Her voice was low and conspiratorial. “And because so much rides on this victory, I am going to level the playing field.”

“How?”

“The store,” Kay said.

My eyebrows shot up. “What do you mean?”

“I am opening the store for you,” Kay stated. “You get your pick of a few items—you and the girls.”

“How many Kredits will we need?” I asked as I did a mental tally of our current savings. It wasn’t much after our previous spending spree.

Kay shook her head. “Zero. This is off the books, Wade. I am using my discretionary authority as headmistress to issue ‘field requisitions.’ You and your team will get the first pick of the new inventory before the tournament starts. Anything you need to bridge the gap left by Trixie’s absence.”

“That’s... generous,” I said. I was stunned. “And probably against the rules?”

A mischievous glint appeared in her green eyes. “The rules state that students cannot buy restricted items without sufficient rank. They say nothing about the headmistress misplacing a few items into the hands of her champions.”

She leaned down. Her face was close to mine. I could see the flecks of gold in her green irises.

“Meet me at the shop tonight,” she whispered. “After curfew. Bring the girls. But keep it quiet. If Crowley or Greathand find out I am arming you to the teeth for free, they will have a fit.”

“We’ll be there,” I said. My heart rate picked up. New gear and skillbooks could be the edge we needed, especially on the non-lethal front.

“Good.” She straightened up and smoothed her dress. She returned to her professional persona, though the warmth remained in her eyes. “Go break the news to Trixie gently, Wade. And get some rest. The real work starts tomorrow.”

I stood up. “Thanks, Kay. For everything.”

“Nonsense,” she said. “You’ve done so much for us already.”

I left the office, and my mind raced with possibilities. Losing Trixie was a setback, but free access to the restricted vault? That was a game-changer. Now I just had to figure out how to tell a hyperactive elf she couldn’t play Capture the Flag.


Chapter 11



The academy grounds were silent under the moonlight. The usual bustle of students had been replaced by the chirping of crickets.

Together, we moved through the shadows like ghosts and kept close to the walls just in case a stray patrol or a sleepless Lionheart student was wandering about.

On our way to our secret rendezvous with Kay…

Trixie clung to my arm. Her usual bounce had been replaced by a heavy, dramatic shuffle. Her soft breasts pressed against my bicep with every step, but even that contact didn’t appear to cheer her up. Being told she was ineligible for the tournament had hit her hard.

“It’s discrimination against the overly talented,” she whispered loudly. She pouted so hard her lower lip practically touched her nose. “Just because I used to be a professor? I’m young at heart! And in body! Look at this skin! It’s pristine!”

“We know, Trixie,” I said as I squeezed her hand. “It sucks. But we’re going to make sure we win for you.”

We reached the supply building. The main door was locked, but a side entrance clicked open before I could even reach for the handle.

Kay stood in the doorway. She had swapped her formal headmistress attire for a long, midnight-blue robe that shimmered like the night sky. The fabric was silk, and it clung to her ample curves and was tied loosely at the waist to hint at the voluptuous figure beneath. Her red hair was loose and cascaded over her shoulders in waves.

“Quickly,” she whispered as she ushered us inside. “I’d rather not be seen helping you like this.”

The shop was usually manned, but tonight it was empty. The shelves were lined with basic potions and standard-issue wands, but Kay walked past all of that. She led us to the back, where a heavy iron door stood. She placed her palm against it, flared her mana, and the heavy metal swung inward with a silent groan.

The restricted section.

“As promised,” Kay said and turned to face us. Her green eyes landed on Trixie and softened with sympathy. “And… I am truly sorry, Trixie. The rules were ironclad.”

Trixie sighed as she leaned her head against my shoulder. “It’s okay, Kay-Kay. I know you tried. Just make sure Wade kicks the shiny lion man in the balls. Twice. Once for me, once for science.”

“I’ll do my best,” I promised.

Kay gestured to the racks. “Take what you need. Within reason. Consider it an investment in Krysfelt’s reputation.”

I stepped forward first. My eyes scanned the rows of skill books that glowed with faint, inner light. I knew exactly what I needed. With the tournament being non-lethal, I wanted to expand my arsenal for just that purpose.

I picked up a book bound in gray leather. Hold.

“Good choice,” Kay noted. “A classic control spell. It freezes the target’s motor functions for a duration based on the difference between your mental stats and theirs.”

I absorbed the book instantly. The knowledge flooded my mind—the hand gestures, the mana pathways, the specific intent required to lock someone’s muscles in place. It was perfect for capturing flags or stopping a runner.

Next, I moved to the jewelry case. My Mageblade was powerful, but it was a thirsty weapon. Its damage scaled with my current mana, which meant I needed a bigger tank.

I spotted a heavy silver medallion set with a sapphire the size of a robin’s egg. Amulet of the Grand Wizard.

“That increases maximum mana capacity significantly,” Kay explained as I clasped it around my neck.

I felt the surge immediately. It was like taking a deep breath of pure oxygen. My mana pool expanded, and the edges of my reserve pushed outward. With this, the Mageblade would hit like a freight train.

“Thessa,” I said as I stepped back. “You’re up.”

The tiefling didn’t need to be told twice. She prowled forward while her tail flicked with anticipation. Her red eyes locked onto the offensive section.

“I need more heat,” she stated simply.

She grabbed two skill books. The first was an upgrade for Fire Bolt. She absorbed it, and a grin spread across her face to reveal her sharp teeth. “Oh, that’s nasty. Concentrated thermal point. It punches through resistance better.”

She grabbed the second book, which was an upgrade for Wall of Fire. “And this one increases the height and intensity. Good for area denial.”

Then she went for the weapon rack. She ignored the wands and went straight for a long, gnarled staff made of blackened wood that was topped with a ruby that looked like a crystallized heart.

“The Pyromancer’s Staff,” Kay said. “It amplifies fire damage.”

Thessa gripped it, and the ruby flared to life to cast a red glow over her skin and tight tank top. “Perfect. I’m going to melt their faces off. Metaphorically.”

“Non-lethal?” I said.

“You can live without a face.”

“Pretty sure you can’t,” I replied.

“Area denial is allowed,” Kay said. “And Wall of Fire is perfect for that.”

“See?” Thessa said and stuck out her tongue playfully.

I chuckled. “Lazy?” I called out.

She yawned as she stretched her arms over her head. Her shirt rode up and revealed a strip of pale, soft tummy. “Do they have a bed that gives you experience points while you sleep?”

“Focus, Lazy,” Khla chided gently.

Lazy shuffled over to the skill section. She picked up Phantasm and upgraded it. “Always damage,” she mumbled. “Even if they resist. Now for non-lethal…” She grabbed an upgrade for Charm next to make it harder for enemies to resist her influence, and then picked up a copy of Hold like I had. “Two Holds are better than one. We can play statue.”

Then her yellow eyes widened. She spotted a pair of boots on the lower shelf. They were made of soft leather with strange runes inscribed into the soles.

“Boots of Springing,” she read. She sat on the floor and pulled them on. As soon as she laced them up, she pushed off the ground.

She shot five feet into the air and nearly hit the ceiling before she landed with a soft, cushioned thud.

“Boing,” she said as her ears perked up. “I am a kangaroo now. A cat-garoo.”

She bounced again, higher this time, and landed next to me with a giggle. “I can jump over the dwarves, Wade! I can jump on their heads!”

I laughed. “Great pick! Could be useful when we have to deal with heights and difficult terrain.”

“Yay!” Lazy hummed as she bounced again, with Trixie clapping enthusiastically.

“Khla, you’re next,” I said as I caught Lazy before she bounced into a display case.

The orcess stepped forward. Her presence was solid and reassuring. She knew her role. She was the bulwark.

She went straight for the support skills. She upgraded Heal and turned the simple spell into a massive burst of restoration that could patch up serious damage in seconds. Then she upgraded Shield.

“This makes Shield practically impenetrable,” Khla noted as she flexed her green fingers.

She turned to the weapons and selected a pristine white staff made of polished ivory. The Staff of the White Mage.

“Decreases mana cost for all support skills by two,” Kay explained. “With your reserves, Khla, you could sustain a barrier for hours.”

“Good,” Khla grunted and rested the staff on her shoulder. “Let them try to break us.”

Finally, Varga stepped out of the shadows of the aisle. The wolfkin pulled her hood down, and her golden eyes were focused.

“Speed,” she said. “And damage.”

She picked up a skill book titled Blade Dash. As she absorbed it, her body appeared to blur for a second.

“Teleportation strike,” she said while a wicked smile touched her lips. “Instant movement to a target, followed by an immediate attack. They won’t even see me coming.”

She upgraded Shadow Flurry next and added another strike to the combo before she picked out a heavy iron amulet shaped like a fist.

Amulet of the Warrior.

It radiated a dull red aura of aggression.

“Raw physical damage increase,” Varga said as she fastened it around her neck. “I like it.”

Trixie clapped politely from the corner, though her eyes were still a little sad. “You guys look super cool,” she said. “Like, super-duper cool. The dwarves are going to wet their little leather pants.”

I looked at the group. Thessa was glowing with heat, Lazy was bouncing slightly in place, Khla looked like a fortress, and Varga was vibrating with lethal intent.

Kay smiled and leaned back against the counter while the silk of her robe pulled tight across her thighs. “You have one more team member to outfit,” she reminded us as she nodded toward Seema.

The golden-haired lionkin stood near the back and looked hesitant. She had four empty ability slots—more than anyone else—but her natural modesty appeared to be holding her back.

“Go on, Seema,” I encouraged her. “We need you at full power.”

“Seema,” Kay said as she walked over to the lionkin. The midnight-blue silk of her robe swished around her legs. “You have the most potential for growth right now. We need you to be the vanguard. Do not hold back.”

“I have four empty slots,” Seema admitted, her ears twitching nervously. “It feels like taking too much.”

“It’s preparation,” I said as I stepped up beside her. I placed a hand on her shoulder. Her muscles were rock hard beneath her soft skin. “If we’re going to survive this free-for-all, I need you strong enough to hold the line.”

Seema looked at me, and her golden eyes searched mine. Then she nodded. Her expression hardened into resolve.

“Okay,” she said.

She moved to the skill books with a newfound purpose. Her hand hovered over a tome bound in green leather. Aura of Vigor. She already had this skill, but she grabbed the high-tier upgrade manual next to it.

As the book dissolved into particles of light and flowed into her chest, she took a deep breath.

“It’s done,” she said while flexing her fingers. “The bonus is doubled. My aura now provides plus forty to Strength and Constitution for everyone within range.”

“Plus forty?” Varga let out a low whistle and tested the edge of her dagger against her thumb. “I’m going to tear through them like wet paper.”

But Seema wasn’t finished yet. She moved down the line while her eyes scanned for synergy. She picked up a thin, aggressive-looking manual titled Flurry of the Aegis.

“What does that one do?” Trixie asked as she tilted her head.

“Rapid strikes,” Seema explained as she absorbed the knowledge. She mimed a quick thrusting motion with an imaginary spear. “Fast stabs. But the magic is tied to my Aura. Every time I hit an enemy, it grants a stacking buff to Spell Resistance and Defense to anyone affected by my Aura of Vigor. Plus five per hit.”

“Grab the upgrade for it,” I advised and pointed to the supplementary volume on the shelf. “If you’re going to stack, stack high.”

She grabbed the second book. A golden glow surrounded her for a moment.

“Upgraded,” she confirmed, a fierce smile touching her lips. “The bonus is now plus ten per hit, and the damage scaling has increased. If I land a full combo, we will be walking tanks.”

She had one slot left. She turned to the defensive skills and selected a heavy, iron-bound book. Bulwark.

“Resists massive amounts of incoming damage for a short duration,” Seema said as she cracked her neck. “Between Khla’s shields and my own durability, nothing gets through.”

She turned back to us and radiated power. The hesitation was gone. It was replaced by the calm confidence of a predator who knew exactly how dangerous she was.

“Excellent,” Kay said and clapped her hands together softly. “You are ready.”

We gathered our loot. The weight of the new gear and the hum of new magic buzzed in the air. We moved toward the exit as the adrenaline of the shopping spree started to fade into a focused resolve.

“Go on ahead,” Kay told the girls as she waved them toward the door. “I need a moment with Wade to lock the vault mechanisms.”

Thessa shot me a look and arched a brow, but she ushered the others out into the cool night air. Trixie lingered for a second and winked at me before skipping out after Varga.

The heavy iron door clicked shut and left Kay and me alone in the dim light of the restricted section. The smell of ozone faded. It was replaced by her scent, which was lavender and something uniquely feminine.

Kay turned to me. In the low light, the silk of her robe shimmered like liquid water. It wasn’t tied very tightly, and the deep V of the neckline offered a generous view of her pale, creamy cleavage. She looked less like a headmistress and more like a woman who had been waiting a long time to exhale.

“Wade,” she said softly. She took a step closer and invaded my personal space in the best way possible.

“Kay?”

“Thank you,” she breathed. Her green eyes searched my face and were bright with unshed emotion. “For agreeing to this tournament. For Kaluwa. For saving the students. Thank you for being... the man you are.”

She reached out. Her hand trembled slightly as she placed it on my chest, right over my heart. Her palm was warm, even through my shirt. I could feel the heat radiating from her body. She was close enough that I could see the pulse fluttering in her neck.

“I didn’t do it alone,” I said. My voice dropped to a whisper.

“You led them,” she countered. Her hand slid up my chest, and her fingers brushed against my neck. Her touch sent a jolt of electricity straight down my spine. “You carry so much weight, Wade. And you do it without complaint.”

She leaned in. Her eyes dropped to my lips, then back up to my eyes. The professional distance she always maintained evaporated. Only raw attraction and gratitude remained. Her breath hit my chin, warm and sweet.

I didn’t pull away. I didn’t want to.

Her other hand came up to cup my jaw. Her skin was incredibly soft. She tilted my head down slightly as she rose on her toes. Her chest brushed against mine. The soft give of her breasts against my torso threatened to make me lose all control.

“Kay...” I whispered.

She paused, and her lips were mere inches from mine. I could see the conflict in her eyes. The desire warred with her duty.

Then, she squeezed her eyes shut and pulled back an inch.

“We… hmm…” she whispered. Her voice was thick with regret. She dropped her hands from my face but didn’t step away. “Well… I am still your Headmistress, and you are...”

“I’m graduating eventually,” I reminded her.

She let out a shaky laugh and opened her eyes. “Eventually.”

Boing.

A strange, elastic sound echoed from the front of the shop, followed by a loud crash of boxes tumbling over.

“Ow! My tail!” Lazy’s voice drifted in from the main room.

The moment between me and Kay shattered like glass. Kay stepped back quickly. She smoothed her robe and adjusted the neckline, though her cheeks remained flushed a deep crimson. I cleared my throat and tried to get my heart rate back to normal.

“I tried to jump over the counter!” Lazy shouted helpfully. “I almost made it! These bouncy boots are bouncy, indeed!”

Kay let out a long sigh as she composed herself. The mask of the Headmistress slid back into place, though her eyes remained soft when she looked at me.

“You should go,” she said. A small smile played on her lips. “Before she destroys the whole inventory.”

“Right,” I said as I backed toward the door. “Goodnight, Kay.”

“Goodnight, Wade,” she replied.

I walked out into the main shop to find Lazy tangled in a display of discount potions. Her new Boots of Springing were kicked up in the air. Trixie was laughing as she tried to pull her out by the ankles.

As we headed back to the dorms under the cover of darkness, I glanced back at the supply building. The lights were out, but I could still feel the phantom warmth of Kay’s hand on my face.

Focus, Wade.

“Come in,” I said to the girls. “We need some rest to handle whatever tomorrow throws at us.”


Chapter 12



The door to our suite clicked shut. It locked out the quiet hallway and the rest of Krysfelt Academy. The excitement of the secret shopping trip was still humming in my veins, but as I looked at my team, the mood shifted.

We dumped our new loot onto the coffee table, but Trixie didn’t look at it. She flopped onto the sofa and let out a long, dramatic sigh that ruffled her hair.

“It’s not fair,” she groaned as she stared at the ceiling. “I got a new thong for the tournament. It says ‘Winner’ on the front and ‘Double Winner’ on the back. It was going to be great during the after-games fucking!”

“You can still do that,” Lazy hummed.

“But then it would be just like regular fucking!”

“Hush now,” Thessa said. She sat on the armrest near her. She reached out and ran a red hand over Trixie’s hair. For once, the demoness was tender. “We are going to miss you out there, Trixie. Truly.”

“Yeah,” Lazy added. She curled up on the rug and pulled her new Boots of Springing off. “Who’s going to make the loud noises? Khla is too quiet. And Varga just growls.”

“I do not just growl,” Varga muttered, though she sat down next to Trixie and bumped shoulders with her. “But... it will be quiet without you.”

Trixie offered a weak smile, then turned her big blue eyes toward me.

“Say, Kay really likes you, doesn’t she?” she asked suddenly, her mind having already moved on.

I froze while halfway through unbuttoning my collar. “What do you mean?”

Trixie rolled onto her stomach and kicked her legs in the air. “Back in the shop. The air got all spicy. Like when Thessa burns toast, but sexier.”

I stared at her. Trixie usually had the attention span of a goldfish in a thunderstorm. She spent half her time talking about imaginary creatures or robots. Yet, somehow, she had zeroed in on the exact tension I had felt with the Headmistress.

For all her ditziness, she never missed a beat when it came to people. She saw things nobody else did.

“She respects us,” I said carefully. “She wants us to win.”

“Uh-huh,” Trixie hummed. A knowing grin spread across her face. “I saw her eyes. She looked at you like I look at a double-fudge brownie. She wants to ride the Wade train. Choo choo!”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the ridiculous phrasing.

Seema, who was admiring her new amulet in the mirror, turned around. “Is that a problem?”

“Nope!” Trixie chirped. “Kay is hot. She has big mom-energy. And big boobs. I approve. But since she’s the boss, she can’t do anything. Which is sad. So that means I have to do double the work tonight.”

She sat up. Her sadness vanished as quickly as it had arrived and was replaced by a wicked glint in her eyes.

“I hate that I can’t come,” she said, and she sounded serious for a split second. “I really, really wanted to fight alongside you guys. But since I can’t be in the arena, I have to make sure you win. And to do that, you need focus.”

“Focus is good,” Khla agreed as she placed her new ivory staff in the corner.

“Exactly.” Trixie nodded sagely. “And you can’t focus if your balls are full. It’s science. Wade needs to be completely empty. Drained. Like, dry as a desert bone.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Is that so?”

“It is,” Trixie declared. She stood up and prowled toward me. “So, since I’m on the bench for the fight, I’m the MVP for the prep work. Ladies? Assist me.”

And before I could react, Trixie pounced.

She hit me with the force of a heat-seeking missile. She wrapped her legs around my waist and drove me backward onto the large central bed we all shared. Her mouth crashed onto mine.

I groaned as my hands found her hips instinctively. She felt soft and yielding, which was a delight after the hard armor and weapons we’d been dealing with.

“Get his pants off!” Trixie ordered between kisses before she broke away to bite my lower lip. “Lazy, get the boots! Thessa, burn the shirt off! Okay, don’t, like, actually burn it, but take it off fast!”

The girls descended.

There was no hesitation. They stripped me with an efficiency that would have impressed Professor Sternus. Hands were everywhere. Lazy’s nimble fingers worked my belt, Khla’s strong hands pulled my shirt over my head, and Varga’s claws gently scraped against my calves as she removed my socks.

In seconds, I was naked and surrounded by the most beautiful women in the Magocracy.

“My turn,” Trixie announced. She sat up and straddled my chest. She pulled her ranger top over her head and released her heavy breasts. They bounced freely, pale and perfect, and they were tipped with pink nipples that were already hard.

Gods, she was always hot. Always ready to go.

She shimmied out of her skirt and panties and tossed them carelessly over her shoulder. Then she leaned down and dragged her breasts across my face.

“Drain him, girls,” she whispered against my ear.

The moment blurred into a haze of soft skin and titillating sensations.

Thessa took my mouth first. Her tongue was hot and assertive as we kissed, while her tail wrapped around my thigh and squeezed possessively. Her skin radiated heat and made me sweat instantly.

Khla moved to my side. Her green skin glowed in the dim light. She ran her hands over my chest and marveled at the muscles. “You are getting stronger,” she whispered as she lowered her head to nip at my neck. Her tusks grazed my skin and sent shivers down my spine.

Seema was no less intense. The golden lionkin knelt between my legs. Her ears swiveled as she watched the others, and she took my cock in her hand.

I groaned as her fingers closed around it.

Her touch was firm, and she purred low in her chest. The vibration traveled straight to my groin.

“Let me suck it,” Trixie mewled as she slid down my body. She replaced Seema’s hand with her mouth and took me deep.

I arched my back and groaned as she worked my cock over with an enthusiasm that bordered on worship. She bobbed her head. Her blonde hair curtained my vision, and her blue eyes looked up at me with pure devotion.

Lazy joined in and pressed her small, lithe body against my side. She rubbed her cheek against my shoulder and bunted me like a cat. She slid her hand down to cup my balls and played with them gently while Trixie devoured my length.

After a while, Trixie pulled off with a wet pop. “He’s ready,” she announced.

She grabbed Varga’s hand. The wolfkin was hovering near the edge of the bed and watched with hungry golden eyes.

“Varga, get over here,” Trixie commanded as she pulled the dark-haired girl onto the mattress. “Get on your hands and knees. Facing away from him.”

Varga raised a brow but complied and presented her backside. She looked incredible—lean muscle, the curve of her spine leading down to a round, firm ass, her bushy tail lifted high.

Trixie leaned in close to Varga’s ear as her dainty fingers played with her tight backdoor. “You like it rough, right? You like when he takes charge?”

Varga nodded as a flush rose on her cheeks. “Yes.”

“Then let him fuck your ass,” Trixie whispered, loud enough for me to hear. “Let him claim you properly.”

Varga’s eyes widened, then darkened with lust. She looked back at me over her shoulder and gave a sharp nod.

Trixie looked at me and winked. Then, she produced a small bottle of oil and poured some of it out over Varga’s delicious ass.

What a sight…

The other girls hummed and purred with admiration as Trixie made Varga ready for me, and my heart hammered as I moved behind Varga and gripped her fine, toned ass. Her skin was hot, and her muscles were tense with anticipation. I lined myself up and pressed the tip against her tight, oiled-up ring.

“Hmmm,” Varga gasped, and her claws dug into the sheets. “Do it,” she growled.

I pushed forward. It was tight, impossibly tight, but she yielded to me. I sank into her inch by inch until I was fully sheathed in her asshole.

“Fuck,” Varga hissed. Her head was thrown back, and her mouth was open in a silent cry of pleasure.

I began to move. At first slowly to let her adjust, and then I found a rhythm. Varga pushed back against me and met every thrust. She whined—a high, primal sound that drove me crazy.

Trixie knelt in front of Varga. She kissed the wolfkin on the mouth to distract and praise her. “That’s a good girl,” Trixie cooed. “Take it all. Be a good sheath for him.”

Thessa and Seema pressed against my back. Their hands roamed over me and stabilized me. Lazy bit my shoulder. Her sharp teeth pricked the skin and added a spike of pain to the overwhelming pleasure.

Varga was loving it. Her internal muscles clamped down on me and milked me with every stroke. Her tail lashed back and forth and hit my thighs.

“Harder,” Varga panted against Trixie’s lips. “Wade, harder!”

I let go. I fucked her ass with everything I had, and the friction built rapidly. The sight of Varga unraveling beneath me while Trixie encouraged her and the other girls surrounded us was too much.

They were all touching and pleasing themselves, drawn in by the spectacle of me fucking Varga’s ass. Lazy was close to cumming, her thighs already trembling, and Khla bit the back of her hand as her body began spasming. Next to her, Seema played with her swollen clit and her hard nipples, while Thessa had slipped a finger in her pussy while rubbing her clit with her other hand.

It was too much…

“I’m close,” I gritted out.

“Fill her up!” Trixie hummed. “Cum in her ass!”

With a guttural roar, I grabbed Varga’s hips and buried myself to the hilt and poured my seed deep inside her. Varga shuddered. Her entire body seized up as she climaxed along with me and clamped down so hard I saw stars.

I collapsed onto her back. I breathed hard, and my heart raced like a drum.

Slowly, the energy in the room settled. I pulled out, and Varga collapsed onto the mattress. She looked thoroughly wrecked and utterly satisfied.

We rearranged ourselves into a tangle of limbs. The big bed, Kay’s surprise gift, fit us all perfectly. Lazy curled up on my chest and immediately fell asleep. Thessa spooned my back. Her warmth radiated through me. Khla and Seema took the sides and acted as protective walls. Varga curled near my legs, and Trixie snuggled into the crook of my arm.

“Good job, team,” Trixie whispered sleepily as she nuzzled my neck. “Balls drained. Mission accomplished.”

“You’re crazy,” I mumbled and kissed the top of her head.

“Crazy for you,” she slurred.

Within moments, the sound of soft breathing filled the room. I closed my eyes and felt lighter. The tension of the upcoming tournament was replaced by the solid presence of the women I loved.


Chapter 13



The next morning passed in a blur. We were all a little tense, and we gathered up our things, ate a meager breakfast—none of us, except maybe Thessa, were very hungry—and then headed out to the quad.

The teams had all gathered there, and the academies had pulled all available capacity to make sure everyone would be teleported in at the same time, so there would be no one with a head start.

It was a colorful collection of mages. Every Class I knew was present, from Storm Mages to Spellswords, and they wore armor of magical shimmer metal, fluttering robes imbued with glowing robes, and they wielded staves and swords and axes of every known type.

And they were all nervous.

Even the Lionheart students were unable to hide it.

Kay spoke a few words, and so did Crowley and Greathand, but I caught little of them, swept up by the excitement myself. All I caught was Trixie’s smothering hug before we were assigned to our place, and the determined expressions on the faces of the other girls.

And just like that, the teleportation spell was cast.

The world twisted. Colors stretched into infinite lines of light before they snapped back into focus with a jarring thud. The cool morning air of Krysfelt was gone. A dry, dusty wind that smelled of ozone and ancient stone replaced it.

We stood on a massive circular platform at the base of a colossal structure that defied architectural logic. Above us, a gigantic stone tower pierced the artificial sky and disappeared into a swirling vortex of gray clouds. Around the central pillar, dozens of wide spiral stairways woven from white marble and dark iron twisted upward like the strands of a chaotic DNA helix.

Floating platforms drifted near the upper reaches. They were disconnected from the stairs but clearly the goal. On each one, a crimson flag snapped in the wind.

“Twenty flags,” I muttered as I gripped the hilt of my Mageblade. “Dozens of teams.”

Around us, the air shimmered as other teams materialized. The silence lasted for a heartbeat before chaos erupted.

“Move! Move!” a Lionheart captain shouted. His pristine white uniform already looked out of place against the gritty stone. His team sprinted for the nearest staircase and abandoned formation in a desperate bid for speed.

To our right, a Manaforge team clumped together. Their heavy boots thundered as they charged a different set of stairs, and tools clanked against armor.

“Do we run?” Lazy asked as she bounced in place. Her new Boots of Springing had her practically vibrating with potential energy. “I can run fast. Or bounce fast.”

“No,” I said. My voice cut through the noise of the crowd. “We don’t scramble. We move carefully, aware. Discipline wins this.”

I looked at my team. They were ready.

“Seema, Khla, power us up,” I ordered.

Khla slammed the butt of her new ivory Staff of the White Mage against the stone floor. “Bless!” she shouted. A golden light washed over us and infused my muscles with raw power. My senses sharpened as the world slowed down just a fraction.

Seema stepped forward while her golden hair whipped in the wind. She closed her eyes for a split second and activated her skill. “Aura of Vigor!”

The air around her distorted with visible heat. A pulse of energy radiated outward and washed over all of us. The effect was instantaneous and overwhelming. With the upgrade she had purchased, plus Khla’s buff, my physical stats skyrocketed. I felt light as a feather but struck with the force of a siege engine. The Mageblade in my hand felt weightless.

“Forward,” I commanded. “Seema, Varga, take point. Khla, Lazy, center. Thessa, with me on the rear guard.”

We moved toward the central spiral staircase. We did not run but moved with a predator’s swiftness. Seema cracked the stone beneath her boots slightly with every step.

We hit the first riser of the stairs just as a group of goblin-like constructs spawned from the walls. They were small, jagged things made of rusted metal and magic.

“Trash mobs,” Varga scoffed.

She didn’t even slow down. She blurred while her claws flashed. With the massive stat boost, she simply ran through them. Her blades dissected three constructs before their parts even hit the ground.

We began the ascent. The stairs were wide enough for three people abreast, but the drop off the side was vertigo-inducing. Below, I could see teams already engaging in brawls. They wasted mana on pointless skirmishes at the bottom while the smart teams climbed.

“Movement above!” Thessa called out as she pointed with her Pyromancer’s Staff.

Fifty feet up, a section of the wall dissolved. Something massive floated out and blocked our path.

It was a sphere of fleshy, purple hide, roughly ten feet in diameter. A single, massive central eye dominated its front and stared down at us with malevolent intelligence. Writhing stalks sprouted from its crown, and each was tipped with a smaller, glowing eye.

“Eye Fiend,” Khla identified grimly. “Be careful of the rays.”

“It’s blocking the path,” Varga growled as her tail bristled. “Going through it.”

“Wait for the opening,” I said. “Formation!”

The Eye Fiend drifted lower while a low hum emanated from its body. The central eye dilated, and a cone of anti-magic energy washed over the stairs.

Then the eye stalks twitched.

Three beams of crackling green energy shot out and aimed directly for Seema and Varga at the front.

“Shield!” Khla shouted.

She thrust her staff forward. A translucent barrier of white light snapped into existence in front of Seema. The beams slammed into it as they sizzled and popped, but the upgraded Shield held firm, absorbing the kinetic impact that would have normally knocked us off the ledge.

“My turn,” I said.

I reached for the new well of power sitting against my chest. The Amulet of the Grand Wizard hummed against my skin. My mana pool felt bottomless compared to before.

I targeted the floating monstrosity. “Hold!”

I pushed fifteen mana into the spell—a pittance now. The invisible force clamped down on the Eye Fiend. The creature shuddered. Its writhing stalks froze in mid-air, and its central eye widened in panic as its motor functions locked up.

“It’s frozen!” I shouted. “Hit it!”

Lazy didn’t hesitate. She laughed as she bent her knees and triggered the runes on her boots.

Boing.

She launched herself twenty feet into the air and soared over Seema’s head. At the apex of her jump, she pointed her Wand of Wyrding down at the paralyzed beast.

“Phantasm!”

A spectral nightmare erupted around the fiend’s head. Shadowy claws and screaming faces dug into its mind. The upgrade ensured that even if the creature resisted, the mental damage would tick away its health. The beast let out a psychic shriek that echoed in our skulls.

Lazy landed gracefully on the railing of the stairs and balanced effortlessly.

“Burn it, Thessa!” I ordered.

Thessa stepped past me. The ruby on her staff flared like a dying star. She didn’t cast a simple bolt; she channeled the upgraded power.

“Fire Bolt!”

A lance of concentrated flame, white-hot at the core, screamed from her staff. It struck the frozen Eye Fiend right in the pupil of its central eye.

The impact was thunderous. The heat was so intense I felt my eyebrows singe even from ten feet away. The creature’s flesh boiled and blackened instantly.

“Varga, finish it!”

Varga grinned as her golden eyes flashed. She vanished.

Blade Dash.

She reappeared instantly on top of the floating sphere. Her boots dug into its rubbery hide.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Her arms became a blur of motion. Her claws, coated in dark energy, tore into the monster. One, two, three, four strikes—each one carved deep gouges into the creature. The upgraded skill added a fifth strike, a brutal cross-slash that severed two of the eye stalks completely.

She backflipped off the dying creature and landed next to Seema.

The Eye Fiend gurgled. The paralysis from my Hold faded just as its life did. It listed to the side and leaked ichor before it dissolved into digital particles of light.

“Nice work,” I said as I checked our perimeter. “Seema, how are we holding?”

Seema spun her diamond spear. She looked untouched. She had used the opportunity to strike the air near the beast during the flurry to activate her own stacks.

“My Flurry of the Aegis is active,” she reported as her chest heaved slightly. “Defenses are climbing. I feel... indestructible.”

“Don’t get cocky,” Khla warned, though she patted Seema on the shoulder. “The mana cost on that rush was efficient. Good coordination.”

I looked up the spiral stairs. The path was clear for now, but I could see flashes of gold and white higher up. Lionheart was ahead of us.

“We keep moving,” I said and gestured with the Mageblade. The orange edge glowed brighter than ever thanks to my full mana pool. “Maintain the pace. Lazy, stop bouncing on the railing; you’re going to give me a heart attack.”

“It’s safe!” Lazy chirped as she hopped back down to the stone steps. “I have nine lives. Probably. Maybe seven left.”

“Let’s go,” I said.

We resumed our climb while our boots pounded on the stone. The sheer verticality of the arena was disorienting. A glance down showed a dizzying drop into the mists below, where flashes of spellfire illuminated the battles of the less fortunate teams.

We rounded a wide bend in the spiral. The air thinned slightly as we gained altitude.

“Contact ahead,” Varga hissed as she stopped low to the ground.

I moved up beside her. Ahead of us, on a wide landing that connected our stairwell to another, a team was waiting. They weren’t monsters this time.

Gold embroidery. Pristine white uniforms.

Lionheart.

They had set up a defensive line. A barrier of shimmering translucent energy blocked the ascent, and five mages stood behind it with wands drawn and ready. Their captain, a tall lionkin male I didn’t recognize by name but knew by the arrogant tilt of his chin, stood in the center.

“They’re blocking the choke point,” Thessa growled while flames licked around her fingers. “They are trying to bottle us up so the monsters catch us from behind.”

I glanced back. Sure enough, the sounds of skittering claws were echoing from the stairs below us. A pincer move. Smart. And also nasty, because it meant this team was willing to sacrifice some of its own speed just to make it harder for the opposition.

“They think a wall will stop us,” I said as I tightened my grip on my sword. The power of the Amulet surged through me and fed the Mageblade until it hummed.

“Wade?” Seema asked while readying her spear.

“Break the wall,” I ordered. “Non-lethal rules apply.”

I stepped forward as the point of the spear in our formation.

“Lazy, get ready to disrupt their casters. Thessa, suppressive fire on my mark. Varga, Seema... when that wall drops, we rush.”

The Lionheart captain saw us and smirked as he strengthened the barrier. He thought he was safe behind his magic.

He had no idea how hard I could hit.

“Charge!” I shouted.

With the Amulet of the Grand Wizard flooding my system with mana, the Mageblade in my hand felt less like a sword and more like a contained supernova. The orange edge flared blindingly bright. It buzzed with a hunger that vibrated all the way up my arm.

The Lionheart captain sneered as I came on. He planted his feet and reinforced the shimmering golden wall with a flick of his wand. Behind him, four other mages channeled their own mana into the construct. They thickened the translucent energy until it looked like solid amber.

“You can’t break a phalanx shield with a stick, you rustic savage!” the Lionheart captain shouted.

“Watch me,” I growled.

I hit the barrier at a dead sprint. I didn’t use finesse. I didn’t use a spell. I used raw, unadulterated mana conversion. The Mageblade’s enchantment took my overflowing mana pool and converted it directly into kinetic force.

I swung two-handed as I put my hips into the strike.

CRACK.

The sound was like a gunshot amplified in an enclosed space. The Mageblade bit into the magical energy, paused for a fraction of a microsecond, and then tore through. The golden wall failed and shattered. Shards of hard light exploded outward and rained down on the stone landing like confetti.

The lionkin’s eyes went wide. His arrogant composure cracked along with his spell. The backlash sent him stumbling backward, and his boots skidded on the stone.

“Impossible!” he gasped. “That shield is upgraded twice!”

“Krysfelt hits harder,” I said as I stepped through the breach.

“Varga, go!”

The wolfkin girl was already moving. She didn’t run; she vanished.

Blade Dash.

One moment she was beside me with her lithe form encased in her black trollhide armor, and the next she was materializing in the middle of the Lionheart formation. She appeared directly behind a tall human mage who was trying to raise a secondary ward.

“Boo,” Varga whispered.

She triggered Shadow Flurry.

It was brutal efficiency. Her claws were a blur of dark energy. She struck five times in the span of a single heartbeat with the pommel—shoulders, thighs, ribs. The attacks were non-lethal by tournament rules, but they hurt like hell.

The mage yelped. His wand clattered to the floor as the system registered massive damage and locked his arm to prevent injury. He collapsed and was effectively out of the fight.

“Form up! Defensive square!” their captain screamed as he tried to rally his team.

“Too late,” Seema stated, calm as an executioner.

The golden lionkin stepped past me. Her Aura of Vigor radiated heat that I could feel through my clothes. With the upgrade she had purchased last night, it was a miracle worker. It boosted our strength and constitution by forty points. I felt lighter, faster, stronger.

Seema leveled her diamond spear—in reverse—and thrust.

Flurry of the Aegis.

Her spear moved like a piston. Thwack-thwack-thwack. She hammered the butt of her spear against the raised guard of a lionkin defender. Each hit flared with golden light.

With every strike, a visible layer of golden armor formed over her skin and flashed over ours. Plus ten Spell Resistance. Plus ten Defense. Another hit. Another stack. Within seconds, Seema looked like a valkyrie clad in sunlight, and I felt my own skin harden against magical intrusion.

The defender tried to counter with a blast of wind, but it washed over Seema harmlessly. Her magically enhanced resistance shrugged it off like a summer breeze. She swept his legs with the shaft of her spear and sent him crashing to the ground.

“Finish it,” I ordered.

Thessa stepped up to the edge of the landing. She held her new Pyromancer’s Staff high while the ruby tip pulsed in sync with her heartbeat. Her skin was flushed with excitement, and her tail lashed behind her legs. She looked beautiful and terrifying; she was a demoness in her element.

“Gladly,” she purred.

She slammed the staff down and cast Wall of Fire.

A curtain of roaring flames erupted and effectively split the landing in half. It cut off the remaining Lionheart mages from the stairs leading up. The heat was intense, and it instantly singed the pristine white hems of their uniforms.

“My uniform!” one of the female mages shrieked as she batted at a spark on her sleeve.

“Move or get cooked!” Thessa laughed. She spun her staff and pointed it at the captain. “Fire Bolt!”

The upgraded bolt was not a projectile but a lance of concentrated plasma, shooting past him and hitting the wall. It was clutch—as I expected from Thessa—but we weren’t immediately disqualified, and the force of the explosion scorched his eyebrows and left soot all over his face.

“Back!” the captain yelled as he coughed in the smoke. “Fall back to the upper tier! They have too much output!”

“Leaving so soon?” Lazy called out from behind Khla’s broad back.

The catkin girl bounced on her Boots of Springing. She hopped onto a stone railing with casual disregard for the thousand-foot drop on the other side. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding.

“Polymorph!”

One of the mages changed into a fuzzy little chick. Another cried in dismay and picked the chick up. Two Lionheart students flinched and tripped over each other in their haste to escape the nightmare.

With that, we pushed forward and claimed the landing.

The Lionheart captain stood at the base of the next spiral and looked down at us. His face was a mask of shock, fury, and soot. He looked at the shattered remains of his barrier, then at Seema, who was practically glowing with defensive buffs, and finally at Varga, who was licking her dagger with a predatory grin.

“You brutes,” he spat, though his voice wavered. “You fight like animals. No finesse. No form.”

“We fight to win,” I said as I pointed the Mageblade at him. “And right now, you’re losing.”

I took a step forward.

The captain flinched. He glanced at his battered team—one mage limping, another turned into a chick, and his heavy defender groaning on the floor.

“Withdraw!” he ordered. His pride clearly took a backseat to self-preservation. “Regroup at the spire!”

The Lionheart team turned and ran. They didn’t march; they scrambled up the spiral stairs. They used wind spells to boost their speed as they abandoned their blockade entirely.

“Do we chase?” Varga asked while her golden eyes tracked their retreat. She looked ready to hunt.

“No,” I said as I lowered my sword. The adrenaline was still pumping, but we had to be smart. “We cleared the path. That’s what matters. Let them run. We conserve mana for the flags.”

I looked at the shattered remnants of the barrier fading on the floor.

“Besides,” I added with a grin as I looked at my team. “I think we made our point.”

Thessa walked over. The heat radiating from her body warmed the cool mountain air. She leaned against my arm and smudged soot on my sleeve while her red eyes gleamed. “They looked terrified. I liked it.”

“They were unprepared for our stat density,” Seema analyzed as the golden glow of her Aegis stacks slowly faded.

“Lionheart relies on the assumption that they have higher numbers. With Aura of Vigor and the equipment upgrades, we eclipsed them.”

“Plus, you hit really hard,” Lazy noted as she hopped down from the railing. She landed softly, and her boots absorbed the impact. “Like, bonk.”

I grinned. “Good work, everyone,” I said. “Check your gear. We keep climbing.”

We moved past the wreckage of the blockade and stepped over the scorched stone where Thessa’s wall had burned. The path to the upper reaches was open, and Krysfelt was leading the charge.


Chapter 14



The spiraling ascent was a grueling gauntlet of stone and magic. The air grew thinner the higher we climbed, and the wind whipped around the massive central tower, threatening to drag us off the narrow ledges and into the abyss below.

“Contact front!” Varga barked.

As usual, she had the best pair of eyes among us. I looked up to see a swarm of gargoyles erupting from the stonework of the tower. They were constructs of animated granite, and their eyes glowed with malicious red light. They screeched as they dove toward us, and the sound was like metal grinding on glass.

“Take ’em out!” I called out.

Varga moved before the words fully left my mouth. She blurred as she activated Blade Dash, vanishing from her position beside me and reappearing instantly on the back of the lead gargoyle hovering ten feet in the air.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Her claws became a haze of dark energy. The upgraded skill allowed for five rapid strikes, and she used every one of them. Stone chips flew like shrapnel as she dismantled the construct in mid-air. She kicked off its falling torso and landed gracefully back on the stairs.

Behind me, Thessa raised her Pyromancer’s Staff. The ruby at its tip flared, and it cast a crimson light over her horns and eager grin. “Fire Bolt!”

Her Fire Bolt wasn’t the small flicker of flame it used to be; an upgraded bolt, it screamed through the air, a concentrated lance of thermal energy. It punched through the chest of a second gargoyle and melted the stone instantly. The construct exploded into molten slag and gravel.

I gave Seema a nod, and she took position. Her Aura of Vigor pulsed with a visible heat shimmer that empowered us all. She spun her diamond spear and thrust it forward with mechanical precision into a diving gargoyle.

“Flurry of the Aegis.”

Thwack-thwack-thwack.

Three rapid strikes landed on one of the stone beasts. With each hit, a golden light flashed over Seema’s skin and rippled out to cover the rest of us. Her defense stacks were climbing. It made her—and by extension, us—harder to hurt and stronger with every second that passed.

Perfect.

I stepped into the fray while the Mageblade hummed in my grip. My mana pool was nearly full thanks to the Amulet of the Grand Wizard, and the sword fed on that power. The orange edge shone like a captured sun. I swung in a wide arc. The blade sheared through the wing of a gargoyle as if it were made of paper, and I followed up with a quick cut, whirling to cast Charm on another to make it turn on its allies and Power Word: Kill on yet another, even as Lazy turned one into an ocelot and Khla cast Bless.

Together, we carved through the mob and moved as a single, lethal unit.

As the last gargoyle crumbled into dust, I took a moment to scan our surroundings. We were high up now, and the ground far below was obscured by mist. Across the chasm, on a parallel spiral staircase that sat slightly lower than ours, I saw flashes of light and heard the heavy thud of impact.

“Hold up,” I said as I raised a hand.

I walked to the edge of our platform and looked down.

Below us, trapped on a wide, circular landing, was a team from Manaforge. I recognized the red beard and the mechanical arm immediately. It was Thrakk.

His team was in bad shape. They were huddled behind a phalanx of physical shields and magical barriers. They were pinned against the cliff face by a monstrosity.

It was a summoned beast, a towering elemental golem formed from swirling wind and jagged boulders. It stood nearly fifteen feet tall. With a roar that shook the tower, the beast reared back and hurled a boulder the size of a carriage at the dwarves.

“Look out!” Thrakk bellowed as he braced his mechanical arm against a shield.

The rock smashed into their formation, driving them back inches from the edge. The golem raised its arms and summoned gusts of wind that battered the dwarves, preventing them from finding their footing to counterattack.

“They’re done for,” Varga noted. “If that thing hits them with another volley, they go over the edge.”

“Gravity is a harsh mistress,” Lazy commented while peering over the railing. “Splat.”

I watched the golem wind up for another attack. Thrakk was gritty and tough, and his team had heart, but they were outmatched by the sheer brute force of the summon.

“We help them,” I decided.

Thessa looked at me, and her red eyes narrowed. “Why? They’re competition, Wade. Let the monster knock them out. That is one less team to worry about.”

“Because a favor owed is better than a team eliminated,” I said quickly as I analyzed the tactical layout. “And in a free-for-all, I’d rather have allies watching our backs than just enemies. Some of these Lionheart and Manaforge teams are helping each other, too. Besides, I like Thrakk.”

I pointed the Mageblade at the raging elemental below.

“Seema, Varga, stay on me. Watch for spawns on our level. Khla, I need protection from the splash zone. Lazy, Thessa, rain hell on that thing.”

“On it.” Thessa grinned as she aimed her staff downward.

“Khla!” I shouted.

The golem roared and gathered a swirling vortex of sharp stones to launch at the dwarves.

“Shield!” Khla slammed her Staff of the White Mage down.

A massive, translucent barrier sprang into existence and projected downward to intercept the debris field just as the golem fired. The stones rattled harmlessly against Khla’s magic, saving the dwarves from being shredded.

Thrakk looked up. His green eyes widened as he saw the white barrier shimmering above him.

“Now, Wade!” Khla grunted as she held the spell.

I reached deep into my expanded mana pool. The distance was significant, but I had the power to bridge it. I focused my will on the elemental.

“Hold!”

Fifteen mana surged out of me. An invisible clamp snapped shut around the golem. The beast froze mid-motion with its arm cocked back to throw another punch. The swirling winds that made up its body stalled. It locked the creature in a statue-like paralysis.

“Lazy, hit it!”

“Nighty-night, Rocky!” Lazy chirped. She hopped up onto the railing while her Boots of Springing kept her balanced. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding at the frozen giant.

“Phantasm!”

A spectral horror erupted around the golem’s head. Illusory cracks and shadowy tendrils drilled into its animating consciousness. Even though it was an elemental, the system registered the psychic damage. The golem shuddered in its frozen state, and its form flickered.

“Burn it down!” I commanded.

Thessa didn’t need to be told twice. She unleashed the full power of her Pyromancer’s Staff.

“Fire Bolt!”

The enhanced spell streaked down from our high ground like a meteor. It struck the golem squarely in the chest. The combination of Lazy’s mental assault and Thessa’s raw thermal damage was too much. The elemental couldn’t sustain its form. With a final, distorted groan, the boulders lost their cohesion.

The golem exploded outward and turned into a harmless cloud of dust and falling rocks.

Silence fell over the lower platform.

Thrakk lowered his shield and coughed in the dust cloud. He looked at the pile of rubble that had nearly ended his tournament run, then tilted his head back to look up at us.

We stood silhouetted against the gray sky—Krysfelt’s strongest team looking down on them.

Thrakk raised his real hand in a salute, his face breaking into a wide, grateful grin beneath his red beard. “By the stone and the flame!” he shouted over the wind. “That was a timely intervention, Aurelius! I thought we were heading for the healers for sure!”

“Looks like you were in a tight spot,” I called down.

“Aye, a bit of a sticky wicket!” Thrakk laughed and slapped one of his teammates on the back. “We owe you one, Wade! That was a solid save!”

He paused and glanced at the flags waving on the distant platforms above us.

“Tell you what,” he yelled. His voice carried easily. “There’s plenty of flags up there for the both of us. How about we agree not to aim our cannons at each other until we’re clear of this tower?”

I smiled. A non-aggression pact was exactly what I wanted. “Sounds like a deal, Thrakk. We’ll watch your six.”

“And we watch yours!” the dwarf replied. “Let’s climb!”

“Good call,” Varga whispered beside me as she watched the Manaforge team regroup and start moving again. “They make good shields.”

“And better friends,” I added as I turned back to the stairs. “Let’s go. We have a flag to catch.”
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“Form up!” I shouted over the howling wind. “We push as one unit. Krysfelt takes point, Manaforge secures the rear and flanks.”

Thrakk nodded, and his mechanical arm whirred as he adjusted a dial on his wrist. “You heard the man! Dornag, Afkuhar, Zalarak—get those cannons spun up. Finn, keep the air clear. Marrok, stick with their rear guard.”

We merged our formations on the spiraling white marble. It was a tight squeeze, but we made it work. I took the center lead, flanked by Seema and Varga. Behind us, Thessa and Lazy held the midline, while Khla secured our squad just ahead of the dwarves.

“Power up,” I ordered.

Khla slammed her Staff of the White Mage against the stone. “Bless!”

A golden light washed over the combined group. I felt my muscles knit tighter, and my senses sharpened to a razor’s edge.

But we weren’t done.

“Aura of Vigor,” Seema stated calmly.

The air around the golden-haired lionkin shimmered with heat. A pulse of raw vitality radiated outward, stacking on top of Khla’s magic. With the upgrades she had purchased, the effect was staggering. My strength and constitution skyrocketed. The Mageblade in my hand, already buzzing from the Amulet of the Grand Wizard, now felt as light as a willow switch. I felt like I could punch through a mountain.

“By the anvil,” Marrok, the dwarven Spellsword, muttered and flexed his grip on his broadsword. “That’s some potent juice.”

I grinned and nodded, proud of my girls. “Let’s move,” I commanded.

We began our ascent. Our boots pounded against the ancient stone in a rhythmic thunder. The tower spiraled upward into the clouds, and the path narrowed and widened unpredictably.

“Contact!” Varga hissed as her golden eyes locked onto the shadows stretching across the stairs ahead.

From the cracks in the masonry, a swarm poured out. They were imps—small, shadowy creatures with glowing yellow eyes and jagged claws—and there were dozens of them, a chittering tide of darkness intent on swarming over us.

“Too many to fight one by one,” I yelled. “Varga, disrupt them! Thessa, funnel!”

Varga dropped into a crouch, and the muscles in her thighs bunched beneath her tight trollhide armor. “Blade Dash.”

She vanished.

In the blink of an eye, she reappeared twenty feet ahead, right in the center of the imp swarm. The sudden displacement caused a shockwave that knocked the nearest creatures back.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Her silhouette blurred. Dark energy coated her claws as she spun and unleashed a series of five rapid-fire strikes. The movement was beautiful and violent. She decapitated three imps instantly, and her tail acted as a counterbalance as she danced through the chaos.

The swarm shrieked and tried to surround her.

Thessa knew just what to do. She slammed the butt of her Pyromancer’s Staff down. “Wall of Fire!”

A roaring curtain of flames erupted along the left edge of the staircase. It seared the stone and forced the widespread swarm to condense toward the center. The heat was intense. It radiated off Thessa’s skin and highlighted the sweat glistening on her cleavage.

Now they were grouped up.

I raised my obsidian staff in my off hand and channeled mana from my expanded pool.

“Dark Whispers.”

I spoke the words, and the air turned heavy. A localized cloud of necrotic magic enveloped the cluster of imps Varga had just engaged. The creatures screamed as the spell ate away at their essence and dealt damage over time to everything with ears. They clawed at their own heads, distracted and dying.

“Lads! Cannons!” Thrakk bellowed from the rear.

The three artificers, Dornag, Afkuhar, and Zalarak, stepped to the sides of the formation. They carried heavy, brass-barreled devices slung over their shoulders. With a synchronized clack-hiss, the barrels began to rotate.

Thump-thump-thump.

Projectiles of condensed force and shrapnel arced over our heads. They slammed into the back ranks of the imp swarm and exploded on impact. The mechanical precision was impressive; they laid down a suppressing barrage that kept the pressure off Varga.

“Finn, clear the flyers!” Thrakk ordered.

A few imps had sprouted wings and were trying to bypass our frontline. Finn, the human Storm Mage, raised a rod crackling with electricity. He swept it through the air and sent gusts of wind laced with static shock that slammed the flying imps into the tower wall. This pinned them there for Marrok to finish off with his blade.

“Push through!” I shouted and charged forward.

Seema moved with me. Her diamond spear was a blur of motion. She thrust into the weakened swarm while her Flurry of the Aegis was active.

Thwack. Thwack.

With every hit she landed, her aura rippled out to cover all of us, including the dwarves.

“My skin feels like iron!” Zalarak laughed as he reloaded his cannon. “I like this buff, Thrakk!”

I slashed with the Mageblade, and the orange edge carved through two imps at once. My mana was high, meaning the damage was catastrophic for the small creatures. They dissolved into black mist upon contact.

We decimated the wave and stepped over the fading particles of the monsters without breaking our stride. The combination of Krysfelt’s raw magical output and Manaforge’s mechanical suppression was a meat grinder.

“Clear!” Varga called out and flicked black ichor from her claws. She looked exhilarated. Her chest heaved slightly, and her golden eyes were wide with the thrill of the hunt.

“Keep moving,” I said. “Don’t let the buffs fade.”

We rounded a wide bend in the spiral as the wind picked up while we climbed higher. The view opened up and revealed the other staircases winding up the opposite sides of the massive tower.

“Left flank, parallel stair,” Lazy pointed out as she bounced slightly in her Boots of Springing. “Gold and white. They’re shiny.”

I looked across the chasm.

It was a Lionheart team. They weren’t fighting the monsters so much as bypassing them. I watched as their leader cast a shimmering barrier that slid the monsters off the edge of their platform, while another mage opened a short-range teleportation circle. The entire team blinked past a hulking minotaur construct and appeared on the landing above it.

They reached a floating platform where a crimson Dungeon Flag waved.

With a practiced, elegant motion, one of them grabbed the flag. A beacon of light engulfed them, and they vanished—teleported out, victorious.

“That’s another down,” I muttered.

“There!” Thessa pointed her staff higher up. “Another one.”

On a different spiral, a second Lionheart team was moving with frightening speed. They used coordinated wind spells to sprint up vertical surfaces and ignored the stairs entirely. Their formation was fluid and avoided combat to secure the objective. They snatched a second flag before the guardian beasts could even fully materialize.

“They’re fast,” Seema noted, and her ears flattened slightly. “Efficient.”

“They’re avoiding the fight,” Varga spat. “Cowards.”

“It’s a race, not a brawl,” I reminded her, though I shared her sentiment. “We need to pick up the pace. We can’t let them grab all the easy pickings while we’re grinding XP on the stairs.”

I turned to Thrakk. “We need to move faster. Can your boys keep up a double-time march?”

Thrakk grinned and patted his mechanical arm. “We’re dwarves, lad. We’re built for the long haul. You lead, we follow.”

“Khla, refresh Bless,” I ordered. “Seema, keep the Aura hot. We’re sprinting to the next landing.”

“Understood,” Khla said and renewed the golden glow around us.

We surged forward again as a combined juggernaut of magic and metal. We raced against time and the arrogant efficiency of Lionheart.


Chapter 15



The ascent was turning into a test of endurance. My lungs burned despite the cool, thin air of the upper tower, and the constant rhythm of boots on stone echoed in my ears. To my left, Seema moved with the grace of a jungle cat, and her golden tail acted as a counterbalance with every step. Her Aura of Vigor was the only reason we were still moving at a sprint; the plus forty to our physical stats made the grueling climb feel like a light jog.

Behind me, Thrakk’s team sounded like a mobile factory. Their armor clanked, steam hissed from vents in their gear, and their heavy breathing formed a chorus of resolve.

“Narrow pass ahead,” Varga called out. She dropped low as her nose twitched. “I smell Lionheart fops.”

We approached a bottleneck where the wide spiral staircase constricted into a narrow stone bridge connecting to a higher platform. The railing here was crumbled and offered a clear view of the dizzying drop into the cloudy abyss below.

“Eyes up,” I ordered as I tightened my grip on the Mageblade.

As soon as my boot hit the bridge, the air turned into molasses.

A heavy, oppressive weight slammed down on us. My limbs felt like they were encased in lead. The sounds of the wind distorted and stretched out into a low groan.

“Slow spell!” Khla shouted. Her movements were sluggish as she tried to raise her staff. “Over a wide area!”

Above us, on the high ground of the connecting platform, six figures in white and gold uniforms stepped out from behind stone pillars. Their captain, a tall human with slicked-back dark hair, held a wand high, and the tip pulsed with gray temporal magic.

“Stop them there,” he commanded coolly. “Deploy the vines.”

Two Lionheart mages flanked him and thrust their hands downward. Green light flashed.

Thick, magical vines erupted from the cracks in the stone bridge. They coiled and struck like vipers to wrap around our ankles and shins instantly. The thorns dug into leather and armor and pinned us in place while the Slow spell kept us from reacting fast enough to dodge.

“Illusions!” Lazy warned, and her voice slurred slightly from the time dilation.

Suddenly, the six Lionheart students multiplied. Dozens of flickering doubles filled the platform above as they wove in and out of each other to mask their true positions. They raised wands and prepared a barrage of stunning spells.

“Thrakk, shields!” I yelled while fighting the lethargy in my jaw.

“Defensive line!” Thrakk roared.

The dwarves behind us struggled against the vines, but their physical strength was immense. They locked their physical shields together and created a roof over their heads just as the first volley of stun bolts rained down.

I couldn’t stay pinned. The Slow spell targeted muscles, but my Mageblade ran on mana.

I channeled power from the Amulet of the Grand Wizard. The sapphire against my chest grew hot. My mana pool surged, and the orange edge of my sword flared with blinding intensity.

“Seema, hold the front! Varga, get ready!”

I slashed downward. The raw magical output of the weapon vaporized the binding vines around my legs. I spun while the blade hummed a high-pitched note and severed the vines gripping Seema and Varga.

“Move!” I gritted out.

“They’re dug in,” Seema said as she deflected a bolt with her diamond spear. The impact jarred her, but her Flurry of the Aegis stacks flared, and the golden barrier absorbed the shock. “We need to clear the platform.”

“Lazy!” I shouted. “Even the odds!”

Lazy was struggling with the vines around her Boots of Springing. She didn’t try to break them. Instead, she pointed her Wand of Wyrding at the cluster of enemies above.

“Hey, you!” she chirped. “Charm!”

She pumped the upgraded spell and targeted the Lionheart mage on the far right who was maintaining the illusion decoys. His eyes glazed over as the pink light of the charm overpowered his focus. He turned abruptly toward the team captain and tackled him, breaking the concentration on the Slow spell.

The oppressive weight vanished instantly.

“Now!” I roared. “Thessa, funnel them!”

Thessa stepped past me while her skin glowed with heat. She slammed the Pyromancer’s Staff onto the stone bridge.

“You want a fight?” she laughed as she bared her sharp teeth. “Here’s some heat! Wall of Fire!”

A roaring curtain of flames erupted along the left side of the upper platform. The upgraded spell reached ten feet high. The intense heat scorched the stone and forced the Lionheart team to scramble to the right to bunch up against the cliff face. Their formation collapsed as they tried to avoid being singed.

“Shield!” Khla bellowed, protecting Lazy from a retaliatory barrage of stun bolts.

“Varga, take the backline!” I called out.

Varga grinned. With the Slow spell gone and Seema’s Aura of Vigor pumping her stats, she was a blur of motion. “Blade Dash.”

She vanished from the bridge and reappeared instantly on the platform, right in the middle of the clustered Lionheart mages. She materialized behind a female mage raising a wand to blast us.

“Too slow,” Varga whispered.

She grabbed the mage’s wrist and twisted it sharply while sweeping the girl’s legs. It was a brutal, efficient takedown. The wand clattered away. Varga spun to face another mage, her tail whipping around, and kicked him in the chest to send him sprawling.

“Push!” I ordered and led the charge up the final stretch of the bridge as I used Command to make one mage stop casting their spell, then Charm to make one more turn against their captain.

Thrakk’s team was right behind us.

“Finn! Clear the air!” Thrakk shouted.

Finn, the human Storm Mage, spun his rod. “Gust!”

A violent blast of wind screamed past me. It caught the captain, who had just shoved his charmed teammate off him. The wind hit him center mass, lifted him off his feet, and slammed him against the rock wall. He slid down and gasped for breath while his pristine uniform was scuffed and dirty.

“‘Nades!” Dornag yelled.

The dwarven artificers hurled three brass spheres onto the platform. They didn’t explode with fire; they burst open with a mechanical twang to release weighted nets that expanded instantly.

Two of the Lionheart mages, trying to fall back to a better position, were entangled. They thrashed on the ground and were effectively neutralized.

I vaulted onto the platform with the Mageblade leveled at the Lionheart captain as he tried to stand. My girls fanned out around me. Thessa was wreathed in smoke, Varga crouched like a predator, and Seema looked regal and untouchable with her golden aura.

The Lionheart captain looked at his team. Two were netted, one charmed and confused, one disarmed by Varga, and the others were backed against a wall of fire.

“Yield,” I said, and my voice was hard.

He gritted his teeth as his pride warred with reality. He looked at the orange glow of my sword, then at the burning hatred in Thessa’s eyes.

“Withdraw,” he spat and held up a hand to signal his team. “We withdraw.”

With that, they retreated rapidly to the stairwell and abandoned the bottleneck to us.

I let out a breath and checked my internal reserves. The burst of power to break the vines and the sustained intensity of the fight had taken a chunk out of my mana pool. I wasn’t empty, thanks to the Amulet, but we couldn’t keep doing this forever, and I did not want to lose time meditating.

“Good hit,” Thrakk said as he climbed up beside me. He clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Your lot hits like a landslide, Aurelius.”

“And your boys have good aim,” I replied and nodded at the artificers who were grinning with pleasure.

“Let’s keep moving,” Seema urged as she pointed her spear upward. “The longer we wait, the less chance we have.”

I nodded. “Khla, patch up anyone with scrapes. We press on.”
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The adrenaline kept me focused as we surged upward. Our alliance had turned into a machine. With the Manaforge team covering our rear with heavy suppression fire and my girls cutting a path through the front, we were moving at a speed that left the other teams in the dust.

I glanced over the railing as we rounded a wide bend. Far below, chaos reigned. Flashes of spellfire illuminated the mist as disorganized squads fought tooth and nail against the tower’s defenses. But up here? We owned the stairs.

“Pick up the pace!” I shouted. “We’re leaving the rest behind!”

Seema led us now, more confident than before. Her golden tail acted as a rudder as she sprinted up the marble steps. The heat haze from her Aura of Vigor was palpable. It was a shimmering distortion that wrapped around us like a warm blanket. Thanks to her upgraded aura and Khla’s Bless, my legs felt like they were loaded with springs. I climbed with immense speed and practically flew. I took the stairs three at a time without feeling a burn in my lungs.

“Incoming!” Varga barked. Her golden eyes snapped toward the open air to our left.

A cluster of floating spheres materialized from the thin air. They were arcane orbs that crackled with unstable violet energy, rotating slowly around a central core.

Zzzzt!

A beam of disorienting light shot from the lead orb. It was aimed straight at Thessa.

“Shield!” Khla yelled as she slammed the butt of her Staff of the White Mage against the stone. A translucent barrier snapped into existence instantly and intercepted the beam. The magic sizzled against the shield before it dissipated harmlessly.

“Annoying little lights,” Thessa growled as she raised her Pyromancer’s Staff. “Pop them.”

Before she could loose a bolt, the Manaforge team acted.

“Let ‘em have a taste of our guns, lads!” Dornag shouted from the rear.

The three dwarven artificers leveled their brass-barreled cannons. The clockwork mechanisms whirred to life and spun rapidly.

Thump-thump-thump.

Heavy projectiles slammed into the orbs. These were solid kinetic slugs designed to shatter casing rather than explosive rounds. Most of the orbs fractured and imploded with a hollow popping sound.

The remaining two orbs charged up for another volley.

“Blade Dash,” Varga whispered.

She materialized directly on top of the highest orb. Her claws glowed with dark energy and dug into the metallic shell. She kicked off it and used the momentum to drive her claws into the second orb as she fell past it.

Both detonated in showers of sparks.

“Love that move!” Lazy cheered as she bounced past the wreckage on her Boots of Springing.

We didn’t even break stride. We trampled over the scrap metal of the destroyed constructs and pushed higher. The air was getting thinner, colder, but the magical buffs kept our blood hot and our stamina high.

Ahead, the spiral staircase widened significantly. It opened onto a broad, circular platform that jutted out from the tower like a balcony. In the center, bathed in a solitary shaft of light that broke through the gray clouds, stood a pedestal.

And on that pedestal waved a crimson Dungeon Flag.

“Objective sighted,” I said as I slowed to a combat stance. “Check your corners.”

As soon as my boot hit the platform stones, the air shimmered. Two figures materialized between us and the flag.

They were Ethereal Guardians—tall, armored warriors that looked like they were woven from moonlight and fog. We had learned about them from Gammicka. They carried massive greatswords that drifted through the air with weightless menace, and their bodies flickered as they phased in and out of reality, which made them look like glitches in the world itself.

“Phasing targets,” Seema noted while her ears flattened. “Physical attacks might miss.”

She tested the theory immediately and lunged forward with her diamond spear. The tip passed harmlessly through the chest of the left guardian as it turned into mist, only for the construct to solidify a second later and swing its greatsword in a horizontal arc.

“Back!” I warned.

Seema cast Bulwark just in time, and she staggered back under a massive strike. Khla’s Heal quickly mended what little damage had bled through. She withdrew and rejoined the group as the ethereal guardians slowly advanced.

“Magic resist is high on these types!” Finn, the human Storm Mage from Thrakk’s team, shouted. “And if you can’t hit ‘em, you can’t hurt ‘em!”

“Then we force them to stay put!” Thrakk roared. He turned to his artificers. “Switch to disruption pulses! Lock them down!”

Dornag, Afkuhar, and Zalarak adjusted the dials on their heavy cannons. The barrels flared with a harsh, blue static light.

Wub-wub-wub.

Three waves of distorted sonic energy rippled through the air. The pulses washed over the guardians. The spectral warriors shrieked—a sound like tearing metal—as their forms seized up. The flickering stopped. Their bodies turned from translucent mist to solid, gray stone.

“They’re solid!” Thrakk yelled. “Hit them now!”

“Finn, knock them back!” I ordered.

Finn spun his rod. Electricity arced along its length. “Thunder Blast!”

A cone of lightning and compressed air slammed into the guardians. The impact failed to kill them, but it staggered them. It knocked their heavy shields aside and left them open.

“Wade, hold the right one!” Varga shouted as she dived toward the left.

I reached for the power humming in my chest. The Amulet of the Grand Wizard provided such a deep reservoir that I didn’t even hesitate to spend the mana. I leveled my Mageblade at the right guardian.

“Hold!”

The invisible force clamped down on the stone warrior. It tried to raise its sword, but my will—backed by my enhanced stats—overpowered it. It froze in place, and it became a statue once more.

Seema moved in. With the enemy solidified and frozen, she was in her element. Her body radiated the heat of her Aura of Vigor, making her look like a goddess of war.

“Flurry of the Aegis,” she stated calmly.

She unleashed a blur of strikes with her spear, and the diamond tip bit deep into the stone armor of the frozen guardian. With every successful hit, a golden light flashed over her skin, then rippled outward to cover me, the girls, and even Thrakk’s dwarves.

“Defense rising,” Seema called out without breaking her rhythm. “Plus twenty... plus thirty...”

We were becoming impenetrable.

“Thessa, light it up!” I commanded as I released Dark Whispers on the two guardians for damage over time.

Thessa stepped past Seema. Her Pyromancer’s Staff glowed so brightly the ruby looked like it was about to melt. Her tail whipped back and forth excitedly.

“Burn,” she hissed.

She didn’t aim for a broad spread. She pointed the staff directly at the chest of the guardian I was holding.

“Fire Bolt!”

The upgraded spell launched a lance of white-hot plasma. It struck the frozen guardian center mass. The thermal shock of superheated fire hitting the cold, solidified stone was catastrophic.

CRACK.

The guardian shattered violently and exploded into gravel and dust, the pieces raining down over the edge of the platform.

Meanwhile, Varga and Marrok, the dwarven Spellsword, were dismantling the second guardian. Varga used Blade Dash to teleport behind it, distracting it while Marrok hammered its knees with his broadsword. As it crumbled, Varga finished it with a Shadow Flurry that turned the remaining stone into dust.

Silence fell over the platform.

The flag stood unguarded as it flapped crisply in the wind.

I walked toward it and sheathed the Mageblade. Thessa and Lazy flanked me, while Thrakk and his team hung back slightly. Their weapons were lowered but ready.

Thrakk looked at the flag, then at me. He shifted his weight. His mechanical arm clicked softly. I could see the calculation in his eyes. We were the stronger team. We had led the charge. By rights of conquest, the flag was ours.

I looked past the pedestal. Higher up the tower, on adjacent platforms connected by narrow bridges, I saw at least three other red flags waving. We were ahead of the pack. We had time.

Thrakk’s team had saved us some mana with their cannons, and honestly? I liked them. Building a bridge was worth more than a quick grab.

I stopped five feet from the flag and turned to the dwarf.

“Thrakk,” I said and jerked my head toward the pedestal. “It’s yours.”

Thrakk blinked. His red eyebrows shot up. “You sure, Aurelius? You did the heavy lifting on the hold.”

“Your boys made them solid,” I countered with a grin. “Besides, look up.” I pointed to the higher platforms. “There are plenty more where that came from, and we can always use some exercise. We’re going for the scenic route.”

Lazy giggled and bounced once. “Exercise is gross, but winning is fun.”

Thrakk’s face broke into a wide grin beneath his beard. He stepped forward and extended his flesh hand. I shook it firmly.

“You’re a good man, Wade,” Thrakk said seriously. “Us dwarves remember our friends. If we meet after, the first round of ale is on me.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” I said.

Thrakk turned to his team. “Grab the prize, lads! We’re going to the next round!”

A cheer went up from the dwarves and Finn. Thrakk marched to the pedestal and wrapped his mechanical hand around the flagstaff.

“For Manaforge!” he bellowed.

As he pulled the flag from its base, a brilliant column of white light engulfed them. They waved as the magic took hold, and in a blink, they were gone, teleported out of the arena to safety and qualification.

The platform felt suddenly quiet without the clanking of their gear.

“Generous,” Seema noted as she walked up beside me. Her golden aura was still pulsing and kept us warm against the high-altitude chill.

“Strategic,” I corrected, though I smiled. “Now, let’s go get ours.”

“Race you to the top,” Varga challenged. She was already eyeing the next set of stairs.

“Loser has to give Wade a foot massage tonight,” Thessa added with a wicked grin.

“Wait, I want to lose!” Trixie would have said if she were here. The thought made me chuckle.

“Move out,” I ordered. “We’re not done yet.”
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We moved upward along a narrow, crumbling bridge of white stone that connected the main spiral to a solitary, jagged spire that jutted out from the tower’s side. The wind here was ferocious, whipping at our clothes and threatening to drag us into the abyss with every gust.

“Steady,” I called out as I leaned into the gale. “Center of gravity low.”

Ahead, a red Dungeon Flag sat perched on the very edge of the spire. It snapped violently in the wind. It was exposed, dangerous, and perfectly ripe for the taking.

“I see it,” Varga shouted over the wind. Her hood was blown back to reveal her flattened wolf ears. She sniffed the air. Her nose twitched rapidly. “Wait. Strong smell on the wind. Oil…”

“More Manaforge?” Khla asked, and her grip tightened on her staff.

Before I could answer, a high-pitched mechanical whine cut through the howling wind. Shadows swept over us and blocked out the thin gray light.

“Above!” Seema yelled as she pointed her diamond spear skyward.

Descending from the clouds like a swarm of angry hornets came a squadron of six flying machines. They were compact, clockwork constructs—gliders reinforced with brass frames and spinning rotors that hummed with magical energy.

Riding them were dwarves clad in purple robes embroidered with gold, very different from the utilitarian leather of Thrakk’s team.

“Manaforge flyers.” I grimaced.

The lead flyer banked sharply. It revealed the pilot. He was a short, thickset dwarf with a tangled mess of a black beard and wild black hair that whipped around a face twisted in perpetual annoyance. Two mechanical arms extended from a clockwork backpack strapped to his shoulders, adjusting the controls of his glider with twitchy, jerky movements.

“Get away from my flag, you long-legged freaks!” he screamed. “This is for Manaforge! Get off my tower!”

“Friendly fella,” Thessa drawled, though her hand was already tightening on her Pyromancer’s Staff.

“Dive formation!” the captain shrieked at his wingmen. “Deploy the magnets!”

The six gliders swooped down in a coordinated strafing run. They didn’t fire lethal spells. Instead, panels opened on the undersides of their craft to reveal humming coils of copper wire.

THRUM.

A wave of magnetic force slammed into us.

It wasn’t damaging, but it was incredibly disorienting. The Mageblade jerked in my hand and pulled heavily to the left. Even the metal buckles on our clothes felt like they weighed a hundred pounds.

“They’re trying to destabilize us!” I shouted as I fought the pull. “Khla, we need stability!”

“Bless!” Khla roared as she slammed the butt of her staff down.

A pulse of golden light washed over the team. The divine buff surged through my muscles. It turned the strain of resisting the magnets into a manageable annoyance. My grip strength skyrocketed, and I wrestled the Mageblade back into position.

“Stun bolts! Fire!” the captain yelled. He was practically frothing at the mouth as he looped around for another pass.

The remaining five riders unleashed a barrage of crackling blue energy bolts. They peppered the stone bridge around us. One struck near Lazy’s feet and left a scorch mark.

“Hey! Watch the shoes! They’re new!” Lazy shouted as she dodged with a hop.

“We can’t hit them while they’re moving that fast,” Seema analyzed as she deflected a bolt with Bulwark. “We need to ground them.”

“Thessa!” I ordered. “Mess up their air! Create some turbulence!”

Thessa’s eyes lit up. She understood immediately. Gliders relied on stable airflow. If the air turned violent, they would lose control.

“With pleasure,” she purred.

She thrust her staff forward. The ruby tip blazed.

“Wall of Fire!”

She didn’t cast it at the dwarves directly. She cast it along the edge of the bridge, right in the path of their updraft. A roaring curtain of flames erupted and screamed fifteen feet into the air. The sudden, intense heat clashed with the cold air.

Physics took over.

A massive thermal updraft exploded upward. The air buckled and twisted.

“Whoa!” one of the dwarven riders shouted as his glider hit the pocket of hot, turbulent air. His craft pitched violently to the side. The rotors sputtered as the lift vanished.

“Stabilize, you idiots!” their captain screeched while his mechanical backpack arms flailed as he fought to keep his own glider level. “It’s just hot air!”

“It’s working,” I said when I saw their formation break. “Now we scatter them. Seema, break their morale!”

Seema stepped up. “Aura of Dread!”

An invisible wave of primal fear radiated from her. It washed over the disorganized squadron. The effect on the lower-level riders was instantaneous. Two of them panicked. Their movements became erratic as they jerked their controls away from the source of the fear. It caused them to veer dangerously close to the tower walls.

“I... I can’t get close!” one rider yelled and peeled off. “She’s a monster!”

“Cowards!” the captain spat. He saw his team scatter and realized his window was closing. “Fine! I’ll do it myself!”

He slammed his throttle forward. His glider tucked its wings and turned into a diving bullet aimed straight for the flag.

“He’s going for the grab!” Varga warned.

“Not today,” I growled.

I held my staff and sword firm, and I tracked the Manaforge’s captain’s trajectory. He was fast, but he was moving in a straight line.

“Hold!”

I pushed the spell out with everything I had.

He froze. The invisible grip of the spell locked his muscles instantly. His mouth was stuck open in a scream of frustration. His mechanical backpack arms halted mid-twitch. His glider, lacking a pilot’s input, drifted on its momentum, missing the flag platform and skidding awkwardly along the stone railing before coming to a grinding halt ten feet past the target.

“Varga, take out his support!” I pointed to the rider closest to us, who was trying to line up a shot on my back.

“On it,” Varga hissed.

She dropped into a crouch. Her black trollhide armor appeared to absorb the light.

“Blade Dash.”

She vanished in a blur of motion and reappeared in midair, crouching on the wing of the hovering construct. The dwarf pilot yelped as he stared into her glowing golden eyes.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Varga didn’t strike the dwarf. She struck the engine. Her claws, tore through the brass casing and severed the mana lines powering the rotors.

CRUNCH.

The machine sputtered and died. Smoke billowed from the engine block. As the construct began to list and descend slowly, the safety enchantments kicked in to prevent a fatal crash. Varga backflipped off it and landed gracefully on the bridge next to me.

“Engine disabled,” she reported with a savage grin.

“Two left!” Thessa called out. “They’re circling back!”

Two riders were shaking off the fear. They came in for a desperate pincer move to snatch the flag while we were distracted.

“Lazy, handle the left one!” I ordered. “Right one is mine!”

Lazy giggled, and her yellow eyes flashed. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding at the dwarf on the left.

“Go away!” she chirped. “You left the oven on! Run!”

It was Command. The spell hit the rider. His eyes went wide with sudden, magically induced urgency.

“Me biscuits!” he shrieked. He yanked his glider around. He abandoned the fight and sped away toward the lower levels.

I focused on the final rider coming in from the right. He was leaning out with his hand outstretched toward the flag.

“Command,” I barked. My voice was laced with magical authority. “Flee.”

The rider flinched. The compulsion slammed into his mind. He screamed in terror, then banked hard to the right to escape the source of the command and flew straight into the clouds.

“All clear?” Khla asked as she lowered her shield.

“Not yet!” Varga pointed.

Their captain had shaken off the Hold spell. He was scrambling out of his crashed glider. His mechanical arms helped him scuttle across the stone like a spider. He was five feet from the flag. We were twenty feet away.

“He’s going to get it!” Thessa shouted as she raised her staff.

“Too slow!” the captain cackled as he reached out with a robotic claw. “Victory is mine!”

“Nope,” Lazy said.

She bent her knees, and the runes on her Boots of Springing flared.

BOING.

It was a massive leap. She launched herself over our heads and soared through the air like a cannonball made of cute cat-girl. She cleared the distance in a single bound and sailed right over the dwarf’s head.

“Mine!” Lazy shouted midair.

She snatched the flag from the pedestal just as the dwarven captain’s mechanical claw closed on empty air. She landed on the far side of the platform and rolled to her feet with the flag held high.

“Cheater!” the dwarf screamed, slamming his fists against the stone. “That’s not fair! Those boots are illegal! I’ll sue!”

“We win!” Lazy stuck her tongue out at him.

The flag activated. A brilliant column of white light engulfed us. It swirled with the promise of safety and victory.

“Regroup!” I ordered as I gathered the girls close as the magic took hold, and I smiled as I waved at the fuming dwarf.

“See you in the next round, angry little hairy man!” Lazy said. “Or not…”

The world dissolved into white light, leaving the dwarf screaming curses at the empty pedestal as we teleported out.


Chapter 16



The disorientation from the teleportation spell faded quickly, and it was replaced by the roar of celebration. We materialized in a designated recovery zone just outside the Grand Hall, which had been rapidly converted into a victory lounge. Tables groaned under the weight of food and drink, and banners from all three academies hung from the rafters.

I barely had time to check if my limbs were still attached before a blonde missile slammed into me.

“You did it! You did it! You did it!” Trixie squealed.

She hit me with enough force to knock the wind out of a minotaur. Her arms wrapped around my neck, and she buried her face in my chest while hopping up and down. The movement pressed her soft, ample curves against me in a rhythmic assault that I definitely wasn’t going to complain about.

“Easy, Trixie.” I laughed as I wrapped my arms around her waist to stabilize us. “We made it back.”

“I saw everything on the scrying screens!” She beamed, pulling back just enough to look at me with sparkling blue eyes. “You guys were amazing! Wade, you held that rock monster like… like it was actually a rock! And Lazy jumped so high I thought she was going to punch a cloud! And Varga went swish swish and everything died! It was beautiful!”

“We managed,” Varga said as she stepped up beside us. She pushed her hood back, and her wolf ears perked up as she scanned the room. “Though it was crowded up there.”

“Crowded with losers.” Thessa smirked while leaning on her Pyromancer’s Staff. Her skin was still flushed from the heat of her magic, and she looked thoroughly satisfied. “We burned through them.”

I looked around the hall. Only a few teams had come in yet—nine. The air was thick with the smell of roasted meat, dwarven ale, and the lingering tingle of teleportation magic. It was a good time to see who we were actually up against.

“There’s the only nice guy,” Seema noted and nodded toward a long table near the center.

Thrakk and his Manaforge team were already celebrating. The young dwarf with the mechanical arm had a tankard in his flesh hand and was laughing loudly with his artificers. He spotted me and raised the mug in a toast. I nodded back. They were good people. Serious competition, sure, but they had honor.

“And there are the unfriendly ones,” Khla rumbled as her dark eyes narrowed.

At a table draped in white cloth, the Lionheart team we had broken at the barrier sat in stiff silence. Their captain was glaring daggers at us. He looked pristine again. He had likely used a cleaning charm to remove the soot Thessa had left on his face, but his pride was clearly still bruised.

“Oh, that guy.” Trixie hummed. “His name is Kamros.”

“Kamros looks constipated,” Lazy commented as she munched on a chicken leg she had acquired from somewhere. “Maybe he needs more fiber.”

“He needs a punch in the teeth,” Thessa corrected.

“And look at the angry little man who attacked you.” Trixie giggled and pointed a manicured finger toward another Manaforge group. “Mazz-Harn.”

It was the pilot of the glider squadron, and he was practically vibrating with rage. He was shouting at his teammates, and his mechanical backpack arms twitched violently. His wild black hair looked even messier than before. Despite him having secured another flag, he was still pissed.

“He’s going to be a problem in the next round,” I said quietly. “He’s fast, and he holds a grudge.”

“Let him come,” Varga growled. “I clipped his wings once. I can clip ’em again.”

“And that one,” Seema said softly. Her gaze drifted to a corner table.

Sitting apart from the main Lionheart group was a team led by a massive, scarred lionkin with black fur. He didn’t look like the preening nobles of Kamros’s squad. He looked like a veteran. He sat perfectly still and watched the room with predatory patience.

“Umber,” Trixie said. “Yeah, he’s a favorite.”

Before I could analyze further, the crowd parted near the dais. Arch-Magister Crowley, Headmistress Kay, and Forgelord Greathand were descending the stairs to mingle with the victors.

Greathand was loud, slapping dwarves on the back with enough force to bruise and booming congratulations. Kay moved with her usual grace and offered polite nods, but her eyes were scanning for us.

Crowley, however, moved quietly. He bypassed his own students, ignored Kamros entirely, and made a straight line for me.

“Mr. Aurelius,” Crowley said, and his voice was smooth and welcoming. He held a crystal goblet of wine in his hand. “A remarkable display.”

I straightened up and signaled the girls to stay calm. Thessa looked like she wanted to set his robes on fire, but she held her ground.

“Arch-Magister,” I replied respectfully. “We got lucky with the route.”

“Luck is for gamblers.” Crowley smiled while his purple eyes glinted behind his spectacles. “Strategy is for mages. That alliance with the Manaforge team? Brilliant improvisation. Most students are too blinded by school rivalry to see the tactical advantage of cooperation.”

He swirled his wine and took a small sip.

“Walk with me for a moment? I find the noise a bit... overwhelming.”

I glanced at Kay, who was stuck talking to a group of excited first-years. I nodded to my team. “I’ll be right back.”

I followed Crowley to a quieter alcove near the beverage station. He leaned against a stone pillar, and his demeanor shifted from public official to something more mentor-like.

“You know,” he began, and his tone was casual, “watching you climb that tower... it reminded me of the stories of the Summoner King.”

I stiffened slightly. “Ancient history,” I said carefully.

“History tends to repeat itself,” Crowley said, looking at me over the rim of his glasses. “You have a pedigree, Wade. It’s obvious in the way you command mana. The way the Mageblade responds to you. Krysfelt... it is a fine institution. Kay does her best.” He paused and let the silence hang. “But it is rustic,” he continued gently. “Isolated. Their archives are limited. Their understanding of the higher mysteries is... functional, but basic. Someone with your potential? You risk stagnating here.”

“I’m learning a lot,” I countered.

“Are you?” Crowley asked. “Or are you just surviving? At Lionheart, in Anaheim, we have resources that dwarf anything you’ve seen here. We have the spellbooks of the old masters. We have training grounds that adapt to your specific bloodline resonance.”

He turned to face me fully.

“I’m not trying to poach you, Wade. I am simply suggesting that a mage of your caliber deserves an environment that can actually challenge him. Think about it. My archives would be open to you.”

He patted my shoulder. The touch was light, friendly, but it sent a chill down my spine.

“But for now, enjoy the victory,” he said. “You earned it.”

He walked away and disappeared back into the crowd of white and gold uniforms.

I stood there for a moment, conflicted. His words were manipulative. I knew that. But the promise of knowledge? Of understanding my own powers fully? It was a hook, and he knew exactly where to place it.

“He has a silver tongue, doesn’t he?”

I turned. Kay stood there with her arms crossed over her chest. Her green dress looked stunning against the pale stone of the hall, but her expression was tight.

“He thinks Krysfelt is holding me back,” I said honestly.

Kay’s jaw tightened. “Crowley believes anything outside of Anaheim is a backwater. He is trying to charm you, Wade. He sees your power, and he wants to collect you like he collects rare books.”

“I figured,” I said.

Kay stepped closer and dropped her voice. “Just be careful. His interest in you... it’s intense. More than just recruiting a talented student. I don’t like it.”

She reached out, and her hand brushed my arm. The contact was brief but electric.

“Regardless.” She softened as a smile broke through her worry. “You made us proud today. All of you. Seeing Krysfelt take the lead... it was exactly what we needed.”

“We’re just getting started,” I promised.

“I know,” she said. Her eyes sparkled with a secret. “And because you performed so well, and because I know you’ve had a long day... I had a little reward delivered to your dorm room.”

“A reward?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Go see for yourself,” she teased. “Get some rest, Wade. The next phase won’t be any easier.”

She gave my arm a squeeze and headed back to manage the chaos of the party.

I rejoined the girls. Trixie was currently trying to balance a spoon on her nose while Lazy clapped.

“What did the old guy want?” Thessa asked as she eyed Crowley’s retreating back with suspicion.

“He wants me to transfer,” I said. “Thinks I’m too good for this place.”

“Pfft.” Varga scoffed. “If you leave, who’s going to carry my bags?”

I laughed at that.

“And who would I use as a pillow?” Lazy added.

“Exactly.” I grinned. “I’m not going anywhere. But Kay mentioned a surprise back at the dorm. Shall we?”

“Surprise?” Trixie dropped the spoon. “I love surprises! Unless it’s a mimic. Is it a mimic? Did Kay send us a box that eats people?”

“I doubt it.” I laughed. “Let’s go find out.”


Chapter 17



The door clicked shut behind us. It locked out the noise of the celebration and the lingering unease of my conversation with Crowley. We were all exhausted. Our mana pools were drained, and our muscles ached from the climb up the tower, but the adrenaline of victory still buzzed under our skin.

I turned to drop my bag, expecting to see our usual arrangement of beds pushed somewhat near each other.

I stopped dead in my tracks.

“Whoa,” Trixie breathed as she peeked around my arm.

The room had been transformed. Gone were the separate cots and the mismatched furniture. In their place, dominating the entire center of the room, was a mattress of truly epic proportions. It had to be custom-made. It stretched almost wall-to-wall. It was covered in sheets of deep crimson silk and piled high with enough plush pillows to build a fortress.

“Kay certainly knows how to deliver a reward,” Thessa purred. She walked past me. She ran a red hand over the silk, and her tail swayed hypnotically behind her. “This is fit for a harem.”

“It is efficient,” Khla noted, though a small smile tugged at her tusks. She pressed her hand into the mattress to test the give. “Firm support. Good for recovery. And... other activities.”

“Bouncy!” Lazy cheered.

She didn’t bother taking off her new Boots of Springing. She just launched herself. With a magical boing, she flew through the air and landed dead center on the massive bed. She sank into the plush surface with a happy giggle.

“It’s like a cloud!” Lazy shouted. She rolled onto her back and kicked her legs in the air. “A sex cloud! Come on, Wade!”

“You heard the lady,” Varga said, a wicked glint in her golden eyes. She locked the door and leaned back against it. Her hands went to the hem of her black top. “We won. We survived. I think we need to break this thing in.”

The invitation was clear, and frankly, I didn’t want to resist even if I could. The image of my girls, safe and victorious, waiting for me on a bed the size of a small island was too much.

Trixie was already stripping. Her ranger tunic hit the floor, followed by her skirt. She stood there in her new ‘Winner’ thong. Her large and firm breasts bounced free, and her blue eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Group hug!” Trixie squealed. She dived onto the bed to tackle Lazy.

I stripped off my uniform until I was completely naked. The cool air hit my skin for only a second before I climbed onto the mattress. The silk felt cool and slippery against my skin.

“Me first! Us first!” Trixie demanded. She grabbed Lazy by the waist and pulled the smaller catkin girl on top of her. “Make us a sandwich, Wade!”

Lazy purred and sprawled over Trixie. The visual was enough to stop my heart. Trixie, soft and blonde and pink-skinned, contrasted perfectly with Lazy’s lithe, pale form and jet-black hair.

“Stack them,” Varga growled from the edge of the bed. She watched with hungry eyes as she shimmied out of her pants.

I moved over them. Trixie lay flat on her back. Her legs were spread wide. Lazy positioned herself on her hands and knees directly over Trixie’s chest, their large breasts squished together, and offered her pretty butt to me.

“Double trouble,” I groaned as I positioned myself behind Lazy.

“Come fuck us, baby!” Trixie purred, giving Lazy’s ass a firm slap.

“Oh, I am,” I said as I gripped Lazy’s ass, winning a delicious little squeal from her. She was so light, so flexible, and she arched her back, ready to take all of me, showing me her wet little pussy.

With a grunt of lust, I slid into her from behind. Her tight heat clamped around me instantly. Lazy let out a high-pitched mewl. Her head was thrown back, and her ears flattened. Beneath her, Trixie reached up, grabbing Lazy’s breasts and kneading them while she looked up at me. With her free hand, she yanked Lazy’s head aside—rough enough to win another pleased squeal—so I could face her.

“Kiss me, Wade!” she said. “Kiss me while you fuck her!”

I leaned down, squashing Lazy between us, and kissed Trixie deeply while I thrust hard. It was a sensory overload. Lazy’s internal muscles milked me with every stroke. Her tail wrapped around my thigh, while Trixie’s tongue tangled with mine.

After a few minutes of hard, rhythmic thrusting that made Lazy tremble, I pulled out with a wet pop.

“Switch,” I ordered.

Lazy collapsed forward and purred loudly, while Trixie rolled over playfully so that her perfect elven ass was up in the air, Lazy underneath her. Trixie sat back on Lazy’s thighs, and she leaned forward to sloppily kiss the catkin girl for my pleasure.

What a sight…

“My turn,” Trixie giggled as she wiggled her hips.

I drove into Trixie. She was soft and wet and warm, and she moaned with a vocal enthusiasm that filled the room. She rode back against me and matched my pace. Her hands roamed over Lazy’s body beneath her, playing with Lazy’s swollen little clit.

“Look at them,” Thessa whispered.

I glanced up. The other girls had gathered around us on the massive bed.

Thessa was naked. Her skin glowed in the dim light, and her horns added to her exotic beauty. She was kneeling, one hand playing with her own breast, the other sliding between her legs. Her tail was active, the spade tip teasing Khla’s thigh.

Khla sat like a statue of green marble. She was totally nude, and her muscles rippled as she watched us. Her breathing was heavy. Her hand worked furiously between her legs, and her fingers vanished into her wetness.

Varga was on all fours beside her, prowling closer, her golden eyes fixed on where I was joined with Trixie, watching me slam into the elf girl’s tight pussy and how her round ass jiggled with every thrust. She licked her lips, and a low growl rumbled in her chest.

Seema, the golden lionkin, lay on her side watching us. Her golden hair fanned out over the crimson sheets. She touched herself slowly, sensually. Her eyes were half-lidded as she watched me pleasure Trixie.

“I’m close!” Trixie squeaked as she picked up the pace.

“Me too,” Lazy mumbled from the bottom of the pile. “D-don’t stop!”

I gave them what they needed, driving hard until Trixie shrieked. Her tight elven pussy clamped down on me as she came hard, moaning my name. But even as she came, she didn’t stop teasing Lazy’s tight pussy, and the catgirl came only a moment later, squirming and trembling as she gasped under the perfect body of the elf.

I had to stop myself then and there, or I would have come inside Trixie, and I didn’t want to spend myself just yet. I pulled away, breathless, leaving the two girls in a tangled, happy heap.

“Round two,” Thessa said, her voice smoky and demanding. She crawled toward me. Heat radiated from her skin like an open furnace. “I’ve been waiting all day.”

I met her in the center of the bed. She pushed me onto my back and straddled me. Her internal heat was incredible. As she sank down onto me, it felt like sheathing myself in molten silk. She ground her hips. Her nails dug into my chest, and her red eyes blazed.

“Mine,” she hissed as she leaned down to bite my lip.

I growled with lust and grabbed her fine ass before a shadow loomed over me. It was Khla, moving up behind my head. The towering orcess straddled my face. Her powerful thighs clamped my ears.

“That’s so hot,” Thessa moaned. “Sit on his face.”

I dug in, tongue working against her while Thessa rode my cock, which was still slick with Trixie and Lazy’s juices. Khla gasped with delight and bucked her hips against my face, her hands gripping the headboard.

And as I ate out Khla and let Thessa ride my cock, Varga and Seema moved in from the sides.

Varga ran her fingernails lightly down my sides, then moved to play with my full balls right under where Thessa was riding me, kissing my chest as she did so, her wolf ears tickling my skin. Seema pressed against my other side. Unusually bold for her, her hand wrapped around the base of my cock where it vanished inside Thessa, adding pressure that made my eyes roll back.

“Fuck, girls,” I groaned. “This is so good.”

“Fuck her hard,” Varga growled.

“Hmm,” Khla moaned as she gyrated on me. “I’m… I’m… c-cumming.”

She let out a deep sigh as she tensed up under the lashing of my tongue, then began trembling. Her hands were splayed on my chest, and she threw her head back as she came. It was a delight, driving her to her orgasm like that with the merciless lapping of my tongue, and Lazy and Trixie hummed appreciatively from where I had left them gasping on the bed.

A moment later, she collapsed. At the same time, Varga decided she was done waiting and pounced, pushing Thessa off of my cock. The tiefling snarled, and Varga actually snapped her teeth at her for a moment, and even Thessa backed off at that.

Don’t fuck with a wolfgirl in heat… or well, do, but only in the literal sense.

Varga didn’t bother with foreplay. She spun around and lowered herself onto me in reverse cowgirl position. Her bushy tail tickled my stomach as she started to bounce. She was tight and athletic, squeezing me with a predatory intensity.

I grunted with lust and gave that nice, toned ass a slap, then pulled her tail hard, making her yowl with delight as she looked back at me over her shoulder.

Seema moved to where Khla had been. The lionkin was more gentle but no less demanding. She sat on my chest and ground her wetness against my mouth. I licked and sucked, worshipping her. Varga worked my lower half.

It was a marathon. We rotated positions and explored every inch of the massive bed. I took Seema from behind and watched her golden tail sway with every thrust. I pulled Khla onto my lap, marveling at her strength as she wrapped her legs around me. I fucked Thessa’s mouth while fingering her pussy until she came shuddering. The room was filled with the sounds of pleasure—Thessa’s hisses, Khla’s grunts, Trixie’s giggles, Lazy’s purrs, Varga’s growls, and Seema’s soft, melodic moans.

Finally, I felt the pressure building to a breaking point.

“I’m gonna cum,” I gasped as I pulled out of Seema, who I had been fucking doggy style.

“Yes! Cum on us,” Thessa pleaded.

They scrambled into position. It was a beautiful, chaotic lineup. Trixie and Lazy knelt in the center, their cheeks flushed. Thessa and Varga flanked them. Khla and Seema leaned in close. Six beautiful, expectant faces.

I let them stroke me a few times, looking at them as they played with my balls and begged for my load.

With a groan that tore from my throat, I released.

Ropes of white cum flew, landing across Trixie’s nose, splashing onto Lazy’s cheek. I shifted aim to cover Thessa’s chin and mark Varga’s forehead. Khla caught some on her lips, and Seema closed her eyes as I painted her cheek, with some ending up in her golden hair.

“Fuck,” I growled as I collapsed back onto the pillows, my chest heaving, completely drained in the best possible way.

Silence settled over the room. Only our collective heavy breathing broke it.

Slowly, the energy shifted from lust to comfort. Trixie wiped her face and crawled over to snuggle into my left side. Lazy curled up on my chest, purring so hard I could feel it vibrating in my ribs. The rest of the girls joined, squashing each other so they could be close to me and tangle their limbs with mine. It was a perfect heap of delicious, sweat-slicked curves, and the massive bed held us all easily. It was a nest of warmth and safety.

“Best reward ever,” Trixie whispered as she traced a pattern on my chest.

“Agreed,” Varga whispered. Her eyes closed.

“Can’t help but wonder at her motives for giving us this bed, though,” Trixie mused playfully. “I mean, there’s room for one more.”

I laughed as I held them close, feeling the steady beat of their hearts.


Chapter 18



We lay in post-coital joy for a while. But after some time, I found myself staring up at the shadowed ceiling. The room was quiet now, save for the rhythmic breathing of the girls piled around me like a litter of very dangerous, very beautiful kittens. The scent of sex hung heavily in the air, a comforting blanket that should have lulled me to sleep instantly.

But my mind refused to shut down.

Lazy shifted on my chest. Her small, pale breasts pressed against my ribs as she let out a soft snore. Her black cat ears twitched and tickled against my chin. To my left, Trixie was practically glued to my side. Her arm was thrown over my stomach, and her blonde hair fanned out across the pillow like a halo. On my right, Thessa was a soothing heat against my body.

“We need to talk about Crowley,” I said.

Thessa stirred immediately. Her red eyes cracked open and glowed faintly in the dim light. “What about the old man?” she asked, her voice raspy with sleep.

“He told me some things,” I admitted. I ran a hand down Trixie’s smooth back and felt the curve of her spine. “About the Summoner King. And about my future.”

Varga, who I thought was asleep near my legs, sat up. Her dark hair fell over her face and obscured her eyes, but her posture was alert. “The Summoner King? He knows you’re of his bloodline?”

“He does,” I said. “He claimed Krysfelt is too small for me. Too rustic.”

“He insulted our home?” Khla rumbled. The large orcess didn’t move much, but her muscles tensed under her green skin.

“Politely,” I corrected. “He framed it as a waste of potential. He offered me a transfer to Lionheart. Full scholarship, unrestricted access to their archives.”

A heavy silence fell over the bed. Lazy stopped snoring, though she didn’t open her eyes. Seema shifted and propped herself up on one elbow. Her golden hair cascaded over her shoulder, barely covering her heavy breasts.

“He is trying to poach you,” Seema stated as her golden eyes narrowed.

“It felt like more than that,” I said. “I think he wants to groom me. Turning a survivor into a sovereign. He made it sound like I was stagnating here.”

“That’s bullshit,” Thessa hissed. “You have grown stronger here than anyone expected. We’ve faced dragons. We’ve conquered dungeons. What has Lionheart done? Polished their buttons?”

“He mentioned resources,” I played devil’s advocate, though my heart wasn’t in it. “Original grimoires. Training grounds that adapt to bloodlines. Things Krysfelt just doesn’t have.”

Trixie pushed herself up, the movement causing her ample chest to bounce in a way that momentarily derailed my train of thought, but she looked serious, which was a rare expression for her.

“Listen, Wade,” she said while she poked me in the chest with a manicured finger. “Resources are cool. I like stuff, too. I like shiny bows and big beds. But stuff doesn’t make you better. People do.”

She gestured around the room.

“Look at the Lionheart students. They have the best wands, the best robes, and probably toilet paper made of silk. But are they happy? No. They’re miserable, arrogant assholes. They look at everyone else like we’re bugs. That Professor Martiz? He has perfect technique, but he has a stick so far up his butt he could be a scarecrow.”

Lazy giggled into my chest. “A bad case of scarecrow butt.”

“Exactly.” Trixie nodded. “Lionheart might have more books, but it’s a factory for jerks. Do you want to be a jerk, Wade? Do you want to wear gold embroidery and have a stick up your ass and become, like, a super hot scarecrow with a great dick?”

“No,” I said, smiling despite the tension.

“Then stay here,” Trixie declared, dropping back down to snuggle into my armpit. “We’re way more fun. And we have better snacks.”

“She has a point,” Varga added as she settled back down. “Crowley is slick. He speaks well. But a snake in a silk robe is still a snake. If he is interested in you, it is because he wants to use you. He sees a weapon he wants for his own arsenal.”

“Or a threat he wants to control,” Seema whispered.

That struck a chord. The man didn’t strike me as someone running a charity.

“I’m not going anywhere,” I assured them, tightening my arm around Trixie and resting my hand on Lazy’s head to scratch behind her ear. “I told him I was loyal to my team. But... something feels off. He was too smooth. Too eager to separate me from the ‘rustic’ influence of Krysfelt.”

“Then we watch him,” Khla said firmly. “We keep you close. If he tries to isolate you again, we will keep an eye out, and you should play the part of diligent listener to get him to say more.”

“And if he tries to force the issue,” Thessa growled as she draped her arm over my chest and laced her fingers with mine, “I will burn his stupid face.”

“Let’s focus on the tournament,” I said. “We beat them on the field, we take the prize money for Krysfelt, and we prove we don’t need his resources to defeat his best students.”

“Agreed,” Seema said softly.

The tension slowly bled out of the room, replaced by the heavy, comfortable fatigue of a long day.

“Sleep now,” Lazy mumbled and buried her face in my neck. “Thinking is hard. Sleeping is easy.”

I chuckled and held them close. Sleep didn’t come right away as I reflected on all the events of the day, but it came soon enough. And I needed it; the tournament would only get harder.

We drifted off to sleep. We were a tangle of limbs and breaths on the massive bed, ready for whatever the dwarves or the lions threw at us tomorrow.
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The next day found us early in the Grand Hall. The celebration from the night before felt like a distant memory. Now, only the twenty surviving teams stood in the center of the room, surrounded by empty tables and the heavy weight of expectation.

I stood with my girls. I could still feel the lingering warmth of the massive bed we had just crawled out of. It was hard to shift gears from the intimate, tangled comfort of the dorm to the sharp edge of competition, but looking at them helped.

Thessa leaned against my shoulder. Her skin practically glowed against her black tank top. Her horns curved back gracefully, and her tail flicked with agitation against my leg. Next to her, Lazy yawned and stretched her arms high enough that her shirt rode up to reveal her pale, soft stomach. Her black cat ears were flattened slightly; she clearly wasn’t a morning person.

“Too early,” Lazy mumbled as she blinked her yellow eyes. “The sun is sooo loud.”

“Focus,” Khla rumbled gently. The seven-foot orc woman stood like a green tower of muscle behind us, and her dark eyes were fixed on the stage. “They are starting.”

On the raised dais, the three leaders of the academies waited.

Kay Krysfelt stepped forward first. She wore a tailored suit-dress today. It was a deep emerald green that clung tightly to her hourglass frame. The skirt was pencil-tight and emphasized the curve of her hips and her long legs, while the jacket strained to contain her ample chest. She looked professional, powerful, and utterly distracting.

“Students,” Kay said, and her voice carried over the hall without need for amplification. “Yesterday, you proved your ability to climb and adapt. You survived the open air and the chaos of the Tower.”

She paused as her green eyes swept over the twenty teams. When her gaze landed on us, I saw a flicker of warmth before she locked it back down behind her Headmistress mask.

“Today, the parameters change. We enter the second stage of the Tri-Academy Tournament.”

She stepped back and gestured to the hulking figure beside her. “I yield the floor to Forgelord Greathand.”

Kathruz Greathand didn’t step forward so much as he stomped. The dwarf was a square block of iron and muscle. His golden beard was braided intricately over his chest. He wore his bronze armor as if it were casual wear, and his deep brown eyes sparkled with manic glee.

“Right then!” Greathand bellowed. His voice boomed off the stone walls, making Varga wince and press her wolf ears flat against her head. “You lot think you’re tough because you can cast a few spells in the open air? Hah! Today, we enter my world.”

He spread his thick arms wide.

“Welcome to the Manaforge Phase. You will be entering ‘The Foundry.’”

A ripple of noise went through the Manaforge teams. I glanced over at Thrakk. The young dwarf with the mechanical arm was grinning. He looked far more comfortable than he had during the tower climb.

“The Foundry is not a natural dungeon,” Greathand explained as he paced the stage with heavy thuds. “It is a machine. A living, breathing factory of my own design. It’s loud, hot, and dangerous.”

Thessa perked up immediately. “Hot?” she whispered. A slow smile spread across her face. “I like hot.”

“The layout is a labyrinth of industrial hazards,” the Forgelord continued. “Conveyor belts that will crush you. Steam vents that will boil you. Pistons that strike with the force of a giant. And, of course, constructs designed to test your durability.”

He stopped pacing and held up five thick fingers.

“We have twenty teams remaining. But The Foundry only has five Core Keys.”

The silence in the hall instantly deepened.

“Hidden deep within the labyrinth are five keys,” Greathand said as he lowered his hand. “Your objective is to locate a key, fight your way to the Central Core, and insert it to unlock the exit mechanism. Only the teams that unlock the Core will proceed to the final round.”

“Fifteen teams go home today,” Seema noted softly as her golden lion ears twitched. She stood tall in her white blouse with her toned arms crossed. “The bottleneck will be severe.”

“Brutal,” Varga agreed. A predatory light entered her golden eyes. She adjusted her black sleeves while her tail swayed slowly behind her. “It means we can’t play nice. If we see a key, we take it.”

“Correct,” I said. “No hesitation.”

“One key per team,” Greathand clarified. “Once a team uses a key, they are teleported out. If you find a key but fail to reach the Core... well, thanks for playing.”

Crowley stepped forward then. The Dean of Lionheart looked entirely out of place next to the sweating, armored dwarf in his earth-toned tunic. He adjusted his round spectacles. “A word of caution,” he said smoothly. “While the environment is hazardous, the rules regarding combat remain. Non-lethal force only.”

He stepped back once his piece was said.

Kay returned to the podium. “You have one hour to prepare your gear. The portals to The Foundry will open in the courtyard. Dismissed.”

The formation broke instantly. The hall dissolved into a frantic hive of activity as teams rushed to strategize.

“Five keys,” Trixie said as she bounced on the balls of her feet. Her ranger outfit was tight in all the right places, and her blue eyes were wide. “That’s like musical chairs, but with violence! And robots!”

“We need to move fast,” I said and gathered them close. “Greathand designed this. It’s going to favor the Manaforge teams. They know how his machines work. We will stick close to Seema. Her Aura of Vigor will keep our stamina up. If the environment is trying to crush us, we need to be tough enough to shrug it off.”

Seema nodded, and her expression was serious. “My spear is ready. The Flurry stacks will keep our defenses high.”

I looked at my team. We were a mix of chaotic elements, but we worked. We had the fire, the muscle, the speed, and the sheer weirdness to handle whatever Greathand had built.

“We go for a key immediately.” I laid out the plan. “We don’t get bogged down fighting for territory. We find the objective, we punch a hole to the Core, and we get out. We secured our spot yesterday by being smart. Today, we secure it by being unstoppable.”


Chapter 19



The portal’s magic faded, replacing the cool air of the assembly hall with a blast of sweltering heat. The smell hit me first—a thick, heavy mix of burning coal and hot grease.

Something industrial.

We stood on a grated metal platform suspended over a drop that glowed an angry, molten orange. The Foundry was a machine: massive gears the size of houses turned slowly in the distance, grinding with a sound that vibrated in my teeth, while pistons hammered rhythmically against anvils, sending sparks showering down like metallic rain.

“This place is loud,” Varga complained. Her golden eyes watered slightly as she pressed her wolf ears flat against her head. She adjusted her hood as she tried to block out the cacophony. “And it stinks.”

“I like it,” Thessa purred. She stretched her arms over her head. The movement pulled her tight black tank top up just enough to tease her nipples. Her skin practically absorbed the heat, and her tail flicked happily behind her. “It feels like home. But with more gears.”

“Stay focused, girls,” I said as I checked my Mageblade in my right hand and my Staff of Mastery in my left. “Greathand said this place is designed to crush us. Watch your step.”

We moved off the landing platform and into the first corridor. The walls were made of riveted iron plates, and pipes ran along the ceiling like metallic veins. Steam hissed from loose joints to create a haze that obscured our vision.

“Hold up,” I ordered and threw out a hand to stop the group.

Ahead of us, the corridor narrowed. The floor here was a patchwork of brass grates. Without warning, a jet of superheated blue steam erupted from the floor and shot all the way to the ceiling with a violent *hiss*.

Lazy blinked and leaned forward on her toes. “Spicy air?”

“Magic drain,” I corrected as I sensed the specific resonance of the vapor. “That steam is infused with mana-dampening particles. If that hits you, it will empty your mana pool in seconds.”

“A mana trap,” Khla rumbled as she stepped up beside me. The orcess looked solid as a rock, her muscles tense under her green skin. “Direct exposure would leave us at a disadvantage.”

I nodded. It was nothing meditation couldn’t solve, but that meant time wasted. Plus, if something got the jump on us right after, we wouldn’t have time to meditate.

“Let’s take a moment,” I said, “and see what this is.”

The girls agreed, and we watched the pattern. I could immediately see that the jets weren’t random. They fired in a sequence: left, right, center, then a rolling wave from front to back.

“We need speed and protection,” I said as I looked at my team. “But I think we can cross this.”

Seema stepped forward. “I can provide some buff,” Seema said calmly, and she closed her eyes for a heartbeat and centered herself. “Aura of Vigor.”

I felt the effect instantly. My limbs felt lighter, my reaction time sharpened, and a surge of raw physical power flooded my system.

“Good,” I said as I enjoyed the rush. “Thessa, Khla, we need barriers. That steam creates splash damage.”

Thessa grinned, and her sharp teeth glinted in the forge-light. She spun her Pyromancer’s Staff. “Fight heat with heat. If we cross in turns, I can cast Fire Shield on whoever’s going.”

“Perfect,” I said as I watched the timing of the vents. “I’ll call who goes. Lazy, you’re first. You have the best verticality.”

Lazy giggled as she looked down at her new boots. “Boing time.”

“Khla?” I said, nodding at the orcess.

She slammed the butt of her Staff of the White Mage against the metal grating. “Shield.”

A translucent wall of white energy snapped into existence over Lazy.

I nodded at Thessa.

“Fire Shield!” she said, and a swirling layer of flame came into existence over Lazy.

“Good to go!” she hummed, bouncing on her feet.

I watched the center vent flare and die down.

“Go!”

Lazy bent her knees, and the runes on her Boots of Springing flared. She launched herself into the air and soared over the first set of grates. She bounced off the wall, cleared a hissing jet of steam with inches to spare, and landed on a safe patch of metal further down.

“Whee!” she cheered as she hopped again to clear the final stretch. She landed on the far side and stuck her tongue out at the steam.

“We can pair,” Khla said. “One takes my Shield; the other Thessa’s Fire Shield.”

I nodded. “Good idea. Varga, Seema, you’re next,” I commanded. “On the left cycle... now!”

Seema moved like a golden blur, and her Aura of Vigor trailed behind her. Varga matched her pace effortlessly while keeping her lean body low to the ground. A vent erupted near them, but Seema didn’t flinch. The steam washed over the edge of her aura and hissed as it met the high-density magical resistance she had built up. They sprinted through the gap, boots clanging loudly on the metal, and reached Lazy in seconds.

“Khla, Thessa, with me,” I said. “We’ll try three at a time. We stick close. Khla, block the front. Thessa, watch the sides.”

We waited for the rolling wave to pass. The moment the steam cleared, we ran.

The heat in the corridor was intense. A jet erupted directly in our path, sooner than I expected.

“Block!” I shouted.

Khla thrust her staff forward. The white barrier of her Shield caught the brunt of the blue steam. The magic sizzled and popped as it ate away at the barrier’s integrity, but Khla held firm. Her biceps flexed as she shoved against the pressure.

“Right side!” Thessa yelled.

A secondary vent blew from the wall. Thessa swung her staff to expand her Fire Shield. The flames roared and met the steam in a violent cloud of evaporation. The moisture vanished instantly, turned to harmless dry air by her thermal dominance.

We pushed through the opening they created. I kept my eyes on the floor and watched for the telltale glow beneath the grates.

“Jump!” I ordered as the grate beneath us flared.

Powered by Seema’s aura, we leaped. We cleared the final hazard zone just as a massive column of mana-draining vapor screamed upward. It occupied the space we had been standing in a microsecond before.

We landed on the solid steel plating of the safe zone.

“Clear,” Varga reported as she checked our six.

I took a quick inventory. My mana was still capped, and the girls looked untouched.

“No loss,” Khla said and lowered her staff. “Good coordination.”

“And good jumping!” Lazy added while bouncing in place.

I grinned. “Alright, let’s keep moving,” I said as I pointed down the hall where the sound of machinery grew louder. “That was just the welcome mat.”
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We pushed deeper into the industrial labyrinth, and the heat rose until sweat slicked my skin under my armor. The narrow corridor opened up into a massive assembly line chamber as conveyor belts churned and carried sheets of raw metal.

“Hold up!” I said, raising a hand.

Blocking our path stood a squad of clockwork sentries.

They were strange constructs, much like the flying creatures we had seen Mazz-Harn’s team on, only made of brass and vaguely humanoid. There were eight of them: five human-sized standard models that whirred with gears, two hulking enforcers carrying heavy shields and hammers, and a towering command unit in the center with a glowing directive core.

The command unit let out a mechanical screech, and the squad raised their arcane blast cannons in unison.

“Get the buffs up!” I shouted.

Khla slammed her Staff of the White Mage down. “Bless!” she roared, bathing us in golden light before thrusting the staff forward to cast Shield on me. A shimmering barrier snapped into existence, and it absorbed the initial volley of arcane bolts with a violent hiss.

Meanwhile, Seema activated Aura of Vigor, then stepped in and targeted the nearest enforcer, and her diamond spear blurred as she activated Flurry of the Aegis.

Thwack-thwack-thwack.

She landed three rapid stabs against the enforcer’s shield, and with each impact, golden light flashed over her skin and rippled out to cover the rest of us.

With our defenses fortified, Thessa stepped up and leveled her Pyromancer’s Staff.

“Burn,” she hissed, and a wicked grin revealed her sharp teeth.

She unleashed Fireball and swept the staff in a tight arc to target the standard sentries on the left flank. The explosion sent the constructs crashing to the metal floor in a shower of sparks and molten bronze.

Lazy bounced forward on her Boots of Springing as she pointed her Wand of Wyrding at the remaining two standard sentries.

“Phantasm!” she called out.

Illusory nightmares erupted around the machines’ sensors. The spell dealt direct damage despite their mechanical nature, causing them to flail wildly and fire their cannons at whatever machine nightmares they were experiencing, completely distracted from the fight.

“Wade, the big one is open!” Varga yelled while her golden eyes tracked the chaos.

Mageblade in hand, I charged the command unit. My sword shone with the intensity of a captive sun as I closed the distance. The construct tried to bring its heavy cannons to bear, but I was too fast, powered by Seema’s aura and Khla’s blessing, and I slashed diagonally across its chest. The blade carved through the brass plating like butter and cracked the glowing directive core wide open.

Sparks showered me as the unit shuddered, and its coordination signal died instantly. But it wasn’t down yet; it lashed out at me, grazing my arm.

Almost as soon as I realized I had taken a minor wound, Khla called out, “Heal!” and a warm light enveloped me and closed the wound instantly while she maintained her Shield to block a desperate hammer strike from the second enforcer.

Varga took advantage of the broken coordination and moved.

“Blade Dash,” she whispered.

She vanished in a blur and reappeared behind the unengaged enforcer.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Her claws, coated in dark energy, tore through the construct’s back plating. They shredded its power source before she teleported again to appear above the distracted sentries and decapitate them with a spinning slash.

The command unit, sparking and jerking, tried to raise a metal arm to crush me. I didn’t give it the chance. I reversed my grip on the Mageblade and drove the point straight into the cracked core. The towering machine collapsed backward with a groan of twisting metal.

Behind me, Seema finished off the first enforcer and drove her diamond spear through its eye lens with a final, powerful thrust.

“All clear,” Varga announced and flicked oil from her claws as the last of the sentries went still.

“Excellent work,” I said. “Let’s not linger!”
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We left the wreckage of the clockwork sentries behind and stepped through a heavy bulkhead door that hissed as it sealed shut behind us.

The oppressive heat of the assembly line vanished instantly. In its place, a biting chill slammed into us, sharp enough to make my breath fog in the air. The iron walls here were coated in a thick layer of rime, and icicles hung from the overhead pipes like jagged teeth.

“Cold,” Varga hissed as she pulled her hood tighter around her face.

“It’s unnatural,” I said as I scanned the corridor. The floor was a grid of metal plates, but unlike the previous sections, these weren’t glowing with heat. They were frosted over, slick and treacherous.

“Hold,” I ordered and stopped the group ten feet from the first plate.

Embedded in the walls and floor ahead were five metallic canisters. They looked like oversized artillery shells, which were painted a warning blue and hummed with contained elemental energy. Wires ran from the canisters to pressure plates scattered across the floor and to glass lenses mounted on the ceiling—scrying sensors.

“Frost traps,” Khla rumbled, and her breath plumed in white clouds. “Pressurized nitrogen and condensed ice magic. If those trigger, they will flash-freeze the entire corridor.”

“And freeze us with it,” Seema added, and her golden eyes narrowed as she assessed the threat. “Movement slowed, limbs brittle, large amounts of damage.”

I looked past the hazardous grid. At the far end of the corridor, a ladder led up to an elevated control room. That was our path, but the frost traps blocked the way completely. There was no room to jump without tripping a sensor, and no way to sneak past the motion detectors.

“Ice,” Thessa spat as she stepped forward. The cold air appeared to die around her as it was repelled by the furnace heat radiating from her skin. She gripped her Pyromancer’s Staff tight while the crystallized heart-ruby at its tip pulsed with a hungry red light. “I find this offensive.”

“Can you clear it?” I asked.

Thessa offered a sharp, predatory grin. Her tight black tank top clung to her torso, and despite the freezing temperature, sweat still glistened in the valley of her cleavage. She looked like a demoness ready to wage war on winter itself.

“Does wood burn?” she hummed. “Stand back. I’m going to bring summer in here.”

She raised the staff and aimed directly at the first canister embedded in the left wall.

“Fire Bolt.”

A lance of concentrated thermal energy screamed from the tip of her staff, a beam of white-hot plasma that distorted the air as it traveled.

Thwump.

The bolt struck the canister. The casing melted instantly under the extreme heat. The pressurized frost magic inside tried to expand, but the thermal shock destabilized it. The canister ruptured with a dull whump and vented its payload harmlessly as steam rather than ice.

“Perfect,” I said with a grin. “Keep doing that.”

Thessa made it into a little show. She pivoted while her hips swayed with the motion, and fired a second bolt at the next canister in the floor.

Another hit. Another violent rupture of steam.

“Two down,” she said, and her red eyes glowed. “But the last three are clustered. If I hit one, the others might trigger before I can melt them.”

“Then hit them all at once,” I said. “Khla, get ready on the defense. When those things blow, the pressure wave is going to be nasty. The rest of us stay back, and you can shield Thessa when she takes the hit.”

“Solid plan,” she said as she stepped in front of the group and planted her feet wide on the slippery floor. She leveled her Staff of the White Mage. “Ready.”

Thessa walked to the edge of the trap grid. The remaining three canisters were positioned in a triangle formation, which covered the entire width of the hall.

She slammed the butt of her staff onto the metal floor.

“Wall of Fire!”

A roaring curtain of flames erupted from the floor. The heat was intense, and it instantly vaporized the frost on the walls and turned the air into a sweltering oven.

The wall of fire washed over the three canisters simultaneously.

BOOM.

The frost magic inside the containers reacted violently to the inferno. All three canisters detonated at once and released a massive cloud of supercooled nitrogen that clashed with Thessa’s fire.

“Shield!” Khla roared.

She thrust her staff forward. A massive, curved barrier of translucent energy snapped into existence just as the shockwave hit Thessa. The mixture of fire and freezing vapor slammed against the magical wall, where it hissed and popped like a thousand angry snakes.

Condensation rained down around us and sizzled on Khla’s barrier.

Then, silence returned.

Thessa lowered her staff and looked pleased with herself. The corridor was filled with thick, warm fog, but the deadly blue glow of the traps was gone. The metal plates were stripped bare and glowed faintly red from the heat, and the canisters were nothing but slagged, twisted metal in the walls.

“Path clear,” Thessa said as she blew a stray lock of hair out of her face. She looked back at me while her tail swished with satisfaction. “Told you I could handle it.” She winked at Khla. “Thanks for the assist.”

“Nice shooting,” I said. “Let’s move before the fog clears and reveals us to anyone watching.”

We moved quickly through the humid haze, and our boots clanged on the warm metal as we headed for the ladder and the control room beyond. One more obstacle down, but in Greathand’s foundry, I knew the next one was waiting just around the corner.
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The humid haze of the corridor finally thinned as we stepped through a massive, gear-shaped archway. The temperature spiked again and shifted from the artificial humidity to a dry, searing heat that tasted of ozone and iron dust.

We had reached the heart of the Foundry.

The chamber was colossal, a cathedral of industry where the ceiling was lost in a tangle of chains and steam pipes. In the center of the room rose a tiered platform made of black iron. It was surrounded by a moat of molten slag that bubbled sluggishly. Multiple corridors opened into it, and I knew at once it was impossible to watch them all at the same time.

“There,” Varga whispered as she pointed a clawed finger.

At the very top of the platform, resting on a forge altar, a crystalline artifact pulsed with light. It was suspended in a visible magnetic field and rotated slowly. The Core Key.

“It looks unguarded,” Lazy said and tilted her head. “Suspicious. Like a piece of cheese in a box held up by a stick.”

“Greathand said the environment is the enemy,” Khla rumbled, and her grip tightened on her staff. “But we should remain vigilant.”

“Seema, keep the aura up,” I ordered as I stepped onto the metal walkway that bridged the gap over the molten slag. “We grab it and go. No sightseeing.”

We moved in formation. Seema took point. Her golden hair shone like a beacon in the gloom, and the heat ripple of her Aura of Vigor kept our stamina high. I followed close behind with my Mageblade drawn but held low.

We were halfway up the central platform when shapes burst out from another corridor.

“Contact!” Varga barked and dropped into a crouch.

It wasn’t a mechanical construct this time. It was a group, led by a lionkin in a pristine white uniform with gold embroidery, sporting a sneer that I recognized instantly.

Kamros.

The Lionheart captain emerged between us and the key, flanked by five of his mages.

“You!” Kamros hissed. “We could hear you a mile away, stamping around like a herd of stampeding cattle. No finesse.”

“Move,” I commanded the girls, ignoring his useless banter. “Secure the key.”

“Deploy,” Kamros snapped.

The Lionheart team moved in perfect synchronization. Three of the mages raised crystal wands and spun them in complex patterns.

Flash.

The platform erupted in chaotic light. Suddenly, Kamros wasn’t just standing in front of the altar. He was standing everywhere. Dozens of copies of the Lionheart team flickered into existence and filled the walkways and the stairs. They were perfect visual replicas, mimicking the movements of the casters, creating a kaleidoscope of gold and white that made it impossible to tell where they actually were.

“Illusions!” Thessa hissed, and her red eyes darted between three different versions of a female mage. “Which one do I burn?”

“Non-lethal!” I reminded her sharply. “Do not scorch them!”

Before we could adjust, the real Kamros—or maybe a copy—lunged. He moved with terrifying speed that was enhanced by wind magic. He didn’t draw a weapon. Instead, his hands glowed with a sickly yellow mana.

“Paralyzing Palm!” he shouted.

He closed the distance to me in a blink and thrust his open palm toward my chest. I sensed the mana buildup. It was a stunning spell woven into a martial strike, designed to lock my nerves without causing physical injury.

I brought the Mageblade up and caught his wrist on the flat of the blade. The impact jarred my arm and sent a jolt of numbing electricity up to my shoulder.

“You’re fast,” I grunted as I shoved him back. “I’ll give you that.”

“Refined,” Kamros corrected as he spun away and blended instantly into a crowd of three identical illusions. “You rely on luck and brute force. We rely on finesse and skill.”

“And running your mouths,” I muttered, then flashed a look at Varga. “Disrupt them!”

She snarled, and her golden eyes flashed. She targeted a cluster of mages to our left.

“Blade Dash.”

She vanished in a blur and reappeared in the middle of the group. She lashed with a fist and aimed to punch a mage in the solar plexus to wind him.

Her weapon passed harmlessly through his chest.

“Smoke and mirrors!” Varga spat and stumbled slightly as her momentum carried her through the phantom. “They aren’t real!”

As she recovered, a shimmering translucent wall sprang up around her and boxed her in with three illusions.

“Barrier deployed,” a voice echoed from somewhere to the right.

“Lazy, Khla, help her!” I ordered while I kept my eyes scanning for the real Kamros.

Another Lionheart mage, safe behind a pillar of illusions, raised a rod. A heavy gray light washed over the stairs where Seema and Thessa were standing.

“Slowing Aura,” Seema identified, and her movements suddenly looked like she was underwater. “My limbs... heavy.”

Despite her Aura of Vigor boosting her stats, the concentrated slow spell was dragging her down. The illusions around her swung phantom staves. They distracted her and forced her to block attacks that weren’t there while the real mages flanked her.

“We need to know who to target!” I shouted.

I reached out with my mana and tried to find someone to cast on. I spotted a mage near the edge of the platform, where his wand was raised to cast another binding spell on Seema.

“Hold!” I cast as I pushed fifteen mana into the spell.

The mage froze—but then flickered and vanished. Another illusion. I cursed under my breath. I had wasted mana on a ghost.

“They’re baiting us!” Thessa growled. She slammed her Pyromancer’s Staff onto the ground, not to attack, but to vent frustration. “I can’t hit what isn’t there!”

“Zone them!” I directed. “Thessa, Wall of Fire! Block their movement, don’t hit them! Force them into a bottleneck!”

Thessa grinned as she saw the strategy. She swept her staff in a wide arc.

“Wall of Fire!”

A curtain of flames roared to life and cut across the platform. She placed it carefully and dissected the battlefield without scorching anyone. The heat was intense. It caused several of the illusions to flicker and distort near the flames, which revealed their nature.

But the real Lionheart mages simply retreated behind their own barriers and used the visual chaos to reposition.

Kamros appeared from the confusion again and attacked my flank. This time, two identical copies struck with him.

My eyes narrowed as they came in.

I sensed the mana displacement. The two on the sides were purely visual; the one in the center was displacing air.

I didn’t strike with the edge. I grabbed the scabbard of the Mageblade with my off-hand, sheathed it, and swung the sword like a bat. I kept it sheathed to ensure I didn’t slice him in half.

Clang.

My sheathed blade met his glowing palm. The force of his attack was heavy and pushed me back a step, but I held my ground.

“You can’t hide forever,” I warned him.

“I don’t need forever.” Kamros smirked, and his image wavered as he prepared to swap positions with a double.

“Khla! Shield!” I yelled as a barrage of stunning bolts rained down from the upper gantry.

Khla stepped in, and her massive frame interposed between Lazy and the incoming fire. She thrust her Staff of the White Mage forward.

“Shield!”

The barrier snapped into place and absorbed the blue bolts of stun magic. Lazy, safe behind the orc, peered out while her Wand of Wyrding was raised.

“Too many fake posers,” she complained and squinted. “I’m gonna guess!”

She pointed her wand at a random Lionheart student running toward Varga’s barrier.

“Charm!”

The pink beam hit the target squarely in the chest. The mage stumbled as the spell took hold, and he suddenly turned to hug the nearest illusion of Kamros.

“Got one!” Lazy cheered.

“Keep pressing!” I shouted as I parried another strike from Kamros. “Don’t let them reset!”

We were fighting ghosts and shadows, and our strikes hit empty air while their control spells chipped away at our mobility. It was a stalemate, but in a race for the key, a stalemate was as good as a loss.

We needed to break their deception, and fast.

Kamros came at me again, lunging from the crowd of phantoms. His hand glowed with that sickly yellow energy of his paralyzing palm. He came in low and fast, aiming for my gut, confident that I wouldn’t be able to distinguish him from the three other copies mimicking his movements.

But I let my intuition guide me. He was a careful man, arrogant but well aware of his shortcomings. And only one of the versions of him came at me from behind cover, and the real Kamros was certainly smart enough to use cover…

I didn’t try to parry this time. I raised my staff.

“Hold!”

I pushed twenty mana into the spell. The energy overpowered his natural resistance with brute magical force.

The effect was instantaneous. Kamros froze mid-stride, looking surprised I had targeted the right version of him. One foot hung off the ground, and his glowing palm stopped inches from my stomach. His eyes widened in shock as the momentum of his charge warred against the magical lock seizing his muscles. He looked like a statue carved from fear and hubris.

“Varga, now!” I shouted.

The wolfkin didn’t need to be told twice. She had been waiting for the opening. She crouched low, and her tail twitched in anticipation.

“Blade Dash.”

She vanished from my side in a blur of black motion. In the space of a heartbeat, she rematerialized directly behind the frozen Lionheart captain.

“Gotcha,” she snarled.

She drove the heavy pommel of her dagger into his joint with surgical precision. Even frozen, the impact jarred the bone. Then she swept his legs. Though the Hold spell kept him upright, the force of her blow shattered his stance. She brought her hand down in a chopping motion against his wrist—the one charged with the paralyzing spell.

The yellow light died instantly as his concentration broke.

“Illusionist on the left!” Thessa yelled as she swung her staff to ward off a phantom attacker that passed harmlessly through her fire shield. “I still can’t tell them apart!”

“Lazy!” I called out. “Fix it!”

Lazy bounced on her Boots of Springing and landed atop a crate of machinery to get a better vantage point. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding at a Lionheart mage huddled near the back. He was a thin guy who waved his wand frantically to maintain the chaotic light show.

“Hey, you!” Lazy chirped while her yellow eyes glowed. “Charm!”

The upgraded spell shot across the battlefield. It easily bypassed his mental wards. The mage blinked. His expression went slack as he looked up at Lazy with sudden adoration.

“Stop lying to us!” Lazy commanded. “Make the fake people go away!”

“Anything for you!” the mage blurted out.

He swept his wand down and canceled the illusion spell. Instantly, the dozens of flickering copies vanished from the platform. The crowded battlefield suddenly felt empty. It revealed the five remaining Lionheart members standing exposed and looking panicked.

“There they are,” Seema said with a grin as she stepped forward. Her Aura of Vigor pulsed with renewed intensity as she targeted the nearest Lionheart defender who had raised a physical shield.

“Flurry of the Aegis.”

She moved with terrifying grace, and her diamond spear became a blur as she drove the spear butt into the defender, buffing us all. Then, she pivoted and drove the butt of her spear into the stomach of another mage who tried to flank her. The impact folded him in half, and the hit granted us another stack of defense. We were becoming walking tanks.

“Khla, keep us topped off!” I ordered.

“Bless!” Khla roared as she slammed her ivory staff down. The golden light refreshed and kept our stats boosted to the maximum.

The Lionheart team scrambled to regroup. Two mages threw up shimmering translucent barriers to wall us off from the altar while they attempted to free Kamros from my Hold.

“Barriers!” Varga hissed. She was unable to teleport through the solid mana walls.

“Not for long,” Thessa laughed as she spun her Pyromancer’s Staff. “Wall of Fire!”

She didn’t cast it as a line this time; she cast it as a concentrated ring directly on top of their barriers. The roaring flames erupted with volcanic intensity.

The barriers couldn’t handle the thermal load. They flickered, sizzled, and then shattered like glass under a hammer. The Lionheart mages stumbled back and shielded their faces from the intense heat as Thessa’s fire drove them out of position.

Kamros was fighting the Hold spell. His face turned red with exertion as he tried to break my mental grip. His vine-caster mage was a frantic-looking girl. She raised her hands to summon entangling roots to trap Varga.

I turned my gaze on her.

“Command! Bind him.” I pointed at Kamros.

The girl’s eyes widened as her own will was overridden. Her hands jerked and shifted aim from Varga to her own captain.

“No!” she gasped as she fought her own body, but the spell was too strong.

Thick, thorny vines erupted from the metal grating beneath Kamros. They wrapped around his frozen legs, coiled up his torso, and pinned his arms to his sides. He was now held by my spell and bound by his own teammate’s magic.

“Team broken,” Varga declared as she kicked the last standing defender in the chest to send him sliding across the metal floor.

The path to the altar was clear.

I sprinted past the struggling, bound Kamros. He glared at me with pure hatred, but he couldn’t move a muscle to stop me.

“Checkmate,” I whispered as I passed him.

I reached the forge altar. The Core Key hovered there and spun in its magnetic field. I reached out and snatched it. The crystal was warm to the touch and hummed with power.

“Got it!” I shouted as I held it high. “Retreat! To the matching room!”

“Moving!” Seema called out. She kept her spear raised to cover our exit.

We didn’t stick around to gloat. With the Key in hand, we turned and ran for the heavy bulkhead door at the far end of the chamber. Behind us, the Lionheart team was in shambles. Their captain was frozen and bound, their illusionist was charmed, their barriers were shattered, and their morale was crushed.

We slammed through the door into the adjacent room and left the chaos of the Foundry floor behind us.
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As we burst into the core matching room, the heavy bulkhead door slammed shut behind us to seal off the chaos of the outer Foundry, where we had left Kamros and his team.

The chamber was fortified and lined with rune-carved steel walls that hummed with latent energy. It centered on a raised pedestal where a matching magnetic field waited. I didn’t waste a second and sprinted to the center to jam the Core Key into the slot.

The mechanism locked with a heavy metallic clunk, and the room’s ambient lighting turned from warning red to a pulsing blue as the unlocking sequence began. But before I could even take a breath, steam hissed violently from ten hidden vents that lined the perimeter of the room.

“Contact all sides!” Varga barked as she dropped into a crouch while her extended claws flashed in the blue light.

Ten massive shapes stepped from the steam. Heavy metal feet clanged on the deck plates as ten hulking constructs of ceramic plate and bronze gears approached us. They stood nearly seven feet tall with faceless helms that glowed with a humming blue light leaking from their joints.

My blood ran cold as I recognized them instantly; aside from the bronze finish, they were identical to the unmarked machines that had tried to kill us in the hotel on Kaluwa.

“Buff!” I shouted as I gripped the Mageblade.

Khla slammed her Staff of the White Mage down to cast Bless, and it bathed us in golden light just as the golems charged.

A golem bruiser lunged at me with its hammer-fist raised to crush my skull. It moved with a terrifying speed that betrayed its bulk.

But I didn’t dodge; I stepped into its guard and channeled my massive reservoir of mana into the Mageblade. The orange edge flared blindingly bright and buzzed like an angry hornet as I slashed diagonally across the construct’s chest before its blow could land.

The enchanted steel sheared through the ceramic plating and sliced the bronze gears beneath to shatter its central core in a shower of sparks. The machine collapsed mid-stride, and the dead weight slid past me as I leveled my sword at the next threat.

“Blasters on the ridge!” Varga yelled when she spotted four constructs raising their arms to reveal glowing arcane cannons. She blurred as she activated Blade Dash to vanish from my side and reappear instantly between two of them.

“Shadow Flurry!” she snarled. Her claws were coated in dark energy as she unleashed a torrent of strikes.

She tore through the targeting sensors of the first and hamstrung the second. This disrupted their firing solution before they could loose a single bolt, and her movements were a lethal dance of black leather and flashing steel.

Three bruisers thundered toward us and ignored Varga to crush the squishier targets in the center.

But Thessa stepped up, and her tail lashed as she spun her Pyromancer’s Staff. “Melt,” she hissed as she unleashed a volley of upgraded Fire Bolts that struck the lead golems in the chest. It superheated their armor until it glowed cherry-red, and she followed up immediately by slamming her staff down to cast Wall of Fire. This created a roaring curtain of thermal energy that engulfed them, turned their armor to slag, and slowed their advance to a crawl.

Two taller golems, the coordinators, stayed back and emitted pulsing waves of blue energy that appeared to organize the others.

Seema moved to intercept them, and her golden hair flowed behind her like a war banner as her Aura of Vigor pulsed with heat. She engaged the first coordinator while her diamond spear became a blur as she activated Flurry of the Aegis. Each of her strikes landed with the force of a pile driver, and with every hit, a barrier flashed over her skin and rippled out to reinforce us.

Meanwhile, Lazy bounced on her Boots of Springing and landed atop a crate as she pointed her Wand of Wyrding at a blaster that took aim at Thessa.

“Charm!” she chirped.

The spell hit the construct and overrode its targeting protocols, which caused it to swivel and fire a bolt into the back of another blaster.

As the confused golems turned on each other, she pointed her wand at one of the melting bruisers that emerged from Thessa’s fire. “Polymorph!” The hulking machine vanished with a poof and was replaced by a very confused, very small axolotl that flopped uselessly on the metal floor.

“And a nightmare for you!” she added as she cast Phantasm on the blaster, which caused it to flail at invisible terrors.

Perfect.

The remaining golems tried to regroup with their blue lights flickering as they processed the chaos, but Khla was an impenetrable wall in the center. She slammed her staff down to cast Shield on Varga as a blaster tried to clip her, then raised a hand to cast Heal on me when a stray arcane bolt grazed my shoulder.

“Let’s mop them up!” I shouted as I prepared to strike again, but the room suddenly vibrated with a deep, resonant hum.

The locking mechanism on the pedestal spun rapidly to reach zero, and the Core activated with a blinding flash of white light. The golems froze, and the world dissolved into pure energy to teleport us out of the Foundry before the machines could take another step.

The key had activated, and we were out. We had defeated another Dungeon and would now qualify for the final round…
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The blinding white light of the Foundry dissolved, replaced instantly by the cool, stale air of the Grand Hall. My boots hit the stone floor with a heavy thud, the hum of the teleportation magic fading from my ears. For a second, the silence was jarring; where hundreds of students had previously jostled for space, filling the air with the clamor of three different academies, now the vast stone room felt cavernous and empty.

We barely had a moment to catch our breath before a blur of pink and blonde rocketed toward us from the sidelines.

“You’re alive!” Trixie squealed, slamming into me with enough force to nearly knock the wind back out of me. She wrapped her arms around my neck, burying her face in my chest, smelling of strawberries. “I thought the golems had you for a second!”

She pulled back, checking me over frantically before turning to hug Lazy, who dangled in her grip like a ragdoll.

“Too many hugs,” Lazy mewled, though she didn’t fight it, instead opting to go ragdoll in the busty elf’s grip. “Is there food? I did a lot of bouncing.”

“Soon,” I promised, gently extracting the catkin from the elf’s grip.

We weren’t alone for long. The air in the center of the hall began to warp and shimmer as the Foundry ejected the other teams who had made it.

A flash of golden light heralded the arrival of the Lionheart team. Kamros materialized first, landing with a practiced grace that annoyed me on principle. He straightened his pristine tunic, looking less like he’d been in a dungeon and more like he’d just finished a light spar. However, when his eyes landed on us standing at the head of the room, his composure cracked. He scowled, his jaw tightening as he realized we had beaten him out.

“Second place suits you,” I muttered under my breath.

Next came a chaotic burst of steam and the grinding of gears as the Manaforge teams arrived. Mazz-Harn, the angry dwarven pilot, practically stumbled out of the teleportation field. His mechanical backpack arms were twitching with agitation, and his face was smeared with soot. He kicked a loose stone across the floor, muttering curses.

A moment later, Thrakk appeared. The sturdy dwarf with the mechanical arm looked tired but triumphant. He spotted me immediately and offered a weary grin and a thumbs-up with his metal hand. I returned the gesture with a nod.

Finally, the last team arrived. Umber, the scarred black lionkin, and his team stepped out of the rift. Unlike the others, he made no sound. He simply appeared, standing perfectly still, his team flanking him like a personal guard.

This was it…

The realization hit me as I looked at the scattered groups, counting heads. The other Krysfelt teams—the first-years, the other second-year squads—were nowhere to be seen. They had all been eliminated in the Tower or the Foundry.

“We are the only ones left,” Seema voiced my thoughts, her tone somber.

“Good,” Varga said, her teeth flashing in a savage grin as she adjusted her hood. “More glory for us.”

“And more pressure,” I added. “If we lose, Krysfelt gets nothing.”

Thessa grabbed my hand, interlacing her fingers with mine. Her heat seeped into my skin, grounding me. “We won’t lose,” she said fiercely. “We have the best tank, the best damage, the best scout, and the best leader. And,” she added, nodding at Lazy, “we have a cat.”

Lazy looked up, blinking her yellow eyes sluggishly. “I’m a bouncy cat.”

I chuckled, and the tension eased slightly. I looked at my team—my harem. They looked back with absolute trust. Trixie, though not competing, was glued to me now, her chin resting on my shoulder and her large breasts pressing firmly against me. It was both comforting and distracting.

“Look at them,” Trixie whispered, her breath hot against my ear. “They all look so serious. Especially the angry little man.”

She pointed a manicured finger toward Mazz-Harn. The pilot was glaring at us from across the hall. “He looks like he wants to bite someone.”

At the front of the hall, the three leaders stood on the raised dais, calling the room to order.

Kay stepped forward first. She looked stunning in a midnight-blue dress that hugged her curves dangerously tight, the slit up the side revealing a flash of stocking-clad thigh as she moved. She commanded the room with a natural authority, her green eyes sweeping over the survivors.

“You are the final five,” Kay announced, her voice echoing off the vaulted ceiling. “Out of dozens of teams, you have proven your resilience, your adaptability, and your power. Krysfelt Academy honors you.”

She gestured to the man beside her. “To explain the final phase, I yield the floor to Arch-Magister Crowley.”

Crowley stepped up and adjusted his round spectacles. He wore a simple earth-toned tunic, looking more like a humble librarian than a powerful mage.

“The Foundry tested your endurance,” Crowley began smoothly. “The Tower tested your mobility. But a mage’s true worth is measured in direct conflict.”

He spread his hands. “Welcome to the Lionheart Phase. We call it: The Apex Arena.”

“Sounds dramatic,” Seema whispered.

“The nature of the challenge will be revealed in due time,” Crowley explained. “But as always, we use non-lethal force against other teams. Healers are on standby, and the arena has safety wards woven into its foundation. If you kill an opponent, you forfeit.” He paused, letting the gravity of the situation settle. “The winning academy,” he added, “will receive the full endowment from the Brightmane Foundation. A sum that can reshape the future of an institution.”

Kay’s eyes met mine for a split second. I saw the hope there. This money wasn’t just a prize; it was a new wing, better equipment, a future for Krysfelt.

I felt eyes on me and turned to see Kamros watching me from across the hall. He wasn’t smiling anymore. He drew a thumb across his throat.

“He really wants a rematch,” Trixie noted, resting her chin on my shoulder again. “Should I shoot him? Just a little bit? In the leg?”

I laughed. “Pretty sure that’d disqualify us, as much as I’d like to see it.”

Crowley cleared his throat, dispelling the illusion. “You have two days to prepare. Study your opponents. Rest your cores. The Apex Arena opens at dawn on the third day.”

The teams began to shift, preparing to leave, but Kay stepped back to the edge of the dais. She clapped her hands once, the sharp sound cutting through the murmurs of the exhausted students.

“Hold your departure,” Kay announced, her expression softening from the stern proctor to a gracious host. “You have faced the fire and the forge, and you have earned a moment of respite. We have prepared a modest reception—food, drink, and a moment to breathe before the intensity of the Arena begins.”

She gestured toward the large double doors to her right, which groaned open to reveal the warm glow of candlelight and the smell of roasted meat.

“Come,” she said, her eyes lingering on our team. “Tonight, we celebrate survival. Tomorrow, you prepare for war. Follow me.”
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The tension lingered for a while, but the promise of food broke the spell. We followed Kay out of the imposing Grand Hall and into the warmer, wood-paneled corridor leading to the annex. The atmosphere shifted from anticipation to a strange, buzzing social vibe as the five surviving teams walked in a loose procession.

Trixie was still glued to my side, practically vibrating with energy as she recounted everything she’d seen on the scrying orbs, while Lazy hung off my other arm. As the heavy oak doors to the reception room swung open, the smell of roasted meats, fresh bread, and spiced wine hit us.

The room was set with long tables laden with food from all three academies—robust dwarven roasts, delicate Lionheart pastries, and savory stews. Servants moved through the crowd offering goblets of wine and ale.

Kay stood near the head table, where she was flanked by Crowley and Greathand. She raised a crystal goblet, her green eyes locking onto ours as we entered. She looked relieved, the professional mask slipping just enough to show the pride underneath.

“To the victors,” Kay toasted, her voice clear and resonant. “You have proven your resilience. Tonight, you rest.”

“To glory!” Greathand bellowed, raising a tankard that looked like a small bucket. “And to smashing things!”

Crowley merely nodded, sipping his wine with a polite, reserved smile. “To the competition,” he said softly, his purple eyes scanning the room with that unnerving intelligence.

We claimed a table near the center. The atmosphere was charged, a weird mix of victory and the cold realization that we would soon be trying to beat each other into submission. I grabbed a plate of roast beef and glanced around the room.

Thrakk and his Manaforge team were at the adjacent table. The young dwarf with the mechanical arm caught my eye...

He wasn’t wearing his armor now, just a heavy leather vest that showed off his thick, corded muscles. He raised his mug in a silent toast.

I nodded back and lifted my own glass. There was genuine respect there. We had saved each other in the tower, and that kind of bond didn’t dissolve just because the brackets put us on opposite sides.

“He’s a good guy,” Varga said as she followed my gaze. She was tearing into a rare steak with slightly more savagery than table manners dictated. “Sturdy. Honors his debts.”

“He is,” I agreed.

However, not everyone shared the sentiment.

Across the room, Kamros sat with his Lionheart elite. He was holding a glass of white wine by the stem. His posture was rigid. When he saw me looking, his face darkened. He shot me a glare so venomous I was surprised the wine in his hand didn’t turn to vinegar. He was clearly still smarting from the humiliation in the Foundry—left behind while we grabbed the key.

Truth be told, it was impressive that they recovered from that and still came in second.

Maybe they had some help…

“Someone needs a nap,” Lazy commented while chewing on a roll. “Or a litter box.”

“He is predictable,” Seema observed calmly as she sipped water. She sat with her back straight, and her golden hair shimmered under the magelights. “Like so many males of my people, his pride is his weakness. He will come at us with anger, not strategy. That makes him vulnerable.”

“Predictable is boring.” Thessa yawned and stretched her arms overhead. The movement pulled her top tight across her chest. This drew the eyes of several nearby Manaforge students. She ignored them. Her red eyes focused only on me. “I want a challenge.”

“You might get one from him,” I said, tilting my head toward the corner.

Mazz-Harn, the angry pilot, was pacing around his table. He looked like a kettle about to boil over. His mechanical backpack arms were twitching. They snatched food from plates and shoved it into his mouth while he ranted angrily to his teammates, roasting them for errors in their performance, real or imagined.

“Angry,” Khla rumbled, her voice low. “But skilled. His command of those constructs in the air was flawless until he lost his temper.”

“He’s fast,” Varga added, and her eyes narrowed. “If I fight him, I need to ground him immediately. If he gets air superiority, he’s a pest.”

“Oh! Look at the shiny arm guy!” Trixie suddenly chirped.

Before I could stop her, she bounced away from our table and headed straight for Thrakk’s group.

“Trixie, wait!” I started, but she was already there.

I watched as she leaned over Thrakk’s shoulder and pointed excitedly at his mechanical limb. The dwarves tensed for a second, unsure how to handle the bubbly elf invading their space. Then, Trixie said something as she gestured wildly with her hands.

Thrakk threw his head back and laughed. It was a booming sound that drew looks from the stuffy Lionheart table. The other dwarves joined in and grinned. Trixie beamed as she poked a piston on Thrakk’s arm, which made the dwarf laugh even harder.

“She has a gift,” Seema said. A soft smile played on her lips. “She disarms people without ever drawing a weapon.”

“She asked him if his arm can still be tickled,’” Lazy supplied helpfully. “I heard it with my good ears.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Of course she did.”

My gaze drifted past the laughter to the far corner of the room.

There, isolated from the rest, sat Umber.

The scarred black lionkin hadn’t touched his food. He sat with a stillness that was unnatural for someone of his size. His team surrounded him, but they didn’t speak. They just waited. Umber’s eyes were closed, and his arms were crossed over a chest that looked wide enough to stop a siege ram.

“That one,” I said quietly. “He’s the wildcard.”

“Umber,” Varga hummed. “He looks like he’s been fighting a long time.”

“Battle-hardened,” Khla agreed as she assessed him with a warrior’s eye. “He is not here for the pageantry. He does not care about the gold on his uniform. He is here to win.”

As we spoke, Trixie skipped back to our table, looking thoroughly pleased with herself.

“Thrakk says his arm is immune to tickling,” she reported as she grabbed a tart from my plate. “He’s super nice. I’m really on the fence about killing him over that bow. Maybe I’ll just make it quick? Anyway, I hope you don’t have to beat him up too bad.”

“We’ll try to be gentle,” I promised.

“And the angry pilot guy called me a ‘pointy-eared nuisance,’” Trixie added around a mouthful of pastry. “So I told him his beard looked like a bird’s nest for ugly pigeons. He turned very red. It was funny.”

“Antagonizing the enemy.” Thessa smirked. “I approve.”

“We know where we stand,” I said as I looked at my girls. The feast was winding down, and the reality of the coming days was setting in. “Thrakk is approachable but tough. Mazz-Harn is arrogant and holds a grudge. Kamros is an elitist who thinks he’s better than us. And Umber...”

I glanced at the black lionkin one last time. He opened his eyes, staring directly at me across the room. There was no anger, no arrogance. Just a cold, flat assessment.

“...Umber is dangerous,” I finished.

“Let them come,” Seema said and placed her hand on my arm. Her grip was firm, steadying. “We are Krysfelt. We have faced worse.”

“Damn right,” Varga said as she grabbed her knife. “We eat them alive.”

“Figure of speech, Varga,” I reminded her.

“Sure.” She grinned, her teeth flashing. “Figure of speech.”

I wrapped an arm around Trixie and pulled Lazy closer to my side. We were ready. The celebration was nice, but the real party would be in the arena.
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That evening after we had cleaned up, steam still clung to the air in our dorm room, carrying the scent of soap and shampoo.

The massive bed Kay had gifted us dominated the space, a sprawling island of crimson silk and plush pillows that currently hosted the most dangerous and beautiful women I knew.

We had scrubbed the grime of the Foundry from our bodies, trading armor and sweat for loose, comfortable robes. It was the kind of luxury that made my muscles melt after hours of tense combat.

I leaned back against the headboard, a stolen dwarven pastry in one hand. Trixie had raided the celebration tables with the efficiency of a high-level rogue before we left, and now a pile of tarts, roasted meats, and fruits sat on a silver platter in the middle of the mattress.

“Pass the berries,” Lazy mumbled.

She was curled up on my chest, wearing a robe that was two sizes too big. It slipped off one shoulder and revealed her pale, smooth skin. Her black hair was still damp as it stuck to her cheeks, and her cat ears were droopy with exhaustion.

“Here,” I said, handing her a strawberry.

She took it with her teeth and purred low in her throat. The vibration rumbled against my ribs.

To my left, Thessa sat cross-legged, painting her toenails black. Her skin glowed warmly against the white fabric of her robe, which hung open just enough to tease the curve of her heavy breasts. She noticed me looking and smirked. Her tail flicked lazily against my thigh.

“Enjoying the view, Wade?” she teased. Her voice was smoky.

“Always,” I replied.

“Good answer.” She blew on her nails. A tiny puff of magical heat dried the polish instantly.

Trixie was bouncing—literally bouncing—on her knees at the foot of the bed. Her robe was tied haphazardly and flashed generous amounts of tasty legs and breasts every time she moved. She was currently trying to balance a tart on Varga’s head, which she somehow managed despite her own movements.

How she talked Varga into it, I didn’t even want to know, but Varga underwent it stoically. Her arms were crossed, and she wore a black silk robe that contrasted sharply with her pale skin. Her golden eyes were half-closed, but her ears swiveled toward every sound in the hallway.

“If you leave crumbs in my hair, elf,” Varga warned without opening her eyes, “I will bite you.”

“You won’t!” Trixie chirped. “You love me. I’m, like, your emotional support archer.”

“No, but you are many other things,” Varga corrected, though she didn’t shake the tart off.

Seema and Khla were sharing a heavy book on healing theory near the edge of the bed. Seema looked regal even in loungewear as her golden hair cascaded over her shoulders like a lion’s mane. Khla, massive and imposing, looked surprisingly soft with her tusks gleaming in the magelight and her green skin scrubbed clean of oil and grease.

It was peaceful. It was perfect.

But my mind kept drifting back to the competition.

“Hey,” I said, breaking the comfortable silence. “I need a sanity check.”

The girls looked up. Lazy paused mid-chew.

“The golems in the final room,” I said as I sat up slightly, which made Lazy adjust her position to stay glued to me. “The ones guarding the key slot. Did they look familiar to anyone else?”

Varga opened her eyes fully, and the golden irises sharpened. The tart fell off her head, and Trixie caught it with impressive reflexes before eating it herself.

“The bronze ones,” Varga said. “Ceramic and metal.”

“Exactly.” I nodded. “Except for the bronze finish, they were identical to the unmarked constructs that hit us in the hotel on Kaluwa, right? Same build, same movement patterns. Even the way they vented heat from the joints.”

Thessa frowned as she capped her polish bottle. “I noticed the vents. But isn’t that just... engineering? Manaforge builds things. The assassins used things. Maybe it is a standard design template.”

“Like how all swords are sharp?” Lazy suggested. “Maybe all robots look like big angry trash cans.”

“It is possible,” Khla rumbled thoughtfully. “Greathand is a Forgelord. His designs are likely often used. If a rogue faction wanted reliable muscle, they might copy his blueprints.”

“Or steal them,” Seema added softly. She closed the book and set it aside. “But the resemblance was striking. The timing of their attacks, the coordination protocols... it felt like fighting the same enemy, just with a different coat of paint.”

“That’s what worries me,” I admitted. “Alis said the Kaluwa order came from a Magocrat. If that Magocrat has access to Manaforge tech, or is using their designs...”

“Then the rabbit hole goes deep,” Varga finished. She picked at a loose thread on the quilt. “It connects an Academy on the other side of the continent to an assassination attempt on you.”

“Maybe it’s a fashion trend,” Lazy said, yawning wide enough to show her fangs. “Dwarves have terrible fashion sense. Maybe the bad guys just have bad taste too. Remember the one I turned into an axolotl?” She giggled as she wiggled her toes. “He was so cute. Flop, flop, flop. Much better than a murder robot.”

I chuckled and stroked her hair. “He was definitely less dangerous.”

“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Varga muttered. “Not when people are trying to kill us.”

“Neither do I,” Seema agreed. “But accusing Greathand or Manaforge without proof is dangerous. We are guests in a tournament, essentially. We must be careful.”

“We just keep our eyes open,” I said. “If I see another one of those things outside the arena, we treat it as hostile.”

“I’ll burn it,” Thessa promised. “Simple solution.”

“Speaking of simple,” Trixie suddenly piped up. Her eyes were wide and completely unfocused. “Did you guys know that cheese is just milk that went hard? Like, wow? Thrakk told me dwarves age cheese in caves for years. Do you think if I left a glass of milk under this bed for a year, we’d get cheesy snacks?”

The tension in the room snapped instantly.

I stared at her. “Trixie, please do not leave milk under the bed.”

“But snacks!” she insisted as she crawled up the mattress on all fours. The front of her robe gaped open and gave me a fantastic view of her swinging, heavy breasts. She didn’t appear to notice or care. “Imagine, Wade. Surprise cheese. It’s the best kind.”

“It would smell like a nightmare,” Varga groaned.

“Or like victory!” Trixie countered and flopped down across my legs. “Anyway, I think I’m going to braid your tail tomorrow, Varga. You need pizzazz. Sparkles. Maybe a ribbon.”

Varga looked at me with a pleading expression. “Save me.”

I laughed. The dark thoughts about golems and assassins were pushed back by the sheer absurdity of my life. I looked around at them. I saw Thessa’s fiery protectiveness, Khla’s quiet strength, Seema’s wisdom, Varga’s instincts, Lazy’s adoration, and Trixie’s chaos.

“No saving you tonight,” I told the wolf girl. “We’re stuck together.”

“Fine,” Varga grumbled, but she didn’t move away. She actually scooted closer and rested her head on Trixie’s back.

“Lights out,” I said. “We have two days to rest, but I want to sleep for at least twelve hours of that.”

I blew out the candles, and the girls shifted and engaged in the nightly ritual of finding the perfect spot in the pile.

Lazy claimed my chest again. Thessa spooned my left side, and her heat warmed the sheets. Trixie and Varga tangled together near my legs, while Seema and Khla took the flanks and guarded the edges of our massive nest.

Surrounded by soft breathing and warm skin, I let my eyes close. The questions about the golems could wait. I had everything I needed right here.


Chapter 22



The morning rush at Krysfelt was usually a sea of blue jackets and pleated black skirts, a sight I never really got tired of. Today, however, the hallways were a chaotic mix of heavy leather aprons, bronze armor, and the blinding white-and-gold uniforms of the Lionheart students.

I navigated the crowd and dodged a dwarf carrying a toolbox larger than my torso while side-stepping a pair of Lionheart girls who were complaining loudly about the humidity.

My girls had gone ahead to save our usual spot in the tower for Meditation 201. I could imagine them now—Thessa glaring at anyone who tried to sit too close, Trixie vibrating with excess energy, and Lazy probably already asleep on a cushion. I smiled at the thought. After the night we just had in that massive bed, my body felt loose and relaxed, but my mind was still sharp as I replayed the mechanical precision of those golems in the Foundry.

I turned the corner toward the spiral stairs leading to the meditation tower.

“Mr. Aurelius.”

The voice was quiet, polite, and instantly stopped me in my tracks.

I turned to see Arch-Magister Crowley standing in a small alcove near a display case of ancient wands. In his simple earth-toned tunic, he looked remarkably out of place amidst the flashier mages passing by. The brown fabric was well-made but humble, and his gray hair was combed back with military precision.

He adjusted his round spectacles, and his bright purple eyes locked onto mine.

“Arch-Magister,” I said as I offered a respectful nod. “I didn’t expect to see you here. The faculty lounge is usually where the dignitaries hide until noon.”

Crowley chuckled softly and stepped out of the alcove. “I find the energy of the students invigorating. And, to be frank, Greathand creates a significant amount of noise when he eats breakfast. I needed a moment of quiet.”

He walked closer as he clasped his hands behind his back. He didn’t have the imposing physical presence of the dwarf or the raw magical aura Kay sometimes projected, but there was a weight to him. He observed everything.

“I wanted to personally commend you on yesterday’s performance,” Crowley said. “The Foundry is a brutal environment. Most teams get bogged down fighting for territory or lose their cohesion in the noise. You kept your team focused.”

“We stick together,” I said. “That’s how we survive.”

“Indeed.” Crowley nodded while his eyes glinted. “Leadership under pressure is a rare trait. You used the environment, and even your competition, to your advantage. Very impressive.”

“We just needed to get up the tower,” I replied as I kept my tone neutral. “Thrakk and his crew are good people.”

“They are useful tools,” Crowley corrected gently, though his smile remained warm. “But even the best tools wear down. And the best craftsmen get tired.”

He reached into the folds of his tunic and produced a small glass vial. The liquid inside was a vibrant, swirling azure that glowed with a faint inner light. It looked expensive.

“Here,” he said as he held it out to me.

I looked at the vial, then back at him. “What is this?”

“We call it a Scholar’s Elixir,” Crowley explained. “It is a specialty of the Lionheart alchemy department. We brew it for our elite students during intense examination periods or tournaments. It flushes out residual mana fatigue and sharpens mental acuity. It clarifies the mind without the jittery side effects of standard stamina potions.” He pressed it into my hand. The glass was cool against my skin. “This will help you recover fully before the Apex Arena begins.”

I held the vial up to the light. It looked harmless enough, but my gut twisted. This man had tried to recruit me, insulted my academy under the guise of advice, and now he was handing me unmarked potions in a hallway.

“I can’t accept this,” I said as I tried to hand it back. “This looks valuable, and I wouldn’t want to create a conflict of interest.”

Crowley laughed. It was a dry sound that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He pushed my hand back gently.

“Consider it a gesture of good sportsmanship,” he said. “Between you and me, if my own students knew I was handing out our signature concoction to the competition, they would likely have my hide. Kamros is already furious enough that you beat him to the key. If he knew I was helping you recover, he might actually explode.”

He winked and shared a conspiratorial smile.

“But I respect talent, Wade. And I dislike seeing potential wasted because of simple exhaustion. Take it. Drink it before bed tonight. You’ll wake up feeling like a new man.”

“That’s very generous of you,” I said, forcing a polite smile as I slipped the vial into my pocket. “I appreciate the thought, Arch-Magister,” I added.

“Think nothing of it,” Crowley said as he stepped back. “I look forward to seeing what you do in the final round. The Apex Arena is unforgiving, but I suspect you might surprise us all again.”

He gave a small, courteous bow and turned to melt back into the flow of students with practiced ease.

I stood there for a moment. My hand was still in my pocket as I clutched the vial.

Generosity, I thought. Right.

Crowley was smooth, but I wasn’t buying it.

I checked my watch. I had ten minutes before meditation started. Just enough time to make a detour.

I turned on my heel and headed away from the tower. Meditation could wait. I needed to find Alis. If the leader of a rival academy was handing me strange liquids, I wanted the most paranoid, detail-oriented high elf on the staff to tell me exactly what it was before I even considered uncorking it.

The wariness settled in my chest. Crowley was making moves, and I needed to know if this was a gift or a poison.
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As I made my way over to Alis, the afternoon was already carrying on. I was out in the courtyard, close to the administration wing, when a familiar, grumpy figure stepped out from behind a statue of a griffon.

“Mr. Aurelius.”

I looked down. Borsj stood there, wrapped in a scarf so thick it practically swallowed his head. He wore a heavy wool coat over three layers of sweaters, despite the fact that the hallway was perfectly temperate. He adjusted his glasses with a clawed hand as he shivered violently.

“Borsj,” I said. “Chilly, huh?”

“Freezing,” the imp spat. His breath misted slightly, then he sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. “The headmistress wants you. Private study. Now.”

“Is something wrong?”

“I’m cold, that’s what’s wrong,” Borsj grumbled as he turned and shuffled away. “She cleared her schedule, so it’s important. Don’t keep her waiting. I have to go find a fireplace to crawl into and die.”

He waddled off, muttering curses about the climate.

I changed course and headed for the administrative wing. Kay’s private study was different from her official office. It was tucked away in one of the older towers, a place she usually reserved for deep research or escaping the endless bureaucracy of running the school.

I knocked on the heavy oak door.

“Enter,” Kay’s voice called out.

I stepped inside. The room was warm, and it smelled of old paper and something floral, like jasmine. The walls were lined floor to ceiling with ancient tomes, and their spines were cracked and faded. Glowing crystals floated near the ceiling, giving the room a soft, amber light that banished the evening gloom.

Kay sat behind a large oak desk that was positioned in front of a bay window that overlooked the academy grounds. Below, students from three different schools mingled; they were unaware of the eyes watching them from above.

Kay turned as I entered. She had ditched her hat and let her red hair cascade over her shoulders in loose waves. She wore a deep burgundy blouse that was unbuttoned just enough at the top to hint at the deep valley between her breasts, and a pencil skirt that hugged her wide hips as she sat.

“Wade,” she said as she offered a smile. “Thank you for coming.”

“Borsj made it sound urgent,” I said as I closed the door behind me.

“With Borsj, everything is urgent if it delays his next nap by the fire,” she said and waved a hand toward a plush chair opposite her. “Please, sit. Tea?”

“Sure.”

She poured from a porcelain pot. As she leaned forward to hand me the cup, the movement offered a sight of the soft swell of her cleavage.

I took the cup, and our fingers brushed. A spark jumped between us.

I looked at her, really looked at her. In this light, stripped of the imposing headmistress persona she wore in the Grand Hall, she was just a woman.

A breathtakingly beautiful, powerful woman.

My mind flashed back to the moment in the shop, the way we had been too close, and the heat that radiated off her skin. Since then, it was hard to see her as just an authority figure. She was Kay.

“You’re staring,” she said softly, though there was no reprimand in her tone.

“Deep in thought,” I admitted as I took a sip of the tea. It was herbal and soothing. “Everything alright, Kay?”

She sighed and leaned back in her chair. The fabric of her blouse pulled tight across her torso. “Just tired. Managing Crowley and Greathand is a full-time job. But that’s not why I called you here.”

She set her own cup down, and her expression hardened slightly.

“We need to talk about the final phase.”

“The Lionheart Phase,” I said. “The Apex Arena.”

“Crowley calls it an arena,” Kay corrected, and she lowered her tone. “I expect it to be a hunting ground. Wade, the format is designed for direct confrontation. In the Tower and the Foundry, you could outmaneuver or outrun the opposition. In the Apex, you will have nowhere to hide.”

“We can handle a fight,” I said confidently. “The girls are ready.”

“I know you can fight,” she said. “But you need to understand the politics. Lionheart and Manaforge... they aren’t just competing against each other anymore. Krysfelt is currently a strong contender, thanks to you and the girls. That paints a target on your back the size of a dragon.”

She stood up and walked around the desk to lean her hip against the edge. She crossed her arms, pushing her breasts up slightly.

“They will try to eliminate you first,” she warned. “Crowley will have instructed his teams to prioritize taking out Krysfelt, and I believe Greathand is in on it.”

“We’ll be ready,” I said. “But you didn’t call me here just to tell me people want to beat us. That’s been true since day one.”

Kay looked down at me. Her green eyes held professional concern and something deeper, more personal. “No,” she admitted. “I called you here because of Crowley.”

“What about him?”

“His interest in you,” she said, sounding tight. “It’s… upsetting. I’ve seen him recruit talented students before, but this is different. He watches you, Wade. Not just in the arena. I’ve caught him asking faculty about your background, about your potential. I worry he’s using this entire tournament as a smokescreen,” she confessed. “He knows about Kaluwa. He knows about your Bloodline. He sees it as a source of power.”

I set my tea down. “He mentioned the Summoner King to me. Said we had similar beginnings.”

Kay’s eyes widened. “He spoke to you about that directly?”

“He did. He tried to get me to transfer. Said Krysfelt was ‘rustic’ and holding me back.”

Kay scoffed, and a flash of anger crossed her features. “Of course he did. Arrogant man.” She placed a hand on my shoulder, and her grip was firm. “Wade, you must stay vigilant. If he thinks he can’t recruit you, he might try to remove you. Not kill you—that would be too messy here—but disqualify you, discredit you, or put you in a position where you fail so spectacularly that you have no choice but to seek his help.”

I looked at her hand on my shoulder, then up into her eyes. The care there was undeniable.

“He’s already making moves,” I said.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the small glass vial Crowley had given me that morning. The azure liquid swirled inside and caught the light from the floating crystals.

“He cornered me in the hallway this morning,” I explained. “Gave me this. Called it a ‘Scholar’s Elixir.’ Said it was a gesture of good sportsmanship to help with mana fatigue.”

Kay took the vial from me. She held it up to the light, and her expression darkened instantly.

“Sportsmanship,” she repeated skeptically.

“He said his students drink it during exams,” I added. “But told me to keep it quiet because Kamros would be jealous.”

“Kamros is a fool, but he’s not the danger here,” Kay said quietly. She turned the vial over in her fingers. “This looks like a standard restoration draft, but… well, we should be careful.”

“I am,” I said. “That’s why I didn’t drink it.”

Kay looked back at me, and relief washed over her face. “Smart man.” She slipped the vial into the pocket of her blouse. “I’m going to take this to Alis immediately,” she stated firmly. “If anyone can strip this down to its base components, it’s her.”

She looked at me again, and the tension in her shoulders eased slightly now that she had a course of action. “I’m getting the feeling that Crowley didn’t just suggest this competition so all three schools could prosper…”

“Same here,” I said.

She nodded. “We can call it off,” she said. “Maybe we should. If we follow our intuition, you’ll be safe and—”

I shook my head. “Oh no, we’re not doing that,” I said. “We do this the same way we did Kaluwa. We walk in, aware and ready, knowing that there are ulterior motives. Me and the girls, we can deal with it.”

She stared at me for a long second, and I could see the admiration for my resolve and confidence. “But… are you sure? I don’t want to jeopardize you again; you’ve already—”

“I’m sure, Kay,” I said. “I don’t back down.”

A flush rose on her neck, and she cleared her throat to regain her composure. “Alright,” she said. “You sound confident.”

“I am.”

She smiled softly. “You’ve… matured a lot since you came with me from your little town in Oregon,” she said.

“The orphanage is a long way back,” I said.

A moment passed between us, and I was very certain something would have happened if there wasn’t that relationship between us—the one of headmistress and student.

“Get some rest,” she finally said. “You’re going to need every ounce of strength for the arena.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Good night, Kay.”

“Good night.”

I stood up and headed for the door, and it took quite a bit of willpower…
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Alis didn’t take long. Before the day was over, she sent Borsj—not particularly happy to be used as an errand boy—to call me to her office.

I headed for the faculty wing straightaway. If Alis had results this quickly, it meant she had prioritized it above everything else.

I reached Alis’s office and knocked. The door swung open instantly, pulled by a magical unseen hand.

Alis stood behind her desk. She looked as imperious as ever. Her white hair was perfectly straight, and it framed a face that could have been carved from ice. Her silver eyes tracked me as I entered. Beakers and alchemical equipment bubbled on the table beside her. They emitted a faint, acrid smell.

“Close the door,” she commanded.

I did so. “You analyzed the elixir?”

“We did,” Alis said, her voice cool and clipped. She picked up the small vial with a pair of long iron tongs and held it up to the light. The azure liquid swirled innocently inside. “Arch-Magister Crowley’s alchemists are competent; I will give them that. On the surface, this is exactly what he claimed it to be.”

“A restorative draft?”

“High-grade mana restoration mixed with mental clarity agents,” she confirmed. “It would indeed flush fatigue from your system and sharpen your reflexes. It is a potent boon for any mage.”

“But?” I prompted, knowing there had to be a catch.

Alis set the vial down and looked at me with a grim expression.

“But beneath the restoration matrix, hidden under three layers of obfuscation spells, we found a foreign reagent. Shadowbloom essence.”

I frowned. “I don’t know that one.”

“It is rare,” Alis explained as she walked around her desk to lean against the front of it. “It has no medicinal properties. It is an etheric tracer. Once ingested, the essence binds to the drinker’s mana signature. It creates a beacon.”

My jaw tightened. “A tracking device.”

“It goes deeper than that,” Alis corrected. “It attunes you to specific remote scrying spells. If you had drunk this, Crowley, or whoever holds the matching link stone, would not just know where you are. They would be able to see through your eyes, hear what you hear, and monitor your magical output in real time. And they could do it without your passive magical defenses alerting you.”

A chill went down my spine. He wanted to turn me into a walking surveillance camera.

“He wanted to spy on me during the finals,” I realized. “To learn my weaknesses.”

“Or to monitor your conversations,” Alis added. “A potent mage—such as Crowley indeed is—could cast spells on you through scrying orbs, and the elixir would enhance the potency.”

“Sabotage.”

“That is indeed one of its applications,” she agreed.

“So we destroy it?”

“No,” Alis said sharply. She picked up the vial again, capping it inside a lead-lined box. “Not yet. I need to research it some more. There is something… familiar about the magic. I need more time to look into it.”

“Understood,” I said. “Thank you, Alis.”

“Do not thank us yet,” she said. She waved a hand toward the door. “More information will come.” With that, she waved me out.


Chapter 23



That evening, the atmosphere in our dorm room was heavy. The massive bed Kay had gifted us looked inviting, but nobody was truly relaxing yet.

I stood by the window, looking out at the darkened grounds where the Lionheart banners snapped in the wind. The girls were gathered on the mattress. They were watching me.

Trixie sat cross-legged in a sheer baby-doll nightie that did absolutely nothing to hide her heavy, bouncing curves. Usually, she’d be chattering about snacks or robots or whatever was on her mind, but even she was quiet. Her blue eyes were wide and serious.

Lazy was curled up against the headboard. She wore one of my shirts that hung loosely off her shoulders. She looked small and vulnerable. Her tail was wrapped around her ankles.

Thessa lay on her stomach. She was propped up on her elbows. Her black tank top was tight against her skin, and her red eyes glowed in the dim light. Beside her, Khla sat like a stone statue. Her muscular arms were crossed over her chest. Seema and Varga were near the foot of the bed. They were tense and ready.

“It was a bug,” I told them as I turned away from the window. “Alis confirmed it. The elixir had a tracer in it. Shadowbloom essence. If I drank it, Crowley could see and hear everything I do. He could even cast spells on me.”

“That snake,” Thessa hissed as her tail lashed against the silk sheets. “He smiles at you, gives you advice, and then tries to leash you like a dog.”

“He wants intel,” Seema said softly. Her golden ears flattened against her hair. “He knows we are the threat. He wants to know how you fight, how you think.”

Varga shifted. Her golden eyes narrowed. She wore a simple black camisole and shorts, her limbs long and toned. “It’s more than that,” she growled. “He’s insistent. He’s obsessed with your potential. And he might want to sabotage us tomorrow.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I doubt this is about just the tournament…”

Varga stood up and paced the small strip of floor beside the bed. “I smell a connection. What if Crowley works with the Magocrat who issued the Kaluwa requirement?”

I nodded. “I’ve considered the option,” I said.

“He fits the profile,” Khla rumbled deep in her chest. “He has the authority. He has the resources. And he is here, watching you.”

“If he tried to kill you on Kaluwa,” Thessa said. She sat up, and her eyes blazed with sudden violence. “And now he’s trying to track you... Wade, we should kill him.”

“Thessa,” I warned.

“I’m serious!” She clenched her fists. “He’s right there in the guest quarters. We catch him sleeping. I burn his room down. Accident. Tragedy. Problem solved.”

“What if the whole place burns down?” Seema objected.

“Seema is right,” I said. I walked over to the bed and sat down next to Thessa. I put my hand over her fist. “We can’t just hit him. Not yet. A potion isn’t proof of an assassination plot.”

“It’s weak evidence,” Khla agreed. “But it tells us his intent. He is an enemy.”

“A creepy, spying enemy,” Trixie added with a shudder. She crawled over to me and pressed her soft body against my back and wrapped her arms around my neck. “I don’t like him looking at you, Wade. Or looking at us. If he could see through your eyes... eww. He’d see us naked!”

“He’d see us doing a lot more than that,” Lazy mumbled as she buried her face in a pillow.

“Exactly,” I said. I leaned back into Trixie’s warmth. “Which is why I’m not drinking it. Alis has it secure.”

Varga stopped pacing and looked at me. “So, what do we do? Just wait for him to try again?”

“We play his game,” I said. “We let him think I’m considering his offer to transfer. We stay polite. But we keep our guard up. No accepting gifts. No private meetings without backup. And in the arena...”

I looked around at them. My harem. My team.

“...In the arena, we crush his students. We show him that no matter what tricks he pulls, he can’t beat us.”

“I like the crushing part.” Varga grinned. She showed her teeth, then climbed onto the bed and crawled over to rest her head on my knee.

“We will be vigilant,” Seema promised as she placed a hand on my shoulder. “He will not touch you.”

“And if he tries,” Thessa muttered as she leaned her head on my shoulder, “then we stop caring about politics and I turn him into ash.”

“Deal,” I said.

I pulled them close, letting the physical contact steady me. We were surrounded by enemies, manipulated by powerful figures, and walking into a trap of an arena. But looking at the fierce loyalty in their eyes, I knew one thing for sure.

Crowley had no idea who he was messing with.
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The next morning, the Grand Hall buzzed with a different kind of energy. The festive atmosphere of the banquet was gone, replaced by a sharp, vibrating tension that made the hair on my arms stand up. The five qualifying teams stood in a loose semi-circle near the front, separated from the rest of the student body by a cordon of velvet ropes.

I stood with my girls, waiting for the briefing. Trixie, despite not being in the active roster, refused to leave my side. She clung to my left arm, her ample breasts pushing against my bicep with distracting softness. She wore a short skirt and a tight top that showed off her midriff, bouncing on her toes with enough energy to power a small city.

“I’m so excited I could barf,” she whispered loudly, her blue eyes wide. “But like, happy barf. Glitter barf.”

“Please don’t,” I muttered, though I squeezed her hand.

On my right, Lazy leaned heavily against my shoulder. The catkin girl looked adorable and sleepy. One black cat ear drooped slightly. She wore her new Boots of Springing and a loose tunic that slipped to reveal the smooth, pale curve of her shoulder. “If we win, can we go back to the big bed?” she asked. “I love our new pillow fortress.”

“We win first, nap later,” Thessa said from behind me. She rested her chin on my shoulder as her horns curved gracefully past my ear. Her tail wound around my thigh, the spade tip resting against my ankle. “I just want to know what we get to burn today.”

Khla and Seema stood as our vanguard and looked calm and imposing. Khla’s green muscles rippled under her leather armor, and her tusks gleamed in the magelight. Seema stood tall, her golden hair tied back in a practical ponytail, though a few strands escaped to frame her face. Her lion ears swiveled toward the stage and caught every whisper.

Varga prowled the perimeter of our little group while her golden eyes darted between the other teams. She adjusted her hood, and her black tail swished with agitation. She looked lethal, a shadow waiting to strike.

“They’re starting,” Varga hissed.

The noise in the hall died down instantly as the three leaders stepped onto the dais.

Kay Krysfelt took the center spot. She looked magnificent in a structured black dress that hugged her hourglass figure like a second skin. The fabric strained across her chest and hips and emphasized the curves that had distracted me more than once in her office. She radiated authority as her green eyes swept over the crowd with pride and steel.

“Students,” her voice rang out, amplified by the acoustics of the hall. “The Tower tested your endurance. The Foundry tested your resilience. Today, we enter the final stage.”

She stepped back and gestured to Crowley. “Arch-Magister Crowley will explain the parameters.”

Crowley stepped forward. He didn’t stomp like Greathand or command like Kay. He moved with a theatrical flair while his earth-toned robes swirled around him. He adjusted his spectacles, and his purple eyes gleamed with an intensity that made my skin crawl slightly after our discoveries regarding the elixir.

He raised his hands, and the air above the dais shimmered.

“Behold,” Crowley announced, his voice smooth and projecting to the back of the room without shouting. “The Shattered Isles.”

An illusion sprang to life above him—a three-dimensional projection of the arena.

The crowd gasped. It was almost like a sky-realm of its own—much more than a mere dungeon.

Hundreds of fractured stone islands floated in a void of swirling white clouds. Some were massive, the size of city blocks, while others were barely large enough for a single person to stand on. They drifted and bobbed in unseen currents and collided with slow, grinding force. Wind howls echoed faintly from the illusion. In the dead center of the floating chaos stood a massive spire of glowing crystal.

“This is a test of mobility and spatial awareness,” Crowley explained as he gestured to the drifting rocks. “Your objective is simple: Race across the void. Navigate the shifting platforms. Reach the Apex Pillar first.” He nodded at the spire of glowing crystal at the center of it all.

“A race?” Thessa murmured against my ear. “I was hoping for a gladiator pit.”

“Only one team may claim victory,” Crowley continued while his gaze locked onto ours for a brief second before moving to Kamros. “The first team to touch the Apex Pillar triggers the win condition. Everyone else goes home.”

He lowered his hands and let the illusion fade, but the image burned in my mind.

“However,” Crowley added, and his tone sharpened. “The environment is treacherous. One misstep, and you fall into the crushing depths of the cloud layer below. Safety wards will teleport you out before you hit the bottom, but falling counts as elimination for that individual.”

“So don’t fall,” Lazy mumbled. “Got it. Falling is bad. Flying is good.”

“And as always,” Crowley warned as his eyes narrowed behind his glasses, “combat rules apply. You may engage other teams to slow them down or knock them off the platforms, but all magic must be strictly non-lethal. Any use of lethal spells, or intent to kill, will result in immediate disqualification for your entire academy.”

He paused and let the threat hang in the air.

“This is a competition of skill, not a slaughter,” he finished softly. “Prove you are masters of your craft, not just butchers.”

Greathand stepped up then and grinned wildly through his beard. “And watch out for the wind! It bites harder than a frost wolf!”

The crowd erupted into a buzz of excitement and speculation. The students in the stands leaned forward as they pointed at the teams and discussed their favorites.

“Floating islands,” Seema mused while her golden tail twitched. “That favors aerial maneuvering. Mazz-Harn’s team will have an advantage with their gliders.”

“If they can fly in that wind,” Khla countered, her voice a low rumble. “Turbulence will be severe.”

“I like it,” Lazy chirped as she looked down at her boots. She did a little hop, making her breasts jiggle under her tunic. “I can jump really far. I’m going to be a kangaroo. Boing, boing, win.”

“We have mobility,” I said and assessed our loadout. “Lazy has the boots. Varga has Blade Dash. Seema’s Aura of Vigor will keep our jump distance high. We can do this.”

“Lionheart will try to snipe us from a distance,” Varga warned while her eyes were fixed on Kamros across the room. “They’ll try to knock us into the void while we’re mid-air.”

“Then we don’t give them a clear shot,” I said. “We move fast, we stay low, and if they get close...” I looked at Thessa.

She grinned, and her sharp teeth flashed. “I burn their platforms out from under them.”

“Non-lethally,” I reminded her.

“Of course,” she purred. “Gravity does the killing. I just help gravity.”

Trixie squeezed my arm tight. “You guys are going to crush it! I’ll be cheering so loud you’ll hear me in the clouds. I’m going to make a sign! It’s going to say ‘Wade is hot’ on one side and ‘Go Krysfelt’ on the other!”

“Maybe put ‘Go Krysfelt’ on both sides?” I suggested with a laugh.

“Nope. Truth in advertising.” She winked.

Kay stepped back to the front and clapped her hands to draw attention.

“Teams, gather your gear,” she commanded. “The portals open in ten minutes. Good luck.”

The hall dissolved into controlled chaos as the teams moved to their staging areas. I looked at my girls—Thessa’s fire, Khla’s strength, Varga’s speed, Seema’s power, and Lazy’s chaotic agility.

“Let’s go,” I said. “The sky is waiting.”


Chapter 24



The world twisted inside out as we were teleported.

In an instant, the warm, food-scented air of the annex vanished into a void of white noise. My stomach lurched. It was that familiar sensation of being squeezed through a straw. Then gravity slammed back into existence with a jarring thud.

I stumbled but caught my balance as my boots skidded on cold, rough stone.

The wind hit us instantly. It was a gale, a howling force that tore at our clothes and whipped hair into our faces. We stood on a jagged chunk of granite, maybe fifty feet across, suspended in an endless sea of white clouds.

“Watch the edge!” I shouted over the roar of the wind.

Around us, the Shattered Isles lived up to their name. Hundreds of stone platforms floated in the void. They drifted and collided while, far in the distance, barely visible through the shifting mists, a massive spire of glowing crystal pierced the sky.

The Apex Pillar.

“That’s a long walk,” Varga shouted over the wind. Her hood was blown back, and her ears were flattened against her skull to keep the wind out.

“And a deadly one if we fall,” Thessa added as she hugged her arms around her chest. Her black tank top did little to stop the chill, though her skin radiated its own internal furnace heat. “I hate clouds.”

A deep, resonant gong vibrated through the air. It shook the very platform we stood on.

The signal.

“Go!” I ordered.

Lazy grinned, and her yellow eyes were wide with excitement. She bent her knees as the runes on her leather Boots of Springing flared with bright green light.

“Boing!” she chirped.

She launched herself into the air. It was a massive leap that defied physics. She soared over a twenty-foot gap of churning clouds and landed gracefully on a smaller, drifting island that bobbed under her weight. She turned back and waved frantically. “Come on! It’s like hopping on lily pads! But if you miss, you die!”

“We can’t jump that far,” I said as I gauged the distance. “Wait for the alignment!”

The platform Lazy had landed on was drifting slowly toward a larger landmass to our right. We had to time it perfectly.

“Let’s buff up,” Seema commanded as she stepped to the front.

The golden lionkin looked majestic even in the chaos. Her hair whipped around her face like a mane. She closed her eyes for a split second to center her mana.

“Aura of Vigor.”

The air around her warped with visible heat. A pulse of golden energy exploded outward and washed over Khla, Varga, Thessa, and me. The effect was instantaneous. My muscles knit tighter, my lungs expanded, and a surge of raw physical power flooded my veins. The stat boost made the Mageblade in my hand feel as light as a feather.

“Bless!” Khla roared as she slammed the butt of her ivory Staff of the White Mage against the stone.

A second layer of power settled over us. It was a warm, white light that sharpened my senses and hardened my skin. We were fully buffed and ready to roll over anything in our path.

“The gap is closing,” Varga called out as she eyed the drifting rock Lazy was waiting on. “Three seconds.”

“Get ready to jump on my mark,” I said.

Then, a mechanical whine cut through the wind.

“I see you, you thieves!” a voice screeched from our left.

I snapped my head around. On a parallel cluster of islands that was wheeling toward us fast, now maybe forty yards away, stood the Manaforge team. Mazz-Harn, the angry pilot with the wild black hair, was strapped into his clockwork backpack. His robotic arms twitched violently and pointed straight at us.

“Open fire!” Mazz-Harn screamed. “Knock them into the soup!”

The dwarven artificers behind him leveled their heavy, brass-barreled weapons.

“Incoming!” I yelled.

Thump-thump-thump.

The rotating cannons spun to life. A volley of projectiles arced across the gap—blue-glowing stunning bolts and heavy iron spheres that hummed with magnetic force.

“Shield!” Khla bellowed.

She thrust her staff forward. A translucent wall of white energy snapped into existence just as the first wave hit. The stunning bolts splashed harmlessly against the barrier and fizzled out in sparks of blue mana.

But the iron spheres were different. They didn’t hit the shield. They floated in the air and emitted a high-pitched drone.

My Mageblade jerked violently in my hand and pulled toward the spheres.

“Magnets!” I gritted out as I gripped the hilt with both hands. Even with the strength buffs, the pull was intense. “They’re trying to disarm us or drag us over the edge!”

Varga snarled and dug her heels in as the metal buckles on her boots dragged her sideways toward the abyss. “Annoying little mechanics!”

“Targeting range is clear!” Mazz-Harn yelled. His mechanical arms reloaded a launcher on his shoulder. “Drop the big green one! That’s the healer!”

“Thessa!” I shouted. “Blind them!”

The tiefling stepped out from behind Khla’s bulk while her red eyes blazed, aiming at the edge of their platform.

“Burn,” she hissed.

She slammed her Pyromancer’s Staff down. The crystallized ruby heart at its tip flared blindingly bright.

“Wall of Fire!”

A curtain of roaring flames erupted along the rim of the Manaforge island. It shot fifteen feet into the air and formed a solid wall of inferno that cut off their line of sight completely with fire and smoke. The heat was intense enough that I felt it across the chasm.

“Can’t shoot what you can’t see!” Thessa laughed as her tail whipped behind her.

Mazz-Harn’s scream of frustration was audible even over the roar of the fire. “My eyebrows! You singed my eyebrows again!”

The magnetic pull lessened as the artificers scrambled back from the heat with their concentration broken.

“Now!” I ordered. “Jump!”

The floating rock aligned with our platform. Powered by Seema’s aura and Khla’s blessing, we sprinted.

I hit the edge and launched myself. The jump felt effortless, and my body was light and powerful. I soared over the gap as the clouds swirled dizzily below my boots, and landed with a heavy thud next to Lazy.

Varga landed silently beside me, followed by Thessa and Seema. Khla brought up the rear and landed heavily enough to make the small island dip momentarily.

“Nice fire.” Lazy grinned at Thessa.

“I aim to please.” Thessa smirked as she smoothed her tank top.

“Keep moving!” I pointed toward the next cluster of rocks leading toward the center. “Before they find an angle to shoot around the wall!”

We scrambled across the unstable ground and leaped from stone to stone, leaving the raging dwarf and the wall of fire behind us.
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We moved fast. Within minutes, we reached the largest central island in the cluster with a series of heavy thuds. The stone here was more stable than the smaller drifting rocks, spanning about the size of a city block, but the wind whipped across its surface with ferocious intensity.

Seema hit the ground first, her golden hair whipping around her face like a war banner. Varga landed silently beside her, claws out. Thessa and Khla flanked me with their weapons ready, while Lazy bounced in for a landing that looked more like a skip than a tactical maneuver.

“Company,” Varga snarled as her golden eyes narrowed.

Waiting for us near the center of the island was the Lionheart squad.

Waiting.

Kamros stood at the front of his formation. His white uniform was immaculate again, cleaned by magic after the humiliation in the Foundry, but his face twisted with a distinct lack of nobility when he saw me. His eyes, dark as coffee, burned with wounded pride and cold calculation.

“Running away again, Aurelius?” Kamros called out. His voice cut through the wind. “Or did you finally decide to stop hiding behind your women and fight?”

I straightened and gripped the Mageblade. The Amulet of the Grand Wizard hummed against my chest, flooding my system with a reservoir of mana so deep it felt like I was holding a thunderstorm in my veins. The orange edge of my sword flared brighter in response and buzzed with lethal potential.

“We didn’t run in the Foundry,” I said as I stepped forward. “We won. There’s a difference.”

Kamros stepped out of his line. He dropped his hand to his belt and unhooked a short, weighted rod that glowed with defensive enchantments. “You used cheap tricks,” he spat. “But here? In the open air? We will kick your asses.”

He pointed the rod at a smaller, jagged platform that drifted just off the edge of the main island. It was connected by a narrow splinter of rock and bobbed precariously in the wind currents.

“Man to man, Aurelius, you and I!” Kamros challenged me. “Unless you need the orcess to hold your hand.”

I looked at the platform. It was unstable. It cracked at the edges and was barely twenty feet across. A duel there would be fast, brutal, and dangerous.

“Wade,” Seema whispered as she stepped closer. Her shoulder brushed mine. It felt solid and reassuring. “It’s a trap to separate you from the formation.”

“I know,” I said. “But he’s the linchpin of their team. If I break him, the rest crumble. Can you handle his squad?”

I glanced at my girls. Thessa was already twirling her Pyromancer’s Staff, licking her lips as she eyed the Lionheart mages. Varga was practically vibrating with the need to hunt. Khla nodded stoically, and she held her Staff of the White Mage ready. Lazy gave me a thumbs-up, then made a ‘cutting throat’ motion as she struck a pose that was disturbingly cute.

“We’ll crush them,” Seema promised.

“Then I’ll handle the loudmouth,” I said.

I looked back at Kamros. “You want a duel? Let’s go.”

I didn’t wait for him. I sprinted toward the edge and leaped.

Powered by Seema’s lingering aura and Khla’s blessing, I cleared the gap easily and landed on the small platform. The stone groaned under my boots, tilting dangerously to the left before stabilizing.

Kamros followed a second later. He used a burst of wind magic to glide across the gap, landing with a practiced, elegant crouch.

“Finally,” Kamros sneered as he straightened up.

He assumed a dueling stance. His feet were positioned wide, and one hand was raised with the palm open and glowing with yellow energy. “Professor Martiz was right. You have power, Aurelius, but you lack discipline. I’m going to show you what happens when a brawler meets a duelist.”

“Less talking,” I said.

On the main island behind us, chaos erupted. I heard Thessa shout something about burning, followed by the roar of flames and the crack of thunder as the teams engaged.

But my world narrowed down to the lionkin in front of me.

Kamros moved first. He slid forward with fluid and precise movements. He thrust his open palm forward and launched a bolt of that sickly yellow energy—his Paralyzing Palm strike, projected as a ranged attack.

I sidestepped as the bolt sizzled past my ear. The magic smelled of ozone and numbing agents.

“Slow,” Kamros taunted.

He closed the distance as he wove a pattern with his rod in his other hand. A shimmering, translucent barrier formed around him, shaped like a geometric shell. It wasn’t a static wall; it moved with him, deflecting the wind and creating a zone of absolute defense.

He lashed out with a physical strike and aimed his glowing palm at my chest.

I raised the Mageblade, keeping it sheathed in its scabbard to adhere to the non-lethal rules, and I fed it mana until the enchantment screamed.

Clang.

I parried his strike. The impact shuddered up my arm, but my stats were boosted to the stratosphere, so I held firm.

“Is that it?” I grunted as I shoved him back.

“Hardly.” He smirked.

He twisted his wrist, and the defensive shell flared outward. It turned into a concussive blast meant to knock me off the platform.

The stone beneath us cracked. A chunk of the edge broke off and fell into the clouds below, and the entire platform lurched.

I stumbled and dropped to one knee to keep my center of gravity low. Kamros used the momentum. He leaped into the air and brought his rod down for a stunning blow to my head.

“Hold!”

I thrust my free hand up and pushed fifteen mana into the spell.

The invisible force slammed into Kamros midair. His eyes went wide as his muscles locked up. He froze in a crouch and hovered for a split second before gravity took over, and then he crashed onto the stone like a statue.

He didn’t break the fall. He couldn’t. He hit the ground hard as the air rushed out of his lungs.

I scrambled up while the Mageblade hummed.

“Discipline this,” I growled.

I brought the heavy pommel of the sword down and aimed for the center of his defensive shell.

CRACK.

The barrier shattered like glass under the weight of my mana-infused strike. The backlash sent sparks flying and singed his uniform.

Kamros gasped as he fought the Hold spell with his Spell Resistance. I could feel him fighting, slippery and refined, trying to find the cracks in my mental grip, but I assumed one of the stances Martiz had taught us, channeling might to increase my Spell Power and make it harder to shrug off the effect.

“You... brute,” he wheezed. His fingers twitched as the spell began to fade, finally letting go so he could fully focus on breaking my Hold spell.

He was just in time, rolling frantically and abandoning his dignity to avoid my follow-up kick. He sprang to his feet near the edge of the crumbling platform, his face flushed with exertion and anger.

“You rely on overwhelming force,” Kamros shouted as he raised his rod again. Complex geometric patterns of light began to orbit him and increased his Spell Resistance. “It’s crude!”

“And you still talk too much,” I countered as I lunged.

Kamros met me and shifted into a defensive stance that redirected my momentum. He was fast, slipped past my guard, and his glowing palm slapped against my ribs.

A jolt of numbness spread across my side and deadened the nerves.

I gritted my teeth and ignored the dead weight of my left oblique. I pivoted on my heel and swung the Mageblade in a tight, controlled arc.

He raised a barrier to block it, and I met it with a powerful flash of magical energy.

I poured more mana into the blade as I tried to push through, and the sword flared with the brightness of a welding torch.

Then, I broke his barrier.

BOOM.

The force was kinetic dynamite. Kamros was lifted off his feet and thrown backward. He slammed into a rocky protrusion on the far side of the platform.

The island groaned ominously. A fissure raced across the center, right between my feet. The ground tilted sharply, dropping three feet on the left side.

We both scrambled for footing on the shifting surface. The wind howled louder as if it sensed our vulnerability.

“You’re going to kill us both!” Kamros yelled as he braced himself against the rock. His pristine uniform was now dusty and torn.

“Then yield!” I shouted back as I balanced on the high side of the crack.

“Never to you,” he snarled.

He pushed off the rock and used the tilt of the platform to gain speed. He came at me low. He abandoned the defensive shell for pure offense, and his hands glowed brighter with paralyzing magic.

I readied the Mageblade. The platform was breaking apart under our feet, the clouds were waiting below, and the Lionheart captain was coming for my throat. Danger was everywhere.

Just the way I liked it.
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The wind howled around us and tore at my clothes as Kamros scrambled for traction on the tilting slab. His face was a mask of panicked fury, but I didn’t give him a second to breathe.

He lunged, his hand glowing with that sickly yellow paralyzing energy, desperate to tag me before the ground gave way entirely.

“Too slow,” I grunted.

I sidestepped his strike, and the stone crunched under my boot as I pivoted. I didn’t swing the Mageblade like a sword; I used it like a club, driving the heavy pommel into his ribs. My stats were sky-high thanks to Seema’s aura, and the blow lifted the Lionheart captain off his feet.

He gasped as air left his lungs in a rush, but he twisted in midair and landed in a crouch. He immediately crossed his arms to summon a shimmering geometric barrier around himself.

“You can’t break this!” he shouted over the gale.

“Watch me.”

I channeled mana into the Mageblade until the orange edge screamed with power. I brought it down in an overhead arc.

CRACK.

The barrier shattered like glass. Kamros stumbled back, and his eyes were wide.

But he wasn’t going anywhere. I reached out with my free hand while my fingers splayed.

“Hold!”

I pushed fifteen mana into the spell. The invisible force clamped down on him instantly. Kamros froze. One foot hovered over a widening fissure in the rock, and his mouth hung open in a silent shout. The platform lurched violently to the left and slid downward a few feet, but he couldn’t adjust his balance. He tipped over and slammed face-first into the unforgiving stone, locked in place like a statue.

I stabilized myself as I looked across the gap to the main island.

My girls were tearing Kamros’s squad apart.

It was a beautiful, chaotic dance. Seema took point, and her golden hair whipped around her face like a lion’s mane. She moved with a fluidity that made the Lionheart casters look sluggish.

“Flurry of the Aegis!”

Her diamond spear became a blur as she hammered the shaft against the raised shield of a Lionheart defender. With every impact, a golden light flashed over her skin, then rippled outward to coat us all.

“Let’s burn them!” Thessa laughed, feeling the power in her channels. The tiefling stood behind Seema, and her red eyes blazed with delight. She spun her Pyromancer’s Staff. The ruby tip glowed white-hot. “Fire Bolt!”

She didn’t aim for the students directly; she aimed for the stone at their feet. The superheated plasma melted the rock instantly and created pools of slag that forced the enemy mages to break formation. When they scrambled, she swept her staff sideways. “Wall of Fire!”

A curtain of roaring flame erupted and cut the Lionheart team in half. The heat radiated across the chasm and warmed my face even from here.

“Shield!” Khla bellowed from the rear.

A Lionheart mage had managed to flank them and fired a stunning bolt at Lazy. Khla slammed her ivory staff down, and a translucent white wall sprang up. It absorbed the attack with a hiss of sparks. She stood like a green mountain. Her muscles rippled under her leather armor, immovable and solid.

“My turn!” Lazy chirped.

She bounced on her Boots of Springing and launched herself ten feet into the air to get a clear line of sight over Khla’s shoulder. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding at the flanking mage.

“Phantasm!”

The mage screamed and clutched his head as nightmarish illusions assaulted his mind. He collapsed to his knees as he clawed at invisible terrors.

I saw this all in a few moments, and I knew they were winning. The Lionheart squad was broken, scattered, and demoralized.

But just as I turned back to my own frozen foe, the shadows fell.

A high-pitched mechanical whine cut through the wind, louder than the gale. I looked up and shielded my eyes against the gray glare of the clouds.

“Incoming!” I shouted across the gap, but the wind swallowed my warning.

Descending from the cloud layer above, Mazz-Harn’s squadron of gliders swooped down like angry hornets. The angry dwarf pilot was in the lead, and his mechanical backpack arms twitched as he adjusted the flaps of his craft.

“Take out the healer!” Mazz-Harn shrieked. His voice cracked with rage. “Drop the hammers!”

Simultaneously, a shimmering distortion appeared on the far side of the main island.

Umber.

Kay had been right. All the teams were now converging on us. We could handle Kamros, we could handle Mazz-Harn… Maybe we could handle them together. But Kamros, Mazz-Harn, and Umber—whose skills and strategies were unknown to me—at the same time?

That was a long shot.

On the far side, the scarred black lionkin stepped onto the platform with the weight of a tank. His warriors, clad in heavy, dark armor that absorbed the light, fanned out instantly. They slammed their heavy shields into the ground.

“Binding Formation!” Umber roared.

Five of his team members raised iron rods. Thick, translucent chains of mana erupted from the ground and shot upward to form a cage.

“Trap them!”

The barriers slammed together and boxed my team in from three sides. Thessa tried to blast through with a Fire Bolt, but the energy dissipated against the heavy wards.

Above, Mazz-Harn’s riders dove. They didn’t use magnetic pulls this time; they opened fire with rotating cannons.

Thump-thump-thump.

A rain of blue stunning bolts hammered down into the cage.

“Shield! Khla, Shield! They’re aiming for you!” Thessa screamed as she abandoned her offense to warn the orcess.

Khla roared and thrust her staff upward. A massive white dome snapped into existence to cover her. The barrage slammed into it and created a deafening drumroll of magical impacts. The shield flared. Cracks appeared along the edges as the sheer volume of fire weighed it down.

“We have them pinned!” Mazz-Harn laughed maniacally as he circled overhead. “Keep firing!”

On the ground, Umber’s warriors advanced with their shields locked together. They somehow pushed the magical barrier closer and compressed the space my girls had to fight in.

They were surrounded. Aerial bombardment from above, a heavy phalanx closing in from the ground, and a cage all around.

I stood on the crumbling platform, with Kamros frozen at my feet, and watched as my team vanished beneath the onslaught of spellfire and steel. The gap between us was too wide to jump without a running start, and the platform I stood on was tilting further into the abyss with every second.

The next moment, the translucent dome of Khla’s shield cracked with a sound like splitting ice.

Above us, Mazz-Harn cackled as his mechanical arms twitched while his squadron rained blue fire down on my girls. On the ground, Umber’s heavy infantry pressed forward while their mana-chains tightened the noose. My team was boxed in, pinned against Thessa’s own firewall, running out of space and mana.

I gritted my teeth and gripped the Mageblade. I was stuck on the crumbling, detached platform, separated from them. I was half considering launching a desperate Power Word: Kill at Mazz-Harn to draw aggro, disqualification be damned.

Then, a new sound cut through the howling wind. It wasn’t the screech of gliders or the roar of fire.

It was the heavy thwump-thwump-thwump of pneumatic launchers.

From the fog on the right flank, thick steel cables shot across the gap, and the grappling hooks bit deep into the stone of the central island.

“Hold fast, you mad bastards!” Thrakk’s voice boomed like a cannon shot, laughing as he shouted at his teammates. “Ride the wind!”

Gliding across the cables came Thrakk and his team. Even as he flew, Finn, the human Storm Mage, spun his wand. A massive gust of tailwind erupted behind the Manaforge team to give them even more speed. Thrakk laughed with battle joy as he zipped down, a shoulder-mounted launcher pummeling Umber’s men with flashbangs, forcing them to halt their advance. Behind him, his entire squad followed, sliding down the cables with reckless dwarven courage.

Fucking A.

They slammed onto the central island and flanked Umber’s warriors.

Thrakk hit the ground in a roll and came up with a shield on his flesh arm and a crackling blade extended from his mechanical one. He looked at me across the gap, then at my beleaguered girls, and finally at his own men raining fire from the sky.

“Manaforge pays its debts!” Thrakk roared, and his red beard bristled. “Clear the skies! Bring that crazy bastard Mazz-Harn down a notch, eh lads?!”

Dornag, Afkuhar, and Zalarak dropped to one knee in perfect unison and aimed up.

“Net rounds deployed!” Zalarak shouted.

Thoom. Thoom. Thoom.

Canisters burst open in midair and deployed weighted, mana-infused nets. Two of Mazz-Harn’s riders were too focused on barraging Khla and didn’t see it coming. The nets tangled in their rotors instantly. The high-pitched whine of their engines turned into a grinding choke. The gliders stalled and dipped dangerously before they spiraled away into the lower clouds, and the pilots screamed curses as they were forced to disengage or crash.

“Disruptive pulses!” Thrakk barked.

Afkuhar twisted a dial on his weapon. A wave of distorted blue sonic energy rippled upward. It hit a third glider and shook the chassis so violently the pilot dropped his targeting wand.

“Get off my friends, you aerial rats!” Thrakk laughed.

On the ground, Marrok the Spellsword charged Umber’s line. The scarred lionkin’s warriors were braced to crush my team and left their flank exposed. Marrok slammed into a heavy infantryman, and his broadsword locked with the warrior’s shield in a shower of sparks. It wasn’t a lethal strike, but it was a binding engagement that forced the warrior to turn and break the integrity of their containment ring.

“Finn! Cover!” Thrakk yelled.

Mazz-Harn, seeing his squadron under attack, shrieked in rage and turned his own cannons on the “traitorous” dwarves. A volley of stunning bolts rained down.

Finn swept his rod upward. “Wind Wall!”

A swirling barrier of gale-force air erupted above Thrakk’s team. The blue bolts hit the turbulence and were deflected wildly, splashing harmlessly against the stone.

The pressure on Khla’s shield vanished.

“Now!” I shouted across the gap. “Push back!”

My girls didn’t need to be told twice. The sudden shift in momentum was all they needed.

Seema was the first to move. The golden lionkin stepped out from under Khla’s fading shield. Her Aura of Vigor flared, and the heat ripple expanded to encompass not just my team, but Thrakk’s dwarves as well.

“Flurry of the Aegis,” she stated calmly.

She didn’t target the heavy warriors. She targeted the magical chains binding them. Her diamond spear became a blur of motion as she struck the mana-links with piston-like precision. With every hit, the buff strengthened and rippled outward, coating Thessa, Varga, Khla, and Lazy, then jumping to Thrakk, to Marrok, and even to Thrakk’s artificers.

“By the stone!” Thrakk shouted as he glanced at his glowing skin. “I feel like a tank! Good on ya, lass!”

“Buff maxed,” Seema called out, and she spun her spear as she shattered the containment spell. “Advance!”

“Burn them out!” I ordered.

Thessa stepped up, and her red eyes blazed with sadistic delight. She spun her Pyromancer’s Staff while the ruby tip glowed like a star.

“Wall of Fire!”

She slammed the staff down. A fresh curtain of flames roared to life, but this time it wasn’t trapping them. It sliced diagonally across the battlefield and cut Umber’s warriors off from their support mages. The heat was intense, and it forced the heavy infantry to backpedal.

“Varga! The magnet caster!” I yelled and spotted a rider hovering low as he tried to lock onto Thrakk’s mechanical arm.

Varga grinned, her teeth flashing white in the gloom.

“Blade Dash.”

She vanished.

A blur of black motion appeared in the air above the low-flying glider. Varga landed on the chassis, and her claws dug into the metal. The pilot yelped and tried to shake her, but she was already moving.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Her hand was a haze of dark energy as she lashed out at the magnetic emitter mounted on the wing.

Clang-clang-clang-crunch.

She dismantled the device in seconds as she tore wiring and runes apart, then backflipped off the glider just as it lurched sideways and landed silently next to Seema.

“Magnet bow down,” Varga reported, and her tail swished with satisfaction.

Meanwhile, Lazy bounced on her Boots of Springing and hopped onto a jagged rock to get a clear view over the Wall of Fire. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding at one of Umber’s mages who was trying to recast the binding chains.

“Hey, grumpy!” Lazy yelled. “Charm!”

The pink beam hit him square in the chest. The mage blinked, and his stern expression melted into a goofy smile as he looked at Lazy.

“I just… really love cats,” he mumbled.

“Then help us!” Lazy commanded. “Break that barrier!”

The mage nodded enthusiastically. He turned his rod against his own team’s defensive wall, which was a shimmering shield protecting Umber’s flank. He unleashed a dispelling blast, and the barrier collapsed inward with a sound like shattering glass.

From my isolated perch, I watched the tide turn. My chest swelled with pride. They were magnificent. A chaotic storm of fire, steel, and shadow that no amount of planning could suppress.

I knew they could handle it, and I turned back to Kamros.
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The lionkin scrambled for purchase on the tilting stone. His face twisted in a rictus of desperation and fury. He knew the platform was done for, and he knew I was the only thing standing between him and a humiliating fall into the clouds.

“This ends now!” Kamros screamed as his hand glowed with that sickly yellow light.

He lunged and put everything he had into a final Paralyzing Palm strike aimed squarely at my chest. He was fast, fueled by panic, but I was faster.

“Hold.”

I pushed fifteen mana into the spell and willed the invisible clamps to snap shut.

The effect was instantaneous. Kamros froze midair. His glowing palm hovered inches from my armor, and his back leg extended for power that would never land. His momentum died against the magical wall of my will. His eyes went wide as they filled with the sudden, terrifying realization that he was helpless.

I grinned. “You’re not going anywhere, Kamros, and you’re no match for me.”

With him helpless, frustration blazing in his eyes, I stepped in and used the heavy pommel of the Mageblade like a hammer. I stepped inside his frozen guard and unleashed a brutal combination.

Crack.

First strike to the sternum. It shattered his breath control.

Crack.

Second strike to his solar plexus. It broke his concentration and extinguished the yellow light in his hand.

Thud.

Third strike, a sweeping blow to the side of his head.

He looked at me in pain and hate, straining against my spell power. “I… will…”

“You will shut up for a change,” I said. “Bye-bye, Kamros.”

I placed my boot on his chest, then pushed him off the edge, releasing the Hold spell just in time so he had a moment to flail his arms like an idiot, and I flipped him off as he went over the edge.

Good riddance.

But as he went, the small island under me shivered. With a groan that sounded like a dying beast, the stone platform fractured completely. The chunk I was standing on tipped vertically and slid into the abyss.

“Wade!” Thessa’s scream cut through the wind.

I didn’t look down. I looked at the edge of the main island. It was twenty feet away and rose fast as I fell. I surrendered to pure focus as my island crumbled and waited for the right time.

Then, I jumped.

It wasn’t a graceful leap. It was a desperate, clawing launch. I sailed through the howling air. The mist dampened my face as my fingers reached for solid ground.

I slammed into the edge of the main island, and my chest hit the stone with a breath-stealing thud as I scrambled for purchase. My boots kicked at empty air for a terrifying second before I hauled myself up and rolled onto the stable rock.

I came up in a crouch. The Mageblade was already in my hand, even as Khla’s Heal rolled over me and restored my hit points.

Ahead, the battlefield was a chaotic storm of magic and steel. Thrakk’s arrival had turned the tide, but Umber’s heavy infantry were tough, and Mazz-Harn’s remaining gliders were still buzzing like angry wasps.

“Glad you could drop in!” Thrakk bellowed from twenty yards away. His mechanical arm was a blur of gears as he deflected a blow from one of Umber’s shield-bearers. “Now let’s finish this!”

“Can you pin them?” I shouted back.

Thrakk nodded, turning to his trio of artificers who were kneeling behind a barricade of crates. “Lads! Elemental spread! Slow them down!”

“‘Nades out, lads!” Dornag shouted.

The three dwarves launched a synchronized volley. Six brass canisters arced through the air and trailed smoke. They slammed into the center of Umber’s formation and detonated not with fire, but with utility magic.

Fwoosh. Crackle.

Thick, rapidly hardening foam exploded from two of the grenades and cemented the feet of Umber’s heavy warriors to the ground. From the others, a tangle of constricting vines and flash-freezing ice erupted. It snarled their lines and turned their disciplined phalanx into a disorganized mess.

“They’re pinned!” Thessa laughed, and her red eyes glowed with delight. She spun her staff and sent a Firebolt into the ground in front of one of Umber’s warriors. He panicked, waving his hands, tripped, and took a long tumble after Kamros.

Above us, the air war was reaching its climax. Mazz-Harn was still trying to rally his flyers as he screamed orders that nobody could hear over the wind.

“Finn!” Thrakk pointed his axe at the sky. “Ground them!”

The human Storm Mage grinned, his robes whipping around him. He raised his rod. Electricity crackled along its length. “A wee bit of turbulence incoming, lads!”

He unleashed a massive, swirling gust of wind directly into the flight path of the remaining gliders. The air buckled. The gliders, dependent on stability, pitched violently. Two of them slammed into each other with a crunch of brass and wood, and their debris and the two pilots plummeted into the abyss.

Mazz-Harn’s glider spun wildly. The angry dwarf fought the controls with all four of his arms.

“I’ll kill you!” he shrieked as his craft spiraled away into the lower cloud deck. Mages teleported him out a second before the craft slammed into a flying rock.

But the remnants of Kamros’s team and a few of Umber’s support mages were trying to rally near the path to the Apex Pillar. Now that they weren’t getting us, they were going to race for the pillar.

“Not happening,” I growled.

I sprinted forward, my team falling in behind me. I saw a Lionheart mage raising a wand to cast a barrier. I reached out with my mind, targeting him.

“Command.”

The mage flinched as my will overrode his own.

“Halt.”

It was like his mind was forced to reboot. I left him behind as a Manaforge defender from the rival team tried to step in my way, raising a shield. I pointed the Mageblade at him, its orange edge flaring.

“Charm.”

The spell hit him square in the chest. He blinked, lowering his shield and looking at me with sudden, confused admiration.

“Block them,” I ordered, pointing at his own teammates.

“Aye!” he shouted happily, turning his shield to slam into the Lionheart mage next to him, sending the caster sprawling.

Kamros’s team, already demoralized by the loss of their captain, shattered completely. Without orders, faced with our momentum and Thrakk’s heavy artillery, they broke and ran, retreating toward the edge of the island to wait until it was over.

Umber stood alone in the center of his trapped and decimated squad, two of whom were dazed by Thrakk’s artificers and unable to act. His black fur was matted with sweat. He looked at his immobilized warriors, then at the wall of fire Thessa kept roaring on his flank, and finally at Seema, who stood before him, her diamond spear gleaming and her golden aura pulsing with power.

He lowered his sword. He knew when a battle was lost.

“Go,” Umber rumbled. His voice was deep and gravelly. He stepped aside, opening the path to the center.

“Clear path to the Apex!” Khla shouted, her green face split in a rare grin.

I looked at Thrakk. The dwarf was breathing hard. Oil dripped from his mechanical arm, but he was grinning fiercely.

“Go on, lad!” Thrakk yelled and waved his axe toward the glowing crystal spire that rose from the center of the island. “This one is yours!”

I didn’t hesitate. “Move!”

We sprinted for the spire. My boots pounded against the stone. The Amulet of the Grand Wizard hummed against my chest as I pushed my speed to the limit. The wind howled around the Apex Pillar, but it couldn’t stop us.

I reached the base of the crystal structure and scrambled up the rough-hewn steps. The light from the pillar was blinding and pulsated with the heartbeat of the arena.

I reached the top and slammed my hand onto the glowing surface of the Apex Pillar.

HUMMMMMM.

A shockwave of pure, triumphant energy exploded outward from the crystal. The wind died instantly. The clouds froze. A pillar of golden light shot into the sky. It pierced the gloom as the world dissolved into white light as the teleportation magic took hold, pulling us out of the Shattered Isles and back to the real world.

We had done it. We had won.


Chapter 25



The blinding white light of the teleportation spell shattered, leaving spots dancing in my vision. The howling wind of the Shattered Isles was gone, replaced instantly by the sterile, medicinal smell of the academy’s recovery ward and the low hum of healing crystals.

I staggered slightly as the adrenaline crash hit me like a physical blow. Around me, the girls materialized as well. Thessa panted while heat radiated from her skin. Khla steadied herself on her staff, and Seema shook out her golden hair. Varga crouched instantly, claws out as if she expected an ambush, and Lazy landed with a confused wobble.

Before I could even speak, a familiar chime rang in my mind. It was a sound sweeter than any victory fanfare. I had reached level 16.

The rush of energy was intoxicating. It flooded my tired muscles and washed away the ache in my joints. I immediately pulled up my mental interface and dumped all ten points straight into Mens.

My mind sharpened instantly. The fog of fatigue vanished and was replaced by a crystal-clear focus. The mana channels in my body expanded and throbbed with new potential. I could also see that Hold and Dark Whispers had leveled up, reducing their mana cost by 1. I grinned. Every point of mana saved was another second I could keep the Mageblade swinging or a Crowd Control spell active. I threw a quick look at my character sheet.

Wade Aurelius
Level 16 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Vita: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Mens: 131 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 146
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: 146) = 166
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 146) = 191
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 (Adept) [Deal damage over time to all hostile targets that can hear Dark Whisper, 18 mana]
Slot 8: Hold (Journeyman) [Force a target to be unable to move for 10 seconds, 14 mana]

I closed the sheet quickly, satisfied, then turned to face the girls.

“Wade,” Thessa breathed as she stepped close to me. Her black tank top was soaked with sweat, and it clung to her ample curves in a way that made it hard to look anywhere else. Her red eyes glowed with satisfaction. “I feel... stronger.”

“Me too,” I said.

“Level thirteen,” she purred as she stretched her arms overhead, her tail swishing happily behind her.

“Same,” Khla rumbled.

Lazy hopped happily as well. “Level thirteen as well.”

Varga adjusted her hood while her golden eyes gleamed. “Level twelve for me, with some to spare.” She grinned. “I’m catching up.”

“And I have reached level ten,” Seema said as she stood tall and proud.

“Looks like we all got a well-deserved boost from that,” I said as we stood there, a circle of power, channels vibrating with the fresh upgrade.

“Stand back, give them air!” a healer in white robes shouted as he rushed toward us with a glowing crystal.

“We’re fine,” I said as I waved him off. “Just tired.”

The double doors of the ward burst open.

Kay Krysfelt didn’t walk; she ran. The Headmistress ignored the healers and the protocol, and her heels clicked rapidly on the floor. Her midnight-blue dress swirled around her legs, and the slit rode up to reveal a flash of stocking-clad thigh that made my pulse jump even after a battle.

“You did it!” she cried out. Her usual icy composure had been completely melted by relief and pride.

She reached us and pulled Khla into a hug first, then Thessa, though she disregarded the heat coming off the tiefling’s skin. She squeezed Lazy and patted Varga on the shoulder before she turned to me.

She threw her arms around my neck.

“Wade,” she breathed as she pulled me down into an embrace that was far tighter than professional courtesy dictated. Her body pressed against mine, and her soft curves yielded against me. I could smell lavender and the unique, womanly scent of her. “You were magnificent. The way you coordinated the alliance... the way you climbed that spire... Krysfelt has never seen champions like this.”

I hugged her back and felt the warmth of her skin through the thin silk of her dress. “We told you we’d win.”

She pulled back. Her face was flushed, and her green eyes shone. “You saved the academy’s future today. Thank you.”

Over her shoulder, I saw movement near the entrance.

Arch-Magister Crowley stood by the door with his hands clasped behind his back. He wore his simple earth-toned robes and looked entirely unruffled. He caught my eye across the room. There was no anger, no visible disappointment. Just a polite, stiff nod. Then he turned and walked away.

Next to him, Forgelord Greathand was less subtle. The massive dwarf slammed a fist into the wall and cracked the plaster.

“Blast it all!” his voice boomed as it echoed through the ward. “To lose to a bunch of long-legged humans and pointy-eared, tailed beastkin! My machines were perfect! Perfect, I say!” He stomped off and muttered curses about “shoddy piloting” and “human luck.”

“Ignore them,” Kay whispered as she stepped back but kept a hand on my arm. “Today is yours.”

“WADE!”

The scream pierced the air a split second before a curvy blonde fireball launched itself at me.

Trixie collided with me mid-chest, and her legs wrapped around my waist instantly. I staggered back a step as I caught her thighs reflexively.

“You won! You won! You won!” she squealed as she rained kisses all over my face—my cheeks, my nose, my forehead, my mouth. “I saw the light! It went whoosh and then the big crystal went bing, and then everyone was cheering, and now I’m so fucking turned on!” She pulled back. Her blue eyes were wide and sparkling, and her heavy breasts pressed firmly against my chest in her excitement. “You looked so hot kicking that lionkin over the edge! I almost fainted! But I didn’t, because I had to scream!”

“Easy, Trixie.” I laughed as I set her down, though she clung to my arm like a limpet. “We couldn’t have done it without the prep.”

“Damn right!” She beamed. “Team Wade for the win!”

A heavy tread approached from the side.

Thrakk walked over while his team flanked him. The young dwarf looked battered; his leather vest was scorched, and his mechanical arm was leaking a bit of oil, but his grin was wide beneath his red beard.

He extended his flesh hand. “Aurelius.”

I took it and gripped firmly. “Thrakk. Thanks for the assist on the island. We wouldn’t have cleared Umber’s line without your artillery.”

“And we wouldn’t have made it up there in the first place without your cover at the tower, lad,” Thrakk replied as he shook my hand vigorously. “You gave us glory, and we gave you some in return. A fair trade by my people. Never think that all dwarves are nagging little bastards like that Mazz-Harn and his ilk.”

I chuckled and nodded. “You certainly proved that!”

He tapped the side of his nose. “And guess what? Being part of the winning alliance counted for the system. Me and the lads leveled up too.”

I grinned. “Good. I’d hate to see you walk away empty-handed.”

“Ah, never that,” Thrakk said as he looked at me and then at the girls. “Because at the least, we made friends, huh? You’re all friends of my folk now. If you ever find yourselves in South Appalachia, the ale is on me. And I’ll show you some real smithing, not this portable rubbish.”

“We might take you up on that,” I said.

“Until then.” Thrakk grinned and slapped me on the shoulder with enough force to rattle my teeth. “Enjoy the gold. You earned it.”

I watched him walk away to join his rowdy crew before I turned to my girls and gathered them all up in a hug.
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The Grand Hall had transformed again. Gone was the tension of the briefing and the stark emptiness of the recovery ward. In its place was a riot of color, sound, and the heavy, savory scent of a feast fit for kings.

Long tables groaned under the weight of the spread. There were whole roasted boars from the dwarven kitchens, and their skin crackled and was glazed with honey. There were delicate, tower-like pastries from the Lionheart chefs, and spun sugar glistened under the lights. And from Krysfelt, thick, rich stews and loaves of bread that steamed when you broke them open.

I sat at the head of the victor’s table, and I felt like I owned the world.

And honestly, looking at who sat around me, I basically did.

Trixie was practically in my lap again; she had been unable to let go of me. She wore a dress that was likely illegal in three kingdoms, and the shimmering blue slip of fabric held onto her curves by sheer willpower. Her ample breasts pressed against my arm every time she moved, which was constantly. She held a fork loaded with cake.

“Open up!” she chirped, and she shoved the sweet treat toward my mouth. “It has strawberries! And cream! It tastes like winning!”

I took the bite, and I laughed as she wiped a smudge of frosting from my lip with her thumb. Then she licked it off herself with a slow, careful motion that made my blood heat up.

On my other side, Thessa leaned back in her chair, and she held a goblet of wine in her hand. She wore a deep crimson gown that left her shoulders and back bare, and the cut showed off her skin and the elegant curve of her horns. Her tail flicked lazily behind her, and it occasionally brushed against my leg under the table. She looked smug, satisfied, and incredibly dangerous.

“Did you see Kamros’s face during the toast?” Thessa asked, and her voice was a smoky purr. “He looked like he swallowed a lemon. A whole one.”

“He looked like he wanted to die,” Varga corrected from across the table. The wolfkin had ditched her hood for once, and she wore a sleek black vest over a white shirt that emphasized her toned arms. She was currently dissecting a rack of ribs with surgical precision. “I could smell the shame on him. It was delicious. Almost as good as this pork.”

Lazy was sitting on the table itself. Nobody had the heart to tell her to move. She was surrounded by a fortress of pastries. She wore one of my oversized shirts as a dress, belted at the waist, and she looked effortlessly cute. She blinked slowly, and she held a half-eaten tart in one hand.

“Winning makes me hungry,” she mumbled, and her cheeks were full. “And sleepy. But mostly hungry.”

Seema and Khla flanked the end of the table. Seema looked radiant in gold silk that matched her fur, and her hair spilled over her shoulders like liquid sunlight. She caught my eye and offered a warm, private smile that promised good things for later. Khla was imposing and magnificent in formal leathers that highlighted her massive strength, and she raised her tankard in a silent salute.

We were the center of attention. Students from all three academies stole glances at us. Most of the Manaforge dwarves were good sports, raising glasses when we looked their way, while the Lionheart students whispered behind their hands, looking scandalized that a “rustic” team had beaten their elite.

I leaned back and soaked it in. My mana was full, my team was safe, and the prize money was secured for Kay.

“Mr. Aurelius.”

The voice cut through the laughter like a cold draft.

I turned to see Arch-Magister Crowley standing just behind my chair. He held a glass of pale wine, and his expression was composed and polite, but his purple eyes held a sharpness that didn’t match the festive atmosphere.

The table went quiet. Varga stopped chewing. Thessa sat up straighter, and her eyes narrowed. Trixie stopped bouncing, and her hand tightened on my arm.

“Arch-Magister,” I said, and I kept my voice even. “Enjoying the party?”

“It is... spirited,” Crowley said, and he glanced at the pile of bones on Varga’s plate with a faint grimace. “Headmistress Krysfelt certainly knows how to throw a banquet. However, the noise is a bit much for an old academic. I was hoping I could steal you for a moment? There is a matter of congratulations I wished to convey privately.”

I felt Thessa’s hand grip my thigh under the table, and her nails dug in slightly. Don’t go, her touch said.

I patted her hand gently, then stood up. “Of course. Lead the way.”

Crowley nodded and turned, and he wove through the crowd toward the tall glass doors leading to the balcony. I followed, and I felt the eyes of my team boring into my back.

We stepped out into the cool night air. The noise of the party faded instantly as the heavy doors clicked shut, and the chirping of crickets and the rustle of wind in the trees replaced it. The balcony overlooked the academy grounds, which were bathed in silver moonlight.

Crowley walked to the stone railing, and he looked out over the dark shapes of the mountains.

“Beautiful country,” he said softly. “Wild. Untamed.”

“It’s home,” I said, and I leaned against the wall to keep distance between us.

“Is it?” Crowley turned and swirled his wine. “You have done well here, Wade. I won’t deny that. Today’s victory in the Shattered Isles was a masterclass in improvisation. You took a team of misfits and broke the finest formation Lionheart has produced in a decade.”

“They aren’t ‘misfits,’” I said coldly. “They’re champions.”

“Of course.” Crowley waved a hand dismissively. “The point remains. You have power. Raw, unrefined, terrifying power. I felt it when you held the line in the Foundry. I saw it when you crushed Kamros today.”

He took a step closer, and his voice dropped to a smooth, persuasive timbre.

“But look around you, Wade. Really look. Krysfelt is... charming. It has heart. But it is a cottage compared to the palace of potential inside you. You are wielding a greatsword in a room full of people fighting with sticks. Fairly soon, you will hit the ceiling of what this place can teach you.”

“I think I’m doing just fine,” I said.

“Satisfaction is the enemy of greatness,” Crowley countered. “You have a lineage, Wade. We spoke of it in the library. The Summoner King started as you did—raw talent, a magnetic pull that drew powerful allies to him. But he didn’t stay in the backwoods. He sought the centers of power. He refined his bloodline until he reshaped the world.”

He gestured toward the distant horizon and toward the capital.

“The Magocracy is not run by people who are ‘doing fine.’ It is run by those who seize their destiny. With your bloodline, with the right guidance... you could be one of them. You could be a Magocrat, Wade.”

The words hung in the air. A Magocrat. The highest power in the land. The same rank as the person trying to kill me.

“At Lionheart,” Crowley continued, and his eyes locked onto mine, “we have the resources to make that happen. We can temper that raw force of yours. We can teach you the subtleties of the bloodline that Kay Krysfelt doesn’t even know exist. Come to Anaheim. Leave this rustic playground behind.”

He smiled, and it looked practiced, perfect. “Think of what you could achieve. Think of the power.”

I looked at him. I saw the expensive cut of his simple tunic and the calculation in his purple eyes. He looked at me and saw a tool. A weapon to be polished and aimed.

I thought about Trixie feeding me cake. I thought about Lazy sleeping on my chest. I thought about Thessa’s fire and Varga’s loyalty. I thought about Kay, who looked at me with pride, not greed.

“That’s a generous offer, Arch-Magister,” I said, pushing off the wall. “But I think you’re missing something.”

“Oh?” Crowley raised an eyebrow. “And what is that?”

“My strength doesn’t come from some ancient book or a fancy training hall,” I said. “It comes from my team. It comes from the people inside that hall. Krysfelt isn’t holding me back. It’s the reason I’m winning.”

I met his gaze and let him see that I wasn’t buying what he was selling.

“I’m staying right here,” I said firmly. “My loyalty is to Krysfelt. And to my girls.”

For a second, the mask slipped.

Crowley’s smile didn’t vanish, but it froze. The corners of his eyes tightened. A flash of genuine, cold anger flared in his purple irises, sharp and dangerous. His fingers tightened around the stem of his wine glass, and his knuckles turned white. It was a micro-expression, gone as fast as it appeared, but I saw it. I saw the Magocrat beneath the Dean.

He took a slow breath, and he forced the composed facade back into place.

“Loyalty,” Crowley said, and the word tasted bitter in his mouth. “A noble trait. If somewhat... limiting.” He finished his wine in one swallow, and he set the glass on the railing with a decisive click. “Very well, Wade. I suppose everyone must choose their own path, no matter where it takes them.”

I narrowed my eyes, not liking the threat I perceived in those words.

He straightened his tunic, and he brushed imaginary dust from his sleeve. “Enjoy your night. You have earned your celebration.” With that, he turned and walked back toward the doors. He moved with stiff dignity, but the air around him felt charged, like a storm that had just been suppressed.

I stayed on the balcony for a moment, and I listened to the door click shut behind him. The cool wind felt good against my skin, but it couldn’t quite wash away the feeling of having just stared down a viper.

He hadn’t liked hearing “no.” Not one bit.

I took a deep breath, and I centered myself. I turned back toward the warmth and light of the party. My team was waiting.


Chapter 26



The massive bed was warm, a sprawling island of silk and soft skin that smelled of lavender and contentment, and I was deep in a dreamless sleep when a scream tore through the academy grounds.

My eyes snapped open.

A moment later, the door to our dorm suite was breached and slammed open.

Needless to say, we were all awake in an instant.

Not our first rodeo, so there was no panic—except maybe a little yelp from Lazy—and we were in battle mode right away. And that was good, because six figures surged into the room, their forms shrouded in dark robes that drank in the dim light. They moved with silent, lethal intent, and shadows clung to their boots as they raised jagged daggers and wands pulsating with necrotic energy.

I rolled off the mattress and hit the cold floor in a crouch.

My hand instinctively closed around the hilt of the Mageblade I’d left leaning against the nightstand. The lead assassin, a tall figure whose hood obscured everything but a pair of glowing violet eyes, raised a twisted wand. Dark mana coalesced at the tip and aimed straight for the center of the bed where Lazy and Trixie were still scrambling to wake up.

I reached out with my off-hand and channeled mana that felt crisper and more potent since my level up.

“Hold!” I shouted.

The upgraded spell snapped into place with a visceral thud as an invisible vise clamped down on the leader. He froze instantly. His arm locked mid-cast, and the necrotic spell fizzled into harmless smoke as his muscles seized.

Another assassin broke from the pack and rushed me while I was focused on the leader. He moved fast, and his shadow-imbued dagger left a trail of black smoke in the air as he lunged for my throat.

I didn’t have time to cast again. I gripped the Mageblade with both hands, channeling mana until the orange edge flared like a supernova in the dark room. I stepped inside his guard as I pivoted on my bare heel, and I swung the sword in a brutal upward arc. The enchanted steel sheared through his shadow barrier and sliced through his torso. It cut him down before he could land a single scratch.

It felt good to no longer have to use non-lethal force…

“I’m gonna kill all of you for this!” Thessa hissed at the assassins and leaped from the bed.

She was naked, and her skin glowed like an open furnace in the gloom as she snatched her Pyromancer’s Staff from the floor and spun it once before thrusting the ruby tip toward two assassins who were trying to circle the bed to get at the others.

“Fire Bolt!”

She cast the spell twice in rapid succession, and two lances of concentrated white-hot plasma screamed across the room. The enhanced spells struck the assassins in the chest and ignited their dark cloaks instantly. They shrieked and stumbled back as the magical fire ate through their defenses, filling the room with the smell of scorched fabric and hair.

Lazy bounced off the mattress, and her oversized T-shirt slipped off one shoulder as she grabbed her Wand of Wyrding. She looked sleepy but dangerous. Her yellow eyes fixed on another assassin who was raising a hand to cast a silence spell over the room.

“I’ll give you a bad dream!” Lazy said in a still husky voice as she hopped on one foot to pull on a Boot of Springing. “Phantasm!”

She flicked her wand, and a spectral horror erupted around the assassin’s head. The assassin clawed at his face and screamed as the mental damage registered. His spell collapsed as he stumbled blindly into a dresser.

The remaining assassin and the two burning ones managed to rally, unleashing a volley of shadow bolts toward the center of the room. Khla roared and stepped in front of Trixie and Lazy like a green titan. She was nude, and her muscles rippled as she slammed the butt of her Staff of the White Mage against the wood.

“Shield!”

A massive, translucent white barrier snapped into existence and caught the dark projectiles. They hissed and popped against the holy magic as they sprayed harmless sparks. One stray bolt grazed my arm before the shield fully formed and left a stinging cut, but Khla’s hand glowed immediately.

“Heal!”

Warmth flooded my limb and knit the skin back together in a heartbeat.

Meanwhile, Varga was a blur of black silk and pale skin as she unfolded her claws. “Blade Dash,” she snarled. She vanished in a haze of motion and reappeared instantly between the two burning assassins. “Shadow Flurry!”

Her arms became a whirlwind. The dark energy coating her claws merged with the shadows in the room as she unleashed a torrent of strikes. She tore through their weakened guards. Her claws flashed five times in a second, and she silenced their screams permanently as they crumpled to the floor.

As another assassin made ready to launch a bolt of necrotic energy at Varga, Seema stood in front of her. “Bulwark!” Seema commanded.

The dark magic splashed against her chest and dissipated harmlessly against her enhanced resistance. She stepped through the fading smoke and targeted the paralyzed leader.

“Flurry of the Aegis!”

She drove her spear into the frozen mage, and three rapid stabs pierced his chest. With each hit, our stats were boosted. The leader slumped, and life left his eyes as the Hold spell faded on a corpse.

Only two were left—the one clawing at Lazy’s phantasms and the one who had attacked Varga. I spun the Mageblade and closed the distance to the last active assassin while Varga teleported behind the distracted mage. I drove my sword through his chest. The orange edge cauterized the wound instantly while Varga slit the throat of the other with a precise, cold movement.

The room fell silent, save for our heavy breathing and the settling dust.

“Clear,” Varga announced as she flicked blood from her claws.

But the silence didn’t last. Through the shattered door, the sound of screaming and magical explosions echoed from the main academy building.

“We aren’t the only targets,” Thessa said and grabbed a robe to cover her glowing skin.

“Someone is attacking the academy,” Khla growled.

“Gear up,” I ordered as I grabbed my pants. “We need to move.”
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We burst out of the dorm suite and into the corridor. The hallway, usually quiet at this hour, was a chaotic scene of flashing spells and terrified screams. Students in their nightclothes were running for the stairs, while others were backed against the stone walls, frantically casting shields against the dark shapes moving through the academy.

“Clear a path!” I shouted as I gripped the Mageblade.

Three assassins in dark robes turned at the sound of my voice. They blocked the intersection ahead, and their wands were raised. The one in the center summoned a shimmering, translucent wall of shadow energy to block our advance.

I hit the barrier at a dead sprint. The Mageblade annihilated it as I swung it; the enchanted steel bit into the shadow magic and shattered it like glass. The assassin’s eyes went wide beneath his hood a split second before I drove the blade through his chest. The force of the blow, amplified by my stats, lifted him off his feet and slammed him against the wall. He was dead before he hit the stone.

“Left flank!” Thessa yelled.

Two more assassins emerged from a side passage, and their hands glowed with necrotic green light. Thessa stepped up beside me. She wore a loose robe over her naked form, but it did little to hide the voluptuous curve of her body as she spun her Pyromancer’s Staff.

“Fireball!”

Her spell struck the flankers in the center of mass. Their robes ignited instantly as the magical fire ate through their personal wards. They flailed and turned into screaming pillars of flame before crumbling to the floor.

A third assassin, lurking in the shadows of a doorway, raised a jagged dagger to throw.

“Nope!” Lazy chirped from behind me.

She bounced off the wall with her Boots of Springing and landed lightly on a bust of a former headmistress. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding as her yellow eyes narrowed.

“Phantasm!”

The assassin froze and clutched his head as the spell took hold. Illusory horrors ripped at his mind to inflict direct psychic damage. He slashed wildly at the air while blood trickled from his nose, and he completely ignored us as we stormed past.

We rounded the corner into the main thoroughfare, only to be met by a volley of dark bolts.

“Shield!” Khla roared.

The massive orcess slammed the butt of her Staff of the White Mage against the flagstones. A wall of pure white light sprang up and covered the width of the corridor. The dark bolts slammed into it and hissed and popped like angry snakes, but Khla stood immovable while her muscles rippled under her leather armor.

A stray bolt ricocheted off the wall and grazed my shoulder.

“Heal,” Khla said immediately, though she did not drop the shield. A warm glow enveloped my arm, and it knit the flesh back together instantly.

“Varga, Trixie, push them back!” I ordered.

Varga grinned, and her golden eyes flashed in the darkness. She dropped into a crouch as her black tail swished.

“Blade Dash.”

She vanished in a blur of motion. She reappeared twenty feet down the hall, directly between two assassins who were trying to reload their wands.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Her claws were a haze of dark energy. She disarmed the first with a brutal slash to the wrist, then spun with her tail acting as a counterbalance, and tore through the throat of the second. The first assassin tried to scramble away, but Varga was already on him and silenced him with a thrust to the heart.

Trixie moved up behind her as she drew her pink “ELF HNTR” bow. She didn’t look like a ditz now; she looked like a machine.

“Rapid Shot!”

Her hands moved faster than the eye could follow. Three arrows, glowing with mana, zipped down the hallway. They struck three different targets—one in the shoulder, one in the leg, and one straight through the eye of a mage trying to cast a fireball.

“Nice shooting!” I called out.

“Thanks, Wade!” She beamed. Her chest heaved as she nocked another arrow. “Killing bad guys is always fun!”

We pushed forward, and the resistance stiffened as we neared the faculty wing. A group of four assassins formed a blockade and charged up a massive sphere of shadow energy.

Seema stepped past me. She looked regal and terrifying. Her golden hair flowed behind her, and her diamond spear gleamed.

“Bulwark,” she stated calmly just as the assassins unleashed the shadow sphere. It slammed into her and engulfed her in darkness. For a second, I thought she had taken a serious hit, but then the shadows dispersed. Seema stood there. Her body smoked but was unharmed, as she had resisted the massive damage spike.

She lunged out of the smoke and drove her spear into the chest of the lead caster, and three rapid stabs pierced his chest as she used Flurry of the Aegis. With every hit, our stats increased.

We tore through the remaining assassins and left a trail of broken bodies in our wake. As we burst into the intersection leading to the administrative offices, the sounds of battle grew louder.

Ahead, two familiar figures stood back-to-back while surrounded by five assassins.

Professor Alis stood tall, and her white robes were pristine despite the chaos. She wielded no staff, just her hands, and she wove complex arcane patterns. Beside her, Professor Gammicka, the stout dwarf, swung a heavy hammer with one hand while clutching a totem in the other.

“Duck!” Gammicka bellowed.

Alis dropped gracefully. Gammicka slammed her totem down. A spectral bear materialized from the wood and roared as it mauled an assassin who got too close.

Alis stood up instantly with her silver eyes glowing. She thrust her palms forward. A wave of raw arcane force slammed into two assassins. It shattered their wands and sent them flying backward into a stone pillar with a bone-crunching impact.

“Assist them!” I yelled.

We hit the assassins from the rear. I caught one with a slash of the Mageblade across the spine, while Varga Blade Dashed onto another and finished him with a quick stab. Trixie put an arrow through the knee of the last one, and Gammicka’s spectral bear finished the job.

Silence fell over the intersection for a moment.

Alis smoothed her robes. She looked at us with her usual cool detachment, though I saw a flicker of relief in her silver eyes. She clutched her side, where a dark stain was spreading on the white fabric.

“Mr. Aurelius,” Alis said steadily. “We are pleased to see you are not dead.”

“We’re hard to kill,” I said. “Where is Kay?”

“The Headmistress headed to the restricted vault,” Alis replied as she gestured down the corridor. “She intends to secure the academy’s primary wards before the intruders can breach them. If they bring down the wards, they can teleport in reinforcements.”

“Then we go to her,” I said.

“We will accompany you,” Alis decided as she stepped over a body. “Our magic is well suited for this.”

“I’m staying here,” Gammicka grunted as she hefted her hammer. “These students are running around like headless chickens. Someone needs to herd them to the safe rooms.”

“Good luck, Gammicka,” I said.

The dwarf nodded. “Give ’em hell, Aurelius.”

“Let’s move,” Alis commanded. “Kay may already be under attack. We must hurry.”

With the high elf professor in tow, we turned toward the stairs leading down, ready for whatever waited in the dark.


Chapter 27



We moved toward the stairwell leading to the sub-levels. The air grew cooler and heavier with every step we took downward. Professor Alis moved with a stiff, regal grace beside me. Her face was pale from the wound in her side, but her magic was undimmed. She raised a hand, and her long fingers traced complex patterns in the air.

“Halt,” she commanded. Her voice cut through the distant sounds of battle echoing from the floors above. “My detection wards pick up disturbances ahead. They are waiting in the shadows.”

She flicked her wrist, and a pulse of silver light washed down the corridor. It didn’t illuminate the stone; instead, it outlined two distortions in the air near the archway leading to the library’s foundation—assassins using concealment charms to blend into the darkness.

“I see them,” I said as I gripped the Mageblade tight. The Amulet of the Grand Wizard burned against my chest and flooded my veins with a torrent of mana that made the orange edge of my sword hum with a low, hungry vibration.

I didn’t give them time to realize their cover was blown. I sprinted forward and closed the distance before the first figure could fully materialize.

“Hold!” I shouted as I pushed fifteen mana into the spell.

The invisible force slammed into the assassin on the left just as he raised a jagged dagger. He froze instantly. His muscles locked up tight as he stood there like a statue of malice.

His partner on the right lunged. A blade coated in dripping green poison was aimed at my ribs. I didn’t dodge. I stepped into his guard and trusted the sheer power flowing through me. I swung the Mageblade in a flat, horizontal arc. The enchanted steel, powered by my overflowing mana pool, carved through his leather armor and the flesh beneath as if it were mist. He collapsed without a sound.

I pivoted on my heel and brought the sword around in a backswing to strike the frozen assassin. The blade bit deep into his chest. It ended him before the spell even had a chance to fade.

“Move,” I ordered as I stepped over the bodies. “We need to reach Kay.”

We pushed deeper as the corridor widened into the main access hall for the vault. The stone here was older, damp, and lined with flickering torches.

“Ambush!” Varga hissed, and her ears flattened against her skull.

Four assassins dropped from the support beams above and landed in a loose formation to block our path. They raised wands tipped with necrotic crystals and began to chant in unison.

Thessa stepped up beside me. Her loose robe slipped off one shoulder. It revealed the smooth skin of her arm and the swell of her breast. Heat radiated from her like an open furnace while her tail lashed angrily behind her legs.

“Not today,” she purred as her eyes blazed.

She slammed the butt of her Pyromancer’s Staff against the flagstones.

“Wall of Fire!”

A roaring curtain of flames erupted from the floor and cut across the hallway. The heat was intense. It instantly singed the assassins’ robes and forced them to scramble backward until they bunched together against the far wall to avoid being incinerated. They coughed in the sudden smoke, and their formation broke.

“Varga, they’re yours!” I called out.

The wolfkin girl grinned. Her golden eyes flashed in the firelight. She dropped low as her muscles coiled.

“Blade Dash.”

She vanished in a blur of black motion. In the blink of an eye, she reappeared in the small pocket of space between the wall of fire and the stone wall, directly in the middle of the panicked assassins.

“Shadow Flurry!”

It was a massacre. Her claws, coated in energy, became a haze of lethal movement. She struck five times in the span of a heartbeat—throats, chests, wrists. The dark magic shredded their defenses, and the sheer physical trauma dropped three of them instantly. The fourth tried to raise a shield, but Varga spun with her tail acting as a counterbalance and drove her claws through his guard.

She stood amidst the fallen bodies as Thessa dismissed the fire wall, and she flicked blood from her black leather. “Too slow.”

We kept moving. The path turned sharply and led toward the final security checkpoint.

“Wait,” Alis warned as her silver eyes narrowed. “More ahead. They are trying to fortify the position.”

We rounded the corner to see three assassins setting up a heavy barricade of overturned tables and debris. One of them, a bulky man in heavy robes, was barking orders.

Lazy bounced forward. Her Boots of Springing made her movement light and erratic. She looked sleepy but mischievous as her Wand of Wyrding twirled in her fingers.

“You guys are too loud,” she said. She pointed the wand at the leader. “Madness!”

A beam of chaotic purple light struck the man in the forehead. He blinked, and his expression shifted from focused aggression to wild confusion. He looked at the assassin next to him, screamed something about “spiders in the soup,” and tackled his ally as he drove a dagger into the man’s shoulder.

“Chaos deployed!” Lazy giggled and hopped back behind Khla.

The third assassin, horrified by his leader’s betrayal, turned to run, but he didn’t get far.

Trixie stepped out and drew the string of her pink “ELF HNTR” bow. Her ample chest heaved with exertion. The tight fabric of her top strained to contain her curves.

“Multishot!”

Her mana flared, and a single arrow split into three glowing projectiles mid-flight. They curved through the air to seek their targets. Two slammed into the wrestling pair and pinned them to the barricade, while the third caught the runner in the calf to send him sprawling.

“And a little spice!” Trixie added as she nocked another arrow that glowed with an angry red light. “Fire Shot!”

She loosed the arrow. It struck the runner as he tried to crawl away. The magical fire detonated on impact and engulfed him in a burst of flame that silenced his cries quickly.

“Gods, I love clean hits.” Trixie beamed as she blew a stray lock of blonde hair from her face.

I took the lead as we sprinted past the burning barricade. The heavy iron door of the vault entrance was now visible at the end of the long hall. The air here crackled with high-level magic.

“Daggers!” Khla shouted.

Shadowy figures emerged from alcoves along the walls and hurled throwing knives coated in dark mana.

“Shield!” Khla roared as she slammed her Staff of the White Mage down. A massive, translucent white barrier sprang up around me, deflecting attacks from the sides. The daggers sparked against the magic and bounced off uselessly.

“Bless!” she followed up immediately. A wave of golden light washed over the team. It refreshed our stamina and sharpened our reflexes. I felt my strength surge as the fatigue of the run vanished.

“Push through!” I ordered. “Seema, take point!”

The golden lionkin nodded as she darted past me. Her Aura of Vigor pulsed with visible heat, and she moved like a golden streak, her diamond spear leveled.

An assassin stepped out directly in her path and raised a wand to cast a point-blank blast.

“Flurry of the Aegis!” Seema commanded, and she ripped him apart with swift stabs as I took out one trying to flank her with Power Word: Kill.

We dispatched the others and burst into the antechamber of the vault.

The scene was chaos. The massive, rune-carved door to the vault was sealed, but scorch marks marred the stone around it. Standing with her back to the metal was Kay Krysfelt.

She looked magnificent and terrifying. Her dress was torn at the hem, revealing her legs, and her red hair was wild around her face. She held no staff, but her hands were wreathed in crackling blue lightning.

Six elite assassins surrounded her and fired coordinated volleys of shadow bolts.

Kay swept her arm in a wide arc. A shimmering ward deflected the dark magic and sent the bolts ricocheting into the walls. She thrust her other hand forward, and a jagged arc of lightning screamed across the room. It struck two of the attackers and chained between them. They convulsed as the electricity cooked them in their armor, and they dropped to the floor with smoke rising from their bodies.

“To Kay!” I shouted as I charged into the room.

The remaining four assassins turned at our arrival when they realized they were now flanked.

“Wade!” Kay cried out. Relief flashed in her eyes before she threw up another ward to block a dagger.

I focused on the closest assassin, a man wielding a heavy mace wrapped in shadow. He turned to face me and raised the weapon for a crushing blow.

“Command,” I barked as I projected my will like a hammer. “Drop it.”

The assassin flinched. His grip loosened against his will, and the heavy mace clattered to the stone floor. He looked down at his empty hands in panic.

I didn’t give him time to recover. I raised my free hand and pointed a finger directly at his heart. I had the mana. I had the power.

“Power Word: Kill.”

The spell tore twenty-five mana from my pool. It was a significant cost, but the effect was absolute. A pulse of invisible, lethal energy struck him. There was no wound, no blood. His heart simply stopped. He collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.

My girls swarmed the remaining three.

Thessa unleashed a Fireball that knocked one assassin off his feet and scorched his armor. Before he could rise, Lazy hit him with a Phantasm. It left him screaming on the floor until Varga Blade Dashed in to deliver a mercy kill with her claws.

The last two tried to retreat, but Trixie pinned one with a Lightning Shot that seized his muscles and allowed Seema to close the distance. Her spear moved in a blur, piercing his defenses. Alis finished the last one with a bolt of lightning.

Silence fell over the antechamber.

Kay leaned back against the vault door. Her chest heaved as she caught her breath. Sparks of lightning still danced along her fingertips before fading. She looked at us. Her green eyes were wide as she took in the blood and the bodies.

“You made it,” she breathed as she pushed a lock of hair from her face.

“Alis brought us,” I said as I stepped over the corpse I had just dropped. “Are you hurt?”

“Just drained,” Kay said as she straightened up and smoothed her torn dress. She regained her composure quickly as the steel returned to her spine. “The wards held, but they brought heavy breakers.”

She looked down at the bodies of the elite assassins, then up at me. Her expression was grave.

“Wade,” she said, and her voice was low. “These aren’t just mercenaries. I recognized the spell signatures they used against the wards. The shadow magic... and the clockwork devices they used to bypass the outer lock.”

She gestured to a pile of brass gears smoking on the floor near her feet.

I blinked. “That means…”

She nodded. “This is Lionheart and Manaforge magic,” she said. “Crowley and Greathand are here. They are leading this assault personally.”
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Kay leaned back against the heavy rune-carved metal of the vault door. Her chest heaved as she fought to regain her breath. Lightning still crackled faintly around her fingertips, and it illuminated the sweat that slicked her skin.

“We need to secure the wards,” Alis stated as she stepped over the corpse of a Lionheart assassin. “We cannot have more of them teleport on.”

Before we could move, the sound of heavy boots and the hum of high-yield magic echoed from the corridor we had just cleared.

“My, my, you really are persistent,” a smooth, cultured voice called out.

Crowley stepped into the antechamber, flanked by Forgelord Greathand. Behind them marched a fresh nightmare: twelve elite combatants. Six were Lionheart-trained battle-mages in pristine gold-embroidered robes. The other six were dwarven artificers from Manaforge, clad in heavy bronze plate and wielding complex clockwork devices that clicked and whirred with lethal potential.

Crowley adjusted his spectacles as he looked at the carnage we had created with a look of mild disappointment.

Then, his gaze rested on me. “I gave you ample opportunity,” he said to me. “We could’ve done this the easy way. Now, you’ve forced my hand, and the bloodshed is your fault.”

I frowned at him. “The only people I see shedding their blood are your idiot goons, Crowley,” I said. “And you keep this up, they’re about to shed a whole lot more, and you besides them.”

He scoffed, but I could see his façade breaking for a moment. “The arrogance on this boy,” he said to Greathand, making a dismissive wave at me.

Greathand, however, was not in the mood to talk. He hefted a massive warhammer that crackled with elemental energy. His beard bristled with rage.

“End of the line, Headmistress,” Crowley said, turning to Kay. “Surrender the boy. We have the numbers, and we have the firepower. There is no need for further bloodshed within these halls. Do as I say, and Krysfelt will prosper. Refuse, and I shall bring these halls down on top of you.”

“Aye, hand him over!” Greathand bellowed as he spat on the stone floor.

Kay straightened up. Despite her torn dress and exhaustion, she looked every inch the ruler of her domain. Her green eyes blazed with a fury that made the air temperature drop. “Get out of my academy,” Kay spat, and her voice rang with power. “You invade my home, you attack my students, and you think I will hand over one of my own to a snake like you? You are insane, Crowley.”

“Touch him, and you burn,” Thessa hissed as she stepped forward.

“We do not yield to traitors,” Seema added. She leveled her diamond spear while her golden aura flared.

Crowley sighed and shook his head. “I offered you a path to greatness, Wade. Now, you leave me only the path of ruin.”

“Go to the Nine Hells, Crowley,” I said. “In fact, let’s speed him along, shall we, girls?”

They grinned and formed up around me.

“Have it your way,” Greathand roared. “Kill them all!”

The antechamber exploded into chaos.

Kay moved first. She thrust both hands forward, and her hair whipped around her face in a sudden, magical gale.

“Bind!” she screamed.

From the stone floor, massive ethereal chains erupted. They glowed with blue-white light. They lashed out like vipers and wrapped around four of the Lionheart mages before they could complete their casting motions. The mages struggled, their shields flaring as the chains constricted, pinning their arms to their sides.

Kay didn’t stop. She spun and hurled a concussive blast of force from her palm. The invisible hammer struck the front line of the dwarves. Two of them raised heavy tower shields, but the impact shattered the bronze plating like ceramic and sent the artificers tumbling backward into the wall.

“Now!” I shouted.

I targeted the head of the snake. I reached out with my free hand as I focused every ounce of my will on Crowley.

“Hold!”

I assumed one of the special stances when casting, bolstering my spell power, and the invisible force slammed into the Arch-Magister.

Crowley stiffened, and his hand froze halfway to his component pouch. His purple eyes went wide, not with fear, but with sheer, insulted fury. He strained against the magic. His face turned red as he fought the paralysis with his immense mental stats, and he looked furious that a student’s spell could even touch him.

He was locked down, but only for a moment. I didn’t waste it.

I pivoted and ignored him to target the nearest threat—a Lionheart mage who had avoided Kay’s chains. He was raising a wand aimed at Alis.

I channeled the flood of mana from my amulet into the Mageblade. The orange edge flared blindingly bright and hummed with a sound like a chainsaw. I closed the distance in a single step as I swung the sword in a vicious horizontal arc. The enchanted steel bit through his golden robes and the magical barrier beneath, and it sheared through his torso. He collapsed without a sound as his wand clattered to the floor.

“Well done!” Thessa shouted as she stepped past me. Her Pyromancer’s Staff glowed like a miniature sun. She targeted a cluster of three dwarven artificers who were setting up a heavy clockwork cannon.

“Burn!”

She unleashed three enhanced Fire Bolts in rapid succession. The white-hot plasma screamed across the room. The first bolt struck the cannon directly and melted the barrel into slag. The second and third bolts hit the artificer manning the controls. His armor turned cherry-red instantly, and the ammunition on his belt cooked off. He disappeared in a violent explosion of fire and shrapnel, and he took his machine with him.

“Time for some nightmares!” Lazy chirped from the back. She bounced on her Boots of Springing and landed atop a fallen pillar. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding at two Lionheart casters who were trying to free their bound comrades. “Phantasm!”

Illusory horrors swarmed them. Shadowy claws and screaming faces that only they could see attacked. The spell dealt direct damage and bypassed their armor. They shrieked as they clawed at their own eyes. One of them, overwhelmed by the psychic trauma, fell into a seizure and went still while blood trickled from his ears.

“Incoming barrage!” Khla roared.

The remaining dwarves and mages unleashed a storm of arcane missiles and clockwork grenades.

“Shield!”

Khla slammed her Staff of the White Mage down. A massive, curved wall of white light sprang up and covered our entire frontage. The projectiles slammed into it and detonated in flashes of blue and orange light. The shield shuddered but held. Khla’s muscles bulged as she poured her strength into the spell.

“Heal!” she followed up as she sent a pulse of restorative energy through the team to patch up the minor cuts and burns we’d taken in the opening exchange.

Trixie stepped out from behind Khla’s barrier with her pink “ELF HNTR” bow drawn taut.

“Say cheese!” she giggled. “Multishot!”

Her arrow split mid-air and multiplied into a deadly swarm. They slammed into a dwarf who was trying to flank us, and he ended up looking like a pincushion before he toppled over, dead. The splash damage from the spell sprayed shrapnel into the dwarves next to him and forced them to flinch.

“Varga, disrupt them!” I yelled.

The wolfkin girl was already moving. She dropped low, and her golden eyes flashed.

“Blade Dash.” She vanished. A split second later, she materialized in the middle of the dwarven formation. “Shadow Flurry!”

Her claws were a blur of black energy. She didn’t stay in one spot. She struck a dwarf in the neck, teleported three feet to the left to slash the straps of another’s armor, then teleported again to drive her claws into the kidney of a third.

The first dwarf gurgled and dropped with his throat torn out, while the others scrambled in panic because the phantom assailant had shattered their formation.

“You fools! Crush them!” Greathand roared as he stepped over his fallen men.

The Forgelord raised his massive hammer and slammed it into the ground. A shockwave of earth and kinetic energy rippled through the floor. It tore up the stones and headed straight for Seema.

Seema stood her ground while her golden hair flew wild.

“Bulwark!”

Her skin turned to living steel. The shockwave hit her, but instead of being thrown back, she absorbed the impact and slid backward only a few inches as sparks flew from her aura. She shook off the stun instantly and lunged forward.

“Flurry of the Aegis!” She drove her diamond spear into the exposed flank of the dwarf Varga had just wounded, buffing us even more.

Then, Alis stepped in. Her hands moved with precise, lethal grace as she wove a complex pattern to summon arcane barriers that intercepted a coordinated lightning strike from the remaining Lionheart mages. Then, she thrust a finger forward.

A thin, green ray of disintegration magic shot across the room. It struck a Lionheart mage squarely in the chest. There was no scream, just a sudden silence as he turned to dust and his robes collapsed into an empty pile on the floor.

Damn…

At that moment, Crowley—free from my spell again—released a shockwave of raw, unadulterated mana that exploded outward from his body. It was a physical wall of force, a tsunami of purple energy that hit me like a battering ram.

“Back!” Kay screamed, throwing up a hand.

Her ethereal chains, which had been pinning the remaining Lionheart mages, disintegrated into sparkling dust. The force of Crowley’s eruption threw Kay backward. Her heels skidded on the stone floor as she tried to push back.

Even as she did so, Crowley rose into the air, hovering a few inches off the ground. The simple academic demeanor was gone. In its place was a lord of magic, wreathed in writhing tendrils of shadow that spilled from his sleeves and hem like spilled ink.

Professor Alis, leaning heavily against a pillar and clutching her bleeding side, suddenly pushed herself upright. Her silver eyes widened. They locked onto the mana radiating from the Arch-Magister.

“That resonance,” Alis shouted, her voice cutting through the din of battle as she pointed a blood-stained hand at Crowley. “I know it! It is the same frequency!”

Even in the madness of the moment, some level of me registered that for the first time since I’d met her, Alis had dropped the ‘royal we’ that she always used.

“The seal from the Kaluwa requirement!” she cried out, looking at me. “Wade, the energy signature is identical! There is no proxy. It is him! Crowley is the Magocrat who signed the order!”

Crowley… A Magocrat.

The revelation hit me harder than the mana shockwave. The man who had been trying to groom me, was one of the hidden rulers of the Magocracy. He was the one who wanted me dead, to absorb my power for his own use.

Crowley threw his head back and laughed. It was a cold, sinister sound that darkened the room. “Took you long enough, you provincial hedge wizards,” he sneered as he looked down at us with absolute disdain. The shadows coiled around him like loyal pets. “You scratch in the dirt at Krysfelt, while I shape the world.”

“You’re a murderer,” I spat. I gripped the Mageblade until my knuckles turned white.

“I am a visionary!” Crowley roared. The shadows flared. They transformed into jagged spears of darkness. “Your bloodline, Wade... it is wasted on a peasant like you. The Summoner King was a god among men, and I will be his heir. I will consume that power, strip it from your veins, and rise as the Master of the Magocrats!”

He thrust his hands forward.

“Die!”

A torrent of shadow tendrils lashed out. They moved faster than whips. They targeted me and Kay specifically, ignoring everyone else.

“Move!” I yelled. I shoved Trixie out of the path of a black spike that shattered the stone floor where she had been standing.

I brought the Mageblade up. The orange edge flared as I channeled mana from the Amulet of the Grand Wizard. I slashed at the incoming tendril. The enchanted steel sheared through the dark magic with a spray of sparks.

Beside me, Kay recovered her footing. Lightning crackled violently around her hands. She unleashed a bolt of blue-white electricity that met Crowley’s shadow magic in midair. The energies collided with a deafening boom that shook the vault door.

“Greathand, kill them!” Crowley commanded. He did not break his focus on us. “Leave the boy for me, kill the rest!”

“With pleasure!” Greathand bellowed.

The massive dwarf charged. His warhammer glowed with earth magic. He aimed straight for Seema, who stood between him and the squishier casters.

“Bulwark!” Seema shouted. Her golden hair flew as she braced herself.

Greathand’s hammer slammed into her spear shaft. The impact was titanic. It created a shockwave that blew dust across the room, but Seema held her ground. Her golden aura flared as she deflected the blow.

The three remaining Lionheart mages, freed from Kay’s chains, raised their wands, while the three dwarven artificers flanked right. Their clockwork cannons spun up.

“Keep them off Kay!” I ordered. I ducked under another lash of shadow from Crowley.

A Lionheart mage stepped forward. A smug grin was on his face as he began to cast a fireball aimed at Thessa’s back. He thought he was safe behind the chaos of Crowley’s assault.

He was wrong.

Varga moved. The wolfkin girl dropped into a low crouch. Her black leather vest strained against her torso as her muscles coiled.

“Blade Dash.” She vanished in a blur of motion. She bypassed the dwarves, bypassed the chaos, and materialized directly behind the casting mage. He never saw Varga coming as she drove her shadow-wreathed claws into his back, piercing his heart instantly. She ripped her hand free in a spray of red, then kicked the body away as she spun to face the next threat.

That left two Lionheart mages.

On the other side of the room, a dwarven artificer had set up a heavy repeater cannon and was taking aim at Khla, whose shield was buckling under the strain of Crowley’s ambient pressure.

I couldn’t reach him. Crowley’s shadows were a thicket of death between me and the dwarf. But I had mana. I had the Amulet. And I was done playing games.

I parried a shadow whip with the Mageblade. Feeling the impact rattle my teeth, I pointed my free hand at the dwarf.

“Power Word: Kill.”

The spell tore a massive chunk of mana from my reserves—twenty-five points gone in a heartbeat—but the effect was absolute.

An invisible hammer of lethal magic struck the artificer. He simply stiffened, his eyes rolling back in his head, and collapsed over his own cannon, stone dead before he hit the floor.

“Another down!” I shouted as I turned back to the floating Magocrat.

Crowley snarled. His composure cracked as he saw his elites falling. He lashed out with renewed fury. He forced me and Kay to dive apart as a wave of darkness crashed down between us.

The room was a slaughterhouse, but we were still standing. Two Lionheart mages remained. They threw up desperate barriers. Two dwarven artificers were retreating toward Greathand. They were terrified by the instant death of their comrade.

And in the center, the furious Magocrat hovered, intent on tearing us apart. “Kill him!” Crowley screamed as his composure shattered like glass under a hammer. “Greathand, smash that boy into paste!”

The Forgelord didn’t need to be told twice. He stepped over the body of his fallen artificer, his eyes burning with berserker rage. The massive warhammer in his hands began to glow with a sickly, oscillating light—elemental infusions cycled from fire to frost to lightning.

“Ready to die, you little rat bastard?” Greathand roared.

He charged. For a dwarf in heavy bronze plate, he moved with terrifying speed. He raised the hammer high and brought it down in an overhead smash that would have flattened a tank.

I didn’t try to block. My strength was high thanks to Seema’s aura and Khla’s blessing, but physics was still physics. I threw myself to the left. The hammer slammed into the stone floor where I had been standing a microsecond before.

BOOM.

The impact sent a spiderweb of cracks racing across the vault antechamber. Stone chips flew like shrapnel and pinged off my Robe of Protection.

Greathand didn’t pause. He wrenched the hammer free with a grunt of exertion and swung it in a wide, horizontal haymaker aimed at my ribs. The elemental enchantment flared red, signaling fire damage.

I ducked under the swing as I felt the heat singe the ends of my hair. The wind of the weapon’s passage roared in my ears.

“Stop dancing and die!” Greathand bellowed as he reversed his grip for a thrust with the hammer’s spiked head.

I planted my back foot and stopped my retreat. Greathand saw it and grinned because he thought I’d made a fatal error. He lunged and put his entire armored weight behind the blow.

Perfect.

I raised my left hand and splayed my fingers directly at his face. I reached deep into my mana reservoir.

“Hold!”

The spell slammed into him. Because he was mid-lunge, his momentum fought against the magical paralysis. His boots screeched against the stone as his muscles locked up tight. The hammer stopped inches from my chest. It vibrated with kinetic energy that had nowhere to go. His eyes bulged, veins popping in his neck as he tried to power through the command with sheer dwarven stubbornness.

He was strong, but my will was stronger.

I gripped the Mageblade with both hands. The orange edge flared blindingly bright as it was fed by my mana pool.

I drove the point of the sword straight into the center of his chest plate. The enchanted steel met the bronze armor. For a fraction of a second, there was resistance. Then, the Mageblade sheared through the metal like it was parchment.

I pushed forward, driving the blade deep, piercing through the armor, the padding, and the Forgelord’s chest.

Greathand gasped, producing a wet, rattling sound. The light in his eyes faded instantly. The elemental glow on his hammer died out.

I ripped the blade free in a spray of blood and sparks. The dwarf toppled backward and hit the floor with a heavy, final clang that echoed through the chamber.

“Greathand is down!” I shouted as I turned to rally the team.

But Crowley was a Magocrat for a reason. He used the death of his ally as a diversion.

While everyone watched the Forgelord fall, Crowley spun in the air. His robes whipped around him like a storm cloud as he aimed for our magical support.

He pointed a finger at Alis.

“I’ll kill you one by one, then,” he sneered.

A bolt of concentrated shadow, darker than the gloom of the vault, shot from his fingertip. Alis, who had been maintaining the counter-wards to keep reinforcements out, tried to bring her hands up, but she was a fraction of a second too slow.

The bolt struck her in the left shoulder.

It tore into her. The shadow magic ate through her white robes and into her flesh. Alis let out a cry of pure agony and stumbled back. Her silver eyes rolled up, and she collapsed to her knees. She clutched the wound as black tendrils of corruption spread across her skin.

“Alis!” Kay screamed.

With Alis down, the arcane barriers she had been weaving flickered and died. The pressure in the room shifted instantly.

“She’s open!” a Lionheart mage yelled as he raised his wand.

“No, she isn’t!” Khla roared.

The orcess moved with surprising speed for her size as she slid across the floor to Alis’s side. She slammed the Staff of the White Mage onto the stones, then dropped to her knees. Her large green hands hovered over Alis’s shoulder.

“Heal!”

A brilliant column of restorative golden light engulfed the high elf. The spreading black corruption hissed and retreated as it battled against Khla’s magic.

Crowley laughed and prepared another volley. “Sentimental fools. You prioritize the wounded over the war.”

“Shut up!” Kay shrieked.

The Headmistress stepped forward and placed herself between Crowley and the fallen professor. Her dress was torn. It exposed her long legs, and her red hair was a wild halo around her face. She looked magnificent in her fury, and if I wasn’t fighting for my life, I’d be turned on as hell.

Okay, maybe even while fighting for my life…

Kay thrust both palms forward. She did not use a spell, but raw, concussive force.

BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

Barrage after barrage of telekinetic blasts hammered into Crowley. He was forced to cross his arms and raise a shadow shield, pushed back foot by foot, his arrogant sneer replaced by a grimace of effort.

“Girls, clear the room!” I ordered as I stepped over Greathand’s corpse. “Thin them out!”

My harem didn’t need to be told twice. They were a machine of destruction fueled by the sight of their teachers bleeding.

Thessa stepped up. Her bare feet slapped against the stone. Her loose robe slipped. It revealed the smooth curve of her shoulder and the swell of her breast, but her eyes were fixed on a Manaforge artificer who was trying to reboot a clockwork cannon.

“Burn,” she hissed as she gripped her Pyromancer’s Staff.

“Fire Bolt!”

Her bolt crossed the room in a blur and struck the dwarf in the center of his chest. His bronze armor didn’t just melt; it evaporated. He screamed as the heat consumed him, and he collapsed into a pile of slag.

“One down!” Trixie shouted.

The blonde elf vaulted over a piece of rubble. Her pink ELF HNTR bow was drawn. A second artificer was raising a grenade launcher and aiming for Kay’s exposed back.

“Death time, little hairy man!” she chirped.

She pulled the string back as her mana flared red.

“Fire Shot!”

The arrow struck the grenade launcher right in the magazine. The resulting explosion was spectacular. The artificer vanished in a cloud of fire and brass gears. He was blown backward into the wall with bone-breaking force.

Crowley’s remaining minions were panicking now. A Lionheart mage, seeing his allies dropping like flies, raised his wand to cast a lightning bolt at me.

Lazy bounced into his line of sight. Her Boots of Springing carried her high into the air, and she landed on top of a stack of crates. She looked cute and utterly lethal as she pointed her Wand of Wyrding.

“Hey, stupid!” she yelled. “Charm!”

The mage blinked. His wand tip wavered. The lightning fizzled out. He looked up at Lazy, and his eyes glazed over with sudden adoration.

“Now hit that guy!” Lazy shouted, pointing at the Lionheart mage next to him.

The charmed mage spun and tackled his comrade, driving an elbow into his ribs and disrupting his casting. They went down in a tangle of limbs and gold-embroidered robes.

That left one active Lionheart mage on the flank. He was trying to line up a shot on Khla while she was distracted healing Alis.

Varga saw him.

“Blade Dash.”

She vanished and reappeared directly in front of the mage, face-to-face. He gasped and stared into her predatory golden eyes for a split second.

“Peekaboo,” she snarled.

Her claws flashed—a single, decisive strike to the throat. She ripped through his defenses and his windpipe in one motion. He gurgled as he clutched his neck and crumpled to the floor.

Crowley roared in frustration as he shoved Kay’s force blasts aside with a wave of shadow. He raised his hands and gathered a massive ball of dark energy to wipe us all out in one go.

“Halt!” I said, using Command, and his spell froze for a moment, long enough to interrupt the casting, and he roared in frustration.

Only three enemies remained standing amidst the carnage. One Lionheart mage was wrestling with the one Lazy had charmed. One Manaforge artificer was cowering near the wall. And Crowley floated above them all. His chest heaved, and his eyes burned with a hatred that promised eternal suffering.

“You stubborn insects,” Crowley hissed. “Why won’t you just die?”

I stepped out from behind Seema’s barrier and flicked Greathand’s blood from the Mageblade. “Because we’re better than you,” I said. “And now, you’re all alone.”

“It does not matter,” Crowley said, and the air in the vault’s antechamber turned heavy with the sheer density of mana he was pulling into himself. “I will drain you dry!” he hissed, his voice echoing with the distortion of high-level shadow magic. “I will take your bloodline, Wade, and leave a husk.”

He floated above the carnage, his face twisted into a mask of pure, unadulterated hatred. The composure of the Dean was gone; only the tyrant remained as he threw his hands forward.

The shadows wreathing him coalesced. A vortex of pure shadow essence spiraled into existence as it rotated with the force of a black hole. It screamed across the room, aiming directly for my chest, intending to rip the life force right out of my body.

I braced myself and gripped the Mageblade, but I knew I couldn’t block a spectral attack with steel.

“No!” Kay screamed.

She threw herself into the path of the vortex. Her torn dress fluttered around her legs as she slammed her palms together. A radiant ward of blinding white light erupted in front of her.

The shadow vortex crashed into the ward with a sound like tearing metal. Kay groaned. Her heels slid backward on the stone floor as the impact shook her to her bones. The radiant light fractured and sputtered. It dispersed the bulk of the vortex, but I could see the strain tearing at her. She was buying me seconds, not minutes.

“Wade!” she gasped as sweat slicked her skin.

I didn’t waste the opening.

I raised my free hand and splayed my fingers at the floating Magocrat, assuming the channeling stance Martiz—Crowley’s own employee—had taught me.

“Hold!”

The invisible force slammed into Crowley. He stiffened in mid-air. His arms locked in place, and his mouth was frozen in a snarl of exertion.

He was a statue.

“Now you die,” I growled.

I gripped the Mageblade with both hands. The enchantment on the sword reacted to my mana pool. The orange edge glowed and turned a blinding, plasma-white.

I launched myself off the balls of my feet and closed the distance in a heartbeat.

Crowley’s eyes darted to me. They widened with sudden, primal fear as he realized he couldn’t move to defend himself.

I swung.

The first strike was a horizontal slash, powered by the full weight of my body and the enhanced stats from Seema’s aura.

CRACK.

The blade connected with Crowley’s outer magical barrier. The force was catastrophic. The barrier shattered into purple shards that dissolved instantly in the air.

I didn’t stop. I spun with the momentum and brought the sword around for a second, upward diagonal slash.

SHING.

The blade bit into his personal shield—the skin-tight ward that protected his body. The enchanted steel, fueled by hundreds of points of mana, sheared right through it.

Crowley gasped as the tip of the blade carved a line across his chest and broke the final layer of his defense.

I reversed my grip and stepped in close. I could smell the fear coming off him. I looked him dead in the eye.

“For Krysfelt,” I whispered.

I drove the Mageblade forward in a brutal thrust.

The blade pierced his chest, sliding through ribs and muscle without hesitation. I felt the resistance, and then the sudden give as the steel punched through to his heart.

Crowley convulsed. The light in his purple eyes flickered and died.

I ripped the sword free and stepped back as the Magocrat’s body went limp. It hovered for a split second before gravity reclaimed him.

Around me, the battle reached its fever pitch as my girls moved to wipe out the last of his followers.

To my left, the Manaforge artificer, panicked by his master’s peril, raised a heavy grenade launcher. He aimed it wildly and tried to hit anything.

Lazy bounced onto a pile of rubble, and her Boots of Springing gave her the high ground. She pointed her Wand of Wyrding down at the dwarf and sang, “Phantasm!”

The dwarf screamed as he saw some kind of horror. In his panic, he pulled the trigger. A grenade launched erratically and arced toward the center of the room.

Seema was there. “Bulwark!”

She took the explosion. The blast washed over her golden skin and was absorbed by her defensive skill without leaving a scratch. She didn’t even flinch, then pivoted toward the Lionheart mage, and her Diamond Spear flashed out.

“Flurry of the Aegis!”

She hammered the mage’s barrier as Trixie somersaulted behind her to get a clear shot, elf girl ninja style, with everything bouncing in just the right way. Once she had an angle, she drew her pink ELF HNTR bow. Three arrows were nocked at once.

“Multishot!” she yelled as her mana flared. “Fire Shot!”

The arrows split and ignited. They streaked across the room and slammed into the distracted artificer. The impact punched through his bronze armor and set the padding beneath on fire. He staggered back and flailed.

Right into Varga’s arms.

“Shadow Flurry!”

Her claws were a haze of darkness. She slashed the grenade launcher into scrap metal before it could fire again, then drove her hand straight through the dwarf’s chest plate. He collapsed, silenced forever.

That left the Lionheart mage. He was backed into a corner. His shield flickered under Seema’s assault as he tried desperately to cast a final barrier projectile.

Alis pushed herself up from the floor while clutching her bleeding shoulder. Her face was pale, but her eyes were hard as flint. She raised a trembling hand.

“Shatter,” she whispered.

A weakened but precise arcane bolt shot from her fingers. It struck the Lionheart mage’s shield right where Seema had weakened it. The barrier shattered with the sound of breaking glass.

The mage stood exposed. His eyes were wide with terror.

Thessa grinned, and her red eyes glowed like coals. She spun her Pyromancer’s Staff. The heat radiating from her skin made the air shimmer around her curves. “Fire Bolt!”

The enhanced spell left her staff like a meteor. It hit the mage center mass. There was no scream, just a roar of flame as his robes ignited and the force of the spell incinerated him where he stood.

The room fell silent, save for the crackle of lingering flames and our heavy breathing.

Crowley lay dead. His elite guard was destroyed. Greathand was a corpse.

We had won.


Chapter 29



Crowley’s body did not lie there like that of a normal man. Instead, as the life left his purple eyes, his form lost cohesion. The shadows that had wreathed him during the battle turned volatile. They consumed the physical shell he had left behind. He dissolved into a swirling cloud of magical ash that drifted apart in the stale air of the vault corridor like smoke in a gale.

His staff, deprived of its master and overloaded by the sheer output of mana he had tried to channel, cracked with a sharp, ear-splitting report, shattering into useless splinters of dark wood and corrupted crystal.

The silence that followed was heavy.

The faint residue of dark mana lingered on the floor, a stain where a Magocrat had once stood, but the threat was gone. We stood amidst the wreckage—fallen bodies of elite mages in gold and white, the crumpled bronze forms of the dwarven artificers, and the corpse of Forgelord Greathand. The walls were scorched black from Thessa’s fire, and the smell of burning flesh and blood filled the small space.

Then came the rush.

It hit me like a physical wave, a surge of heat that started in my chest and flooded out to my fingertips. The System recognized the magnitude of what we had just done, and I got a notification of another level up.

The fatigue vanished as it was scrubbed away by the influx of power. I had hit level 17.

I put all ten attribute points straight into Mens, then inspected my sheet.

Wade Aurelius
Level 17 Enchanter

Attributes
Corpus: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Vita: 4 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 19
Mens: 141 + 15 (Orb of the Summoner King) = 156
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: 156) = 176
Spell resistance: (Robe of Protection: 5) + (Ring of Clarity: 20) + (Orb of the Summoner King: 20) + (Mens: 156) = 201
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 (Adept) [Deal damage over time to all hostile targets that can hear Dark Whisper, 18 mana]
Slot 8: Hold (Journeyman) [Force a target to be unable to move for 10 seconds, 14 mana]

I gave a satisfied nod, then glanced at the girls. They were glowing with the same rush.

Lazy, Thessa, and Khla all hit level 14. I watched as they allocated their points. Varga had hit level 13, while Seema had jumped to level 11.

Even Trixie, who was already leagues ahead of us in raw levels, grinned and flashed me a sign. “Level 32.” She bit her lip, and her blue eyes rolled back for a second as she dumped ten points into Mens.

I let out a long breath as I lowered the Mageblade. The orange glow faded to a dull hum.

I looked around at my team. They were battered. Their clothes were torn and stained with soot and blood, but they were alive.

Thessa leaned against her staff, and her chest heaved against the thin fabric of her robe. Her skin still radiated heat, and her red eyes were wild with the aftereffects of the battle. Lazy blinked her yellow eyes. She looked sleepy but satisfied as she clutched her wand like a security blanket. Varga was already cleaning her claws on a piece of cloth she’d ripped from a dead mage’s robe. Her expression was grim but calm. Seema stood tall. Her diamond spear rested by her side, and her golden hair was a mess of tangles.

Kay stood near the vault door and stared at the spot where Crowley had vanished. Her dress was ruined. It was torn high up the thigh to expose pale skin covered in dust. She looked shell-shocked.

“He’s gone,” Trixie whispered as she broke the silence. She lowered her pink bow, and her chest rose and fell rapidly. “Like, actually gone.”

“Dead,” Varga corrected as she flicked a final drop of blood to the floor. “Good riddance.”

We exchanged weary glances. The reality of it was sinking in. We had just decapitated the leadership of two rival academies and killed a member of the ruling council.

My gaze drifted past them to Alis.

Out of danger thanks to Khla’s healing, the high elf professor sat slumped against the stone as she clutched her shoulder. Her face was pale, and her silver eyes were unfocused. The white of her robe was soaked in red, but worse was the black, vein-like corruption spreading from the wound where Crowley’s shadow bolt had hit her.

“Alis,” I said and moved toward her.

Alis looked up as I approached. She tried to straighten her posture, fighting to maintain her usual icy composure. “Mr. Aurelius,” she rasped. Her voice was thin. She managed a weak, trembling smile. “Do not look so concerned. It is... not fatal. Merely inconvenient.”

“It looks pretty serious to me,” I said as I knelt beside her. The smell of necrotic magic was strong.

“We have had worse,” she said through gritted teeth.

Khla was still studying her. “Dark magic,” she said. “It fights the flesh. I need to try the spell again, but it will hurt.”

“Just... do it,” Alis whispered as she winced when Khla probed the injury.

Khla closed her eyes. She channeled her mana into the spell. Her hands began to glow with a soft, restorative light that cut through the gloom of the vault.

“Heal,” she commanded softly.

I watched as Khla poured energy into the wound. First, she focused on the corruption. A pulse of purifying white light flared from her palms and clashed with the black tendrils of shadow magic. The darkness hissed. It reacted violently before it evaporated like steam under the sun.

Alis arched her back, and a gasp of pain escaped her lips as the corruption was purged.

“Hold her,” Khla ordered.

Seema and Varga stepped in. They placed gentle hands on Alis’s uninjured shoulders to steady her.

Once the black veins faded, Khla shifted the magic. She began to knit the flesh back together. I watched the muscle fibers reattach, the blood vessels seal, and the skin close over the raw wound layer by layer. It was intricate work. It required immense focus, even with her heavily upgraded Heal spell.

Khla’s brow furrowed. Sweat dripped from her nose, but she didn’t stop until the angry red gash was reduced to a pink mark.

She pulled her hands back and slumped slightly as the spell finished.

Alis let out a long, shaky breath. The color was slowly returning to her cheeks. She touched the shoulder where the hole used to be. Her silver eyes were wide with relief.

“Thank you, Khla,” Alis said softly. Her voice regained some of its strength. “That was... masterful work.”

Khla just nodded, too tired to speak, and reached out to grip my arm for support as she hauled herself back to her feet. We stood there, a circle of survivors in the dark, and breathed in the silence of our victory.
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With Alis stabilized, the adrenaline that had fueled our desperate stand began to recede. It left a cold, hard clarity in its wake.

Headmistress Kay Krysfelt stood amidst the wreckage. She didn’t look at the arriving guards. Her green eyes swept over the carnage we had created. She looked at the twisted remains of the clockwork cannons, the scorched stone, and the broken bodies of the elite Lionheart guard in their gold-embroidered robes.

Her gaze lingered on the massive, crumpled form of Forgelord Greathand. The dwarf lay like a fallen mountain of bronze and steel. His chest was caved in from my blade. Then, she looked at the pile of drifting ash that was all that remained of Arch-Magister Crowley.

She took a shaky breath as she smoothed the front of her ruined dress. The midnight-blue silk was torn high up her thigh. It revealed pale skin dusted with soot, and the neckline had shifted. It offered a glimpse of her heaving chest. She looked wrecked, beautiful, and terrifyingly powerful.

“Secure the perimeter!” Kay barked at the first squad of guards that burst into the room. “No one enters or leaves this sublevel without my direct authorization. Get a medical team for Professor Alis immediately.”

The guards scrambled to obey. Their eyes widened as they took in the scene.

Kay turned to me. The fire in her eyes had cooled into something sharper, more calculating. She reached out and grabbed my arm with a grip that was surprisingly strong. Her fingers dug into my bicep.

“Wade. With me. Now.”

She pulled me a few paces away from the group, near the heavy metal of the vault door. The girls started to follow. Their protective instincts flared, but I held up a hand to stay them. They hovered close. They watched with hawklike intensity.

Kay lowered her voice to a harsh whisper. “Do you have any idea what just happened?”

“We defended ourselves,” I said, wiping a smear of soot from my cheek. “And we defended the academy. He was going to kill us all.”

“Yes,” Kay said. Her eyes darted to the pile of ash. “And we were right to do it. But Wade... you killed a Magocrat.”

The weight of the title hung between us.

“He admitted it,” I said. “Alis confirmed the signature.”

“Yes, and that’s exactly the problem,” Kay hissed. She ran a hand through her wild red hair. “The Magocrats aren’t just rulers; they are the foundation of the entire Magocracy. Their identities are the most closely guarded secret in the world for a reason. They maintain the balance of power through anonymity and absolute fear.”

She looked back at me. Her expression was grim.

“By exposing him—by killing him—we have shattered that balance. When word gets out that a student killed a sitting member of the Council, it will not be viewed as justice. It will be viewed as an insurrection.”

I frowned. “Even if he was rogue? Even if he launched an illegal attack?”

“Politics does not care about truth,” Kay said bitterly. “The Council will see this as a direct challenge to their authority. If a student can kill a Magocrat, then the Magocrats are not gods. And if they are not gods, their rule is vulnerable. This could spark civil unrest, and opportunistic rivals will try to fill the void Crowley left.”

She stepped closer.

“We need to prepare,” she warned. “There will be fallout. Investigations. Diplomatic pressure. Possibly bounties placed on your head by Crowley’s surviving allies who want to keep his secrets buried.”

I looked over her shoulder at my team. Thessa was checking her staff, her robe slipping off her shoulder. Varga was watching the guards with narrowed eyes. Khla was helping Alis sit up. They had fought like hell for me. I wouldn’t let politics hurt them.

“So, what do we do?” I asked. “Run?”

“No,” Kay said firmly. “Running implies guilt. We stand our ground.”

She straightened up. The iron returned to her spine.

“I have connections,” she said. “Powerful ones. I will try to control the narrative before it can be spun against us. We will frame this exactly as it happened: a necessary defense against a rogue element who lost his mind. We paint Crowley as a traitor who attacked a sovereign academy.”

She looked at me. Her gaze softened just a fraction.

“I will protect you from the politicians, Wade. I promise you that. But you need to watch your back just the same.”

I nodded slowly. “We can handle it. My team... we handle problems.”

Kay let out a short, dry laugh. “That you do.”

She turned back to the group. The girls had drifted closer, unable to stay away. Trixie was practically vibrating with nervous energy. Her pink bow was still clutched in her hand.

“You heard?” Kay asked them.

“We have ears,” Varga said as she flicked one of her wolf ears. “Big ones at that.”

“So, the secret rulers of the world are going to be mad at us,” Thessa said. A smirk played on her lips. “Let them come. I enjoyed burning these ones. I can burn more.”

“Violence is not always the answer, Thessa,” Seema said gently, though her grip on her diamond spear didn’t loosen. “But we will not let them touch him.”

“We stick together,” Khla rumbled.

“And I’ll shoot anyone who looks at Wade funny!” Trixie chirped, though she sounded deadly serious. “Right in the butt. Or the D, you know? Whichever is funnier.”

Kay looked at them. They were a chaotic, terrifying, loyal group of women. She sighed.

“Good,” she said. “Because the tournament is over, but the real war might have just started.”

She gestured to the guards who were now carrying a stretcher for Alis.

“Go to the dorms,” Kay ordered. “Get cleaned up. I have a lot of letters to write and a lot of damage control to do.”

“Understood,” I said.

Kay lingered for a second longer. Her eyes met mine. There was heat there, buried under the stress and the fear. Then she turned on her heel and began barking orders at the faculty members arriving on the scene.

I turned to my girls. They looked battered, bloody, and exhausted.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said.

Lazy yawned and leaned her head against my arm. “Yes. The big bed misses us.”


Chapter 30



The walk back to the dorms was a blur of stone corridors and hushed whispers. We avoided the main thoroughfares and stuck to the shadows and the service halls until we reached our door. When the door clicked shut behind us and isolated us from the politics, the dead Magocrats, and the sheer insanity of the last hour, the silence that fell over the room was a relief.

The lock was blown, so we just blocked the door, needing privacy.

We stood there for a moment. We were a collection of battered, soot-stained warriors. Thessa’s robe was scorched at the hem. Khla had dried blood on her leather armor—not hers, thankfully. Trixie’s hair was a bird’s nest of tangles, and Varga looked like she had rolled through a chimney.

“We look terrible,” Trixie whispered, breaking the spell.

“We look alive,” I corrected her.

I dropped the Mageblade onto the desk, and the heavy clunk of steel signaled the end of the fight. That sound appeared to flip a switch in the girls. The tension that had held their spines rigid during the battle evaporated, and a profound, exhaustion-fueled need for comfort took its place.

“Clean up,” Seema suggested softly. “Then rest.”

We moved to the bathroom in shifts and cleaned up to scrub away the grime of the vault. The smell of ozone and death was washed down the drain. The familiar scents of lavender soap and warm skin took its place.

When we gathered back in the main room, the massive bed Kay had gifted us looked like the most beautiful thing in the world. The crimson silk sheets were inviting; they were a soft island in a world of hard edges.

I stood by the edge of the mattress, and my muscles finally realized how tired they were.

“Wade,” Lazy murmured as she stepped up to me, and her small hands reached for my bare chest. I was wrapped only in a towel. Her yellow eyes were wide and filled with adoration and relief.

“Let us,” Thessa said as she stepped up behind her.

The girls surrounded me. It wasn’t a frenzy like before; it was a ritual. Lazy’s fingers brushed against my chest as Varga knelt to untie the towel, freeing my cock.

The cool air of the room hit my skin before the warmth of their bodies closed in.

Seeing them all there, safe and bare, hit me harder than any spell Crowley had cast.

“Come here,” I whispered.

We climbed onto the massive bed. The silk was cool against my skin, but it warmed quickly under the heat of six bodies.

Lazy was the first to claim me. She didn’t ask; she simply pressed me down onto my back and crawled on top of me. Her soft, pale body felt almost weightless. She rubbed her cheek against my chest and purred so loud I could feel it vibrating in my ribs.

“Let’s make the bad stuff go away,” she whispered as she looked down at me.

I wrapped my arms around her waist and guided her hips. “Only good stuff now, Lazy.”

I flipped her on her back, and she spread her legs softly, wrapping her small calves around my waist while the other girls gathered close to watch me.

They hummed with delight as I pushed into her slowly. She was tight and wet, providing a welcoming heat that made me groan. I kept the pace slow with passionate thrusts that were more about connection than friction. I leaned down and kissed the sensitive spot on her neck right below her ear.

Lazy arched into me as her claws gently kneaded my shoulders. “Wade... mmph... yes.”

The others gathered close. Trixie lay on her side next to us and ran her hand down Lazy’s arm, while Thessa sat by my head as her fingers tangled in my hair. They watched with soft smiles, part of the moment.

I kissed Lazy deeply. I tasted her sweetness and felt her shudder as I bottomed out inside her. After a few minutes of tender rhythm, she let out a high, keen mewl as her body went lax in satisfaction.

As I pulled out, Thessa was already moving.

“My turn,” the tiefling purred. Her voice was smoky, and her red eyes burned with a need to claim.

Thessa didn’t want to be held; she wanted to be taken. She turned onto her hands and knees and presented her magnificent ass to me. Her tail lashed excitedly, and the spade tip traced a line up my thigh.

With a possessive grunt, I moved behind her and gripped her wide, firm hips with one hand, pulling hard on her tail with the other as I lined up with her wet pussy. Her skin was hot to the touch as it radiated that internal infernal fire.

“Take me,” she pleaded.

I slid into her from behind. The angle was perfect and deep. Thessa gasped with lust and dropped her head to the mattress, pushing her ass out even harder as I established a firm rhythm. I held her hips tight and pulled her back against me with every thrust while the slapping of skin filled the quiet room.

Khla leaned in from the side. She ran her hand down Thessa’s back and soothed the fire. Thessa leaned into the touch even as she bucked back against me, and her moans got louder and rougher.

“Fuck… Wade… I’m gonna…”

“Yeah,” I groaned. “Do it. Cum for me.”

I pushed harder and faster until she clamped down around me, her tail wrapping tight around my leg as she came hard.

I withdrew, breathless, fighting my own orgasm, only to find Khla coming for me.

The orcess gently pushed me back down onto the pillows. She straddled my hips, and her thighs were powerful and thick. She looked like a goddess in the gloom. Her tusks gleamed, and her expression was soft and loving.

“I need to feel you,” she rumbled.

She lowered herself onto me and took all of me in one smooth motion. She was incredibly strong, yet she moved with such gentleness. She rode me with a slow, grinding rhythm while her hands rested on my chest. I reached up to cup her heavy breasts, my thumbs playing with her nipples, and watched her head fall back as her eyes closed in bliss.

Varga curled up next to my head and licked my ear while Lazy snuggled into Khla’s side. It was a pile of affection. Khla picked up the pace as she bounced on my cock. I groaned and played with her dark green nipples as she gyrated on me. Her breathing got heavier until she let out a guttural cry of release. She collapsed forward to rest her forehead against mine.

“I’m cumming,” she groaned.

I groaned and played with her dark green nipples as she gyrated on me. Finally, she began clenching on me and let out a long moan as she threw her head back, cumming hard.

“Move over, Green Mommy!” Trixie chirped, though she gave Khla a loving pat on the ass. “It’s me-time.”

Khla collapsed off of me, unable to give a retort at the Green Mommy stuff, as Trixie scrambled over me, full of chaotic energy. She straddled me in reverse and faced my feet.

“Look at the view!” she giggled as she made first her left butt cheek bounce, then her right. Next, she looked back over her shoulder with a wink.

Truth be told, she had the most perfect, round ass, and she wiggled it enticingly before she reached down, lined up my cock, slick with the other girls’ juices, and sank down onto me.

As always, Trixie was pure play. She bounced, she ground, she squeezed. It was frantic and fun, and it erased the last lingering shadows of the battle. She leaned forward to grab my ankles, using them as leverage to bounce harder.

“Go, Trixie,” Varga encouraged as she watched the elf work.

Trixie moaned with her head thrown back, and her blonde hair cascaded down her back. She rode me until her legs shook, and she squealed as she found her release, which was tight and fluttery.

“Fuckkkk,” she moaned. “I’m cumming, baby!”

I stifled a grunt and held back, instead opting to slap that big elf ass so hard it left a mark. Trixie gave a delighted yelp as she rode out the last throes of her orgasm, then rolled off, panting and happy, and Varga took her place.

The mood shifted instantly. Varga mounted me first, but then grabbed me hard and rolled over so I lay on top of her, and she on her back. Her golden eyes locked onto mine, intense and primal, before she nipped at my shoulder and wrapped her legs around my waist, locking her ankles.

“Mine,” she growled.

I lined up and pushed my cock inside her pussy hard. No gentle buildup; I fucked the wolfgirl in heat without mercy, pounding hard and fast, making our skin slap together, as I lapped at her swollen nipples. She howled and yipped with pleasure—no words as she clawed lightly at my back to mark me, and her breath was hot against my neck. We moved together perfectly in a frantic, sweaty clash of bodies. Seema watched from the side with her hand resting on Varga’s shoulder to steady her.

Varga bared her teeth in a silent snarl of pleasure and arched her back off the mattress as she came, gripping me so tight I thought she’d never let go. She clenched on me, and I had to pull out before I came, leaking precum over her pussy, red from the hard pound, and she crumpled up with a delighted grin, back arched.

But I was on fire now.

“Seema,” I commanded as I reached for her.

She moved into my arms, her eyes wide with lust, and I rolled onto my side, pulling her against me. She lifted her leg to drape it over my hip and opened herself up. I pulled her lion tail out of the way, then slid into her sideways, a position that was deeply intimate, allowing for full body contact.

She arched her back, giving me a perfect view of her nice, round ass, and her lion ears twitched against my cheek. I moved slowly and cherished the feel of her soft fur and toned muscle, taking the time to build up a rhythm so I wouldn’t cum too fast.

As I took her, she let out a low, rumbling purr that vibrated through both of us. “Take me, Wade,” she whispered. “Give your seed to me tonight.”

The other girls shifted closer and closed the circle. Lazy draped an arm over my waist. Thessa pressed her breasts against my back. Trixie rested her hand on Seema’s hip. We were a single organism breathing together.

I fucked Seema harder and faster, and the other girls played with her breast, with Trixie flicking her little bud until she couldn’t hold on anymore. She came hard, shuddering in my arms, and the way she tightened on me was maddening.

I didn’t want to hold back any longer—I couldn’t—and I followed her over the edge moments later. With a deep growl, I came hard inside her.

“Yes, Wade,” she moaned. “Fill me up.”

“Look at that,” Trixie hummed as she watched me empty my balls in Seema. “That’s just perfect!”

“So beautiful,” Lazy agreed.

I shuddered as I spent the last of myself deep inside her. Then, with a groan, I pulled out, gave her a final slap on the ass, and remained knocked out on the bed. “Fuck,” I moaned.

“I’ll say,” Thessa agreed as she cuddled up against me.

Afterward, we lay there together. We adjusted the pillows and pulled the silk sheets up over the pile of sweaty bodies.

I lay in the center, and my body was heavy and satisfied. Lazy fell asleep within moments. Thessa was radiating heat against my side, almost drifting. Khla’s hand was resting on my leg. Varga and Trixie were tangled together at the foot of the bed, and Seema was curled into the crook of my arm.

“Goodnight, Wade,” Trixie mumbled from somewhere in the pile. “We did good today.”

I grinned and nodded, feeling that well-deserved sleep closing in. “Yeah, we did,” I agreed. “Goodnight, girls.”

Sleep claimed me quickly like a dark, warm tide that washed away the blood and the ash, and it left only peace.


Chapter 31



Morning light came in through the heavy curtains, and I woke up with a weight on my chest that had nothing to do with stress and everything to do with a sleeping catkin. Lazy was sprawled across my torso, her face buried in my neck. A line of drool connected her plump lip to my skin. Her breathing was a soft, rhythmic snore, and it vibrated through my ribs.

To my left, Thessa was a furnace of warmth. She lay on her stomach, the sheet pulled down to her waist, exposing the smooth curve of her back and the swell of her side boob against the mattress. Her tail was draped over my legs like a heavy rope. On my right, Seema was curled into a ball of golden fur and hair, and one hand rested possessively on my bicep.

I took a deep breath. I savored the scent of lavender, sex, and satisfaction.

“Wade! Wake up! Look! Look!”

The whisper-shout came just as I realized Trixie wasn’t in the pile.

I carefully extracted my arm from under Seema and nudged Lazy until she grumbled and rolled onto Khla’s stomach. I sat up as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes.

Trixie was standing at the end of the bed. She was wearing one of my shirts, which only came down to her upper thighs. It left her long, toned legs completely bare. The top buttons were undone. The shirt offered a generous view of her cleavage as she bounced on the balls of her feet.

But for once, it wasn’t her curves that caught my attention. It was what she was holding.

In her hands sat the sleek bow we had seen at the Manaforge camp. The metal was inscribed with glowing blue runes, and the complex gear mechanisms at the limb attachments clicked softly as she shifted her grip.

“Is that...” I started, blinking.

“The Bow!” Trixie squealed, unable to keep her voice down. “It’s The Bow! It was outside our door! With a note!”

She hopped onto the mattress. She crawled over Varga’s sleeping form to shove the weapon into my hands. Varga growled low in her throat as the got a face full of curvy elf girl scrabbling over her.

I examined the craftsmanship. It was heavy, solid, and hummed with latent power. This was Thrakk’s prototype, the kinetic bow that generated its own ammo.

“There was a note,” Trixie said. She waved a piece of heavy parchment. “Read it!”

I took the paper. The handwriting was blocky and thick, clearly written with a heavy hand.

To Wade Aurelius:My professor will likely skin me for leaving this behind, but Manaforge pays its debts. You saved my team in the Tower, and you fought with honor in the Isles. The elf lass seemed to want this more than she wanted air, and frankly, I think it belongs with a team that knows how to hit a target.Consider it a thank you. And now she no longer needs to actually kill me to get it, which—truth be told—seemed a real risk.Best,Thrakk

I laughed as I handed the note back to her. “He gave it to you.”

“He gave it to us,” Trixie corrected, though she hugged the bronze riser to her chest like a teddy bear. “But mostly me. Because I’m the shooter. Oh, my gods, Wade, I can shoot mana arrows now! I’m going to shoot so many things! Targets! Trees! People! BORSJ! I’m gonna shoot Borsj! Wade, let’s go shoot him now! He’ll love it!”

She almost ran out, but I managed to stop her. “Let’s not shoot Borsj,” I said.

“No promises!” She leaned forward and planted a loud kiss on my lips. The hard metal of the bow pressed against my chest. “This is the best morning ever.”

The commotion had roused the others. Thessa stretched. Her spine popped, and she rolled over. She blinked her red eyes open, seeing the weapon.

“The dwarf actually left it?” she asked, her voice raspy with sleep. She sat up. The sheet fell away to reveal her heavy breasts, and her nipples were hard in the morning chill. She didn’t bother covering up. “That was... unexpectedly generous.”

“He’s a good guy,” I said. “And now we have a ranged weapon that doesn’t run out of ammo.”

“Shiny,” Lazy mumbled as she opened one yellow eye. She reached out and poked the riser. “Does it turn into a snack?”

“You can hunt snacks with it!” Trixie chirped. “What would you like to snack? Borsj-Kebab?”

“No,” I said. “Time to get up. We have class.”

“Class?” Varga groaned from under her pillow. She emerged. Her black hair was a wild mess, and her golden eyes were narrowed. “We just saved the school and killed a Magocrat. We should get a day off.”

“Nope,” I said.

“Oh no!” Trixie chirped as she suddenly pounced on me.

Within seconds, I was buried under a busty blonde elf, wiggling on me in all the right ways.

“Nobody is going to class,” she hummed. “I am way too turned on!”

Laughing, I grabbed her by the ass and rolled her over, winning a meep from her, so that I was on top.

Yeah, I guess we could be late for one class…
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