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Chapter 1

Aldric knew he would never amount to anything in life. Everyone had told him for as long as he could remember. He was good for nothing and no one. He would go nowhere. He was as worthless as the dirt on the floor of their home.

But he was going to prove them wrong.

Ever since he could remember, his parents had treated him like a burden. They barely fed him, they barely interacted with him except when they insulted him or beat him for crying.

He wasn't allowed to leave the house, the only people he knew were the few members of his family that came over and most of them treated him the same way.

He only knew his age because of the fake birthdays his parents gave him, when his family came over to abuse him even more. The one kind Aunt he had gave him his only prized possession, a small stuffed lion doll.

His aunt had explained to him that lions were courageous, strong, and resilient. They could withstand anything and come out stronger. They were the mighty kings of the jungles, and once they grew into adults, no one, man or beast would ever stand in their way.

He latched onto that story for all his worth. He knew one day he'd leave his horrible parents.. their horrible treatment.. and he'd find his own way.

His opportunity to leave finally came one day when his parents told him they were going out for a while. They did so infrequently, but he soon found that the times they did were the happiest of his short life.

He felt it then, in his bones, that if he didn't leave his opportunities to do so would lessen and he'd be stuck there forever.

They had left him alone in the house with no food or drink, telling him they’d be back soon, not giving him any clue as to what was going on. They didn’t bother getting anyone to watch him, they didn’t trust the neighbors any more than they liked him.

But this time he didn't mind. He wasn't upset with their lack of care. This was the moment he had been waiting for.

As soon as they were out the door he gathered his things, well, just the one thing, the prized stuffed animal. He waited a little while, every second growing more anxious that they’d come back too soon.

After waiting for what felt like forever, he opened the door, looked around the street he'd only seen from the inside. Then with all the tension of a coil, his legs sprang forward onto the road. He felt his heart beating fast. He had finally done it. He was outside of his parents’ house. Outside, the world he had only seen from the window.  Outside, finally.

He shook his head clear, looking all around him for signs of their return. When he didn't see any he sighed and started running down the road.

Mind blank, unknowing of where he was going, he just ran, and ran, and ran.

What felt like days later, he was hungry and thirsty and tired, and so very afraid. He had to run, not just from the monsters at home, but from monsters.. literal monsters on the road. Big snarling things with too many teeth and pointed ears. He had finally reached a village at some point during the days after he ran, he wasn’t sure how far or how long. He marveled at its wooden gate and wooden wall that circled as far as he could see.

"Who goes there? State your business!" A voice called from the gate.

"Uh.. Aldric.." his voice small, his throat hurt from dryness.

"What is your business? Why is a small child alone?" The voice called out.

Aldric felt his stomach rumble, his eyes were hazy from running so much.

He looked around, not knowing who was speaking or where from.

The entire thing had made him so dizzy. The world was spinning, and he fell to one knee. The world kept spinning causing him to fall over.

The next thing he remembered was in a wooden home, he had been placed on a bed and surrounded by people who called themselves healers. They were wearing all white hooded robes, with the hoods all covering their heads. A small red symbol sat upon each of their left breasts, but Aldric couldn’t make out what the symbol was.

It took a while to calm him down, he’d never been around that many people before and he had come to expect the worst in those he did know. Just as he was finally relaxed a woman with three men trailing behind her came in to the little wooden room.

The woman herself wasn’t all that tall, she was skinny but not unmuscular. Her arms looked like she could lift an elk all by herself. Her hair was as black as a raven’s and flowed down past her shoulders, which contrasted with her pale white skin. Her eyes were a piercing blue, that to Aldric felt like she was looking through him straight into his soul. She was wearing a silvery grey chainmail hauberk that cut off at her shoulders and what looked like black leather pants. Her hands and arms up to her elbow were covered in black leather gloves. On her feet she wore, from what Aldric’s eyes could see, two black leather combat boots. The woman was an imposing and striking image to his young eyes.

The people around treated her with deference. Even as little as he was he understood that she commanded respect. The men behind her looked stone faced and made sure the people around her gave her space.

“Where do you come from, little one?” she asked. Her voice was kinder than he would have thought. Her face was stern but not unfriendly. And it sounded like she genuinely cared, which he was not used to.

“I don’t know.. I wasn’t allowed out of the house,” his small voice rang out.

“How did you get here?” she smiled at him.

“Ran,” he said and pointed at his little legs.

She nodded and entered into deep thought. The boy couldn’t tell what she was thinking, or why the three men also looked so stone faced, standing there waiting on her.

But she turned back to him, her smile still on her face. “Why did you run?”

He hesitated, he didn’t know the woman or these healers. Would they all force him to go back to his parents? Was the pain normal and he was just weak? He didn’t know how, but if they brought him back, he’d run again, just in a different direction next time.

He sat and contemplated for a bit, but in the end though, he decided to trust the smiling woman and her kind voice. “The pain. They.. hit me. Hurt me. I.. didn’t like the pain.”

The people around the woman gasped. The healers’ faces darkened with anger. Had he said something wrong? He felt panic rise in him, the same panic he felt whenever his parents would get that look in their eyes before they beat him.

The woman though was unperturbed. “Yes, I thought as much..” she said, more to herself than to anyone else. Laying a hand on his shoulder she looked into his eyes again. “Do not fret. No one here will hurt you, ever again.”

He nodded. Despite her being a stranger, her words comforted him and the panic inside began to slowly recede.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Aldric,” he answered.

“No surname?” She responded.

“What’s a.. Sir.. name?” he said bemused, sounding out the odd sounding word.

That elicited a laugh from one of the men with the woman. He had long ears that ended in a point past his head and he smiled when Aldric looked at him. He was the shortest and skinniest of the three men. He seemed friendly to the boy. The other two men scanned the room still, not looking at Aldric or the lady. One was large, almost like a bear, with a big black beard. The other also had a beard but was medium height and weight. All three of the men were wearing outfits similar to the woman’s. Shining steely grey chainmail hauberks that didn’t cut off at their shoulders, and instead of black leather they all opted for brown leather gauntlets and boots.

The woman chuckled at his question as well. “Just as well, I didn’t have a surname when I ran away either. Well, young Aldric, my name is Mistress Lorelei Ironheart, but you can call me Lorelei, I’d like to offer you a place in my home. It’s an orphanage.” She smiled when she saw the confused look on his face. “It’s a place where people can go if they don’t have mommies or daddies. Or if they ran away from their mommies and daddies, like you.”

“Ohh,” he said. He didn’t understand completely, why wouldn’t someone have parents? But it didn’t matter, he only had one burning question. “Will they be my friends?”

Lorelei smiled again. “Yes, yes they will.”

***

It took several days for the healers to finish going over him and making sure he was fit for travel. They fed him, saying he was malnourished and tutting at the state of his body. He felt embarrassed, feeling as though it was his fault for being skinny. His parents had always said that. But the healers waved away his concern, stating that his parents should have known better.

Finally, Lorelei was able to take Aldric with her and the three men to the orphanage. They traveled on horseback, Aldric riding in front of Lorelei, her arms wrapped around him in a tight embrace. It was a comfort he'd never known before. When he said as much to her, she looked down at him with sadness in her eyes.

They reached their destination a day later; she showed him around the building and to his room. He had to share it with a few other boys, but it wasn’t cramped at all. Aldric admired how well kept and clean everything looked in the house. Everything at his parents’ house had been run down; dirty or broken all the time.

After she showed him where he was sleeping she took him to the other children who were playing in the backyard. They eyed Aldric with fascination, just as he did them. There were all kinds of people he’d never seen before. There were a couple kids with long pointy ears like the short man who laughed, he had introduced himself as Arhan. There were other kids who looked just like Aldric. But even stranger still, there were some kids who looked sort of like animals. One girl had two fluffy ears like a cat on the top of her head and a swishing tail behind her. Another had long ears that bent and flopped in the middle like a bunny rabbit, Aldric inspected her behind and saw a tuft of white fur on her backside.

“Hey! Don’t look at my butt!” she yelped and hopped away.

The unnamed men with Lorelei laughed uproariously. Arhan went after the girl to explain to her. Lorelei just smiled and told him that staring wasn’t nice.

“You’ve never seen beastkin before, have you?” she asked, not sounding upset, which made Aldric happy, he was scared he screwed up his new home already.

“N-no, ma’am,” he stammered out. “I wasn’t allowed out of the house.”

She made a tutting noise. “Well, there are all manner of peoples in the world. You and I are the same, as are Duncan and Ewyn, two of my husbands. We’re called humans. My other husband, Arhan, is a wood elf. You can tell by his long pointy ears,” she mimed long ears on her head. Arhan came back at that moment and laughed at how she looked pantomiming ears.

“Don’t just sit there and laugh. Help. Those two are less than useful,” she scolded her wood elf husband.

“Listen Aldric, it’s ok to be curious, there are many things that will be new to you. It is not polite to stare though. If you are curious the polite thing to do is to ask. But be respectful and listen to their decision. No one is owed anything in this life, least of all answers,” Arhan said.

“How is that helping!” Lorelei screeched at him and whacked his arm.

“Help! What have I done to deserve such treatment? Duncan, save your brother-husband!” He cried out while laughing.

The biggest of Lorelei’s husbands came over and stood next to Lorelei but looked at Arhan. “Don’t call me that, you know I hate that. And what do you need help with? Just throw him into the middle of the beastkin and let nature take its course.” His voice was a deep baritone, in comparison to Arhan’s lighter higher pitched voice.

Lorelei started whacking Duncan then.

“Ewyn, come help our brother-husband!” Arhan laughed. He danced out of Lorelei’s reach as she was assaulting her other husband.

The third man, Ewyn, came over and stopped in front of Arhan, he was taller than the elf but shorter than the mountain of a man that Duncan was. Ewyn knocked Arhan on his head with an open palm. “Be quiet. You’re setting a bad example. And for the love of the gods, do not call me brother-husband. It’s weird and creepy.”

Arhan ran back to Lorelei, “please dear wife, save me from my brother-husbands cruelty!”

She rolled her eyes and whacked him again. “Shoo, the lot of you!” The men all laughed and walked away. Leaving Aldric standing there confused by what he had just watched. Lorelei huffed to herself and righted her clothes that had been ruffled in her scuffle with her husbands.

She looked over at Aldric, a hint of a smile on her lips as she saw how confused he was. “I know.. it’s strange. Truth be told, I’ve been with them.. near thirty years and it’s still strange to me. People like us, you and me.. we get used to the beatings, the abuse. You ran away because your parents hit you? You’ve never known a loving family, have you?”

Aldric nodded, lost for words. She smiled sadly at him. “I was the same. Until I enrolled in Mage school. I met my bonds.. my husbands. And they changed my life for the better.”

Aldric thought for a second. It sounded nice. People to love and cherish, have fun with. “Can I go to Mage school and get my own husbands?”

Lorelei let out a booming laugh. The first one Aldric had heard from her since they met. “Who knows! You might like a wife more,” she said with a smile. “Whatever suits you.” Then her face became somber. “But, not everyone becomes a mage, Aldric. I was the only one from my entire village. We test once a child turns eighteen. We wait so long to ensure they are mature enough to handle the stress of the school. And to fully understand their obligations.”

“What’s an.. obli.. gay.. shun?” Aldric asked.

She stifled a smile at his mispronunciation. “It means after your schooling is over the Empire owns your contract and you have to work for them for 15 years. You don’t get to choose where you go, only the most powerful or influential mages can do that. And.. well.. people from the backwaters like us.. it just doesn’t happen.”

The boy set his face. “I’ll be a mage. I will, I promise. I’ll see the world, with my husbands and wives.” He pounded his little fist into his palm.

Lorelei laughed. “Well, we’ll figure out the husband-and-wife thing sooner or later. But for now, please remember, no staring if someone looks different to you. If you want to travel the world, there are many different people and none of them like being stared at. Understood?”

Aldric nodded. A fiery determination shone through his eyes. He would be a mage. He would go to school. Build his own family. And see the world.


Chapter 2

12 Years Later

Aldric’s entire childhood before being picked up by Lorelei in some random village, his family.. his parents had told him he wasn’t worth anything. He would go nowhere. He proved them wrong when he ran away from home and today he was going to prove them wrong again when he finally became a mage.

Aldric stood in the living room of the orphanage, pacing nervously waiting for the ceremony to start. He looked around the near immaculate room, even after twelve years of living under the care and tutelage of Mistress Lorelei he still couldn’t believe that the house was still standing let alone as clean as it was kept.

The kids pitched in and cleaned what they could, if you made a mess it was yours to clean up, that was the rule. But the building itself, the walls, the stones, the roof, it was all kept in tiptop shape, but he had never seen anyone working on anything or repairing anything. If he didn’t know better he’d have thought that Lorelei was using magic to get out of doing proper maintenance.

Speaking of the Mistress, she was sitting in her big chair in the living room, flanked by her three husbands. Not a one of them looked a day older than when they had collected him from the small village. That, he knew, was magic. He had asked once when he was twelve why they didn’t look old. Lorelei scoffed and said to never call a woman old, but Ewyn explained that mages and their bonds didn’t age as quickly as normal people due to the mana that flowed through them. It was constantly healing their wounds, aches, pains, and regenerating their bodies as they aged.

They wouldn’t live forever, but many mages were hundreds of years old before they finally fell to the ravages of time. The only one who didn’t have their life magically extended was Arhan who noted that due to his elven heritage would live for a long, long time.

Lorelei had made a face when he said that, but he just laughed and said he would willingly give up his life when she and his brother-husbands went, as he insisted on calling them. Aldric thought the sentiment was sweet in a morbid kind of way.

Though Duncan and Ewyn make it clear he would meet an untimely end if he kept calling them brother-husbands. But twelve years after Aldric had joined the orphanage, Arhan hadn’t stopped. Aldric assumed that the men secretly liked it, or just liked Arhan enough to overlook it, despite their grumbling.

Aldric, during his time there, had found friends. A great number of friends as it were. He got to know all of his orphanage mates well. Some better than others. There were some who weren’t so friendly, Lorelei had assured him they were just angry at their circumstances, not him, so he let it go.

But his best friend was a wolfkin named Zach. He had grey fur from head to toe, with pointed wolf ears, a grey tail, but a human-enough face that if you ignored all the rest he looked human. His parents had been murdered by hunters, whether on purpose or not they never found out because they were hunted down themselves and killed by the rest of Zach’s pack. For some unknown reason, Zach was ostracized by the pack after the revenge killings were complete and he was left alone in the forest. Lorelei and her husbands found him by chance and brought him back to the orphanage.

Despite everything that had happened to him as a child, Zach had wicked sense of humor, constantly joking and playing practical jokes. Aldric joined in sometimes, but mostly left the mischief to his best friend.

But, their friendship had been bittersweet for Aldric. All of his friendships were. He knew without a shadow of a doubt he was going to be a mage. Zach probably wouldn’t be, those would be the odds. He tried not to think about it too much and just enjoyed his friends while he could.

Having just turned 18 he was eligible for the ceremony this time around. Lorelei only held two mage ceremonies a year, one at the new year and six months later at the start of summer.

His time had finally come. He knew in his soul he would be chosen. The ceremony itself was straightforward, Lorelei spoke and incantation to a gleaming white stone, and those who had the trait awakened their powers.

This time around, there weren’t that many of them turning or already turned eighteen that half of the year; Aldric and Zach, and two girls Colleen and Jordan. At this point they were only waiting on Jordan. She had turned eighteen already and was working at one of the taverns in town. She was just waiting for the mage ceremony to move out on her own. Or likely with a few other girls so they could cover rent.

Zach’s eyes followed Aldric around the room as he paced back and forth. “Al, you have to stop pacing, man. It’s making me dizzy.”

Aldric snorted and rolled his eyes. “Just keep your eyes to yourself, you fuzzy ass.”

Zach laughed loudly. “Why don’t you eat my fuzzy ass!” He stood up to moon Aldric.

“Enough!” Lorelei yelled. “Zach, put your fuzzy ass away. Aldric, for the love of the gods, stop pacing. You’re going to wear down my floor.”

Aldric rolled his eyes again but stopped. “Your magically enhanced floor?” he muttered under his breath.

“What was that?” Lorelei said sharply.

“Nothing, Mistress. Just waiting patiently for Jordan to get home,” Aldric said. Zach snickered at his friend being scolded.

Lorelei and Aldric, since their first meeting, had bonded over their shared background of being runaways from abusive families. They shared several inside jokes and her husbands looked out for him as if he was one of their own. But at the same time, she pushed him harder than the other kids because he had higher ambitions than the others. She never pushed any of the children too hard, knowing their circumstances, for Aldric the abuse he took at home before running away, and the other children losing their parents. She was always strict but made sure to never yell at the children, which Aldric appreciated more than Lorelei could imagine. His parents had always yelled.

Lorelei ran the orphanage like a tightly run ship acting as headmistress and teacher, along with her husbands who also taught. She, Duncan, Arhan, and Ewyn taught the basics that most, non-orphaned children would learn, like arithmetic, reading and writing, and the basic overview of history. Also part of their education growing up had been a physical education. Lorelei seemed to relish in putting the older children through difficult, if not downright extreme, physical exercises. Especially Aldric. With his stated goal of being a Mage, or maybe even a bonded if he didn’t become a mage. Lorelei wouldn’t let him slack, she pushed him harder than she did all the other children.

He knew it was for his own good, whether he became a mage, a bond, or even failed to be both, it would help him. The truth was, very little was known about the mage trait and why certain people became mages and others didn’t. It appeared completely random, though did appear more often in the upper crusts of society.

Conversely, everyone knew how bonds were formed. One of the few classes that only Duncan taught was the sexual education class for the boys. During that class he had explained that the bond and the mage needed to have intercourse and the mixing of their mana souls during the intercourse would create a bond that was unbreakable except under the most extreme of cases.

At the time it sounded gross, especially when he had thought how Lorelei had three husbands, all of whom were her bonds. But now he didn’t really seem to mind the idea of bonding three women at the same time, as long as they loved him, of course. He had figured out a long time ago that he only wanted wives. Lorelei still needled him every now and then about the mistake he made on his first day, much to his chagrin.

Another thing Lorelei and drilled into their minds as they grew up was consent. If a person said no to your proposition, that was it. You couldn’t force some to like you, and if you tried the mage police force would come for you and likely put you down on the spot.

Lorelei had given special tutoring to anyone hoping to become a mage when they turned eighteen. Since no one knew how it worked and it was a far better life than working in a tavern or being a low level guard somewhere, a lot of the students took her up on it, on the off chance it happened.

Lorelei told the students how to prepare themselves, what it felt like to be chosen as a mage, how to find bonds. She mentioned briefly that being a bond for life was not always easy. They were expected to fight and die for their mages. They took on the same military assignments that their mages took, being considered somewhere between spouses and property in the Empire’s eyes. Some mages treated their bonds as servants, others, like herself, fell genuinely in love with them.

She also taught them of the disparity between the sexes in mages. There were about 100 male mages per every 1 female mages. No one knew the reason, mages through time had been researching and experimenting to no avail. This also created a disparity in the number of women in the fighting force of the Empire. Since men were mages and intercourse was how a bond was formed, not many men chose another male to bond. There were some who did, of course. Which piqued Zach’s interest, surprisingly. But unlike in other countries in the world, the Empire did not prohibit women from fighting service.

All his previous lessons played through his head as he waited. Jordan was taking too long. He almost started pacing again before a quick glare from Lorelei stopped him. He sighed and sat down, barely containing the tapping in his foot.

Mercifully, Jordan came back soon. She came rushing through the door yelling an apology, stripping out of her work clothes while running to her room to change, many of the young men in the home watched her, Aldric included, she was a beautiful woman now. Nearly a head shorter than him she had bright sandy blonde hair, a small body, with a smile that could melt even the coldest of hearts, but, and Aldric appreciated this more as he grew older, breasts that were bigger than what he assumed her frame could support. Aldric had fallen desperately in love with her as they both grew up.. but could never muster the courage to do or say anything. His only recourse was watching her from afar.

Not even five minutes later she came back into the living room in more causal clothes that, unfortunately for Aldric, covered up more than he would have liked.

“Sorry everyone!” Jordan squeaked as she sat down. “The lunch rush was awful, and this one guy wouldn’t stop—”

“Thank you for coming Jordan,” Lorelei interrupted the tirade that was coming about Jordan’s unruly customer. “Now if we could continue. This’ll only take a moment. You should feel a sort of burning sensation running through your body. When I was tested I fell to my knees it hurt so much. But the pain will not last, it’s just the mana stone activating your dormant powers. Understood?”

They all nodded. They had all seen and heard her words before. She stood up and place the mana stone on the floor and began uttering an incantation. Just like every other time Duncan, Arhan, and Ewyn stood next to her eyeing the children, watching for signs of their awakening, but also to make sure nothing interrupted the channeling. If the incantation was stopped after it had begun it could hurt the mage, Lorelei had explained one of the times she had done the ritual.

"O, tentexus vix ab proxositus iluvexen mostroxum, uq ab nomix perxetian. Evigilnux inteyiorex potenxiat, uq ad noxim perxetian potenxiat.."

As she uttered the words, the stone glowed white. Not blindingly so, but bright enough that Aldric had to squint to see what was happening.

Lorelei’s chanting of the incantation reached a fever pitch and she was almost shouting the last words. "Dux nii ab caxpai noxim et valinad potenxiat iax tuath exerceanys!"

Once the incantation was complete a pulse of white light shone from the stone. It was so bright Aldric brought his hands up to block the light.. only to find it in vain as the light pierced through his hand and closed eyes and sent rivers of shockwaves through his body. Only for.. nothing to happen. He felt no pain, he felt no different, no burning sensation, no feeling at all.. except the pain of loss.

He went ice cold. His dream. Gone. Destroyed in a mere moment. Just seconds to upend his plans for the future. He opened his eyes to looked around and no one seemed to have felt anything either but he caught Lorelei’s gaze, she looked at him and her eyes were filled with sadness.. and pity. She knew how much he wanted it.

Unprompted, tears welled in his eyes. What would he do now?

“It’s okay Aldric, you can always be a bond. I’m sure there’s a girl out there for you to—” she started to say. Only to be cut off by his screaming.

No, despite the emotional pain he felt, it wasn’t the scream of someone enraged. He didn't feel that at all. All he felt was pain, intense physical pain. Pain such as he'd never felt before.

It flared all through his body, his core felt like it was being ripped apart. There was a swirling vortex of power thrumming through him that felt like it could split him in two if not contained. A wind picked up around him, it blew violently causing unseen dust and debris to fly violently around him. His clothes ruffled and lifted, his hair stood on end, both unable to fight the maelstrom that formed around him. Duncan, Arhan, and Ewyn all rushed towards Aldric to contain him and calm him down. But as they came close they were shoved back by some external force.

He let out another guttural scream, his head lifted towards the sky and light poured out of his mouth. Just as quick as it came, the maelstrom fell away and Aldric slumped to the ground. Unconscious.


Chapter 3

“I’ve never seen anything like that Lor. What happened?” Aldric heard people talking around him. He recognized that voice as Arhan’s, but it sounded rushed and worried, compared to his normal sing-songy way of speaking.

“I don’t know, Ar. I’ve never seen a mage ceremony not take immediately, or cause such a violent reaction. His whole body became a pulse of mana and it poured out of him,” another voice, Lorelei’s voice, said.

He slowly opened his eyes, the light in the room blinded him again, but it normalized quickly. He recognized the small infirmary the orphanage had, he'd spent enough time there, especially as he got older and Lorelei’s training became tougher and more brutal.

He blinked a few times but saw Lorelei and her husbands in the room with him, along with Zach.. and surprisingly Jordan. They were all huddled at the foot of his bed discussing, well, him. They all looked so dour and so focused on what happened the didn’t even notice he had woken up.

“H.. hey, don’t look so down, I’m not dead yet,” his voice still soft and meek.

Zach and Jordan squealed in surprise. They turned and their faces looked a little red and puffy like they’d been crying. Oh man, Zach was so going to get made fun of for that, Aldric thought to himself.

Truthfully he had no idea why Jordan was there. They had always gotten along well, but Aldric’s secret crush was entirely in his own head. When they were young she’d always turned her nose up at Zach and his pranks and Aldric in turn, guilty by association. He’d, of course, lusted after her a bit as they both grew and went through puberty but he never acted on his feelings, it would have been too awkward and he wasn’t even sure she liked him. They got along well, and they talked some, and came to know each other as people do when they live together, but they weren’t the best of friends. But there she was, crying along with Zach at what had happened.

What had happened?

Lorelei walked over to him, her face stone but he saw the worry in her eyes. She waved her hand over his body, he felt a sort of pull, his body involuntarily moved where she swept over him. She sighed in relief but her eyes still looked heavy with stress. “There’s no doubting it. He’s a mage.” His heart leapt into his throat. He couldn’t form words. He. Him. Aldric the runaway, was a mage!

Lorelei looked at him, the warmth in her smile returned. “Aldric, you’re a mage. Congratulations. Your dream came true. Now, unfortunately, I can only let you rest for tonight, because we need to leave for the Academy at once. I’ve sent a letter ahead telling them what transpired and they told me to bring you as swiftly as possible.”

The Royal Academy of Magical Arts and Binding, the Academy for short, was the only mage school in the Empire. It hosted all of the mages and bonds that would be schooled for the Empire. Hundreds of mages just like him, and even more bonds.

“How did they.. that’s so fast. How long have I been asleep?” he asked.

Lorelei chuckled. The color in her face was returning as it became apparent that Aldric was alright. “Only a few hours. And, magic.”

Magic. Such an easy answer. But he had more pressing concerns. “What happened? Why was my reaction delayed and.. why.. I felt like my body was being ripped into pieces. That wasn’t just a burning sensation, Mistress Lorelei.” He tried not to sound accusatory with that last bit, but it was hard.

Her gaze softened and she looked over him again. “I don’t know. I’ve seen countless of those ceremonies, more than a fair few of them have produced mages and not one was delayed or as violent as yours. It’s why the Academy needs us ready to go, post-haste.”

He looked at her quizzically causing her to laugh. "So much has changed.. but so little. It means as soon as possible. We’re leaving tomorrow. Talk to your friends briefly, but get some rest. Soon.” The last word sounded more like a threat. She ushered her husbands out of the room with her.

With a final look back, she nodded and closed the doors behind her.

Zach and Jordan began speaking at the same time, their voices overlapped and neither stopped to let the other speak. Aldric up his hand to make them stop, and he pointed at Jordan to let her speak first.

“It was so scary! Light was shining out of you and you lifted to the air, it was like a hurricane in the middle of the room!” Jordan said.

“Yeah, man, I’m not sure what the fuck happened, but that was intense, are you sure you’re ok?” Zach examined Aldric up and down.

“Yeah.. like I said, it felt like I was being ripped into so many different pieces from the inside. All I felt was pain, I couldn’t even tell what was happening externally. I shot light out of my eyes?”

“And mouth!” Zach said. The awe in his voice was noticeable. “If I wasn’t so scared you were going to blow up, it would have been fucking amazing to watch.”

Jordan huffed when he said that. “It was not amazing to watch. It was horrifying. I thought.. well, we thought..” her sentence trailed off and tears welled in her eyes. She came over to Aldric, closer than they’d even been before, so close he could smell her scent, she smelled like lavender. Her head dropped lower towards his, her sandy blonde hair fell onto his face and a single tear fell onto his forehead. She kissed his forehead for a second, but pulled back immediately and hurried out of the room.

Zach whistled. “Geez, you finally manage to pull the hottest girl in this place and you’re leaving. Good job dumbass.”

Aldric felt his face heating up, and he was sure it had turned red. “Shush, she’s just.. I don’t know what the fuck that was, but she doesn’t like me that way.”

“And they call me stupid,” Zach said with a snort. “Anyway, I’m glad you didn’t explode. Don’t do that again, or I’ll have to kick your ass.” Zach smirked. “By the way, I talked to Lorelei while you took your little nap, I’m going to go to the Academy and register as a bond candidate.”

“I didn’t think there were that many female mages.. are you sure your fuzzy ass would get picked?” Aldric smiled.

“Holy shit, you are dense. I’m gay, you idiot,” Zach said with an exasperated sigh.

“Oh, ohhh, ohhhhh,” it was all making sense to him now. The times Zach went to the blacksmith to watch him work, the times Zach was caught staring at the other boys during the physical education classes, and the times Aldric caught Zach looking at him. “Well, whatever, I don’t care. But that makes it easier, I’m sure there’s more than a few gay mages.”

Zach audibly sighed when Aldric didn’t mock him for his sexuality. Despite his flippant attitude, Aldric could tell his friend was wary of telling him his secret. But it didn’t matter to him at all. What someone did with what was in their pants was not his business. “Thanks, man,” Zach muttered. “Get some rest.”

He left the infirmary and closed the door behind him. Aldric was alone but too excited to sleep. He was a mage. Him! A mage! He would be able to bond with a few beautiful women, and he would become one of the strongest people in the Empire, maybe the world. With thoughts of glory and conquest, not all of which were martial, he fell asleep, a smile on his face that wasn’t likely to go away for a long time.

***

In the morning he was awoken by a banging on the door. “Come on, wakey, wakey sleepyhead.” Arhan’s youthful voice rang through the door. “You have five minutes before my brother-husbands knock down the door and drag you to the Academy.”

Aldric could hear Arhan chuckling to himself as the man’s steps receded further into the house. Aldric shook his head at the man’s antics but didn’t disbelieve his words. He got dressed and made himself as presentable as he could. He ran out of the infirmary and into the bedroom that he shared with a the other men and put his few belongings into a rucksack he kept at all times for when he was called as a mage. Most notable was his stuffed lion. The words of his aunt still rang in his head, and he knew that this was the start of his ride.

Nearly twenty minutes later, after relieving himself as well, he was ready to go.

He stepped into the living room and everyone was there, Lorelei and her husbands, the other children, Zach and Jordan were standing close to Lorelei. Again he was perplexed at Jordan’s closeness to Zach, but he let it go. It, unfortunately, wouldn’t matter. He was leaving forever, and he couldn’t bring her with him.

When Aldric entered the room the other children erupted into cheers. He shook their hands as he passed each one, they all offered their sincere best wishes on his new journey. When he reached where Zach and Jordan were he tried to shake her hand, but she hugged him instead. Her sizeable chest pressed into him, making him feel things he didn’t want her to feel. He twisted his legs away from her and he could swear he heard Duncan and Arhan cough-laughing in the background.

“Well, bye Jordan. I’m.. sorry we didn’t get to know each other better,” Aldric said.

She looked at him like he had three heads. “This isn’t goodbye. I’m going with. I quit my job at the tavern, and I’m going to register as a bond.”

“You.. wait what? When did you quit?”

“Yesterday, it’s why I was so late. No matter what happened I wasn’t going back, I tried to tell the story, but Mistress Lorelei cut me off!” she cast an indignant glare at Lorelei, who rolled her eyes.

“But.. you want to bond with someone?”

“I have a preference, but yeah I do,” she whispered, staring Aldric in the eyes. A pang of jealousy went across Aldric at the thought of anyone else bonding her. He didn’t know where it came from. But it felt like a beast trying to burst through his gut at the thought of her laying with anyone other than him.

“I don’t like that,” he said, more to himself than to anyone else but Jordan heard.

“What? It’s not your decision, asshole.” She huffed and crossed her arms under her bosom, making it even harder for Aldric to think.

He shook his head, trying to collect his thoughts. “No, no, someone else bonding you. I don’t like it.”

Her cheeks went rosy. “Oh, so you what, you want to bond me?”

It was his turn to blush. “I.. I.. well, I mean..” he stammered inexpertly.

Thankfully, Lorelei saved the day. “Alright kiddos, that’s enough of that. You’ll have plenty of time to be awkward at the Academy. Anyone not going, I’ll see you in about a month. Anyone coming with me, go outside now. I need to say goodbye to my husbands.” A chorus of eww’s went out from the younger kids, and the older kids all mimed gagging. Lorelei ignored it all, peppering Arhan and Ewyn with kisses. Duncan went outside to get the horses ready.

Aldric, Zach, and Jordan made a hasty exit before they could see their teachers, and de facto parents, making out. Jordan regained her composure from earlier and giggling, dragged Aldric and Zach outside.

“Hey, watch the arm lady!” Zach protested. “I’m a bond in training, I can’t be damaging the goods before I even get to the academy.”

“What goods? It’s just your arm?” Jordan asked.

“Yeah, and if my arm is broken I won’t be able to jerk my mag—”

“Ok! That’s enough of that!” Aldric cut in. No matter the orientation, he did not want to hear about his friend’s sex life.

Zach laughed uproariously and Jordan looked absolutely appalled as his behavior. Aldric tried his best to ignore it while they waited for Lorelei to come outside. Duncan looked like he wanted to ignore Zach, but he didn’t. “He’s partially correct, Jordan, some of your bond candidates classmates may go to extremes to be chosen by a mage. I’m not condoning it, and neither does the Academy, actually, but you have to be ready to compete with those who choose to flout the rules. You too Aldric, you’re not a bond, but there will be those who want to bond with you, simply because they want to be chosen. You must decide what kind of mage you’re going to be. Like Lorelei, to love and marry your bonds, or like someone who treats their bonds as disposable tools.”

The three young adults stood still and stared at Duncan. They hadn’t expected such a candid answer from him. Jordan and Aldric nodded in acknowledge, but Zach smirked. In the back of his mind he worried Zach would go down a bad path to be accepted.

Lorelei came outside to the scene but again decided to ignore it. Aldric thought to himself it was likely for the best. “Alright, let’s get this show on the road. We can be there in five days time,” she proclaimed.

“Um, Mistress,” Jordan raised her hand. “how are we getting there?”

“We’re riding, of course. You all know how to ride, I know we taught you all.”

“Actually, Mistress.. I um.. skipped those lessons,” Jordan admitted sheepishly.

“What? How?” she looked at Duncan instead of Jordan as if it was his failing and not hers. Duncan shifted his feet.

“I said I had period cramps on the days we were taught riding,” Jordan squeaked out.

“Ah, that explains it. I take it you lied?” Lorelei said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jordan admitted. “Horses scare me.”

Lorelei rolled her eyes but didn’t rebuke the girl. “For now, ride behind Aldric. You stated you wanted him to bond you? Well, start getting close. I’ll teach you over the next few days, but we need to travel,” Lorelei proclaimed, her tone brooked no arguments. She mounted her horse and took off.

Duncan cast a sympathetic look towards Jordan who was standing sputtering something about how she never said that, and if she had she wouldn’t tell Lorelei.

Aldric chose to ignore the heat in his cheeks, and the laughter coming from Zach, by mounting his horse and waited for Jordan to join him. He should have expected it but Jordan couldn’t get on the horse, her face was a mask of fear as she walked towards the horse.

She tried to jump up, but couldn't get her leg up and over, and, despite repeated attempts, couldn't manage it. Duncan looked stoically at the display but eventually took pity on her, lifted her by her armpits and placed her on the horse himself. Aldric bit his lip to stop himself from laughing.

Jordan, finally on the horse, snuggled in behind him, grasping him tightly around the chest. Her breasts pressed into his back and he felt her nipples harden through her loose traveling shirt as they got pressed together. “Please don’t let me fall. Please don’t let me fall. Please don’t let me fall,” she chanted over and over.

“I won’t let you fall Jordan,” Aldric assured her.

She shuddered in her breaths. “I’m not asking you. I’m praying to the horse.” She snapped like he should have known that. Her breath was ragged which made him acutely aware of her breasts pushing in and out even faster on his back. “I hate these damnable things.”

“You know,” he kicked his horse on the sides, starting them off at a trot, when he noticed Duncan and Zach finally mounting their own horses. “It’s probably best not to say you hate something you’re praying to.”

“Shows what you know,” she scoffed. “I only ever pray to things I hate, because then they know it’s sincere. If you only pray to something you love, then there’s no incentive for them to make it true. But if you only pray to things you hate, they’ll want to grant what you pray for because they want you to love them.” She huffed as if that settled that.

Aldric couldn’t wrap his head around the logic but if it made her feel better then who was he to put her down. “Fair enough.”

As they rode down the road away from the orphanage Aldric had too many questions to be bothered by Jordan’s seemingly contradictory viewpoints. They caught up with Lorelei not too far along, she had stopped and waited for them. Despite her demeanor Aldric knew she cared for the children as much as she cared for her own children.

Aldric had only briefly met her actual children once. They didn’t visit the orphanage very often, but each bore a resemblance to their respective father and Lorelei. Her youngest, who was now nearly 30 years of age was the spitting image of Lorelei in the face, but was as big as his father, Duncan.

They rode down the road in a formation taught to them by Duncan. Lorelei was at the front, Aldric and Zach in the middle side-by-side, and Duncan in the back watching the rear. They weren’t likely to fall under attack by anything but it was a good habit to form, and likely one that Duncan and Lorelei had learned at the Academy.

“Mistress Lorelei,” Aldric said. The domineering but friendly woman turned back in her saddle to see him. Now that he was on the road, literally, to becoming a mage he finally could breathe and think, he asked the one question that he’d always wanted, but never had the courage to ask. “Did you.. ever go back and find them?” The question that burned in the heart of every runaway. Should he ever go back and find the ones who abused him? Maybe bring them to justice? Or should he forget them and move on with life?

She looked at Aldric thoughtfully, taking her time before responding. “No. It.. wouldn’t lead to anything pleasant. Better for everyone involved to think the other is dead. But I did go back to the orphanage where I grew up.”

“Oh, where was that Mistress?” Jordan asked from behind Aldric. Her hands were still clinging to him and her arms were wrapped around his torso tightly. Aldric imagined that her eyes were closed tightly as she clung to him.

Lorelei laughed at Jordan lightly. “Our orphanages are one and the same, Jordan. I grew up there, having run away from abusive parents.. much like your boyfriend there.”

Aldric felt Jordan’s arms grip him tighter. “He’s not my boyfriend!” she roared indignantly, causing Aldric's ears to ring.

Everything Jordan did recently confused Aldric. First she’s crying that he was hurt, then she all but stated that she wanted him to bond her, and now she was denying liking him. What was the girl thinking?

Lorelei just laughed at Jordan again. “Sorry, sorry, you’ll get there eventually. Anyway, after I was done with my military service, we went back to the orphanage, bought it, fixed it up, and it stands to this day as my greatest achievement, next to my own children of course.” Her remark got a side-eye from Duncan but nothing was said.

“So.. you grew up at our orphanage? That’s interesting,” Aldric said. “What were the previous owners like?”

Despite the sun shining brightly in the sky, Lorelei's face darkened. “They were just barely better than what I ran away from. But by becoming a mage I was allowed freedoms I never would have had. Far too many of the young girls I grew up with turned to prostitution to make ends meet.”

Lorelei looked sad, remembering the girls she’d grown up with, as if it were a bittersweet memory. Jordan gasped at the thought of being forced into prostitution. Despite her wanting to become a bond, which some thought was essentially legal prostitution. But Aldric agreed with Jordan’s reaction, it was a desperate option to whore one’s body out for money, an option he was glad neither Lorelei or Jordan needed to take.

In fact, as far as he knew, none of the girls from their orphanage had done so. A warmth of appreciation flooded his body, realizing it was Lorelei's kindness of taking them in and educating them that allowed them to have other options.

Trees slowly passed them by as they trotted along the road. Despite Lorelei’s claims that they needed to go swiftly, they seemed to be taking their time. “Duncan, what’s it like.. being a bond?” Zach asked. The question cut through the uneasy silence.

Duncan shifted uncomfortably on his horse. His eyes darted between Zach and Jordan. Well, he looked at Aldric but the look was meant for Jordan. “If you find the right mage, and bondmates, it’s the best feeling in the world. Once you bond your mage, their mana soul courses through your own body, enhancing it. Making you and your mage stronger, fitter, and more resistant to damage. There are downsides, ones we don’t talk about often.” This time he paused to look at Lorelei, who nodded at him solemnly. “It’s actually the perfect role for an orphan. Because the mana inside of our mages keeps us young, you’ll eventually outlive everyone you know, except other mages or bonds. That includes..” he sighed wearily. “It includes your own children.”

Both Jordan and Aldric gasped. They knew mages lived a much longer life, but hadn’t put much thought into what would happen if they had children. “Yes, it’s.. unfortunate. I wish.. well what I wish for ultimately doesn’t matter, it’s a fact and none of our children tested as mages,” Lorelei said. They could hear the hurt in her voice. “They’re in their 30s now, and Duncan and I are 70, but we look younger than our own children.”

Duncan trotted his horse closer to Lorelei and patted her shoulders. It was obviously a point of sadness for them, and understandably so. Zach sighed with a sad look on his eyes. “That’s awful, Duncan, Mistress Lorelei. I’m sorry. Almost makes me happy I’m gay. Can’t naturally get pregnant so don’t have to worry about outliving your own children.. but still, I’ll never know what it’s like to raise a child of my own.”

“True,” Lorelei said. Aldric thought he saw her wiping a tear from her eye, but didn’t say anything. “But adoption is always an option. Despite how it goes, orphanages are always willing to adopt their children out to anyone, or at least my orphanage is.”

Zach nodded then looked deep in thought. Duncan rubbed Lorelei’s back one more time then took his horse back to it’s position at the rear. “But, I don’t think I fully answered your question Zach. Like I said, if you find someone to bond you who actually like, or even fall in love with, it’s worth it. But I will not lie, it is a hard life before you bond and even after.”

“How so, Duncan?” Zach broke out of his reverie.

“The Academy has went through some.. reforms somewhat recently, to treat bonds better. And it’s better than it had been during my day, but things are slow to change, especially for institutions that have been around as long as the Empire and the Academy.” He breathed in and looked up at Lorelei. “Before you bond.. you will take classes on how to be a good bond. Some of that is physical education like Lorelei and we have given you. Some of it is mental to prepare to be used as a living weapon. Other.. is.. sexual in nature. It’s a privileged life when you become bonded to a mage, so competition is fierce. As I said earlier, many of the mages will expect favors.. usually sexually.. in return to bond. It’s not right and the Academy will punish you if they find out.. but it isn’t likely, unless the mage or bond goes too far.”

“Wait,” Jordan piped up, “I thought that if we had sex we bonded. What sexual favors could we trade?” Aldric’s anger rose. Why would she need to know? He was going to bond her.. as soon as he was allowed. No one would take Jordan from him. The thought gave him a start, where had that anger come from?

“I know you’re not that naïve, Jordan. Blowjobs, titjobs, handjobs. They’re all ok to do. For some reason the only way to bond is rectally or vaginally,” Lorelei responded. The thought of Jordan doing any of those with anyone else made Aldric quiver in anger.

“You ok Al, you’re shaking?” Jordan whispered to him.

“Yeah. Fine.” Was all he was able to respond. It only enraged him more to hear Duncan’s chuckles behind them, that he knew were probably directly at him. Jordan pressed into him, in what he assumed was meant to be a reassuring hug, but all it did was fuel the jealous monster inside him.

“That makes sense, thank you Mistress. I know I won’t need to do those things, so I’m not worried,” Jordan said easily.

“Well, I for one can’t wait to suck som—”

“SHUT UP ZACH” they all yelled at the same time. The stunned silence afterward was broken by Zach’s cackling laughter, which was soon joined by the others.


Chapter 4

The ride to the Academy was actually peaceful for them. At the end of the first day, they stopped at a small inn. The following days they rode harder, but stopped each night at an inn at whatever village or town they were in. They were mostly small little hamlets that only had one of everything; one tavern, one butcher, one inn. The route had been carefully planned so they’d never have to rough it. Lorelei stated that she was an old lady and wanted her comfort, to which Duncan rolled his eyes.

On the second day of riding, Jordan was pressed into his back and could feel her shaking.

"You okay, Jordan?"

"I'm fine.. just thinking."

"What about?"

She sighed and squeezed him harder. "When we get to the Academy.. will you be my mage?"

A flood of emotions poured into him. Disbelief, anxiety, happiness, and a plethora of others he couldn't identify.

"Uh.. erm.. yes.. yes, of course!" He sputtered. His heart was hammering into his chest as fast as it could. Were all of his dreams coming true?

She giggled but didn't say anything else.

The sense of elation didn't leave him quickly and he felt himself sitting up taller on his horse.

After that short conversation the days seemed to go by quicker. The sun was shinier, the breeze cooler, and the wind didn't whip as much.

During those days Lorelei and Duncan tried to prepare the three of them as much as they could about what they’d be facing at the Academy, but they hadn’t been students at the Academy in nearly 40 years. “The one thing I know will never change is that no matter how your professors treat you, you must show them the proper respect. They will push you beyond what you think you can handle, and then some. Do not forget, in all the hormones of finding a bond and completing the ritual, that this is a military academy. Your professors are teaching you all how to be warriors and mages in the service of the Empire. They will not hesitate to kick out anyone who cannot acclimate to such a place. Am I understood?”

“Yes, Mistress!” Jordan, Zach, and Aldric yelled out.

“Good, bear that in mind, because they do give a fair bit of leeway. You will have times off in the neighboring city and you will be expected to comport yourself accordingly.”

“The neighboring city?” Aldric asked.

“Yes, Etria. It’s a city like any other in the Empire. It has bars and other things to do. Do NOT go to the brothels, Aldric. You will accidentally bond some poor whore, and unintentionally enlist her into the military.”

He rose to respond but Jordan got there before him. “Aldric will not be going to any brothels, Mistress. I will make sure of that. And I will keep him out of the bars.” She said it so matter-of-factly that Lorelei laughed to herself. Aldric felt the heat in his cheeks growing.

“Yeah, do that Jordan.” Aldric could hear the mirth in Lorelei’s voice. After her question, they had been getting closer. Talking more about themselves, and what the future might hold.

The feeling of closeness was so evident that he knew he wanted to bond her as soon as he could. But a small part of his mind, a nagging feeling, told him that he wasn’t worthy of her. He could still hear his parents’ voices calling out, telling him he’d amount to nothing.. that he wasn’t worthy of love. That he was useless.

His anchor in those times was the relationships he'd forged, the friends he'd made. And the story of the lions from his aunt.

Yet, despite Lorelei’s affection towards him, his many friendships, and his relationship with Duncan, Ewyn, and Arhan, he never truly felt good about himself. The nagging doubt of self-worth was ever present. He was just a runaway, after all.. were his parents all that wrong?

That nagging feeling wouldn’t go away. What if they were right? What if, when he finally became a mage and he was abnormally underpowered and only had 1 bond? Or what if he got expelled? What if no bond wanted to be with him? What if.. what if?

“Hey!” something poked him hard in the ribs.

“Huh?” he said smartly.

“I’m talking to you, Al” Jordan said, there was the haughtiness in her voice that he hadn’t liked when he was a child but had recently come to find endearing for some reason.

“I’m sorry, I must have drifted off. What’s up?” He asked. He pushed aside the thoughts of inadequacy and tried to focus on the positives, namely the blonde haired beautiful positive essentially straddling him.

“When we get to the Academy tomorrow. Do you think they’ll let us bond immediately?” she asked, a slight hesitation in her voice. Why? She has spent this entire trip talking as if they were going to bond. Was she already having second thoughts?

“I don’t know.” He said. “Lorelei, how soon are we allowed to bond?”

“Mistress Lorelei,” Lorelei corrected him but instead of being annoyed she smirked. “And not soon. I think you’re allowed to start bonding after three months. They give you a foundation for what has to happen, and why it has to happen, and then they let you loose."

“Ah, ok. Thank you Mistress,” Jordan responded. She hugged Aldric closely. She had gotten so familiar over the past few days; she was almost a different girl from the one he knew at the orphanage.

“Why, Jordan?” he said. He just couldn't shake his feelings.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why do you want to bond with me?” he finished the question.

Her grip tightened around his torso. “I-I don’t know what you mean. If I have to bond with someone, I want it to be someone I know and can trust. That’s all.”

“But.. you had a choice of coming. You don’t have to bond anyone,” he pointed out.

She huffed. “Shut up Aldric! I.. I just..” she stopped. “It’s not polite to question a lady! Didn’t you learn anything from Lorelei!” she erupted. “And who said I wanted to bond with you anyway! Maybe I’ll bond with someone who isn’t so stupid!”

Over the journey she had gotten better at riding to the point where she didn’t need to cling on to him, but usually did anyway. Her arms left his sides, and he could feel her tuck her arms around herself and push back from him.

Lorelei and Duncan both burst out laughing. Lorelei was laughing so hard she didn’t even correct Jordan’s lack of a use of ‘Mistress.’

Zach was uncharacteristically silent though.

Aldric blushed and looked around at his friend who was laughing so hard he was actually silent because his body couldn’t make the sound he was trying to produce. Aldric punched Zach hard on the arm and moved his horse away to the right, away from his teachers and friend.

“Al, of all the dumb things,” Zach said between wheezes.

“Lords above, help these ignorant students of mine,” Lorelei said, putting her palms together and lifting her head to the sky in mock prayer. “Whatever will we do with you Aldric?”

“Nothing,” he grumbled back and ignored the continued japes from Zach and Lorelei.

Jordan was silent too. “I’m sorry Jordan,” he whispered. “I.. want to bond with you. I.. I just don’t know about me. I don’t want to force you into anything or make you choose before you know all your options.” If he could kick himself for being dumb, he would have. He didn’t want to mess this up. He’d been lusting after Jordan since they’d grown into adults, and he kept putting his foot in his mouth.

She didn’t respond.

He sighed wearily. He didn’t know what to say to make it better, so he stayed silent. It seemed like the safest option at that moment.

***

That night they stayed at an inn around half a day’s ride from Etria and the Academy. Like the other nights Lorelei had booked two rooms, one for her and Jordan and one for the men. She told them she didn’t want any hanky-panky going down before they got to the Academy. Both Jordan and Aldric turned the darkest shade of red that either had turned before. A fact that Zach pointed out relentlessly.

They got to the inn, a place called The Whittling Duck, which Aldric thought was a ridiculously stupid name. Duncan got them checked into their rooms and soon they were sitting down at the inn’s dining room, eating at a table large enough for the five of them.

The dining room was typical to what Aldric had come to expect on this journey. It was cozy in a rustic sort of way, wooden floors, wooden walls, a bar made of treated wood. The walls were adorned with a multitude of monster heads, the owner boasted of having killed them himself as he seated the party. Lorelei and Duncan pointedly did not respond to that boast, but Zach was awed by his bravado.

They sat and ate in an uncomfortable silence. Jordan was still fuming, despite Aldric’s attempts to apologize. Aldric kept his head down for the entire meal, focusing on his food and not sticking his foot in his mouth again. The others did their best to ignore the awkward energy around Jordan and Aldric. By the end of the meal he could tell they were all thoroughly sick of the mood.

Duncan bid Jordan and Lorelei a good night and took Aldric and Zach by the scruff of their necks up to the room they were staying in.

As soon as the door closed, Duncan let them both go onto the hardwood floor with a thud. He rounded on the two boys and pointed his finger at Aldric. “Boy, I’m only going to give you this piece of advice once. Open your damn eyes, that girl is smitten with you. Don’t let her go because you are second guessing yourself. If you don’t work toward bonding her someone else will, someone who’s not dumb enough to ignore what an amazing young woman she is. Understood?”

Aldric turned red but nodded his head in understanding. “Good,” Duncan proclaimed. He flopped himself down on one of the two beds and turned over. Aldric drew his breath in, exhaling slowly. He knew he wanted to bond with her, why was he hesitating? Why was he second guessing?

***

The next day they woke early to get a prompt start on their day. “If we’re lucky we’ll get to the Academy before lunchtime,” Lorelei said.

As all the days before Aldric got up on the horse he shared with Jordan first and held his hand out to help her up. To his surprise she took his hand and boosted herself up on the horse. He had half expected her to spurn him and go to Zach or Duncan’s horses.

And like the days before, she wrapped her arms around him and held tight. “I’m sorry for how I reacted, Aldric,” she murmured behind him.

“No, I’m sorry, Jordan. I shouldn’t question you.. I.. well, it’s my issue, please forgive me,” he responded.

“Nothing to forgive,” she said. Her head pressed into his back.

“Same here.”

Aldric noticed Lorelei shaking her head but ignored her. He knew he couldn’t mess this up, he wasn’t sure how many second chances Jordan would give him before she completely wrote him off. He knew he couldn’t chance it and wait to find out if she would like someone else more.

The party rode silently for the most part down the winding path to the town of Etria. Aldric took in his surroundings, as they got closer he noticed several open fields, the grass cut low, with groups of people doing what looked like military drills. Marching, combat formations, and the like.

Lorelei called out. “That’s the Academy’s basic training for marching and formations. You three might want to take a look.” It was Aldric’s first taste of what the Academy would be like. He watched in fascination as the students, mostly women he noted, moved as one, marching in sync. Anyone that fell out of step was quickly reprimanded and corrected. Not many of them made the same mistake twice.

“Mistress, there’s mostly women, are there separate sessions for bond candidates and mages?” Jordan asked

Lorelei looked closer, her right hand over her eyes to block out the sun. “Well, I’ll be..” she softly chuckled to herself. “Yes, Jordan that’s exactly what it looks like. Can you believe that Dunc, they’ve separated the classes.”

Duncan grunted. “’Bout damn time too.”

“Were the classes not separate before?” Jordan asked.

“No..” Lorelei answered slowly. “It led to some issues, truthfully. The more advanced classes should still be mixed, since most mages will have fully bonded by the time they get to those classes. Less chance of.. arguments.”

Aldric looked over at Zach who just shrugged. “Arguments, Mistress?” he asked.

“Squabbles over who got to bond who, careless flirtations messing up the drills, or causing hurt feelings. When someone messes up bad enough they make the entire class do it over and over until no one makes a mistake. It can take forever. Trust me, you don't want to be flirting during classes, but some mages and a lot of bond candidates still did it. It’s better this way.”

“Will we have no classes together?” Aldric asked. Even on the lower end of power, he’d have at least one more bond, other than Jordan. No one got only one bond, he tried to assure himself.

“Most of your other classes will be blended. Or at least it was in my day,” Lorelei stated. “Clearly things can change.” She sounded pleased with herself for a reason Aldric didn’t know. He looked back at Duncan who was smirking. He gave Duncan a quizzical look but the giant man just shrugged and continued to smile.

Whatever, Aldric thought. He stared back at the students, all likely bond candidates. Would one of the women he was going to bond be down there? Already drilling, getting ready for their future with him?

The thought was as daunting as it was enticing. For so long he’d been waiting to create his own family, have bonds who he could call his wives. See the world together, be the family he always wanted. Now, the potential women were a short throw away from him.

Jordan must have sensed his anticipation, because she squeezed him harder. “I wonder, Al.. how will it work with more than one bond? I.. know Mistress Lorelei makes it work, but..”

“Don’t worry, Jordan,” he said in his best soothing voice. He knew he had his insecurities, but Jordan clearly had hers with sharing a man with anyone else. “I’ll never forget you, no matter what happens or how many bonds I have. Okay?”

“Okay.” She nodded behind him. He turned away from the field with the students. He’d find out soon enough what his fate was to be. The thought of only having one bond scared him, he would be powerful still, yes, but everyone knew the more bonds the better and the stronger you'd be. But.. it wouldn’t be the worst fate in the world if he only had Jordan.

***

They rode through the town of Etria soon enough. Though, for how large and cramped together everything seemed to be, it might as well have been a city to Aldric. The grey stone city walls were the first thing that came into view, then the giant wrought iron gate. By Aldric’s estimation it was nearly thirty feet tall, as imposing a structure as Aldric had ever seen.

Then after getting through the checkpoint to enter the city, where Lorelei flashed her military badge for free entry, they went right through the main thoroughfare of the city. Doing so allowed Aldric, Zach, and Jordan to see things they’d never seen before. Street vendors selling food, jewelry, clothing, even some armor. The buildings along the way all seemed to be a mishmash of old beaten-up wooden buildings to newer buildings with grey stone foundations, a mix of old and new. Most of the homes and buildings were row house style, nearly built one on top of the other. Some of them were.

All kinds of people walked down the streets, most of which he had seen before at the orphanage, but some that they hadn’t, from mousekin with their small ears and long, thin, fleshy tails, to horsekin who were as tall as one would expect with hooves instead of feet. Aldric swore he even saw a minotaur or two. They were too early to see where the taverns and whorehouses were.. not that he’d need them.

But still, one couldn't help but be curious, he thought.

Despite the direct route through the town, it still took them close to an hour to get all the way through it. At first they had been harassed by a few of the more bold, or desperate, vendors, but when Duncan stared them down the rest of them got the message. By the time they were leaving it was nearly lunch time.

“No stopping now, the Academy is expecting us, and if Gabrith is any sort of decent headmaster, as Hydean says he is, then he’ll have food prepared for us. It’s not every day two veterans and alumni come through with new students,” she nonchalantly declared. Aldric saw through it though. They were getting a decent welcome because of him, his strange awakening that the Academy wanted to study.

“How much longer, Mistress?” Zach asked, unusually polite.

Lorelei turned in her seat to look at the wolfboy, her eyes narrowed when she saw the fake angelic look on his face. “Less than an hour, probably half that. Then with.. well, once we get there I’m not sure how long. Your stomach will have to wait.”

Zach’s polite veneer crumbled immediately, and he started grumbling loudly about having a shitty dinner the night before, and shooting Aldric and Jordan nasty looks. For their part they ignored him, not wanting to dwell on the bad mood from the argument from the prior day.

Not far outside the gates of Etria the road returned into a dirt path through a not-so-dense forest. The trees looked more like they were planted there as decoration than as a functioning forest.

The first view that Aldric, Jordan, and Zach got of the Academy was rounding a bend in the road. The trees cleared and the largest structures any of them had ever seen came into view. A white stone wall, as tall as Etria’s, surrounded the perimeter. There were five white towers poked up into the sky from inside the wall. Four of the towers were positioned in a square inside the edges of the Academy. They stood at least triple the height of the wall, each topped by a cone style top, flat and round all the way around the tower, a small lip over the sides. In between the four towers were a smattering of smaller stone buildings, the tallest of which were almost half the height of the towers, but most were smaller than that. But the most impressive building was the fifth, central tower, it stood in what looked like the dead center of the Academy. An even larger version of the other white towers, its height so large that they had to crane their necks up to see the top of it. And even then, the top of the tower was partially shrouded by the white clouds in the sky.

At the base of the central tower was the largest building in the Academy. To Aldric it looked like a church one might read about in a storybook. It was large and had many triangular archways, stained glass windows, and long buttresses. It had its own mini towers and a multitude of turrets but an arched entry way with a great wooden door.

Lorelei slowed the procession to allow them all to gawk at the architecture of the Academy. She turned around and smirked at them. “Here you’ll find the greatest buildings of learning in the entire Empire, probably the world. I’ve been to the capital, and it may be grander in scale, but in my opinion it doesn’t hold a candle to what you see before you,” she said stoically.

“Wow..” Zach said smartly.

Jordan picked up on the size of the buildings first though. “If those are just the buildings we can see from above the walls.. how much room is inside?” her eyes going wide at the thought of how large the Academy was.

“A lot,” Duncan succinctly summed it up.

Aldric couldn’t help but laugh at the man’s attitude. All his life, Duncan had been the succinct, stern, authority figure. The only times he ever remembered Duncan showing any emotions other than annoyance was when the smaller children were sick or hurt. He became a doting father to them, being gentle and kind. It was a funny how such a large and stern man melted when one of the children had a boo-boo.

Rolling her eyes at her husband, Lorelei started moving quicker again. “It’s a self-sustaining city, essentially. Come now, can’t keep them waiting for much longer.” She brought her horse into a fast trot and the others followed along.

Another twenty minutes went by and they were at the gate. It was a giant wooden gate, with black iron holding it together. He could see thin blue lines tracing all over the gate, which he figured was some sort of magic, but wasn’t sure. Two guards wearing silver steel armor from head to toe and carrying halberds at a ready position, stood on either side of the gate. Lorelei dismounted, prompting the others to as well. Aldric got off his horse first and helped Jordan down. He looked to the gate and the wall towering above them, his eyes tracked to the very top of the walls.

It was there that Aldric saw his first real bit of magic that he knew was magic. He hadn’t seen it in the glare of the sun before, but he could make out swirling bits of magic hovering over the walls. Swirling balls of light, some blue, some golden, hovered over the wall in regular intervals.

Duncan noticed Aldric looking and came along to stand side him. “Those are the basic magical defenses. The blue lights shoot a line of magical power out, and the golden are spotlights. They’re only ever actually used in times of distress, which is to say never. But this is the Empire’s greatest resource. They cannot allow something to harm their investment.”

Aldric nodded at his de facto father. The thought made Aldric pause, he hadn’t even realized he identified Lorelei and her husbands as parent figures, since he knew his parents, though he had zero fond memories of them. The thought made him smile, knowing that he had subconsciously already thought of them like that. It also came with a pang of sadness, knowing he'd be leaving them behind to become a mage.

Shaking his head to clear those thoughts, he took Duncan’s point. The mages were the Empire’s greatest weapon, living siege weapons. But young, untrained mages, were the Empire’s biggest weakness. They had to keep the mages safe behind their walls, for both the mages and the Empire’s needs. If the school should ever fall the Empire at large was probably done for.

Lorelei hadn’t been idle while Duncan and Aldric talked. She strode up to the closest guard and showed her badge. Aldric could see them talking but couldn’t hear what they were saying. Lorelei gestured for the rest of the group to join her, so they grabbed their horses’ leads and walked up to where Lorelei and the guard were waiting.

“Ho there,” the guard said. He lifted his hand in greeting. “My name is Guardsman Anders. I just need to make sure no one is bringing any weapons, other than the mage and her bonded, and I’ll be able to let you though.”

“Not a problem,” Aldric responded and trotted forward first to be inspected. Lorelei hadn’t allowed them to have even a knife, so he knew there would be no problems.

He was proved correct when they had been searched and sent on their way. Aldric’s chest did beat a bit faster when the guard checked over Jordan. He didn’t like seeing her being touched by anyone else. However brief it was, it still bothered him. Lorelei looked at him, a small smirk on her face. He chose to ignore that and focused on the guard who was opening the gate.

The guard walked up to the gate and touched the wood in seven specific places. A light shone from the door and then, obviously magically, a normal human sized door appeared in the wood and swung open.

“Wow,” Zach reverently breathed out.

“Whoa,” Jordan gasped.

Guardsman Anders chuckled. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, kids.” He extended his arm out to usher them into the Academy.


Chapter 5

Lorelei took point again, following the guard’s extended hand into the Academy grounds. Aldric followed close behind her and was so enraptured with what he saw that he didn’t even register the others falling in behind him.

As he walked through the door, a magical marvel exploded in front of his eyes. The first thing that caught Aldric’s eye was the squads of students in full armor marching behind a leader, going from one building to the next. The next was the size of the grounds, it spanned as far as he could see. It was so wide he could barely make out where the walls began on the other ends.

Most importantly, magic was literally everywhere, he could see the blue hues in the air in front of him, all around him. He’d never experienced anything like it before. They flashed before his eyes, dancing in the air, flitting from place to place. He reached out to touch one, but his hand went right through, with no sensation of feeling it. He was awed by what that could mean. Intangible but ever present. Was it the residue of magic? Or was it magic itself?

Lorelei began walking forward again and he snapped behind her, breaking his concentration on the swirling bits of magic.

Looking around saw that a large number of students were working in small groups on what he assumed were spells. Their hands would randomly erupt, and a fireball would spring out, or a shard of ice, or a living spark.

Aldric then noticed that there seemed to be a sort of training yard set up on the far left, near the base of a tower. Wooden dummies were lined up for at least a good few hundred yards, and students were lined up a distance away shooting transparent energy at the targets. Some of the students were sending their magic out of implements like a wand or a sword, or strangely enough a glowing orb, while others only used their hands.

A sudden yell from the other side of the Academy caused Aldric to whip his head around. On the opposite side, near the tower on that side were students in a group with a man, probably a mage, in front directing someone. The man blew a whistle, and a woman ran from one end of the yard to the other where the mages were practicing in only a few seconds. She then turned on her heel and rushed back to where she started. The whistle blew again and the crowd of students erupted in cheers. The woman bowed and waved to the students.

The mass of students lined up after a yell from their instructor. He yelled again, then blew his whistle again. The students took off sprinting in the same direction as the earlier girl, except much.. much slower. They took minutes to complete what that one woman had completed in seconds.

“She was already bonded,” Lorelei said, startling Aldric out of his stupor. “That’s the kind of feat that your bonds can look forward to Aldric. And you can see why some would do anything to be bonded to a mage.”

“Yes, Mistress,” he said. For a chance at that amount of power, he could see people doing a lot of desperate things.

“Good,” she said but looked thoughtful. “After today, you won’t call me Mistress anymore. We’ll both be mages of the Empire. One day you might even achieve the rank I did, and we’ll be true equals.”

He nodded in understanding. “That may be true, Mistress, but you’ll..” he heaved back the tears that threatened to spill out. “You’ll always be the one who saved me, took me in, gave me a home. We’ll never be equal, because.. I’ve come to realize, you.. Duncan, the others, you’re my real parents. Thank you, Mistress Lorelei. Thank you for everything.”

He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it, but what he saw in his surrogate mother’s eyes surprised him: tears. He’d never seen her emotional, other than fake, or sometimes real, anger at her husbands. She seemed to be such an indescribable, inscrutable force of nature through most of his life that he hadn’t realized just how much she cared for them, just in her own way. She pushed them hard, because the world was hard, she didn’t coddle them because life wouldn’t coddle them. But, seeing her tears, he realized she cared more than she ever let on.

Her tears didn’t last long, she composed herself quickly. “Thank you, Al.. that.. means a lot.” Her voice quivered a bit, but she held strong.

Aldric felt something slam down on his shoulder, he looked up to see Duncan looking down on him, his hand resting on Aldric’s shoulder. “Thank you for your words Aldric. We consider all of the orphans to be our kids, but not many understand how or why we do what we do. Be strong, for me, for Lorelei. Because this school has the ability to take it out of you.”

“Thanks, Duncan.” Aldric didn’t know what to do, so he looked back at Lorelei who was smiling wide.

“Let’s get going,” she said, still smiling.

Zach and Jordan came up next to Duncan. “Huh, why is the Mistress smiling so much? What’d I miss?” Zach said.

“Nothing. What do you think of the Academy so far,” Aldric asked looking at Jordan and Zach.

“Amazing,” Jordan whispered out, her eyes were wide looking at everyone and everything she could.

“It’s fucking awesome,” Zach responded. “So many people.. and all that magic!”

They strode forward following in Lorelei’s wake. Duncan trudged behind them, ever vigilant. The caution wasn’t needed still, they were in the safest place in all of the Empire but he and Lorelei had explained it would be expected for one of her station, and it made a good first impression on the rest of the students.

Aldric wasn’t sure of that last part, as they walked towards the central tower he noticed more students and some instructors watching their little procession. Some of the students cat called or whistled at them. Others ogled them as they passed. But the instructors watched Lorelei with a sort of reverence that he he'd only seen once before, on the healer’s faces when he ran from home.

He couldn’t help but think, was Lorelei a big deal? Bigger than she let on? If she was, she surely had her pick of where to go after her military service was up, why did she choose the orphanage? Could she have been rich and lived like a princess? Why would she choose the life she had? So many questions on her and her life that he had never thought to ask.

***

They continued on, walking past the students and instructors until they finally came to the building at the base of the central tower. As imposing as the building looked from outside the wall, from inside, Aldric couldn’t even comprehend the scale of the building in front of him. It dominated the landscape, and the tower that came from inside it went into the very heavens.

The doors looked much like the ones at the main gate, heavy, wooden, and held together by wrought iron clasps. This one, however, was not giant sized. Lorelei threw the doors open and entered the building like a returning conquering hero, and they followed in her wake. He could hear Duncan sighing softly.

Inside the building was just as spectacular as outside. Stone pillars ran from the floor to the ceiling, in rows that extended all the way to the back of the building, as far as Aldric could see. The floor was a rocky white.. marble he thought it might be called. In-between each pillar stood a metal pole that had a white light sitting on top of it, illuminating the inside of the building.

Not that far inside was a desk made of a rich dark brown color, almost red looking it was so brown. Behind it sat a woman, shuffling paperwork and not paying attention to the newcomers. Behind the desk was a grey cylindrical column with a brown wooden door placed on the front.

Lorelei, and the group, walked up to the woman. “Good afternoon, Arch Mage Lorelei of the 14th Legion here to see the Headmaster, escorting a new mage and two bond candidates. We were expected.”

The woman finally looked up. When she saw Lorelei her face blanched. “Ar-arch Mage Lorelei! Y-yes of course! I have.. the.. here it is!” she stammered out as she shuffled her papers some more until she found what she was looking for. She produced a paper for Lorelei, handing it to her.

“Thank you. Headmaster’s office still in the same place?” Lorelei asked, failing miserably to keep the smirk off of her face.

“Y-yes, Arch Mage!” the poor woman stammered again. Lorelei nodded curtly and left without a other word. Aldric gave the receptionist an apologetic smile and followed after Lorelei.

She went past the woman and opened the door behind the desk. Aldric gasped when he went inside. The room inside was nearly ten times bigger on the inside than what it looked like outside. There was a stairwell that shimmered in different colors, going up in a spiral to the right side, but on the left there was a translucent platform. Lorelei made for the platform and beckoned everyone to follow her.

“I don’t even know why they have those stairs, you can’t get up the elevator without magic,” she said.

“You know why,” Duncan gave her a smirk.

She barked a short laugh out. “Quite.” Once everyone was standing on the platform she lifted her hand, and the platform began to rise. Aldric and Jordan jumped when it did. The platform rose slowly but steadily they made their way up the tower. Aldric looked around, when the platform started moving a guardrail had materialized around it, which made him feel slightly better. He could see the staircase to the right of them, going ever upward.

“Are you like.. famous, Mistress?” Jordan asked. “That poor woman was terrified of you.”

“Sort of. There was an incident almost 40 years ago. I may or may not have been involved. Regardless, it’s neither here nor there, we’re here for you three, specifically Aldric,” she said.

“Are you really an Arch Mage, Mistress?” Zach asked.

“Yes, that was my last military rank. The rankings are fairly straightforward, you’ll be learning this in classes but the rankings are: Acolyte, Mage, Magus, Sorcerer, Grand Sorcerer, Arch Mage, Arch Magus, Imperial Arch Magus. There is only one Imperial Arch Magus, and he resides in the capital. He has the most bonds recorded, with five. None are stronger.. or older, than him.”

“So Arch Mage means there were only two tanks above you? That’s seriously impressive Mistress,” Aldric said.

“Yes, it is,” Duncan answered for her. She gave him a wry smile.

“It was my bonds, they are some of the strongest in the Empire, and they boosted me to a rank that a runaway who grew up in an orphanage should not have been able to obtain. Which highlights the importance of your bonds. The right bonds can make or break a mage,” Lorelei explained.

Jordan shifted and gripped Aldric’s arm tight. He knew he had his doubts on his own power, but he’d do everything he could to reassure Jordan that she was right for him. And only him.

They rode in a tense silence for an indeterminable amount of time until the elevator, as Lorelei had called it, came to a stop. The guardrails dematerialized on one side and Lorelei strode forward onto the landing. There was a door there that she knocked on.

“Yes, come in!” a voice came from the other side. It sounded tired but not old. Lorelei opened the door and went through, the others following in her wake once again.

Aldric walked into the room and was again awed by the sheer amount of magic he saw. There was a bubbling cauldron in one corner, a bunch of magically spinning doodads on shelves, and a fizzing something on a desk. The desk was the same reddish-brown color as the one at the bottom of the tower, and behind it sat a man with an incredibly short white hair, like someone had chopped off the sides and used a flat line on top. He had a white beard that came to a point below his chin. And he was wearing a form fitting blue button-down shirt, with golden accents that ran from the lapel all the way down to the bottom of the shirt, with the same accents around the cuffs.

“Come in, come in! Arch Mage Lorelei it’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Hydean had said so many nice things about you,” the man, who Aldric assumed was the headmaster, said.

Then Aldric noticed another man, standing almost in the shadows across from the Headmaster. He wore the same button-down shirt, but also wore black pants and combat boots. His hair was cut in the same way as the headmaster’s but his was jet black, so black that it almost had a sheen to it.

“The pleasure is all mine, Headmaster Gabrith, I always intended to come visit but running an orphanage isn’t easy work, these youngens keep getting more rambunctious every year,” she replied, shaking the man’s outstretched hand. “Hydean, good to see you again,” she gave a curt nod to the other man.

“Yes, well, all’s the better, after so many years I finally feel like the school is mine, you know as well as any that my predecessor left a large amount of work to do. Now you’ll be able to see the fruits of our labors!” Headmaster Gabrith said, not at all hiding his pride in his school.

“Yes, Headmaster Killian was.. well, let’s not speak ill of the dead,” she said. The smile on her face betrayed her words, she clearly hadn’t liked whoever Headmaster Killian was.

“Yes, well, ancient history is fun, but we’re here for another purpose,” Hydean spoke for the first time. His voice was smooth but held a dangerous edge to it. Aldric got a sense of danger from the man, he couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but there was something off about the black-haired man. “I arranged for lunch to be brought up to us, if that’s not too forward of me, Headmaster.”

Headmaster Gabrith waved his hand. "'Course not, I’ve waiting all day to eat with the famed Lorelei and her husband Field Marshall Duncan.”

Aldric shot a look over at Duncan. He knew that his surrogate parents had been in the military but as bonded he didn’t know that they had held ranks. Again, it struck him just how little he knew about them.

“Oh, I’m sorry, where are my manners,” the Headmaster stood up. And extended his hand towards Aldric. “Welcome to the Royal Academy of Magical Arts and Binding,” he said while shaking each of the newcomers. Then he waved his hands, and five chairs were produced from thin air, he extended his hand inviting them to sit.

“Thank you, Headmaster Gabrith. I appreciate you taking the time to meet with us. I didn’t realize all new recruits dined with the Headmaster on the first day,” Aldric said. Jordan and Zach both nodded their heads in agreement.

“Ah, yes, well, Lorelei did tell us of your.. unique awakening, young Aldric.” Aldric hadn’t remembered telling Gabrith his name. Lorelei must have told him. “So, while lunch is served we can talk about your experience, and what your compatriots saw, then we will test you with the Binding Stone.”

“Thank you Headmaster.. if I may, what is the Binding Stone?” Aldric asked.

“It is the very foundation of magic for the Empire,” Hydean cut in. “It allows us to test new mage recruits, and it tells us how many bonded that the subjects soul will accept before being devoured by its own power.”

Aldric’s eyes went wide in shock. “Don’t scare the poor boy before we even test him. It’s impossible to burn out your power if you keep to within the range of your soul. While true, some mages choose not to bond as many as they can, it’s perfectly safe to bond your maximum number,” Headmaster Gabrith said.

Just then the elevator behind them creaked to a stop and the door opened. An attractive blonde woman with a serving tray full of food came into the room. “Ah yes, thank you darling. Everyone this is my first bonded, Claire, she’s been with me for many, many years.”

“We’re not that old, Gab,” she said with a smile. She placed a tray in front of each of the people in the room and backed out of the door.

“She’s right of course, we’re not that old.. but I couldn’t have done anything without her,” the headmaster said with a sigh of contentedness. “So, food! Dig in! We’ll talk while we eat, young Aldric, Jordan, and Zach.”

The food was a half a roasted chicken, mashed potatoes served with a copious amount of butter, a long green vegetable that Aldric didn’t know, but didn’t really have a taste, and some assorted vegetables. Drinks materialized on each tray as they ate.

During their meal Gabrith questioned each of them about the awakening spell, what happened, what they saw. For Aldric he asked more questions, like how he felt and if he felt any different.

“I’ve been noticing magic a lot more, especially here in the academy. Like at the gate, I saw the thin blue lines that covered the gate. Then when we walked into the Academy itself, I could see the swirling bits of magic in the air. It was.. overwhelming to be honest.”

Hydean and Lorelei shared a look, but Headmaster Gabrith looked at him with sharp eyes. “You can see the ambient mana? And you can see the wards on the gate?”

“Yes? Can’t everyone?” Aldric said, no longer sure if what he said was good.

“No, no my boy, they can’t. What good would defenses be if the enemy could see them? And ambient mana is everywhere but none can see it,” he explained.

Hydean cut in at that point. “I think it’s best we test the young man, Headmaster, where is the Binding Stone?”

“Quite right. Here it is,” he went through the desk’s drawers and after a few moments produced a stone and placed it on his desk in front of Aldric. It looked much like that one that Lorelei had, the same tear drop shape, the same weight and height, the only difference being instead of being a blinding white, Aldric noticed that it shimmered with every color of the rainbow, and all the colors in-between. The color constantly shifted, never settling on a single color.

“Wow,” Aldric heard himself saying.

“Yes, quite,” Hydean said, a smug look on his face.

“Now, my boy, the Binding Stone works slightly differently than the mana stone Lorelei used to activate your powers. You need to physically touch it for it to read your power. But by the physical connection it can draw out your power in a physical manifestation and show us what we’re working with,” Headmaster Gabrith explained.

“Yes, of course Headmaster,” Aldric said. He looked over at his friends, Zach had a face of wonder, waiting to see what would happen, but Jordan looked scared. She was clearly remembering what happened at his awakening. “Will it hurt like the awakening from the mana stone, Headmaster?”

“No, thankfully not. Your mana soul is already alive and active. The mana stone jumpstarts your powers, and that can cause some discomfort.”

Lorelei snorted. Hydean hid a smirk, but Gabrith looked at her. “What? It’s more than discomfort. Hell, the boy was rendered unconscious.”

Gabrith rolled his eyes but looked back at Aldric. “It’s perfectly safe. Now, if you would, place your palm on top of the stone, and we should see the manifestation after a few seconds.”

Aldric hesitated slightly but placed his faith in the man. He put the palm of his right hand on the stone. The second he did the stone drew him in, he lurched forward, and it felt like it was sucking in his very soul. Panic set in but try as he might, he couldn’t lift his hand. It was like some force was exerting pressure down on him, keeping him from moving.

Lights flashed out from the stone from the base and between his fingers. A plethora of colors spewed forth, bathing the office in a rainbow of pure light. He felt the stone drawing him in further, his mana soul connected with it, his power seeped forth and intertwined with the stone’s power.

Then blue flames started to shoot from the stone, arrayed in a circle around Aldric’s hand. First one flame, then two, then three, and so on, until finally they stopped spewing out. In the end there were seven blue flames spinning around the stone.

“S-seven?! What is this?” Gabrith stammered out.

The pressure from on top of Aldric’s hand was removed and he felt his hand go limp and slide off to his side. In fact, his entire arm felt limp from the power of the stone. Like the worst dead-arm in his life, which he knew from experience since he and Zach had grown up trading dead-arms with each other. Slowly pins and needles started to prod into his fingers and a myriad of sensations came back to his arms and hand, flooding him and filling him with pain.

He gasped at the pain but didn’t let it take him away from what was happening. “What’s going on? What does this mean?”

“Did it hurt?” Hydean asked quickly.

“No, it didn’t hurt, it felt like my soul was being sucked into the stone, but my hand hurts now. Like pins and needles are sticking me.”

“Good no damage,” Hydean said quietly.

“Headmaster..” Lorelei started.

Gabrith held up his hand to stop her. “I know.” He looked at Aldric, a thoughtful worried expression came over his face. “Well, my boy,” he chuckled a little, but Aldric could see beads of sweat forming on his brow. “We initially thought that something was wrong with Lorelei’s mana stone, and wanted to make sure no harm was done to you. But now.. the Binding Stone shone seven times. That just doesn’t happen. The Binding Stone is incorruptible and never incorrect.”

“Okay,” Aldric started to say, drawing out the word, hoping that Gabrith would dispense with the theatrics.

“It means, that for the first time in recorded history, we have a mage sitting in front of us, whose mana soul will bond seven times.”

Aldric stared in disbelief. Seven bonds? How could that be? What did that mean?

Before he could even ask, Jordan exploded.

“WHAT THE FUCK?! SEVEN BONDS?”


Chapter 6

After Jordan’s outburst there was a flurry of motion.

Aldric looked over at Jordan and she looked livid. Zach was staring wide eyed at her and trying to stop her from lunging at the Headmaster. Lorelei and Duncan shot up from their seats and grabbed her and took her to the elevator to calm down.

The Headmaster and Hydean both looked perplexed. Hydean had a smirk on his face, which Aldric was really starting to not appreciate.

“I apologize, Headmaster. She.. wants, well maybe now wanted to bond with me. I’m guessing that number is too high for her liking,” Aldric explained.

Gabrith took out a handkerchief and dabbed his forehead of sweat. “No worries, no worries at all my boy. It’s not the first time a bond candidate hasn’t had the best reaction to her mage having more than one.. bonded. We’ll need to discuss with her privately to make sure she still wants this life.

Now, on to more pleasant, and I’m sorry to say, ultimately more important matters. We can’t just ignore what happened just now. You are the first mage in recorded history to have more than five bonds, let alone seven. Do you understand what that means?”

Aldric shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I’ll become stronger than any of my contemporaries,” he barely whispered out.

“Yes. The more bonds a mage has, the more their power grows, and it is exponential. A three bonded against a five bonded is like a battle between a kitten and a lion. What would a seven bonded look like? We just don’t know. Even the Emperor’s Imperial Arch Magus is only bonded five times. It can, and will be a problem, should anyone find out.”

The door behind Aldric reopened and Lorelei, Duncan, and Jordan came back in. Jordan’s head drooped. “I apologize for my behavior, please forgive my impertinence.”

Gabrith waved her apology away. “No problem my dear, you’re not the first bonded that’s exploded in my office over a situation with her intended bonded mage. No harm no foul. Now..” He brought out a flask from inside his desk and took a long swig, then took his handkerchief and dabbed the sweat from his forehead. “Everyone in this room must be sworn to secrecy of young Aldric here. We cannot and should not stop him from bonding, it is in the Empire’s best interest that he does. However, we cannot allow the number of bonded his mana soul requires to become common knowledge.. or not at first, at least. One because it’ll attract too much attention from bond candidates, and it seems like you’re off to a good start with this young lady here, Aldric, but despite our best efforts some of our candidates get a bit.. pushy and you don’t want that kind of attention.”

“Agreed,” Jordan and Aldric said at the same time. They shared a smile and Jordan seemed to perk up a bit.

“The second point, Headmaster?” Aldric was surprised to hear Zach’s voice ask the question.

“Thank you.. Zach was it?” Zach nodded. “Yes the second reason was because some people in the Empire will want things from you. Political machinations never cease. Most will most certainly want to use you as their political pawn. Imagine some trumped up noble thinking they have the most powerful mage in history in their back pocket, it would be bedlam. And worse, some may wish you harm either for siding with their opposition, or assuming you will, or even just plain fear.”

Aldric gulped at the thought of being used as a political pawn or being targeted for something he had no power over. “Yes, Headmaster.”

“That’s not to say that the Academy won’t do its best to protect you, quite the opposite. You are now our most valuable asset. I’m going to insist you stay here during breaks, but you should be able to visit Etria with the rest of the students, sometimes there’s no better way to form relationships than over a bottle of ale.”

“Thank you, Headmaster. I appreciate the support,” Aldric said. He was honestly dazed; he didn’t know what he was going to do. Just that morning his biggest worry was whether Jordan actually wanted him or not, but now, he’d have six other women to contend with, their wishes, wants, and desires. Maintaining a quasi-relationship with Jordan for the past week had been hard enough, now he was expected to do that six more times? And at once?

“Yes, thank you Headmaster, Jordan and I will do our best to watch out for our friend. Jordan as his bonded, and me as his best friend. I’ll make sure to get a strong mage to bond, and protect Aldric,” Zach said. Aldric stared in awe at his friend, it was the most mature he’d ever sounded to Aldric.

“Thank you Zach, I know there aren’t many female mages, but there’s a few here at the Academy that still are missing bonded slots, maybe you could..”

“Sorry, Headmaster, but I’m gay.. are.. are they any gay mages here?” Zach asked, his confidence seeming to waver.

“Oh my! Not a problem, I’m sorry for assuming.. but yes there are a few. They have an even harder time to get bond candidates than the female mages. This might solve a few of my problems, I’ll tell them to be on a lookout for you, my boy!” the Headmaster said.

Zach sighed in relief. “Thank you Headmaster.”

Gabrith just waived his hand dismissively. “Knowing what we know, can I bond with Aldric now?” Jordan asked.

“Hmm,” Gabrith put his chin in his hands. “I’m.. not sure.” He looked at Hydean. To Aldric it looked like he was almost asking for permission.

“Unfortunately, no, Bond Candidate Jordan. I’m sure Lorelei will have told you, but there is a three-month waiting period before we allow mages and candidates to bond. This is to ensure that the Mages get enough tutelage in how the magic will work to make it safe for both the mages and the candidates,” Hydean answered for Gabrith.

“Oh,” Jordan looked crestfallen, “thank you.. Mr. Hydean.”

“Actually, Professor Hydean, I teach combat magic for mages. I help out with a few other things around the Academy as well,” he said with a wry chuckle. Aldric got the sense that he wasn’t telling the whole truth.

“Professor Hydean is actually indispensable to the running of the Academy, don’t let his humbleness fool you students,” Gabrith smiled.

“You honor me Headmaster,” Hydean bowed to the man.

Lorelei tutted. “Anyway, are there any additional protections you can give Aldric? Or is all just stay inside, play nice, and lie?”

Hydean rolled his eyes, but Gabrith smiled. “Well, as soon as he can, he should start bonding. While Hydean and I will be on the lookout for anything going wrong. Unfortunately, this is a military Academy, Lorelei, I can’t guarantee safety all of the time.”

Lorelei tutted again. “Aldric, your lie will be that you have 3 bonds. It should hold out till the end of the year and maybe next. Do not bond anyone without having a good reason. Do not fall for a pretty face just to find out they’re a total psycho. Mages can feel their bonds emotions, so if you bond someone nuts you’ll know immediately. If you do, by accident, tell the Headmaster immediately. Understood?”

“Yes, Mistress,” Aldric said.

She looked him over. “It’s Mistress no longer.” She leaned over and hugged him, holding him tight. “Don’t bond too fast.. it is forever unless one of you dies. We do not want that.”

He was momentarily stunned but returned the hug. She wasn’t a touchy-feely woman, the display of affection hit him harder than being told he’d have to bond seven times. “Thank you.. Lorelei.”

She let go of the hug, held him out, and smiled. “You’ll be fine. But the Academy requires a surname..” she looked him up and down. “As a child you said you didn’t remember yours. Well, as an adult, and as my..” she noticeably choked, “..as my son, you may use my last name. I adopted it when I came to the Academy, and I wish for you to use it now. Ironheart.”

“Yes.. mom,” it was all Aldric could do to keep the tears out of his eyes. He hadn’t expected Lorelei’s sudden outpouring, but he couldn’t help but be overwhelmed with the emotions he was feeling.. mostly sadness at having to part from the woman who had taken care of him most of his life.

She stood up and gave both Jordan and Zach tearful hugs, holding them both tight.

Releasing them, she looked to the Headmaster. “You will keep these three safe, Gabrith. Hydean. Or you’ll be hearing from me.”

She turned on her heel and walked towards the elevator, Duncan stood up and bowed to the two men, then shook Aldric and Zach’s hand and gave Jordan a short hug, then followed Lorelei out of the room.

Gabrith wiped his brow again with his handkerchief. If Hydean felt anything about the explicit threat he didn’t show it, he had the same smirk he had been wearing the entire meeting. By that point, Aldric assumed that smirking was the man’s natural face.

“Well..” Gabrith said, wiping his forehead again. “I say, she was just as scary as everyone said she’d been, huh, Hydean?”

“Yes, Headmaster,” Hydean gave the man a smile. “Now, you three, with all the excitement we didn’t get to welcome you to the Academy officially. We just have a few questions for you, Jordan and Zach, then we’ll let you be on your way to your room assignments.”

“Questions, sir?” Jordan asked.

“To make sure you have the correct temperament to be a Bond Candidate. We take the upmost care to only accept Bond Candidates that are well adjusted and would be able to live with the special circumstances of a Bonded life.”

“Yes, Professor, I understand,” Jordan said.

“Do you, Bond Candidate Jordan? Your outburst before does not speak to your willingness to share your mage with others,” Hydean said.

“I-I reacted poorly, yes. But I understand this is the life I want. Yes, I may have to share Aldric, or any mage for that matter. The sheer number of women I’ll have to be competing with overwhelmed me for a moment. Now that the shock has passed, I’m fully committed to seeing this through, no matter what happens.”

“Hmm,” Hydean said, coming out from behind desk to stand in front of Jordan and Zach. “Are you sure? Wouldn’t you rather bond with someone that would only have one or two other bonds. You wouldn’t be fighting for so much attention, and you’d get.. well not the same kind of power boost that Aldric has, but certainly you’d get all the benefits of being a bond without all the hassle of six other bond mates.”

As Hydean spoke Aldric was getting more and more angry. He curled his fists but didn’t say anything. He knew it was a test or hoped so. He had to trust that Hydean had Jordan’s best interests in heart. And.. the reason Aldric was getting so angry was that Hydean was asking Jordan something that he’d been long thinking. Was it Aldric or the perks? Did she actually care for him, or was it all just an act to get to the Academy?

“No. No. I do not care how many other bonds there are. I want, no, need to bond with Aldric. This has been my destiny for so long. I know it, I know it in my heart,” she said, her eyes hard and staring into Hydean’s.

He smiled at her. “We’ll see.” He turned his head towards Zach. “What about you Zach? An orphan of a wolfkin pack? Why did you come here? The military isn’t a replacement for a family, though many would tell you otherwise. Will you be able to go into battle, weapon raised, ready to die for your Empire or your mage? Would you be able to handle watching friends die? Their insides spilling out from a sword slash, or their heads caved in from a club attack?”

Zach, like Jordan, stared into Hydean’s eyes. “I’m not looking for a new family. Aldric, Jordan, Lorelei, Duncan, Ewyn, Arhan, and all the others are all the family I need. I don’t know how I’ll react in combat. I’d like to say I’d be brave, I’d like to say I’d die with a smile on my face, or I’d be comforting to my friend as they died, but I don’t know. I do know, however, I will always strive to be the very best, do the very best.”

Hydean smiled and looked over to the Headmaster who nodded. “Very well. Because of Lorelei’s recommendations, we’re more than happy to give you both a chance. You have three months before you can bond. Three months to get out of this without consequences. No one will think any less of you should you choose to leave. Just tell us, we’ll send a message to Lorelei, and she will come and get you. Understood?”

“Yes, Professor!” they both said at the same time.

“Good. You’ll notice, I did not give you an option to leave Aldric. If you want to leave, it will be on a funeral pyre. Mage life is forever. The Empire’s military owns you now. Your assignment is 15 years, unless you’re useful in which case they will leverage you for longer. You cannot escape your fate.”

Aldric nodded. The prospect of being in the military forever didn’t thrill him, but he was an orphan with no skills, no family, no prospects, what else could he do? At least as a mage he would be respected. And he’d have his bonds wherever he went.

“Wonderful!” Gabrith said, clapping his hands together. “You three, go downstairs, and talk to my secretary for your room assignments and class schedules. Professor Hydean, please accompany them down the elevator, instruct them on how it works. Thank you!”

Hydean bowed to the Headmaster, looked at the three new students and walked out of the room. Aldric, Jordan, and Zach all did their best to imitate the bow that Hydean had given and followed after him.

***

The elevator it turned out was easy to operate, but only for mages, they willed their mana into the platform, and it rose and fell on its own. It was a level of security for the Headmaster’s office. Mundane forces would not be able to get up to him quickly. The stairs could also be turned off, effectively cutting off the Headmaster’s office from the rest of the campus. It was an extreme measure, one that Professor Hydean said had only been used once. He had a small, knowing, smile on his face after that.

When they reached the bottom of the elevator, Hydean introduced them to the receptionist again, this time without Lorelei scaring the tar out of the poor woman.

“This is where I leave you three. I’ll be seeing you around, Aldric. Bond Candidate Jordan, Bond Candidate Zach, have a good day.” He bowed slightly at them and left towards the exit.

“Wait, what?” Aldric said, staring at the man as he walked away. Aldric turned back to the receptionist who just shrugged.

“Tell me your names and I’ll get you sorties, dearies. Professor Hydean can be a bit..”

“Rude?”

“Jerky?”

“Suspicious?”

“I was going to say dramatic, but yes to all three. Now, let’s get started,” the receptionist smiled kindly at them.

They gave her their names, Aldric put a little more pepper on saying Ironheart, finally feeling as though he belonged. And then gave what they were there to register as, Aldric a mage, Jordan and Zach as bond candidates. The receptionist asked some follow-up questions like relationship status, sexual orientation, age, family history, and the like.

Family history was easy for the three, since they all had none. Jordan’s parents had been killed in a border skirmish, Zach’s were murdered by hunters, and Aldric ran away. The woman clicked her tongue in annoyance when she learned they were all orphans.

“You’ll have to submit for a physical exam with our healers to make sure you’re not bringing any diseases. But it’s just a formality, you came in with Arch Mage Lorelei.”

“She runs the orphanage we all grew up in, well, her and her husbands,” Jordan supplied. Aldric thought it was a smart strategy to invoke Lorelei’s name, the receptionist had very obviously been scared of her.

The woman’s eyes widened for a second but she composed herself quickly. “Yes, it is unlikely that Arch Mage Lorelei allowed diseased students into the Academy, and you three already met with the Headmaster.. I’m exempting you from the physical for admission, but make sure to go to the Infirmary soon, just to get checked out, please.”

“Yes, of course, thank you Miss,” Jordan sweetly replied.

She then went over some more mundane things that they’d need to know. Rules, etiquette, curfews, the terms of their military contracts. The rules were simple, no fighting with other students, mage or bond candidate, be on time to all classes and exercises, do nothing that would impugn the reputation of the Academy. That all made sense to Aldric and he nodded along. She did mention that different professors would have different rules for the classrooms and the students would all have to adhere to both the school and classroom rules.

The curfew was easy, be in by dark. She let them know that classes would sometimes be held at night and that their badges would be able to identify to the night guards that they were allowed out and going to class. There was also a separate curfew for going to Etria, which only second years and up were granted privilege to do. They had to be back inside the Academy by dusk. Anyone not back by then would be considered AWOL, absent without leave, and be subject to disciplinary actions upon their return.

Etiquette was something that the three would have to get used to. They were expected to salute all superiors, answer with sir or ma’am, and follow the chain of command. Their direct superiors would be their barracks officer, then division officer, then the professors, and then finally the headmaster.

For their military contracts she explained that there were different sets for mages and bonds. The mages were set at 19 years. Four years of schooling and fifteen of direct service. After the fifteen were up the mage and their bonds would be able to settle down wherever they wanted, so long as they report to their commanding officer where they landed and if they made any moves. The military kept tight track of their mages, mostly because they were still eligible to be called for service in a national emergency. But also so they could keep track of some of the most powerful beings in the Empire.

The bonded were a different case. They enrolled into the Academy entirely voluntarily, so their terms were slightly different. They could stay enrolled in the Academy for as long as they wanted, as long as they had not been bonded to a mage. As soon as they bonded, they would graduate the same time as their mage and their military service was tied to the mage’s.

While they were not bonded they were charged with doing their best. And to facilitate that the Academy set up a scoreboard in each of the barracks of the top performing bond candidates. This bred a competitiveness between the bond candidates and showed the mages what the Academy had to offer.

Jordan’s eyes lit up when the receptionist mentioned the competitive nature. She had always played hard at the sporting games at the orphanage, she didn’t like to lose. Who did? But she took it to another level. Aldric could already see her butting heads with the other bond candidates.

When the woman’s spiel was finally over she handed them each a map of the campus. “Now, you each need to go to your assigned barracks. Mages and bond candidates have separate barracks. Males and females are also split.”

“Makes sense,” Aldric said more to himself than to anyone else.

“Yes, quite,” the receptionist smiled. “Your maps will show you the direction to your barracks, you just need to intone where you intend to go and it will highlight the way. It’s a nifty piece of magic. Though be warned it does not work outside of the Academy and you will probably stop needing it after a while. Still, it’s handy for newcomers.”

“Thank you, Miss,” Zach said sweetly.

Someone, probably an assistant, came from a side room and handed her something. With a thank you she waved the man away and she looked back at them. “Here,” she said as she handed them each a piece of grey metal in the shape of a shield with a sword straight down the middle of it with a banner running underneath, “these are your badges, do not lose them. They will magically update each time you make a new rank, or you bond. They are enchanted directly by the Headmaster, they are not easily replaced. Do not lose them.”

All three of them saluted and said yes ma’am. “Good, now off you go. To your barracks. Your barracks officer will have your class schedules and any further information you may need.”

They saluted again and left through the front doors. They were alone, for the first time ever.


Kasumi Interlude

Kasumi was laying on her bunk, alone again. She really thought that Henric would have been a good fit. She felt a decent amount of power and he wasn’t ugly. Not great looking, but passable. He could have gotten better as time went on. Maybe.

She sighed. Maybe her tribe was right, there was no place for a kitsune in the human world, much less as a bonded. She promised her tribe she’d find a way to get magic, to save them. But she’d been at the Academy for three years and nothing. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She’d met a few mages she thought had potential, but they all ended up disappointing her. And she’d honed her skill in combat to a deadly degree.

But she had to prevail. She had to endure; she was her clan’s only hope. She sighed again. It was unfair, the way they leaned on her and expecting her to fix all their ills. It was unfair that she had to leave to find more power. It was unfair that she’d been expected to gain power but given her grief for her solution.

Yet they still expected a lot from her despite their objections on her joining the military. She was the first four tailed kitsune born in the last century. She had the capability of being the first in a thousand years to get to nine tails, and the power that came with it. But she needed to live longer, be stronger, and that meant becoming a bond.

It frustrated her to no end, that not one of the mages she’d met had fulfilled her basic requirements for bonding. Decent looking, hardworking, smart, funny. She wasn’t asking for a lot! She was at the top of the leaderboard, so she should get the best. She growled in her frustrations. Why wasn’t this easier?

She got up and paced the room she shared with five other bond candidates. The rest were away in the city or doing extra credit. She didn’t need that, she was at the top, she got the best grades and the best scores. Term was starting full swing a few days. Maybe there’d be a new fresh batch of mages for her to run through.

She felt inward, the latent kitsune powers that allowed her to feel mages. She’d checked every day for the past three years and never felt anything close to what she wanted.. or needed. This time though, she felt something. A glimmer of real power in the sea of mediocrity around her. A slight pull in her core. She stopped her pacing and centered herself. She needed to find the power; it felt unlike anything she had felt before.

It took her a minute, but she was able to find it. It was on campus, obviously. She knew she needed to find it, to talk to the mage who it belonged to. They could be her only hope.

She collected her things, got dressed in her gear quickly, and bounded down the stairs of the tower, taking two or three at a time. She wasn’t afraid of falling or tripping, it was laughable to her; kitsune warriors didn’t fall.

She ran past several students, paying them no mind. They weren’t important now, the mage with the power was. If he was a new student, she’d need to bond with him. If it was a she, she’d make it work.

Reaching the bottom, she launched the tower door open and sprinted out to the courtyard. It was a typical summer session; students parade marching, completing special challenges, and studying. But she ignored it all, she could feel it now, it was closer.

She closed her eyes and felt inward again, the last trace of the kitsune powers her kind could still use. She felt the power, like a flame it called to her as if she were a moth.

Suddenly, she found it.

It felt close, looking around with her spirit, she felt it directly to the east. Near.. the central tower.

She took off running again, bounding past the students parade marching, ducking through the multitude of students engaged in studying, probably a pre-amble to fooling around, until she came to stand in front of the tower.

There, three students exited. Two men and one woman. One man was a wolf beastkin with short grey hair and wolf ears, and though she couldn’t see it, probably a grey wolf tail. He was sort of cute. But she dismissed him immediately, she didn’t feel the power from him.

The woman was human with long, beautiful sandy blonde hair. She was very well endowed, with a pretty good body. She wasn’t toned though; she still had some baby fat. That must mean they were new, the Academy promoted physical fitness, and whether you wanted it or not, you’d end up losing some fat and gaining muscle. But she wasn’t the one.

The blonde’s eyes were fixed on the second man. The human. He had brown hair and the beginnings of a beard. Not super well kept, but not scraggly. He wasn’t muscular either, but he was tall, taller than the other two. Probably above average, Kasumi thought.

And he was sort of cute, she snickered.

She felt inward again and this time, this close to them, the power was like a blazing inferno. And she could see now, it was the human male. At least he was good looking she thought, a wry smile appearing on her face.

Her parents always told her not to get involved with non-kitsune, which was nigh impossible at the Academy. But they warned her most of all about Human men. They could be cruel and would mistreat their women. They also looked down on beastkin.

But, with that kind of power, she didn’t have a choice. The three started moving, maps out in front of them, the wolfkin and human girl went off in one direction, towards her.. towards the bond candidate barracks, which confirmed what her senses told her. It was the human male.

She saw him walking away towards the mage barracks. She couldn’t let him slip away, she followed behind him, observing him. If he noticed her at all following behind him, he didn’t show it. He also didn’t flinch or shrink away when he saw beastkin or the few orcs they had at the Academy. He didn’t really seem to notice anything, actually, other than the map in front of him.

She saw the collision happening before he did. His eyes were fixated on the map and not on what was in front of him. He didn’t see the troop of dwarves. She had to save him; he was going to piss off the most ornery bunch in the school before term even started.

She sprinted up to him, closing the distance in a matter of seconds. She got so close that she could smell his scent; forest mixed with smoke, she was smitten already.

Her hand reached out and grabbed his shoulder, yanking him back before he could run over the dwarves, who also weren’t paying attention. The young mage’s yelp alerted them though. “Oy, watch out where yer goin’, ya stupid bawbag,” the lead dwarf said, looking up at them.

“Sorry, master dwarf, my friend here has his head in the clouds, first day on campus, you know how it goes,” Kasumi said smoothly. Dwarves were irritating, her least favorite race at the Academy, even the orcs had better manners, but she had to play nice.

“Jus’ watch yerself, laddie, don’ get in mah way agin,” the dwarf said and marched his group forward without another word.

“S-sorry! Won’t happen again!” the human man said. The dwarves were already gone, good riddance.

Kasumi sized the man up. He was good looking up close. More rugged than she would have assumed from far away. His beard was still in its fledgling stage and he needed a haircut, and his muscles hadn’t come in yet, but that was all fixable.

“Thank you, miss,” the human said to her. He extended his hand. “I don’t know what would have happened if I ran the little guys over.”

She held back a laugh, the dwarves would have made him pay dearly for calling them little guys. She took his hand and shook. His palm wasn’t calloused yet, but that would change quickly. Even the pampered nobles who came to the Academy calloused over from the rigorous activities.

“No problem. I had to intervene, I couldn’t let a new student get in bad with the dwarves this early,” she said easily.

“Ah, what gave it away that I’m new?” he wryly smiled.

“Your nose was glued to the map. This place may be magic, but you still need to pay attention to where you’re walking,” she replied.

He laughed out loud, not a booming laugh, but louder than most she had heard. “You’re right, of course. I was studying the locations and I got too engrossed in what I was looking at.”

“No worries. Here, let me escort you to the mage’s barracks,” she held out her arm for him to take.

“No, no I couldn’t, I’ve inconvenienced you enough.”

She waved his concern away. “I need to make sure you get to where you’re going and don’t walk over a troop of gnomes next,” she said with a wide smile.

“Fair enough,” he chuckled and put his hands up in defeat. He took her arm and they walked together to the mage barracks.

“My name is Kasumi. You are?”

“Of course, sorry, I’m making bad first impressions all over. Nice to meet you, Kasumi. I’m Aldric.. Aldric Ironheart.”


Chapter 7

Aldric let Kasumi led him to the mage barracks. He was immediately in awe of her. He’d never met a kitsune, let alone one as beautiful as her. He didn’t know why she decided to save him from the embarrassment of running into the dwarves, but he was glad she did.

She was beautiful, with her red hair that flowed down past her shoulders onto the small of her back. Her arms were toned and muscular. And she had the matching fox ears and kitsune tails of legend. Four already, all red with white tips, like a painter’s brush. She was wearing a tunic that was white in the middle but black on the sides. The tunic extended all the way down to her knees, but a belt cinched it on her waist, giving her an hourglass figure and leaving very little to the imagination.

The belt wasn’t just for fashion, though it did make her look good. On the belt were hoops for her weapons. On her left hip was her sword, sheathed of course. And on her right hip was a small dagger. There was also a small pouch near her right hip. Aldric didn’t know what function the pouch served but based on how well put together she was, it was likely something important.

He knew a little about kitsune from the stories that Lorelei and her husbands told the smaller kids. They were powerful mages at one point, but the magic ran out of their blood for some reason, now they lived in a tribal hunter-gatherer society. Their tails denoted their age and power. She was young though, too young to have four tails already, which meant she was powerful. She surely had to be a mage then, not someone he could bond unfortunately. But still, she could be a good ally.

“So, Aldric, how many bonds can you have?” she bluntly asked.

“Oh, um, three,” following the lie Lorelei told him to go with. And it wasn’t entirely inaccurate, he could have three. He would have seven.

“Oh, good! On the mid to upper range of mage power,” she smiled at him. “Depending on the mage, them self of course.”

He smiled, partly to agree with her, but partly knowing he was misleading her. “What about yourself?” he asked.

She looked stunned for a moment but barked out a laugh. “Me? None, I’m here as a bond candidate. Kitsune haven’t had a mage in ages.”

“Oh, oh wow!” He felt the heat on his cheeks.

“Yeah, I’ve been here a few years, waiting for the right mage to bond with,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Haven’t found Mr. Right yet?” he smiled at her.

“Who knows, maybe I have?” she said, giving him a smile. Was she flirting with him? No, that couldn’t be it. He shook his head, not every pretty girl was going to flirt with him, despite what Lorelei, Duncan, and the Headmaster said. “But no I haven’t bonded with anyone yet.”

He didn’t know why, but he smiled when she said that. He glanced at her and she was smiling too.

They were closing in on the tower. Kasumi held his arms tight. “I’ll leave you at the barracks, your officer should be there. Have you met them yet?”

“Er.. no, I just got here. I met with the Headmaster, we reviewed my mana soul, and then they sent me here, after giving us the introduction information.”

Her eyes flared wide for a brief moment. “You met with the Headmaster for your mana soul ceremony?”

“Y…es?” he said, now unsure if he should have said anything. “Is that not normal?”

“No, not normal,” a small smile that was already on her lips grew wider.

“Who normally does it?”

“One of the professors, Professor Hydean or Professor Cottonrose usually.”

“Oh, well, Professor Hydean was there.”

“Hmm,” she said. She was still smiling at him. She couldn’t suspect anything, could she? No, there was nothing to suspect.

“I think it was because I came in with Arch Mage Lorelei. She was a big deal or something, but I know her as Mistress Lorelei.”

“You came in with an Arch Mage?” she said, her eyes were wide again.

“Um.. yes? She was the Mistress of my orphanage. She performed the activation ceremony and then brought me here with two others, my friends Zach and Jordan.”

“Ahh, yes, makes sense. After the fifteen years are up, mages take up many posts in the Empire.”

“Yeah, it was, um.. personal for Lorelei.” He wasn’t sure why, but he felt like he was being interviewed, or interrogated, for the second time that day.

Fortunately, for him, they got to the front of the tower just then. The words “Mage Barracks” were emblazoned above the door. The door itself was a dark brown with black metal wrapping around it, like the other doors he’d seen on campus.

“Well, looks like our time is at an end Aldric. I’m glad I bumped into you, I’ll be seeing you around,” she saluted to him, turned on her heel, and walked away. He could have sworn he saw her sway her hips a little, but he couldn’t tell for sure. He shook his head again, trying to clear his mind. He opened the door and stepped into the tower.

The room he walked into was a nice entry room, if a little sparse. White stone walls surrounded everything, which made sense. There was a brown wood reception desk, and several chairs for seating. There were two doors, one to the right of the desk and another to the left.

Seated at the desk was a man with brown hair that was cut like the Headmaster’s. He was wearing a black shirt that showed off his muscles. Aldric just knew by looking at him that he exercised all day, his muscles had muscles. Looking up from the paperwork he was completing he stared at Aldric. “State your name and rank. What are you doing in my barracks?”

This must be the barracks officer the receptionist told me to look out for. Already off to a great start, Aldric thought. “Acolyte Aldric Ironheart, reporting for assignment, sir. I was told to come here after my mana soul confirmation.”

The officer looked Aldric up and down. “I swear, you new recruits are getting scrawnier and scrawnier. Well, no matter, Acolyte Aldric Ironheart, the Academy will make a man out of you.”

He stood up and came around the desk. He was nearly as tall as Aldric was, but due to the bulk in his muscles, Aldric couldn’t help but feel like he was a child standing next to a grown man. “I was told of your appointment, Acolyte Ironheart. I’m your barracks officer, Sorcerer Brandeis. I will be who you report to for the remainder of your time at the Academy. Your schedule, your training regimen, your bonds, and your future assignments at the Academy will all come through me. Any complaints you have, any issues with other students, and anything else you can think of, you go through me.”

He was pacing back in forth, his hands were tucked behind his back, and he was turning back and forth on his heels. Between the officer’s imposing physique and his poise, Aldric knew he would never venture to get on the man’s bad side. “Now, all that being said, we are not adversaries. I am here to support you students. I will believe you, until proven otherwise, if you come to me with an issue and I will always do my best to resolve any issues in your favor.”

“Thank you, sir!” Aldric saluted.

Sorcerer Brandeis produced a leaflet of paper from his desk. “Your schedule is here. I trust you have the map?” Aldric nodded. “Good. Start times are provided and non-negotiable. Being late is not an option. After three total tardies, over the course of the term, from any class, you will be disciplined. And trust me, Acolyte Ironheart, you do not want that.”

Aldric took the schedule of his classes. He gave it a cursory look and it looked like he had five classes this term. “Here is your room key, with the number. Mage rooms are spacious, but only because of the bonds that will eventually join you. Once you bond with someone, they will automatically move into your room. Whether you sleep together or opt for different beds is up to you and the bond. Either option is there.”

Aldric took the key from the man and looked at it, slightly confused. It was a small metal key with the number 316 on it. What set it apart from other keys Aldric had seen was that it had no ridges, it was a flat piece of metal. Sorcerer Brandeis must have seen his confusion. “Don’t be fooled, the key is magical. It will open your door and your door only. It also has a powerful enchantment that will repel anyone not allowed into your room. It is, in effect, your safe place on campus.”

“Thank you, sir!” Aldric saluted again.

Sorcerer Brandeis smiled for the first time. “Now, since this is your first day, I’ll give you a short tour of the tower. You’ll be on your own to find your room, but it won’t be hard.”

“Sounds good, thank you sir.” Aldric was thankful for any help Sorcerer Brandeis could give, he was already overwhelmed with everything that had happened earlier and now his only two friends at the Academy weren’t at his side. He wondered how Zach and Jordan were doing.

“Behind that door is the elevator to the dormitory rooms,” Brandeis said, pointing at the left door. “That door,” he pointed at the right door, “is the mess hall. Meals are held three times a day. It’s your responsibility to be in attendance for them. There are other places to get food, but they will cost coin. This is the only place on campus, for mages, to eat free. Bonds have their own in their tower. That said, meals are at 5 to 7 in the morning, 11 to 1 in the afternoon, and 4 to 8 at night. The times are posted on the inside of the room, but they’re easy enough to remember.”

He led Aldric into the mess hall. It was exactly what Aldric had expected, but larger. Rows upon rows of long wooden tables, innumerable seats, and on the far wall a line of food that seemed to stretch on forever. “H-how, it’s so much bigger..”

“Magic,” Brandeis simply said, looking pleased with himself. “If you find yourself asking how or why something works at the Academy, the answer is usually magic.”

He went into an explanation of how the line worked. It wasn’t groundbreaking information but was good to know. Then they moved back out into the waiting area where Brandeis’ desk was. “Here is the second most important piece of information you need to know. The tier list, or the leaderboard as most students call it. It is the list of the top 100 bond candidates at the school.” He showed Aldric a placard on the wall, in was encased in a gold frame. And right at the top of the list..

Bond Candidate Leaderboard

1. Kasumi Akagi

2. Aelania Orirel

3. Ember Narthore

4. Jaclyn Nightshade

5. Lucy Beauridge

“Bond Candidate Kasumi Akagi has been at the top for three years now. She is incredibly picky, and instead of being like most other bonds who will bond anyone or only bond with someone they’ve fallen for, she will only accept the very best. That is her criteria.”

“Kasumi..” Aldric muttered to himself.

“What’s that, Acolyte?”

“Nothing, sorry, sir. I.. bumped into a Bond Candidate Kasumi on my way here. A kitsune, was that her?"

"Yes, Bond Candidate Akagi is a kitsune."

"She led me to the tower. If I had known, I definitely would have acted accordingly,” Aldric explained.

Brandeis laughed. “You’re lucky to have met her and survived, lots of mages call her ice queen because of how cold she is if you disappoint her. She’s left a trail of broken mages behind her. But hey, if you think you can thaw the ice queen, more power to you.”

“Er.. yeah, thank you sir,” Aldric responded. He didn’t know what to say, Kasumi had seemed nice enough to him, and regardless, she was so far out of his reach. Hell, he knew Jordan was out of his reach too. She was beautiful whereas he was plain and mundane. A runaway who happened to get lucky with his mana soul.

“That’s all for now, Acolyte Ironheart. Term starts in two days. What you do from now until then is up to you. Prepare though, because classes will not be easy.”

***

Aldric wanted to explore more, but he wanted to see his room first. After he left Sorcerer Brandeis, he went through the left door to the elevator Brandeis pointed out. It was a round platform, just like the one that went up to Gabrith’s office. In the middle of the platform was a stand with a flat top.

Aldric walked on to the platform and up to the stand. On the top of the stand were a series of buttons with numbers ranging from 1 to 5 engraved in them. Aldric was proud of himself for figuring out that since his room was 316 he should press the 3 button. When he did the elevator started moving.

Eventually it stopped and a door to the new floor opened. Walking through the door he saw a corridor as long as his eye could see. There were doors on either side of the aisle. The doors on the left started at 301, and the doors on the right started at 300.

He walked down the hall until he reached his room, 316, on the right side. He slotted the key into the keyhole on the knob and it clicked open, pushing the door open.

Aldric walked into his new room, a space that was—for now—entirely his own. The room was far more spacious than he thought it was going to be. Honestly, he thought to himself, he shouldn’t have been surprised. The hallway itself looked like it went on for miles. Magic. He almost rolled his eyes, but he was too giddy with excitement at having his own space.

There were five bedrooms, two bathrooms both of which sported a shower, something that Lorelei had recently installed at the orphanage, which allowed them to stand in the tub and let the water fall on them, rather than sit in the tub to bathe. There was also a large kitchen, and a living room area that Aldric was sure could have housed his entire orphanage.

The living room alone could have been its own apartment. It had five big couches, a few love seats, and a fire pit in the middle of the room. It also had a fireplace against the wall. He was sure magic was the answer to how the smoke wouldn’t get everywhere.

He briefly used the bathroom and then claimed one of the bedrooms. Well, not so much claimed as it was obviously his. It was the middle of the five bedrooms, with two bedrooms on either side, and had a bed bigger than any he’d seen in his life. The sheets were crisp and neatly made on the bed, colored with the colors of the Imperial family. The comforter was royal blue with golden accents around the edges the sheets were golden with blue accents, and the pillows were blue with golden accents.

Aldric hadn’t been deprived of much growing up, despite living in an orphanage. Lorelei always made sure they weren’t wanting. However, he’d lived with several other boys his entire life, he never had a space of his own. Standing back, taking in the room that was now his, he’d never felt more proud of happier. He had a space of his own for the next four years. He would build his family in this room. His dream of becoming a mage, seeing the world, and having people to love. It would all start with this room.

***

The bed was a lot more comfortable than the one he had at the orphanage. He was sitting down going over his schedule. Like he had seen earlier, he had five classes. The schedule gave him times and locations, thankfully.

Acolyte Aldric Ironheart, First Semester Mage Schedule

Bonding 1 – 9am to 10am, Bonding Center, Room 104

Combat Magic 1 – 10:30am to 11:30am, Eldritch Building, Room 100

Spells and Casts 1 – 12pm to 1pm, Eldritch Building, Room 200

Weapons Training 1 – 2:30pm to 3:30pm, Malena Building, Gymnasium 1

Imperial History 1 – 4pm to 5pm, Holt Building, Room 213

He looked over the schedule more than a few times. Most of those times he took out the map he was given and went over the route he’d have to take. It looked like his first three classes wouldn’t be difficult, the Bonding Center was in a building next to the main administration building, where he met the Headmaster. The Eldritch Building was next to the southwest tower, so maybe a fifteen-minute walk. That’s when it became harder, because then he’d have to sprint back to the Mage Barracks for lunch, which was the northeast tower, eat lunch, and then get to the Malena building, which was near the southeast tower. The last class of the day was held in the Holt Building, which was apparently the name for the main administration building.

In all, he’d have to get all around campus throughout the day. He wasn’t super thrilled about it, but he’d make it work. As he sat on the bed, he couldn’t help but wonder what his friends were up to, and when he’d see them again. Lorelei and Duncan said that bond candidates and mages had at least some classes separately.

He also couldn’t get his mind off of Kasumi. She was so different from every other girl he’d met. So confident.. sure of herself. She helped him when she really had no reason to. Brandeis said that she was an ice queen, but he didn’t see it. She was so warm and friendly to him.. and he couldn’t shake the feeling that she had been subtly flirting with him.

He fell back onto the bed with a soft womp. Looking to his left he saw there was a nightstand with a little square box sitting on it. The little box had a screen on it that displayed the time. He marveled at that, because there was no way anyone could accomplish that without magic.


Chapter 8

The first day blew by quickly for Aldric. He spent the first day learning his route for his classes. He realized quickly that if he speed walked he could make everything in time. That helped assuage his fears of being late for classes. Brandeis made it clear being late was not going to be tolerated. He saw neither hide nor hair of his friends in all his travels around the campus. He did see Kasumi though, he’d caught her looking at him a few times but she never came up to talk.

He ate in the mess hall with the other mages. More were showing up each day for the start of term. Most of the mages he saw were human, which made sense; they were the most populous race in the Empire. Next were elves, either High or Wood, then the dwarves, then the numerous beastkin tribes. And last were the orcs.

Orcs didn’t have a great reputation in the Empire. Their tribes tended to be violent and warlike. The Academy let anyone with magical talent, and didn’t discriminate based on race, but Lorelei said many of the students wouldn’t interact with them. If they were as aggressive as everyone made them out to be, he could see why. By he was determined to not judge them before meeting them.

On his first day going to the mess hall, Aldric had tried to sit near the other humans, but when they learned he was an orphan they shunned him. They were all nobles or from well-to-do families, they didn’t want to be seen mixing with the rabble.

After that less than pleasant experience Aldric sat by himself. Except during lunch of the second day, an orc sat next to him. The orc was green skinned like the majority of his kin, with black hair that was tied into a braid, and a scraggly beard that was twisted into straight line under his chin. And unsurprisingly, he had two large white tusks jutting out from his jaw. He was wearing.. well, not much. A leather harness that was decorated in animal furs and feathers and a dirty brown loin cloth, that Aldric suspected had once been white. Thankfully, for Aldric, it did cover just enough, but he made sure to pointedly not look down.

“Mind if I sit-down, human?” the orc asked in his gravely deep bass of a voice.

“N-no, go right ahead, no one was sitting here,” Aldric replied.

“Yeah, I noticed. It’s what brought me over here,” the orc said with a chuckle. “My kin were pissin’ me off an’ I needed some space from ‘em.”

“Ah, yeah, I actually understand that,” Aldric said. Having run away from his family, he understood too well how much family could suck. He understood the need to get away. “I’m Aldric Ironheart by the way.”

“Lorn, Lorn Bloodaxe,” Lorn gave Aldric a toothy smile.

“Wow, that’s.. um, some name,” Aldric said.

The orc boomed in laughter. “Yeah, my ancestors wanted us to sound nice and intimidating.”

“Mission accomplished,” Aldric gave Lorn at wry smile.

Lorn laughed again and clapped Aldric on the shoulder causing him to lurch forward, which the orc was too busy laughing to notice. “Good one human! Why aren’t you sitting with your kin?”

Aldric rubbed his shoulder, trying to get some feeling back. “They didn’t appreciate that I was an orphan, it was too low-class for them to associate with me.”

Lorn growled a little. “Family is the most important thing in the world. They should have accepted you into their clan! Not shun you!”

Aldric couldn’t help but smile. “Thankfully, I was accepted into another.. clan, as you put it. They were my family until I came to the Academy.”

“Good!” Lorn raised his mug. The liquid inside sloshed out a dropped on the table. Aldric couldn’t help but wonder if it was beer inside. Aldric raised his cup with Lorn and they smashed them together.

“To family!” Lorn toasted.

“To a new beginning!” Aldric replied.

They exchanged schedules and saw they were taking most of the same classes together. This caused another round of bashing their drinks together.

Aldric grew more and more to like the orc. He was loud, boisterous, and braggadocios, but above all he was kind. They spoke of many topics that day but it all came back to Lorn wanted to do something to make his family proud. He wanted to contribute to his clan and help them prosper. It was a feeling that Aldric could understand all too well.

After a while of drinking and eating they both decided to retire to their rooms. Lorn needed to sober up and Aldric needed to get ready for classes the next day.

***

Aldric woke up the next morning from the sound of blaring trumpets coming from the small box on his nightstand. He leapt up and nearly pissed himself in fright. He warily inspected the box and realized it was flashing 6am at him. And a button on top of the box was glowing every time the trumpets sounded. He pressed the button hoping that it would end the aural assault.

The moment he pressed the button the blaring stopped. “Fuck,” he groaned. “What the fuck..”

He looked closer at the box and there was a dial that said Alarm On/Off and it looked like it was clicked to on. He switched the dial to read Off and flopped back in bed. That’s one way to start the day, he thought.

Then he realized it was his first day of classes. He bounced back up too excited to sit back down. The day he had finally been waiting for was here!

He quickly took a shower and got dressed in the clothes that were provided in an armoire that had been put in the main bedroom. He didn’t have anything else to wear and he wanted to make a good first impression on his professors. He finished dressing, blue pants, a button-down blue shirt with golden buttons, and a white belt.

He bounded down the hallway down to the mess hall, he sat at his normal seat away from everyone else and got to eating. It didn’t take long for Lorn to find him and join him, dressed in the Academy’s uniform, thankfully for Aldric who wouldn’t have to avoid looking down anymore. They ate quickly and both went off to the Bonding Center together.

“How many bonds can you have, Lorn?” Aldric asked as they walked.

“Three. I’m pretty proud of tha’. Most orcs aren’t powerful enough in magic an’ get two,” the orc responded.

“Wow nice! I have three, as well.”

“Good! We’ll have to keep tabs on the leaderboard.. see if there are any orcs that I can bond!” Lorn laughed loudly.

“Only orcs?” Aldric said with a smile.

“No, but most other races keep away from Orc mages.. there aren’t a lot of us to begin with and then add in the other races prejudices. It’s easier to just stay with our own. I wouldn’ say no to any race but I’m pretty sure they’d say nah to me.”

“Hmm,” Aldric said. “That’s frustrating. So.. what are orc women like? I’ve never met one.”

They were nearing the building now, Aldric saw more students milling about, some rushing to get to their classes, others relaxing while they still could. “They’re willful like any good orc should be!” Lorn let out a roaring laugh. “They are strong fighters, fierce mothers, and better lovers!” He laughed uproariously again.

“Interesting,” Aldric mused.

“Why? Looking to make some little half-orc babies?” Lorn smiled.

“Maybe, though those tusks might be a hard to get around,” Aldric punched Lorn in the arm.

“Female orcs don’t have tusks. Praise be to the elders,” Lorn chuckled. “They would make some things very uncomfortable.”

“Very true, Lorn,” Aldric smiled. The banter quickly fell off as they got to the door. Like all the other buildings on campus, the Bonding Center looked old and extravagant. The ceilings were steepled and a myriad of arches and columns supported the ceiling.

Aldric and Lorn made their way through the throng of students. Truthfully, Aldric followed in Lorn’s wake, the large orc was able to separate the people that got in their way through his sheer size.

They made it to class on time, due mostly to Lorn parting the sea of students. The orc chuckled quietly to himself each time he not so gently pushed someone out of their way.

Aldric wasn’t sure what to expect from an Academy classroom, and when they entered Room 104 he quickly realized it wasn’t as fancy as he thought it would be. It was a smallish square room with rows of tables and chairs set up, and one large desk at the front on the room facing the students. Aldric, considering Lorn’s size, took a seat in the back. Lorn nodded his head in thanks as they sat down.

After a moment of waiting, and other students filing in, a tall man walked into the classroom. He was wearing a black cloak over his uniform, and it billowed behind him as he walked.

Despite that, he had an imperiousness to him. Tan skin, light brown hair, and the oddest thing Aldric had seen, pointed ears like an elf but they didn’t extend far, only maybe an inch more than a human’s.

“Half-elf,” Lorn grunted, noting Aldric’s confused expression.

“Ohh,” he said. He watched the Half-elf go all the way up to the desk at the front of the room.

“Good morning, Acolytes. My name is Professor Tyrhorn, and I am the instructor for male mages and bond candidates on the process of bonding and the Empire’s, and thus the Academy’s expectations. We will go over many things in the class, all of them important, however there is one thing you must learn above all.”

He paused and stared each of the students directly in the eyes. Aldric felt a chill when the Professor’s eyes locked with his. “Respect. Your bonds are living breathing beings. The Academy has undergone great lengths to protect both our mages and our bond candidates. If any member of faculty or staff hears rumors of misdeeds, the offending party will be brought before the Headmaster and an inquiry will happen. If the charges are proven accurate, the offending party will be removed from the Academy. For bond candidates that means removal from campus grounds and ineligibility to join the army. For mages it means expulsion and destruction of your mana soul.”

A collective gasp sounded through the room. “Good,” Professor Tyrhorn said sharply. “You understand what’s at stake. That’s not to say this can’t be a fun class, however it will be much less hands on than your other classes. Bonding should always be done in private. Yet the principles we discuss will be helpful going forward. Any questions?”

A male wood elf raised his hand. “Yes, Acolyte..”

“Woodfern, sir,” the wood elf responded. Tyrhorn nodded for him to continue. “Is there a timeframe for when we should first bond? What are the Academy’s expectations?”

“Good question, Woodfern. Before I answer, can anyone tell me what the waiting period is for bonding, once classes begin.”

Aldric’s hand shot up. “Yes, Acolyte Ironheart,” Tyrhorn said.

“Three months, sir.” Aldric wasn’t sure how Tyrhorn knew his name already, but probably wasn’t a good thing for a Professor he’d never met to know who he was.

“Correct, and do you know why?” Tyrhorn followed up.

"Two reasons sir, to make sure we understand the magic that goes into bonding so we don't harm ourselves or our bond. And two, to let the students settle in to their new life and make sure they don’t rush any decisions, because bonding is permanent, sir,” Aldric recited the reasons the Lorelei gave him.

“Absolutely correct, I guess it helps to learn things from an Arch Mage,” Tyrhorn smiled.

The rest of the class turned towards Aldric, causing him to shrink in on himself a little. “Yes, sir,” he said, trying to convey confidence, but feeling like it wasn’t working.

“Good. Now, on to your question, Acolyte Woodfern. This class lasts for four semesters, we require all new students to take it during their first four semesters. This is to make sure we know every mage and bond candidate gets the same information at the same time. Bond candidates are not required to bond anyone by a set period of time. In fact the current leader of the Bond Candidate leader board has been un-bonded for three years. She has stated her intent to the Headmaster on bonding this year.” Aldric raised his eyebrows in surprise. Kasumi told the Headmaster she was going to bond. Murmurs went out through the class. Everyone had seen Kasumi around campus, it was hard not to, her long flowing red hair and four tails stood out.

“Mages, however, do have a time constraint. We expect you all to bond at least one of your bond candidates within four semesters, and fill your mana soul’s requirement before graduation. The final exam of the last Bonding class you will take, is to bring in your bond, or bonds, and have a counselling session with your instructors.”

The class erupted in complaints and objections. Aldric swore he heard someone say “wait until my father hears about this!” Professor Tyrhorn just smiled and waited for the deluge to end.

Next to Aldric, Lorn grunted. “Fucking, couples therapy. I’m an orc. Our therapy is beating the shit outta each other.”

Aldric looked up at his friend and smiled. “Who knows, you might like it and bring therapy back to the clans.”

Lorn burst out laughing, which caught the attention of the other students and halted their complaining. “Thank you, Acolyte Bloodaxe, for cutting through the din.” Tyrhorn nodded to Lorn. “The requirement is non-negotiable,” he said, turning back to the class.

The rest of the hour went by quickly. Professor Tyrhorn went over the rules of the class and the Academy, how homework would work, and what to expect from lessons moving forward.

At 10, Tyrhorn released them. Lorn and Aldric got up and made their way to the Eldritch Building, which was thankfully not far away. The building was slightly different than the others, in that the classrooms were large rooms with target dummies placed strategically through the rooms. They still had tables and seats, but the rest of the classroom was just open space.

***

Once again Aldric and Lorn sat next to each other. The other students filed in behind them. After a minute of waiting, Professor Hydean walked into the room. He stood at the front desk and didn’t say a word. His jet black hair still looked greased back, and his smarmy smile was firmly in place. For some reason Aldric couldn’t shake the feeling that the man had it out for him.

“Good morning, everyone. My name is Professor Hydean. I will be your Combat Magic instructor for your time here at the Academy. Some of you may even be so lucky as to have me for Advanced Spells and Casts,” he gazed around the room, resting his eyes on Aldric for longer than Aldric felt comfortable with.

“Now, this class will likely be your toughest challenge. We are mages of the Empire and Combat Magic is a requirement. However not everyone has an aptitude for it. Some are.. better than others,” his eyes lingered on Aldric again. “Some show no finesse, which is a requirement for spellcasting,” his eyes flicked to Lorn, which made the orc shift uncomfortably. Aldric balled his fists, it was infuriating to watch Hydean silently insult his friend. “And some will fail entirely.” He looked down at a note on the desk. “However, it is my job to make sure that those things don’t happen. Now. Does anyone know how to spellcast?”

No one raised their hands. “How about you, Aldric?” A mean glint shone in Hydean’s eyes.

“Um, no sir. I’ve never cast a spell before,” Aldric truthfully replied.

“Hmm, well, it seems that growing up with an Arch Mage isn’t everything it’s made out to be. Pity.” He smiled wickedly at Aldric. The students all looked around shocked he was being so openly hostile to Aldric. Especially for something that had gotten his praise in the class before.

“Regardless, spellcasting is relatively easy. Mastering it to the degree that the Empire expects is the difficult part. First, you need a focus. Does anyone know what a focus is?”

A dwarf raised his hand. “Yes, Acolyte..”

“Torg Frosthammer, sir. A focus is an object through which mages power flows.. how we direct spells,” the dwarf, Torg said.

“Yes, very good!” Hydean said with a smile. Torg beamed in pride. “Foci are the instruments through which a mage channels their power, directing it outward through the focus and out into the world.”

Hydean started pacing back and forth in front of his desk. “Foci can take on many forms. The most common are wands and various weapons. Some mages use crystal balls, and some especially talented mages can cast without an external focus, using only their own body.. like their hands.”

A high elf man raised his hand. “Yes, Acolyte Shimmerbeam?”

“How do we know what our focus should be, sir?” the high elf asked.

“Ah, you have stumbled upon the reason for today’s lesson. You need to find your focus. We have weapons and wands, and even some crystal balls for you to try out. When you pick up the focus you should feel a pull inside you, you should feel your mana flowing into the implement.” He waved his hand and a table appeared next to the desk. It carried an array of weaponry. “When you find the focus that calls to you, come here and tell me. We will make a record of it so you may be armed properly moving forward. Form a line. I think.. Frosthammer and Shimmerbeam up front, Ironheart and Bloodaxe in the back,” he looked at Aldric and gave him a sly smile.

What’s this guy’s problem, Aldric wondered. I didn’t do anything to him.

“Guilty by association already,” Lorn grumbled. “Did you piss in his breakfast this morning or something Aldric?”

“No, I haven’t spoken to Professor Hydean since my mana soul test,” Aldric grumbled. No matter how they felt about it, their instructor had given them an order. They got in the back of the line. Torg got up front with Shimmerbeam behind him.

They all raptly watched Torg pick up each weapon and wand until he got to a small axe. It shone lightly when he picked it up. “Congratulations, Acolyte Frosthammer. Your focus is a hand axe. They are usually dual wielding. The Academy will get them to you by class tomorrow. Next in line.”

Torg moved out of line, his short legs taking him quickly back to his seat. He grinned over at Aldric as he sat back down. Aldric chose to ignore the provocation and rolled his eyes.

Lorn and he waited their turn in line, feeling more impatient as each student got their own focus. Feeling bad that his friend was punished simply for sitting next to him, Aldric let Lorn go ahead of him. The line thinned over time and it was nearing the end of the hour class when Lorn finally got his turn.

He didn’t bother trying all the foci available. He went right for the giant two handed, two-headed axe. It shone immediately and Lorn broke out in a giant grin. He placed the weapon down, Hydean noted it down and Lorn moved to let Aldric up.

Aldric approached the table, unsure of where to start. He lifted his hand and floated his hand over the table, trying to feel with his mana to feel a pull. The weapons all tugged at him, feeling his mana seep into each one and try to force his hand around them. He looked over at Hydean who just smirked, as if he intended for that to happen.

Without thinking, and not wanting to give anyone reason to question why he was taking a long, Aldric grabbed for the first weapon he could: a longsword. It glowed brilliantly when he held it aloft.

“Well done Aldric. I’d like to speak to you after class,” Hydean said, his smirk still plastered on his face.

“Yes, sir.”

“All of you get to your next class. We’ll begin learning about spellcasting theory tomorrow.” The class got up and left. Lorn looked like he wanted to wait, but Hydean just stared at him until he left.

As soon as the door closed behind Lorn, Hydean went over to the weapons. “You felt a pull with them all, didn’t you, Aldric?”

“..Yes I did.”

“Why did you choose the sword then,” Hydean asked.

“I.. don’t know. My hand just reached out and grabbed it, like I was meant to pick it up,” Aldric answered truthfully.

“Thank you, that’s what I thought. You have a strong soul, Aldric. We both know it. You could have picked up any of those foci and it would have worked.” He handed Aldric the small axe that Torg had chosen, and as soon as Aldric grabbed it, it lit up almost as bright as the sword. Hydean took it back and placed it on the table. “But the one you chose,” he continued, “was the one you’re meant to use. Your subconscious and your mana soul guided you to make that choice.”

Aldric was again reminded that the Academy had a lot invested in his growth and power. “Yes, I understand sir.”

“Good. A sword will be in your room by dinner tonight. Go to class,” Hydean turned away from Aldric, as clear a dismissal as he could get.

***

The next class was in the same building, in Room 200 so he didn’t have to rush to get to class. He caught up with Lorn outside and they went in together.

“What did Professor Hydean want after class?” Lorn asked.

“Oh, just.. you know, making sure I was ok,” Aldric lied poorly.

“Uh, huh,” Lorn’s eyes narrowed.

Luckily for Aldric the professor entered at that moment. A bright ball of light, about a foot in diameter flew into the room, zooming up to the front desk and burst out, shining light through the room. When the light receded a very small woman appeared. She had short pink hair and four nearly transparent wings. “A fairy!” some yelled out.

“Yes, I am a fairy! My name is Professor Cottonrose, and I will be your Spells and Casts Professor!” Her voice was high pitched and saccharine. Aldric imagined that if her voice were food, he’d be giddy and bouncing off the walls for hours after. “Since you’ve all come from your first Combat Magic class, I imagine Professor Hydean had you pick out your foci?” The class murmured in the affirmative.

“Good! Let that ol’ fuddy duddy deal with the boooring stuff. I.. however, will be leading a much more fun class.”

Mutterings of confusion, and even a little trepidation whispered through the classroom. “Come now, none of that! Spells and Casts is the fun, non-violent alternative to combat magic. Most of what you see in every day life is from this branch of magic. It has far more practical applications than that booring crappy subject,” she giggled.

“Since you don’t have foci yet, we’ll get started on theory..”

She then moved on to explain that most applications of magic were done through specialized spells. Spells needed specific words to channel the users mana to form the spell. For a spell to work the mage must fill their focus with mana, then speak the words of the spell, which then caused the spell to be cast.

She took out a small stick, to a human it was likely no bigger than a toothpick. She twirled around, her hand holding the stick on the air, sparkles twirling around the stick and falling in a twist. Another bright flash and when Aldric opened his eyes Professor Cottonrose was human-sized.

“I don’t much like taking this form, but demonstrations of practical applications of magic require you all to see me. So make sure you pay attention.”

She held the stick, which Aldric realized was her wand, up in the air again and spoke. “Lux.”

The tip of the wand erupted in light, causing everyone in the class to shield their eyes.

“Finis,” she spoke again and the blinding light disappeared. “That, my dear students, is the basic light spell. As you can tell, if you give it enough mana, through your focus, it can become blinding. Let’s look again. Lux.”

This time the light was a dull light, not blinding. “I’ve channeled less of my mana through my wand, so the effect isn’t so blinding. It’s not necessary to provide your focus with a huge amount of mana, in fact it’s ill-advised to. One of our first lessons with deal with tempering your power and learning how to channel the correct amount of power into your focus so that the spell doesn’t gets overwhelmed.”

The wood elf from that morning raised his hand. “Yes, Acolyte Woodfern?”

“Thank you, ma’am. How do we know if we channel too much mana? Are there any consequences?”

“Yes! Good question, Woodfern! The easiest way to tell you’re channeling too much is by looking at the focus itself. It will begin to glow intensely, and small cracks will start to form. Those cracks will grow and grow until the implement is destroyed and you’re left holding a useless hunk of scrap. As for consequences, there are, and they’re severe. One, destroying your focus is never a good idea, unless you’re skilled at non-focus casting, you’ll be left without your spells until you can get a new focus, and if you’re on duty or in battle, it’s easier said than done.

Another consequence is that you will exhaust your mana soul. The term “mana soul” is sort of a misnomer. I prefer to think of it as a mana reservoir. Every time you cast a spell it utilizes that reservoir just a little bit. Most of the time, there’s not much of a drain, especially with low intensity spells. But over time, if you’re putting too much into your spells or are trying too high level of spells, you can exhaust your mana reservoir. If that happens your body goes into something we call Mana Shock.

Once your body’s mana soul was activated mana started flowing through your body. It has, by now, permeated every bit of you. Boosting you, increasing your stamina, strength, speed, you name it, your mana is affecting it. Going into Mana Shock means your body has depleted its mana. Your mana soul starts searching for mana anywhere it can find it. It begins drawing it from your very body.

It doesn’t take a genius to recognize that drawing this power from your own body is a bad idea. There isn’t enough mana in your body to refill that reservoir, so the mana will keep drawing and drawing until there’s nothing left. Untreated Severe Mana Shock will leave you a withered husk; dead, drained of everything you had.”

The room was dead silent after her revelation. It was a stark reminder that though magic could be used for many fantastic things, it could still be dangerous to anyone wielding it.

“Cheer up, dearies!” Professor Cottonrose said in her sweet voice. “In your time at the Academy, you will not be allowed to go into Mana Shock. Medical teams are always present to administer a fix. And we will teach you how to prevent and even stop it. That’s in one of the advanced classes.

I tell you though, that it is a possibility because once we start working with mana it is absolutely possible to overdraw and exhaust yourself. You need to listen to your body and stop when you feel it. Understood?”

A chorus of yes ma’am rang out in the room.

She spent the rest of the lesson going over different casting forms, how the different foci interacted with mana, and some introductory spells. She assigned homework to review the material. She also explained that books were going to be provided for each of the classes, they would be waiting in each of their rooms at the end of the day. Aldric had been wondering if there were going to be study materials.

At the end of the hour she dismissed the class. Aldric got up, moving to follow Lorn out of the classroom when Professor Cottonrose called out. “Wait, Acolyte Ironheart. I’d like to have a word.”

He stopped and nodded for Lorn to go without him. “Anything I can help you with, professor?”

“Have a seat,” she motioned for him to sit back down. He complied, confused as to what the professor wanted. “You may have guessed, or maybe not, but Professor Hydean and I share an affinity for spell casting. His is more combat oriented whereas mine is more practical application. However, due to that we talk to each other about our students who might be especially gifted in it. He sent me a message after you had his class earlier and he told me to watch out for you.”

“That sounds rather ominous,” he said with a small chuckle, which she did not return. She was staring at him, hard-eyed.

“Professor Hydean chooses his words carefully. I believe it was a warning. Will we have a problem?”

“No! Of course not, ma’am. I’ve only been here three days, only known I was a mage for less than a fortnight. I’m not sure what Professor Hydean means.. I don’t think he likes me very much, but I can’t understand why,” his sincerity permeated the words.

She looked at him for a minute, neither of them speaking. “I believe you. I’m a fairy, we have the ability to read the emotions of those around us. It has helped more times than I could count since I became a mage for the Empire. I can feel that you believe what you say, and it gladdens me greatly.” She finally smiled for the first time since he had sat back down.

Her friendly demeanor returned and she acted like she had during class. “I’m sorry to scare you dearie, but you can’t be too careful. A bad apple ruins the bunch, as the saying goes. Professor Hydean has been known to be a bit overzealous in protecting the school. No worries, no worries at all! Now run along you don’t want to miss your lunch, no you do not!” she smiled, lifting him up onto his feet with her magic and ushering him out of the room.

“Th-thank you, Professor!” he managed to get out before she slammed the door in his face. He was left standing there confused, but the mass of students shuffling around him to get to class, or wherever they needed to be made him snap out of his thoughts and rushed after Lorn.

Thankfully he didn’t have far to run, Lorn had been waiting for him at the exit to the building.

“Time for lunch, my friend,” Lorn patted Aldric on the back. “What did the professor want?” The orc’s eyes raised in question.

Aldric wasn’t sure how much he should divulge, but Lorn had been his friend since they met and he felt bad lying to him. “Professor Hydean apparently said I was dangerous somehow. I’m not sure what. Cottonrose was confirming, and as I’m still alive, I think I passed. She did say Hydean was overzealous.”

“What? My tiny human friend, dangerous? Hydean’s out of his mind.”

“Yeah, exactly.. wait.. tiny?!”


Chapter 9

They ran back to the mage barracks together, ate a quick meal and then ran to their next class. Their break ran for an hour and a half, but Cottonrose had taken some of that, and the line in the mess hall had been longer than either of them expected.

By the time they got to the Malena Building they only had a few minutes to spare. They rushed into the Gymnasium where the class was being held. Weapons Training with Professor Sorodar.

Aldric could say in earnest he was looking forward to weapons training the most. Yes, he wanted to learn magic and learning how to cast would be vital and fun, but ever since he was brought to the orphanage he had been enamored with tales of knights with swords fighting evil across the world. Arhan had read all the little kids those kinds of books and added in his and Lorelei's own adventures for the Empire. He even added silly voices for the townsfolk and used a deep sounding voice for the hero, which contrasted so hilariously with his normal voice.

Some of his best times were spent listening to those stories and through that it created an image in Aldric’s mind of the perfect knight and how they should act; protect the weak and powerless and combat evil wherever it was found.

Lorn and Aldric entered the Gymnasium and found that unlike the other classes there were no tables. Instead, there were rows of seats that sat against the wall, each row was a little higher than the one before it. It was not a seating arrangement Aldric had seen before.

“Ah, stadium seating. That makes sense,” Lorn grunted.

“Stadium seating?” Aldric asked.

“Yes, these seats are used for stadiums. The clans use them for our fighting arenas. It lets everyone see what’s going on, while usin’ the least amount of space possible,” the orc explained.

“Ay, wha’s tha’? The dumbass human’s never seen a stadium before?” a gruff voice sounded for behind where Lorn and Aldric were standing. They both turned and saw a group of dwarves, leering at them. The one that had spoken was the dwarf from Aldric’s Combat Magic class, Torg Frosthammer.

Lorn’s eyes narrowed, and his pupils shone like fire. “What did you say?” the anger in his voice was palpable.

“I said, yer lit’le human is such a fuckin’ goober, he ain’t seen a stadium before,” Torg said, malicious grin growing on his face. The dwarves behind him all hollered and laughed.

“Take. That. Back.” Lorn said through clenched teeth.

Aldric gripped the orc by the arm and held him back from making the dwarf into a dwarf pancake, internally wondering if that’d be a short stack. “Don’t, it’s fine Lorn. He’s just a little short of the uptake.”

“What’d you say?” Torg roared.

“What? Does my voice not travel all the way down there?” Aldric mused. He cupped his free hand around his mouth. “Fuck off you pint sized runt.”

“You fucking what!” Torg roared, the dwarves all around him yelled out in protest and anger. Aldric felt his grip on Lorn slipping, with the larger orc pushing furiously to get at the dwarf.

“STOP THIS INSTANT,” a yell came, sounding from all around them. The voice boomed above the clamor and yells of both Lorn and the dwarves, forcing them all to stop and find the source.

“There will be NO fighting in my class,” the speaker yelled. It was their professor, Sorodar. She walked into the middle of the two groups, a tall orc female, with the typical green skin that was somewhat paler than the other orcs he’d seen, giant hooped earrings on her ears, that to his eyes looked like bone, and black hair that was tied into a tight ponytail. She wore the university standard of a dress uniform, a navy-blue button-down shirt and straight pants with a large pleat down the middle. To Aldric she looked like a mix between military instructor and schoolmarm.

She eyed Lorn and Torg, fire raging in her eyes. “Anyone who starts a fight will be immediately expelled, is that understood?” her voice was gravelly like the other orcs Aldric had met, but also sharp.

“Bu—” Lorn started to say.

“Is that understood?” she cut him off with a snarl.

“Yes, ma’am,” Lorn and Torg said at the same time. She eyed both groups again and looked at Aldric.

“Don’t start trouble.”

His eyes went in shock. He couldn’t believe his ears. He was the one that was insulted! “Ma’am, Torg started it by insulting m—”

“I don’t give two shits. In fact, I don’t give a single shit. Do not start trouble,” she interrupted him.

Aldric’s mouth was agape at the complete lack of empathy. While Torg was practically giddy and dancing behind the Professor’s back.

She turned and went to the front of the seating, ignoring the groups. While Aldric, Lorn, and the dwarves had nearly come to blows the rest of the students showed up and took seats in the stands. She motioned for Lorn, Aldric, and the dwarves to get seated, and based on the look in her eyes it was on their own peril if they did not do it quickly.

Lorn and Aldric sat away from the main group, and far away from the dwarves. Lorn was still fuming mad but was visibly trying to calm himself. Aldric just patted the bigger man’s arm and told him to let it go. The dwarves would get theirs eventually. He would make sure of it.

“Good morning, everyone. My name is Sorodar. Do not address me by Professor or Instructor or my rank, or whatever bullshit the rest of them tell you to call them. I’m just Sorodar. I am here to teach you useless sacks of meat how to properly wield your weapons,” she started pacing back and forth in front of the students.

“I am the Master-at-arms for the Third Army of the Empire. I am proficient in nearly every weapon we offer, but I excel especially at axe and mace fighting. I was chosen to teach you because I’m very fucking good at killing. I’ve been doing it a long time, and after this post I will go back to doing it.”

That declaration surprised Aldric and judging by the gasps around him he wasn’t the only one. Except for Lorn, whose eyes were wide and dreamy.. looking like he was in love already.

“During this class I will be teaching you how to fight using the weapon you chose as a focus. For crystal and wand foci wielders we’ll let you choose a secondary weapon. However, there will be no use of actual bladed weapons. For learning and sparring purposes, we will be using wooden training weapons. The Empire can’t take the chance on any of you accidentally lopping off your own, or others, limbs,” she looked pointedly at the dwarves and then at Lorn and Aldric.

A murmur of appreciation went through the gathered students. “However, that is not to say that the process will not hurt,” her lips curled into a cruel smile. “In fact, it will likely hurt quite a bit. Both your bodies and your pride. Some of you pampered nobles may think you have a good understanding of how weaponry works, but I am here to tell you that you’re wrong, dead wrong.

Many of you may have been taught formally, but the Empire does not employ us to fight formally, it pays us to kill and win. And we will teach you to win at all costs.”

She continued pacing, staring into each of their eyes as she did. When her eyes flitted over Aldric, it felt like she was judging and sizing him up, down to his very core.

She stopped pacing and a small smile formed on her lips. “As an added bonus, the top Bond Candidate at the Academy, Kasumi Akagi has generously offered to be my assistant for this class.”

A clamor went up amongst the crowd, talking over whatever point Sorodar had been trying to make. The orc looked exasperated but didn't stop them.

Aldric looked over at the rest of the students properly for the first time and saw that this was the first class he had that wasn’t only mages. The class looked like it was almost split down the middle with there being just as many women in attendance as men. They all looked excited to learn from Kasumi. He had to assume she was incredibly popular among the newer Bond Candidates, all the bonds he saw were talking excitedly, he heard a few of them say how special it'd be to learn from someone like her.

And of course, Kasumi was highly sought after by all the mages, as her beauty was only surpassed by her ability.

Kasumi walked into the Gymnasium, looking over the stands and catching his eye. He saw her smirk slightly. Her eyes never left his, but she deftly placed herself next to Sorodar. “Thank you Sorodar.” She broke eye contact with Aldric and looked over the class. “Many of you may be wondering why I’m here. The simple matter is that I intend to bond within the next three or four months, if that doesn’t happen I’ll be leaving the Academy. I believe the one I wish to bond is in this class, and thanks to special permission from Sorodar and the Headmaster, I’ve been allowed to assist her with teaching. But, just because I have my eye on a specific person, doesn’t mean that I can’t be swayed by your tenacity and resolve.” Her lips quirked up in a mischievous smile.

Aldric was floored by her proclamation. His cheeks flushed when he realized she might have been speaking about him. But.. surely not? He hadn’t done anything special, and there was no way for her to know about his mana soul.

“Well, fuck me,” Lorn said under his breath.

Aldric realized he had been tuning out the other students, who had all been abuzz with excitement. He looked around and the mages were practically salivating in hope of impressing her. Even the other bond candidates were giddy to be learning from the best at the Academy. Every group was talking excitedly, except for the dwarves. Aldric could see Torg guffawing and even heard him say, “what does she know? She’s not even a mage?”

The remark made Aldric rankle in anger, but before he say anything, Sorodar scolded the dwarf. “You’re already on my short list of people who have pissed me off, dwarf. Come here, and spar with our top Bond Candidate and maybe you’ll stop your fucking grousing.”

Whether she meant it as a short joke or not, it didn’t matter. It enraged the ornery dwarf. Torg leapt up, his feet stamped in anger as he went down the stairs. Aldric couldn’t help but laugh at the picture of the short dwarf taking the stairs one waddling step at a time. Lorn too couldn’t contain himself.

Torg shot them a nasty glare and jumped the rest of the way down. Sorodar kept a bored expression on her face but directed him to a table that had weapons set up. He grabbed the short axes that he had an affinity to and walked over to where Sorodar and Kasumi were standing.

Torg had murder in his eyes but Kasumi just looked amused. “Now, this is a good time for instructions. Duels between mages and bonds can, do, and will happen. They are formally called Mage Duels. One can levy a challenge at any time they wish, for any reason they wish. Most are for honor, for themselves or for their bonded. It is acceptable to decline a duel, if you so choose, but the challenger may further impugn your honor for not accepting.

However, this does not mean you are to challenge anyone who slightly annoys you. Duels at the Academy are strictly monitored and if anyone is shown to be partaking without proper guidance they will be punished. Understood?” a murmur of assent went through the class.

“Good! Now, duels have a set of rules, that if either side breaks they are instantly disqualified and depending on the nature of the rule breaking, further punishment can be levied,” Sorodar spoke.

She paced a circle around Kasumi and Torg. “This,” she pointed to the ground they were standing on, “is the dueling circle. Anyone who leaves the circle during the fight, by their own will or being thrown out is declared the loser. The only other way to lose is to give up and forfeit.

The rules themselves are simple. Do not maim, kill, or dismember your opponent. Any tactic to defeat your opponent may be used, as long as it doesn’t break those rules.”

She walked over to the side to observe. “Now, bow to each other and start when I say start.”

Kasumi’s knees bent as she bowed low, her right arm sticking out and left arm tucked under her chest. Torg barely bowed his head. Sorodar gave a huff of exasperation but signaled the start. “Start!”

Torg grabbed his axes and let go a loud roar, venting his aggravation. He rushed towards Kasumi who stood watching Torg’s movements. She brought her own sword up at the last moment to deflect his wild strikes.

He clearly had some training, while his form looked sloppy, there was a form, and his strikes hit hard. But he was only an untrained Acolyte, whereas Kasumi had been the top Bond Candidate for the past three years. She danced around his strikes, making him angrier and angrier.

Aldric watched as she toyed with the dwarf. Her diminutive opponent couldn’t contain his rage, bellowing in anger as his swipes came hard and fast, but failed to connect each and every time. After his every miss one of her four tails would gently whack him in the face.

After several times of that happening he was truly losing himself. The next time she did he batted away her tail and lunged at her, dropping his weapons and going for a grapple. Kasumi re-sheathed her sword and brought her hands up in a defensive pose. His body came flying at her and she dropped to the ground, kicking up at him, propelling him further than he had anticipated, spilling him out of the circle in twisted heap.

The mages and bond candidates all cheered for her victory. The dwarves stamped in anger and embarrassment at their fellow being obviously outclassed by a mere bond candidate.

“Winner, Kasumi!” Sorodar called out. A smirk was planted in her face as well.

Kasumi kipped up, triumphant. She bowed to the cheering crowd of students. She then walked over to Torg, said something into his ear, and helped him up.

She turned to address the class. “Please, mages, fellow bond candidates, let that be a lesson. On the battlefield, do not let your rage get the better of you. It makes you sloppy, prone to making mistakes. Torg’s mistake was being enraged and underestimating his opponent. He may be stronger than me, but I was faster. I used his rage to keep him off balance, allowing me to duck underneath him and send him out of the dueling ring.”

She took her place back in front of the class with Sorodar. A smattering of acknowledgement went through the students. Torg angrily took his place back with the rest of the dwarves and sulked in his seat.

“Duels are a good way to learn, but always remember real battle will never be as easy as throwing your opponent outside of a circle and will always be to the death. You cannot allow your emotions to cloud your judgement, if you give in, it may be the last thing you do,” Sorodar stated. She then went through the various forms they’d be going to learn. She sparred with Kasumi to help demonstrate how the forms interconnected.

“Okay, maggots,” Sorodar proclaimed near the end of class, “Kasumi and I will demonstrate what a real battle looks like. We’ll go to first blood.” She looked over at Kasumi who nodded.

They moved back to the dueling circle and squared up with one another. Kasumi held her sword aloft, both hands on the hilt. Sorodar wielded a massive double-bladed axe, much like Lorn. They bowed low to each other and soon as she was upright Kasumi sprang forward, hoping to catch the teacher unaware.

Sorodar caught the attack in the head of her axe, between the two blades and, with a feral grin on her face, twisted her axe to trap the sword and spun it around. Kasumi’s face didn’t show any emotion, though, as she cartwheeled with her blade, extraditing it from Sorodar’s axe in the process.

Aldric watched in awe as the taller orc woman swung the giant axe around like a toy, while Kasumi and her single longsword deflected the teacher’s blows with ease. Unlike the fight with Torg were Kasumi had been amused and playing around, fighting with the orc woman had her face set in fierce determination.

Cheers went up through the students as the two clashed. Kasumi’s blows weren’t as powerful as Sorodar’s, but she was slightly faster, able to get her sword up in time to block any hit that might result in damage. She lunged forward, trying to get the orc in the thigh but Sorodar sidestepped and brought her axe down with a deafening clang of metal on the hard ground. Kasumi narrowly avoided having her backside carved up by expertly rolling through her attack and jumping up on the other side.

They faced off against each other again. Steely resolve set in Kasumi’s eyes and the wild glint of a predator shone through Sorodar’s. Kasumi re-sheathed her sword and started towards Sorodar. A whisper went up through the students, none understanding why she’d given up her weapon, but Aldric figured he knew. It may have seemed like a stand-off to the rest of the class but Aldric saw what they didn’t; she was thoroughly outmatched.

If Kasumi kept up with her current tactics Sorodar would wear her down with her boundless energy. Whether she was bonded or a mage didn’t matter, it was clear she was one of them, but Kasumi was neither and still had mortal limitations.

Sorodar grinned widely and held her axe in the air with both hands and began twirling it. She ran towards the kitsune, arms raised, gaining speed. Kasumi went into one of the defensive poses they had demonstrated earlier, fists raised and feet separated. The orc jumped into the air and brought her axe down with a fierce battle cry. Kasumi ducked towards the orc and tried to grab the hilt to stop it from coming down on her. But Sorodar was too powerful. She was driven down into the ground, arms out, holding and straining to keep the axe from cutting her. Sorodar’s mouth twisted and she exerted more pressure and brought the axe head down and lightly cut the kitsune on the arm and a thin line of blood flowed out.

The crowd of students gasped. It was over.

Sorodar relaxed and brought the axe up, heaving it on to her shoulder. She outstretched her hand and pulled Kasumi up. They separated and bowed to each other again.

“Everyone give a round of applause to Bond Candidate Kasumi! She is a fierce combatant, at the end she made me use my bonded strength to end the fight. I commend her,” Sorodar saluted Kasumi, her right arm striking diagonally across her chest, her fist closed.

Kasumi saluted her back. “Thank you Sorodar. I look forward to a rematch after I am bonded.” A glint of mischief flashed across her smile. Aldric couldn’t help but feel sorry for the orc the next time they clashed.

Sorodar boomed out in laughter. “Are you sure you’re not part orc?”

***

After her fit of laughter was over she dismissed the class. Torg and his dwarven brethren exited the room quickly, complaining loudly about Sorodar. Kasumi bowed again to the orc and waded through the students all coming to either flirt or wish her well.

Aldric noticed it and held Lorn’s arm back so they could wait. After graciously avoiding the throng of students, she caught up with them. “Hey, Aldric. Who’s your friend?” she said nonchalantly, briefly looking at Lorn.

“This is Lorn, we sat together in the mess hall on our first day and noticed our schedules aligned for the semester. After talking for a bit, the big lug took a liking to me, and likewise,” Aldric said a smile on his face. “And, don’t be so formal, you can call me Al, my friends all do.”

“Pleased to meet you, Lorn. Any friend of Al’s is a friend of mine,” she replied smoothly.

“Likewise, Kasumi. I’m gonna assume that Al is the reason you’re in this class?” Lorn asked.

She smiled mischievously but didn’t answer. Lorn laughed in his loud orc way. Between Sorodar and Lorn, Aldric was beginning to think all orcs had the same laugh.

“Well, if you get sick of scrawny and pale, you can try out big green,” Lorn boomed with laughter.

Kasumi laughed along but the mirth of it did not reach her eyes. “Yes, well, I’ll keep that in mind. Aldric, do you have a moment?”

“Uh sure,” he said. “Save me a seat in History, would you, Lorn?”

“Yeah, yeah.” The orc waved him off and left the gym to get to their next class.

Kasumi watched Lorn and the rest of the students leave. She didn’t speak until it was only her, Aldric, and Sorodar left in the gym. Sorodar was occupied putting away weapons and tidying up the gym.

“I apologize for this Aldric, I don’t want to make you late for your next class, but I just wanted to talk to you, see how you’re doing,” she said. Aldric noticed she didn’t look as confident anymore. She almost looked.. shy.

“Oh, I’m doing ok. Lorn’s actually been a big help. It’s nice having a friend.. I haven’t seen or heard from Zach or Jordan since you walked me to the barracks.”

“Really? No shared classes?” She asked.

“Unless they’re in my next class, no,” he said, the sadness in his voice creeped through despite his best efforts. “In fact, the only class I have so far that is co-ed is this class.”

“Hmm, strange. Well, if you want, I can run messages for you. Until I’m bonded I’m still living in the bond barracks.”

“Would you? That’d be fantastic. I really appreciate it. Bond Candidate Jordan Taylor and Bond Candidate Zach Blackfang. They both grew up in the orphanage with me he’s wolfkin and his parents were murdered at a young age. Her parents died early as well, in one of the border skirmishes.”

“Oh, how dreadful,” she looked genuinely sorry to Aldric. “What message would you care for me to send?”

“Just that I’m thinking of them and hope to see them soon. Maybe we can get together on the weekends.”

“Your wish is my command, Al,” she said, blushing slightly. Aldric was all but certain now that her ice queen persona was all an act. He’d seen her be more flirty and vulnerable with him, enough that he was starting to think that she actually liked him and he wasn’t imagining her interest.

“Thanks, Kas, I appreciate it! I gotta get to class, I’ll see you later!” he said, turning and sprinting towards the door so as to not miss his next class.

He knew he needed to talk to her more.. find out why she was so interested in him. But he had to run for now. He was determined to find out why..


Kasumi Interlude

Kasumi stood there for who knows how long.

“Kas..” she whispered.

Her hands were clasped near her throat, almost as if in prayer.

She jumped, nearly falling over in the process, when she felt a sudden weight on her shoulder. She whipped around find to a hunched over, laughing, Sorodar.

“Sor!” Kasumi whined.

“Sorry! You were so deep in thought!” Sorodar kept laughing.

Kasumi sighed. The orc was one of her best friends on campus, her tough exterior hid her playful side. But right now Kasumi.. Kas.. did not want to deal with that.

“What’s up, Kasumi? You looked so pensive,” Sorodar said after finally regaining her composure.

Kas looked at the orc instructor for a moment. She was her friend, she’d understand right?

“I think he’s the one, Sor. I think I’m going to bond with him. He.. makes me feel ways that I didn’t know I could. I know it’s stupid, but he called me Kas. Everyone always calls me Kasumi, it’s how I introduce myself, how I ask others call me. But he didn’t even give it a second thought.”

“Really? A nickname is all it took to thaw the ice queen of the Academy?” Sorodar looked at her incredulously.

Kas glared at her friend. She knew what the mages called her and normally it didn’t bother her. In fact, she reveled in it. It made it so only the boldest would come forward. But Al was different somehow. “It’s not the nickname itself, it’s what it represents. He doesn’t see me as a kitsune bond candidate. He saw me as.. Kas.”

“Okay,” Sorodar rolled her eyes. “So, you gonna deliver the message for him, to his friends?”

Kas’ face scrunched into a frown. “Yes of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

“One of them is a girl. Jordan Taylor. I had her in my class earlier today. Very pretty blonde girl. Busty too.”

It was Kas’ turn to roll her eyes. “Unless I’m mistaken, he’ll have more than one bond. I’ve always known what the life I was signing up for would be like. I always knew that I’d have to share my mage with someone else.”

“Okay,” Sorodar said. “I know my clan is a bit different in how we agree to bond. I do care for my mage and I’ll defend him till the end, but it’s a duty, not love.”

“I’m not saying I’m in love with him, Sorodar. I’m just saying..”

“Yes?” Sorodar poked for her to finish the thought.

Kas sighed again. “I’m just saying that I can see myself caring for him.. you know, sometime in the future.”

“Yeah.. the future, totally. That’s why you had me ask the Academy to let you help with this class specifically.”

Kas turned serious; her face became stone. “I need to make sure he’s strong enough. You know that. You know why. My village.. My people are all counting on me. If I can’t help them. If my mage can’t help them. They’re done for. So yes, I am being very cautious and making sure he’s up to my standard.”

Sorodar’s face screwed up. “You’re right, I’m sorry Kasumi. I know how important it is for you.”

“Thank you,” Kas huffed. “Now, I’m going to go wait around for an hour until Aldric’s friends are out of class so I can tell them he’s asking after them.”

“Okay. Have fun, Kas,” Sorodar grinned mischievously.

Kas rolled her eyes again and strolled out of the gymnasium. She didn’t have anything else to do so she headed towards her barracks. She’d have the barracks officer send her word when both of Al’s friends got back.

***

An hour later a knock on her door came. “Bond Candidate Kasumi, we were told to come see you,” a small girlish voice called out.

Kas rolled her eyes. “Coming!” She was dressed down, wearing a thin kimono and sandals. She hadn’t been expecting visitors. She’d expected the officer to send a message.

She cinched the kimono tighter and made her hair presentable.. it was always a free flowing mess, her mother had tried brushing it many times but always failed to tame it.

An unbidden image of Aldric brushing her hair and her tails popped into her mind. She blushed furiously at the thought. But someone was at the door, so she pushed those thoughts back.. but later, if her bunkmates were out.. and she had a moment alone..

Resetting her composure, she smoothed out her dress some more before she got to the door and opened it. Standing there was a pretty blonde girl and a wolfkin male. Both of their faces were hesitant, as if expecting to be faced with a monster behind the door.

“Oh my god, it is Bond Candidate Akagi, I can’t believe it’s actually you! I half expected this to be a rib or something by the officer. Everyone knows about you, the prodigy of the Bond Candidates who refuses to take a mage who is less than the best,” the blonde quickly jabbered, her expression turning from hesitance to joy in the blink of an eye. “I can’t believe I’m standing here, in front of your room! Ohh the other girls are going to be so jealous when I tell them that I met Bond Candidate Akagi!”

“Jordan, down girl. We still don’t know why Kasumi asked to see us,” the wolfkin said with look of horror on his face, embarrassed by his companion’s fangirling.

“Zach! You’re supposed to use her full title. They told us how important it is to make a good impression!” The blonde was mortified that the wolfkin hadn’t used her rank.

“You didn’t use my rank just now!” he pointed out.

“You’re not Bond Candidate Akagi. You’re just Zach. I’ve seen you pee yourself, and you weren’t even little.”

“Jordan!” Zach went red in the face. “I’ll—”

“Enough!” Kas yelled out. Both of them stopped their argument and looked at her startled. “Good, now that I have your attention. I take it you’re bond candidates Jordan Taylor and Zach Blackfang?” They both nodded. “Your friend Aldric wanted me to pass along a message to you.”

“Oh! You know Al? How’s he doing? I’ve missed him these few days but I didn’t know if there was a way to get a message to him.. and then classes started,” Jordan said.

Kas smiled at the pretty blonde. “He’s doing well, he.. ah.. caught my attention during class today. I’m helping teach his section of the Weapons Training class. He seems.. exceptional.”

Jordan and Zach shared an uneasy look before they both nodded. “Yeah, that’s our Al,” Zach responded in a non-committal tone of voice.

“Wait, what you said there was a message Bond Candidate Akagi?” Jordan asked.

“Oh, just that he’s thinking of you both, and can’t wait to see you,” Kas stated.

Jordan’s face fell slightly, but Zach’s tail was wagging slightly faster. “Great! Uh.. do you.. uhh.. know when we can see him?”

Kas brought her hand to her chin in thought. She knew exactly when they could meet, and where. It was easy. But did she want to divulge that information to a potential rival? One that might take away her only opportunity to bond him. No! That was Sorodar speaking. Al told her he had three bonds, this girl could take one and she could take the other. She didn’t think he was gay or bisexual, so hopefully the wolfkin wouldn’t come into the equation.

“Yes, actually, I do. Weekends are free roaming time for all bond candidates and mages. It’s meant to be time to get to know the mages and go on field assignments together. Also a good time to bond.”

Jordan’s face and ears turned bright red from Kas’ admission. Zach just looked like a kid in a sweets store.

“I tell you what, meet Al at the southwest tower at midday, there’s a small market around there, some food, and merchants selling armor and things like that. Nothing you’ll be able to afford, but it’s a fun time to see all the different things that are sold.”

“Oh that sounds fun!” Jordan replied.

“If I won’t be intruding, maybe I’ll join you,” Kas said, thinking out loud.

“Oh! Are.. you interested in Al?” Jordan asked, she looked like someone just kicked her beloved puppy.

“Maybe, maybe not. I’m.. evaluating him. Is that a problem?” Kas responded honestly.

“N-no, of course not.. I uh.. well, I just hope Al bonds me. I’ve liked him for a long time,” Jordan’s puppy dog eyes looked up at Kas.

“I’m sure he will.”

There was a pregnant pause in the conversation as both women sized each other up. “Why Al?” Zach indelicately asked. Kas’ eyes widened in surprise. “Yeah, you heard me. Why are you evaluating Al?” He made the word sound so condescending.

Kas knew she had two options here, fight them and risk alienating Aldric or tell them the truth which would be harmful to her reputation, and possibly her village. So she took secret option number three. “He intrigues me. He hasn’t treated me like I’m any different than if he were talking to anyone else. Unlike all the other mages who treat me like some slab of meat, or some kind of trophy to be won. He sees me as a person. Wouldn’t you want that for someone who you will be bonded to for the rest of your life?”

Zach’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Okay. It’s just.. we’re very protective of Al. We’ve been with him since we met him. And anyone, bond candidates or otherwise who messes with him will answer to us.”

Kas took the wolfkin’s speech seriously. Not the threat, she was the top bond candidate at the Academy and could easily defeat the wolfkin. No she took their loyalty seriously. “You have no worries from me, Zach. I only want what’s best for everyone and myself. If Al and I are not a good fit, I will bow out gracefully.”

Jordan looked conflicted. Like she was torn between wanting to be friends with Kas or wanting to rip her face off. “Please, Bond Candidate Kasumi, join us this weekend. I’m sure Al will be delighted. Who wouldn’t be?” she added.

“Thank you Jordan, though you don’t have to use my title. I’m just.. Kasumi.” Too early to let her use Kas. That was special. Only for Aldric right now.

The blonde smiled at her and nodded, then grabbed Zach’s arm and left. Half-dragging him through the hallway. He howled the entire time about her hurting his good arm for some reason.

Now to just wait until she saw Aldric in class next.


Chapter 10

Aldric got to the Holt Building with only a minute to spare. He saw Lorn seated at a table with an open seat next to him. The table seated four but Aldric arrived only two were filled.

On the opposite side of Lorn sat a smaller man, he looked mostly human, and Aldric wouldn’t have second guessed that except for the feathers that adorned his arms.

Aldric sat down next to Lorn, only one seat away from the birdman. He figured he might as well make some friends if he could. It paid to be kind and since it seemed he already pissed off the dwarves of his class it wouldn’t hurt to have more friends.

“Hi there, I’m Aldric, this is Lorn,” he said extending his hand. Lorn grunted in acknowledgement.

“Th-thanks, I’m Thom,” the birdman stammered, daintily shaking Aldric’s hand.

“Forgive my ignorance, I’ve not seen one of your people before. I’m human and Lorn is an orc.”

“Oh.. I sh-should say not! We don’t get out much, we stick to the mountains around the capital. A-and not many of us ever become mages. I’m an Avian. See,” Thom said. He stuck out his arm to show Aldric his feathers.

“May I?” Aldric asked, reaching his arm out. He hesitated to touch the man, unsure if that would cause some sort of offense.

“Go ahead.” Thom said, gaining some confidence already. Aldric gently brushed the feathers and marveled at how soft they were to the touch.

“Wow,” he said. Lorn grunted, bringing Aldric’s attention back to the present. His arm shot back and gave the Avian a quick nod. Their teacher was now present and standing up at the dais in the front of the room.

The professor was a male orc. Aldric knew just by looking at him that the professor had been alive for a long, long time. His eyes were a pale red and skin was pale green, both dimmed with age. He was hunched over and his body was wrapped in what looked like a cloth robe. A cloth hood was up covering most of his head but Aldric was able to make out the wisps of white hair that came down. His face was scarred and marked with long cuts, long since scabbed and healed, along with the crease lines that time placed on everyone. His tusks were surprisingly white for how old he seemed, but the bottoms were crusted yellow.

“Good afternoon class,” the orc’s voice was gravelly, like every other orc Aldric had met, but wasn’t as strong or powerful. It hid the hint of power; power that must have been lost to age. “My name is Professor Strongarm. Though I must admit, nowadays, the name is a bit ironic.” He chuckled lightly to himself. It wasn’t the booming laugh that Aldric had seen from the rest of the orcs on campus.

“Now, today is just an introductory class. Like all your other classes, books will be deposited into your rooms tonight. By the next time we meet I will expect you to have read the first four chapters of The History of the Relladian Empire. It’s a long and complicated history and while we won’t be able to go into the minutiae of it this year, we will be diving into it during your four years here at the Academy.”

Aldric looked around the classroom, and once again this was a mage only class. It surprised him that despite needing to bond with the bond candidates, they spent precious little time with them. He wondered when he’d get to know the women he’d be spending the rest of his life with.

His mind drifted to Kasumi and how different she was to Jordan. Jordan herself had been difficult enough to understand. In fact, he didn’t know if he understood her even now.

But now Aldric was even more confused why Kasumi was interested in him. She was the top bond candidate and had been for three years. She could have any mage on campus, so why had she shown an interest in him. He couldn’t wrap his head around it.

She’d been flirty and even a little vulnerable around him from the get-go. And he’d be insane to not consider bonding her. If I screw this up, I’m going to be so pissed with myself, he thought.

Which made him think of Jordan. How he’d screwed up time and time again. How he’d gotten back into her good graces, and she all but declared they were going to bond. It was completely inexplicable to him. I’d have to be the biggest fucking moron in the entire world to fumble with her, he snickered to himself.

His thoughts drifted elsewhere, paying attention to anything but the professor in front of him lecturing on something or other. He couldn’t concentrate because for the first time since his awakening, it was becoming real. He’d be bonded to not just one or two warrior women.. but seven.

He couldn’t fathom how difficult that would be. He couldn’t help but think he was already having troubles wrapping his head around Kasumi and Jordan.. but five other women? It just didn’t make sense.

Was there anyone to talk to? He supposed he could ask Professor Tyrhorn, his Bonding Professor. But he was prohibited from telling anyone just how many women he could bond with. There was Hydean, who Aldric just didn’t trust. And then there was the Headmaster, who certainly had better things to do than talk to Aldric, especially before he’d even bonded his first.

Was it even possible to love seven women? Would some of them just be bonds of convenience? That wasn’t what he wanted. He knew in his heart that he couldn’t have sex with someone without feeling anything. That just wasn’t in his character. What, then, could he do? Make himself fall in love seven times in four years?

He thought about Jordan and Kasumi. He wasn’t in love with Kasumi.. how could he be? He’d spent a total of an hour and a half with her. But Jordan? She’d always been there.. his first crush. Did he love her though? He needed to find out how he felt. He needed to see her again, find out if her mind changed.. or his.

***

His mind drifted for the remainder of class and before he knew it the class was shuffling out the door. Lorn nudged him with his elbow. “Hey, dummy, you didn’t pay attention to class at all.”

“Wh-what? Class is over?” a mild panic raced through Aldric. How could it be over already? He basically just sat down!

“Yeah. I took notes, so you can copy mine. But don’t fucking do that again,” Lorn’s wry smile plastered on his face.

“Yeah, yeah. Sorry, just.. thinking.”

“No shit. Probably about the hot kitsune that every other man in the Academy wants to bond but somehow caught your scrawny pale ass’s attention,” Lorn’s laughter rumbled through him.

“Uh, yeah, basically,” Aldric sheepishly responded.

Lorn clapped him on the back, buckling his knees a bit. “Well, don’t worry Al. You’ll be fine. Or you won’t, who knows. Just don’t worry!”

“Great. Fantastic advice.” Lorn just shrugged. Aldric noticed that Thom was standing there looking at them, not moving.

“Hey, Thom. Want to join us for dinner? Get to know your fellow mages a bit?” Aldric asked.

The avian hesitated for a second. “Y-yes, sure. Thank you Aldric.”

“Sure, no problem. Right, Lorn?”

Aldric’s orc friend looked at Thom askance for a moment but grunted. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

“Good!” Aldric cheerfully said.

The three walked back to the mage barracks in uncomfortable silence. Aldric wasn’t sure why Lorn had clammed up but he intended on getting to the bottom of it. He needed friends at the Academy, and Lorn had proved to be a good one so far. He hoped that Thom would be too.

They reached the barracks and stood in line for food for what felt like an eternity. Finally, Aldric and Lorn led Thom back to the table they normally sat at.

“Okay, Lorn, spill,” Aldric said as soon as they sat down. “What’s the problem?”

Lorn looked at him for a good minute, then gave an exasperated huff. “Sorry, Al, it’s hard for orcs to trust other races. I was surprised when you were nice enough to sit with me and talk. I’m sorry Thom, forgive my attitude,” Lorn said, his words sincere and apologetic.

“N-no problem Lorn. I must apologize as well, I think my.. manner has made you uneasy. I am not afraid or nervous around you specifically. I am just generally nervous around other races. Even Aldric being human. Outside of other avians, I’ve spent the most time with humans and they still make me slightly nervous.”

“No matter, friend. So tell us, how is it being one of the few avian mages? Was your family excited? How many bonds can you have?”

Thom smiled one of the few genuine smiles Aldric had seen since he met him. “It was quite exciting! My family has never had a mage, as I said avian mages are quite rare. Yes quite rare indeed.”

“Cool,” Aldric said. “And how many bonds?”

Thom shifted in his seat. “Well, I can have three, like most people..”

Lorn looked over, his eyebrow raised in question. “But..” he supplied, prompting the nervous avian to continue.

Thom sighed wearily. “But I’m not sure I’ll even get one.. I’m.. well.. I’m a homosexual.” He looked down, afraid to meet Lorn or Aldric’s eyes.

“Oh! Oh wow! I wouldn’t have guessed. But it doesn’t matter to me, my best friend from childhood is gay,” Aldric happily supplied.

“Yeah, no skin off my back,” Lorn responded, “the clans don’t care about sexuality, just so long as you can fight.” He let out a low rumbling chuckle.

Thom looked up at them, Aldric could see the glistening of tears in his eyes. “Truly? You do not care? My village nearly ran me out.. when they learned, only my parents and my awakening as a mage kept me alive.”

Anger spiked in Aldric. He felt a flicker of power radiate off him. He couldn’t stand bigotry of any kind. And despite Lorelei telling them that things would be different outside of the orphanage, he wasn’t prepared for the bigotry Thom was speaking of. He didn’t know Zach was gay until recently, but it wouldn’t have made a difference to him, it’s not like it affected Aldric in any way. He just wanted to live his life.

Lorn’s eyes went wide with the power emanating from Aldric. Noticing it, Al reigned in his emotions. There was nothing he could do now.. but later when he was the most powerful mage in history, he’d do some good.

“Sorry,” he grunted. “I don’t like bigots.”

“N-no worries” Thom’s nervousness came back.

Then it clicked in his head. “Thom, my best friend, Zach, is here at the Academy, he registered as a bond candidate, he’s the gay one I mentioned. Maybe you two would hit it off!”

Thom’s eyes lit up. “Truly?”

Aldric nodded. “Yup, whenever I see him again, I’ll point him your way.”

“Th-thank you, friend Aldric. I appreciate it!”

“No worries.”

Lorn was still staring at Aldric. Al looked at him questioningly. “Nothin’,” he grunted. “Know any pretty orcs for me?” He laughed.

Aldric smiled but shook his head. “Sadly no!”

***

Aldric got to his room a little while later, having bid Lorn and Thom goodnight. He was eager to get back to his room and see if his books had been delivered.

Sure enough, sitting on his bed were four large leather-bound textbooks and a longsword. Eagerly he rushed to the sword, clasping his hand around the hilt grip and lifted it. Lifting the sword, he felt the rush of power. He’d never felt anything like it. He felt strong.. powerful. He felt like he could feel his mana coursing through him and into the sword.

He took a few practice swings with it, finding that it felt like he was swinging a twig it was so flexible and light. He briefly thought of requesting a second sword because it was so easy to wield, but he stopped himself. He could use a shield or even leave his left hand open for spell casting. He didn’t want to get ahead of himself but he thought that with his mana soul being so powerful he might be able to do unarmed casting which would allow him more flexibility in battle. With that kind of flexibility he could aid his bonds and fellow soldiers, which would save lives.

He practiced swinging the sword until his arm finally got tired. Not that he remembered the forms that Sorodar and Kasumi showed to the class, it was more for the novelty of fuck yeah I have a sword!

Eventually he remembered there was a reading for his History class. Opening the book, History of the Relladian Empire, he noticed large paragraphs of small print on the pages and he felt his enthusiasm to learn wane a little.

Within five minutes of starting, he was already bored to tears. How could he read four chapters of this?

He needed something to wake him up. Something to make him care about the passages.

He paced around his empty room. It was more like a single-story house, truthfully, but by Academy standards it was a room.

Regardless, it needed to get done. He wracked his brain thinking how to motivate himself. So, he decided to make a game of it. After each chapter read he’d reward himself with a swing of his sword. If Zach were there he would make some crude joke about swinging his sword, which made Aldric chuckle.

Maybe later he could come up with a better method but for now that was good enough.

He hunkered down and read, taking breaks to swing his sword, trying to emulate what he’d seen in class.

***

The alarm blared too early for Aldric’s liking. He had stayed up late into the night trying to finish the readings. It was around 1am by the time he was falling into bed.

6am was far too early to wake for Aldric, but he was just as excited for his second day as his first.

He didn’t spring out bed as quickly as he did the day before but up he got and by the time he was showered, dressed, and in the mess hall with Lorn it was 7am. Thom sat with them also and Aldric was happy to see the awkwardness between Lorn and the avian had completely dissipated.

They talked a little, all of them a little groggy having stayed up late getting the readings done. Though Aldric wasn’t the only one who had spent any time with his weapon. Lorn had been carrying an axe like his focus since he was a child, and Thom had a sword that stayed sheathed.

He was surprised Thom had a frontline weapon. He would have thought the avian’s skittish nature would have pointed him more towards a wand or a crystal ball. But there was nothing for it, the weapon selected the person.

A little while later Lorn and Aldric parted ways with Thom. And soon they were seated in the Bond Center waiting for class to start.

Professor Tyrhorn came sweeping in, his cloak still billowing in behind him. Aldric got the distinct impression that the half-elven man had a flair for the dramatic.

“Good morning class,” Professor Tyrhorn announced. The smile on his face could light up ten rooms, so different than his demeanor the previous day. “I’m pleased to see you all again, and even more pleased that several of you already have bond candidates vying for your attention. One of our students in this class even has two candidates declaring their intent to their Bonding professor.”

A murmur went through the class. Aldric shifted in his seat, trying to ignore Lorn’s glance. After the previous weapons class, he was sure that Tyrhorn was speaking about him. Jordan declared it to the headmaster already and Kasumi declared it in class. The thought that they’d both talk to their Bonding professors about him was both terrifying and thrilling.

“Normally we wouldn’t have this talk so soon,” Tyrhorn’s smile never faded, “but it looks like this class is going to be my overachievers for the year.”

He walked up to the podium and started pacing back and forth. “Bonds are the cornerstone of the Empire. Without them we wouldn’t be able to do a tenth of what we can do. Whether it’s improving the Empire’s infrastructure or defending us from foreign armies, the Bonds are the ones doing the heavy lifting. We must each treat our Bonds with care and respect.

But.. and I don’t say this lightly. We, mages that is, are in charge. Mages make the rules. Once you bond with your candidate, or candidates, you are their superior officer and, by law of the Empire, their owner. It’s not right and it’s not pretty but those are the facts. The Empire views Bonds as property of the Mage who bonded them.

But I caution you, despite what the Empire says, Bonds do not lose their personhood as soon as the act is done. They still have thoughts, feelings, and motivation, of their own. It is a poor mage who doesn’t listen to those closest to him, and an even poorer mage whose bonded will not fight for him.”

A wave of excitement went through the class. Lorn looked disgruntled and Aldric sat stoically, his eyes closed in thought. He knew all of what Tyrhorn had said because Lorelei made sure he knew what he was getting into. It wasn’t what he wanted, making these women into property of the Empire. It was part of the reason why he was determined to only bond with those who he knew wanted to be with him and who he could see a life with.

Tyrhorn waited for the class to settle down before continuing. “This goes without saying, but unfortunately cases always pop up, and it bears repeating every class year. Bonds are people. They have a will of their own, they can and sometimes will lash out against you. They are under no compulsion or spell that will make them obey you if they truly don’t want to. Mages have been killed by their own Bonds before. So it is imperative you communicate with them, see how they are doing. Treat them how you would wish to be treated.”

Another explosion of whispers erupted when he dropped that info. “Quiet!” Tyrhorn yelled. The noise fell off immediately. “Yes, it is a bad thing. Not only for you personally but for the Empire as a whole. Mages are rare enough as it is. We don’t need you losing your life over something that was easily preventable, which is the reason for this class.

It is going to sound ridiculous but think of it as necessary for your continued survival. This is.. in it’s basic essence a relationship class. Where I will try to impart some wisdom upon you on how to be in a relationship as an adult, with someone who you have power over, but who also has power over you.”

Aldric nodded his head. This is what he needed. He’d have seven women to take care of. The happiness and wellness of seven women would be contingent on him understanding them and maintaining the lives that they wanted.

“This class won’t go into the fundamental differences between men and women. We all know them. But more of, what do your bonds need to be fulfilled both in their life as an officer of the Empire and as someone bound to you for life physically and emotionally,” Tyrhorn spoke with authority on the subject. He gave off the impression of a sage giving advice to his young pupils. “Note that no answer or advice given here will be one size fits all. Just as every person is different so too is every bond different.”

“First things first. After bonding your mana souls will be intertwined. I know Professor Cottonrose likes to say mana reservoir, so if that’s an easier analogy for you.. think of it as their mana reservoir as flooding into you and you flooding into them. That creates a bond of the soul, which is why we use mana soul and not reservoir, but I digress.

After that bond is created, the mage can then feel the emotions of their bonded, and vice versa. There are some studies that say we can go even further beyond, to hear one another's internal thoughts. That, is not something I’ve ever experienced myself, and I've been a mage for.. well, a very long time. Some mages and bonds do start to think and act as one, so it’s possible where that rumor started.

Regardless, you will feel their emotions as strongly as you feel your own. But it can and does get muddled once you have more than one bond. If you’re lucky to have three it becomes even harder to differentiate between them. It requires focus to keep them separated in your mind. And it is imperative that you do so. What one bonded may be feeling may be completely different than another.

This confusion can lead to hurt feelings of the bonded by not having his or her emotional needs met. And, if someone feels hurt enough they can learn to hide their feelings from their bonded.

Openness is the cornerstone to every successful relationship. If you’re not communicating openly and freely with your partners, you’re in for a bad time.

For one of your bonded to close you off entirely is likely a prelude to something much worse. It has been documented time and again that every bond who betrayed their mage had already cut off their emotions and were plotting in plain view.

Let me tell you now, if you let it get that far, the Empire will write you off. Bonds, by law of the Empire, should be treated with respect. Both yours and others. The position of the Imperial Crown is that if you come to harm through neglect of your own bond it is not the bond’s fault.

That is the law. In practice though, if your bond betrays you, the Empire will come through and dispatch that bond and any others you may have. So, for the sake of yourself, your bonded, and the Empire, treat them well.”

He then went into a discussion for the rest of class on the different effects of a mage and bond’s mana souls intertwining. It could affect both of their moods and their emotions so it was imperative they both understood what was happening and kept their sense of self. Even more so for the mage who would be responsible for them and more.

“For homework read chapters 3 through 5 of Knowing Your Bond,” Tyrhorn called out as they started to pile out of the door.


Chapter 11

The rest of the day flew by quickly, so fast that even Hydean’s snide remarks didn’t frustrate Aldric much.

Both Hydean and Cottonrose went over various spell forms, now that they had their foci. But they hadn’t been allowed to unsheathe or cast spells yet. The spell forms were intended to help the body move energy in the correct direction when they eventually did form a spell.

They finally made it to the class Aldric had been looking forward to the most, Weapons Training. He wanted to see Kasumi again to make sure he wasn’t misreading her signals.

Especially in light of what Professor Tyrhorn had spoken about.

Lorn and Aldric walked into the gymnasium, pointedly ignoring the dwarves. Aldric hated that he already had enemies, and didn’t even know what he had done to invoke their ire, but there wasn’t much he could do about it at this point. Thankfully, it was just this group of dwarves. The rest of the dwarves on campus didn’t seem to know who he was.

Sorodar and Kasumi entered at the same time. Kasumi looked up at where he was sitting with a smile on her face. Sorodar surprisingly did the same, though it was less of a smile and more of a knowing smirk.

But her attention snapped back to the class. “Listen up you bunch of useless meat sacks,” she roared. “We’re going to start on drills with your preferred weapons. Those of you with non-martial foci come to here and we’ll get you squared away with something that will fit your style. The rest of you form a line in front of Bond Candidate Kasumi, she’ll get you set up in groups. If I hear any fucking bitchin’ from any of ya’ I’ll kick your ass right out of class and report to the Headmaster with an explanation of just exactly why. Now get a move on.”

The few who didn’t have combat foci trudged up to where Sorodar stood waiting with her arms crossed. Aldric moved into the line forming in front of Kasumi behind Lorn. He saw that the dwarves lagging behind, rolling their eyes and muttering to themselves.

He only had to wait for a moment for the line to move. Kasumi was quickly placing students into their groups. Aldric wasn’t sure what the criteria for the groups was but he assumed it was based on what type of weapon they each was carrying.

The line moved steadily forward until Lorn was next. He got placed into a group with a the only other orcs in the class, all wielding axes, hammers, and mauls. Aldric shook his head at his friend and his people. He liked Lorn but there was some truth to orcs being brutes.

Aldric moved up and saw Kasumi smirking at him.

“Hello, Acolyte Ironheart. What weapon do you have?”

“A longsword, Bond Candidate Kasumi,” Aldric couldn’t help but smirk back at her. Seeing her smile brought out his own smile.

“I bet you do,” her voice was low, Aldric almost didn’t catch what she said. “I’m not going to go easy on you. Join that group,” she said louder, pointed over at Lorn’s group.

“Uhh… ok?” he was shocked. He looked around and every other mage he saw had been placed in groups similar to their own as he assumed.

“We will switch around the groups periodically, don’t worry. But.. it’s a good learning opportunity,” the devilish grin on her face was all that he needed to see. He was being tested. Guess that answers that, he thought.

He walked over to where Lorn and the other orcs were standing, there were a total of four, including Lorn. Taking in the differences between them was interesting to Aldric. They all generally looked the same, green skin, two boney tusks jutting out from their jaw, and vibrantly colored eyes. Their skin colors ranged from vibrant to dull green and their eyes ranged from blue to red and every color in-between. They all were wearing the Academy uniforms but their bulging muscles made it look like they were going to pop out any second.

Lorn looked at Aldric as he approached. “Have the right group, human?” his voice was gruff and there was a twinge of annoyance in his eyes.

“I was put into this group, orc,” Aldric snidely retorted. Lorn winced slightly.

“Stop putting on an act, Lorn’al. We know that’s the human ye’ve been pallin’ aroun’ wit’,” the largest of the orcs said. His was had a dull green skin tone and brown eyes. Aldric wondered if that signified anything.

“I apologize Al. My brethren can be.. distrusting of outsiders. I.. didn’t want to put you in the middle of anything,” Lorn looked contrite. Then looked over at the orc who spoke. “Yes, Al is my friend, Cho’gar Goreskull. If you have trouble understanding, I suggest you meet my axe.” He hefted his wooden training axe onto his shoulder.

Aldric stood next to Lorn, unsheathed his sword and mimicked the pose Lorn had. “I don’t think it’ll be much trouble for us, Lorn’al,” he snickered.

Lorn groaned. “Don’ call me that. Only my mother and these whoresons call me my formal name.”

“Uh huh, sure,” Aldric could not contain the laughter in his voice.

The large orc who had spoken, Cho’gar, started laughing. “He has the spirit of an orc! Ready to fight at a moment’s notice. No worries, Lorn’al.”

Lorn nodded and turned to Aldric. “What are you doing here? I figured you’d be with the other sword users.”

“Kasumi said I needed to be tested. Apparently getting my ass kicked by a troop of orcs is the best way to do that.”

Lorn smiled sympathetically, but the other orcs had wicked smiles, that didn’t help with Aldric’s read on his situation.

“Okay, now that everyone is in groups we can begin,” Sorodar said, her eyes flashed over to Aldric’s group. “Some may have a harder time than others, but overcoming adversity is part of being a mage.”

What followed was nearly a half hour of drills. Aldric paired with Lorn where he could, but Cho’gar kept forcing his way next to Aldric and taking over.

"Last five minutes of class you will pair off and spar with the forms we’ve been practicing,” Sorodar shouted at the students. “This is not full contact sparring, it’s just going through the forms.”

Cho’gar placed himself next to Aldric, thumping his hand down on his shoulder. “The human is mine,” he declared, staring right at Lorn.

Lorn rolled his eyes. “Do what you will, but if you hurt him, I’ll kill you.”

Cho’gar burst out laughing. “Good! We’d thought you lost yer nerve, sittin’ with this human.”

Lorn growled and stepped up to Cho’gar. “Just say the word and I’ll take you down a notch or two.”

Cho’gar’s eyes flashed violently and his mouth turned up into a smile. “After I break in your human pet.”

Aldric rolled his eyes and coughed into his hand. “The human is right here, and my name is Aldric Ironheart. You would do well to remember the name. I don’t need anyone’s protection. So get your big green ass over here, Jer’koff Bitchskull.”

Every orc in the group turned to look at Aldric. “What? It’s true,” he shrugged, ignoring their shocked and angry gazes.

But the rage of fire in Cho’gar’s eyes was unignorable.

“Uh.. Al..” Lorn started.

Aldric cut him off. “No, I can handle this myself.”

Cho’gar and Aldric squared off. If looks could kill, Aldric would have been a very dead human. But he didn’t mind. The orc had been annoying him for all of class and it was time someone taught him a lesson. Sure, Aldric wasn’t the best at fighting. But he’d done some sparring with Lorelei at the orphanage, definitely enough to take down the large orc. He hoped. What's the worst that could happen? He shrugged internally.

Cho’gar was using a wooden maul that was as long as Aldric was tall, and the head was as big as Aldric’s torso. Despite being a training weapon, it would still deal a significant amount of damage if it connected with him. Aldric knew he had to dodge it or even one blow could take him out of the fight.

“Bow to your opponent!” Sorodar yelled as soon as everyone had their opponents chosen.

Aldric bowed just as Kasumi had demonstrated during the prior class. Cho’gar bowed his head, it was the bare minimum that Sorodar would allow and still somewhat of a slap in the face. Cho'gar didn’t respect him, that was obvious.

“Fight!” Sorodar sliced her hand down.

Cho’gar didn’t waste any time, his maul was raised and started sprinting at Aldric, releasing a primal warcry as he did.

Aldric unsheathed his wooden sword and stood in one of the poses that Sorodar had shown them. It was similar to the style that Lorelei had used to train them. His sword was out, ready to catch the orc’s maul, his arms were poised and his muscles tensed.

He knew this was supposed to just be a spar, but Cho’gar was not going to treat it that way. He waited patiently for the orc to close in on him, quietly measuring the orc’s speed. He felt that he could outpace him, if needed.

Cho’gar raised his maul above his head, ready to bring it down on Aldric. Sorodar was yelling at him to go back to the poses. Aldric dared a look over at Kasumi who was watching impassively.

He closed his eyes and reopened them with renewed focus. He wanted to put the overconfident orc in his place but he also wanted to impress Kasumi.

Cho’gar’s maul was brought down with concussive force and speed. Aldric side stepped it at the last moment, making the orc smash the ground. The force of his attack was too much for the wooden training maul making it splinter and burst into a million pieces.

Aldric was hit by some of the wood, but he ignored the flare of pain and brought the sword down upon Cho’gar’s lowered neck with all his might. He didn’t want to kill the orc for obviously reasons and trusted the wooden sword to not do the deed. But, he had to make sure Cho’gar got the message.

The sword swung with a speed Aldric hadn’t figured he could muster. At the last moment Cho’gar turned slightly, trying to protect himself, causing Aldric’s blade to smash and splinter over the orc’s shoulder. But the force was powerful enough to drive the orc down into the ground.

A loud thud echoed throughout the gym. Followed by sharp gasps and the thundering laughter of Lorn and Kasumi, both of whom were bent over laughing their guts out.

Aldric’s sword disintegrated in his hands. He thought he saw a blue flame flicker from his palms but it gone as quickly as it came.

He looked at the prostrate form of Cho’gar. Not knowing what to do, he walked over and made sure the orc was still breathing, which he thankfully was. The breath was shallow but there.

“What the FUCK,” Sorodar screamed as she stormed closer. “I told you fucking idiots this was only sparring with the forms!”

Aldric looked into his orc instructor’s eyes. “I apologize Sorodar. He came at me and I had to defend myself. I won’t apologize for teaching him a lesson though. He needed it.”

Sorodar eyed him angrily. “It’s true, Sorodar,” Lorn came over, the smile on his lips was still there. But at least he had the good sense not to be laughing any more. “Cho’gar planned on hurting him. If Al hadn’t put him down, I would have.”

“That—” Sorodar started.

“Then in that case,” Kasumi came over just then. She, however, was still chuckling to herself. “I think this is fine. In any case class is nearing the end. Maybe we should wrap up?”

Sorodar’s eyes narrowed in anger, but she took a breath in and relaxed. “Fine. Stay after Acolyte Ironheart, I’ll have to report this, but I’ll note that you were attacked.” She began walking away but turned her head back. “Nice going though,” she smirked.

“Good job.. well, almost everyone. We’ll be getting more practice in the rest of the week, class dismissed,” Sorodar called out to the rest of the class.

***

Aldric tried to stay inconspicuous as the rest of the class trouped out, but it was hard doing so next to a large unconscious orc, Kasumi, and Sorodar. Lorn wanted to stay but Sorodar would not let him.

Several of the bond candidates smiled at him, some of them batted their eyelashes, but all of them looked at him like he was a prize piece of meat. Unable to help himself, he smiled back at them, noticing a few of them were incredibly cute.

One of them, a black haired nekorian was walking away next to Torg, but she looked over the diminutive dwarf’s head and gave him a wink. Torg must have noticed her gaze because he huffed and put his arm on her back and guided her out of the room. Aldric figured Torg had found his first bond. It was a shame, because the nekorian was kind of cute. Her black hair was styled in a bob cut, her black fur lined cat ears poked out the top of her head. And to top it off, her black furry tail waved at him as she left the room.

Aldric shook his head. Maybe they weren’t bonded yet, but going after another mage’s presumptive bond was not something he wanted to be known for.

“See something you like, Acolyte?” Kasumi’s voice came from right next to him, startling him.

“Shi—” he started to say. “Don’t do that Kas,” he whined.

She brought her hands up to her chest, closed her eyes and breathed in deep. “Sorry Al. But.. you didn’t answer my question.”

He shook his head. “I mean, will you get upset if I say yes?”

“No. That’s how this works,” her statement was even, but her eyes betrayed how she felt.

Seeing the potential harm he could do to the only person other than Lorn who had been kind to him, he just shook his head. “It doesn’t matter anyway; it looks like she’s with Torg.”

“Hmm,” Kasumi scratched her chin. “Well, they can’t have bonded yet. But I get what you mean.”

Aldric wanted to move past the discussion on the cute Nekorian. “So, how mad is Sorodar?”

Kasumi’s eyes changed from somewhat sad to delighted instantly. “Oh, furious. Not at you, at that idiotic orc. He tried to kill you Al. Why didn’t you get one of us when you saw his intention?”

Aldric waved away her concern. “He was slow. I knew I could dodge him and teach him a lesson at the same time. Humility would do wonders for him to learn.”

“Al..” Kasumi said quietly. “He ran at you full speed. Even an untrained mage will move faster unintentionally due to the mana coursing through your body. He.. the fight took only a full five seconds from when he started to when he fell.”

“What? That can’t be right Kas. I was there. It felt like he took forever to get to me. I even did some inner monologuing while waiting for him.”

Kasumi stared at him, her eyes were wide. But her face split into a huge smile. “That confirms it.”

“Huh, what?”

“Nothing. Oh look, here comes Sor!” Kasumi moved away to let the orc instructor close to Aldric.

He stood his ground but was still afraid of what her reaction would be. And he was confused by what Kasumi was talking about. Confirmed what?

“Listen here, Acolyte. I know this wasn’t your fault, no one who saw what happened can blame you. But this has to be reported to the Headmaster. It’ll be in his hands what happens.”

Aldric visibly relaxed. Good, he thought, the Headmaster isn’t likely to punish me. He knows the truth.

“I don’t know why you’re so relaxed hearing this’ll go to the Headmaster, but I don’t really care. Go on, get to your next class.”

Aldric couldn’t explain even if he wanted to, so he bowed to Sorodar and turned to leave.

“Wait, Al, I forgot,” Kasumi called out. She caught up to him and laced her arm through his, which caught him by surprise. He felt his cheeks heating in embarrassment. And unbidden, other parts of his body reacted as well.

“I talked to your friends, Jordan and Zach. They’re doing well. They wanted to see you, but as you know there’s not a lot of down time right now. So I suggested you meet with them at the southwest tower on Saturday at noon.”

“Oh, wow! Thank you so much Kas! That’s awesome. How can I repay you?”

He felt her almost purring on his arm. It was a low rumbling sound, and one he found absolutely adorable. She coughed. “Ahem.. well, I asked to join you, if that’s okay. If you don’t want that, that’s fine,” she spoke quickly and was obviously flustered, not used to being on this side of the conversation.

He chuckled a little. “Yeah, of course. As long as they’re cool with it, I’m cool with it. I might bring Lorn and my other friend Thom, if you could relay that message. I think Thom and Zach would hit it off. And I want Jordan to meet Lorn.”

“Fine by me, my ma— Al. Fine by me Al.” Kasumi’s face went white and released her grip on him, and all but sprinted away.

He stood there with his mouth hanging open. What had happened? He didn’t hear what she was saying at the end, she had spoken too quickly.

He shook his head again. He couldn’t stand there all day pondering the perplexities of the beautiful kitsune, he had to get to class.

***

Aldric got to class, sat next to Lorn and Thom again, and immediately zoned out. It seemed like all his girl troubles came to a head right before this class. He couldn’t do anything about that though, since his main girl trouble was Kasumi, who was the co-teacher for that class.

He zoned out, trying to remember what Kasumi had been saying. But he couldn’t figure it out, and couldn’t figure out why she ran off. He’d have to ask her next class.

Then he thought of Jordan again, how good it’d be to see her. How excited she’d be to hear he was making friends. Hopefully she wasn’t too jealous of Kasumi. It was now obvious to Aldric that the kitsune wanted to bond. As long as he continued to pass her tests and meet her expectations, she committed to bonding him in three months. But so did Jordan. He knew he didn’t really need to pace himself with bonding.. but he didn’t want to do it all at once.. though that might be fun..

No! He shook his head. He couldn’t think that way. These women were going to be bonded to him for life. He needed to view them as people and nurture his relationship with them before moving into the physical. It was only right.

And that’s what had been scaring him the most. It’s what his thoughts kept going back to. How could he maintain seven relationships? He’d never even been in one.

“Hey, dumbass,” Lorn’s gruff voice broke him out of his thoughts.

“Huh?” he said smartly.

“Class is over. You’re just sitting there staring at the wall.. again,” Lorn rolled his eyes. “I told you, I’m not going to give you notes if you don’t pay attention.”

“Yeah.. you’re right. Sorry,” Aldric was sorry, but he had too much on his mind to hear about Emperor Max I who conquered the central region in the current empire, or about his son Max II who aggressively expanded the Empire’s territory.

He certainly didn’t give a shit about Emperor Max III who was just as expansionist only really bad it and ended up losing territory to their neighbors, the Kingdom of Acxiun.

“What has you so distracted, friend Aldric,” Thom asked.

“Just thinking about bonds.”

Lorn chuckled and wagged his eyebrows lasciviously. “Aren’t we all?”

Aldric rolled his eyes. “Not that, but yes. No just thinking of two bond candidates who want to bond with me, and how to make it work.”

“Oh, boo-fucking-hoo. The poor little human has two women wanting to bond him and he doesn’t know what to do,” Lorn mocked and laughed. “I wish I had your problems Aldric.”

“Though I do not agree with the mocking, friend Lorn has a point, friend Aldric,” Thom said.

Aldric stopped himself from rolling his eyes again. “I get it, I do. Oh that reminds me, I wanted to invite you two to meet my friends. I think you’ll like one of them.. a lot, Thom.” He wagged his eyebrows at the Avian.

Thom looked at Lorn in confusion. “He means one of then could become a bond for you,” Lorn translated for him.

“Ohhh, very good. Thank you friend Aldric. I will come,” Thom smiled.

“Anyone for me?” Lorn said with his toothy orc smile.

“Sorry, no. Kas and Jordan are mine,” Aldric smirked.

Lorn broke out in laughter. They collected their books and went back to the mage barracks, and to the mess hall to eat dinner.

Sitting at their normal table, Aldric noticed more than a few stares coming their way. He wasn’t surprised by the group of orcs looking over at him. He did just humiliate Cho’gar.

But why was everyone else looking?

“It’s because of what you did. I’m sure word is spreading already,” Lorn said, predicting what Aldric was thinking.

“It wasn’t that impressive.. was it?” Aldric asked. He didn’t want to show off his power, whatever little he had, too soon. The Headmaster had been clear with that.

“Al.. Cho’gar is maybe the top orc at the Academy. By power and connections. He’s the son of the Goreskull warchief and has a four bond potential. Hopefully he wakes up and recognizes you as a warrior and that's the end of that. If not, it’ll get messy.”

“Great. The dwarves already hate me, now an entire clan of orcs might?”

Just then the mess hall doors opened and in walked Cho’gar. A hush fell over the students, every eye in the place was trained on him. Except Aldric who was trying to ignore the awkward situation he’d gotten himself into.

Of course he didn’t have any luck and Cho’gar walked right up to their table.

“Lorn’al. Human. Avian,” he grunted at each of them.

Aldric’s eyes narrowed. He knew he shouldn’t rise to the provocation. He knew he was supposed to keep his head down. But no one had ever been this openly hostile to him. Not since his parents.. a reminder which did nothing to assuage his anger, but rather stoked it.

“The name is Aldric. Or don’t you remember because of the concussion I gave you?” Aldric’s voice was tight.

Cho’gar stared at him for a moment. His eyes were fixed on Aldric. Lorn was tensing beside him. None of them had their weapons with them.. not that it would help. Fighting was forbidden.

“You’re right, Aldric,” Cho’gar nodded his head. “I do not apologize for my actions, because iron sharpens iron. Orcs have believed that and lived that since the dawn of our people. To deny it would be to deny our very nature. But you proved my better today. You have my clan’s respect, Aldric. And mine. I’d be happy to call you friend.”

Aldric’s anger dissipated but was replaced by shock. He looked at the dull green orc not knowing what to say. “Uh.. yeah, no worries. I understand. Sure.. yeah, friends. Thank you Cho’gar.”

He stuck out his hand to the orc, who accepted it and they shook as friends.

Cho’gar let out a roar of approval. The orcs in the mess hall, including Lorn, followed suit. “So shall it be, Aldric Ironheart is named Orc Friend. He and his bonds will be treated as members of the clans.”

The orcs all thumped their fists across their chests in salute.

Aldric looked around, unsure of what to do. He caught Lorn’s eye, who mouthed ‘speech’ and nodded down at the salute the orcs were giving. Aldric nodded back to his friend and stood. “Thank you, Cho’gar Goreskull, I am proud to be called Orc Friend. Whenever you or your clan are in need, you only need to call on me and I shall come.” He saluted in the same manner as the orcs.

They all roared in approval.

Aldric looked around and even the non-orcs were looking on and getting in on the noise. Most of the dwarves were laughing and celebrating, except the section where Aldric saw Torg sitting with his group of cronies, who all looked pissed.

He actually sighed in relief. Sure Torg was a dick, but it looked like the rest of the dwarves didn’t hold a grudge against him.

The raucous group of orcs somehow produced several kegs of ale and distributed it among the students in the mess hall. The party celebrating a new Orc Friend lasted much of the night. Thom went to bed early, the noise was too much for him and his sensitive hearing. Lorn and Aldric went drink for drink until they were both stumbling and slurringly professing their undying love for one another.

Many a “I love you man..” were said.

Eventually they stumbled up to their respective rooms. Al fumbled with his lock slightly, but managed to get the door open, and wobbled his way to bed, where he promptly fell asleep.


Chapter 12

“As members of the Empire’s military, Bonds roles are to support you and help the Empire in any way that you or your commanding officers see fit. To that end, it is imperative to give your bonded meaningful work. Don’t have them digging latrines or fetching townspeople’s items,” Professor Tyrhorn lectured the class. “Fetch quests are a quick way to lose the respect of your bonds,” he said with a smile.

Aldric had woken up and gotten ready, but his head was pounding. The blaring alarm clock had nearly given him a heart attack and split his head open it was so loud. He’d never drank, let alone gone drink for drink with an orc before.

Note to self, don’t fucking do that again, he chastised himself.

But Aldric was happy to see that Lorn looked just as bad as he did that morning in the mess hall. The orc’s head slumped, and he just grunted to leave him alone.

Unfortunately, they couldn’t miss class, so they choked down whatever food they could, careful not to vomit, and got going.

They got to Bonding class and Tyrhorn went into a long discussion of what was proper for a bonded to do. Which boiled down to important things like combat, protection of important people, and doing the things that a mage couldn’t be seen doing.

“Since you are my overachiever group,” Tyrhorn chuckled. “I’m giving these to you in advance.”

He waved his hand and magically pieces of paper casually flew to each student. Aldric looked at his as it fell into place gently in front of him. ‘Prospective Bonds’ it read at the top. And it had room for twenty names below it.

Once they were all distributed Tyrhorn got back up front. “You’ll notice there are spots for twenty prospective bond candidates. This will allow you to get a bigger cross section of what you are looking for, and will give you options, should a bond choose another mage. Remember, they’re competing for your attention but you’re also competing for theirs. Some bond candidates allow themselves to be put on multiple Prospective Bond sheets just to make sure they get chosen. So, if you choose to add someone who gets on multiple lists, they may choose someone else. Do not let your feelings get hurt. Though every year it seems inevitable.”

Tyrhorn allowed them the rest of class to fill out their lists if they had prospective bonds. They needed to submit the list once a week if there had been any changes.

Aldric had it easy. He already knew who he wanted. He put down Kasumi and Jordan’s names.

Once that was done he looked around and saw a couple of students scribbling but a lot of them were just looking around.. like Lorn was.

“Haven’t met anyone?” Aldric asked.

“How could I? I’ve been saving your scrawny ass the entire time I’ve been here,” his booming laugh broke through the dull buzz of whispers in the room.

“That’s a fair point.” Aldric raised his hand to get Professor Tyrhorn’s attention.

“Yes, Acolyte Ironheart?” the Half-elf asked.

“How will we have time to find or get to know our prospective bond candidates. I mean, I get that we can use the Leaderboard, but that doesn’t tell us their character, or if we’ll get along,” Aldric reasoned.

Tyrhorn broke out into a wide smile. “That is an excellent question, Acolyte. The short answer is, you’ll soon be getting time during the day. The long answer is that, starting after next week all your classes will be going to once or twice a week. It is Academy tradition for the first two weeks to be a full-time schedule to get you acclimated to the school, but after that you will have things to do. Like joint exercises, joint training, and a surprising amount of free time, which is supposed to be used for studying. But.. and I’m speaking from experience, is a good time to go find bonds.”

The class burst into discussion. Aldric nodded, glad that he’d be getting more time to spend with his prospective bonds.

He was also glad for Lorn’s sake. Time away, or even doing training exercises, like he had seen on the way into the Academy from Etria would be a good way for the orc to show off his strength and get some interest from the potential bonds.

Aldric couldn’t help think of the other five women he’d have to bond. He quietly laughed to himself how quickly he’d accepted that both Kasumi and Jordan wanted to bond with him. Well, assuming he didn’t screw up with either of them.

***

The rest of the day went well. They did more theory in both Combat Magic and Spells and Casts.

Both Professors Hydean and Cottonrose stated they needed a firm foundation in theory before they began actually casting. They both told horror stories of students who moved faster than their knowledge who ended up killing themselves or turning themselves into abominations that had to be put down.

That sobered the classes enough to quiet any grumbling they had about not being able to cast a spell yet.

They were soon back in Weapons Training. Cho’gar treated him completely differently now. They saluted each other, as they had done the night before.

Sorodar split them into their groups and they went through the forms. Lorn was able to spar with Aldric for the entire class. They didn’t go easy on each other but didn’t move to hurt each other either.

In all it was a better class. Kasumi kept him after to go over his form and give him some pointers. She moved him to better show what he should be doing. Her hands lingered far too long on his muscles, but he didn’t mind.

They quipped back and forth, and he was feeling closer to her, despite it only be a few days.

For the first time since classes started Aldric paid attention and took notes in his Imperial History class. He found that he hadn’t been missing anything special, but the current topic was somewhat fascinating.

They were reviewing chapters 5 through 8 of History of the Relladian Empire, about Emperor Adolphus who was after Emperor Max III, he regained much of the territory that had been lost and inducted the beastkin as full citizens of the Empire.

The Empire has originally been founded by the humans and high-elves. The dark elves and wood elves joined later under Max II. Part of the reason for Max III’s issues and loss of territory was a beastkin revolt that helped the Acxiun Kingdom gain ground.

Max III met an untimely demise, which most historians agreed was planned by his son Adolphus. Adolphus ascended the throne and quelled the rebellion by giving into the beastkin’s demands of full citizenship. And to help solidify the bond he married the daughter of the chieftain, a wolfkin named Toral. The daughter, Caryana, was named Empress-Consort and the beastkin became full citizens. Though the reading suggested that the histories diverged on why Adolphus gave into the beastkin, the prevailing theory was that he was in love with Caryana already, and to legitimatize their marriage they needed to be citizens.

Aldric thought it was a masterstroke. Married the woman he loved and unified the Empire. Also gained a fierce fighting force that quickly meshed into their military, allowing them to easily squash the invading kingdom.

But still. If there was a choice between reading history books or spending time with his bonds or finding new ones, he knew which he’d take.

***

The rest of the week passed quickly. The classes were much the same each day. Form practice, sparring practice, and dry retelling of history.

Friday night came and Aldric was excited and nervous for his meeting with Jordan and Zach.. and Thom and Lorn.. and Kasumi.

He was most worried about Kasumi and Jordan. He knew they’d been in contact, passing messages, getting details ironed out for their get together.

He didn’t know why it took so much planning, but he wasn’t going to get in the middle of it. Let them figure it out themselves.

But no, he was most worried about them interacting with him. Or around each other and him. Kasumi had been more handsy than normal at the end the last class. He’d never known Jordan to be the jealous type, but she had been that the last time he’d seen her.

He fell asleep fitfully that night. He tossed and turned, unable to find a comfortable position.

After several hours, and quite a grunts of frustration Aldric was able to fall asleep.

He woke up the next morning not all refreshed but still excited. Excited and nervous.

He showered, dressed, and went down to the mess hall. Lorn and Thom were already sitting there eating.

They ate together and spoke for a bit but decided to get some sparring in together before they had to be at the southwest tower to meet the girls and Zach. Thom wasn’t as handy with his sword as Lorn was with his axe or Aldric was with his longsword.

The gymnasium where they held class was open and they weren’t the only ones taking advantage. Aldric saw numerous other students there working through their forms and sparring. And more than a few bond candidates who watched the three mages with curiosity. Aldric couldn’t help but notice that same nekorian from his class was there, practicing and watching. No Torg in sight, Aldric noted.

Thankfully the wooden training weapons were all available to use. The three grabbed their respective weapons and went to a corner to practice.

Since their weapons were the most similar Aldric and Thom sparred while Lorn watching them and giving pointers.

Aldric worked to combine the forms he’d learned from Lorelei and Sorodar, along with the tips he’d received from Kasumi. Combining the three was difficult and not necessary, but he wanted something of his own.

He knew how he wanted to fight. He wanted to be quick, agile, but also strong enough to repel even the strongest of opponents. That meant adjusting the poses slightly to allow greater range of movement while maintaining a good balance to counterattack with.

He sparred with Thom, adjusting himself while he did. He gave Thom pointers and encouraged him. Aided by Lorn shouting his own encouragement, little by little the skittish Avian came out of his shell and got more confident holding his blade.

Thom ran out of stamina eventually and switched off with Lorn, who went through the poses with Aldric. They sparred a little harder than Aldric had with Thom, but only because they knew each other could take it.

By the end they were sweat soaked and breathing heavy, but they were all happy with their progress. Thom had gained confidence, and he was going through the poses and motions easier, he wasn’t so clunky.

Lorn always liked a good fight, and Aldric was a good opponent for him considering their contrasting styles.

And Aldric was happy to help his friends and was getting an idea for how to combine the forms and poses he’d been taught to maximize his efficiency.

Just as they were getting ready to leave, the nekorian girl approached them. “Heyyy there handsome,” she purred. She sauntered up to us, her hips swaying seductively. “I’ve seen you in class.. what’s your name?”

“Me?” Aldric pointed to himself. “I’m Aldric, that’s Lorn and that’s Thom.”

“Ohhh,” she said, getting closer to him, laying her hand on his forearm. “Strong name. Big muscles.” She winked at him.

“Uhh.. yeah.. didn't I see you with Torg?” he asked.

“That is true. But we're just talking, no harm in that,” she said with a smile.

“Yeah.. uhh.. Torg hates me enough already. I'm not looking to piss off that runt any more. If it doesn’t work out.. well, you know where to find me.”

She pouted, but it quickly turned into a smile. “That’s fine. I like a man of integrity. But I’ll remember your words, Aldric, if it doesn’t work out with Torg.. I’m coming for you,” she said with an adorable little giggle.

Aldric couldn’t help but smile. She winked at him and turned to go back to her group in practicing.

“Wait, you didn’t tell me your name,” he called out after her.

She turned back, a big smile on her face. “You’re right, I didn’t.” She kept going after that and rejoined her group.

“For the love of the ancestors, how do you get all the luck?” Lorn complained as soon as they got outside.

Thom just nervously laughed and patted the orc on the shoulder. “It’s ok friend Lorn. We’ll find someone for you to mate and bond with. Multiple someones.”

Aldric smiled at his friends. “That’s the spirit!”

Lorn rolled his eyes but laughed despite himself. “Yeah, let’s go get cleaned off. Then off to see your two beautiful bonds.”

Aldric smiled but didn’t respond.

***

A little while later they were all showered, dressed, and on their way to the southwest tower.

Thom was slightly more fidgety than normal as they walked. He was always a little fidgety anyway, but Aldric took that as a sign of nervousness, since Thom would be meeting a potential bond. Aldric hoped Zach and Thom would click, he thought they’d be good for each other. Zach was too outgoing sometimes and that would be tempered by Thom’s reserved nature. And Thom could do with being a little more bold.

They got closer to the southwest tower market and Aldric saw the unmistakable sight of Jordan’s blonde hair and Kasumi’s red hair. They couldn’t be more different or alike. Jordan’s straight blonde hair flowed down below her shoulders. In comparison Kasumi’s red hair was wild and untamable, reflecting her inner nature as a free spirit. They both stood shoulder to shoulder like they were a pair of goddesses, and Aldric couldn’t help but admire them. Both were a vision of perfection in Aldric’s eyes.

“Tha’ just ain’t fair Al,” Lorn said as they approached.

Aldric burst out in laughter. “We’ll find you someone Lorn, I promise.”

The orc harrumphed but laughed and shook his head.

“Hey guys!” Aldric called out and waved at them.

“Al!” Jordan shrieked and ran to him, grabbing him in a bear hug, holding him as tight as she could. “I missed you,” she said into his ear.

He smiled and hugged her back. “I missed you too, Jordan.” The hug reminded him of her hugging on to him for dear life so she wouldn’t fall off the horse on the way to the Academy.

She broke the hug, but still clung to his arm. “I don’t want to be apart for that long again, but we can’t help it, can we?”

“Yeah, at least until we bond. Then we won’t ever be apart again,” he smiled at her.

She broke out into a large smile. “You still want me?”

“Of course, why wouldn’t I?” He was genuinely perplexed.

Kasumi and Zach walked over at that moment. Kasumi looked uncomfortable but had the sense not to interrupt them.

Jordan bit her lip and nodded over at Kasumi. “I mean.. she’s so damned beautiful Al. Am I still good enough?”

He held her out at arm’s length and looked directly into her eyes. “Of course. It’s me who isn’t good enough. You’re smart and strong and beautiful Jordan. I.. I can’t ever hope to live up to your standard.. I can do nothing but try..”

“Al..” she started.

“Enough, Aldric,” Kasumi cut in. “Do not disparage yourself. You are more than you know. You can’t possibly comprehend how difficult it has been for me to find someone I may want to bond with. Every mage here has fallen short, you’re the only one so far to not miss the mark. Do not ruin your chances now with self-doubt.” Her tone was sharp but not harsh, he could tell she spoke from the heart.

Jordan giggled. “What she said.”

“Fair enough,” he hugged Jordan again but let go quickly. Then he moved over and quickly hugged Zach. “I’ve missed you dummy.”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” he scoffed but Aldric saw his tail wagging faster.

He smiled at his friends, then looked back at Lorn and Thom who had fallen back to let them all rejoice in their reunion. “I apologize my friends! Here please, come meet my oldest friend Zach, and my first bond candidate, and friend from where I grew up, Jordan.”

Lorn shook both their hands and Thom followed suit. Thom was nearly shaking when he shook Zach’s hand though.

“Hello, friend Zach, my name is Thom,” Thom said, a little too formally. “Friend Aldric has told me much about you.”

“Oh, he has, has he?” Zach raised his eyebrow at Aldric. “All good I assume?” he said with a mischievous smile.

“Y-yes! Of course! Friend Aldric doesn’t speak poorly of anyone, except Torg.. the rotten dwarf.”

Zach laughed nervously. “Okay.. so what has he told you about me.”

“That you’re kind, funny, smart, a little bit mischievous.. and..”

Zach looked over at Aldric in shock but quickly returned his gaze to Thom. “And?”

“Th-that you’re like me.”

“Like.. you?” Zach was confused.

“Y-you aren’t looking f-for a-a female mage.” Thom immediately buried his face in his wing-like arms and hid from Zach.

Though he needn’t have worried. “Oh, shit, are you telling the truth? You’re gay like me?”

“Y-yes, friend Zach,” Thom said from behind his arms.

“Well, then.. it’s an even bigger pleasure to meet you, Thom. Maybe we can get to know each other a bit more today. Who knows.. maybe we’ll be able to bond,” Zach smirked.

Thom’s face peaked out from behind his arms. “Truly?”

“Yeah.. why not? If it works out, great. If not, well, another gay mage will eventually awaken and come to the Academy, right?”

Zach was being flippant, but Aldric saw his friend tense up and his tail stopped wagging. He was worried and Aldric understood why. How many gay mages would there be? Both Zach and Thom wanted to make it work.

“Good! You two can get to know each other as we walk along today. None of us really have money.. so I guess it’ll just be browsing but it’ll be fun to spend time together,” Aldric said, bringing the conversation back.

Jordan, Lorn, and Kasumi had been watching the mage and bond interact with fascination.

“Actually, Aldric,” Kasumi interrupted, “I have plenty of money. I’ve been here for three years and I’ve been the top of the Leaderboard for the past majority of it. Outside of these walls I may not be the richest but inside, I have more than enough.”

“Oh, are you sure? I don't want to put you out."

"I offered, Aldric." Her eyes bore into him, making him tense.

If this was another test he didn't know what it was. He stood for a moment but in the end accepted that she would have to pay, and he wasn't sure how much Lorn or Thom had, but based on what they said their lives were like, it likely wasn't a lot

"Okay, you win Kas."

"Good!" She smiled. "Who wants lunch?"

"Me! Me!" Zach bounced up and down on his feet.

"I wouldn't say no," Jordan's shy voice said.

"Well, Lorn, Thom, and I worked up a sweat this morning sparring and working on our combat forms and poses," he posed, he really was hungry from the earlier workout.

"Good, let's get going," Kasumi beamed and began walking towards the food area in the market.

“Hmm,” Zach looked pensive, his hand was on his chin.

“Yes, Bond Friend Zach?” Thom asked.

“Oh, nothing, just wondering what you’d look like sweaty and naked.”

“Zach!” Jordan and Aldric yelled out at the same time. Kasumi looked around, eyes wide in shock, but Lorn burst out laughing.

Poor Thom hid behind his arms again.

Aldric smacked Zach upside the head and turned to Lorn. “Don’t encourage him!”

The orc just laughed harder. “I agree with the sentiment Zach, who cares about propriety. Orcs are natural beings. We are forced to be clothed here and in the rest of the Empire, but in the clans we are free to be ourselves!”

“Oh, lords above, not another one,” Aldric moaned. Jordan clung to Aldric’s arm.

“Alright, enough. We’re going to lunch. I know a fantastic place nearby,” Kasumi said and continued walking away. Aldric, and Jordan, followed suit. He looked back and saw Zach and Lorn high-five. Thom was buried in his arms, but Zach hooked his arm around the avian and guided him forward.

Aldric shook his head. It was good to be with his friends.

***

Kasumi guided them to a kebab shop. "Roast skewered meat is as close to being with the gods as a mortal can be," she said as they approached. "This is the best place on campus for it. It's not as good as the kitsune clans.. but it's close enough."

Kasumi paid the waitress upfront and asked her to keep the food coming.

They sat and talked and ate. Aldric told the story of how he met Kasumi, Lorn, and Thom. He told them about his confrontations with Torg, how Kasumi kicked the dwarf’s ass their first day of class, which got smug look from Kasumi.

He then told them of the confrontation with Cho’gar. Kasumi and Lorn put in their opinions where appropriate. Jordan and Zach, and even Thom who hadn’t heard the full story, gasped as he told the tale.

When he got to the part of smashing his sword over Cho’gar’s back Zach whooped and Jordan buried her face in her hands.

At the end though they were all laughing and having a good time after he recounted the meeting with Cho’gar afterward and being named Orc Friend.

Jordan and Zach then retold what they’d been doing. It wasn’t nearly as exciting, they’d been going to class, meeting new people, most of whom were other bond candidates. They told the mages how most newer bond candidates were nice and just trying to fit in, but the ones who had been there longer seemed more competitive and almost outright hostile to the incoming students.

“Yes, bond candidates tend to be very competitive,” Kasumi said. “I fought very hard to get to the top of the Leaderboard and continue to have to. Unfortunately, other bond candidates challenge me for the spot and I’m forced to come down hard on them. Though, if my plans come to fruition, I won’t need to be there for much longer.”

Jordan and Aldric both blushed a little. “How does the Leaderboard work, K-Kasumi,” Jordan asked. She was nervous for some reason to speak to the kitsune. To Aldric she had always been approachable, so maybe he was biased.

“It’s actually fairly easy to understand, though difficult to rank up in. Only non-bonded are considered for the list. If it wasn’t constricted I would not be the top, likely someone like Sorodar would be.”

“Wait, Sorodar is a Bond?” he cut in. He wasn't aware of that, though it made sense now that he thought of it, she hadn't used any magic in class like the other professors.

“Yes, for certain orc clans bonding is not about love or even duty to the Empire. It’s duty to the clan above all. Mages are bonded to only bonds from that clan. Sorodar is one of those. She is fond of her Mage of course, but he is not her lover.”

“Wow..” he muttered. He couldn’t imagine giving himself up like that to another human just for duty to his clan. Bonding was intimate and something done between two people who loved each other.

“Yes.. the Frozentusk Clan. They are.. especially zealous in their respect for clan traditions,” Lorn explained.

“Yes, that is her clan and her Mage’s as well. She will not have children, though I do not believe she wants any. Sor’s true love is battle. She is on loan here by request of the Headmaster. When she completes her time she will go back to her Mage and do whatever it is he is doing,” Kasumi explained further.

She looked over at Jordan whose eyes were glued on her. “I apologize Jordan. I was explaining the Leaderboard. Like I said, easy to understand difficult to climb. It’s a combination of test scores, combat rating, field test scores, and challenges.”

Jordan and Zach both nodded their heads, dutifully absorbing the information.

“Test scores and combat rating are easy. You get both from your classes. You haven’t received a combat rating yet; it usually comes out after a month of being in classes. It’s graded on a scale of 1-5. 5 being the highest in potential as a bond. 1 being the lowest. If you score a 1 you are encouraged to either get extra tutoring or leave the Academy. Most people who score a 1 are not fit for combat and they leave. There is no shame in it, not everyone is meant for this life.

Then the field test is your scores for when you’re on field assignment. It’s not as involved as it sounds. It’ll mostly be drills and slaying low-tier monsters the Academy places in special zones for their mages and bond candidates to have real experience without most of the danger.”

“Wow! We get to fight real monsters?” Zach exclaimed. He jumped up in his seat in excitement.

“Yes,” Kasumi answered with a straight face. She looked back at Jordan. “Anyway, those three things will be the bulk of your points. They will weigh your contributions against others during the field test. Then the level of class you’re in will weigh against you. If you’re in a level 4 class it’ll weigh more than a level 1 because it’s harder.”

Jordan nodded along, but Zach still was bouncing excitedly in his chair at the prospect of fighting monsters. Thom was trying to calm the excitable wolfkin down. He was stroking his arm and using an oddly calming voice.

“You also mentioned challenges, Kasumi?” Jordan still didn’t look comfortable using Kasumi’s name so familiarly, as she winced slightly when she did so.

“It’s fine, Jordan. We’re both aiming to bond with the same mage. We’ll need to get comfortable with each other.”

Again, Aldric felt his cheeks heat up in embarrassment. Lorn chuckled softly to himself at that.

“Y-yes, Kasumi. You’re right.”

“Good. Now. Challenges only really matter in the top 100 but they can and do happen on the lower rankings. If that happens it’s usually for honor.

Basically, challenges are when one bond candidate challenges another to a mage duel. Obviously they’re not mages but the term is kept out of respect. In fact, I gained points for my duel with the dwarf Torg. All duels must be sanctioned and witnessed by a member of the faculty to be considered to count towards your points on the leaderboard.

You won’t see many challenges, at least your first year here. And since you’re intending to be bonded to Aldric at least before the year is over it won’t matter much to you. Though be aware non-bonded can and do challenge bonded for prestige. Rarely do they win unless the bonded was newly bonded and not fully trained in their new power.

For instance, I fought Sorodar, but she beat me. I did not receive points for that. Failed challenges against other bond candidates do count against you, but failed challenges against bonded do not, considering the difference in power. But with risk comes reward, and if you defeat a bonded fairly, you are given more points than most of your other tasks put together.”

“Wow..” Jordan whispered.

“Yes, quite.”

"Have you ever beaten a bonded, Kas?" He asked, curious of how she climbed the ranks so quickly.

"Yes," the smile on her face was smug, but based on what he knew, very deserved.

"Wow.." Zach and Jordan both said at the same time.

The lunch continued with Aldric and Lorn eating more than their fair share. Even Thom ate more than he normally would. Kasumi explained that being a mage increased their metabolism so they needed to eat more.

After eating they decided to get up and walked around and take a look at the merchants nearby.

He came to the area every day but he usually focused on getting to class. Today he was finally to take it all in. It was a market unlike one Aldric had even seen.

There were vendors of sizes and shapes, all races, hawking their wares. Some more fantastical than others and some more practical too.

Aldric actually got his first look at a female dwarf while they were walking around. Her name was Marwin Windhelm and she was an armorer who sold her wares at the Academy.

“Ay, Ah have it all made to exactin’ specifications and then delivered to me ‘ere. Ah’ve made pieces for princes and knights. But Ah love makin’ armor for mages. It’s mah specialty,” she explained. She was like the other dwarves and had an almost offensively western-dwarf accent.

They browsed what she had in her stall but didn’t purchase anything. They did promise to come back when they all had money and a need. Right now, they were fine with the Academy’s uniforms. Even Kasumi didn’t see the need to buy new armor.

They continued walking around, talking and joking with each other. Thom and Zach, despite their different personalities were getting along swimmingly. Kasumi was pleasant to Jordan, who still seemed starstruck at being so close to the older woman.

Aldric and Lorn talked the about armor and weapons they would buy once they had the money.

Probably unsurprisingly Lorn didn’t want much armor, just simple pauldrons and gauntlets, and some leg protection. He was mainly concerned with getting the best weapon possible.

Aldric on the other hand wanted a full suit of armor. He wanted shining steel and a blue cape with a gold chain connecting the two. He wanted the shoulders to be strong but large and his gauntlets needed to be thick but flexible enough for him to fight.

Lorn laughed at how ridiculous it sounded, but Aldric was happy with his fantasy. Maybe one day he’d have the coin to buy a full-set. In the meantime he’d make do with what he had.

Besides, Aldric thought it was better for him to protect himself. Mages were rare and needed to be protected according to the Academy, and if he could stay safe enough so his bonds didn’t have to worry about him he was going to do his best to do so.

They spent the rest of the day walking around and talking about everything. Jordan especially seemed to want to get out and do some extra exercises. She said she wanted to get on the Leaderboard and see just how high she could climb before Al claimed her bond.

They ate dinner at another restaurant that served something called burgers. They were greasy and cheesy, but so good that Al had three.

After that it started getting dark out and they were winding down ready to part for the night when a familiar sight popped up. Torg, his troupe of dwarves, and the nekorian Aldric had seen in the gym.

She saw him and smiled like a predator who had just noticed their prey.

Separating from the troupe of dwarves she came over to where Aldric and the others were standing near the central tower and castle.

“Well, hello again handsome,” she purred.

“Hey,” Aldric waved. “What’s going on? Still hanging around Torg and his bunch of losers?”

Jordan and Kasumi’s hackles were raised, but Lorn, Zach, and Thom were all looking over at the dwarves wary of what they might do.

She giggled. “If only a certain mage would add me to his potential bonds..”

“Excuse me,” Jordan cut in, “exactly who are you?”

The nekorian feigned shock. “Oh, I’m so sorry, I completely forgot to introduce myself, how silly of me. I’m Nadia McKinley. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

She stuck out her hand to Jordan who reluctantly shook it. “Jordan Taylor,” her voice was terse and her eyes stern.

Nadia chose to ignore Jordan’s attitude. “And of course, everyone knows who Kasumi Akagi is,” she looked over the kitsune who was standing next to Aldric.

“Yes, they do,” Kasumi’s eyes narrowed.

“My, it seems I’ve gone about this all wrong. I don’t mean your boy any harm,” she fanned herself. “Quite the opposite.”

“Oi! Nekorian! What’re ye doin’?” Torg’s annoying voice called out.

Nadia rolled her eyes. But turned to leave.

“See you in class, Nadia,” he said. She turned back and smiled before joining the group of dwarves again. Torg looked over at him with hatred in his eyes. But upon seeing the group Aldric was with he just turned around and guided Nadia away. His hand tried reaching for her butt only for her tail to bat it away.

“Someone you know, Al?” Jordan sounded angry still.

“Not really. She’s in my Weapons Training class and made a pass at me this morning. But she’s on Torg’s potential bond list, I’m not messing with that.”

“Good,” Jordan and Kasumi said at the same time.

They stood around and talked for a bit, but it was getting later and needed to get back to their rooms. They all said goodbye and made plans to meet up the next weekend.


Chapter 13

The next week went by quickly. The classes didn’t change much from the previous week. However on Friday, Professor Hydean and Cottonrose both told the classes that the next time they met they’d be starting actual spells.

Also on Friday that week all the students received their amended schedules.

Bonding was going to be every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at the same time. Combat Magic was going to be Monday and Tuesday. Spells and Casts would be Wednesday and Thursday. Weapons Training would be Tuesday and Thursday. And History would be Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

In all, Aldric’s busiest days were Monday and Wednesday, but not as busy as it was at the moment. He definitely had time to spend practicing and studying. Especially Friday where he only had two classes.

On Saturday the group met again at the southwest tower. They ate and talked and walked around. Aldric was happy he got this time with his friends. And he watched Thom and Zach closely, and while they were both awkward, it seemed like they were getting closer.

Aldric also pushed his luck a bit and laced his fingers through Jordan’s as they walked from stall to stall, looking at the wares they couldn’t begin to afford.

Her face reddened but she smiled and gripped his fingers tight. Aldric couldn’t help but smile, everything was going well. Classes were going well, even Hydean had not being that obnoxious the last few classes. History was still boring but tolerable.

And now he had two women who were both so beautiful but showed their interest in him.

Kasumi saw them holding hands but didn’t say anything, if anything she looked like she approved. Aldric felt bad for not holding her hand as well, but he'd known Jordan longer and he didn’t get to see her as often. Kasumi spent most of her time in class instructing him or being in his general area, and she kept him after every day to talk.

In all, he was happy how his relationships were going. Nadia continued to vex him, she stuck to Torg but kept flirting with Aldric whenever she saw him.

The weekend came and went without incident. Jordan seemed like she was getting better at being around Kasumi, which made Aldric hopeful for the future.

***

Monday morning Lorn, Thom, and Aldric followed their usual routine of getting up early and having breakfast before classes.

After eating Lorn and Aldric went off to their class. Thom had the morning off but would be meeting them for History class in the afternoon.

Bonding was much the same as had been before the change in schedule. Tyrhorn was still lecturing about feelings and how to make your bond feel accepted.

“I know you may think this class is skewed towards making your bond feel good, or how best to make your bond happy, and it feels very one sided. But my counterpart, Professor Greengazer is teaching the bond candidates on how best to help you, and make the relationship work from their side. We focus on the mage side of things in this class because that’s what you are.”

There was some grumbling to that, but it wasn’t very loud.

“Relationships are hard, they’re even harder when you factor in that our relationships with our bonds are colored by the military aspect of our lives, and made even more difficult by the fact that you have to maintain several relationships at once.”

Even more grumbling. Aldric noticed it was from Torg’s side of the room of course. Aldric couldn’t go to a single class, except History, where the dwarf wasn’t grumbling or annoyed about something. Aldric caught Lorn’s eye who just rolled his eyes and sighed.

“Now.. I know we still have about two months before the Academy will allow any of you to officially bond, but has anyone spent time with their bond candidates together as a group?” Tyrhorn asked.

Aldric reluctantly put up his hand. A few others did as well, but only a few. Most of the class still didn’t have bond candidates, not that Aldric could blame them. It had been hard with their schedules. With the change this week hopefully everyone had more time to get to know the bond candidates.

“Not too bad,” Tyrhorn smiled. He looked around the room and then pointed at a wood elf who had his hand up. “What have you done with your bond candidates, Acolyte Woodfern?”

The wood elf, Woodfern, coughed slightly in embarrassment but spoke clearly. “I’ve gone a few picnics with my bond candidates. I’m not sure if that’s best.. but they’re also wood elves so it seemed natural to us.”

“Good, good. And how did the bond candidates get along?” Tyrhorn asked.

“They were fine. Drea was little jealous of Celia at first, but they talked it out and it’s going well now. It helps that we’ve all known each other for a very long time.”

“Excellent!” Tyrhorn smiled then scanned the room. “Ah, yes, Acolyte Aldric. Why don’t you tell us of your bond candidates.”

“Oh, uh, sure. I’ve gotten together with them both for the past two weekends. We ate lunch and dinner together and walked around the different merchant stalls near the southwest tower,” Aldric said.

“Very nice! Any jealousy or anything like that? They’re getting along? I happen to know who is on your potential bond list, so I’m wondering how it’s going,” Tyrhorn asked.

“It’s good. Jordan and I grew up together so it’s a bit awkward to think of bonding, but I can’t say I’m not looking forward to it. Kasumi seems very unbothered by me having other bonds. They get along okay, this last weekend they spent most of their time talking. Jordan looks up to her a bit, so that’s helps,” Aldric explained.

“Wait, your potential bond is Kasumi Akagi?” someone called out. Aldric looked around and saw a high elf.. he thought the name was Shimmerbeam.

“Yes,” Aldric simply said.

A different kind of murmur went through the class. Several people whispered loudly. The dwarves were grumbling to themselves and Torg was rolling his eyes.

Professor Tyrhorn just stood at the front of the class and smiled. “Yes, it seems that Bond Candidate Kasumi Akagi has taken an interest in our very own Acolyte Ironheart. She stated publicly that she will bond as soon as Aldric is cleared to, or she will be leaving the Academy.”

A bigger outburst came from the students. They were all speaking loudly about how unfair it was, they never got a chance to even meet Kasumi let alone make an impression. Others were looking and discussing Aldric as if he was not even there, wondering what his merits might be that made him so special.

Woodfern and Shimmerbeam in particular took an interest in him. Though, Aldric couldn’t tell if that was a good thing. They seemed like good enough people and he didn’t want to make any more enemies.

Again, Torg and his group were dismissive and grumbled about Aldric and Kasumi. Not that Aldric cared what the miniscule morons thought.

Tyrhorn spent the rest of class getting everyone back on topic. At the end of class he said the lesson on jealousy would be next.

***

Combat Magic was finally something different. Professor Hydean was standing at the front of the class leaning on his desk.

“Now that we’ve gotten past the first two weeks of classes and you all have gotten the hang of the forms for the most part,” his eyes flitter over at Lorn. “We can move on to actually casting spells. We’re going to start small to let your body get used to the sensation.”

Aldric knew that Lorn wasn’t feeling that confident in spellcasting. His strong suit was combat, and for good reason. But it was part of being a mage. Aldric had tried to help his friend where he could, correcting his form and helping him understand the theory.

The mana wanted to flow. It wanted a place to go. Channeling spells through the focus allowed it to flow and expel out.

The most important distinction that both Hydean and Cottonrose had imparted on them was that the words themselves didn’t hold the power, it was the intention of the words that held the power. But the words gave the intention meaning to the spellcaster which helped form the intention in the first place. The mana listened to the intention behind the words and formed the spell.

They explained that just intending for the focus to light up wasn’t enough. “Lux” was a command with an intent on lighting up the room. It came down to how the user of the spell intended on it working. The words themselves only held power over the user’s subconscious which formed the intention behind it.

It wasn’t the most complicated theory, but it had layers that for some reason Lorn had struggled to understand. But Aldric helped him however he could.

“You will feel a slight tug on your mana when you cast your first spell. Overtime it will dull to where you can’t even feel it unless you cast a very large, complicated spell, or if you put too much mana into it.”

He stood up and held out a wicked looking combat knife in front of his body. “Lux.”

The knife started shining brighter than any candle from the tip. The light coming from it lit the room easily. Aldric remembered that it was the same spell Cottonrose had used their first day of classes.

“This is the basic light spell. See how it emanates from the tip of the knife?” he pointed at the tip. “At the more advanced level you can direct where you want the spell to come from, but the focus will innately direct the spells towards the top of its body. In the case of a sword or a knife, it would be the point at the tip. Axes are usually the top of the handle. And so on.”

He held it aloft for everyone to see, swaying it back and forth so the students could see all sides. “Finis,” he commanded and the light stopped shining.

“Now it is your turn. Try that simple spell, Lux. Work in pairs, help your partners with their form, and watch them. Don’t look directly into their foci because I don’t need a bunch of blind students. It’s too much paperwork.”

Aldric glanced at Lorn who was looking apprehensive. “It’s ok, Lorn. I can go first if you want.”

Lorn shook his head. “No, I need to do this.” He held his axe up. Aldric checked his form and it looked good.

“Lux,” Lorn boomed out. His axe lit up in the smallest of lights, right in the middle, where the wood split the two heads of the axe. Lorn looked at it suspiciously then smiled. “I did it!”

“Good job!” Aldric congratulated his friend. The light was small, but it was there.

“Finis,” Lorn said confidently and the light went out.

“How’d it feel?”

“Like Hydean said, a small tug. But I didn’t try to put much mana into it,” Lorn explained.

Aldric shrugged. He figured he just had to do it. He stood and held his sword up and willed only the tiniest fraction of his mana into it. He felt it start to vibrate, not violently more like a dull buzz. “Lux.”

The tip of the sword erupted into light bright enough to light up the whole room and drown out the others who were practicing. Aldric felt a small twinge in the out of his stomach, but it didn’t really feel any worse than that. “Finis,” he stated.

When the world came back into focus the rest of the class was looking at him. Most of them were annoyed that he had interrupted them. “Sorry,” he muttered.

Hydean leaned back onto his desk with an impassive look on his face. Aldric sat back down, and explained to Lorn that he hadn’t used that much mana.

“Really? How strong are you Al?” Lorn’s face was set in confusion.

“I.. ah..” he started but was saved by Hydean coming over to their table at that moment.

“See me after class Aldric.” Aldric nodded back at the professor, who walked away to help some other students who weren’t having nearly as much success as Aldric or even Lorn.

Aldric spent the rest of class helping Lorn get the confidence to infuse a little more mana to make his light brighter. By the end of class Lorn had a little better control and was matching the amount of light Hydean had used as an example.

The orc looked proud of himself as he marched out of class. “I’ll wait out here for you Al.”

“Thanks,” Aldric smiled at his friend. But he stayed seated until the last of the other students had left the room.

Hydean walked up to him again and examined him from head to toe. “Let me see your focus.”

Not wanting any trouble with the Professor he handed the sword over. “Hmm,” Hydean said. “No stress fractures. How much mana did you use?”

“The smallest amount possible, I thought of it like a reservoir like Professor Cottonrose, and only like a small stream trickle in,” Aldric explained.

“Hmm,” Hydean said again. He paced back and forth for a moment. “Unfortunately I’ll have to give you extra work, Aldric. Your mana soul is too powerful. It’s happened before for strong mages. The Imperial Grand Magus had the same issue, he had to do work after class to work on his control. And you’re going to be stronger than he is.”

Aldric nodded. He was going to do so anyway; this was just confirmation.

“Use Bond Candidate Akagi to help you with control. Her people have some magic in them and she should be able to assist. But you still must not tell anyone of your power. Understood?”

“Yes, Professor.” Hydean eyed him for a few more seconds but let him go after that.

Aldric quickly caught up with Lorn who was waiting outside the building. Aldric explained that he had to do some extra work and Lorn laughed.

“I’ll say, you need to work on your control my tiny friend,” Lorn’s booming laughter went out across the campus.

Aldric just rolled his eyes. He needed to get to Weapons Training the next day to talk to Kasumi.

The rest of the day went well. History went over Maximilian X, who founded the Academy and instated the practice of bonding. He himself was a mage, as were most of the Royal family at that time. He found that after bonding with his wives his power went to up, but only to a certain limit.

Then his successor Charles II found the Binding Stone during a campaign and gifted it to the Academy to further study the nature of mages and bonds.

It was so interesting Aldric only nodded off once. Thom nudged him awake since Lorn had sworn he wouldn’t help Aldric slack off.

***

The next day started much the same as the others. The first class that day was Combat Magic. Again Aldric refrained from casting his spells but helped Lorn with his.

Hydean had shown them an actual bit of combat magic, “Explodere,” which sent out a red wave of magic that seared anything it touched and upon contact with its target exploded, leaving behind only burn marks and cinders.

Hydean had subtly shook his head at Aldric during his explanation. It wasn’t fun being singled out, but he knew why. If he couldn’t contain a simple light spell, how could he contain something that might blow up the classroom.

So when he finally got to his Weapons Training class he was anxious to talk to Kasumi. The class itself hadn’t changed any. Sparring with Lorn and Cho’gar. Though Aldric did notice more people looking at him than before. Sure he had beaten Cho’gar but they were both un-bonded mages who hadn’t even cast their first spell.

Even shining a light bright enough to blot out the rest of the class wasn’t noteworthy.

However, once word had spread that he was in with Kasumi, he was important. He also noticed more than a few bond candidates looking at him more appraisingly. Nadia was nearly drooling when she looked at him, which made him blush a little. The lithe nekorian was very attractive, and she could have been with any mage she wanted. But he still couldn’t figure out why she hung around Torg.

After class Kasumi held him back to talk about their plans for the weekend, and he needed to talk about his control. But before they could a gaggle of ten bond candidates cornered them. They were led by an attractive human girl who looked as bossy as she was pretty. Aldric assumed she was someone who always got what she wanted.

“Hello, there. You’re Acolyte Aldric Ironheart, correct?” as soon as she spoke Aldric knew his assumption was correct. Her voice held an air of authority that Aldric guessed came from a life of pampering, primping, and commanding peasants and servants around. He instantly disliked her.

Kasumi stepped in front of Aldric. “Who would like to know?”

The girl looked at Kasumi like she was a speck of dirt, which did not endear her to Aldric at all. “No one is asking the ice queen why she’s suddenly thawed. Maybe the ice has lost its.. bite,” the girl said. “Or maybe she’s realized she’s past her prime and will be losing the number 1 slot.. to me,” she said with a wicked smile.

"What do you want?" Kasumi asked, firmer this time.

"I want to talk to him," the girl gestured towards him. "I don't want to talk to some crusty bitch who's probably so dry it would actually hurt him to bond."

Before Kasumi could say anything, a knife appeared at the girl’s throat. “Don’t speak that way to Bond Candidate Akagi.”

Nadia was standing behind the girl, a knife held at the girls throat and another pointed into her back. A feral glint was in her eyes, she looked fierce and determined.. like she might actually drive the knife through the brazen girl’s neck.

The girl’s friends backed away, while the rest of the bond candidates just watched on, waiting to see the outcome.

“Nadia, wait—" Aldric started to say but Kasumi cut him off.

“If you have a problem, we can easily settle it. I challenge you to a mage duel. Nadia release her.”

Nadia didn’t listen. “I’m just teaching Stephanie here the pecking order. Kasumi is on top, then there’s the rest of us, then the monsters, then the dirt, then the worms under the dirt. And then finally you.”

The girl gasped as Nadia dug the knife in her back a little further in.

“Nadia, stop!” Aldric yelled out. She looked at him and nodded.

“Fine. If Aldric says to let you go, then I’ll let go.”

Nadia relaxed and put her knives away. She backed away from the girl, Stephanie, and walked over to Aldric and Kasumi’s side. “Don’t bother Al again. Understood?”

Stephanie rubbed her neck where the knife had been pointed, he noticed a small red line trickling down. Her eyes were wild and she was nearly in tears.

Kasumi didn’t care. “I issued a challenge, either accept or deny. I have better things to do.” She was angrier than he'd ever seen her, and Aldric couldn’t blame her, this Stephanie had pissed him off so much he wanted to challenge her to a duel.

“I-I.. decline,” the girl stammered out.

“Good, you have some sense. Next time you wish to speak with Aldric, do so respectfully. She stared the girl down.

“Y-yes, Bond Candidate Akagi. I-I apologize,” but her eyes stayed trained on the knives in Nadia's hands.

"Good, now leave," Kasumi's voice brooked no argument. With that the girl scampered off and left the gym as fast as she could.

Both Kasumi and Aldric looked at Nadia. “Thank you for your help, but don’t do that again. You can get in serious trouble by brandishing a weapon like that, let alone draw blood,” Kasumi said.

Nadia lazily stretched her arms up, jutting her breasts out, with a small smile on her face. “Ehh, oh well. That bitch needed to learn a lesson. All year so far she’s been acting like she’s queen bee. Everyone knows that’s you. And after you bond with Al, it’ll be me.”

Aldric couldn’t help himself, he stared at her pushed out breasts the entire time, not even bothering to hide it. Kasumi rolled her eyes and wacked the nekorian on the head. “Stop that. But thank you.”

Nadia stopped stretching and smiled at Aldric. “Eh, no problem. I’ll see you.. around.” She sauntered off in absolutely no hurry.

Kasumi rolled her eyes again. “Anyway, Jordan and Zach said same time and place this weekend.”

Aldric blinked a few times, trying to get his head around what just happened.

“Oh, uh, awesome, thanks Kas.” He shook his head, breaking him out of his stupor. “By the way, if you have time, Professor Hydean assigned me some extra work for my spellcasting. Apparently I need to work on my control, he suggested you help. He said something about kitsune having some magic that would help.”

She stared at him, looking deep into his eyes. He’d have been unnerved by that if he didn’t know that that was Kasumi’s why of thinking something over and examining if it was worth her time.

“Yes, that is fine. I’d like to see your control for myself. Did you have issues in class?” She asked.

“A bit. We were practicing the light spell, Lux, and I used the smallest amount of mana I could think of but I somehow still overdid it and lit up the entire room.”

She nodded and scratched her chin. “Okay, I can see why Hydean told you to ask me for help. Let’s get lunch and then practice. Do you have any other classes today?”

“Nope, this was my last one.”

“Good. We’ll take the afternoon to get this right.”


Chapter 14

For the first time Kasumi joined Aldric in the mage barracks mess hall. It wasn’t uncommon to see bonds, especially for the upper classmen who had already bonded, sometimes multiple times. But Kasumi was something of a celebrity at the Academy, and Aldric was gaining notoriety in the mess hall specifically after the party with Cho’gar.

When they walked in together and sat with Lorn and Thom every head in the mess hall turned their way.

Kasumi was graceful and didn’t acknowledge anyone but Aldric and his friends, despite the many whispered and glances shot their way.

They all spoke as they ate and talked about their weekend plans. Aldric ate more than anyone else despite spending less mana than Lorn had. He felt ravenous and ate like it, practically shoveling food into his mouth.

After they ate Kasumi brought Aldric to a secluded spot to practice his magic. It was a small clearing behind the mage barracks but was hidden by a ring of trees.

“Wow, I had no idea this was here,” he said.

“Yes, there are a few places around the Academy’s campus that are like this. I’ve taken a few mages here before in order to gauge their power. I don’t think I’ll have to do that with you,” Kasumi explained.

Aldric laughed a little too hard which made Kasumi quirk her eyebrows. “No, I don’t think you will. I need to learn finesse.”

“Ahh, all brawn no brains?” she said with a wry smile.

“Ha, ha.”

They laughed together for a moment. “Show me what you did,” she said once her laughter abated.

He lifted his sword, focused on the small stream of mana and felt the same vibration. “Lux.”

Again the point of the sword erupted in light. It was as bright as it had been in the classroom.

Kasumi closed her eyes and stood unmoving. “Keep it going Al.”

“Sure thing, Kas.”

He kept his sword up and allowed the mana to flow into the spell to keep it active.

A moment later Kasumi opened her eyes. “You may end it.”

“Finis.” The spell ended and Aldric put his arms down. “So, what’d you think?”

“Well, obviously I am not a mage. But I know enough in theory, and kitsune have a special ability to see mana. Some leftover in our heritage from before when we still produced mages.”

She sighed. “Anyway, what I saw was your mana flowing into the sword at a much higher rate than you would normally use for a spell.”

“Wait.. it’s flowing faster? I dwindled it down to a trickle.. but..”

“That was a trickle?” she eyed him suspiciously.

“Err.. yeah. Anyway, so.. if I slow down the rate of mana..”

The words tapered off as he looked inward and flowed the mana into the sword again. This time when he willed the flow of mana, he thinned it out like he had and slowed it down. He realized at that point that before had been a veritable deluge of mana flowing but he didn’t notice it because it was such a thin line.

Now that it was thinned out and he was holding the mana back, making it flow slower into his focus, he felt the difference. He hadn’t realized before how much mana was leaving him. But it explained why he ate so much at lunch.

“Lux.” Light beamed out of his sword again and this time it didn’t nearly blind him. It was a steady stream of light that looked only slightly brighter than what Hydean had used as an example.

“That looks much better, Al,” Kasumi’s tone was approving. “I can see the mana flowing and it’s going much smoother now, not so fast. Good work.”

“Thanks. Finis,” he said and the spell went away.

“Much better control. Now, we’ll practice until it’s second nature.” Aldric realized then that when Kasumi got business-like in her attitude she was just focusing on the objective and trying to be as efficient as possible. Between that and the mages she had left for not living up to her standards he could see why some people mistook her as an ice queen. If took the time to get to know her, they would see what he saw, and strong-willed woman that did know how to loosen up and have fun, she was just driven and focused when need be.

Thinking about it made him realize just how attractive he found that quality in her. It was a side of her that no one but him got to see.

He smiled as he worked, thankful each moment for the kitsune’s guidance and friendship. Even if they never went further in bonding he would be happy to call her friend.

“What are you smiling about?” Kasumi asked.

He thought about lying, but he thought of how Professor Tyrhorn might approach the conversation. “I’m just thinking how lucky I am that I got to know you. And that, no matter what happens, I’d happily be your friend.”

She furiously blushed and turned her face, not before he saw a smile on her face. “Thank you, Aldric. But we’re working.” She stayed that way for a few moments but when she turned back she was back to her impassive business look.

“Sure. Want to have dinner together, just the two of us? We eat a lot with the others, but I want to get to know you better,” he asked.

She blushed again but didn’t bother turning away. “Yes, that would be fine,” she tried to sound deadpan but couldn’t stop the smile from creeping back onto her face.

They worked on his spells until it was time for dinner. They even got him to work on the Explodere spell. He worked to find the balance on how much mana to let in and how much to release at once. Kasumi helped by letting him know if it was too much or too little.

By the end they got it figured out together and he was able to produce results which wouldn’t harm everyone in the room. And he was able to mimic the feeling every time.

In all it was a very productive afternoon for him.

They were talking excitedly about his progress as they walked the campus. They went to the kebab vendor and Kasumi paid again. Aldric swore once he got his commission she’d never have to pay again.

“So, Kasumi, tell me about yourself,” he asked after they had finished eating.

“There’s not much to tell. I grew up in a typical kitsune household, with my father and his wives and my mother. I have a few siblings, but I was never all that close to them. How much do you know about kitsune culture?”

“Admittedly not a lot. You’re the only one I’ve ever met,” he said.

“Well, we kitsune are tribal. My tribe is one of several in the Empire, though we’re the largest. As such our traditions mean a lot to us. One of those traditions is retelling the tale of the mythical nine-tailed kitsune. He was said to have been the most powerful of us, and the last mage kitsune we have record of,” she explained.

“Wow, that’s crazy, I wonder why.”

“So do all of my people. However, since then we have been a failing people. No new mages to provide the Imperial Army means less support from the Imperial coffers. We’re citizens in name only, left to fend for ourselves. As such, my clan has been hunting for a way to bring magic back into the clans. Our special magic, whatever is left in our blood, works better for kitsune with more tails. Our tails grow as we age and gain in power, or used to. Now the oldest of us only have four or five tails,” her voice was solemn, detailing to him the dwindling of her people.

“But.. you have four tails?” he asked.

She sighed heavily and looked off into the distance. “Yes. I was born with four tails. Should I grow older, the elders think I may have the ability to get to seven or eight. But.. unfortunately because of my birth, I was kept separate from my family when I reached age nine. I was groomed to become an elder, simply because of the circumstances of my birth.”

She shook her head in frustration. “Even worse than taking me from my family and teaching me only what they want taught.. they gave me a mission. To become stronger. To find a way for our people to flourish again. And when I gave them my solution they rebuffed me. Told me I was too young to understand. Too young to understand but just old enough for them to manipulate and mold into their puppet.”

Her voice turned into a growl. “So when I reached the age of maturity for the Empire, I left. I told them where I was going and what I was doing and I left. They still shamed me, even as I walked through the gates. But they need me. Should our people ever rise again, I need to do my part.”

She stared at Aldric for a long time after that. He felt the weight of her words on him. He knew going forward what it would mean to bond with her.

“I’m not sure what to say. I can guess, but what did you say you were doing that caused them to shame you,” he asked.

“I told them I was coming here. To bond with the most powerful mage I could. To create hope in our people through a new generation. It was something that hadn’t been done in over an age, a kitsune join the Academy. But..”

He almost felt sick to his stomach hearing that. She forced herself to come to the Academy, left her family, left everything she’d ever known, to hopefully provide magical genes for the future, whether she wanted to or not.

“But it’s not what I want anymore. Well, not right now. I got here and it wasn’t anything like I expected. The people were so much different than my tribe. The instructors actually teach, not just what they want us to hear, but the truth, or at least the Empire's version of the truth. The Academy has given me new purpose, a new life. That’s why I drive myself so hard. That’s why I maintain my top position in the school. Yes, I still want to bond with only the best mage. But I’m finding, as I spend time here.. making friends.. I just want someone who will love me.”

She stared out into the sky. It was getting to be twilight; it would be curfew and lights out soon. “What will you do about your people?” he asked hesitantly.

“My goal has not changed, to become stronger with the right mage. And I will find a way to help my people.. any mage that I bond with must accept that.” She turned her gaze directly into his, as if challenging him to disagree.

“Listen, Kas. If you ultimately decide you want to bond with me, then I will do everything in my power to help your people. I’m not sure what we can do, but there must be something.”

“Thank you Aldric. That.. means a lot. I had hoped to keep that secret, but I find myself unable to keep anything from you.”

He felt a pang of unease, knowing he was keeping a large secret from her. “About that—”

“Tell me about yourself Al,” she cut him off. Her cheeky grin made him believe she had done it on purpose.

It was his turn to sigh continued he on. “Not much to tell.. I grew up at the orphanage with Jordan and Zach. The woman and her husbands who ran it was Arch Mage Lorelei Ironheart. She was a stern but fair woman who helped me quite a bit to prepare for becoming a mage.”

“You lived in an orphanage run by an Arch Mage?” her voice was incredulous. “And I noticed you took her name.”

“Yeah, I didn’t realize Lorelei was such a big deal until I got here. On my first day here, Lorelei bequeathed the name to me.. as I didn’t have one of my own.” A sigh escaped him, thinking of his adoptive mother made him wish he had spent more time with her before he left and how he was missing her guidance. “I’ve been dreaming of a mage ever since I was little.. so actually having it happen was like a dream come true. Meeting everyone else has.. well it’s been great.”

“You wanted to be a mage since a young age?”

“Yeah, ever since Lorelei told me she was a mage and how..” he trailed off.

“How?” Kasumi questioned.

“How you could make your own family, as a mage. Hand pick them, as it were. My.. real family wasn’t the best,” he shifted in his seat. He didn’t like thinking about his birth parents. Lorelei, Duncan, Ewyn, and Arhan were his parents.

“I don’t mean to pry, but I assumed your parents had died, since you lived in an orphanage but it sounds like you knew them?”

He sighed and looked off into the distance like Kasumi had done. “I ran away from home when I was six years old. My parents were.. not good people. They beat me mercilessly every chance they got. They didn’t feed me. They didn’t let me outside to talk to anyone, so I never had a friend. I could see the outside through the windows or when they opened the door to leave, but I wasn’t allowed out. My only glimpse of normal childhood was from watching the other children play out in the town.

One day I had enough. It was a rare occasion that they were both out. I ran.. as far as I could. I don’t know how long or where from, a lot of that trip is blurry. I just remember being scared.. so scared that they’d find me. Bring me back. Scared I’d be running to worse.”

He looked her in the eyes and saw tears, but continued on. He had to finish it, if only for himself. “Anyway, I ran until I got to another village. I don’t know where, for all I know it could have only been one town over. But it took me days to get there. When I did, I collapsed in the road, and some healers took care of me until Lorelei entered the room with his husbands. I told her what happened and she took me in. And the rest you know.”

“Aldric..” she placed her hand on his. Her eyes were bleary with tears. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”

“I’m not, because it led me here to you.”

Her tear soaked eyes blazed, she stood and moved from across the table to sit next to him. Wrapping her arms around him, she held him as tight as she could. She was warm.. and comfortable. And being this close to her just felt.. right.

He shifted so he could look at her. Her eyes were still wet with tears, but a look was in them that he'd not seen before.

She moved at the same time that he did. She puckered her lips, and he felt his body move forward on its own accord. Their faces came closer together, until he closed his eyes.

They met in a kiss. Her lips were warm yet also wet and salty from the tears that had fallen. But he didn’t care, to him this was heaven. The best thing that had ever happened to him.

They kissed for several moments, every time one of them pulled away the other pulled them back. Until finally they were broken apart from an alarm in the central tower warning them that it was almost curfew.

“I don’t want to leave..” she whispered.

“You don’t have to. I know we can’t bond, and I’d never rush you with that anyway. But you can come with me back to my room, I have five beds, pick one. I.. don’t think I want to be apart from you ever again, Kas.”

He heard himself saying the words and knew them to be true. He was falling for her. Hard. He’d only known her a few weeks but they’d meshed almost immediately. And he knew then it wasn’t just about bonding and sex for him. He was falling in love with her, which was a strange but comforting thought. Like being wrapped in a warm blanket.

“Yes,” she responded immediately. “I find myself drawn to you Aldric. I can’t help it. Let’s go.”

He took her hand and wrapped his fingers around hers, and they headed off towards the mage barracks.

Sorcerer Brandeis looked at them but didn’t say anything when they went to the elevator for the dorms.

They finally got back to his dorm and Kasumi chose the room next to the master bedroom to stay in.

“This is much nicer than the bond barracks. I share my room with five other bond candidates, and our beds are three-tiered bunks,” she said.

“Wow, that blows.”

“Yes, yes it does,” she smirked.

“Kas.. I want you to move in here, we won’t bond until I’m allowed. And I know I’m being greedy and selfish, but I want you around all the time,” he said hopeful for a positive response.

“Yes. Undoubtedly yes, Al. Though, I will need to report back at my barracks every few days to make sure there’s nothing I’m needed for. But yes, it.. feels indescribably good to hear that.. my.. Aldric.”

“Your Aldric?” he teased. He knew what she was going to say because he wanted to say it too.

“Shush,” she blushed. “It’s too soon, I know. Give me more time, you’ll hear it.”

He stepped in and hugged her. He could feel her heart beat quickly as he leaned down and planted another kiss on her. She returned it and all but melted in his arms.

He didn’t know how long they stayed like that for, but eventually she broke the kiss. She was panting a bit, but he felt her purring. That she returned his feelings only made him happier. It was finally happening, he was building his family.

“We.. we have to stop, Al. If we keep going.. I don’t.. we just need to stop.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“No.. don’t ever be sorry for making me feel this way. I didn’t think it was possible. I’d been viewing all my relationships with these mages as transactional.. but with you.. it’s so, so different. Please don’t ever be sorry.”

“Okay, Kas. I won’t. But you’re right. We can’t go any further. Soon, though. I’m not letting you go ever again,” he replied.

Her eyes lit up in passion, but she clamped it down and exhaled slowly. “I’ll see you tomorrow, my mage,” she flashed a grin at him but went to her bedroom. He did notice her swaying her hips a bit more than usually, bringing an even bigger smile to his face.

“Night, Kas,” he whispered.


Nadia Interlude

Nadia entered the room she shared with five other girls. She scanned the room and thankfully none of them were there. She didn’t have the energy to deal with them at the moment, with their incessant chatter on who was the dreamiest of the mages, the toughest, the strongest. She didn’t need that talk in her life right now.

She made her way to her bunk and deftly raised herself up. She had the top bunk; it was decided since she was more limber than the others. She plopped down on the mattress with a sigh.

Laying back with her arms behind her head, she couldn’t get what happened out of her head. She didn’t know why she did that. But she felt the need to protect Kasumi and Aldric. Mostly Aldric, but Kasumi was going to bond with the handsome mage, that much was evident, and so she was a part of Aldric.

The two of them looked at each other like lovers already. The laugh that came out of her at that thought was sardonic and bitter. Lovers, she internally scoffed.

There was no love to be found at the Academy.

Only backroom deals and prearranged relationships. Women treated like cattle. Or worse not even like living beings, like a piece of equipment to be bartered for and sold.

Like her.

Her teeth clenched in anger. Her parents did this to her. Effectively sold her to.. him. That short shady stupid stubborn dwarf.

She giggled at the alliteration, putting her in a somewhat better mood. If she couldn’t get away from him at least she could think of new and more clever ways to insult him.

He was nothing like the one she wanted to bond with. Aldric. Six feet of hunk. His wavy brown hair, piercing blue eyes, his newly formed muscles, and his brawny beard. Just thinking about him made her wet.

A shudder ran down her spine. “Stop that,” she admonished herself. There was no hope. Her family had made it clear when they sent her to the Academy that the deal they cut with Torg’s clan would be beneficial for generations, all she had to do was give herself.. her life.. her body.. her soul to someone she found utterly repulsive.

An exhausted sigh escaped from her. Torg did not view her as a person, that much he made clear. She was a commodity whose only purpose was to serve him.

She’d have killed him already if she could have gotten away with it. Her training before coming to the Academy would finally pay off. She wondered if her parents had forgotten what she did for them before they arranged this. Instead of stabbing a mouthy merchant through the throat, she could do her soon-to-be mage.

But every time she thought of sticking her knives into his neck cutting his veins open, or into his back to sever his spine, she thought of her parents and just exactly what the contract did for them and for the entire guild. And what they would do in retaliation. How they would harm.. her..

She sighed again.

Why did she intervene for Aldric and Kasumi?

Her mind kept going back to that. She put herself out there for the entire class to see, eventually it would get back to Torg. And for what?

Sure, Aldric looked at her and ogled her exactly the way she wanted. She wasn’t the most well-endowed, especially compared to Kasumi, in fact she was almost flat in comparison, but still he had stared like a man at her with desire in his eyes.

But that wasn’t reason enough. She didn’t even plan that. She hadn’t planned anything she had done.

She’d made an enemy of that Stephanie girl, not that she was worried. But it might make things harder for Torg later on. She was the exact type of cunt that the moronic midget would like.

“Fuck him,” she spat out.

She would keep doing what she wanted to do. What felt right. She’d do her duty for her family, but that didn’t mean she had to stop doing the right thing for her friends.

And Aldric was a friend.. or at least friendly. He certainly seemed to like looking at her, which was already better than Torg.

No, she’d stay the course. If she could do some harmless flirting with the human mage, she didn’t see the problem. Not like he was going to do anything about it. He’d made it clear he wasn’t going to cross Torg to get her.

The thought made her sad. That he wouldn’t fight for her.

She knew she couldn’t actually join his harem of bonded women. But the woman in her wanted to be wooed, to be fought over. The nekorian in her told her to fight for what she wanted, to claw Torg’s eyes out.

The nekorian in her also wanted to be pampered and loved by someone. Some kind of affection. She was touch starved and pent up beyond belief.

Thinking of Aldric again, her hand drifted south, softly stroking herself. His handsome face, his bright smile. She wondered what it’d feel like to have him scratch her behind the ears.. or better yet, bend her over the bed and do it.

Her fingers worked faster.. harder..

As she thought about it more, she came to understand.. she intervened because she lusted after him. But it was more than the physical. She wanted him. He wanted him to want her as much as she wanted him. She wanted him to take her as his own.

Her body ached for its release. Her eyes swam with visions of them in the throes of passion.

“Sh-shit!” she cried out as she came.

As she came down from the high, her eyes teared up and a pitiful sob wracked through her body.

It wasn’t meant to be.


Chapter 15

The next day Aldric and Kasumi woke up and went to breakfast together. He got some suggestive looks from Lorn but the orc didn’t say anything. After they were done eating Kasumi kissed him goodbye and went to go to her room and report in with the barracks officer, then to her own classes.

Other than Lorn waggling his eyebrows at Aldric suggestively the orc didn’t mention Kasumi at all after she left. But Aldric couldn’t help but hear the orc’s snickering as they went to class.

Their first class of the day was Spells and Casts. Professor Cottonrose was going to teach them a new spell.

“This one has several practical applications, even during icky battles.” The fairy professor was back in her smaller form and was floating above her desk. She had a piece of wood on her desk, which was bigger than she was at the moment.

“Levitas,” she said in her childlike voice. The piece of wood floated up into the air. “This is a levitation spell. You can control it by using your focus and moving it back and forth.” She demonstrated by moving her hands back and forth causing the piece of wood to follow her hand movements.

“Now, you can lift and drag your object wherever you want, it’s easier to direct it with your focus, but you can use your mind as well. It can be used in a boooring military capacity but either dropping something on someone’s head or by lifting an opponent off the ground, making it easier for your bonds to deal with a disoriented opponent. Buuuut most applications of this spell are practical. Like helping in construction efforts, or lifting materials that may harm someone. Or even for fun little pranks.” While she was talking she had been moving the piece of wood over their heads, drawing their attention. It was currently over a student who wasn’t paying attention, a human whose name Aldric didn’t know.

“Finis.” The wood fell directly on the table in front of the student with a loud crashing sound.

“Ahhh fuck!” he said as he jumped.

Cottonrose could be heard giggling above them. Aldric looked up and saw her floating in mid-air hunched over in laughter.

The student was clutching his heart and panting. “Holy shit, Professor you scared the daylights out of me!”

“Thankfully only the daylights. Can’t imagine what I’d have to do to scare the shit out of you!” she giggled even harder. The class roared in laughter, even Aldric joined in.

The student blushed and sat back down, but Aldric could see him grumbling to himself.

“Oh come now dearie! Don’t be like that! If you’d been paying attention you’d have noticed what was happening, now come on. Let’s get back to work.”

She floated down so that everyone could see her again. She flew to her desk and with the wave of a hand made herself bigger again. “There you go.. now every should try it.” She waved her hand again and pieces of wood appeared at each of their tables. “One at a time, work in pairs and don’t drop them on anybody’s head now.”

Lorn wasn’t as shy about his magic anymore and offered to go first. He was able to somewhat lift the wood from the table.

After Lorn tried Aldric took a shot. He concentrated on his form. Flowing mana into his sword, he did what he and Kasumi had practiced the day before, a small bit that didn’t flow quickly.

“Levitas,” he commanded. The wood shot up but followed the tip of his sword and didn’t stray. It was about as high as he wanted but he moved it back and forth.

“Wow..” he muttered. It didn’t truly hit him before but watching the levitating wood.. he was doing magic! Real live magic!

“Finis,” he said and the wood clattered back onto the table.

They spent the rest of the hour practicing. By the end Lorn was where Aldric had been. Professor Cottonrose even came over to congratulate the two on their progress. They were two of the few who had made the wood float and follow their commands.

“Everyone come over here and have a look! These two have managed to get it done properly!” Cottonrose called out to the rest of the class.

The students, with a few notable exceptions, came over. Lorn demonstrated for them what he had done and how it had felt and worked. Some like Woodfern and Shimmerbeam looked on and asked questions when they thought of them. Aldric was noticing that they seemed friendly and he was thinking how bad he’d been at making friends outside of Lorn and Thom.

Torg didn’t look pleased at the attention Lorn and Aldric were getting and he sat grumpily in his seat. The other dwarves, who normally flocked around him, came over to see though. Aldric laughed that curiosity trumped stubbornness.

If Nadia were there he might have even made a cat pun.

“Now, why don’t you show us what you did, Acolyte Ironheart,” Cottonrose said sweetly. But he thought he saw a glint in her eye.

“Uh, sure.” Again he channeled what little amount he wanted. “Levitas.” The wood lifted again perfectly. He moved it around with his sword, careful not to point it at anyone.. well, he was tempted to point it at Torg but that didn’t seem like the most productive thing to do.

“Very good, Acolyte Ironheart. Anyone have any questions?” Cottonrose asked.

“How did you get such fine control?” Shimmerbeam asked. The high elf was looking at Aldric move his wood around as easily as it was to move his own arm.

Now that Aldric thought about it, Lorn’s had been a bit choppier not as refined.

“Ohh.. yeah. I practiced my mana control with one of my bond candidates. I was having issues in Combat Magic if you remember, I lit up the room by accident. She helped me tone it down and get to the point where I wasn’t going to blind myself and everyone else. I just applied that theory to this and it seems to have worked out,” he explained, skipping the part on how small he had to make his mana in order for it to work.

“Hmm, that'd be Bond Candidate Akagi, correct?" Shimmerbeam scratched his chin. “Would you be ok with having her help me?”

“Me as well!” Woodfern spoke up.

“Me too!” a couple other voices cried out.

Aldric looked at Lorn who was doing his best to restrain himself from asking if he could train with Kasumi as well.

Aldric sighed and put his hands up. “All I can promise is that I’ll ask. It’s entirely her decision.”

“Thank you,” Shimmerbeam half bowed.

“No problem, I’ll let you know in Bonding tomorrow morning.”

“Oh my, isn’t that lovely!” Cottonrose sang out. “Unfortunately, it’s time to go! Out, out, out you get, off to your next adventure.”

The other students went back to their tables to gather their things. Aldric and Lorn left quickly.

“Think she’ll do it?” Lorn asked, unable to keep the hope from his voice.

Aldric groaned in frustration. “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

***

After lunch they were back in Weapon’s Training. Sorodar was putting them through the paces. At the moment she was having them run laps around the gym because some of the students had gotten lazy with the forms they were more comfortable with.

“Keep running maggots!” she yelled. “Fifteen more laps! Maybe then you’ll never get lazy with your forms again!”

“What.. a..” Aldric wheezed out. He felt his lunch coming back up but just swallowed it and kept running.

“Don’t.. care.. still.. would..” Lorn panted.

Kasumi was running next to Aldric, not winded or panting at all. He almost resented her for that. But clamped that down. It wasn’t her fault he wasn’t a runner.

And he couldn’t stay mad at her, she hadn’t been far away from him since class started. She still did what Sorodar asked her to do, but just as close to Aldric as possible. He did notice that Sorodar never seemed to ask her to do anything that took her away from him either, which he was at least grateful for.

While he was running he looked around, he saw Torg and the dwarves lagging behind. Nadia was practically only walking a little faster to keep pace with him. He saw how bored she was. So bored she was looking at her nails.

Then as if sensing he was looking she looked up and waved and her tail batted from side to side.

Torg saw that and must have scolded her because it looked like he was yelling and she rolled her eyes but kept her gaze straight and not looking at anyone but the person ahead of her.

A frustration inside of him rose. What was this hold Torg had over her? Why wasn’t he treating her better? Why was she letting herself be treated that way? Based on what she had done to Stephanie, he knew she could defend herself.

He wanted to punt that little runt for how he was treating Nadia. Even if Aldric didn’t like her as anything other than an acquaintance or friend, he didn’t like seeing her be treated that way.

Finally after another half hour of running laps Sorodar let them stop. Aldric fell on the ground where he was and Lorn wasn’t far off. Kasumi stood above them panting slightly but not letting it show.

“You two are mages. I’m not even bonded yet and I kept up with you. We need to work on your physical conditioning,” she stated.

“I’ll let you work on my physical conditioning any time you want, Kas,” Aldric smirked.

She blushed while Lorn worked himself into a wheezing fit from laughing too hard.

“Yes, well.. be that as it may.. I.. uh.. Damnit Aldric,” she stammered. “You need to get more fit.”

“She’s right, you lazy sacks of skin,” Sorodar roared out from nearby. “The mana coursing through your bodies will only take you so far. Today it looks like that limit is forty-five minutes of running. Think that’s a lot? Well it’s not. What happens when you’re in battle with full armor on for hours on end, swinging your weapon, fighting mentally, physically, and magically.”

The room quieted down. Aldric sat up on his elbows. “I’m sorry Sorodar. You’re right. But it’s been peaceful for a while hasn’t it? What are the chances of us all being in battle?”

Kasumi and Sorodar shared a look. “You are in the military, some battle is expected. The command structure works on a need-to-know basis, and you don’t need to know. However, I would caution you all,” she looked around and made sure all eyes were on her. “Pay attention in your history class. It has a way of repeating in the Empire, often.”

Aldric laid back down and pondered what she might mean by that.

“Okay, that’s enough punishment for today. But going forward I want you all to work on your physical conditioning. Get stronger, faster, and work on lasting longer. Bond Candidate Akagi could have gone for longer and she’s not even a mage or bonded. I could run for triple what you just did without breaking a sweat and I’m only a bonded. You are mages of the Empire. Act like it.”

On that she turned on her heel and walked out of the room. Kasumi shook her head at her friend’s antics, but smiled despite herself. Sitting down next to Aldric, she patted him on the leg. “She’s harsh but she’s not wrong. You do need to work on your conditioning. As a mage you have a veritable wellspring of power to keep your body going, all you need to do is tap it.”

Aldric thought for a moment and imagined both she and Sorodar had good points. Should he ever see battle, it wouldn’t do for him to be winded a half hour in.

“You’re right. I’m resolved to getting better and stronger. I’ll need to start putting myself through the paces. If you have any suggestions, I’m all ears, Kas.”

As it turns out she had several suggestions. She listed a no fewer than ten workouts that he should do daily. “Don’t worry, Al, we’ll start slow. We might need to get you up even earlier in the mornings.” A slightly sadistic smile grew on her face.

With a grumble he sat up. “Fine. I’ll do what it takes. By the way, I have a question.”

“Go ahead,” she said.

“So Professor Cottonrose, my Spells and Casts professor, asked me to demonstrate what I’d learned and I mentioned how you helped me fine-tune my control..”

“Uh huh,” her eyes narrowed.

“..and uh, well, some of the others asked if you could help them with their control.”

She considered it for a moment, he could see the wheels moving in her head. “How many?” she asked.

He nodded over at his orc friend. “A few, including Lorn here. Maybe no more than fifteen. No one I’d personally object to.”

“Hmm, as long as it doesn’t go over fifteen, I can manage. But I want something in return,” she said with a sly smile.

“Ohh and what’s that?” he teased.

Her eyes were downcast, studying her hands, which were nervously rubbing together. “A library in your dorm,” her voice was barely audible.

“A library?” he repeated, unsure he heard her correctly.

She sighed but glanced up at him and nodded, seeing how apprehensive she looked he took her hands into his. “I’ll give you whatever you ask for, no conditions needed.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He held her hand for a moment then stood up. His legs felt like they were on fire but he soldiered on. He held his hand out for Lorn, who tugged himself up with a heaving sigh.

“Damned.. if she wasn’t so attractive, I might be mad at her for this,” Lorn grumbled.

“Who, Sor?” Kasumi asked, her mood perked up a bit.

Lorn had a dreamy look in his eyes. “Yes, she’s like a delicate flower and a hardened battle axe all wrapped in one.” Aldric laughed at the wistful and gentle way Lorn spoke, it was so unlike him normally.

Kasumi couldn’t hold back her laughter either. “Oh gods, please let me tell her that. Please Lorn.”

He stupidly grinned at her. “Sure. I know she’s already bonded.. she.. just deserves to hear it.”

Aldric and Kasumi chuckled all the way back to the mage barracks. Kasumi had already checked in with her barracks officer earlier, so she didn’t need to go back that night.

Lorn went back to his own dorm while Kasumi and Aldric both decided to wait until dinner in Aldric’s dorm.

Upon entering the dorm Aldric went to the spare bedroom furthest from his room. Kasumi watched as he got to the doorway and turned around. “This room will be your library. At dinner I’ll go down and ask Sorcerer Brandeis how can go about doing that. I don’t think it’ll be a big deal.

Kasumi rushed him and wrapped her arms around him tightly. “Thank you, Al.”

“No problem.”

They sat and cuddled for a bit on the couch in the main room. He kissed her softly on the head, a satisfied purr emanated from her. Every moment he spent with Kasumi felt like one of best of his life. He couldn’t imagine how good it’d feel to have this seven times.

“You know, Kas. I could be happy, just like this forever. Just the two of us,” he was sincere. He felt a sense of contentedness that didn’t come close to anything he’d ever felt before.

Even when Lorelei saved him and brought him to the orphanage, he knew he was happy. But he wasn’t content. When he was there it felt like he was just waiting for his real life to start, and now that it had, he couldn’t be happier. Things were as close to perfect as he could have hoped for.

“Me too Al. But.. what about Jordan?”

She couldn’t have cut him deeper had she tried. It wasn’t that he had forgotten about Jordan, but more it was he didn’t actually believe that she would still want to bond with him once the three months were up. Something in him told him.. he wasn't good enough, he wasn't right.. she wasn't being honest.

“Yeah, of course, her too,” he said, not believing it.

She looked at him skeptically but didn’t say anything else.

After a long while of cuddling and kissing, they went down to the tower lobby. There they found Sorcerer Brandeis where Aldric had first seen him, behind his desk.

“Sorcerer Brandeis, I have a question,” Aldric said as he approached the man.

The officer looked at them both, a small quirk in his eyebrow but he didn’t say anything about Kasumi being there. “What can I do for you Acolyte Ironheart and Bond Candidate Akagi?”

“Sir, my potential bond would like to convert one of the spare rooms in my dorm into a library.”

“A library?” Brandeis stood and walked around the desk. “What exactly would you like to be stocked in this library, Bond Candidate Akagi?”

Kasumi’s face flushed red. “History books, books on spells and spell crafting, spell theory, combat tactics. Books on weapon handling, battle tactics, and physical conditioning. And..” If possible her face got even redder. “Maybe some fiction and romance books..”

Brandeis looked at her, mouth agape, and unmoving. Then he burst out in laughter. “Oh my gods, yes, that’s amazing. Yes, request approved. We’ll have books sent to Acolyte Ironheart’s room by the end of the semester.”

“Thank you, sir,” Aldric saluted. Kasumi followed suit quickly, and they left to go eat.

Kasumi’s embarrassment had lessened by the time they made it to the table with their food, but her slight blush remained. Thom and Lorn were already there discussing the special lessons they would be getting from Kasumi. Her face was inscrutable as they bickered back and forth about what they thought it would be.

Whenever they tried to ask her she would just tell them to wait until they actually were training. Which only inspired them to guess wilder and wilder theories until a damning glare from Kasumi put an end to that.

After eating they spent several hours talking about their classes and what they thought of their professors. Thom found the History of the Empire infinitely more interesting than Aldric did.

Though the cryptic warning from Sorodar played over in his head on repeat. What was she trying to tell them?

Finally, the night ended and Aldric and Kasumi were back in his room on the couch. They were snuggled up again, watching the fireplace crackle.

“So.. romance novels, huh?” he teased.

Her eyes went wide and she buried her face in her hands. “It’s a guilty pleasure, okay?” the sound of her voice was muffled. “It’s just.. I never expected to have romance in my life and those books were a good distraction while I was still with my people. I would sneak them behind the elders backs. But I haven’t had a chance to read any here.”

Pulling her hands away from her face, he gazed at her with a wide smile. “No judgement from me, I’m hoping Brandeis pulls through with some books about knights in shining armor, saving fair maidens and riding off into the sunset.”

A smile split her face, she leaned forward and kissed him.

***

The next day after Bonding, Aldric let Shimmerbeam and Woodfern know that Kasumi was okay with helping them train on their control. A few other students perked up and asked if they could join. He looked around and there weren’t that many who were interested, so he agreed. He let them know to meet at the grove behind the mage barracks in an hour.

Kasumi and he had agreed on the time and the place the night before. Even if was only Thom and Lorn coming they were still going to do it.

Bonding class ended and Aldric went back to his dorm, picked up Kasumi and went to the grove to wait for the rest of the students.

He held her hand as they waited. The smile on her face was more than worth it.

Soon though the other students showed up and they released each other’s hand.

Lorn and Thom were the first. Then Shimmerbeam and Woodfern with a contingent of their own friends. In all around a dozen students had come.

Kasumi remained stoic, eyes impassive, as she watched each mage come into the grove.

Aldric stepped forward, releasing her hand. “Hey everyone. For everyone that doesn’t know me, I’m Aldric. Acolyte Aldric Ironheart if you want to be formal, which I don’t. We’re not in class right now.

So, for starters, I’m not sure what you’re hoping to get out of this, but Kasumi helped me with my mana control. As a kitsune she can see the flow of mana, and she was able to pinpoint where I was going wrong. She is not a mage though, she will be my bonded. She cannot help you with the spells themselves, just the control of mana.”

The crowd listened intently to his speech. When he finished Shimmerbeam walked forward and extended his hand. “Thank you, Aldric, for allowing us this opportunity.”

“No problem, Shimmerbeam,” he said.

Shimmerbeam’s face twitched a bit. “Yes, we haven’t been properly introduced, have we? My name is Grey Shimmerbeam. Please call me Grey.. I’m not overly fond of my last name.”

“Fair enough, Grey,” Aldric said while shaking the high elf’s hand.

“Yes, please call me Kairn,” Woodfern stepped up and offered his own hand.

“Welcome, Kairn,” Aldric said.

The rest of the others came up and introduced, or reintroduced themselves. They were all from his classes and yet Aldric realized he didn’t know any of their names beforehand.

There were three human males, Joff Bettman, Dave Kintrip, and Ren Arthan. Joff had golden hair and blue eyes, a medium build, and used a rapier as his focus. Dave had black hair and blue eyes, he was wiry and used a wand focus. Ren was larger than the others, with black hair and brown eyes, and slightly tanned skin. His focus was a greatsword he wielded with two hands.

Then there were three wood elves, Silas Birchgrove, Cael Duskbloom, and Fael Moonstrider. As elves there was very little variety in their looks, they all had the long pointed ears, sandy blonde hair, and piercing green eyes. Silas used a sword, Cael used two long knives, and Fael used a scythe.

Finally there were three high elves, Emric Hightower, Dynax Palstore, and Finias Orein. Again, as high elves their looks didn’t differ much, with their pointed ears, deep sea blue eyes, and tall stature. They all had the haughty air of being better than those around them, despite their slight frames and lack of muscle definition. The only place they different was their hair colors. Emric had blond hair and used a longsword like Aldric. Dynax had black hair, and used a spear. Finias had hair that was closer to purple than black and used a flail as his weapon.

The only ones missing from Aldric’s Spells and Casts class were the few orcs who, according to Lorn, weren’t interested in practice.. or control. And the dwarves who wouldn’t be caught dead getting extra help from Kasumi and Aldric.

“Like I said before, thanks for coming.. so.. uhh..” he floundered. He’d never been put into any sort of leadership position before.

Kasumi took that moment to step in. “We will start with the basic light spell, Lux. Aldric has told me that everyone here has managed that. We’ll work on your control of mana with that spell, and should you be able to master it we’ll move on to the other spells.

I cannot help you with the spell craft itself, only gauging the level of mana you use. I am a full blooded kitsune, therefore I have the innate ability to read mana levels. It’s not the most accurate description of what I do but it’s the most likely for you all to understand. Any questions?”

She waited for a moment, looking at each of the students in the eyes and when no one said anything she walked towards Lorn. “We’ll have to do this individually, but it won’t take long.”

Everyone watched attentively as she walked over to the towering orc and closed her eyes. “Please, cast Lux.”

Lorn obeyed and soon the grove was lit up, even in the daylight, Aldric had to shield his eyes it was so bright.

But it was fluctuating. One second it was bright the next it was low and then back.

“Pull back,” he heard Kasumi’s voice call out. “Think of your mana like a river flowing into your focus. Dam the river slightly until you feel your mana only flowing in a thin steady stream.”

The light receded little by little until it was at a bearable limit and Aldric was able to look in the orc’s direction again.

“Thank you, Kasumi,” Lorn said. Aldric knew him well enough by now to know he was ashamed by that display. Lux was a spell they’d practiced many times in class, he shouldn’t have had issues.

“It’s the analogy that worked with Aldric. You are strong Lorn. You need to temper your mana, control it. Don’t battle it. Mana is a part of you, as much as your arms or legs are.”

He nodded. Aldric understood what she left unsaid. He was an orc and fighting was in his blood, but a mage couldn’t and shouldn’t fight their mana, it could have disastrous consequences. Aldric shuddered to think what would have happened if that spell had been a combat spell.

Kasumi gave the orc a small smile and moved on to Thom. The avian unsheathed his weapon and stood at the ready.

It was the first time Aldric had actually seen Thom unsheathe his weapon. It was a sickle-type sword. He made a mental note to ask Thom was it was after he was done.

He didn’t have as much an issue as Lorn, his light ended up being thinner and not as voluminous as it should have been.

“Let the mana flow. Right now, from my perspective it looks like you’re stopping the flow of mana through to your focus, right here” she pointed her finger into his chest. “There’s a blockage that you need to release.”

Aldric couldn’t help but think that his friend’s poor spell was as part of his nature as Lorn’s need to fight was. Thom was naturally timid and his mana flow reflected that. He had some hesitance at letting go and allowing his power to flow.

Thom closed his eyes and concentrated, grunting slightly in effort. Aldric watched as Thom’s sword lit up a little brighter, little by little until it was as bright as Aldric’s was.

“Good! Your mana is flowing more freely now, the blockage is far less. Remember that feeling. You are in control, Thom, not your mana soul. You. You direct it, you let it flow more or less.”

The avian, whose eyes were still closed, nodded and smiled a little. “Finis.”

He opened his eyes and looked at Kasumi with the largest smiled Aldric had ever seen him wear. “Thank you, friend Kasumi.”

Kasumi smiled back and patted him on the back. “No problem, friend Thom.”

While she moved on to help Grey, Aldric went to his friends.

“Very good job, both of you!” he exclaimed.

“Thank you, friend Aldric. Friend Kasumi helped. Her words of encouragement and her precision in telling me where the blockage was, helped. I’m sure you have noticed I’m not the most confident. I believe my mana soul knows that, and possibly could be hindering me.”

Lorn and Aldric patted him on the back. “It’s fine. That’s why we’re here, to learn. To better ourselves, for the Empire.”

“You’re right, Al. I, also, took Kasumi’s words to heart,” Lorn looked solemn. “I feel it in my magic. My mana soul was at war with my mind. My mind wants to battle and my mana wants to flow. I need to use them in concert.”

“Yeah, absolutely big guy. You did a lot better. But you’ve done it before and you’ll be able to do it again,” Aldric smiled at his best orc friend.

Lorn laughed and hit him on the back, causing Aldric to stumble forward slightly.

After righting himself he glanced at Thom’s sword. “By the way, Thom. What kind of sword is that?”

“It’s a khopesh,” Thom happily supplied. “Its curved shape is very useful when you’re flying towards an enemy. It gives a bit of an extra angle that allows for some margin or error that a straight sword just doesn’t give. They’re used primarily by my people’s small defense forces, so it wasn’t a surprise when it attuned to me.”

“That’s incredible. It looks nice and fluid to use.”

“Yes, it is. I trained on one a little before my awakening, since guard is one of our people’s most honored roles. I was decent at it, and I’ve improved some thanks to Sorodar’s drills.”

Aldric nodded with a smile then turned back to watch Kasumi help the others. She had moved through most of the high elves. She was working with Finias, the elf with almost purple hair. Aldric was surprised to see that his light was just as thin as Thom’s had been.

“Relax, Finias. Your mana is strong, that much I can see, but you’re restraining it. Let it go a little at a time.”

The elf was gritting his teeth. “I must be in control,” he hissed.

“You are, the mana is you. You control it. I can see it, instead of a river, yours is like a raging flame. You need to control your emotions, that will allow you to control your mana,” Kasumi glanced at Aldric, worry in her eyes. He nodded and kept his hand on the pommel of his sword. He wouldn’t aim to seriously hurt him, but if the elf lost control he’d have to be subdued.

Grey saw the move and frowned but did the same thing.

“Listen, Finias, I understand the rage. Battle is in my blood, but once you calm the waters of your mana it will be easier. You’ll still be you, you’ll still have the inner fire, you’ll just be able to direct it better,” Aldric was surprised to hear the words coming from Lorn’s gruff voice.

The orc had situated himself in front of the elf, not with his hands on his axe, but on Finias’ shoulders. Aldric expected that to turn the situation sideways, but it had the opposite effect.

Finias visibly breathed in and out. The light coming from his flail got progressively brighter until it was closer to how Lorn and Thom’s had been.

“Good job, friend,” Lorn grumbled then walked back to stand near Thom. Both Aldric and Grey shared a look and released their hands from their weapons.

“Finis. I-I’m sorry,” Finias stammered. “I’m not usually like that. J-just the thought of doing this in front of everyone. Then watching everyone else make progress.. made me feel.. inferior.”

Grey looked genuinely shocked. “No, you could never be inferior my friend.”

“You know that’s not true, Grey,” Finias had a wry smile on his face.

Grey’s face turned stony. “No. I will not hear it. You are not inferior, Finias. You are my friend.”

Finias sighed and closed his eyes. After a moment he nodded and sheathed his flail. Well, as much as one can sheathe a flail.

Aldric looked quizzically at Grey. “I feel I’m missing something here.”

Grey glanced at Finias who nodded. “Finias is a high elf, but also part dark elf. His mother was a dark elf, in service to my family. My uncle and her fell in love and Finias was the issue of their marriage.”

“Oh.. okay.” Aldric still looked perplexed.

“Aldric,” Kasumi whispered to him, “children both of both high elf and dark elf blood are typically ostracized from their clans along with their parents.”

Aldric rolled his eyes but nodded at her after. “I’m guessing you two grew up together despite what your extended families may have wanted?”

Finias gave Aldric a weak smile but Grey responded. “Yes, my family refused to throw out my uncle, his wife, and my cousin. We were raised together and I hold him as close as a brother.. but some of my people do not see it that way. The rest of the high elves here are more open minded, but, despite what my family tried to do, Finias still endured a lot of bigotry.”

“Sounds like humans,” Aldric laughed.

Grey chuckled sadly. “Despite how we high elves may like to present ourselves; we are still living beings with irrational fears and customs. The hatred of mixed high elf and dark elf children being one of them.”

“I hope you don’t mind me asking, but why? I knew a few elves where I grew up, but not many,” Aldric asked.

Finias regained some of the color in his face and snorted. “High elves think the child would be tainted with dark elf anger. Dark elves think that the child would be tainted by the high elf passivity. Both view that as an impurity to be removed. When in truth all I’m tainted by is the bitterness of a shitty society who treated me differently for no reason other than my parentage.”

Aldric understood all too well how poorly people could treat an innocent child. “I actually understand more than you may know, Finias. But yes, it embitters you to the world around you.”

The half elf nodded. “Yes. Please accept my apology, Bond Candidate Akagi. It will not happen again.”

Kasumi who had been silently watching the exchange saluted Finias. “Never apologize for learning. It’s why we’re here. I should continue.”

She then moved on to the wood elves who thankfully didn’t seem to really care about the drama and didn’t bring their own.

***

Nearly two hours later Kasumi had gone through everyone and then done another pass over to make sure everyone was good.

Aldric had spent time talking with Grey and Finias, relaying his own childhood and how when the human students at the Academy learned he was an orphan, wouldn’t associate with him.

Finally when she was done Kasumi walked back over to Aldric and told him how everyone had done.

He clapped loudly to get all of their attention. “That went really well everyone! If you’re amenable, we’d like to meet back here next week to go over the next spell, which would be the Levitas spell. We’ll leave Explodere for a little later.”

Everyone agreed and after thanking Kasumi and Aldric again left to go back to their rooms or to class.

Aldric was already dreading going to History after such an exciting afternoon. He hadn’t felt so close to his classmates before. Hell, he hadn’t even known their names before and now he knew them and felt he could start counting them as his friends.


Chapter 16

The next week Professor Tyrhorn announced that they’d be having their first weekend event of the year on that Saturday, a field assignment where they’d be fighting low tier monsters in groups.

This one, unlike the ones going forward, was going to be mandatory. The first year mage classes would split into groups and be paired with bond candidates from the bond candidate classes. The bond candidates were not strictly from the first year, in fact they usually pulled from the bond candidates who had been there longer.

The week went by in a blur. Everyone was focused on the field assignment, it was the only thing discussed in most of his classes. The teachers were being annoyingly tight lipped and Kasumi wouldn’t tell him anything either.

They were told in their classes on Friday that they were to report to their barracks officer for their assignment by 5am on Saturday.

Kasumi helped the same group as the week before in-between classes that Friday. This week they worked on Levitas, with Grey and Thom leading the pack in skill. The human Joff Bettman, and the wood elf Cael Duskbloom were the ones that needed the most help. But in the end they managed to get to a point where they were happy.

They all agreed to come back for the foreseeable future to work on their spells. Professor Cottonrose was particularly happy to with their group’s progress. She had winked knowingly at Aldric and fluttered away.

That night Kasumi did not stay in Aldric’s room overnight, saying he needed to get up early and focus on his task.

“But you may be seeing me sooner than you expect,” she winked and swayed her hips as she walked out of his dorm.

That night he tried to sleep but found himself unable to stay asleep for long. Too nervous for what would amount to his first taste of real combat and being in a military unit.

Finally after what felt like hours he fell asleep.

All too soon his alarm was going off and he was dressed and eating in the mess hall with the other first year students. It was only 5am by the time they were all in front of Sorcerer Brandeis, who was sitting behind his desk.

“Good, you’re all here, and on time. Color me impressed Acolytes,” he remarked. Standing up he took a look at each of the other students, lingering on each of them for half a moment. “Field assignments are controlled environments where the Academy brings in monsters for you to slay, the goal is to learn teamwork and to use your powers in a ‘safe’ environment.” He emphasized the word safe a little too much for Aldric’s liking.

“That being said, these are real monsters. Live monsters. They can, will, and do attack like the cornered animals they are. Take this seriously. Every year there’s some moron students who don’t take the field assignments seriously and they end up maimed or dead. Don’t let that be you.”

Aldric knew that it would be dangerous, but it hadn’t really clicked in his mind that they would be fighting living beings.

“Now, I’m going to split you into groups. This is only for today, and not at all permanent. If you have problems with your assigned group, too fucking bad. Part of military life is following orders whether you agree with them or not. Understood?”

A chorus of “sir, yes, sir” went out through the room. It was easy for Aldric to forget that ultimately they were in a military academy, everything had been so lax since none of the professors acted like they were military members. Even Sorodar’s class wasn’t militaristic even when she was in a bad mood. But when reality reared it’s head, Aldric quickly got with the program.

“Good now! In Group A…”

He then spent the next hour separating the mages into groups. Aldric was sorted into Group D, with Grey, Finias, Lorn, and three human students they didn’t know. Aldric was just happy to have people in his group that he knew, let alone people he considered friends.

“Now. The point of this exercise, beyond your skills and ability is to test your ability to follow commands from higher ranking mundane officers. We’ve found that some mage’s heads get too big for their own good and they refuse to listen to a mundane officer, even if the mundane is higher ranked and has more experience. To that end, we’re going to be adding three bond candidates to each of your groups, two will be seniors and the other a new bond candidate who entered the Academy the same time as all of you. They will be your superior officers for the exercise. They’ve been through this process before and they know what they’re doing. Listen to them as though they are your professor or general.”

A murmur of discontent went through the groups, but Brandeis snapped at them. “If you have a problem with that, let me know and I’ll have the Imperial Grand Magus come and remove your mana soul so you can return home. Understood?”

That shut the dissenters up quickly.

Satisfied, Brandeis snapped his finger and the door to the tower opened. In walked a group of at least forty bond candidates with Kasumi leading the pack.

Their eyes met for a brief instant and Kasumi smirked knowingly. The bond candidates walked forward, parting the mage students and stopping in front of Brandeis’ desk. Aldric quickly noticed that the bond candidates were all wearing armor of some sort.

Kasumi was wearing a form fitting plate mail that was painted white in the middle and black on the sides. She wore a red half-skirt that was open in the front but covered her legs and tails. But the rest of her was covered in armor. Because of her slim figure and robust bust she couldn’t hide her figure, but it was, to Aldric’s relief, covered in the steel armor.

“Thank you for coming, the Academy appreciates your help.”

A round of “sir, yes, sir” rang out from the bond candidates.

“That, mages, is a proper greeting. Now, we’ll split the bond candidates between the groups.”

In the end, Aldric’s Group D was assigned Kasumi, who wore a confident smirk the entire time, a high elf named Evonne, and an orc named She’lar. Kasumi and Evonne introduced themselves to the group as the experienced bond candidates, and She’lar had just entered the Academy that year, like Aldric and his friends.

Lorn couldn’t help himself and quietly slid next to She’lar. “Hey, uh.. how you doin’?”

She rolled her eyes and focused on Brandeis who was finished sorting through the bonds and the teams.

Aldric didn’t hear either Jordan or Zach’s names being called, which both relieved him and made him sad. Happy they wouldn’t be put in danger, and Jordan wouldn’t be in anyone else’s group, but sad because he wanted to see his friends, especially since they weren’t going to get the Saturday they normally had together.

“Finally, that’s through. By group, you will march to the central tower. There you will meet with the instructors who will be conducting the field assignment. I will not reiterate the risk, however, should you choose to not take this seriously and survive, you may be subject to disciplinary measures.”

He nodded at the leading bond candidate for Group A, a blonde high elf woman. Aldric couldn’t get a good look, there were too many people in the room, but from what he saw, her face was set in a mask of indifference. Her face was pretty, prettier than any high elf he’d seen up to that point, which stunned him. All the high elves were objectively attractive, but this one was so much more so. Her beautiful, long, blonde hair was partially tied into a ponytail, but her bangs were hanging over her face. She was wearing plate armor with some design he couldn’t make out. The breastplate and gauntlet had golden accents adorning them, making her shine even in the dimly lit room. She had a blue cape that partially wrapped around her neck like a shawl. But Aldric couldn’t get over how her face kept that look of indifference through the entire experience.

Despite that, she nodded back to Brandeis and led her group out.

One by one the groups made their way to the central tower as ordered. Aldric kept his eyes forward, preferring to watch Kasumi’s tails than the slow procession to the tower.

Finally they reached the central tower and standing in front were professors Hydean and Cottonrose.

“Good morning everyone,” Hydean said in a far too chipper voice. Aldric couldn’t believe he was still greasy this early in the morning, but his hair was greased back as per usual. Cottonrose, however, looked every bit the fairy in her brightly colored garments and vividly pink hair, and she even made herself human sized so everyone could see her.

“Welcome to your first field assignment. This will be the first and only required one for your time here at the Academy, however it is strongly recommended that you complete one at least once a month. Tests in your classes will revolve around practical applications of your skills, and the best way, though not the only way, to hone those skills is through the field assignments. They will also provide structure for your time in the military after graduation.”

“Now dearies,” Cottonrose cut in, her voice as sweet as ever, “since you’ve never done one before we need to give a bit of an explanation on what you will be experiencing.” She looked around at the students, a mischievous smile on her face. “As with everything else at the Academy, Field Assignment is not entirely accurate of a name. But it’s close enough. You and your groups will all be teleported to a specific part of the woods in between the Academy and Etria. These areas have been separated and magically enhanced. You will not run into other groups or citizens of the Empire. You must deal with the threats in your own area before you will be released and teleported back.”

A general murmur went through the groups. Even Aldric was excited by what that meant.

“Defeating the monsters is just one portion of the assignment. It won’t be that straightforward at your military posts and it won’t be here,” Hydean spoke again.

“That’s right!” Cottonrose exclaimed loudly. “Each group will be given an objective to complete and a certain time to complete it in. I can, will, and must warn you all, any and all injuries you sustain will be real. If you receive a grievous wound that Professor Hydean or myself deem to be life threatening, we will pull you out.”

“Do not count on us doing so. I will err on the side of not pulling you out. This is first and foremost a military academy. Hardships, pain, and injuries are expected. And you will be facing wild beasts who are not under Academy control.”

“With all those dreadful reminders and warnings said, you will receive your assignments when you get to your destination and who’s to say.. will they be woods at all?” Cottonrose giggled cheerfully.

“Wha—” Aldric started to say but was cut off by both Hydean and Cottonrose lifting an arm into the air.

“Transmissio Caecus!” both yelled at the same time.

Everything went dark.

***

When Aldric could see again he was in the middle of a thick forest, unable to see anything but the lush greenery. He looked around for his group members. Kasumi looked completely unfazed, already scanning their surroundings, as was Evonne. Grey and Finias looked just as shocked as he felt. Lorn and She’lar were stoically standing close together, much to Aldric’s amusement. The humans in the group looked either shocked or scared. He’d have to get to know them before the day was through.

“Alright everyone, our mission objective is simple,” Kasumi turned and spoke to the group. “There is a village nearby that has been reported to be under siege by a roving band of monsters. Our objective is to confirm the presence of the monsters, gauge their numbers, and if possible destroy them. If their numbers are too great we are to report back for additional reinforcements.”

She’lar and Lorn nodded in stereo. In typical orc fashion, She’lar used a great axe as her weapon. Aldric looked at her and could see the appeal of a muscled orc bond. The way her muscles bulged menacingly wasn’t at all unattractive, but he had too much on his plate already with just Kasumi and Jordan. Besides, Lorn desperately needed to find someone for his potential bond list.

“Do you have any idea where we should start, Bond Candidate Akagi?” Finias spoke up. Ever since the first time their study group had gotten together Finias had been deferential to Kasumi, and treated her like a wizened teacher. Aldric thought it was sort of humorous, but understood why.

Kasumi looked over the group. “We’ll need some scouts to check the woods first. Anyone have predilection for stealth or sneaking, or even tracking skills?”

Two of the humans raised their hands. “Uh.. me and Wade, ma’am. I was trainin’ ta be a hunter before the change, and he is a sneaky little fucker.”

Kasumi nodded. “What’s your name, Acolyte?”

“Carl Hummstill, ma’am, and this non-talkative fellow is Wade Broggs.” He glanced over at the other human.

“What’re your foci?”

“I, uh, use a short sword, but my focus is my bow and arrow, I’m better with them than my sword, if I’m being honest,” he patted the bow on his back. “Professor Hydean made me get a close quarters weapon.”

Kasumi nodded at the man then looked at Wade expectantly.

“Knives,” Wade simply said.

“Are you up for this? We don’t know what’s out there.”

“Yes’m ma’am,” Carl said. Wade nodded.

“Okay..” she looked deep in thought for a moment. “Acolyte Ironheart, I want you to go with them.”

He quirked his eyebrows in question but didn’t voice it. “Yes, ma’am.”

She stared him hard in the eyes. “Don’t call me ma’am. It’s Sir or Bond Candidate Akagi.”

He didn’t know why he wasn’t allowed to say ma’am but Carl was.. but then he realized then how important it was for her to be taken seriously, especially by him.

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry sir.” He saluted her and moved to stand with the two other humans.

“Be back as soon as you can. If you’re gone longer than an hour we’re all coming to find you.”

***

Aldric set off with Carl and Wade, he stayed a few paces back from them, letting them get the lay of the land. He was there for protection, nothing more.

Slowly they crept through the forest. Aldric kept his eyes alert for anything that might resemble a monster. He wasn’t entirely sure what that would be but in class Hydean had promised them they’d know one when they came across one.

Aldric couldn’t help but be frustrated with the professor.

The forest was strange, it was already into Fall and the trees around the Academy had started to turn brown and fall from the their branches, but the trees in this forest were still completely green and not a single leaf was on the ground. It worked towards their advantage, of course, as they didn’t have to trudge through a forest replete with noisy crunchy leaves that gave away their position.

Carl came to a stop abruptly and Wade stopped dead in his tracks, his head whipped around looking for threats.

Carl looked at them and put his finger to his lips and motioned downward. Wade nodded in understanding, but Aldric stood there dumbly, not comprehending what was going on.

When both Carl and Wade crouched and began to crawl forward onto the ground, Aldric finally understood. He crouched and started to crawl after them.

Carl came to a stop about thirty yards from where they had stopped and pointed straight ahead. At first Aldric didn’t see it, but then something in the trees shifted and he saw what he was supposed to be looking for.

Upon seeing it Aldric almost yelped in surprise but clamped his hands over his mouth to stop from exclaiming.

The monster was a sort of dog creature that stood at least five feet tall on all fours, with a pair of giant knife-like teeth sticking out from the roof of its mouth. It's eyes were pitch black and it’s fur was mottled brown and black.

Carl got into a kneeling position and so did Wade. Carl looked over at Aldric and motioned to follow.

Carefully Aldric got to his knees, keeping a close eye on the giant dog monster. Wade moved off to the side, slowly making his way behind a tree adjacent to where they were.

Carl took out his bow and quickly nocked an arrow. The human hunter didn’t breathe as he lined up his shot.

Aldric’s heart felt like it was in his throat, waiting for the arrow to loose. He could see Wade creeping behind the creature, ever so cautiously.

Carl exhaled and his arrow flew from his bow. Aldric watched as it soared through the air with after a soft twang of the bowstring and the rush of air after it. The arrowhead looked like had been magically enhanced, it was burning red as of it was on fire.

The arrow hit the dog creature directly in the throat, blood spurted out on impact. The monster bucked and reared his legs, almost like a horse, and let out a terrible whine. But it didn’t flee or move because before it could react anymore Wade was cutting the tendons in its back legs, causing it’s face to fall forward on to the ground with a loud crash.

Aldric let go of his breath. The monster thrashed a little but the blood draining from its neck and legs ended its life quick enough. If it wasn’t so large or threatening, Aldric may have felt bad for the creature. But he and Carl walked towards it, he could see the battle scars, with obvious signs of battle with regular people.

“That’s one ugly mother..” Carl whispered.

“Yeah, what the hell is it?” Aldric asked.

“Sabertoothed Hound,” Wade answered and did not elaborate.

“Huh.” Aldric looked around to see if he could find any more of them but couldn’t find anything obvious. “Think there are any more around? I’d wager that even one of these could probably mess up a village.”

“Yes. There are always more,” Wade responded again.

“Okay..” Aldric said slowly. “Go back to Kasumi and tell her, or look for more?”

“We should at least find the town,” Carl suggested.

“Find the town. Run back to Bond Candidate Akagi. Then kill them all,” Wade responded.

Aldric could not get a read on Wade. The man definitely wasn’t loquacious, but he didn’t give off any weird feelings for Aldric. Just a little.. strange.

Leaving the sabertoothed hound’s body, they continued on forward to the village.

“So, Carl. I noticed the arrowhead that you hit the hound with.. it looked like it had been infused with some mana. Was that a spell you learned?” Aldric whispered.

Carl chuckled quietly. “Yeah, something like that. See, I infused my mana into the arrowhead, giving it better piercing power.”

“Wait, what? I didn’t know we could do that.”

“Yes’m. I was goofin a bit one day, and I figured if mana infused into my body making me stronger, then mana infused into an item could make it stronger too.”

“That’s.. inventive.”

“Thank’ee very much.” The man looked pleased with himself.

Aldric thought of the ways that the technique could go wrong. The item would lose its durability after a while, especially a smaller item like an arrow. That would stress the item to the breaking point and it crack and splinter from any applied pressure, either magical or physical. As worst it would explode in the user’s face.

They’d gone over those things in Hydean’s class at the beginning of the year. Too much mana into an item would cause stress and eventually make the item unusable. For a projectile weapon like an arrow, he was thinking it might have even larger consequences for the user.

But, Aldric didn’t voice his concerns. Carl was pleased with himself and he couldn’t argue with the results.

Not even a few minutes later they came upon a clearing in the forest. The village slowly came into view. A few wooden buildings, much like Aldric remembered his parent’s village to look like.. the little he’d seen of it.

But the difference between that village and this village was immediately evident from the dead bodies littered on the ground. There were at least four people lying on the ground, face down with blood pouring out of them.

The other thing he noticed immediately were the three giant two-headed monstrosities walking around on two legs, each carrying a giant wooden club the size of its body.

If Aldric hadn’t already met an orc he would have thought that these were them. But they were all ghostly white, with two heads, loin clothes, and intricate red tattoos covering their bodies. They were taller than any orc Aldric had seen, and their muscles were far bigger. But, they also had giant bellies. Swollen from eating the dead, he thought sickly.

“Fuck..” he swore to himself. “What the fuck?”

“Ogres. Evil. We need to get back to Bond Candidate Akagi. We’ll need all of us. Plus, there’s at least two more hounds around here,” Wade said quietly.

Aldric looked at the man. It was the most he’d ever heard him say. “Fair. Let’s get back. Come on Carl.”

Carl didn’t move. He stood behind a tree, his eyes transfixed on the dead bodies. Aldric tugged gently on his arm. “Come on, we have to get back to Kasumi and the others. We’ll be able to make them pay, but we can’t do it alone.”

Carl didn’t budge. He nocked an arrow and pointed at one of the Ogres. “Carl, stop. Come on. We have to take this seriously. You’re going to get us killed.”

Wade crept behind the other man while Aldric was trying to talk sense into him. The monosyllabic man stealthily got into position behind Carl and with catlike reflexes wrapped his arms around Carl’s neck and dragged him down, making sure to keep one hand over his mouth, muffling the sound of surprise that escaped him.

They struggled for a moment but Wade’s grip on Carl’s throat never wavered and eventually the archer lost his struggle and went limp.

“You didn’t kill him, did you?” Aldric asked in a hushed tone.

“No. Just unconscious. Carry him, I’ll keep us safe back.”

Not wanting to argue with Wade after such a brutal display Aldric hoisted Carl onto his shoulder and followed after Wade who had already started making his retreat.

Thankfully for Aldric, the mana infused in his body had already done its work and Carl was barely heavier than a sack of flour, but it was still awkward to carry him while trying to keep up with Wade.

But they made it back in less time than I took to get to the village.

Kasumi’s eyes went wide when she saw Aldric carrying Carl’s limp body.

“Acolyte Ironheart, wha—” she started.

“We found the village. There are three Ogres and two sabertoothed hounds,” Wade cut in.

“That doesn’t explain him!” she pointed at Carl.

“He almost got us killed. He nocked an arrow ready to fire on the Ogres. Like he went into some sort of fugue state and didn’t hear what we were saying, Wade knocked him out and we came right back here,” Aldric explained.

Kasumi opened and closed her mouth a few times. “Fine,” she hmph’d. “Three Ogres and two hounds? That’s a small party, all things considered. Why weren’t there three hounds at least? Ogres usually come with them as a pair.”

“Carl and Wade killed one.”

“Ugh. I wish you hadn’t have done that. But there’s nothing to it now. We need to get moving.”

“Why isn’t that a good thing.. sir?” Aldric asked.

“Ogres use their hounds as scouts because the hounds are excellent at being camouflaged wherever they are, and because they are somehow linked to the Ogre. Every assignment I’ve been on, when a hound is killed, the Ogre knows and isn’t far behind.”

“Well, that’s not good,” Aldric exclaimed.

“Exactly, which is why it was to be reconnaissance only. Not any of your faults, but from now on, follow my orders to the letter, got it?” She looked at each of them. Even the other bond candidates.

“Yes, sir” they all said at the same time.

“Let’s get moving, arrow formation, myself at point, Aldric to my left and Wade on my right. The rest of you fan out on either side like an arrow. Wade and Aldric will direct us. Yell out if you see anything.”

A minute later they had formed up. Carl had come to and profusely apologized, not able to explain what happened to him. He stood at the back of the right wing, not saying a word.

They swiftly marched through the forest, Grey, Finias, Evonne, and Carl on the right. Lorn, She’lar, and the other human, named Steof, on the left. Kasumi on point, her eyes scanned back and forth looking for danger.

After about three minutes Carl yelled out. “Ogre, 30 yards away!!” they all spun to look where he was pointing, and he had slightly understated what they faced.


Chapter 17

Four ogres and three hounds were running at them, full speed. There was one ogre, however, frothing at the mouth with rage. Aldric assumed that was the one who had lost his hound.

“Formation, turn!” Kasumi’s voice cried out.

They pivoted as one, turning to face the Ogres.

“Lorn, She’lar, Aldric, Grey, up front! Steof, Evonne, Finias, Carl behind them. Wade, get away, crouch if you can, and try to get behind them without being seen. Go!”

They moved as one, taking up their positions and drawing their weapons. Kasumi stood beside Aldric, her own sword at the ready.

Then suddenly the twang of Carl’s bow sounded behind them. Aldric saw the arrow fly through the air and hit one of the ogres in the face. The second head roared in anger but kept going.

“Remember, two heads means two brains, even if they’re pea sized. If you kill one, the other lives. Go for disembowelment or cut off their legs, they’re not coordinated and will be easy pickings.”

The ogres were directly in front of them now, Aldric could see their beady red eyes, burning with hatred for all other living things. Their roars rumbled in his ears, deafening him to all other sounds.

Lorn and She’lar who roared with their own anger and hatred, cut through the ogre’s din. Their battle axes were poised and at the ready.

Carl’s bow twanged again and again another roar of anger that did nothing to stop the incoming stampede.

The first ogre ran directly at Aldric. He raised his sword and pushed as much mana as he safely could. “Explodere!”

The red wave of magic flew from his extended sword and crashed into the ogre charging him, shaping an explosion of fire and smoke that blew the ogre limb from limb. The viscera from the ogre rained down on them, covering them each with its blood and guts.

But the spell worked against them, the dust the explosion kicked up gave the other ogres and hounds cover to get closer to the line obfuscated from view.

“Fuck, no more spells!” Kasumi yelled out.

Frustration welled in Aldric. He hefted his sword forward and waited for the incoming charge.

The ogres cleared the smoke, mouths open in feral roars, only feet away from them, giving the students little time to react. She’lar and Lorn lurched forward choosing to engage rather than wait.

“Stay in formation! Damnit!” Kasumi yelled. “Finias move forward, fill their spots!”

Finias reacted quickly, reforming their line Lorn and She’lar clashed with a hound and ogre pair. She’lar was attacking the hound while Lorn was tangling with the ogre.

Aldric wanted to watch them to make sure his friend made it out okay but couldn’t take his focus away, another pair was coming right for him, again.

Grey stepped up and stood next to Aldric. “I get the hound, you the ogre,” Grey said.

Aldric nodded and moved forward to engage his enemy. The ogre brought his club up ready to bring it down on Aldric’s head. A sudden wave of déjà vu hit Aldric, of Cho’gar trying the same thing against him, all those weeks ago.

Repeating what he did then, Aldric spun around the incoming club and brought his sword around, but unlike with Cho’gar, the ogre was much taller than expected and Aldric couldn’t reach it’s neck. He decided at the last moment and lunged forward, intending to impale the ogre’s stomach.

But the hide of the beast was stronger than he’d known and while his sword did bite it didn’t sink all the way through. The beast roared in pain, spinning and kicking him in the gut.

Aldric tumbled backward, falling over himself and losing his sword in the process.

When he opened his eyes his vision was blurry, and he could see Kasumi engaged with the ogre next to Grey, who seemed to be having just as much difficulty with the hound as Aldric had with the ogre.

Shakily getting to his feet, he looked around for his sword. It was only 10 feet away but was close to another pair who were engaged in combat with Steof and Finias.

“Shit..” he swore. He needed to get his focus. Even without spells, he didn’t have any other weapons. He righted himself and made a run for his sword. The ogre fighting Finias turned his attention to Aldric who was sprinting as fast as he could.

Suddenly he was off his feet again and a giant hairy sabertoothed hound was on top of him.

“Fuck!”

Through some miracle he was able to get his left arm up and into the beast’s throat before it could come down on him. Its teeth gnashed in his face, trying to clamp down on him. The slobber from its frothing mouth fell on him. And its razor sharp foot long canines dug into his arm each time it made to grab at him.

Blood dripped down on him, and he screamed in pain, but he kept his arm up. He knew he’d be a goner if he brought it down. The healers could fix a mangled arm, but they couldn't bring him back to life.

With his right arm he tried punching the beast in the head, hoping to dislodge it, but to no avail. He had no leverage and his blows might as well have been gnat bites to the hound.

It put its paws on his right arm and stomach, pushing down into him, stopping him from doing anything and digging into his skin with its claws. He cried out in agony but still kept his left arm up. His uniform was getting redder with his blood by the moment.

His mind raced on a course of action. He needed to figure out what to do before he was dead. He didn’t know if Hydean would pull him out if he was still fighting, but he ventured a guess at no.

Then a sudden yelp from the hound sounded and it fell off of Aldric in a slump. Over them both he saw Wade standing there. His knives were buried in the beast’s skull.

Wade bent down and tugged them out with a sickening squelching sound. Blood and brain matter poured out of the holes.

Wade’s arm extended, which Aldric took and pulled himself up. Once on his feet again, Aldric examined his arm, which was cut up but not as bad as he thought it might be.

The distant roar of an ogre told Aldric that they didn’t have much time to waste. He nodded his thanks to Wade and ran to his sword.

He didn’t have time to look around to see how his friends were faring, but silently prayed that everyone was okay.

As soon as he grasped the hilt he whirled around, blocking an attack from a rampaging ogre. Aldric guessed it was the one whose hound was just killed.

It roared in his face, it’s spittle getting all over him. “Ugh, come on. Dog and ogre spit.”

The ogre reared back, going for another attack. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. He poured some of his mana into his sword, just like Carl had done to his arrows and lunged forward while the ogre had its club raised above its head.

He didn’t have time to fine tune the mana but poured as much as he safely could and stabbed straight into the ogre’s stomach. His sword entered as easily as a knife through butter.

They both stood shocked for a moment that his gambit had worked, but the ogre roared again and brought its club down. Aldric swiped right and dodged left, cleaving his sword through the ogre. And flew through the air into the clear away from the incoming club.

The ogre stumbled as it stood, its club clanged on the ground and shattered. It’s splinters exploding out. Some hit Aldric but he was too hopped up on adrenaline to notice. Most of the splinters hit the ogre right in his open stomach.

Aldric watched as the ogre keeled over, a look of shock on its face. Its entrails spilled out of its guts, causing Aldric to nearly puke. He turned away as quickly as he could and dry heaved onto the ground.

“Battle’s not over, Aldric.”

He looked up and saw Kasumi standing over him. Her armor was slightly dinged, and he saw blood marks dotting it, but none of it looked to be hers, thankfully.

“Y-yeah. Never.. seen that before.” He pointed at the dead ogre.

“Ah.. yes. It can take some getting used to. Come. Lorn and She’lar finished their fights. They’re both relatively unscathed. Steof is down but not out, and Carl suffered a life-threatening injury and was teleported out. Grey and Finias need help. Evonne is helping where she can, but more rushed us after the first group.

He looked around the battlefield and saw Grey and Finias were fighting two ogres and their hounds. On the field lay seven dead ogres and their dead hounds. The last two were fighting Finias and Grey. Both looked battered and tired but still swinging.

Aldric heaved a sigh but gripped his sword tight. “Alright, let’s finish this.”

Kasumi looked him over and nodded when she was satisfied he wasn’t grievously hurt. She held her sword aloft and charged towards the fighters. Aldric charged after her, catching up and running side-by-side with her to reach their friends.

“Come on, you big fucker!” He heard Finias yell out.

The half High Elf was holding his own, but as they got closer Aldric could the scratches and blood covering him. Grey wasn’t much better off. Evonne was at his side trying to hold off the sabertoothed hound from flanking Finias.

“I got the ogre, you get the hound,” Aldric said to Kasumi.

“Works for me.”

Kasumi raced off to catch the hound off balance while Aldric ran straight for the ogre. He didn’t care if it saw him, he knew how to cut them now.

He willed his mana to course through the sword. “Finias, move!” he screamed.

The elf parried a clubbing blow from the ogre and jumped backward, out of the way. He whipped his head around and saw Aldric charging in, the elf smiled slightly.

His sword held tightly in his hands, Aldric charged with all his legs could muster, his sword held horizontally, ready to slash open this ogre’s stomach as well.

The ogre bellowed in rage at seeing Aldric rush in. It brought it’s club to bear, keeping it low, around it’s sizeable midriff.

Aldric continued on, knowing his plan would work. He rushed into the ogre, slicing through its hands and into its belly. The sword bit clean through and out to the other side. Just as he passed the ogre, Aldric spun abruptly and sliced downward, cleaving off the ogre’s arm.

In a matter of seconds, the ogre had lost both its hands, his arm, and his intestines. The look of rage that was plastered on its face never left, as it lay dead at Aldric and Finias’ feet.

“Holy shit, brutal,” Finias’ breath heaved, trying to get air back into his lungs.

“Yeah.. I’m not looking at the mess, I don’t want to puke. Let’s go see if the others need help.”

Finias clapped him on the back, and they turned their attention to Kasumi, Grey, and Evonne who were all pulling their own weapons out of the dead hound laying on the ground.

“Can anyone see anything else coming?” Kasumi asked. Her eyes scanned the forest line, then found her way to Aldric. She looked at him hard, scanning him up and down. She must have been satisfied because she went back to looking at the group.

“Can’t find anything,” Wade said, suddenly at their side. Aldric didn’t understand the man, but he was surely thankful to him.

“Okay, good. Our objective remains the same. Get to the village and confirm it’s safety. That was a larger band of ogres than they normally produce for first years,” her eyes flicked to Aldric briefly, “but there shouldn’t be any left. They don’t work well together unless there’s a chieftain nearby, and if that’s the case we’re turning back.”

They all murmured their assent. Aldric glanced at Lorn who was making lovey eyes at She’lar. The female orc actually seemed receptive to Lorn’s advances this time, as she was flexing her muscles for him and grunting with satisfaction.

It was strange but he couldn’t be happier that they’d found each other in battle. He just didn’t want to think about what that bonding would look like.

He coughed and almost made himself vomit for the third time.

Getting back into their formation, he was standing next to Kasumi on her left. “What happened, I was knocked down for a bit. Where did the extra ogres come from?”

Kasumi’s eyes were straight ahead, focusing on their destination. “The forest. More were hiding. They flanked Grey and Finias’ line. Carl got the worst of it. He was teleported out pretty early on. Grey and Finias held their own, and Evonne helped make sure we didn’t get flanked on that side.” She glanced at the elves who were talking amongst themselves.

“The other side fared far better, Lorn and She’lar basically held off four of the ogres single handedly. Steof took a nasty injury but was fine to keep fighting.”

He nodded. Of course, the two orcs would do the best, combat was in their blood. “You were only out of the main fight for a few minutes but missed a lot. I lost you at one point, what happened?”

He recounted what he had transpired, from the ogre kicking him away, to the hound pouncing on him, Wade saving him, and then when she found him.

As he was talking he examined his arm, which looked fine now the cuts from the sabertoothed hound’s teeth were completely healed, though the dried blood and the shredded cloth of his uniform remained.

“Aldric!” The panic in her voice was evident and made him feel bad for getting out of formation originally. “Don’t be so foolish again. You need to follow orders.”

“Yeah.. that was dumb,” he muttered. “I don’t seem to be injured now. It’s like it healed all on its own.”

“The mana coursing through you will give you a passive boost to your body’s natural healing.. though you seem to have increased even more than the normal human. I’ve seen other mages mauled by those hounds and they are usually taken out of the fight. You went on to kill two more ogres.”

“Yeah..”

“I’m not going to question it, Al,” her voice softened. “Just don’t scare me like that again.”

Her eyes were studying him, and he could help but peer back and get lost in the sea of her blue eyes. “I promise. I’ll be more careful.”

“Good. I expect snuggles when we get home,” her voice barely above a whisper.

“Of course,” he smiled.

They marched on for several more minutes. Aldric watched as the green trees passed by, one after another. They all kept their eyes alert for any more enemies or the village. Aldric spent that time mentally going over his fights. What he could have done better, what he did right. As he did, he came to the conclusion that they were woefully under-prepared before they left.

The Academy had thrown them into the deep end with only the barest of safety measures. They didn’t even have proper armor on, let alone knowledge of battle tactics or formations. Or how to fight in a group. The more he thought of it the angrier he became. They were given no preparation, told nothing of where they’d be going or what they’d be doing, and given nothing to complete the objective with.

He imagined there was some point in there, but he wasn’t sure what. Mostly he was angry with Hydean, and himself. Hydean purposefully set this up to be as difficult as possible. And Aldric couldn’t help but admonish himself for getting tossed like a ragdoll and almost killed by the hound.

He sighed but couldn’t change the past.

More trees and then finally they came upon an opening in the forest. The trees opened until the small village that Aldric had seen before with Wade and Carl. It was deserted now, no sign of anyone. No ogres and no humans or beastkin. Not even the dead he had seen before.

Kasumi scrutinized the area, sweeping her gaze over the wooden buildings several times before speaking. “I don’t see any enemies or friendlies. It’s almost like it’s a ghost town.”

She turned and regarded the group. “We’ll go in, same formation. Keep an eye out for anything that moves. If you see something, say something. Alright? Let’s go.”

She walked forward not waiting for the others to acknowledge her. Aldric quickly followed and so did the rest after him.

The walk through the deserted village was unnerving. Was this still part of the forest between the Academy and Etria? It couldn’t be, there were no villages or settlements between the two.

This entire thing boggled his mind.

They traversed the village slowly, making sure not to miss anything. Creeping through the deserted village, they noticed homes where it looked like a struggle has occurred but there was no one left.

Then Aldric heard it, a high-pitched whining noise that kept on starting and stopping. And he wasn’t the only one. All the elves in the party’s ears pricked, and they all looked around.

“What is that,” Aldric hissed.

Grey looked at him oddly, his eyes narrowed slightly. “I don’t know,” he paused, “I didn’t know human hearing was that good.”

“Must be the mana,” Aldric lied quickly. He didn’t know the reason but could guess.

Grey nodded but cast a suspicious look at Aldric before turning back to the village. Grey had them follow the sound, further into the village.

They crept ever close to the sound, as it got louder and louder. Until Aldric finally realized what it was. Screams. His heart stopped. He turned and searched for where they were coming from. He felt Grey, Finias, and Evonne doing the same.

“There,” Evonne pointed into the distance, a building a little larger than the others with a symbol on top Aldric didn’t recognize. But he knew enough to know that was a place of worship. To what god, he didn’t know.

Kasumi eyed the building and gasped. “No, no. Fuck. There’s a chieftain there. And he has a guard.”

“What?!” Evonne cried out. She too looked into the distance and nearly sobbed when she saw it. “We have to go back. We can’t beat them, not with a group of un-bonded mages.”

“What’s going on, what’s so wrong with a chieftain?” Aldric asked.

“Ogres Chieftains as the equivalent of a twice bonded mage. For a group like this, nearly impossible to overcome. Right now, he’s standing next to the church with four of his bodyguards. Each has a hound with them. So ten total enemies, one of which is stronger than any of us here by an order of magnitude,” Kasumi explained.

“To make matters worse, in front of us is the village square, which is empty and lacks cover, so we couldn’t even sneak up on them from behind. Maybe we could from the sides,” Evonne further explained.

Aldric glanced around at his fellow mages, they all looked just as worried as Kasumi and Evonne. Even more so, since the seniors on their foray were panicked.

The group devolved into a din of confusion and arguments on what to do. How to forfeit without shame. And for the bond candidates how to keep their standings. The only exceptions were Aldric, Wade, She’lar, and Lorn. The orcs because they wanted to try a frontal assault, and Aldric and Wade because they stayed silent.

Aldric walked away from the group, intending to get away from the argument. He felt someone follow him and turned to see Wade.

“We can do it,” Aldric whispered.

“Yes.”

“Any thoughts on how?”

“Thinking.”

Aldric paused and the plan forming in his head was potentially incredibly stupid.

“Think you can get them all into the middle of the square?”

Wade grinned wickedly. “Easy.”

Aldric went back to the group. “Quiet! Quiet down! I have a plan.”

They all turned to look at him. Kasumi was not nearly as emotional as the rest, but clearly still upset on what choices she was left with.

“I have a plan. We’re going to need to work together though.”

***

Fifteen minutes later they’d worked out the kinks in his plan and while she didn’t fully support what he intended on doing, Kasumi approved it.

They split into three groups, one of the left of the square, one on the right. And Aldric and Kasumi in the middle. He had wanted to be alone but she had insisted of coming with him.

“Sure this’ll work?”

“No.”

“Great. You still owe me snuggles later. You better not get hurt.”

“I promise.”

They walked forward, hand-in-hand, into the entrance to the square. They halted their advance, all three groups waited for Wade’s signal to go. While they waited, he got a better look at the ogre chieftain. He was almost double the size of his own bodyguards, who were already larger than the ogres they’d killed before.

He was the same shocking white, with two heads, each had a stylized black mohawk, and he wielded two giant clubs that looked as big as buildings. In all, a terrifying image, and not one Aldric would normally willingly fight.

But Aldric knew his plan would work. It had to.

Suddenly Wade appeared in the middle of the square as if from nowhere. He lifted his knives and pointed them at the ogres. “Explodere,” he shouted and a streak of red erupted from his knives, flying towards the ogres.

Aldric watched as the red wave flew through the air and exploded on impact right on the center of the chieftain's body. He could hear it roar furiously, but when the smoke cleared he was uninjured. But that didn’t matter to the behemoth. The anger in his eyes was evident, he wanted revenge.

He bellowed in rage and raced forward directly at Wade, the other ogres following behind him.

Another red streak soared through the air, hitting one of the hounds on the snout. The fireball burst sending sparks across the hound and surrounding ogres. The fire spread on the hound, engulfing it in flames.

With a harrowing yelp of anguish the hound jumped and began running around in a circle, trying to put out the flames, but in the process bumped into the other hounds, igniting them as well.

The inferno paused the ogre advance, as they tried to put out the fires on their trusted companions. Aldric ripped his gaze away to see Wade slinking off, catching his eye and giving a thumbs up. Aldric couldn’t help but laugh.

Soon all five hounds were ablaze as both the Academy students and the ogres watched on in a mix of amazement and horror. With a whimper the first hound slumped to the ground, fur still blazing.

A few pitiful cries later all the hounds were down.

With that all the hounds were removed from the fight.

If the chieftain was upset before, he was apoplectic now. His mouth frothed and spittle fell freely. His heads whipped in all directions looking for Wade, but the sneaky mage had made it to safety during the panic.

Aldric stepped forward, however. Walking right into the middle of the square.

The ogres halted turned their collective gazes onto Aldric. Hatred burned in their eyes and Aldric couldn’t help but feel miniscule next to the hulking monstrosities. The chieftain was nearly four times his size, with muscles as big as Aldric himself.

Without waiting for the ogres to react to his presence, he lifted sword to the sky. “Fire!”

In a flash five fireballs flew from the sides of the square, directly at the ogre bodyguards, who were standing just behind the chieftain. Two fireballs from one side and three from the other.

The magical projectiles hit their marks dead on. The resulting explosions rained down fire and while the ogres were fire resistant, they however, were not concussion resistant. The concussive force of the combined blasts blew the bodyguards back flying into the buildings in the square, sending up thousands of splinters into the air, and hopefully incapacitating them.

That part of the plan had worked perfectly. They neutralized the numbers, only having to worry about a single ogre. Unfortunately that single ogre was stronger than the rest combined, but no plan was perfect.

And in making himself the target for the chieftain, he allowed the others to sneak up behind it and take it unawares.

That was the plan if everything went perfectly. Which it had so far.

So far so good, he thought. Just have to bait an angry ogre.

Standing now in front of the ogre chieftain, Aldric thought that there was a glaring flaw in his plan.

Such as, how to survive until the reinforcements arrived. He couldn’t help but think someone should have noticed that particular issue, but regardless, here he was.

However, he wasn’t going to wait for the ogre to come to him, he was going to go on the offensive. He brought his sword back to fencing position and flowed as much mana into it as he could without straining it and charged.

The chieftain reacted quickly, bringing one of his clubs down to where Aldric was going to be. He narrowly dodged, rolling through, and kept going.

He was aiming for the tree trunk-like leg, hoping to cripple or at least hobble the giant ogre, to make it less maneuverable.

Closing the gap between them, Aldric dodged another blow from its club, lowered his head, ducking underneath ogre’s outstretched arms and lunged forward towards it’s legs.

His sword bit into the fleshy thigh of the ogre. It wasn’t as clean a cut as before but it was enough to cause some damage. Blood flowed out of the wound as Aldric flew by, running to keep from getting squashed in the ogre’s rage.

Aldric quickly turned to make another pass, this time aiming for the other leg. If he could immobilize the giant he would have an easier time.

He ran in again, dodging a fist coming for him, then a kick from the uninjured leg. Aldric was small and fast enough, in comparison to the ogre, that he could dodge and weave quick enough to not get hit. And without proper armor he’d need to avoid getting hit at all costs.

He heard several roars behind him, which couldn’t be a good thing. But he didn’t have time to think about that. He sliced into the chieftain’s other leg, cutting through more of the flesh than before.

However, his sword snagged on the bone. Both his hands were on it, trying to tug it out, but he wasn’t fast enough, a giant fist came shooting down.

He let go of the sword in a flash and jumped back. The fist connected with the ground but the ogre wasn’t done. He could tell all he’d done was anger the thing.

It turned quicker than he would have liked to see and lunged at him. It had dropped one of its clubs to punch him but still held the other in its left hand.

It hefted it’s club up and threw it straight at him, he was fast but not fast enough to dodge the speeding wooden club at point blank range. He braced himself for impact, but at the very last moment something knocked into him hard, wrapping its arms around him and tumbling to the ground.

“I told you not to get hurt,” Kasumi’s voice cried out.

“Sorry..” he groaned, clutching his ribs. She had tackled him hard. He tentatively got to his feet and looked for the ogre. It was already in hot pursuit of them, as fast as its injured legs could take it. Kasumi had been able to knock them far enough out of the way of the club but not out of danger entirely.

“I’ll distract it, you grab your sword and end this,” she didn’t wait for a response, rushing off with her sword in hand.

He groaned in frustration but got to work. Kasumi jumped in front of the ogre and waved her sword. “Hey, moron, over here!”

They’d have to work on her in-combat banter a bit.

But it worked, the ogre turned and placed all of it’s ire on her. Its club had shattered on the ground when he threw it, which made Aldric even more happy that he didn’t get hit by it. The ogre raised its fists, ready to tear Kasumi limb from limb, if it got the chance.

It threw a punch at her which she deftly dodged, then one from the other fist, that she deflected with her sword. Unable to pour mana into the blow, it just glanced off the ogre, but allowed her to parry and spin to avoid another punch.

Aldric stopped himself from gawking at the fight and, swiftly as he could, snuck around to the back of the ogre to get his sword out from its leg.

He heard the sounds of battle behind him, mostly the yells and war cries of Lorn and She’lar, which was good, at least his friend was doing alright, but he didn’t want to turn and distract himself. Kasumi only had so long.

Finally, he got behind the ogre and saw the sword sticking out of its leg but the beast was moving around a little too much for him to easily get it.

He sighed and resigned himself to the fact that he’d have to go under the ogre’s loincloth and make his presence known by yanking the sword out.

Warily he got up to the leg, put his hand on the hilt, and by putting all his strength into it, pulled the sword free. The ogre roared in pain at the sword ripping out of its leg, taking a chunk of its flesh with it.

“Sorry, big boy, but I can’t let this go on any longer.”

He jumped back and took a quick look around while the ogre dealt with the pain in its leg. His friends were all fighting the bodyguard ogres and weren’t concentrating on him. Good.

“Kasumi, run! Get out of the way!” he raised his sword up and pointed it directly at the ogre’s chest.

Kasumi's eyes went wide, and she dove away as fast as she could.

He mustered as much mana into his sword as he dared. The slow trickle of energy became a roaring river, and before the sword could burst from the pressure inside, he unleashed the largest spell ever he'd ever cast. “EXPLODERE!!!”

A flash of light exploded out of his sword, blinding Aldric, blurring his vision in white. He couldn’t see how big the fireball that erupted at the end of his sword was but knew it must have been massive. The power drain from his mana soul was massive, his knee fell to the ground and it was all he could do not to collapse.

He felt the rush of hot air as the spell flew away from him and once it hit the ogre chieftain the impact was so loud that it completely deafened Aldric, made the ground rumble, and felt the heat from resulting fireballs falling all around him.

That was the last thing he remembered.


Chapter 18

When he awoke he didn’t know where he was. His eyes were still fuzzy and he swore he could hear talking but it was all muffled. He tried to lift his head but it wouldn’t budge, and he couldn’t move his arms either.

He felt exhausted. The spell had taken more out of him than expected. Note to self, don’t do that again, he thought.

He could have sworn he saw shapes moving around him. The fuzzy outline of a person.. or persons?.. around him. But he couldn’t tell.

Back to sleep.

The next time he awoke he was far more alert, the fuzziness in his eyes was gone and he could move his arms and legs.

“Ughh..” he groaned loudly. He lifted himself up and took stock of where he was.

He had been lying on a bed, in a small room that looked to be in the style of the Academy, stone slab walls with a wooden desk and chair. Maybe he was back? Had he been so injured during the fight that Hydean pulled him out?

No.. he had cast the spell and remembered nothing after that.

Someone came into the room at that moment. “Oh, good, you’re awake,” the person said. It was a high elf woman, her long blonde hair and pointed ears gave her away immediately. She was wearing a white robe with a red symbol of a heart with a sword through it, in the middle of her chest. A healer, that was the sign of an Academy healer.

He'd never met one in person.

“After a fashion,” he said with a smile.

She almost smiled but walked into the room and began writing something down. “You are lucky to be alive, young mage. You had severe mana depletion. If it wasn’t for your.. special condition.. I believe you would have died, or worse, turned corrupted. Thankfully that did not happen.”

He felt the color drain from his face. “It was that bad?”

“Yes, and though I know young Acolytes do not often listen to their elders, I would thank you if you never did that again. I do not relish the thought of killing you, but if you had turned I would have for the safety of everyone around. Take this lesson to heart, Acolyte. Mana is a tool, a useful tool, but an incredibly dangerous one as well.”

“Thank you, Healer.”

She studied him for a moment but went back to writing on her paper again. “Head Healer Cieve, Elione Cieve. Pray that I never have to see you again.”

“Yes ma’am. Am I allowed to leave?”

“No, the Headmaster will be here shortly, and I believe there are also several students who wish to see you as well. The bond candidates may be more receptive if you’re still in your hospital gown.”

For the first time he looked down and saw that he wasn’t wearing his uniform, but rather a white robe much like the one the healer had on. But the symbol on the front was that of a shield behind a heart.

“Have they been here? Are they.. upset? Is Kasumi okay?” Kasumi had been there when he shot off his spell. Hopefully she hadn’t been caught up in his apparently reckless cast.

“Ask her yourself,” the healer motioned towards the door. There stood a very angry looking Kasumi. Behind her were both Jordan and Zach, who looked like a mix between angry and worried.

“H-hey, Kas. How’re you doing?”

“DON’T. YOU. DARE,” she screamed at him. Aldric couldn’t help but notice Head Healer Cieve was smiling now.

Kasumi marched up to him and hugged him tightly. He could feel the tears falling from her eyes onto his shoulder, making him feel even worse. He wrapped his arms around her as tightly as he could. “Don’t you dare ever do something that stupid again. That was NOT the plan. That was NOT what we agreed to.”

“I know. I’m sorry. It just sort of.. happened. I couldn’t risk anything happening to you,” he said.

She pulled back and looked like she was going to slap him. He actually flinched, but she shook her head. “I was fine. You know when I was not fine? When all I saw was a white light and then the smoldering ruin of an ogre, and then you laying on the ground unconscious!”

“At least I got him?” he quipped.

“Oh do not EVEN!” this time was not Kasumi, but Jordan. She stomped over to him and actually did slap him. As only someone who had grown up with another could, her open palm went across his face so fast he didn’t have time to react. It didn’t hurt physically, due to the restored mana coursing through him. But it hurt his heart to have caused them that much distress. “You fucking jackass! You had other people there to help you!”

She brought back her hand to slap him again, but he was ready this time and raised his arms. Undeterred, she rained blows down upon his arms. “Don’t! Do! That! Again!” She was half yelling and half sobbing.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry I won’t!”

Kasumi made a token effort to stop her. “Oh, no, don’t, stop.” Which he thought the meaning could have gone either way.

It was Zach, however, who eventually came to his rescue. He pulled Jordan back by her midriff and hauled her out of the room. “Calm down! He’s fine!”

“He won't be when I’m through with him!”

He blinked several times hearing that, but then Cieve burst out laughing.

Kasumi smirked, a little, but gave him a glare and left the room, at which point so did the healer, who was still laughing so hard she had a tough time walking.

Aldric sat on the bed trying to figure out what just happened. He blinked several times before deciding it was better to not think about it too hard.

The Headmaster chose to appear at that moment. He coughed and entered the room. “Trouble with your potential bonds?”

“Apparently I messed up," He shrugged. "They’re worried and angry at me. And I know I was wrong, but it got the job done, didn’t it?” he was talking more to himself than to the Headmaster.

“Unfortunately, those that care about us, bonds in particular, often don’t care for results as long as you are okay,” he said. He sized Aldric up for more than a moment. “You messed up, son. The spell you used, according to Professor Hydean and Cottonrose, was equivalent to a twice bonded mage, which is why you were able to incinerate the chieftain. But such a display brings unwarranted attention to you and your powers. I had to tell Head Healer Cieve about your mana soul so she could administer the appropriate remedy.

However, your group mates saw what you did. Thankfully, depending on how you see it, you exhausted yourself so bad they think you just over-tuned your spell. Which is what you did. But they don’t understand just how powerful you are. They don’t know how close you came to blowing yourself up, along with them. Others may guess it.. in time. Especially if you keep pulling stunts like that. Do you understand?”

Aldric sat in stunned silence. From the way she spoke he figured that Cieve had known. But.. putting himself and the others at risk was not something he thought he had done. It made him feel even worse for what had happened.

“Yes, Headmaster. I apologize, it won’t happen again. I promise.”

“Good. Now, get some more rest. I suspect your bonds will be back tomorrow, hopefully with a less angry attitude,” the older man smiled. “Ah to be young and in love again. Anyway, Head Healer Cieve will be back to check on you shortly.”

The Headmaster gave him a crooked smile then left the room.

He sat back in the bed and stared at the ceiling.

***

He was in the Academy’s infirmary for a few more days. Kasumi and Jordan both came to see him several times. Jordan apologized for how she acted, but he made sure she knew he didn’t blame her and promised never to do anything so reckless again.

Kasumi didn’t need to say much to make him feel bad. She snuggled next to him in bed and lightly kissed him. Reminding him of the fact that he had inadvertently lied to her that day.

Lorn and She’lar came by with Thom and Zach a couple of times. Aldric was happy to see that both Lorn and She’lar looked like they were becoming closer. And that Thom and Zach seemed to be working out.

They talked to him for a bit but ultimately had classes. Lorn and Thom said they’d keep notes for him, which he thanked them for profusely.

He didn’t ask much about class, but he did, however, find out what happened after and how he had been laid up from Kasumi during one of her visits.

After the battle, Kasumi rushed to his side and made sure he was still breathing before she bounded over to help the other groups. Lorn and She’lar were finishing their last ogre and Grey, Finias, and Evonne were taking down the last on their side.

Wade had snuck around striking blows where he could. The man was a mystery to Aldric, he had skills that didn’t align with being a first year student, but he had been helpful and saved Aldric more than once.

Steof was useless in the battle. He had been trampled by one of the rampaging ogres early in the engagement and was down for the entire fight.

Once the ogres were down, Lorn rushed to Aldric’s side and kept watch over him, with She’lar, while Kasumi and Wade went to unlock the church and release the prisoners.

Grey, Finias, and Evonne checked the remaining buildings to make sure there were no more nasty surprises.

Once the church was completely cleared they were all teleported back to the Academy. Steof and Aldric were sent immediately to the Infirmary while the others were held back to talk to Hydean and Cottonrose.

Their group had taken the longest and they required a full debriefing on what happened, considering three of their mages had been critically injured.

As mission leader Kasumi told them the story of what happened and when she relayed the fact that there was an ogre chieftain in the village Cottonrose gave Hydean a suspicious look but didn’t say anything.

Aldric wondered if the fairy had known anything about it. And if Hydean had set up Aldric’s group specifically. He really hated that guy.

After that they were commended for defeating the chieftain and bodyguards, and the plan Aldric had come up with was lauded as a good idea. But obviously the execution needed work.

Aldric had been unconscious for three days after. In total he’d been in the Infirmary for six total days and lost an entire week’s worth of classes.

Kasumi assured him that injuries sustained while on a field assignment, or during challenges, were excused by teachers. But he had a sinking suspicion that Hydean wouldn’t be so lenient.

***

The next day was Saturday, and he wanted to celebrate his freedom from the Infirmary by spending it with his friends and potential bonds.

Kasumi and Jordan were there for him when he got out, and escorted him to his dorm.

“Thanks for coming you two, you didn’t have to.”

“Nonsense. We’re your potential bonds there’s no where else we should be,” Kasumi simply responded.

“Yeah, what she said,” Jordan blushed. She still blushed any time anyone mentioned bonding. Aldric knew how she felt. It felt strange to declare to the entire Academy that you intended to sleep with a person. But that was the way it worked.

They helped him up and held his hands as they walked through the campus. Aldric couldn’t help but feel a sense of contentedness having the two beautiful women with him.

They made it to the mage barracks tower and as always Brandeis was sitting at his wooden desk inside. Upon seeing Aldric with two bond candidates, the officer chuckled but motioned for Aldric to come over.

“Yes, Sorcerer Brandeis?”

“I’m not going to dress you down for what happened, I’ve heard that you’ve already been on the receiving end,” he softly chortled, “but you need to be careful. You can’t let that happen again,” his voice was understanding but his eyes were sharp and pointed.

“Yes, sir!” Aldric saluted.

Brandeis sighed and waved them away.

They continued on up to his dorm, up the stairs into the elevator. And as they approached his door, Jordan hesitated to go in. “I’ve never been in your room before.”

“Sure you have, lots of times at the orphanage,” he reminded her.

“Yes, but that was different. It wasn’t your room, it was a communal room, and I mostly went in to either sneak a peak at you or scold Zach for some dumb prank he played.”

“You were checking me out, even then?” he smirked.

“Shut up, ass.” She laughed and pushed him inside, hesitantly following.

He showed her around the dorm, showing her the rooms and the kitchen, which he didn’t use. And he showed her the newest addition, which Brandeis had been nice enough to set up with Kasumi while he was unconscious and recovering. Kasumi had told him that everything was done ahead of time.

“This, is our library!” he opened the door to the newly minted library. What he saw inside made him wonder. The room, which previously had been sparse was now filled to the brim with several bookcases, all filled completely with books. In the middle of the room was a table and chairs, and then a few comfier options, single seating chairs that looked big and puffy with fabric, with legs that were in a reclined position.

“This.. is amazing,” he breathed.

“Yeah.. it is.. wait. You haven’t seen it before?” Jordan asked.

“Oh, no, Kasumi and Brandeis set it up for me while I was in the Infirmary.”

Jordan’s head turned between Kasumi and him. “Kasumi set this up? Has she been here before?”

“Er.. yeah..” he started. Kasumi caught his eye, hers were wide and she was shaking her head violently back and forth. “She didn’t want to go back to the dorm, so she took a room..” His voice trailed off.

Jordan’s face got beet red. And instantly he realized that he’d goofed, realizing a moment too late that Kasumi had been signaling to not say anything. “She sleeps here?!”

“Uh…” he stammered. He looked between the two. Kasumi’s face was resigned to what was happening.

“Jordan, I know that it’s not fair.. but, I was lonely and Al gave me a place to stay where I could lay my head at night that wasn’t one of the cold cots in the bond barracks.”

“Ohhh, did he?”

“Uhh..” he said.

“What else have you done, Al?” she asked accusingly.

“Very little.”

Her eyes went wide. Even Kasumi slapped the palm of her hand on her face in exasperation. “What does very little mean, Aldric?”

“I.. we.. I mean.. we’ve only kissed.”

“Y-You.. you kissed! You idiot! You ruined everything! You were supposed to my first kiss and me yours! But you fucked that up!” her face was red in anger, her eyes wide with the sting of betrayal in them. Her hairclip had fallen off and her braid partially came undone, making her hair fall on her face, giving her a half-deranged look of someone who hadn’t gotten very much sleep. She stormed off and slammed the door behind her.

“W-wait! Jordan stop!” he ran after her but she was already down the hall. She turned to look at him and gave him the middle finger, then disappeared through the door to the elevator.

His shoulders slumped in defeat. He would never understand women. He went back into the room, closed the door with a slam, and plopped onto the couch.

“Well, is she coming back?” Kasumi asked.

“I didn’t catch up with her. She gave me the finger then ran off.”

“Oh for the love of.. Aldric it’s clear that Jordan has jealousy issues. You need to woo her, make her feel special and included. Not let her know that she’s missed out on several things simply because you didn’t invite her.”

“B-but that’s not fair! There isn’t a manual that comes with this stuff!”

“You’re taking an entire class on it, Aldric. There is literally a manual,,” her voice dripped with sarcasm. "You need to fix this and soon."

“How?”

“I’ll go talk to her. But for the both of us, I won’t be back. I’m going to talk to her girl-to-girl, see if we can’t find some middle ground. Okay?”

“Okay, and what should I do?”

“Read your textbook and maybe think of some ways to do something nice for Jordan.”

He nodded and hung his head in resignation.

She laughed softly at him. Sitting next to him on the couch, she gently lifted his chin with her finger and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “I’ll miss you Al. Don’t stay up too late. Goodnight.”

“’Night.”

***

The next morning he woke up and got dressed and ready, and went down to breakfast. He ignored the chuckles that he received from Brandeis, the officer had probably seen Jordan storming out with Kasumi not far behind.

He beelined for the mess hall as swiftly as he could. Lorn was already sitting there with She’lar, Thom, and a new addition, Zach.

“Oh, hey! Nice to see you man. How’s it going?”

Zach cozied up next to Thom, who looked both happy and uncomfortable with the show of affection. “It’s amazing man. I know we can’t bond for another few weeks, but I’ll be honest, I’ve never been so happy.. and Thom’s dic—”

“Okay!” Both Lorn and Aldric yelled at the same time. Thom’s face turned a deep shade of red but Zach just laughed away.

Same old Zach, Aldric chuckled to himself. He was happy that at least one of his childhood friends hadn’t changed.

“What about his dick? Is it inadequate? That is not a problem we have encountered,” She’lar looked perplexed.

“STOP!” Lorn and Aldric once again yelled in tandem. Aldric couldn’t help himself from laughing when he noticed his green orc friend actually turn red, soon the entire table was laughing at Lorn’s embarrassment.

“How’re you doing, She’lar,” he asked trying to change the subject back to something normal.

“I am doing well. Lorn’al has proven to be an exceptional warrior, spilling blood together has brought us as close as warriors can, and I have pledged myself to bond with him,” she stared him down.

“Straight and to the point, I like it. Congrats you four! If only all bonds were that easy.”

Then, as if summoned by his thoughts, Jordan came into the mess hall, being led by Kasumi.

Jordan averted her gaze from Aldric but greeted Lorn, Thom, and Zach with her usual vivacity. She introduced herself to She’lar, noting that she was one of Aldric’s potential bonds.

“I see. He is a capable warrior. I approve,” She’lar nodded at Jordan, which seemed to take the blonde by surprise.

“Oh, uh, thanks?”

Aldric decided to be bold, he was tired of playing this game with Jordan. “So, you’re still my potential bond?”

She turned and stared at him hard, meeting his gaze for the first time. “Of course I am, you stupid ass.”

“Good, because you know there will be others. I want you Jordan but I also want Kasumi. It’s not a competition, but if it was you’ve already won. You were my first choice, and you always will be. Understood?”

He did his best to keep eye contact and show her how serious he was. Her eyes never wavered either. “Understood.”

“Good.” The tension between them dissolved quickly and things cheered up after that.

“So, what do you think we should do today?”

They decided to have an easy going day by walking the food stalls and whatever merchants they could find.

They left the mess hall soon after, their bellies full and laughter flowing freely.

As they walked they talked about what they were going to do once they started receiving their pay from the Empire. Since their first assignment had come they would soon be getting their salaries. Apparently the Empire didn’t give salaries until they had completed their first field assignment, something about deaths and not wanting to pay the dead, which was a shitty excuse, he thought.

The answers on what they were going to buy ranged from the completely normal answer of armor, to the completely bizarre island that Zach wanted to establish with attractive men who served him drinks all day.

Overall it was a good day.

***

The next week of classes went well. But unfortunately, Aldric still couldn’t muster the force of will to care about History.

Their current classes were going over the beastkin uprisings during Aleksander I’s reign. Discontent at not being treated like the full citizens that they were, plus societal issues, and lack of spending in their clans by the Empire led to more than one bloody conflict.

The Empire put down the uprisings with swift brutality, mages being at the forefront of that. But during the fifth uprising in nearly three hundred years the mages refused to fight, instead siding with the beastkin tribes. This shift forced the Empire to give in to some of their demands.

That was when military service was changed to a fifteen year minimum, with the option to re-enlist afterward, and acceptance of beastkin into the Academy, which before had been human and elf only.

The leading cause of the swap in the mage’s position was that the same mages were being sent to the same areas of discontent that they had put down earlier in their lives. Testimony from the mages themselves attributed it to the fact that they saw the children, or even grandchildren, of earlier dissidents that gave them pause. They realized the cycle of abuse and uprising was going to keep happening unless something changed.

And while it was an interesting subject, and he took his notes because Lorn had convinced Thom to not give Aldric notes anymore, the way their professor taught it was like warm milk on a cold night; instant sleepytime for him.

During Combat Magic Professor Hydean called Aldric out specifically for the way in which he wielding his magic during combat. Making sure to point out how poorly he’d done by exhausting his mana soul and almost killing himself. But also in the same breath praising how decisively Aldric defeated the ogre chieftain.

Aldric kept his eyes trained on Hydean the entire time. He didn’t trust the professor, and he was sure that the man had been the one to make their first field assignment harder than it should have been in the first place. He was sure the greasy teacher was testing him, simply because of his future ability, not what he could do now.

At the end of the week the Academy announced, through their barracks officers, that field assignments would be available going forward for those who wanted to do them every Saturday until the end of the year.

Lorn and She’lar signed up immediately, though Aldric was sure it was just because they liked killing together.

Thom and Zach also did. And to his surprise Jordan did as well.

Aldric was not allowed to join for at least another month, Professor Hydean told him after class. Head Healer Cieve said his mana soul was still recovering and he was only allowed to do basic exercises for the next month.

He gritted his teeth but complied. Not that he had a choice. However, Kasumi said she would enter the first one to make sure Jordan was okay, which he appreciated.

***

The day of the field assignment came and his friends, and future lovers, left. He saw them off but went back to his dorm to read and get caught up on some of the work he had missed. Specifically, Bonding had fallen by the wayside. Between Combat Magic, Weapons Training, and Spells and Casts, he was having a hard enough time keeping up, even with Kasumi helping him with his homework every night.

Bonding didn’t seem as important to him at the beginning of the year.. but his tiffs with Jordan had proven that he was seriously wrong. He needed guidance, and except for going to Professor Tyrhorn for help, which was out of the question, reading the textbook was the next best thing.

He sighed as he read through the material. Relationships were hard enough without adding in pages upon pages of text.. and no pictures! Even the chapters on how to bond were just text. Not a single image of what the positions to try actually looked like.

What the hell even was The Butter Churner?

He huffed in frustration but started on his required reading.

“Jealousy is an all-too-common problem in mage harems. Many cultures, humans in particular, do not view romance or relationships as group activities. Mages, no matter the race, are essentially required to obtain a small harem of bonds in order to fulfill their magical potential. This can create tension in the group and tension between the mage and his bonds.

It is essential that the mage not only pick worthy bond candidates who will enhance their capabilities, but also ones that will not fracture the group with their jealousy or attitude. Note: jealousy is a natural response, even sometimes in pack beastkin, it is not to be avoided entirely, but gauged on how bad it is in the individual and if able to, assuaged through various means.”

Aldric shook his head, he knew that jealousy could be the death of a relationship. He’d made misstep after misstep with Jordan over this. He hadn’t included her in kissing or sleeping in his dorm, and it had blown up in his face.

He hadn’t excluded her on purpose, he was only thinking of Kasumi at the time, which was obviously the wrong thing to do. He was going to be responsible for seven relationships at once, not one at a time.

“While harems aren’t the norm in human cities, they are common enough in the beastkin tribes that most beastkin will have grown up seeing harems, even if not in their own family, that it shouldn’t be out of the ordinary. That is not to say that jealousy will not be an issue for those peoples. Most data the Empire has been provided by the Academy and Mage's Collective suggests that it is an equal split among the races of who is more likely to be jealous and cause issues.

For instance, humans are far more adaptable to situations than beastkin, allowing them to change their sensibilities based on their present situation. Whereas beastkin tend to be more rigid, but are known for following their leaders unquestionably.

The various races of elves however are completely different than either the humans or beastkin. Because of their longevity, they do not view relationships the same as the other races. They are likely the least jealous of the races altogether. They view love as a thing between two elves, but sex as a commodity to be given freely to those they wish to be with.

It is not uncommon for elves, both male and female to have relations with multiple sexual partners during their lifetimes, from both genders.”

Aldric snorted. “Fat chance of that happening.” He couldn’t imagine letting his girls be with anyone else, especially another man. He may be a less enlightened human to the elves, but it just wasn’t going to go that way for him or his bonds.

“Dark elves are entirely different from the other elves in that they are a matriarchal society and every female elf usually keeps multiple male partners for herself.

A higher rate of jealousy has been shown in female dark elves who come to the Academy expecting to bond multiple mages. Unfortunately for them, it does not work that way. Once a person is bonded to a mage, their mana soul is entwined entirely with that mage. The only release is death of either the mage or the bond.

That is not to say all dark elves are looking for that at the Academy. There is also a higher-than-average number of dark elves who refuse their society and come to the Academy looking for a single man to love.”

“No Dark Elves then,” he sighed. The few he’d seen at the Academy had been incredibly attractive, which made it an even harder decision.

“Jealousy, no matter of race or gender, is present in every relationship. The best ways to combat it is to talk openly and honestly with your potential bonds, speak to them as equals and find out what makes them jealous, and, if possible, fix or help them work through those issues.

The most common complaint reported is the idea that mages do not make enough time for their bonds individually. For certain mages the idea of having multiple partners to lay with at once is both arousing and time efficient, especially in a combat situation, however, depending on the individual, can be demoralizing for the bonds. They often complain that they do not get viewed as individuals or believe that the mage does not care about them as a singular entity. It is important, even devoid of any jealous feelings, to treat each bond as an individual who has their own needs and wants.

Whether it be alone time in bed, a night on the town together, or even just a sit-down conversation at home. No woman or man wants to be forgotten and cast aside the next time a new partner enters the group. It is a constant connection between partners that staves of issues like jealousy and anger. Talk to your bonds, communicate what is happening in your head, and engage them about themselves, ask the hard questions because ultimately it is yours and their relationship together and no one else will do it for you.”

Aldric put down the book and sighed again. He knew it was right. He had inadvertently ignored Jordan; despite how much he wanted to bond her. Not just physically, which was a given.. she was absolutely gorgeous, but emotionally. He wanted her to be with him forever. She’d been his crush at the orphanage since they were little, and he had only ever dared to dream that she might one day be his. Now the offer was there and he kept fumbling the execution.

He resolved then that he would do better by Jordan. He’d kiss her and invite her to stay with him.

He laid down on his bed and waited for news on the assignment, falling asleep eventually.


Chapter 19

A sudden knock on his door woke him up and he raced to the door.

Opening it he saw a bloody but otherwise healthy Kasumi. “Hey, come on in. I hope that’s not your blood.”

“What? Oh, sorry, I forgot. No just some gnolls and direwolves. The assignment was easy, especially compared to last time,” she explained.

“Oh, okay, good! Come in, get cleaned up, and tell me what happened.” He ushered her inside and pointed her at the shower in the bathroom.

He noticed that she had a kind of glazed look in her eyes. He wasn’t sure what that was about but wanted to find out.

She didn’t take long, nearly ten minutes later she was showered, dressed in new clothes, and on the couch snuggling with him.

“I missed this,” she whispered.

“Me too,” he replied. “Now tell me what happened.”

“Oh, yes. Sorry, it started out fine. I used what sway I have left with Hydean to be put in Jordan’s group. As I said before I left, I wanted to make sure she was safe.”

“Thanks,” he muttered.

She smiled and kissed him in reply. “The exercise was easy enough, clear out a den of gnolls and a direwolf pack. Neither are very intelligent, honestly the wolves are smarter than the gnolls. Both pale in comparison to the ogres, in smarts as well as strength. It's what our original tasks should have been honestly.

Anyway, Jordan was fine. Her form was sloppy and she got a few cuts but nothing that will last. She was already healed when I last saw her. But, as we went through the assignment I noticed her watching me more often than fighting herself.

At the end I talked to her and she appeared upset for some reason and when I pushed for more information she started yelling that she wasn’t good enough and that she had to get stronger, smarter, and faster. I told her it would come in time but then she started yelling at me, calling me perfect and yelled no wonder you wanted to bond me.”

Aldric listened in horror. His worst fear of Jordan coming to light, her intense jealousy at him bonding with another woman was driving her to lash out.

“Oh no,” he whispered.

“I think it would be best if you speak with her.. preferably without me. I don’t want to rush or harm her, but if she can’t curb her jealousy, it may not work out with her.”

Anger and pain rose in Aldric’s chest. He almost wanted to lash out at Kasumi for even suggesting he give up on her. Jordan wasn’t just a girl, not just a bond. She was a woman he had pined after for his entire life.. he thought he might be falling in love with her.

But he clamped down on the anger he felt. It wasn’t Kasumi’s fault. She was just reciting what the book had told him. Jealousy could kill a relationship.

He slumped back on the couch, not knowing what exactly to say to Jordan. “I’ll talk to her, but I might make it worse.”

“I wish you luck. I like her, Aldric. I really do. But she may not be mature enough for this.”

***

He woke up the next morning, Sunday, and he wasn’t going to wait anymore. He had already confronted Jordan’s attitude once and it hadn’t had the desired effect.

Racing to the bond barracks as soon as his finished his own breakfast, he came upon the tower at nearly eight in the morning. He spoke to the officer in charge, Sorceress Coris Hallewell, and got directions to Jordan’s dorm with the promise that nothing would happen, as they hadn’t yet reached the three-month mark, though that was fast approaching.

The tower was set up in the same fashion as the mage’s tower, he ascended the stairs, rather than take the elevator, and knocked on the door the officer noted as Jordan’s, room 222.

The door opened and a lovely but tiny wood elf answered the door. “Yes? Can I help you?”

“I’m looking for Bond Candidate Jordan Taylor. Is she in?”

“Who’s asking?”

“Her potential mage but more importantly her friend.”

“Al?” he heard Jordan’s voice coming from the back of the room.

“Jordan, I need to speak with you,” he called out, not trying to sound too harsh.

“Kimi, let him in.”

The female wood elf eyed him warily, but opened the door further and let him in. He walked into the room, seeing a bond candidate dorm for the first time and instantly understanding why Kasumi chose to stay with him and not her own room.

The kindest way to describe it was utilitarian. There was no personal space, nothing to make it look like home. More like a holding cell, where a prisoner would wait before being taken by the jailer.

There were two bunk beds, stacked three beds high on either side of the wall. A couch that could sit three medium sized people sat in the middle of the room. In the back of the room was the door to the bathroom.

A single bathroom for six women. He almost felt sick.

Even Aldric knew that was a terrible idea. Growing up in the orphanage he’d seen multiple fights break out between the girls just trying to get time in the bathroom.

He stepped through the room, ignoring the less than perfect conditions, and searched for Jordan.

He found her sitting at the back of one of the bottom bunks. She was turned away from him, but didn’t move away when he squatted in front of her.

The first thing he noticed was that her eyes were red and puffy from crying. Next were the bags under her eyes as if she hadn’t gotten any sleep.

A grief overcame him, and he didn’t know what to do other than to hug her. So, he did. Hugging her tightly as he could without hurting her.

She began sobbing into his arm. He didn’t move, just letting her get it out, whatever it was that was eating her up.

After several moments of that she pulled back and chuckled sadly. “I keep fucking up, Al.”

“No you don’t. I do. I’m sorry.”

She smiled weakly. “Both of us then. Can you tell Kas I’m sorry?”

“Of course. But I need to know if you’re okay. Do you still want to go through with this?”

“More than you could know, Aldric.” Her using his actual name was almost alarming at this point. “But I can’t bond now. Not in a month. I need time.. time to work on myself. I.. you couldn’t understand..”

“Try me,” he smiled, which elicited a small laugh from the blonde.

“I’m not strong enough, good enough, for you to bond, Al. I will be though. I’ll become as good as Kasumi. Just you wait.”

He stared her in the eyes. He didn’t know what to make of that proclamation. “I don’t care about that, Jordan. I want to be with you. I want to invite you to stay with me, leave the dorm behind, you can even stay if we don’t bond I just want you around me.”

She smiled as tears started to fall down her face again. “Sorry, Al. I can’t do that. I..”

“Why not?!” He didn’t understand what was happening.

“I just can’t. Please, please, please tell Kas this isn’t her fault. It’s all me.”

“Jordan..”

“I’ll see you around Al.”

He crouched there not knowing what to do. It felt like a breakup, despite never having actually been out with her.

Kimi came over and ushered him towards the door. He felt listless, and let her guide him, despite every nerve in his body telling him to stay and deal with this.

Once they were at the door Kimi stopped him. “I’ll send word once she snaps out of this. She’s just feeling down on herself.. I don’t know what happened, but she came back from the assignment and just sat down and cried. Me and the other girls will look after her and tell you the moment she’s better.”

She paused and gazed into his eyes. “She’s in love with you, and I don’t know what’s happening, but please don’t give up on her.”

“I won’t,” the words sounded hollow. He would never give up on her, but it surely felt like she had given up on him.

***

The next three weeks went by quickly, and the three-month mark was upon them. The last Friday, Professor Tyrhorn let them know that the restriction on bonding was lifted, but cautioned the class not to rush into anything.

Aldric's heart thumped in his chest, when Tyrhorn made the announcement. The thought of finally starting his family was both exciting and nerve-wracking.

Meanwhile, Jordan didn’t make a single appearance at any of their Saturday get togethers. According to Lorn, who also hadn’t been coming, she was at every single field assignment that was offered.

After their disastrous conversation in the dorm, he didn’t know what she actually wanted anymore. Except to get stronger and get on the Leaderboard. But he had already told her that he didn’t care about that.

He just wanted her. Why was that so difficult to understand?

He did understand her desire to get out and do whatever she needed to do to get stronger, but they could do that together. It felt like she had abandoned them, and did not remember that he was new to all of this as well, so was Zach. She isolated herself on some insane idea that she had to be stronger in order to bond with him.

Despite everything going well in classes and with Kasumi, the weekends without Jordan were the worst he’d had at the Academy. His mood was soured by her lack of an appearance, and while he tried to hide it, he thought that Kasumi may have noticed because she kept giving him strange looks at times.

That only served to make him feel worse. He had a beautiful woman wanting to bond with him, who he had genuine feelings for.. he thought it may be turning to love.. but he couldn’t get another girl out of his head.

Of course that was the point of the Academy. Yes, they were there to learn magic, learn how to fight, and eventually learn how to be a military officer, but the ultimate point was to get a mage fully bonded so he or she could be as strong as possible.

It just didn’t sit well with him that it could hurt someone he cared deeply about.

The next Saturday, the day after Tyrhorn had released their bonding hold, Aldric and Kasumi were alone, walking the vendors like they had as a group. Again he was sullen, and angry at himself for it. Kasumi was being perfectly kind and he could barely respond. It was a miracle she was still there with him. He knew he had been disappointing her lately with his attitude. He was disappointed in himself.

Though, the one thing that had brought him joy, other than Kasumi’s presence, was the library Brandeis had installed for them. When he wasn’t completing schoolwork he was in there with Kasumi, reading whatever it is they wanted.

Currently he was reading a book about a man whose love goes away, only to reconnect with him at the end of their lives. He found it comforting and a little sad, even if it was a silly romance.

Kasumi spent any time she wasn’t snuggling next to him, reading in the library on one of the comfy chairs that had been put in. Despite how he felt inside, he was the happiest when he was watching Kasumi get more and more engrossed in a book. Her face would scrunch, or her eyes would fly open in shock at the twists and turns in the story.

It was utterly adorable, and he loved watching her reactions more than reading, himself.

He shook his head, pleasant as those thoughts were, he needed to get back into the present. He was there alone with Kasumi, and he was lost in his own thoughts again.

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?” she quirked her eyebrows.

“For being mopey, lately. It probably seems dumb to you,” he explained.

“Not at all, Al. Jordan all but removed herself from your life out of some misguided idea that she needs to compete with me or be better for you. That would be painful for anyone. If anything, I apologize for not consoling you enough.”

He smiled. “You’re amazing. Did you know that?”

“Why, yes, I did.” She smiled and laughed loudly. He was so taken aback by the answer he laughed his first real laugh since that day with Jordan.

They stood there in the middle of the market laughing together like two idiots, and he didn’t care. It felt good to feel good again. To feel alive again.

Jordan made her decision; he would have to respect it. If she came back to him that was good, but if not, then he wasn’t going to ruin his other relationships because of it. Kasumi was here and present.

They continued for a moment before the laughter petered off. But still, the smile on Kasumi’s face was all the happiness he needed.

“Well, look who’s having all the fun over here,” a voice said from behind them.

Aldric turned to see Nadia standing there in all her nekorian glory. Her muscled legs and toned arms. Her jet-black hair, fur lined ears, and blue eyes that always shone in a look of mischief. If he could just find a way to get her out of Torg’s grasp he could bond the sexy nekorian too.

He shook that thought out of his head.

“Hey, Nadia, how’re you doing?” He asked.

“I’m good, not as well as you two, apparently,” she smirked.

“We got a much-needed release of stress, that’s all. So why is your beautiful self all alone here in the market?” If he couldn’t bond her, at least he could flirt with her, make her rethink her position.

Her eyes went wide in shock, and he heard Kasumi snicker next to him. “I’m just running an errand and hoping to run into the handsomest mage at this school.”

“Let me know if you see him,” Aldric quipped.

“Oh, I definitely see him,” her hips flared a little and she sauntered closer to them.

“Nadia..” he started.

She got close enough to put a finger to his lips. “Shh, don’t say anything. I know your stance. I can’t leave Torg, but I enjoy our time together, Aldric.”

“I do too, Nadia. I just wish you would drop that loser.”

She laughed. “Things are.. complicated.”

“Uncomplicate them, Nadia.” His heart was beating fast. Flirting and bickering with the nekorian beauty was the most exciting thing he’d done in weeks. And he meant what he said. She was beautiful and he had every right to lust after her.

He took another risk and placed his hand on her hip, making her gasp and shudder slightly. “Any place, any time Nadia. Just say the word that he’s gone.”

She growled softly. “I fucking wish I could..”

He examined her up and down. He wasn’t too proud to admit that her body was appealing, but every time they spoke he got a better understanding of who she was inside, not who she presented to the world. And he liked that person just as much as the body it came with. To him, it felt like she was scared and lonely. To the world she presented herself as confident and aloof, but he really thought she just needed some positive attention. Something that Torg likely would never give.

She coughed and stepped back. “Yeah, well, I’ll be seeing you two around.” She gave him one last sultry look and then walked back into the crowd, blending in and disappearing after a moment.

Kasumi sighed wearily and rolled her eyes. “Just bond and get it over with.”

“I’m trying,” he smirked.

***

The rest of the day passed uneventfully, Kasumi and he walked the stalls hand-in-hand, lightly kissing each other every now and then. It felt nice after the drama with Jordan and then he flirtations with Nadia to be with someone solid and stable, whose company he genuinely enjoyed.

They wound down the day with a meal at the kebab vendor she had shown them all those weeks ago. They ate their meal in silence and, after they finished, took each other’s hands and went off back to the mage barracks.

Getting to the door to his dorm, Kasumi looked Aldric in the eyes. She hesitated to let him unlock the door, and he wasn’t exactly sure why. He may have only known her for three months, but he didn’t like being apart from her, especially after a month like he’d had. Then she said what he’d wanted to hear for so long. “Bond me now, Aldric.”


<3 Chapter 20 <3

He stumbled into his room, fumbling with the lock and almost tumbling inside when he opened the door. Kasumi thankfully didn’t say a word about it, she just joined him inside and closed the door behind her. Meanwhile, Aldric was still reeling from what Kas said to him. She actually wanted to bond with him. He knew that was her goal and knew that they both wanted it, but it finally happening was like a dream come true to him.

She was easily the most beautiful bond present at the Academy, the top of the leaderboard, and probably the rarest as well. A full-blooded kitsune, with accompanying strawberry red hair that flowed around her and her fox-like ears. Add in her four special tails that matched the color of her hair, except for the white tips at the end of each.

Her face was one of the most beautiful he had ever seen. Her eyes were a striking blue, they were sharp and if her gaze fell on your it felt like she was gazing into your soul.

And then there was her body. She was shorter than him but not as short as a lot of the other bond candidates. But her stature didn’t come as a detriment to her figure. She was lithe and toned, her arms and legs weren’t bulging but had defined muscles. Her chest was a work of art, as far as Aldric was concerned. When she was wearing her casual clothes her chest jutted out in a display that would make most women jealous. The only one he’d met so far at the academy who rivaled her in that department was Jordan. But under her battle armor they didn’t get in her way, she had found armor that hid her impressive bust so it wasn’t as noticeable.

And now she was sitting on his bed staring into his eyes, her gaze piercing through to his very soul. “I want this, Aldric. I have never felt a connection like this with another person, let alone a non-kitsune, as much as I have for you. I felt your power your first day at the Academy, and I'll admit that’s what drew me to you. But what kept me near you was your attitude.. your laugh, your smile, your intelligence, your dutifulness during classes.. except History,” she lightly laughed.

“And you’re cute,” she finished with a smile.

“Kasumi,” he started to say, but she put a hand up to stop him.

“Please, we’re in private, call me Kas,” she said, a small smile formed on her lips.

“Kas,” he said with a smile of his own. “You have to know just how special you are. Especially here. Right?”

She flitted her hair away from her face. “Of course. I’m not ignorant to the fact that I’m the only kitsune within the Academy, and likely the only kitsune bond candidate in the last several hundred years. Why?”

He nodded, of course she knew. “Then as much as I’d love you lay you down and cement our bond forever.. I need to ask. You want to bind yourself to me? For all of time? I’m a runaway, I was raised in an orphanage, I’m not going to get a good military assignment, I’m not going to be as rich as some of my classmates who come from wealthy families. You really want to bond with me?”

She looked thoughtful, which made him more nervous than he cared to admit. He knew she would have second thoughts; he couldn’t do much for her. And sometimes lust was confused for love, and it was almost never enough.

“Of course I do. I would not have propositioned it if I didn’t mean it.”

His heart soared again; he could hardly believe his ears.

“You know I don’t care about those things. And.. given your power, and don’t deny it.. I know what I feel, what I have been feeling when we practice your spells. I have a feeling you’re going to get to pick your station location when the time comes.”

“M-my power?” he asked nervously. It was closely guarded secret between him, Jordan, Zach, Lorelei, Duncan, Professor Hydean, and Headmaster Gabrith. The only ones who were present when he was tested. And Head Healer Cieve, but she wouldn’t tell anyone.

“You can’t fool a kitsune, Aldric. I may not be able to wield magic as you do, but you understand I can feel mana and how strong it is. It’s how we survive despite our low numbers and lack of mages. We know when to flee, because we can sense powerful enemies. You.. the power emanating off of you is so strong it’s almost intoxicating,” she explained.

He sighed. He wasn’t sure what to do, but if she wanted to bond, she deserved to know the truth. “I.. want to tell you the truth.”

She held up a finger to his lips. “Later, I don’t need to know now. You can tell me after we bond. If you’re willing.”

“O-of course! I’d love to bond. I mean.. I think you’re perfect and beautiful and I’ve loved spending the last three months together.”

“So have I, Al. These past three months getting to know you have maybe been the best of my life. You’re more fun and intelligent than any of the other mages here. I thought I was doomed to spend eternity as a bond candidate and never a full-blown bond, because I would accept nothing less than the best,” she said, her eyes gave off a menacing quality. “Besides, you really are cute,” she smiled at him, lightly booping his nose with her pointer finger.

He laughed lightly. “You’re absolutely beautiful, Kas.”

“I know. Now show me,” she said with a smirk, then laid back on the bed.

How could he say no to an invitation so clear? He slid up to her on the bed, brought her head into his hands and kissed her as hard as he could. He pushed all the passion he had for her into the kiss. And instead of recoiling or pulling back she pushed forward meeting his intensity with an intensity of her own. He pushed his tongue forward and she parted her lips to let him in. They kissed and explored each other’s mouths like that, a new feeling to both of them and intoxicating to them both.

After some time exploring each other Kasumi broke the kiss. “Get your pants off and your shirt. Hell take everything off, I need to know what you look like. I need to see it all,” she panted out.

A heat was in her voice that was so sultry he couldn’t even tell that it was the same Kasumi, it was so unlike her but so attractive. Not one to disappoint, Aldric quickly got off the bed and removed his shirt and undid his pants, letting them fall to the floor with a thud as his belt buckle hit the hardwood floor of the room. Now he was just standing in the room with only his underwear on. Every second his erection strained against the fabric, threatening to burst out.

“No fair! Take it off!” Kas uncharacteristically whined. She was breathing hard and her eyes were transfixed on the bulge in his pants.

“Uh, uh, uh,” he said waving his index finger back and forth. “Tit for tat. Take off your clothes and I’ll finish taking off mine.”

“Fine,” she said, not elaborating any further she slid her pants off, revealing her muscled legs. She slipped her shirt off, showing off her toned stomach and large and pert breasts, which were still being confined by her bra.

“Bra and panties too, Kas,” he chuckled.

“You show me yours and I’ll show you mine!” she was nearly growling now.

He laughed at the change in her, she was ravenous to get his pants off, not at all like the calm cool composed woman he knew her to normally be. It was nice seeing an unrestrained side to her. He slowly pushed his underwear down, letting his erection spring out.

“Oh, my!” she exclaimed. “I-I didn’t know they got that big!” Her eyes were wide and her mouth hung open a little.

He smiled. “Now you, Kas. Take it all off. Let me see you.”

She moved to get her bra and panties off, but was slowed down by the fact that she couldn’t take her eyes off of his manhood and kept fumbling with the hooks of her bra. He carefully unhooked it for her and her breasts bounced free, and he caught his first unimpeded look at her. They were large and perfectly round, perky despite their weight, her pink nipples were hard and pointed straight out. He groped and lightly pinched her nipples, which elicited a moan that escaped her lips.

“That felt really good, Al,” she murmured.

“Good, because I wasn’t done,” he smirked. He ran his fingers over her toned abs and cupped her breasts gently, gliding his hands over her soft mounds of flesh. He gently kneaded into her breasts, feeling her flesh give way. The eroticism of the moment didn’t stop him from being surprised at just how soft her breasts were and how right it felt to hold and squeeze them.

He teased her nipples, gliding his finger over them softly, then peppering them with kisses. She moaned openly as his mouth found both nipples. He sucked and licked on them, making her groan in pleasure. But sadly all good things must end, he had a job to do.

He relinquished his hold on her breasts, moved back and stood between her legs. Knowing what came next, she lifted her butt slightly, which wasn’t really necessary since her tails lifted her back slightly already, and he slid off her panties off. What he saw beneath took his breath away. Beneath her panties was her glistening pussy, so wet already from the little they’d done. A thin strip of rusty red pubic hair lined the top of her pelvis, like a line pointing down to her slit. “Oh fuck you’re perfect,” he breathed. He got down on his knees and inspected her wet folds. Her hands reached out and kneaded her fingers through his hair. He sniffed in her scent and took a tentative lick of her sex.

She moaned loudly, so, he did it again, and again until she was moaning non-stop into the air. He licked her up and down, stopping to suck lightly on her pearl. She growled when he did, and her tails wrapped around him. He licked and sucked on her pearl faster, sensing how aroused it was making her. She let out a guttural cry and she came on his face. “Yes!!” she cried out.

Her tails wrapped him tightly as she peaked and loosened as her pleasure waned. Not that he minded, they were fluffy and didn’t actually constrict him at all. “Was that good, Kas?”

She laughed loudly. “Yes.. my gods.. no one told me it would feel that good.”

He laughed as well and wiped his face on the sheets. “Thank the gods, I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“Felt amazing to me. Now come here. I need to feel you, Al, I need it now,” Kasumi panted out, still catching her breath.

He stood up, his erection standing straight up as well. Something primal come over him and he knew what he had to do. He had to take her, make her his. Make her scream to the heavens that she was his woman forever. “Up and around, on your hands and knees.”

Her eyes flashed with lust at his command. “Yes, my mage.” She complied, moving up on the bed, turning around and getting on her hands and knees, her four fluffy tails sticking up into the air, and her breasts hanging.

Standing behind her, he grabbed her tails, lightly squeezing then. She gasped but he eased himself inside of her, splitting her open, as she did, causing her to cry out. “Oh fucking hell!”

Aldric wasn’t sure he’d ever heard her curse before, which brought a smile to his face. He pushed himself inside of her slowly. He felt every single inch as he brought himself forward inside her velvety tunnel. She squirmed and writhed as he hilted inside of her. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck Al!”

“Feel good?” he managed to grunt out. He could hardly contain himself from pounding her immediately. She felt too good to him.

“Fuck. Yes. Fuck me, Al. Fuck. Me.”

Not wanting to disappoint his new lover, he began pushing in and out. He felt her insides squeezing him hard. He didn’t know how long he’d be able to keep going with her clamping down on him like that. “Fuck you’re tight, Kas.”

“I’ve waited for you, Al. I’m all yours, forever.”

Slowly pumping in and out of her, he could feel the mana starting to flow between them. Professor Tyrhorn had told them it would begin as soon as they started having sex, but they would not be bonded until after they both came.

He plunged inside her, grabbing her tails again as he thrust forward. She squealed every time he fully hilted and squeezed her tails. “Fuck me, hard, Al! Harder!” she yelled out.

He thrust forward harder and harder. The only sounds he could hear was skin slapping on skin, his hips and balls slapping into her ass, and Kasumi’s plaintive cries of ecstasy.

She clenched harder as her squeaks of joy increased in tempo and pitch. “Yes, yes, yes, yes! Keep going I’m almost.. almost… Fuck yes!!” she cried as she came on his member that was still slamming in and out of her.

She fell forward, her face planted into the bed. Her chest heaved and her breath hitched as her orgasm rolled through her. He eased up and slowly stopped pumping into her.

Her body relaxed finally as her orgasm subsided. “Flip over, I want to watch you as I cum inside you,” he said, withdrawing himself from inside her perfect channel.

Doing as he instructed she flipped over, her tails still somewhat lifting her ass up, but that just gave him a better angle to drive inside of her. Her breasts, though large, were perky enough that they didn’t sag to either side when she lied down. He placed his steely erection back at the entrance to her slit. Their eyes met as he pushed himself back inside of her. He saw her contort her face into a wince as he pushed until he was fully hilted inside of her again.

He began pushing back and forth inside of her again, she cried out in joy feeling him inside, stretching her out. “Yes! Aldric! Yes! Fuck me hard!” he pushed in and out while his right hand held on to her hip and his left hand switched between teasing her breasts and nipples and rubbing her pearl.

“Fuck yes, Al!” she yelled.

“You’re so fucking sexy, Kas. You’re so tight too, so fucking tight. I don’t know how much longer I can last,” he said, grunting between thrusts.

“A.. little.. more..” she panted. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” she cried out as she came again. Now that she had cum again he knew he had no chance of lasting. Her juices flooded her insides, making it even slicker for him to glide in and out. He felt the pressure inside of him growing, and in tandem he felt his mana surging along with him.

“I can’t hold it, Kas, I’m gonna cum!” he groaned out.

“Cum! Cum inside me! Bond me!” And cum he did. He erupted a great spurt of his seed deep inside of Kasumi. As soon as he did their mana souls began to intermingle. It was unlike anything he had ever felt before, their very souls were becoming one. He felt his power entering her mana soul and hers entering his, exchanging and adding to both of them. Professor Tyrhorn had explained how it worked and what it would feel like, but no description could ever have compared to the real thing, especially mid-orgasm.

It felt like he was being filled up with the most wonderfully tasty food, that didn’t just nourish his stomach but his entire body, his core, his soul. He felt Kasumi. He felt her presence in his soul. He wasn’t sure how, but he felt her love and he felt the pleasure she was feeling.

As their souls intertwined his power radiated off of him, exploding into a blue light around them both. It was hot, almost like fire but didn’t burn. “Fuck! Fuck yes, Al!” Kasumi cried out.

He continued to thrust into her as his seed kept shooting out of him. The flame grew brighter until he finally stopped cumming. Their souls were now perfectly connected, bonded forever. His mana, having finally connected with Kasumi and bonded her fully, receded and the flames dissipated into the air.

“Holy.. fucking hell, Kasumi,” Aldric breathed out. He fell onto the bed next to her, face up and stared at the ceiling. She adjusted herself and fell onto his chest.

“That was everything I ever wanted Al, and more than I could ever have imaged,” she said. Her fingers traced up and down his chest.

He looked down at her, her perfect naked body had a sheen from the sweat of their combined exertions. Her red and white tails were lazily swaying back and forth. “Same here. That was fantastic, and I get to do that with you forever? Sign me the fuck up.” They both laughed together. “Was it okay that I grabbed your tails? I wasn’t sure but it seemed like the right thing to do.”

“Oh absolutely. In the right context it’s incredibly sexy. I’m glad you did it.” She continued to play with his chest, but he did notice her hand was trailing ever southward. “Just imagine, Al, two more beauties to have along side with me. Three women all to your own, to have and hold and love forever. For my people, the harem is the height of love. My own father had four wives, including my mother. You can share and love freely between us all.” Her hand was on his pelvis now, slowly making it’s way down to his root.

A twinge of anxiety went through him. He knew he had to tell her his secret now. He grabbed her hand gently and stopped her from grabbing his growing erection. She looked up at him in shock but also a little anger, which made him chuckle. “I’m sorry, but there’s something you need to know.”

She paused. “Your power.”

“Yes. It’s.. hard to describe.” He thought for a moment on how to tell her there were going to be six other women joining them. They’d have the largest mage harem in known history, as far as he or Headmaster Gabrith knew.

“I felt it, when you entered me and when you came. I saw it, the blue flame that engulfed us but didn’t burn. I knew what it was immediately, I felt you.. through the bond, I knew it was your power. That’s.. not normal is it?”

He sighed. “No, it’s not. I’ll start from the beginning.” He told her the story of his awakening at the orphanage, and then the test with the ancient binding stone, how seven flames lit brightly around the room. How Gabrith told him what it meant.. how Jordan took it. He told her all of it.

“Oh gods..” she said, her eyes were wide open in surprise. “You’re going to be insanely powerful. And.. I’m your first bond?”

He chuckled a little at that. “I guess so, and yes, you are.”

“Why.. I mean.. you said Jordan didn’t react well? That would explain the jealousy she’s been having. You should have bonded her first. Not that I’m complaining.. but Al..”

He waved his hands and scoffed. “Jordan decided she wanted to bond with me before she left the orphanage. She’s been so preoccupied lately with getting on the Leaderboard she’s stopped meeting with us on the weekends. She’s always doing extra field tests and challenges. I can’t bond her if I don’t see her. And besides she made it clear before she wants something else.”

“I don’t see it that way, I think she should be your next bond,” Kasumi said.

“Sure,” he rolled his eyes. He found it incredibly hard to believe that Jordan was still into him, if she ever was. The past month of no communication after that day.. well he didn’t believe it anymore.

Then suddenly he could feel Kasumi’s annoyance over their bond.

“You know I can feel what you feel now, right, moron?” she said with a smile. “I know you’re doubting whether she wants to bond, but I promise you, Al, she wants to bond just as much now as she did when you left the orphanage. She might not act like it, but you need to take charge and just do it.”

“Fine, I’ll do that.” He tried hard not to roll his eyes again, but she didn’t comment on it further. He didn’t want to think about Jordan at the moment. He wanted to think about Kasumi and all they could do together. Their eyes met and the lust in both of them rose again. Their feelings were amplified by the fact that they could now feel what the other was feeling. He felt her lust and longing, and she was feeling his too.

***

Many hours later they finally stopped consummating their new bond, too exhausted to continue. They both went further and beyond what they both thought they could, the feelings of desire, lust, hunger drove them on. By the end of the night, they completely and totally knew the other’s body like their own.

Aldric wasn’t sure what time they eventually stopped but it was late. And his alarm rang all too soon in waking him up. But they both had classes to get to and they needed to register Kasumi as his first bond, remove her from the Leaderboard, and officially move her into his room.

But first, he needed to extradite himself from Kasumi’s grasp. They were lying on the bed, her body was sprawled all over his. He noted how adorable she looked sleeping, but unfortunately had to wake her up. He gently poked her arm and spoke to her. “Hey, Kas, it’s time to wake up.”

She hardly stirred. She mumbled a little and her tails flitted over from side to side but she didn’t move otherwise. “Kas, come on, we have a lot of things to do today before class.”

At the word class Kasumi shot up. “Oh, shit! What time is it?”

“Nearing 7am,” he said with a chuckle, that was the Kasumi he knew and loved. Thankful he didn’t even have to try to hide it anymore, his eyes never left her chest as soon as she was up.

Her eyes tracked his and she whacked him in the arm. “Come on! Didn’t you get your fill last night? We have class to get to!” He sighed. She was, of course, right but it didn’t help that she was so incredibly sexy.

He put his hands up in defeat. “You’re right, you’re right. I woke you up because we need to go, it’s not my fault I got distracted by your sexiness.” She rolled her eyes but laughed and they both got dressed and ready for all they had to do that day. And in the back of Aldric’s mind, who they had to face once word got out they had bonded.


Chapter 21

Kasumi and Aldric stopped by Brandeis first. The man was at his desk, as always, working on some paperwork, muttering to himself.

“Sir,” he saluted the barracks officer.

“Yes Acolyte Ironheart. Need another library or maybe a solarium?” he chuckled sarcastically without looking up from his paperwork.

“No, sir. I need to register Bond Candidate Kasumi Akagi as my first official bond.”

Brandeis put his quill down and looked up at Aldric. “You really bonded Bond Candidate Akagi?” he examined them both, shifting his gaze between them.

“Yes, sir. Last night..” he smirked. “And this morning.”

Kasumi groaned at the joke but Brandeis burst out laughing. “Oh lords above, Acolyte!”

Aldric waited for the officer to stop laughing before continuing. “Is there any paperwork that needs to be filled out, sir?”

“Oh, ahem, yes,” he coughed. “Here,” he bent down and rummaged through his drawers before getting what he was looking for. He slapped a piece of paper on the desk in front of him. It was labeled in frilly letters “Aldric Ironheart – Bonds, Current Rank Acolyte.”

“Acolyte Ironheart, this is your official record of bonds. Obviously right now it’s blank, Bond Akagi could you please sign here.” He pointed a the first line on the paper.

She bent down and signed where he had indicated. “Good. This paper is magically enchanted and protected. That means no one can make any change to it without you present and it will follow you for your entire military career, the title will update every time you are promoted. Now..”

He stood up from his desk and went around to the Leaderboard that was hanging on the wall. “Bond Akagi, please place your hand right here.” He pointed to a small space under the list. She placed her palm there and the leaderboard lit up.

A light emanated from the center that burned with a dull light. The names on the list flashed and vanished for a moment before reappearing with a new set of names. The top five now no longer included Kasumi.

Bond Candidate Leaderboard

1. Aelania Orirel

2. Ember Narthore

3. Jaclyn Nightshade

4. Lucy Beauridge

5. Evonne Seabreaker

It was official now; Kasumi was no longer the top bond candidate at the Academy.

She looked solemn as she removed her hand from the board but turned to him and smiled. He could feel the conflicting emotions in her, but the one that stood out the most was happiness. That was good, the only thing he wanted in this world was for those he loved to be happy.

“Retrieve any personal effects from your dorm, then inform your barracks officer that you’ll be moving here. Your classes will be changed to reflect Acolyte Ironheart’s classes. No grading penalty will be held against you, his grades are now your grades. You are, to the Empire, one person now. Is that understood?”

“Sir, yes, sir!” They saluted.

He smiled at them, the first genuine smile Aldric had seen the man have. “Now, go on, get out of here.”

They went to the mess hall to meet up with the others. Surprisingly no one was there when they entered.

They got their food and ate quickly, having to go to the bond barracks before class, and they would already be cutting it close. But Aldric had a feeling that Professor Tyrhorn would be lenient in this case.

They left the mage barracks and ran across campus to get to the bond barracks. He noticed that, while the power-up of bonding hadn't fully settled, he was definitely moving faster.

Glancing at Kasumi she had a look of wonder on her face as they moved quicker across campus and through the other students faster and more adeptly than either of them had before.

Their eyes met and Kasumi broke out into the largest grin he'd seen on her. They spurred themselves forward and got to the bond barracks in record time.

They came to a stop in front of the barracks, neither of them even panting from the effort.

Aldric couldn’t help but feel the butterflies in his stomach looking at the tower. For one he’d finally taken his first bond.. the prettiest woman he’d ever laid eyes on, and the best bond at the entire Academy. He was one stop closer to having the family he always wanted.

But he was also worried about how Jordan would react to the news. She was already struggling with her jealousy over his potentially bonding Kasumi, he didn’t know how she’d take him actually doing so.

“It’ll be fine, Al,” Kasumi said as they approached the doors.

“It was that obvious?”

“That, and I can feel the conflict in you. I can feel the joy from bonding me, but also the worry you feel. Jordan will be fine. She’ll come around. And I still stand by my sentiment that you should just do it. Tell her you want it to happen, I swear to you that she’ll agree.”

He nodded but didn’t say anything else.

They entered the barracks and saw sat at her own desk the bond barracks officer, Sorceress Coris Hallewell. A short human woman with similar haircut as Brandeis, shaved on the sides and flat on top. It was an odd look on a woman but matched the military aesthetic at least.

“Sorceress Hallewell, Bond Kasumi Akagi reporting that I have bonded with my mage, Acolyte Aldric Ironheart,” Kasumi said with a salute.

The human woman studied them both and whistled loudly. “Sheesh, I didn’t think I’d live to see the day, Kasumi. Congratulations!” She smiled at them both.

“Thank you, Coris, I appreciate it. I’ve already signed my bond onto Aldric’s file, and the Leaderboard should already be updated. I just need to get my personal effects and then we’ll get out of your hair.”

“I’ll have your new schedule by the time you’re down. Gods speed, Kasumi,” the woman smiled at her again.

They went up the elevator to her dorm, room 475. Kasumi entered alone to make sure her roommates were awake.. and dressed. He felt the miniscule amount of jealousy over the bond, which made him snicker. He wasn’t going to look at anyone else for a while, he was totally and completely content with her.

She came back out after a moment with a chest in her hand, dragging on the ground, with wheels on the bottom to make it easier to move. “Let’s go.”

“That’s it?”

“I don’t need much, and my armor is already at your dorm. I won’t miss this room, or the roommates, besides I have a far superior roommate now.” She latched herself onto his side, burying her face into the crook of his arm.

“Fair enough,” he laughed. They went downstairs back to Sorceress Hallewell to get Kasumi’s updated schedule.

“Leave your chest with me, I’ll get it transported over to your new residence,” she informed them.

“Thank you so much, Coris.. for everything,” Kasumi bowed to the barracks officer.

The stern looking woman smiled and waved them off.

They raced to get to Aldric’s first class of the day, Bonding with Professor Tyrhorn. He wondered what going to class with Kasumi would be like. She would be studious and serious, that would be a given. But would she help him take notes or get involved with discussions?

The thought of her taking his History notes for him suddenly made him giddy. He’d never have to pay attention in that class again. And he just knew she would be an excellent note taker. Take that, Lorn.

“What’s got you so happy?” she raised her eyebrows in question as they stopped at the entrance to the center tower building where class was held.

“Oh, no reason,” he smirked. Lorn would eat his words, he’d show the orc!

Kasumi rolled her eyes and guided them to class.

They walked in and sat at the table Aldric normally sat at. Lorn was already there waiting. His eyebrows raised in surprise at Kasumi being there, but just smiled and nodded.

“Good morning, Lorn,” Kasumi’s voice was serene.

“Good morning, Bond Kasumi,” the orc couldn’t keep the laughter out of his voice.

“Yes, Aldric and I bonded,” she gazed at the orc, daring him to say anything else.

Lorn glanced towards Aldric, who had a giant smile on his face. “It was wonderful.”

Lorn burst out laughing, while Kasumi rolled her eyes and muttered “boys,” under her breath. Aldric couldn’t help himself, there was no way he could be happier. He felt the twinge of annoyance from Kasumi but also a little bit of mirth in there as well.

That was probably the last time he could get away with that kind of joke. He didn’t want to anger her too much already.

Soon after Professor Tyrhorn swept into the room, with his cloak billowing behind him as always. Aldric was so used to the half-elf’s theatrics by now, but Kasumi snickered when she saw him. He nudged her in the ribs to stop her. She forced a cough to cover the laugh.

Thankfully it appeared that Tyrhorn hadn’t heard because his eyes swept over the room with a smile on his face.

“Ahh, so the first of you have completed your first real assignment. Congratulations, Aldric, and with such a wonderful bond. Welcome to my class, Bond Akagi,” he saluted her.

She stood and saluted back, then sat down. Aldric could see the looks of envy on some of the people’s faces, but all of those who had been practicing with him and Kasumi on Friday afternoons looked pleased. Grey, Finias, and Kairn in particular looked happy for them.

“Now, before we start, we need to update your potential bond lists. You should have been doing field assignments, where you should have been getting to know some of the bond candidates,” he waved his hand and the potential bond lists flew out to each student from his desk.

Aldric’s landed in front of him. Kasumi took a look and laughed. “I don’t know why I’m surprised.”

“What?” he said with a smile.

“You have me first and Jordan second. Good thing she hasn’t seen this.”

“And for those of you who have bonded,” Tyrhorn winked at him, “have your bond press their hand against the paper. The list will update.”

Kasumi shrugged and did as instructed. Like the Leaderboard, it glowed a little and then updated to remove her name.

“Neat,” she whispered.

“Yes, it’s very neat,” Tyrhorn said. He had suddenly appeared in front of them. Aldric nearly jumped, eliciting a chuckle from Lorn. “I just wanted to offer my congratulations, Acolyte Ironheart.. and more importantly, Bond Akagi. I am glad you found someone. Professor Greengazer and I often spoke of you and your potential. We’re both so happy for you.”

“Thank you so much, Professor.” She saluted him.

He whipped his cape around and strode back to the front of the room. That time even Aldric couldn’t contain his laughter, and he swore he saw Tyrhorn smirking at them.

Once they regained their composure Kasumi started tapping on the list. “We need to fill this up, Aldric.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“How many more could you need? You have Kasumi and then Jordan. Only one more, right?” Lorn interjected.

Aldric had a mild panic attack, he forgot Lorn was there listening. “Yeah.. but I think I have been too lax with this. I need alternates.”

“Hmm,” the orc scratched his chin. “Not a bad idea, I have She’lar on mine now, but I need two more as well.”

Aldric nodded, glad Lorn had accepted his excuse. “How’s it going with She’lar?”

“Wonderfully! I think we’ll bond soon. She’s unlike any woman I’ve met.”

“Even Sorodar?”

Lorn choked and had a coughing fit. “Sorodar is special. I would run through the hellfires for her. But I don’t think it would be.. romantic. She’lar is unlike other orcs in that regard. I.. hadn’t considered it an option, but I’m liking it so far.”

“That’s great, man!”

“Thanks,” Lorn smiled.

“What about Nadia?” Kasumi said, getting Aldric back on track.

“You know she’s with Torg. And yes, I find her attractive and intriguing but she doesn’t seem like she’s going to leave him. It’s just harmless flirting,” he explained. He’d love to bond the frisky nekorian, but it didn’t seem like it was going to happen.

“I still think you should put her down. I believe she has a thing for you,” she pressed.

He understood the logic and it didn’t hurt him to put her name down. And it was always a good idea to listen to his first bond, especially one like Kasumi. He wrote Nadia’s name on the list and sat back, thinking of any others he knew, which was a sparse list indeed.

“Good! Now that everyone has updated their lists, I just want to say before we start. As more people bond in the class more people will be joining the class, as we can clearly see from Kasumi here with Aldric. I will be adding more tables, and the configuration may change over the next week’s to months. This is a good thing, and every new bonded you add is that much stronger you have made the Empire.”

Pacing between the desks, his cloak lightly flowing behind him, Tyrhorn looked at each of them. “What is the main consideration a mage should take in selecting their bonded?”

A chorus of “strength” went out except for Aldric and Kasumi. They both answered, “compatibility.”

Tyrhorn walked to the front of the class, his back turned towards them. He twirled on the spot, facing them all. “Why.. the only two in here who have bonded, have the correct answer.”

The smile on Kasumi’s face could have lit up the room.

“Why do you think that, Bond Kasumi?”

“I believe that if you are not compatible with your mage, his lifestyle, his smile, his laugh, his sense of humor, his intellect, his bad sides, his good sides, and everything in-between then the relationship will not work. Once bonded, you gain an even deeper appreciation of the person you’re tied to for the rest of your life. If you didn’t like some aspect of that person, not only have you bonded forever, but you now feel those feelings within them. It will amplify the bad qualities and drown out the good. I’m not saying there aren’t things that will annoy you, but if there’s some aspect of your bonded that is off-putting to you, it will only get worse after you bond, and will destroy the relationship. And that’s before adding other bonds.”

Aldric was in awe of Kasumi’s answer. There was a reason she was the top bond candidate at the entire Academy. She was clearly intelligent and well-spoken.

Tyrhorn smiled broadly. “How I wish we could have had you in this class all year, my dear. Yes, Bond Akagi is absolutely correct. Once you bond with your chosen candidate, you will be able to read their emotions over the bond. You will know everything about them, more than they know about themselves, probably. And if there’s something that bothers you about them, not only will you feel that, but they will feel your annoyance, and it has the ability to kill any chance of the relationship succeeding.”

Tyrhorn smiled at Kasumi again. “Now, Acolyte Ironheart, why did you say compatibly?”

“Much the same reasons as Kasumi, only a small addition. As the mage in the relationship, it will come down to me to lead our group. Me, personally, I view the bonds as my family.. eventually my wife or wives. However, in a military situation, we all need to be on the same page. If one, or all, of us isn’t working in sync people could get hurt and die. That means if the bonded is not compatible with you, then you’re opening yourself and your other bonds, and whoever else you’re with to risk.”

“Very well put, Aldric!” Tyrhorn clapped. “Does anyone else have any input?”

Grey raised his hand, with a small grin on his face.

“Yes, Acolyte Shimmerbeam?”

“Thank you sir. I was thinking. Aldric bonded the top bond candidate at the Academy, didn’t he sort of go for strength as well?”

“No,” Kasumi answered. She realized she blurted the answer out and looked at the professor, who just motioned for her to continue. “Sorry, Professor, thank you. Aldric did not pursue me for strength. It was the other way around. I pursued him for strength and found love.” Her cheeks went red when she finished speaking.

Aldric also felt his cheeks darken. It was the first time the L word had been tossed around, spoken at least. He felt it inside of her, as surely as he felt her embarrassment at the moment.

“So, you saw something in Acolyte Ironheart?” Tyrhorn prodded.

“Er.. yes, I met him on his first day at the Academy. He had just left behind his friends and family.. as we all do.. but when I saw him, he didn’t look frightened at being alone. He looked excited, that drew me to him. As I spent time with him that day he wowed me with his character and wit. As time went on I saw the potential in him to be one of the greatest mages in the Empire. His strength is unparalleled, at least of the mages I’ve met.”

Grey narrowed his eyes suspiciously, Aldric knew that Grey knew that it wasn’t entirely truthful. He knew that Kasumi could feel mana.

“Beautiful, Bond Akagi!” Tyrhorn cried out.

Grey eyed them both, Aldric made a mental note to talk to the high elf on Friday, if he still wanted to get together to work on spells.

Aldric sat back and listened as Tyrhorn droned on for another thirty minutes. It wasn’t that he couldn’t get anything from the professor, but that his problems were a little beyond the scope of the class. He needed to bond six more women, one of whom wasn’t even speaking to him at the moment.

He was torn between not wanting to give up on Jordan because she had been the guidepost by which he judged all other women for his entire life. And letting her go because it was clear that she didn’t actually want to bond with him because she couldn’t handle the jealousy.

“Aldric!” Kasumi nudged him painfully in the ribs.

“Huh, what?” he looked around and saw Tyrhorn standing in front of them.

“The Professor was asking when we’re free next.”

“Oh, uh sorry, Professor. I have nothing between 11:30 and 4 today, what’s up?”

If he was annoyed at being ignored Tyrhorn didn’t show it. “Very good! I’ll see you back here at 1:30.”

“Ohh.. uh.. what for? Sorry, I was.. lost in my thoughts.”

“No matter, as I was saying, now that you bonded, we are to have a counselling session. We do it for all the new mages and their first bonded. Once the others start bonding they will be doing so as well,” Tyrhorn explained.

Lorn grunted off to the side and shook his head. Aldric smiled a little, an orc in counselling, talking about their feelings. “Everyone, Acolyte Bloodaxe,” Tyrhorn’s voice was strict.

“Yes, Professor,” Lorn’s voice was more forlorn than Aldric had ever heard it before. It was amusing how much the orc did not want to have a counselling session.

“Er.. yeah, that’s fine Professor. We’ll be back here at 1:30.”

“Good! Professor Greengazer and I look forward to seeing you then!”


Chapter 22

They got to Combat Magic next. Over the past couple of months they’d learned a few new spells, some of which would have been helpful for dealing with the ogres.

One was exokulo which blinds an enemy for a short period of time, and another was contorbo, which confuses the enemy and interrupts their actions.

Today, as they came into the classroom Professor Hydean told them they were going to be learning a skill, rather than a spell, that had combat applications.

Hydean barely reacted when Kasumi came into class with Aldric, nor did he mention it when everyone had sat down. But Aldric saw Hydean’s eyes narrow when she sat next to him. He wasn’t sure what he had done to piss off the greaseball, but he was determined to protect his bonds and himself from the man’s ire.

“First things first, I’m sure Professor Tyrhorn went over it with you, but bonds will be joining your classes soon,” he motioned at Kasumi, “and that means we’ll be expanding the room to fit the number of students. Nothing for you to worry about, just to be aware of.”

He stood in front of his desk, facing the class. “Now, we’re going to go over a skill that only mages can use, and is of great value in battle. However, will leave you completely vulnerable, as it blocks out all external stimuli when applied.”

“But, sir,” Grey raised his hand. Hydean nodded at him to continue. “Isn’t blocking all external stimuli incredibly dangerous, especially in battle?”

“Yes. Which is why I am going to tell you two things about this technique before we actually practice. One, it is best used before battle, not during. It is an excellent scouting method. Two, you can only detect other mages with this technique. Mundanes do not have the requisite mana to be identified. Bonded can be, but less so than mages.”

Hydean leaned back against his desk. “The technique itself is simple enough, you draw yourself inward to your mana soul, and then while holding yourself inward you extend your senses outward feeling for other mana souls. However, mastery and application are far more difficult.”

Kairn raised his hand, his face a mask of confusion. “Yes, Acolyte Woodfern?”

“Sorry sir, I don’t understand what you mean when you say, draw yourself inward.”

Hydean sighed. “Theoretically, you have all listened to Professor Cottonrose and myself speak on the nature of the soul. There are a myriad of theories on how it all works, but the idea that the soul is a metaphysical manifestation of your power is widely accepted.

Now, when you draw mana into your focus to cast spells, you’re drawing from your mana soul, or reservoir as Professor Cottonrose likes to call it, and push it outward. In doing so, you’re exerting a measure of control over something incorporeal.

When I say draw inward, that’s what I mean. Draw your mana inward. Feel into yourself, visualize your mana soul. Some, like Cottonrose, visualize it as a lake with the water being the mana. I visualize it as a swirling vortex, like a whirlpool, if you know what that is. And each arm of the vortex is my mana.

Regardless of how you visualize your soul, draw it inward. Then, while holding your mana in that manner, push out your senses. Your hearing, sight, smell, taste, touch, all of them. Will them to leave your body and you’ll feel.. well, nothing at the moment. But eventually you’ll be able to sense other magic users around you, feeling their souls. Some refer to this as their aura, each one is unique to their person, much as your scent or face is unique.”

The class was silent. Aldric felt overwhelmed by the information, and he couldn’t help but wonder why it was being taught now. But, that didn’t really matter, what mattered was doing it.

“One more thing,” Hydean interrupted Aldric’s thoughts. “Those who have bonded usually find this technique easier to do over time, because their bond is amplifying their mana soul, by being merged together. But, some find it even more difficult to do because of they lose their sense of self. Acolyte Ironheart, and those who bond in the near future, you need to be especially careful. Cement your bond by separating your sense of self from your bond.”

With that Hydean had them practice bringing their minds inward to visualize their own mana souls. Aldric didn’t have too tough of a time doing so, he already had practice from Kasumi helping him control his spells.

Closing his eyes he felt inward, like Hydean had suggested.

He fell into his mana soul, which he visualized as a lake, sort of like Cottonrose’s reservoir. He could visualize the water in his lake lapping at the sides of the shore. For some reason he saw the location around the lake as a wooded grassy area, with blue grass and trees with blue leaves and brown bark.

Glancing over at the other students, the ones who didn’t seem to be struggling, as far as he could tell from the constipated looks on their faces, were the students who practiced with Kasumi and him.

The rest of class went quickly, but on his way out of the room with Kasumi, Grey stopped him. “Hello, Aldric. If you’re amenable to it, could we practice this as well as spells on Friday? If we keep on having these sessions, that is.”

“Of course, it definitely helps me with my spells for get extra practice in, so I don’t see why we couldn’t do this as well,” he responded. His suspicion was raised though, something was off in the way Grey was speaking.

“Will Bond Akagi be joining us?”

“Of course, if she wants. I’m not sure how much help she’ll be for this though,” he looked over at Kasumi who shrugged.

“Okay, I wasn’t sure, if now that you’ve bonded, you would keep her away from other mages,” Grey said.

“No.. why would I?” Aldric was thoroughly confused.

“I’ve heard tell that some mages get.. protective after they bond,” the high elf answered.

“No.. if anything it’s a freeing feeling. Kasumi is mine, as I am hers. Forever. No one can get between us. Besides, I enjoy our days together, Grey, I don’t want them to stop.”

Grey smiled and breathed out. “Good, I am glad to hear it. I also enjoy our time together. Okay, see you in class and on Friday.”

The high elf left the room with a wave. Aldric couldn’t understand what happened but shrugged it off as one of those quirks of others growing up knowing more about mages and bonds than he did.

He turned to leave, Kasumi at his side, when he felt something yanking on his arm. He rounded and saw Torg standing there with his posse of dwarves. There weren’t many, only four others, but Aldric was alone and nearly surrounded, only Lorn and Kasumi by his side.

Torg’s face was twisted in rage. “I don’t know who ye think ye are, but ye’d best be leaving my property alone!”

Aldric was blindsided, but Kasumi was faster on the uptake. “Take your hand off him if you want to keep it.”

Lorn shuffled over and loomed menacingly over the dwarves as well. “You’d best listen to the Bond, dwarf.”

Torg didn’t take his eyes off of Aldric for a moment, but Aldric could see the other dwarves support wavering.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Aldric said, deciding to try to keep the peace. He glanced over and saw Hydean watching them. He didn’t want to give the greasy professor any reasons to get Aldric or his friends in trouble.

“The nekorian, she’s my property, so keep yer grubby little paws to yerself, ye understand?”

Anger rose in Aldric, but still he stayed his hand. He could also feel Kasumi’s rage building, and knew he had to get out of the situation quickly before she punted the pint size terror into the next town.

“She isn’t your property, or haven’t you been listening in Bonding class?”

“She is, and she’s mine, so hands fuckin’ off!”

Aldric took a deep breath. Hydean was still watching, but didn’t seem to be intervening. “Maybe if you could keep her satisfied, she wouldn’t need to go elsewhere.. I can’t imagine you’re very.. big.”

Torg’s eyes went wide. “You fucking what?!”

Just then Hydean swooped down in-between them. “Okay, boys, it’s time to move along. Aldric, Kasumi, Lorn, please stay for a moment. Torg, Burin, Lorin, Korin, and Buffin, move along to your next class.”

The dwarves except for Torg all trudged out of the classroom, muttering to themselves. Torg stayed still though, he and Aldric locked in a stare, neither blinking or flinching. “Acolyte Frosthammer, I believe I told you to leave. If you don’t, I will remove you myself,” Hydean proclaimed.

Torg finally tore himself away from Aldric. Spitting on the ground in front of Aldric, he walked away and out of the classroom, slamming the door behind him.

“Professor—” Aldric started.

“Stop! Is it your intention to continually piss off the dwarves, Acolyte?” Hydean interrupted.

“No, sir,” Aldric said through gritted teeth. “Bu—”

“Then why do you keep provoking them?”

“I’m. Not.”

“Sir, if I may,” Kasumi started.

“No. I don’t care if you fight Torg, or fight all the dwarves. But do not do it in my classroom,” Hydean cut her off.

“Did you not hear what he said about Nadia?” Aldric said, trying to keep his voice even and not yell at the professor.

“Torg will be disciplined for his words, but words are not actions. And I would not worry about that girl. She has a past that most here do not know about. She’s more than capable of handling herself.”

It was all Aldric could do to not throw his hands up in frustration. “Yes, sir,” he barely managed.

Lorn was nearly red with rage. Kasumi saw this and laid her hand on his arm, to calm the orc. Aldric felt how angry she still was, which only made him appreciate her even more. Willing to ignore her own feelings to make others feel better. He would have to make it up to her later.

“Good, now get out of my classroom,” Hydean said dismissively.

“Yes, sir,” Kasumi agreed, and pulled Lorn with her, Aldric followed behind them.

Once they were on their way back to the mage barracks Lorn let loose a roar of primal rage. “Fuck! Al, you should have let me rip that dwarf in half.”

“I’m sorry, Lorn. I wanted to as well, so did Kas. But we can’t be caught fighting. I don’t want any of us to go anywhere. We’ll get even with Torg eventually.”

“When?” Lorn’s voice still seethed with rage.

Aldric sighed. His own anger at Torg had dwindled in the face of Hydean’s attitude but Lorn was right. Torg needed to be dealt with, sooner rather than later. “I don’t know, my friend.”

“Call the orcs to your side, destroy his clan. Rain death and destruction down upon them. Burn his family tree, root, stem, and acorn, until there is nothing left!” the large orc ranted.

Kasumi was alarmed, that much was clear from the bond. They shared a quick look, and they both knew what they had to do.

Once they got to the mage barracks, after promising Lorn they were going to find Torg and take vengeance on his family, Kasumi sprinted to the bond barracks, and Aldric guided Lorn to his room, since he didn’t know which room Lorn was stationed in.

Once inside the orc paced back and forth, muttering angrily to himself.

A few minutes later Kasumi came back to the room, She’lar following not far behind. Lorn didn’t even notice them enter, his pacing and muttering keeping him busy.

“Ah, yes, I see why you called me. The bloodlust. It happens to orcs who cannot take their aggression out. I did not know, or I would have been by his side,” She’lar said as she entered the room.

“How can we fix it.. he’s not making sense, and the little sense he is making.. is frankly terrifying,” Aldric muttered.

“You do not. I do. I will take him from here. Thank you for brining me, Kasumi. Aldric.” She moved to Lorn’s side and took his arm, guiding him out of the room. He was surprisingly pliable, and they left, the door closing behind them.

Kasumi flopped down on the sofa and exhaled loudly. “Gods, Aldric. That was scary. I knew orcs were violent.. but I didn’t realize..”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Aldric sat down next to her, putting his arm around her and pulling her close. “He’s always been.. well not gentle.. but not like that.”

They sat in silence for a moment. But didn’t have long they could sit still. They needed to eat lunch and then get back to the central tower to meet with Professor Tyrhorn and Greengazer.

***

They made it to the Bonding Center with minutes to spare. The professors were waiting for them inside their normal classroom.

“Welcome, welcome, Aldric and Kasumi,” Tyrhorn greeted them when they entered the room. “I hope you don’t mind a little less formality for this discussion.”

“Not at all, sir, it’s preferred,” Aldric smiled. He looked at Professor Greengazer who had had never met before. She was a wood elf female, her pointed ears stuck out from her long brown hair. Her eyes were as green as a forest, and she wore a serene look on her face. She was wearing the school’s uniform, but green instead of blue.

“Hello, Kasumi,” the elf woman greeted them, “and hello, Aldric Ironheart. It is an absolute pleasure to meet you.”

He saluted the professor. “The pleasure is all mine Professor.”

“Hello, again, Professor,” Kasumi saluted her previous bonding instructor.

“Wonderful! Now, this is just a quick session, since the formal session with all of your bonds at the end of the second year.. and if I get my way, at the end of the fourth year as well.”

Greengazer laughed softly to herself. “I believe you will.” Her eyes flashed over Aldric once again.

Tyrhorn smiled broadly. “This session will be far more informal than that one.”

Good, Aldric thought. He had better things to be doing than sitting here talking about his feelings. He needed to strategize about Torg.. and find out what was happening with Lorn.

Kasumi looked at him sharply and whacked him on the arm.

Greengazer and Tyrhorn both chuckled. “Already behaving like an old married couple,” Greengazer laughed.

“Yes, it’s wonderful to see our mage and their bond so in sync. Now.. the first question, though I don’t think we need to really ask.. are you both happy?”

“Yes,” they said in unison, which got them a smile from both professors.

“How would you describe your relationship.. Aldric,” Greengazer settled her eyes on him.

“Oh.. um.. wonderful. Obviously there are still things to find out about each other, we’ve only known each other for three months and only bonded for a day, but from what I know of Kas, I love. We’re, as you noticed, completely in sync. I honestly couldn’t imagine spending a day apart from her at this point.” He heard himself say the words, but it felt like an out-of-body experience. He’d never spoken that candidly to anyone about anything, let alone his feelings.

“Aww, how nice to hear. He’s so well-spoken, Kasumi, it’s east to see why you fell for him,” Greengazer smiled at them.

Kasumi couldn’t look happier if she tried. “Yes, Lia, being with Al has been.. eye opening. You know as well as I do, I never expected to find love here. I was in search of something else. But.. for some reason Aldric latched onto my mind.. and it’s been an amazing thrill ever since.”

Her words hung in the air, and Aldric was sure he couldn’t have felt better.

“Very nice,” Tyrhorn beamed. “It’s always nice to hear one of my students taking their lessons to heart.”

Aldric didn’t have the heart to tell the man, the only lessons he needed were for with Jordan, and they failed. So, he just smiled and nodded.

“One last question,” Greengazer looked between them both again. “Where do you see yourselves at the end of your military service. Other bonds notwithstanding, what do you two expect?”

They shared a look, an uneasy feeling crossed the bond and Aldric knew what to say. “I, personally, don’t have any goals outside of the military. This was my goal. After this? I’ll strive to do my best by my bonds and find a suitable place for us all to settle down, maybe start a family, maybe not. We all would need to discuss that. However, if it was just the two of us, and even not, Kasumi has to find a way to help her people restore their magic. If possible, I’d do my best to help her with that goal. If that meant living with the kitsune tribes, so be it. I’m not sure how it could be done.. but it’s what my bond wants, and therefore what I want.”

Kasumi looked at him in shock, but he really didn’t see why. He always intended on helping her people, especially because it was so important to her.

“Th-that’s..” she started a sentence she never finished. She flung her arms around him and peppered his face with kisses.

“Okay,” Tyrhorn drawled. “I think that’s enough for us, right Liamoira?”

“Uh, huh, sure,” Greengazer said, watching them intently. She waved her hand at Tyrhorn to leave. He rolled his eyes and grabbed her by the arm, half dragging her out of the room. “Wait.. they might get to the good part!” Aldric could hear her yelling down the hall.

Kasumi pushed back, panting. “I-I’m sorry, Al.. it’s just..”

“It’s okay, I understand.”

“No, I have to say it. I love you so much, Aldric. You are most wonderful man, and I’m so happy I met you.”

“I love you too, Kasumi. You have no idea how lucky I feel to have met you.”

Kasumi smiled happy and took his arm, leading him straight back to the dorm.

***

Hours later they were back in History class. Kasumi had told him he wouldn’t be allowed to slack off in class just because he was there. But the goofy look on her face after their time in the dorm suggested otherwise.

To his surprise Lorn was in class already and next to him was She’lar. Lorn had the same goofy smile Kasumi did..

“Oh, wow, you bonded She’lar!” he blurted out.

Lorn turned and gazed at Aldric, the stupid smile wasn’t going away. “Yes.. it was.. worth the wait.”

“Congratulations, you two! I’m a little surprised.. since last time we saw you both..”

She’lar smiled broadly. “How do you think we calm orc warriors from their bloodlust, Aldric?”

He paled. “Don’t ask questions, don’t ask questions,” he muttered as he shook his head.

“Hey, don’t forget about us!” Aldric heard a familiar voice. Turning to look at the table behind them Zach was there with Thom.

“Oh.. oh wow! Congratulations Thom! Zach!” he hugged his best friend and the avian. “When did this happen?”

“Last night, and this morning.. and this afternoon,” Zach slyly grinned.

“Same here!” Aldric grinned back. They high fived like they were kids again.

All the while, Kasumi serenely sat down next to She’lar, the goofy look not leaving her face. “Did you have a good afternoon, Kasumi?” She’lar asked.

“Very.” Causing the orc woman to bark in laughter.

Unfortunately, Kasumi’s.. condition.. meant that she wasn’t paying attention and he had to take notes for her. Something that gave him a twinge of annoyance, since he had wanted to have her take the notes so he could zone out in class. But that feeling fell off quickly when he realized it was his own fault.

***

In bed that night, Kasumi was sleeping soundly next to him. He was listening to her soft snoring for the first time. The night they bonded they had both been too tired and fell asleep immediately and he hadn’t heard it then.

But this night.. he watched her sleep. Watched her chest rise and fall with each breath she took, watching her eyes dart back in forth in her dreams, felt her touch as she clung to him tightly, listened to her small snores and snorts that he found so adorable.

This. This is what he had been after his entire life. This was comfort. This was good.

And for the moment, he didn’t think about Jordan or any other woman he might bond. Only focusing on the one who had made his dream become a reality. Loving her every bit that he could, because who knew what tomorrow might bring, and he wasn’t going to waste a moment not loving her.


Chapter 23

The next Weapons Training class they had proved to be a bit different. Not many mages had immediately bonded like Kasumi and Aldric, or Lorn and She’lar. They ended up being the odd ones out, and got more than a few heads turned their way.

Sorodar was one of the more obvious ones. She nodded in approval of Lorn and She’lar’s bond. However, smiled widely at Kasumi and Aldric.

“Congratulations, Kasumi,” the orc patted her on the back, but rounded on Aldric with a hard look on her face. “If you hurt her, I will find you and end you.”

He gulped loudly. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good,” the glint in her eyes didn’t stop until she looked away from him. “Now, all of you useless sack of shit, we’re going to be switching up your sparring groups. Don’t like it? Too fucking bad. This is the military and you will do as your told.

Form a line in front of me. Bond Akagi will still be assisting me in class, despite bonding with her mage. The other bonded who join the class may stay with their mage. You’re going to need to learn how to fight together, so you need to start early.”

Aldric sighed but resigned himself to being apart from Kasumi again, if only for the hour of class. They could always do field assignments together to get combat experience.

And being honest with himself, he was ready for a switch in groups. It had been fun sparring with Lorn and Cho’gar and other orcs but he felt like he needed a change, he wanted to experience as many different types of weapons styles that he could.

He lined up in front of Lorn this time. Cho’gar was behind them both.

“Congratulations on bonding, Lorn’al.”

“Thank you Cho’gar. How are your prospects coming?” Lorn asked.

“Fine. I should be bonded at least once by the end of the week.. I had imagined the process being less.. intimate.. that’s what the clans readied me for. But I’m finding the bond candidates are not receptive to that.”

“I should think not,” She’lar snorted from Lorn’s side. “We may be orcs but we’re still women, not like we’re all from the Frozentusk clan.”

Sorodar’s eyes flitted over to them but she didn’t yell at the other orcs. Aldric wondered if she secretly agreed with the other clans, but bonded out of duty, or if this life was the one she truly wanted.

He waited patiently for the line to move, which it did quickly. Kasumi was helping Sorodar sort the mages and bonds into mixed groups. The last time they had done this Kasumi threw him for a loop in order to test him, which almost got his head smashed in by Cho’gar’s maul.

This time it was Sorodar who sorted him. “Aldric.. hmm.” She examined him up and down. “Kas wants you to learn other styles, so.. over in that group,” she pointed at a group of women, one of which was Nadia, the other was that pushy candidate, Stephanie.

He sighed and rolled his eyes. "Yes, ma'am." He walked over to his new group.

Nadia’s eyes perked up when he joined the group. “Heyyyy, Al,” she grinned a hungry smile.

“Hello, Bond Candidate McKinley,” he responded.

She blinked in surprise. “Wh-what, why so formal, handsome?”

He stared at her hard in the eyes. “Torg accosted me and told me to stay away. And while I could probably punt the little runt into next year, I’m also not trying to steal someone else’s candidate. I’ve asked you to leave Torg and you’ve been evasive. I need something more than that if I’m going to effectively declare war on Torg. Can you? Can you give me that, Nadia?”

“I-I want.. I-I mean, I can’t,” she sputtered. They stared at each other for a moment, either unable to give the other what they wanted. The look of longing and sadness in Nadia’s eyes was enough to almost make Aldric back down, but he had to stay the course.

“Ohh what’s this then, Nadia?” the Stephanie girl crept up to them, “trouble in paradise?”

Even Aldric knew that was a bad idea. Nadia’s pout turned into a snarl, her fingers sprouted claws. Nadia’s foot spin kicked so quickly that Aldric almost missed it. Her foot was on a direct collision course for Stephanie’s unwitting face.

Aldric got his arm up and blocked the kick, catching her leg in mid-air, with a soft grunt. She was a lot stronger than she looked, and the feral look in her eyes probably meant she wasn’t holding back either.

Gods, she would be a strong bond.

“Nadia!” he roared. “Stop!”

She jumped back, eyes wide in surprise. “Y-you blocked me?”

“Holy FUCK!” Stephanie screamed out before Aldric could respond. “She’s gone feral, someone put her down!”

“Shut up, bitch!” Nadia yelled.

“Okay, ENOUGH,” Sorodar cried, running over to their group. “Why is it always around you, Aldric?”

He shrugged. “What can I do? I didn’t make Stephanie a bitch.”

Sorodar rolled her eyes and, hoisting Stephanie onto her shoulder. “You’re going to be running laps for the rest of class. Didn’t I say specifically not to start shit?”

“B-but she’s the on—”

“I was watching, it was you. Now shut up before I fucking kick you out. Understood?”

Stephanie nodded lamely over Sorodar’s shoulder. Her body went limp, and Sorodar carried her away, hopefully to understand where she had gone wrong. Doubtful, Aldric thought.

Turning back to Nadia, Aldric went up to her to make sure she was fine. “Don’t listen to her, she’s just a moron.”

“Tch, I know,” she averted her gaze from Aldric, refusing to meet his eyes.

“Come on Nadia.. give me something. You flirt with me and act like you want me, but you stay glued to Torg’s side. Why?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” she mumbled.

“Try me,” he tried.

“I.. can’t. I’m sorry Al, I’ll leave you alone.”

“No, that is not what I want. You can do what you want, obviously, but I’d like to be your friend, if nothing else.”

She finally looked up, meeting his eyes he saw the sadness in them. “Really?”

“Yeah, of course. Why can’t we be friends?”

“Other than Torg?” she smiled.

“Yeah, other than Torg.” They settled into uneasy laughter.

“I’m sorry, Al,” she said after a moment.

“Don’t be.”

The rest of class went well enough. Aldric and Nadia sparred together. They got over the awkwardness of the earlier exchange and Nadia went back to being her flirty self. Aldric knew not to take it personally, realizing it was just her personality.

He did catch Torg watching them several times, a scowl on his face, but Aldric wasn’t concerned. He was doing as asked, not putting his hands on her.

Sparring with Nadia was interesting because she favored using two daggers, she would parry his attacks with one, letting his blade get close enough for her to get her dagger close to the cross-guard of his sword and try to twist it up to make him lose control, then using her other dagger she would thrust so he’d have to either take the blow or disengage and potentially lose his weapon.

It was definitely a new experience for him, and while frustrating to be on the other side of, but he was learning a lot on how to handle it. For starters he kept his distance, if he got too close her daggers would be able to finish him off before he could react. She may not be a cat, but her reflexes were as fast as one.

And he used his strength and leverage with the sword to his advantage. He could take wider swipes that had more heft to them, making her be the one to backup and reassess.

In all, it was an eye opening experience for him. Not only did he learn from it, but he felt like he learned about Nadia’s personality from it. She was daring when need be, but she often took the safer route, preferring to retreat and try a different angle. She was also incredibly playful, the entire time they sparred she had a smile on her face and would make little comments about him and his body to catch him off guard.

In all, he liked this side of Nadia. It was so different from Kasumi’s business-like attitude during sparring or studying. He smiled and laughed more sparring with Nadia than he had any other time during the class before.

During class Sorodar kept Kasumi busy helping other students with their form. He felt her annoyance at being apart from him, but also the satisfaction she felt whenever she helped a student do better. He didn’t begrudge it because despite her cold demeanor towards other students he could feel how happy she was over the bond to be helping others.

At her core, Kasumi wanted to do good for others, whether it was her tribe or the other students, and teaching was a good way to do that at the Academy. It was why she agreed to help with the spellcasting on Fridays with Grey, Finias, and the others, he thought.

Someday, when they were settled and had nothing to do but live their lives, he could imagine Kasumi opening a school for children and teaching them all she could. He imagined she would be strict but soft at the same time. Imagining that brought a smile to his face.

“What’s got you so happy?” Nadia raised and eyebrow at him.

“Just.. thinking about the future.”

“Mmm,” a sour look came over her face. “I’m glad for you.”

At that moment Torg came up, as did Kasumi though separately. “I thought I told you to leave her alone,” he dwarf groused.

“No, you said to keep my hands to myself. Which I have. See,” he outstretched his hands just barely missing Nadia. “I’m not touching her.”

“Listen here you shit,” Torg started.

“Oh my gods, Torg, shut up. For the love all that is holy and good, you need to shut up. I’m so sick of this. My woman this, and my woman that. You’re not my man, you’re hardly a man at all. I’m so sick of your fucking attitude all the fucking time. Just get over yourself!” Nadia exclaimed. She stamped her foot, threw her arms straight down and her tail went rigid, pointing up.

She huffed and stomped away. Torg went pale in the face but gave Aldric and Kasumi one last withering glare before storming off after Nadia.

“Well, that was interesting..” Kasumi whispered.

“Yeah, maybe she’ll finally leave him.”

***

The week went by slowly, but thankfully Kasumi started taking notes in History.. unfortunately she demanded that he did as well so they could compare and see what the other gleaned from the lectures.

Lorn’s laugh when she did could have woken the dead. “You seriously thought you could have your bond take notes for you? Have you met Kasumi?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Aldric grumbled. Kasumi just watched with a smug look on her face.

By the time it came for Friday’s meeting with the other students Aldric was ready for the weekend to come, to just relax and spend time with Kasumi.

But they stood in the grove waiting for the other students to arrive. Lorn, She’lar, Thom, and Zach were the first to arrive. She’lar was a welcome addition, and Aldric couldn’t help but be more than pleased with his matchmaking skills with Thom and Zach. Not only did he make his best friend happy, but because Thom was also his friend he got to see them both regularly.

“Hey, man,” he shook hands with Zach as they approached, “welcome to our study session.”

“Thanks!” Zach’s voice was chipper. “Ready to have my pants bored off.. but hey, at least we’re in a secluded area.”

“Please don’t lose your pants, no one wants to see your fuzzy ass,” Aldric joked.

“Not true!” Zach grinned and pointed at Thom who blushed.

Aldric laughed, but it was cut short by the rest of the group arriving. As always Grey and Finias were at the front, but Aldric was surprised to see Evonne there too.

“Hey, everyone. Hello, Evonne, are you here with someone?” Aldric asked.

“Yes, I am spending time with my potential mage, Grey Shimmerbeam,” she responded, her voice was high and serene like all other high elves.

“Oh, wow! That’s great! Well, let me know if you need anything. Kasumi usually runs these because of her talent.. but this session will be a little less exciting, we’re working on visualizing our metaphysical souls.”

“I didn’t know you were all so advanced. Normally they don’t teach that until third or fourth year.”

“Really?” Aldric pondered that a moment. He wouldn’t put it past their greasy Combat Magic professor to give them work harder than the norm.

“Hello, Aldric,” Grey said, coming to stand next to Evonne. “I’m grateful to you for still hosting this. Though we may have continued without you, it would be much more difficult without Kasumi’s help.”

Aldric was still so perplexed by the high elf’s insinuation that he and Kasumi would stop now that they bonded, but he wasn’t going to push it. He just chalked it up to a difference in culture.

“Nah, I won’t stop. I like this time away from class. Besides, despite how she acts, Kasumi enjoys this a lot,” he smiled at the high elf, hoping to disarm some of the distrust.

“Very well, thank you. Now.. I believe we were going to go over the technique that Hydean told us about.”

“Yeah,” Aldric glanced at Kasumi who was deep in conversation with She’lar. It made him smile seeing her engaging with others, especially his friends bonds. Turning back to Grey, “I’m not sure how much help Kasumi will be, it seems to be a solo thing, but we’ll work through it. If nothing else we will be able to discuss among ourselves.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” Grey nodded and went off to talk to the others, Evonne smiled at Aldric and followed Grey.

Kairn came up at that point. “Sorry, about him. He’s been weird lately,” gesturing towards Grey. “Ever since that first field assignment.”

Aldric sighed, nodding his head, it finally clicked and he knew was the issue was. He had displayed too much power. Grey wasn’t stupid, he would have noticed, no matter the excuse the Academy gave.

“Alright, thanks. I think I know what happened. I’ll deal with it, maybe after this, but if not then soon. Not only are these sessions helpful to me, and everyone else I think, but I like you all.”

Kairn smiled and patted him on the back. “Thanks, Aldric.”

“Okay, everyone,” Kasumi’s voice rang out. “Aldric and I discussed how best to go about this. I’m more than willing to hear your ideas, but I think what we came up with is the best idea we have so far.

Based on what Professor Hydean said, this the technique is about looking inward and flowing your mana that way. So, I think it’s best to get into a meditative state of mind.

The relaxing nature of this should give you a better base to reach inward and visualize whatever it is you need to visualize.”

“Makes sense,” Lorn muttered.

“Yes, the elves have long studied meditation for their mages.. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it first,” Grey responded, scratching his chin.

“Yes, the kitsune clans also still practice meditation. We don’t have mages but it helps center ourselves and find inner peace,” Kasumi added. “Let’s all get into a circle, and sit however you’re comfortable.”

She came over to stand next to Aldric and sat down. He followed her lead, sitting on her left. Kairn sat on his left, and the rest of them filled in the spots until She’lar was sitting next to Kasumi on the right.

“Now, us bonds won’t be able to do anything, especially those who are only bond candidates, but those who have bonded monitor your mage’s emotional state and make sure they’re not pushing themselves too hard, understood?”

Zach, for once, had a serious look on his face, scrunched up in determination to do well for his mage. She’lar simply nodded.

“What about those of us without bonds?” Finias asked.

“I’ll be monitoring the mana flow in all of you, I was able to do so during class, but I had been focused on Aldric at the time,” Kasumi answered. “If anything seems off, I will do my best to pull you back.” That seemed to placate them rest as they nodded.

“Now, I’m going to guide you in meditation, but if you can, tune me out and focus on yourself. Everyone close your eyes, focus on feeling inward, feeling your mana soul. Breathe in, slowly. Feel your breath filling your body, hold it in.. hold.. hold.. and release.” The group exhaled at the same time.

“Continue to breathe in and out, let yourself drift into your subconscious, feel your mana soul pull you in..”

Aldric concentrated, tuning out the rest of the group. He pulled his mana inward.. visualizing his mana soul.. or lake as he saw it. He felt his mana pulling him down, dragging him into his soul. He opened his eyes, but didn’t see the group or the Academy, but instead saw his mana lake, the blue grass and blue leaves, brown bark. He wasn’t sure why things looked so different to the real world, but it just felt.. right to him.

As he walked forward, he realized he felt like he was actually there. Not just in his own mind, but his body was physically present. He could see the lake, trees, grass. He could smell the scent of the forest. He could hear the water lapping at the sides of the shore.

His body reeled from the overload in new sensations. He didn’t just feel everything on a surface level, he felt everything deep in his soul. It was new and somewhat frightening that his mana soul could do this, or feel anything like this.

It almost felt like when he and Kasumi bonded, how he could feel her in his soul.. it was an indescribable feeling that just felt.. right.

He took a moment before walking forward. As he moved he felt, and saw, clear in the middle of the lake, a single green flame that burned brightly into the sky above it. A thin line of green flame was flowing down into the lake, while a single line of blue was flowing back into the flame feeding it. But, he felt the thrumming power of the flame, even from where he was standing. He could feel it because it felt like.. home. It was a sudden realization, that the green flame was Kasumi’s mana soul, intertwined with his own, feeding his own power.

He choked a little, realizing that her soul was so at peace in his, as his was with hers. A feeling of contentedness washed over him, and he was unable to tell if it was Kasumi’s emotions or his own, but at that moment it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that it existed.

But that wasn’t why he was there. He was there to learn the technique.. a way to scout for other mages, and even bonds. Hydean said that they would not be able to master it, but Aldric was determined to prove the grease-ball wrong.

He slowly pushed his senses outwards. At first nothing happened, he had no idea how to do it, and Hydean had given them no instruction other than to look inward and feel outward.

He pushed further, using a vision of the grove where they were physically sitting to gain a base point. He tried to imagine what it smelled like, what the sounds were, how the grass felt on his hands, or the dirt where he was seated.

Little by little he felt it. At first there was barely a hint of recognition, then slowly he felt more. He could visualize the grove as sharp as if he were sitting there and he could see faint outline of something glowing around where he was sitting. Each one that glowed was a distinct hue, none fully a single color, but a multitude.

Directly to his left was a mostly brown hue, that looked almost like a bark brown, but with white and yellow interspersed. On his right the flow was faint, far more faint than the brown glow, but it glowed.. pink.

He realized.. those were his classmates. His left must have been Kairn but on his right..

His concentration almost broke, he wanted to laugh. Her aura was.. pink?!

There was no way he wasn’t going to mock her for that. Whether she could control it or not, it was not the color he would have associated with her.

Reaching outward even more he could see the others. In the position that Lorn was, he saw the faint aura of mostly red with black and white laced in-between.

She’lar was similar. It must have been an orc thing.

The high elves were all similar but different enough to distinguish between them. Yellow was their predominant color, but the variation of hues was interesting.

Finias was the most different, with a color like purple having just as much weight as the yellows. It told of his dual nature, split between the dark and high elves.

As he explored he noticed some of the auras gave impressions of the person’s soul. Finias was angry, Grey was suspicious, Thom was nervous. There was one.. one of the humans, that was a disgusting black color.. that gave off the impression of.. deceit. Somehow he was lying or concealing something.

And it was closer than it had been when he first looked.

He felt a shock in his system as the light was snuffed out all of the sudden

Aldric’s eyes snapped open. No longer in his mana soul, but back in the real world. Kasumi was standing over him, her sword drawn and a bloodied human lay on the ground in front of him.

“Wh-what happened?” he grunted as he came out of the trance.

“This one tried to attack you while I wasn’t looking,” Kasumi snapped.

Aldric sat up, slowly getting to his knees to get a better look. He was still where he had been sitting, but the ring of others was broken, several people were advancing on the figure on the ground, and others were looking at both Aldric and Kasumi warily.

Aldric craned his neck to get a better view of the person on the ground, and saw that it Ren Arthan, his black hair and tanned skin was unmistakable.

“Someone go get a teacher, or Brandeis,” Aldric’s voice was barely above a whisper.

“Zach already left, they should be back soon,” Grey said, walking closer to the scene.

Kasumi squared up to him, holding her sword tighter in her hand. “Back away,” her voice was deadly low.

Grey’s eyes went wide and put his hands up. “Hold on, I didn’t have any part of this.”

“I don’t care. No one gets close to my mage until someone gives me some answers. No one leaves, no one moves a muscle,” she growled.

“Kas,” Aldric finally got to his feet. “I’m fine.”

She shot him such a glare so harsh even he backed away. If he didn’t feel the overwhelming worry from her, he might have been scared.

“Okay, never mind. Is he dead?”

“I hope so,” she spat on the ground. Her sword was still up, shifting it to anyone who moved at all.

“Why don’t we all just relax,” Aldric tried to smooth things over. He still was groggy from being pulled from his mana soul and wasn’t exactly sure how to react.

“NO ONE MOVE,” a voice yelled out. A second later Sorcerer Brandeis and Zach came running into the area.

Brandeis took one look around, his gaze resting on the body of Ren. He ran and check it over, he closed his eyes and muttered something before looking back up at the group.

“What happened here?” he barked.

A bunch of voices started talking at once. Kasumi still hadn’t dropped her stance and Lorn and Thom were trying to edge closer to Aldric, concern etched on their faces.

“Quiet! One at a fucking time, Acolytes!” Brandeis yelled. “Bond Akagi, would you please enlighten me on what happened and why you killed another student?”

Her face was still a mask of rage, and she hadn’t dropped her sword, but she spoke, however terse it was. “We were here to practice the mage’s spells and techniques, as we have been doing for the past several months. All of us, the dead included.

They were practicing a special technique that Professor Hydean had told them about. It wasn’t a spell, and required them to look into their own mana soul, and I was helping them meditate to get into the right frame of mind.

After several minutes, most of the mages got into the right feeling, except this one,” she nodded down at Ren. “He was fidgety and shifty eyed. I figured he was just frustrated at not being able to do it and was too proud to ask for help. I turned my back for one second to check on Lorn and Thom, and he had lunged out at Aldric, a dagger in his hand.” She pointed down to a dagger that had clattered a few feet from his body.

“I wouldn’t have seen it if it wasn’t for Zach yelling out. Thankfully, Aldric and I are bonded so my reflexes are significantly faster than an un-bonded mage’s. I subdued him by slashing his throat, and then Zach ran for help.”

Brandeis paced back and forth, looking the scene over. “Can anyone corroborate that?”

“I can, sir,” She’lar answered.

“As can I,” Grey stepped up. “I was done with my meditation when I heard Zach yell out and saw Ren leaping for Aldric with that dagger in his hand.”

“Okay, fine. We’re going to have to report this to the Headmaster. Anyone who can corroborate or add information, as well as Bond Akagi and Acolyte Ironheart, will have to come with me.”

Kasumi’s face tensed. “With all due respect sir,” she managed, “how do we know he was working alone? We don’t even know why he attacked.”

“I don’t think I’m in further danger, Kas,” Aldric stated.

“She makes a good point, Acolyte. Why do you think you’re not?” Brandeis replied.

“Because, before the incident I was able to complete the exercise, and I was able to read their auras. The only one with ill intentions was Ren.. sir.”

Brandeis’ mouth was agape. “You.. you were able to complete the sensis loci technique?”

“Err.. yes sir?” An all too familiar feeling of him giving away information to a large group of people happened at that moment. “Professor Hydean tasked us with it..” he whispered.

Brandeis shook himself out of his stupor, but the other students were eyeing him suspiciously and not just Grey anymore. He felt his grasp on his secret slipping.

“No matter. Bond Blackfang, please go and get the guard, we need someone to keep this area clear of people and need someone to clean up the body. Use your bonded speed, and get back here as soon as you can.”

“Yes, sir” Zach saluted and sprinted off, leaving the leaves on the trees rustling from his exit.

After he left they all stood awkwardly staring at each other or the body of Ren. The other humans in the group, Joff and Dave looked the sickest. They were the closest to Ren, physically and emotionally.

He didn’t have anyone he could ask to comfort them or get more information from them. With Zach gone he didn’t want to risk asking Thom. And Lorn was not so good at emotional appeals. If they needed to have their heads smashed in, then he’d talk to Lorn.

As he pondered what to do Zach came racing back, looking like the wolfkin he was, and not far behind him were a squad of four guards. Aldric had seen them around but had never gotten a close look.

They each carried a pike and a large shield, both silver grey metal that shined in the sun.

They were covered from head to toe in bulky, very heavy looking, plate armor. It looked thick enough that a sword could not puncture it easily. Their helmets were closed faced barbutes, where only the slits of their eyes were visible. The color of everything was the same as their weapons, a gleaming silver that reflected back the sun to blind their enemies, but also as a shining beacon of hope to their allies.

These were the Imperial Mage Guard. They dealt specifically with any matter concerning mages.

They slowly moved to circle Ren’s body, wordlessly moving the others out of the way.

“Alright, anyone that saw anything, come with me. You too, Bond Akagi and Acolyte Ironheart.”


Chapter 24

They followed Brandeis in silence. Aldric was pleased to see Joff and Dave had joined their procession. Whether they had info or just wanted answers, he’d find out sooner or later.

Kasumi had her sword out still, and everyone else was keeping their distance from her. Except for Zach and Lorn. They both had “try me” looks on their faces, that said if Kasumi attempted to stop them from making sure Aldric was safe, they’d have a problem.

Thankfully she didn’t, and so there was a small circle of people around him.

They trudged along until they got to the central tower. Brandeis spoke with the receptionist quickly and ushered them into the elevator.

A look of awe came upon most of their faces, few students ever had need of seeing the Headmaster in his office directly. Aldric watched almost amused at his friends craning their necks to see the view while the elevator lifted into the sky.

If the situation weren’t so dire, he might have commented on it. But.. no matter how amusing it was watching his friend’s faces.. he could only think of what happened. If it wasn’t for Zach and Kasumi’s quick actions, who knew what might have happened.

Except that he did know. He’d be dead. It was exactly as Hydean said, his senses were deadened, and while he was able to sense his attacker, he didn’t know exactly what was happening.

That scared him the most.

One moment he had been peaceful, looking through all of the different auras, the next he was yanked out of his mana soul and seeing someone he counted as, if not a friend, a friendly acquaintance, laying dead at his bond’s feet.

The situation was all too surreal. He wasn’t even sure why Ren had attacked him. The only person on campus that had even a hint of a reason to attack him was Torg, but.. the dwarf would surely challenge him face-to-face, than use a pawn to do his dirty work.

“What’re you thinking, my love?” Kasumi’s face was inscrutable.

“Just how I wish none of this had come to pass. And wondering why Ren did what he did.”

“Me too,” Kairn’s voice came from the side. Kasumi had rounded on him the moment he spoke but he held his hands up to show he wasn’t armed. “No, wait. You can’t be suspicious of everyone, Kasumi. I’m Aldric’s friend. We’ve spent the last months together, and I can honestly say I don’t know why anyone would want to kill him.”

He looked around the group who were all staring at him now. “But, there does seem to be an obvious answer.”

“None of that!” Brandeis yelled out. “No speculating before we see the Headmaster, understood?”

The elevator reached the apex of the tower not long after. The great wooden doors to the Headmaster’s office were open. Aldric could barely see around the people guarding him, but it looked like the Headmaster wasn’t alone.

“This is preposterous!” a voice yelled with the unmistakable accent of a dwarf.

“Do not raise your voice at me,” Headmaster Gabrith’s cut through.

“Bu—”

“Perhaps we should table this discussion for later, gentlemen, it looks as though we have several uninvited guests,” Hydean’s voice rang out, raising Aldric’s hackles. The man hadn’t done anything but be mildly unpleasant, but Aldric continued to get an uneasy feeling around the professor.

“What’s this then,” Gabrith called out.

“I apologize, sirs, but a student was attacked and another killed,” Brandeis answered.

“What?!” Gabrith yelled. “come in, right now. I apologize Muldo, we’ll need to finish this later.”

“Oh, I see, everything is more important than ol’ Muldo. I get it,” the dwarf announced.

“Oh for the love of..” Aldric heard Gabrith mutter loudly.

“Please, get out of the way, Muldo, we’ll handle your business later. A student is dead, and your complaints are petty in comparison,” Hydean scolded the dwarf.

The next thing Aldric heard was a loud huff of annoyance and the shuffling of feet. The students parted to let the dwarf through, letting Aldric get a good look at him as he passed.

He was a well-manicured man, with snow white braided hair with a long white beard braided into an intricate pattern. And he was wearing the most immaculate clothes Aldric had ever seen, that were clearly tailored specifically for the dwarf. A crisp set of clearly fancy deep blue button down shirt with a matching jacket, lined in fur and pants pleated so sharply down the middle they looked like a knife’s edge.

The dwarf grumpily moved past them, when he saw Aldric his eye’s widened in surprise for the briefest of moments, then narrowed.. Aldric thought he saw anger in the look. His gaze turned forward and he didn’t say a word as he passed.

“That was weird,” Aldric muttered to himself.

“Yes, yes it was,” Kasumi responded.

“Come in, come in,” Gabrith called out to the group.

“Thank you for seeing us Headmaster,” Brandeis responded. They filed into the room, Kasumi kept Aldric by her side at all times. They had successfully convinced her to sheathe her sword, but she was still glaring at anyone, except the Headmaster, who looked in their direction.

Brandeis explained why they were there, what the witnesses said, and what Kasumi and Aldric said.

After Brandeis was finished explaining Gabrith sat back in his chair and sighed wearily. “He successfully..” he muttered, then looked up at Aldric with an intensity he’d never shown before.

“And you saw his aura? You felt the wrongness in him?”

“Yes, sir,” Aldric responded.

“But couldn’t tell exactly what was wrong, correct?”

“No, sir. I only got an impression.. I felt deceit, but nothing more.”

Gabrith glanced at Hydean who was deep in thought. “Thomas..” his voice was strained.

“Later, Idus,” Hydean muttered. He cleared his throat and spoke louder. “How have your interactions with Ren been, Aldric? Any reason to be suspicious or think that he wasn’t being completely honest with you?”

“No, sir. We weren’t really the best of friends, but the group of us get together on Fridays between classes to practice our spells, today was the first day we’d tried the technique you told us about.”

“Hmm,” Hydean scratched his chin.

“Have you had any words with him at all? Any negative interaction?” Gabrith asked.

“No sir, like I said we were friendly but didn’t speak much. Well.. I thought we were friendly.”

“Understood.”

“Thomas, should we talk to Tyrhorn, see what he thought of the boy?”

"Yes, that may be prudent, Headmaster."

“For now, based on testimony from eyewitnesses, as well as from the victim themselves, this can be declared self-defense. Headmaster Gabrith, we will need to inform the Ren Arthan’s family, and.. we may want to smudge the truth a bit.”

“Smudge the truth?” Kasumi growled.

“Yes Bond Akagi. We do not know his motivations, or if he was working alone, or if he just had a mental break. It would be.. indelicate to besmirch the name of a student without proof. Outside of this incident Acolyte Arthan was a model student. Not exceptional maybe, but studious and kind to his fellow students. And while no one can fault you for your actions, nor should they try, we were robbed of a promising mage. Until we learn otherwise, this shall be treated as a misfortunate, but isolated, incident.”

“Isolated?” Kasumi barked. “It was a premeditated murder attempt, and you know it!”

“Kas..” Aldric whispered.

“That’s enough, Bond Akagi. All of you have had a stressful day, and I think it would be wise if you went back to your dorm to recuperate. I will let Professor Strongarm know that you will not be in class. I want both you and your mage to stay in your dorm this weekend, and only leave for meals. We will reassess on Sunday. Is that understood?” Gabrith command was sterner than Aldric had ever heard from him.

“Yes sir,” Kasumi said through gritted teeth.

“You may.. have visitors, if you so choose, but only those you feel comfortable with and trust. We will be investigating every angle on this. Mages are the Empire’s most precious resource and if he was manipulated into acting, we will not let that go unpunished. Am I clear?”

“Yes, sir!” the group responded.

“Now is there anything else?”

A half a beat went by when Joff’s hand crept up. “Uh.. sirs.. Dave and I here knew Ren the best. And while I don’t know about manipulation or anything like that.. he has been acting cagey lately. Not spending any time with us anymore, spending time at some tavern he wouldn’t tell us the name to. Said it was exclusive.. invite only.”

“Tavern?”

“There are several.. secret taverns on campus, Headmaster,” Hydean supplied.

“How did I not know this? I’ve been here 30 years! I was a student here!”

“Headmaster, I think it would be.. prudent to discuss this after.”

Gabrith harrumphed. “Fine, but I will have answers.”

“Of course, sir,” Hydean bowed.

“Okay then, thank you for the information, Acolyte. We’ll handle it from here,” Gabrith said. “I am not without sympathy,” he said looking at Kasumi and Aldric, “but you must let us do our jobs. We will get to the bottom of this.”

“Sir, yes, sir,” the group responded.

“Dismissed.”

***

Kasumi complained the entire way back to the dorm and then once they got inside the dorm.

“Can you believe the audacity? To chastise me? I saved your life, they should be commending me. But do they? Nooooo. ‘Mages are a precious resource,’ my ass. They just don’t want to admit that this was a pre-meditated murder attempt on their watch—” she continued on like that for some time.

“Kas, Kas.. Kas!” He ended up yelling several hours later to interject into the very one sided conversation.

“What!” she cried back.

“In all the commotion I forgot something important.”

“What?” she said, exasperated.

“Thank you. Thank you for intervening and saving my life. Thank you for guarding me. Thank you for everything you did for me today. I love you.”

Her face changed from an angry scowl to a look of surprise, quickly followed by a sheepish look. “Y-you don’t have to thank me. I love you too.”

He took her into his arms and kissed her, letting all of the stress of the day go. And he spent all night endeavoring to show her just how much he loved her.

***

The next morning went by slowly. They were confined to their dorm except for meals, they went down to breakfast together but didn’t see any of their usual friends, which surprised them.

After eating as swiftly as they could, not wanting to be targets for longer than needed, they got back to their room. Aldric wanted to repeat their rigorous activities from the night before, but Kasumi just smiled and said he had too much homework to do.

“Fine,” he whined and opened his History book. Get the worst out of the way first, he thought.

He spent a few hours reading several chapters on Aleksander II and his son Aleksander III. The older of the two Aleks’ was the not fortunate during his reign, he had grand designs for the Empire but he did not live to see them come to fruition. He ordered the building of towns and trading outposts along their borders with Acxiun to encourage trade and quell any further hostilities

Scholars of the time speculated that his son actually conspired to depose his father, because when he ascended the throne a new war was started with the Empire’s neighbors, Acxiun taking the brunt of that.

The Empire then devolved into a period of unceasing war, where mundane and mage life was spent as easily as water passes through a stream. Which, thanks to the wars, would have run red with blood.

Throughout the readings up to this point Aldric got the distinct impression that the Empire was never not at war, and those that tried to entertain the idea of peace were swiftly dealt with, either by their ambitious sons, or by the nobles of the country, stabbing the Emperor in the back. Which in one notable case was not figurative, as the nobles themselves stabbed the Emperor twenty-three times in the back.

He put down the reading and glanced around to look for Kasumi to see if she was in a more amenable mood now that he had done some work, but just then there was a thudding knock on the door.

Kasumi dashed out from the library, sword in hand. “Who is it? Declare yourself!”

“It’s me, Zach and Tom, and Lorn and She’lar. And.. another guest,” Zach’s voice sounded. Even through the door Aldric could tell his friend was smiling.

He was confused as to what could be so good, but he nodded at Kasumi, who slowly opened the door and backed away, sword at the ready.

“Good lords, woman, do you ever put that sword down?” Zach exclaimed as he barreled into the room. Thom followed sheepishly behind him, followed by Lorn and She’lar.

“I didn’t last night either,” Kasumi smirked and sheathed her sword.

Zach winced because at that moment Jordan walked into the room.

“Ah fuck nuggets,” Aldric whispered.

But either Jordan didn’t hear Kasumi or chose not to hear her, because she charged right for Aldric, arms open and grabbed him in the tightest hug she could.

Her body pressed against his, and her warmth surrounded him, reminding him of the horse ride to the Academy from the orphanage. And just like that his feelings for her renewed. He could smell the scent he fell in love with.. lavender.. and feel her ample body pressed against him.

“Oh, Aldric I’m so sorry! I can’t believe what happened! Are you alright? Tell me you’re alright.”

“I’m fine. Between Zach and Kasumi, I didn’t even see what happened.”

“Okay, good,” she held on just as tightly as before. Her body quivered a little, he couldn’t tell if she was sobbing or just nervous to be touched by him again. He realized it didn’t matter. He pushed forward into her hair and buried himself in her golden locks, breathing in as much as of her as he could.

“By the way,” she said, breaking the hug and sitting back on the couch. “I’m so incredibly happy for you and Kasumi. You’re lucky to have found each other.”

“Oh, uh, th-thanks, Jordan,” he stammered. He did not expect that.

“Yes, thank you Jordan. You know, we are more than happy to have you with us,” Kasumi added.

Jordan smiled back at her but ignored her comment. “You got incredibly lucky with her Aldric,” she smacked his arm playfully.

“Er.. yeah I did.”

“Al,” Lorn spoke for the first time. “Do you have any idea if someone planned this with Ren?”

“No, but Kasumi seems very convinced that he wasn’t working alone, that it was pre-meditated.”

“Oh, how awful,” Jordan brought her hands up to her chest and grasped them together. Almost like she was praying. Aldric couldn’t help but get an uneasy feeling from Jordan. As if there was something she was trying to hide.

“Yeah.. but I don’t know.”

“If you ever find out who, tell me,” Lorn boomed. “The rage of the clans shall be their undoing! No one attacks an Orc Friend and gets away with it!”

She’lar and Zach cheered, though perhaps for different reasons.

“A-are you sure you’re okay, friend Aldric?” Thom quietly asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine, Thom.”

Everyone went quiet for a moment. It was an unfortunate event, but Aldric didn’t want it to color the rest of their interactions. He wanted to move past it. He trusted the Headmaster, at least, to get to the bottom of it.

“So, before Ren basically committed suicide, how was everyone doing with the technique Hydean showed us? I think Brandeis called it the sensis loci technique.”

“I was.. trying. Meditating is not something that comes easily to orcs,” Lorn responded irritated.

“Keep trying, Lorn’al, I believe in you,” She’lar stroked his muscled arm. He shot her a small smile.

“What about you Thom?”

“I-it.. was fine. I can visualize my mana soul.. but I was unable to do anything else. I had just given up when the commotion started, friend Aldric.”

“Sorry about that,” Aldric said sheepishly.

“No one blames you, Al,” Lorn replied.

Jordan had comfortably latched on to his arm, during the discussion, snuggling up on it. He wondered what was going on with her.. he hadn’t seen her for almost two months and now here she was.. acting like no time had passed.

“Jor—” he started.

“So, does anyone have any guesses on who I think was Ren’s accomplice?” Kasumi cut in quickly. She shot him a look that looked to say, ‘are you serious?’.

“Torg.”

“Torg.”

“Torg.”

“Torg.”

They all paused and looked around at each other and burst into laughter.

They then spent the next several hours discussing the implications of Torg being complicit, what they’d do if he was, and all manner of awful things they could think of.

Except for Jordan, who just stayed attached to his arm.

He was starting to feel uneasy about the whole thing, completely unsure of what was going on in her head.

After a while She’lar went down to the mess hall to grab them all food. Aldric was completely unaware that that had even been an option, he would have spent much more time in his room had he known.

After eating, Jordan finally unlatched herself from his arm. “I’m sorry, Aldric. I.. it’s just when Zach told me what happened, I couldn’t think of anything else but being here and seeing you.”

“That’s fine.. there’s nowhere else I’d rather you be.”

“I.. couldn’t believe it when Zach told me it was Ren..” tears welled in her eyes.

“Wait.. you knew Ren?”

“Yeah, he’s been doing the field assignments, and we were in the same group and few times. We’d gotten.. close.”

It felt like his heart physically dropped. He could feel the jealous monster inside of him rearing it’s ugly head. Then he felt anger, from himself and Kasumi. She had shut him out for no reason, then gets close with someone else, and then has the audacity to cling on to him because her new friend tried to kill him?

“Close?” he whispered. He tried to keep his voice even but failed, it wavered in his jealousy. All eyes in the dorm turned on Jordan.

She blanched, eyes going wide. “No, no, not at all like that! I meant close as friends.. I told him all about us. He was nice and he listened, I told him how we grew up, how happy I was to be here with you, how.. you were my mage.. how.. I didn’t..”

“Didn’t?”

She sighed. “Anyway, he was nice and kind. He lent me an ear when I needed it. I don’t.. think.. he had any illusions of me bonding with him.. I didn’t.. But.. he put me on his potential bond list. I told him not to, to remove me, but he didn’t. We argued about it last weekend.. I.. I hoped we could still be friends..”

“Al..” Kasumi said, getting his attention. “I think.. he must have lashed out because Jordan wouldn’t bond with him.”

The statement hung in the air, the realization hitting like a ton of stone. Of course, it had been jealousy over a potential bond. Aldric’s brain had gone into crazy conspiracy theories. He should have known, the simplest answer was usually the correct one.

No one spoke, one could have heard a pin drop.

“Ugh! Why can’t I do anything right!” Jordan abruptly yelled. Getting off the couch she looked around at the others. “I’m fucking everything up!”

She raced towards the door, throwing it open and running out of the room.

“Jordan wait!” Aldric got up and ran after her. “Wait, damnit.”

He caught up to her before could get to the elevator. He gently grabbed her arm and spun her so he could look at her, her face was shocked he had. “Wait, Jordan, you didn’t fuck anything up. Okay? What he did with his life and in his mind is entirely on him. You said you rebuffed him, that you asked him to remove you. It’s not your fault, you were clear on what you wanted. Correct?”

“Yeah,” her voice was low and full of sorrow.

“Look, I’m sorry Jordan. I’m sorry for the entire situation. But please, don’t blame yourself. The only one to blame is Ren, he chose this path not you, not me, not Kas.”

She sighed heavily and leaned against the wall. “I know.. I know that, Al.” He felt a warmth he didn’t know he was missing, hearing her call him Al. All day it'd been Aldric. Was she finally moving forward?

“Then, come back in. We can finish up the day, and.. if you’re willing, we can finally bond. Be together forever, just like we both wanted. Alright?”

She looked at him, sadness filling her eyes. “You have no idea how I wish I could. But I haven’t done what I set out to do.”

“What?! Why? What do you still need? I’m here, asking you. I’m being sincere, Jordan. I lo—,” he cut himself off. Taking a deep breath before continuing. “I want you to join me. Join us. We’ll be so much more together.”

She pressed her hand against his cheek. “I know, Al. But I have to do this, for me. I need it, okay? Please understand.”

He didn’t. Not at all. What did she need to do? Why wouldn’t she listen to him?

He couldn’t press her though. For fear of running her off, or worse being someone like Torg who sees bonds only as an object, she had to make her own decisions.

“No, I don’t understand. I don’t know what else you need to do. But I can’t, and won’t, stop you. Just know that whenever you’re ready, I’m here. I want you, Jordan. No matter what.”

She smiled sadly, bringing her arms to wrap around his back, pressing herself into him again. “I know..” her voice trembled. Her hands snaked up to the back of his neck and gently pushed him down.

He offered no resistance and let his head lower, her face came closer.. her lips slightly separated.

Finally, she pulled him into a kiss. Not ravenous like the ones he’d shared with Kasumi. Tender, gentle, exploratory. Her lips were soft and warm.. and slightly salty from the tears that had fallen. But, it was everything he had ever hoped for and more. She was everything he ever wanted.

It was his perfect fantasy and his unreal reality. Jordan, in his arms, on his lips. The feeling of joy and triumph he felt was overpowering.

But, she broke the kiss all too soon. “I-I’m so sorry Al.. I don’t know what came over me.”

“Don’t apologize,” he breathed out. He wanted more. He needed to feel her lips again.

“No.. I-I’m s-sorry..” she released him and stepped back several paces. A wild look of panic in her eyes. “I-I sh-shouldn’t have done that..”

Before he knew what was happening she had opened the door for the elevator and gone through. One last sad look back at him before she closed the door behind her.

He could have gone after her.. should have gone after her. Be was utterly befuddled. What was happening? Why was she so confusing?

He stood there watching the door of the elevator for how long, he didn’t know. He wildly thought that if he stared hard enough she’d come back. She’d come to her senses and come back for him.

“My love,” Kasumi’s voice came from behind him. He didn’t move. “I don’t know what happened.. I know what you felt. But..”

“No, Kas. Not now.”

He took one more deep breath in, held it for a moment and let it out. “Let’s get back.”

Kasumi didn’t say anything, but he knew her sadness for him.


Chapter 25

After Aldric went back to his dorm the rest of the group filed out shortly after. Zach and Thom lingered for a bit, with Zach trying to cheer Aldric up, but neither of their hearts were in it.

Aldric didn’t know what was going through Jordan’s mind anymore. Zach, who had spent the most time with her since they’d gotten to the Academy, also expressed that something was going on with Jordan but she wouldn’t divulge what.

When Thom and Zach finally left Kasumi and Aldric stayed awake, sitting together on the couch. He wasn’t sure what to say anymore. And worse was, he knew what Kasumi was going to say and she wasn’t wrong.. but after the kiss, he didn’t think she was right either.

He sighed wearily and Kasumi didn’t press him for details, opting instead to snuggle close to him on the couch and hold him.

The next morning came all too soon, Aldric and Kasumi spent the day reading and getting food sent to them. He didn't feel like getting up and being a person that day, and he imagined Kasumi felt the same way.

A little after they ate dinner there was a knock on their door.

Aldric opened it and saw Brandeis standing there. “Good evening, Acolyte. It’s not very smart to open the door without asking who it is.”

Aldric didn’t want to hear it, not right now. “What do you want.. sir,” his voice was heavy with disdain and bitterness.

Brandeis’ eyes flashed dangerously, like he was a second away from hitting Aldric for his insolence, and Aldric didn’t know why he didn’t. Just that he saw something in Brandeis’ gaze that looked something akin to.. pity.

“I’ll forgive your attitude.. once. Because you’ve had a rough couple of days. But that’s what I’m here to talk about.”

Aldric stepped back from the door and extended his hand inward, motioning Brandeis into the dorm.

The formidable man stepped through the entryway and paced through the room. “Which of the rooms is the library?”

Aldric pointed towards the room they had converted. Brandeis followed his hand and opened the door. Inside, a very cozy, Kasumi was reading a book. She glanced up to look when the door opened, probably expecting to see Aldric but finding Brandeis instead.

Her eyes widened in panic, and she sprang up from her chain in a salute. “Sir, I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t know you were coming.. sir.”

“It’s nice to know one of you still has manners,” he chuckled. “But forgive me, Bond Akagi. I just wanted to see the library we installed.”

“Of course sir,” she saluted again, then threw a nasty look at Aldric. Her annoyance over the bond was evident. She was wearing a loose-fitting kimono and hadn't done her hair up. Aldric thought she looked beautiful as she was, but understood why she didn't want to be seen that way. Oh well, just another thing I've screwed up, he thought.

Brandeis walked around the book filled room and whistled to himself, while Kasumi wrapped her kimono around herself a little more and fought with her hair to make it not so frizzy. “They really outdid themselves when they added this. Maybe we should make this the standard going forward.”

“I agree with that assessment, sir, it has been invaluable to Aldric and myself.” She had finally righted herself enough that the blush had been plastered on her face was steadily fading.

“Hmm,” he nodded and took one last look around the room. He turned on his heel and strode out into the living room area. “If you would both join me, we have to discuss the attacker.”

Aldric and Kasumi shared a glance but followed Brandeis into their living room.

When they got there Brandeis was standing in front of their fireplace, arms folded behind his back.

“Now, we followed every lead we could yesterday, and while I will keep an investigation ongoing, there’s not much one can hide from magical detection. We didn’t find anything suspicious, or anything linking Acolyte Ren Arthan to anyone else. We believe this was an isolated incident. Keep your guard up.. both of you. But I don’t see a reason why you can’t resume normal activity.”

Aldric nodded along with Brandeis, unsure of whether he should tell the man what they heard from Jordan. If they did, would they stop the investigation? Did it even matter? It felt like Jordan had solved the mystery.

“Do you two have anything to add? Any doubts? Speak them now, or we’ll move on from this horrible business.”

“Uh.. sir..” Kasumi started to say.

“No, Kas. I should be the one to tell him. Sorcerer Brandeis, thank you for your help. We appreciate everything you and the Headmaster have done for us. But, we found out last night that it may have just been a fit of jealousy. He wanted to bond with my potential bond candidate, Jordan Taylor, but she denied him.. for me.”

Brandeis’ eyes widened in shock, which quickly turned to exasperation. “That certainly tracks why we couldn’t find anything else about him.”

“Yes, sir.”

The Sorcerer sighed loudly. “This whole thing stinks. We lost a promising young mage due to his own jealousy. No one will blame either of you. It’s just sad.. it will tarnish his reputation.”

The thought hung in the air. “Does anyone have to know, sir?” Kasumi asked quietly.

“What do you mean, Bond Akagi?”

“Just.. it’s only us who know, and we can ask the others to keep quiet. The official story can be a field exercise gone wrong.. we wouldn’t ruin his reputation then.”

“I’m surprised Bond Akagi. I thought you of all people wouldn’t want to clear his name. Wasn't that your position yesterday?"

“I don’t regret killing him. I would do it again in a heartbeat. However, I do regret that his life had to end. If only he had spoken to us, we could have worked through his issue. I think not impugning a dead man's honor is the least we could do."

"Understood. But these things have happened before, the Academy has weathered far worse."

Kasumi sighed and glanced at Aldric. "Very true, sir, but if it could be avoided, it should. It.." she hesitated and side eyed Aldric again, why he didn't know but he felt her conflict. "I believe it would hurt the Academy’s reputation to have a Bond killing a mage, no matter the reason. If we were to say.. a rampaging monster killed him during a field exercise, that's normal, it's part of the mage's duty and it's expected. It's bad, but not as bad as allowing people to think that the Bonding class doesn't work, making both the deceased and the Academy seem inept.. sir."

Brandeis blinked in surprise several times. “Hmm.." he scratched his chin and thought. "Very shrewd Bond Akagi. Fine, I’ll see to it that becomes the story. I will let the administration know, as well as the mages that were present. Thank both for your patience and service to the Academy.”

“Thank you sir,” she saluted.

“Now, if that’s all.” They shook their heads, prompting him to salute them both. They returned his salute and he turned on his heels and walked out of the room.

Aldric let loose the breath he'd been holding since Kasumi started talking. He felt her deceit but didn't know what it was. "Why cover it up? The real reason."

She sat down on the couch and let out an exasperated sigh. "Sorry, not you," she added when he quirked his eyebrows at her. "You're going to have enemies, Al. We know that. Just by you existing you will have enemies. If you count the dwarves, or at least Torg's clan, you already have some. When we enter the Empire at large, we don't need to be starting at an even larger disadvantage than we already will be. If this were public it might paint you or me in a bad light. We need every edge we can get. Thus the cover up."

He sighed wearily. "You really think of everything, don't you?"

"I'm your first bond, Al. It's my job to make sure everything in your life goes as smoothly as possible."

"Thank you, Kas." He sat on the couch next to her, brought her into his arms, and held tight. He needed it. Her touch was quickly becoming his comfort place.

"You don't need to thank me for doing what I feel is right."

"Yes I do."

They held each other for a while before either of them let go, but neither of them spoke. Aldric was lost in thought.. it felt like his default lately.

He needed to find a way to let Kasumi know just how much she meant to him. And he once again had issues with Jordan, he knew that Kasumi would have her own thoughts on that, which only complicated things.

Again he started feeling bad for not wanting to listen to the objectively correct advice she would give him. It was just too hard. Jordan had always been the metric by which he judged all others. Only now, Kasumi was that, if not more. She was a strong, capable, intelligent, beautiful woman, and as far as Aldric was concerned she was nearly perfect.

If anything Jordan had fallen short of Kasumi.. because she refused to admit what was wrong. She refused to talk it through with him. And she had time and time again pushed back on him.

Kasumi was correct. He should give up on Jordan. He should.

"Kas.."

"Let's go to bed, Al. We can talk this through in the morning."

He nodded and followed her into their room and soon fell into a fitfully sleep.

Not enough hours later, with a heavy sigh, a little over an hour before the alarm would go off, he woke up. Not knowing what else to do but to start getting ready, he peeled Kasumi's off limbs from across his body, got out of bed and made himself presentable for the day.

Whatever he intended on doing about his Jordan situation would have to wait. Not only did he have no one in the bond barracks to run messages anymore, he felt himself hesitating on what to actually do.

Yes, he wanted to bond with her. Yes, he wanted to be with her. But how? She wouldn't listen to him half the time, and the other half he stumbled over his words and made things worse.

He sat in the library, half-reading and half-sulking. Once again, he found himself confounded by Jordan and her actions.

This time it looked like they might make some real progress, but then something had gotten in the way.. again.

He growled in frustration. Why couldn't she just be easy. Like Kasumi.

Then he mentally winced. No one would call Kasumi easy. But she was easier to understand. She had said she wanted power, and she got that with him, but what she really needed was a companion, someone to talk to and share her life with.. love. She received that and more with him.

He thought Jordan wanted that too but she was too hung up on doing whatever it is she was doing to hear him.

He sighed and started reading again. The book he was half-reading intrigued him, though he admittedly only tried it because of the name, The Lion and the Maiden Fair.

His infatuation with lions damned him to reading the book, whether he wanted to or not.

The more he read the more he empathized with the lion, who was actually just a man who believed in justice. He was like a lion, hunting and stalking, before taking down the villains of the story.

But Aldric empathized with the character because the "maiden fair" was a beautiful woman who was constantly putting herself in danger, throwing herself into situation after situation that the man had to save her from. They loved each other, that was true, and Aldric was only about halfway through the book, but he couldn't help but think of himself as the lion and Jordan as the maiden. It was clear there was a communication issue between the two, and neither had the understanding of the other to begin to remove the gap between them.

"Al.." Kasumi's voice called out softly.

"Hey, my love, what are you doing up?"

"I didn't feel you next to me. Everything okay?"

"Yeah, it is. Just thinking."

She came and sat down on the arm of the chair he was on. It was one of the reclining chairs with puffy arms, so it wasn't uncomfortable for her to sit.

"The Lion and the Maiden Fair," she read. "I read that, the maiden's a bit of an airhead and the lion is a bit of a pushover."

He laughed sardonically. "I actually thought it was a good analogy for me and Jordan."

"Well.. I wouldn't say Jordan's an airhead, and no one would say you're a pushover. But I do see the parallels."

They sat in silence. "I know I should give up. You're right. I know I should let her go, but I can't. I think I love her, Kas. I can't let that go. Could you?"

She rubbed his shoulders. "No, and I wouldn't expect you to."

***

During class that day Aldric was determined to talk to Grey and Kairn, and the others, to make sure there weren't any hard feelings or confusion on how he felt. But before he could, Professor Tyrhorn came into the room.

As ever, his cape billowed behind him. The look on his face, however, was as serious as Aldric had ever seen it.

And unfortunately, he knew why.

"Class.. Mages, Bonds. This is a military academy. You may forget that.. sometimes even I do, but on days like these.." he sighed. "Students, one of our own, Ren Arthan, died this weekend. He was in the middle of a field exercise and unfortunately ran into a monster that took him by surprise. We are told he fought valiantly but was overwhelmed. He.. likely did not suffer."

Everyone in the room not in the know gasped. A quiet murmur went out through the room. Aldric felt his stomach drop. Kasumi put a comforting hand on his back.

"Accidents happen. Death happens. It is an unfortunate part of this life. This was the first for your class, and however unfortunate, likely will not be the last. These are facts of living as a member of the Empire's military. What we can do, as individuals, is remember our friend and not let his memory be forgotten. To his friends was kind, funny, and helpful. As a student he was studious and quick to help others. But above all.. he was one of us. Let us have a moment of silence in his honor."

Tyrhorn bowed his head and closed his eyes. Many of the other students did as well.

Not Aldric. He didn't resent Ren, or even deny that he deserved recognition despite how he died.. no, Aldric wanted to see if he could catch anyone's eyes and indicate he wanted to talk.

His gaze tracked through the room. The high elves all had their heads bowed, same with the wood elves. The orcs were predicably uninterested, and the various beastkin looked reverent enough. However, Torg and the dwarves were rolling their eyes and casting sidelong glances at Aldric.

That infuriated him and he didn't even understand why. He knew he should hate Ren for pressuring Jordan and making her uncomfortable, but he just couldn't. Maybe it was because he was the reason Ren was no longer there. Or maybe because he hadn't even been aware when it happened.

He shook his head. This had all gotten too complicated.

Tyrhorn continued class after the moment of silence. A dull murmur of talking happened throughout and while the professor didn't look too happy with it he didn't tell them to stop.

Kasumi's feelings were, surprisingly, conflicting. She felt annoyed, justified, frustrated, and sympathy. He expected her to feel frustrated but not sympathy.

Tyrhorn droned on about feelings or something or other, while Aldric continued to agonize over what to say to his classmates when he finally talked to them.

Finally, Tyrhorn let them go, but before he did, he had an announcement. "Acolytes Ironheart, Woodfern, Shimmerbeam, Bloodaxe.." He continued on to list all of the members of their study group. "I ask that you stay after for a moment. Since several of you have bonds, and most of you have bond candidates who have expressed their desire to bond, we need to discuss something. The rest of you may leave."

The rest of class got up, around fifteen other students. The dwarves all left the room, snickering and talking amongst themselves. Torg shot Aldric a spiteful glance, but that was normal, he always did that. The beastkin classmates, who Aldric did not know, left silently. The orcs trooped out and patted Aldric and Lorn. on the back before leaving. Orc Friend, indeed, he smiled.

When the door finally closed, the solemn expression on Tyrhorn's face vanished immediately. "I'm not going to beat around the bush. You were all kept back because of what happened. Ren's professors were told the truth, but then were told we were expected to lie to our classes about what happened."

Aldric was shocked at the man's straightforwardness. Other than the first day of classes, he had been a fun professor, if not a little bit silly.

"I don't truthfully care about what happened, I know he tried to kill Aldric, and Kasumi stopped him. I don't blame either of you. But I need all of you.. do you know anything more? Some of the reports of what Ren was doing before he died are.. troubling."

What?

"What do you mean troubling, sir?" Grey asked, speaking for the first time that class.

"Acolytes Kintrip and Bettman," he nodded to the two humans, "noted that Ren had been going to bars on-campus. There aren't many, but they are secret, even from the administration. I know of them from my time here. Either way, some do not have the best reputation, and if he was going to them, I fear someone may have blackmailed him. Bettman and Kintrip already told me everything they know. But does anyone else have anything to add?"

Aldric was shocked at that revelation and judging by everyone else's expressions so were they.

"I'm sorry, sir, but it sounded like he was just jealous of me.." Aldric tried to say.

"Yes, I know the official story. And I know you likely believe it, it is plausible. But I don't think it's correct. Ren was always even tempered, he'd even met with me about the Jordan situation, and he truly wasn't that jealous. He didn't like it, but he didn't hate you Aldric."

"What?!" Aldric yelled.

Tyrhorn looked at him in pity. "I'm sorry, Aldric. But I fear someone may have put him up to it after all. You need to be careful."

"Sorry, sir.. but what Jordan situation? Who is that?" Kairn cut in.

"One of Aldric's bond candidates. Ren and she had been in a few field assignments together and had gotten close. He asked her to bond, but she refused, because she wants Aldric."

"Oh.."

"Listen, if no one has any additional information, that's fine. From what Bettman and Kintrip said, Ren had been pulling back from their relationships lately. I believe he fell in with a bad crowd.. but I don't know what bar he went to, or if that even was the reason."

Running a hand through his hair, he sighed. Mages may age slower, and half-elves even more, but at that moment Aldric saw Tyrhorn as not only a professor, but someone old enough to have seen it all and was still perturbed by what was happening.

"Listen, just.. keep your ears to the ground. Watch out because if I'm right and someone goaded him into attacking Aldric, we don't know the motivation. And we don't know why now."

Anger surged over his bond with Kasumi. He steadied himself, separating his feelings from hers.

"Now.. go, I'm sorry to have held you back so long. I'll send a message to your next professor.. Hydean, correct?"

"Yes, sir," Finias responded.

"Good, good." He sighed again, the lines on his face plainer than ever. "Be careful. This year.. has been strange." He glanced at Aldric but quickly looked away.

Aldric felt a hand on his shoulder and saw that it was Kasumi's. She nodded towards the door and almost forcefully pushed him. Lorn and She'lar stood in front of them, with the rest of the students moving behind them.

There were so many things he wanted to know, and wanted to say, but fuck if he knew were to start.

"Aldric," he heard Grey's voice sound from behind him.

"Yeah, Grey?"

"I.. I'm sorry. This is not easy. But maybe we should take a break from our group sessions for a while. Maybe permanently. I fear they will be tainted by what happened."

His stomach dropped, his fear of losing the group he'd started to help his fellow mages.. the one that allowed him to make friends, not just with one or two, but with most of the group.. was over. Even if they did meet again, it wouldn't be the same.

"I understand, Grey. If you feel the need to distance yourself from me. That's fine. Just know that I still consider you a friend, and I hope that you feel the same."

Lorn snorted but didn't say anything. Even without being bonded to the orc, Aldric knew what he was thinking. Orcs don't abandon friends, and killing was practically a rite of passage for them.

"Well, I, for one, will not stop if you don't, Al," Kairn spoke up. "Kasumi's guidance has been invaluable.. and it makes me wonder exactly why we aren't being taught like this in classes."

"Thanks, Kairn," he murmured, not sure what to make of that.

"Same here," Finias said. "Grey, you're too cautious for your own good. I'll be there. Maybe I'll bring along one of my bond candidates to help keep a look out."

"I am not too cautious, Fin, a man died trying to murder another student. It is prudent to not attend any more."

A loud thwak sound rang out and Grey yelled "ow!"

"How's that for too cautious," Finias laughed. "I'll be there, Al, Bond Akagi. Even if it's just us. We want to learn, and I feel this is the best chance for us."

"Hear, hear!" Kairn said, which was repeated by all the other elves.

Grey didn't say anything else, and finally they reached the room for Combat Magic.

Aldric closed his eyes and steeled himself for what was surely going to be a torturous class with Hydean.

***

When they entered Hydean was already there, standing in front of his desk, his back leaning against the wood.

"Late. Excused, per Professor Tyrhorn. But late."

Aldric had to stop himself from rolling his eyes or saying something in retort. No point in arguing, he thought, Hydean'd just be a jerk about it.

"Now, before I was interrupted I was speaking to the students who were on time about the death of Ren Arthan."

That time Aldric did roll his eyes.

"Something to add, Acolyte Ironheart?" Hydean didn't even try to hide the acidity in his words.

"No, sir," he tried to be as polite as possible.

Hydean eyed him for a moment before moving on. "Despite the fact that Arthan died on a field exercise, do not think that you should not compete in them. They are invaluable experience. And I have it on good authority that this weekend's excursion will be something special."

Aldric almost rolled his eyes yet again. Good authority, he makes them!

"Oh, before I forget, Professor Tyrhorn wanted me to let you know, should you find yourself unable to move past Arthan's death, to speak to him, he will provide grief counseling." The disdain in Hydean's voice was actually surprising to hear. Aldric didn't think that Hydean would so openly show contempt for anyone or anything but him.

There was a wave of talking that went through the class, one of the orcs actually guffawed, and Aldric had a feeling Lorn would have been there with him if it wasn't so close to them.

Hydean didn't lash out at the orc, but with a look silenced the room and continued on with his lesson.

At the end of class, at Hydean's urging, Aldric signed up for the special field assignment that weekend. The professor let him know, since he hadn't done or been allowed to join in others, that the start time was the same as his other, bright and early at 5am.

***

After that, the rest of the week went by quickly. Weapons Training was especially fun because Sorodar finally relaxed enough and let Kasumi join him for a day, and she and Nadia took turns trying to attack him and bring him down.

Friday came and Aldric, Kasumi, and his friends were in the grove. Everyone had shown up, including Grey and Evonne.

Grey didn't say anything at first, but he walked up to Aldric and extended his hand. Aldric didn't want to spurn the olive branch being extended to him, so he took the elf's hand and shook.

"I apologize for my attitude, Aldric. Finias, Dynax, and Emric set me straight. It wasn't your fault, and it was stupid of me to ascribe it to you. Please forgive me."

Aldric was taken aback, he never expected an apology, let alone one from a high elf, who in general had a reputation of never admitting fault.

"No worries from me. It was a.. difficult situation, and I'm sorry if you felt that way. I promise you," he looked around and raised his voice so everyone could hear him, "and everyone here, that I count you all as my friends. I hope and wish that if any of you have a problem with me, or any of the others, you'll let us know and we can talk things out. I don't want to lose any of your friendships, and I want even less for any of you to be hurt."

Grey looked him in the eyes for a moment before breaking into a smile. "Thank you for your words, Aldric. I have some things I'd like to discuss, but not now."

"Whenever you want, Grey."

They continued on with their study for the day, which was trying the sensis loci technique again. Aldric quickly fell back into it, feeling each of his companions, and thankfully feeling no deceit in any of them. After that, he tried to push the feeling further, but his soul strained when he did, it felt like he was being stretched, physically and metaphorically, and pain ran straight down the middle of his body. It was a pain unlike anything he'd ever felt. Immediately stopping, he fell out of his mana soul, and back to the real world. Kasumi was checking him over making sure he was alright.

"I'm fine," he muttered, not wanting to disturb the others who were still trying.

"I felt that Aldric. You were not fine, you almost split your soul in two."

He winced, not realizing it was that bad. "Sorry," he murmured.

After that, he didn't want to strain himself further, so he sat and waited, watching over the others making sure they were all fine.. inasmuch as he could, since he couldn't see their souls or feel their emotions.

Finally after several hours most everyone had at least seen their mana soul and envisioned it as they could.

Kairn envisioned it as a great tree, reaching far into the sky with innumerable branches and each leaf was a mote of his mana.

Most of the wood elves were like that, apparently it wasn't uncommon for people to latch on to their natural affinity.

"Yes, most wood elves envision some kind of tree, I've read. And similarly, we high elves usually envision our mana as a mass of undefinable pure light. Both tie into our beliefs as a people of our afterlives," Grey explained.

"Really? How so?" Aldric asked.

"Wood elves, for instance, believe that when they die their bodies become one with the world tree, a mythical tree that supposedly spans the metaphysical world. Similarly, we high elves believe that our bodies return to a form of pure mana and renourish the mana in the world."

Now that he thought of it, he didn't even think about the afterlife or what others might believe. He knew that some people worshipped various gods, but his parents never brought him anywhere, and Lorelei never did either. She didn't stifle anyone's religion, but she never ascribed one to them either.

"Wow, that makes sense. Thanks for explaining, I wouldn't have thought of it like that."

Grey nodded. Evonne subtly laced her fingers through his, causing Grey's face to twist into a goofy smile.

"What do you think of when you're inside your mana soul, Al," Kairn asked from nearby.

"Oh, it's a lake, each drop of a water is my mana, and I control it like you would a stream of water through a spout."

"Is that indicative of your believes as a human?" Evonne asked.

"Actually, no. I'm not exactly sure what I believe.. I didn't grow up.. normally, so I wasn't exposed to the gods or religion."

"That's interesting, Aldric. I have to get to class, but I'd like to discuss further with you at a later date," the high elf woman said.

"No problem! Whenever you want."

***

That night Aldric and Kasumi went to bed early and woke up early. He still didn't have armor to don, but since bonding his strength and toughness had increased so he wasn't as worried as the last time. He helped Kasumi put her armor on though. It was a chore but a worthwhile one.

When they were both finally ready they headed down to the lobby of the tower to await orders from Brandeis.

Getting down into the lobby Aldric noticed it was just as packed as the first time, and he saw some students who he hadn't seen before.

"Upperclassmen," Kasumi whispered.

That made sense. Hydean did say that this would be unlike the others before.

"Alright, alright, settle down," Brandeis' voice rose over the general buzz of excited talk going on around them. "Since this weekend has, for some reason, generated some interest, I will reiterate the rules. These are live operation field assignments, meaning the monsters you fight are real, and the danger you will face from them are also real. You will be placed into groups, whether you like them or not is not my concern. They are not permanent; it will not hurt you in any way to get along with your fellow mages for a few hours."

Aldric expected a wave of discontent, but that didn't come. Maybe the students were used to it by now.

"Now, you will all march to the central tower, there you will meet the bond candidates who will be joining you, in your groups. Understood?"

A round of assent went through the lobby. "Good," now march to the central tower."

Aldric and Kasumi, along with the rest of the students slowly made their way to the tower.

There they were joined by the un-bonded bond candidates. Aldric scanned the crowd but didn't see Jordan among them, which was odd to him. Everyone he knew told him that she'd been there every weekend.

But his thoughts were interrupted by Hydean and Cottonrose, once again, standing on a stage in front of the tower.

"Welcome everyone to our special field assignment this week," Hydean spoke once both groups were assembled. "We will begin by placing you in groups.."

An hour later and Aldric was probably the grumpiest he'd been since starting at the Academy. His group consisted of himself and Kasumi, Cho'gar and his bonded, a female orc named Lasha Heartrend that Aldric had seen during Weapons Training but not met. Wade Broggs, from Aldric's first field assignment. Two bond candidates he didn't know at all. And.. Torg and Nadia.

The short, surly, simple-minded dwarf was more upset than Aldric was, though that may have been because Nadia looked so happy she squealed with joy when they were put in the same group.

"Hey handsome," she said, sliding up next to him and latched herself on to his arm. "ohhh big muscles," she cooed.

"Nadia—" he started.

"Get the fuck off him, nekorian. Or do you forget who owns you?" Torg interjected.

Again, Aldric opened his mouth to say something, but Kasumi put her hand on his shoulder and shook her head.

Perplexed, he didn't say anything, but at that moment Nadia unlatched from him and rounded on Torg.

"Let's get one thing straight, you fucking asshole, no one owns me. I'm my own person, if you can't get that through your thick fucking skull, I'm not going to deal with this shit anymore."

From the corner of his eye, Aldric saw Wade slowly move behind Torg, and thought he saw a glint of steel.

But whatever fate awaited the dwarf was cut off because Torg looked her in the eyes and held his hands up. "Fine, fine. If that's how you feel." He stepped back and grumbled to himself but didn't say another word.

The two bonds Aldric didn't know were standing off to the side looking awkwardly at the rucus. Wade slinked back and made his way to stand next to Aldric.

Cho'gar and his bonds Lasha were standing behind Aldric, threateningly staring at anyone who came near them.

The low rumble of Cho'gar's voice came from behind him. "Do not worry, Orc Friend, we stand with you."

"Thanks, Cho'gar."

The orc grunted in response.

Finally the groups were finished being sorted around them.

"Good, now that you're in your groups, just a final word of warning.. this will be unlike any field assignment you've done before. Be cautious. Do not be overconfident in your abilities," Hydean spoke to them.

With that the two professors raised their arms. "Transmissio caecus," they shouted at the same time, and suddenly Aldric's world went blank.


Chapter 26

When Aldric came back to his senses he was in a completely different environment. Initial impressions gave a sense of being in a large city, because from where he was standing they were situated at the bottom of a set of stairs, there were grey stone walls surrounding them, the ground was paved with stone as well were the stairs.

Another thing that stood out to him was that the setting was nighttime, and as such the braziers that were hung on the stones leading up the stairs were lit, casting their light across the area.

Before anyone could speak a booming voice, that was far too recognizable, sounded in their area. "Group D, your objective going forward is to scout the city, remove any corrupted you find in the process, and make for the city square where a monster at the level of a twice bonded mage awaits. Your primary objective is to defeat that monster without casualties and without any collateral," Hydean's magically amplified voice said.

Aldric couldn't help it this time. He rolled his eyes and swore under his breath. It was the same scenario he'd originally been in, just in a different environment.

To him, that signaled that the first field assignment completed had been too difficult for their group, and Hydean assigned it to them to test them.. him specifically.

He really hated that guy.

"Corrupted?" One of the bond candidates said. Aldric finally took in her appearance, she was a wolfkin with grey fur, like Zach. Her tail was swishing nervously from side to side.

"Corrupted are beings, monsters, mages, and everything in-between that has been corrupted by mana. I do not know the particulars, but the Academy has not used them before for training since they are extremely violent.. more so than even ogres," Kasumi responded.

Aldric's eyes bulged, how could anything be more violent than the ogres?

Then he felt something he'd not thought Kasumi could feel.. fear.

She was afraid. The corrupted were so bad they made Kasumi afraid. That was concerning.

"Can they die?" Lasha asked, thumbing the edge of her axe menacingly. Aldric hadn't heard her speak before and it was night and day between her and Cho'gar's. His was gruff and gravelly and hers was actually high pitched and almost sweet sounding. He would not have guessed she was an orc based on her voice.

"Obviously," Torg snorted. "They wouldn't've sent us here if they couldn't."

Aldric resisted the urge to punt the fucker. But he had a point.

"I've never faced one, but I'd assume so," Kasumi continued as if Torg hadn't spoken.

"Good," Lasha smiled.

The other two bonds introduced themselves, Liv Greybite the wolfkin, and Janelle Duskhare a halfling. Admittedly Aldric's knowledge of other kinds of beings was limited, but he didn't know how the halfling body even worked. They had the stature of children but had the faces and bodies of adults. However her voice was high pitched and squeaky. He wondered if he squeezed her would she squeak like a dog's chew toy, making himself internally laugh.

Kasumi shot him a glance and he shook his head, he'd have to explain that later.

"Okay, how do we proceed?" Aldric asked.

"Well, it would make sense to let our stealthy members scout out first.. that'd be Wade and Nadia.. someone should go with them for protection. I'd suggest Al and myself.. but.."

"Oh, no! I'm not giving you any more time alone with my bond," Torg roared.

Kasumi sighed. "Yes, that."

Nadia rounded on Torg. "I am not your bond, yet."

"It's a matter o' perspective, nekorian," he smirked.

Nadia's face was contorted in rage, and stomped towards the dwarf. Both Kasumi and Lasha sped in front of her and stopped her from stomping on him.

"Calm down, Nadia."

"Yes, take a breather."

Nadia still eyed Torg angrily but stood back and stayed silent.

"Okay, enough of that. Wade, let's you and me go scouting for a bit then we'll come back."

"Yup," the ever-verbose man said.

Aldric shook his head and started up the stairs. The other man silently followed behind him.

As they ascended the stairs the landing at the top came into view. The walls around them opened up a little and a path through the stone city was laid out before them.

Once they reached the top of the stairs Aldric crouched down, Wade followed suit, kneeling next to him.

The man huffed slightly. "They talk too much."

Having to bite back a laugh, all he could do was nod. "You're not wrong. By the way, thanks for almost stabbing Torg."

"I don't know what you're talking about," the man smiled broadly.

Aldric smirked but stayed focused on his surroundings. The path before them was much the same, only it was more open than the confined stairs. There was still a wall to their left, but the rest was open with stone buildings with steepled wooden roofs standing in orderly rows.

"What do you think?" He whispered.

"I don't see anything. Go back and continue as a group," Wade responded.

Again nodding, Aldric went down a couple of steps and then stood and made his way back down to the group.

When he got there the group was split into three, Cho'gar, Lasha, Kasumi, and Nadia all on one side, the two bond candidates in the middle and Torg off to the opposite side away from everyone else.

He could feel Kasumi's annoyance but couldn't get into it now.

"Okay, so Wade and I didn't see anything at the top. It's just a road with some stone buildings. I recommend we go as a group."

"Same," Wade added.

The rest of the group nodded or muttered their assent and they began climbing the stairs as one. Kasumi placed herself next to them as they walked and sighed loudly. "I deserve some attention after this.. that damn dwarf is going to get on every last one of my nerves today."

"You're not alone in that," he nodded toward Nadia who was half fuming, half sulking next to Torg.

Kasumi shook her head. "I don't get it, Al."

"Me neither."

After a minute they crested the top of the stairs, and just as before there was nothing there.

"Let's get going, I want to smash something's skull in," Cho'gar moaned.

Torg grunted. "I wouldn't normally agree with an orc, but I'm feeling like I want to bury my axes in something."

"Okay, let's move on then, but be wary, we don't know what the corrupted will look like or do," Aldric muttered but started walking down the street.

Everything was silent. Their boots hitting the stone paved road sounded hundreds of times louder than they would normally. Each step Aldric's heart leapt into his throat, not knowing what the sound would bring.

Finally they got down the street more and saw that the city itself was tiered. The highest tier being two or three tiers above them. And from what he could see the streets were a maze for anyone who'd never been there. And hell, he'd never been in a large village like Etria before, let alone a city so he looked towards the other students and saw them looking up at the city with the same look of wonder he had.

Dwarves were from the mountains, so unless it was underground, Torg probably hadn't seen something like this. Almost similarly, the orcs had clans that stayed mainly in the craggy rocky areas far away from the population centers of the other peoples. The kitsune lived in the woods, as did the beastkin.

And halflings lived in small hamlets and kept to themselves, as far as he knew.

Fuck, he swore to himself. No one here knows anything about cities like this.

"I can offer my assistance," Torg's voice dripped in condescension. "I'm part of a merchant guild and we travel the Empire selling our wares. I've accompanied my father to cities larger than this."

"Same for me," Nadia spoke up.

He was conflicted but there was nothing for it, they had to trust Torg and Nadia.

"Lead the way, then."

Torg smiled a pompous smile and got in front of them all, dragging Nadia along by the arm. The normally willful nekorian allowed herself to go, despite scowling the entire time.

Despite that, she didn't lash out and stayed diligently by his side as he guided them through the rows of buildings until they got to a gate. It was a large black iron portcullis that separated the tiers.

In front was a guard.. but something was off about him. He was carrying a pike, but his body looked listless, almost like he was barely holding his own weight up.

As they got closer the uneasy feeling increased. "Be careful Torg," Aldric whispered to the dwarf. Who promptly waved away Aldric's concern and strode up to the guard.

"Hello good sir, my group and I are trying to get to the next tier, we're mages at the Academy, so if you'd be so kind to open up, we'd be much obliged."

As they got up closer Aldric's senses were yelling at him that something was wrong. His hand reached for the hilt of his sword, ready to draw it as quickly as he could. He felt Kasumi do the same thing next to him.

Cho'gar gripped the handle to his maul a little tighter, squeaking the leather grip, and Lasha hefted her axe into her hands.

Near silently, he heard the soft shing of Wade's knives being unsheathed.

"Ho, friend, are you awake?" Torg asked the gate guard.

The dwarf got closer to the guard, but he didn't move a muscle.

"Torg, get back, something's wrong."

Again, Aldric's concern was waved off, and at this point he was almost hoping the dwarf would get hurt.

Just then the guard slumped and fell forward with a disgusting squelch.

"Fuck!" Torg jumped backwards

But that wasn't all, there was a large axe embedded in the man's spine, but it must have happened a while ago because no blood flowed out.

"Shit," Aldric spat out.

Then a metallic ping sounded by the gate and a deep rumble started as the portcullis slowly raising up. Dust and debris kicked up and clouded their vision.

"Get back!" Aldric called out, immediately he and Kasumi, with Wade and the bond candidates moved back. Nadia stayed near Torg; her two knives out ready to strike.

Torg brought out his two axes as well.

The orcs, of course, didn't move, as ready for a fight as they ever were.

Time stood still as chaos exploded around them. From all sides gangling creatures descended on them. They looked human in body type but that was where the comparisons ended. They were all hunched over and crawling on all fours, their skin glowed in a dark blue, and black cracks that looked like lightning bolts lined their faces and bodies. And each hand, or foot contained claws that looked as long as knives.

Worst of all, though, were their faces. Their eyes were black orbs, devoid of any color or life. Their teeth were rotting and crooked, but the few they had remaining were pointed and looked sharp as razor blades.

And there was a whole host of them descending on their group. More than Aldric could count kept spewing out from the gate, and from around the buildings near them. He even saw some crawling over and down the walls.

Fuck.

"Defensive positions! Everyone group up! We can't let them separate us!" Aldric yelled out.

For once Torg didn't disagree, he and Nadia ran as fast as they could back to where Aldric and the others stood.

It was Cho'gar who had trouble listening. He narrowly avoided being bitten by an incoming monster by Lasha pulling his arm as hard as she could and dragging him back to the group.

He grumbled a little but stopped resisting and they both got back safely.

They got into a circular formation, leaving space behind them in case someone needed to recuperate. But that did leave them completely surrounded.

"Ha, ha, ha," a voice rang out from above them with an accent Aldric couldn't place. "Good evening foolish mages. I welcome you to my humble abode. I do hope you watch out for my children though, they tend to.. bite."

Just then the mass lurched forward, the front line jumping at the student's defensive position. Aldric raised his sword and swiped down at the approaching monster. His sword sliced easily through its neck, collapsing the thing instantly. In a surprise turn of events, the monster turned to dust before it hit the ground.

He didn't have time to look around to see if anyone else saw that because there were about a thousand more of the things charging at them.

But he heard the din of battle, and the laughter of Cho'gar and Lasha as they fought to their heart's content.

He heard Torg's berserker roar, the same one the dwarf had used against Kasumi. Hopefully.. or maybe not.. he'd get better results this time.

Monster after monster threw itself at them, Aldric sliced and diced each approaching monster, not even having to infuse his weapon with mana to destroy them.

Every single one he felled burst into dust before it hit the ground. He wasn't sure what that was about.

Trying to keep his feelings open to keep a tab on how Kasumi was doing, made him realized just how focused his bond's mind became during battle.

He could hardly focus on one thing, but she was like a machine, focusing intently on killing their opponents.

Suddenly Kasumi yelled "Aldric!" And then the weight of a monster fall on him, toppling him over. And in seconds the beast was grappling with him, vying for the upper hand. Its jaw was unhinged, and it's sharp teeth edged closer to his throat.

Then unexpectedly the monster burst into dust above him, the loss of its weight leaving him floundering briefly before a hand reached his and pulled him up.

"Pay attention, love," Kasumi yelled over the sounds of battle.

"Ugh.. that has to stop happening.." he was really getting sick of getting knocked down in battle. "Fuck it, I'm mad."

He batted another monster aside, bursting it into dust before pouring some mana into his sword. It was time to try a spell he'd read in one of his books. Because, he thought to himself, this is the best time to be experimenting.

He leveled his sword straight in front of him then slowly moved it to the side before setting it firmly in his grip. "Mors segmentum!" He yelled as he sliced his sword from right to left.

A bright light erupted from the tip and then a thin slice of horizontal magic flew from where he had cut the air, and flew into the surfing horde.

The slice of magic shredded through any monster it cut bursting and innumerable number into dust before finally crashing into the wall and dissipating.

The whole side of their line was cleared of any monsters.

"Holy shit, Al," Kasumi exclaimed. "Where did you learn that?"

"The Lion and the Maiden Fair," he smirked at her.

"Are you serious? The spells in that book are freaking real?!"

"Apparently!"

"Wait.. what do you mean apparently. You didn't try this before?!" She screeched.

"Nope, but don't worry, it worked out fine!"

"Don't-don't worry? Are you freaking kidding me Aldric!"

He smiled cheekily at her, then went to join the others in beating back their hordes of monsters.

***

Once the monsters there were done, Aldric and the others regrouped.

"Okay, what the fuck was that voice, what the fuck were those things, and how the fuck did you clear them out so quickly, human?" Torg spat.

"New spell, learned it all on my own. No I won't share, you should read more. And I'm pretty sure those were corrupted."

Torg's eyes looked murderous.

"Boys, boys, calm down," Nadia slinked up from behind Aldric and laced her arms around his. "It worked out in our favor.. I for one am happy that such a big strong man was here to save us."

"Watch yourself, nekorian," Torg threatened.

Nadia rolled her eyes and continued to hang off of Aldric, and while he did not hate the attention he didn't want to antagonize Torg anymore.

"Nadia.."

She sighed. "Ugh, fine." She let go of him and stood next to Torg, a massive scowl on her face.

"Anyway, I believe the voice was the monster we have to kill. And the gate to the next tier is open, so let's hop to it. I really don't want to be in this creepy place any more than I have to be."

"Same," Wade said, appearing next to Aldric, causing him to flinch.

"Ah! Fuck, we need a bell for you or something." Wade only smiled in return.

"Everyone okay, bonds you doing good? Orcs you too?" Both sets gave him a thumbs up. "Alright let's get a move on."

They moved through the gate with more caution than they had before. Again, it was deadly silent, and the darkness made it even more dangerous, since the monsters could blend in with the darkness.

On they went through the stone city and just like the tier before, there was nothing. No sounds other than them. No monsters attacking. Nothing.

Again they reached the next portcullis with a dead guard, this time the poor man was already on the ground, claw marks evident all over his body.

"Got him too," Torg muttered.

"Yup, we can bet another round of monsters is coming here."

And just on cue the voice returned. "Oh, I say, I'm not sure I've had such unruly guests in a while. But no worries, my wives are dying to meet you."

Just like last time the portcullis started to slowly rise. The students all moved back, to give themselves more space. "Take positions!" Aldric yelled out.

Then maybe the most grotesque thing he'd ever seen stumbled through the opening gate.

A woman.

But not just any woman, but one whose entire body looked like it had been stretched and had its muscles torn from ligaments until its arms were too long, it's fingers were far too long, it's legs were bowed and bent so that it almost looked like she was walking on her knees. Her body was the same dark blue color and had the same dark lightning shaped scars as the other monsters, she only was visible in the dark because of the lit braziers. And her eyes were black as pitch.

Truthfully the only reason Aldric could even assume that she was a woman was because she wasn't wearing any clothes, and it was quite evident that she was one.. or used to be.

This abomination was closer to an “it” than a “she.”

"What in the fuck is that?" Torg yelled.

"The monster did say we'd meet his wives."

"How would one sleep with that?" Cho'gar asked.

I turned and smirked at the orc. "Wanna go find out?"

He guffawed. "No thank you Aldric. Let's kill it and get this over with."

They all lifted their weapons and rather than wait to be surrounded they all charged at the monster-woman wanting to get this over with quickly.

When they got close to it, it lifted its head and let out a piercing screech, filling the night's air with such a horrible sound.

The bond candidates clutched their ears and fell to their knees immediately, as did Nadia, and surprisingly Wade as well. The two orcs, Aldric and Kasumi, as well as Torg were all upright. Uncomfortable sure, but not falling to their knees.

The scream ended, and the only sound that could be heard was the wind rustling. Their charge had stopped when the monster-woman began, since half their number had immediately fallen.

Aldric bent down to check on them, they were all writhing in pain, but not making a sound.

"Kas, what do we do? This thing targeted them for a reason."

Kasumi bent down and looked over each one of them.

"Ach, who cares, let's kill this bitch then worry about them," Torg opined.

Aldric ignored him and focused on Kasumi. "I don't know.. but I think something is happening to their mana. I can't tell with the bond candidates, but Wade's mana is blocked at certain points in his body.. we need to find a way.."

"I'm with the dwarf, we should deal with the threat before checking on our allies," Cho'gar voiced his opinion as well.

"As loathe as I am to admit, they are correct," Lasha added.

He and Kasumi shared a look, but he stood up and moved to stand with Cho'gar and Lasha. Kasumi stayed with the downed members, her sword out though, in case any additional threats came by.

"Fine, let's cut her down and then we can figure out what's happening."

Torg rolled his eyes but lifted his axes. "Alright let's get this bitch."

"Charge!" Aldric yelled, putting his sword back up in attack position.

They all shot forward using their bond boosted abilities to move faster, and in a blur they were nearly on top of the monster-woman, except Torg who was unbonded but sprinted as fast as he could.

She opened her mouth and began inhaling, Aldric could hear the wind being sucked into her sickening gullet. Their advance slowed, not sure of what the monstrosity would do this time. Allowing Torg to catch up, panting slightly.

She finished sucking in the air, held it for a second and then screamed, explosively sending out a wave of force that knocked them all back.

Aldric fell hard on his back and heard the clatter of his sword, landing near him.

"Shit.." he groaned. Lifting his head, the blast had sent him flying back at least 30 feet from where he was before, the same with the others all thrown in different directions.

Then he saw the monster-woman was racing as fast as it's awkward legs could bring it towards the downed bond candidates and Kasumi. His bond had her sword at the ready but was alone in her defense.

Aldric hopped up as quickly as he could, grabbed his sword a few feet away, and pushed himself to go faster than he'd moved before. He pushed off from the ground, feeling the stone pavement give way slightly at the force he exerted, but he paid no mind and bounded off.

The monster-woman brought was close now, her arm was raised, the long knife-like fingers spread open, as if to slap, Kasumi. But it wouldn't be a slap, and he couldn't let that happen to his bond.

At the last moment he landed between them and held his sword up and parried the wild swing from the monster.

"Al!" Kasumi shouted behind him, but he didn't have time to respond, another hand was already coming down on him.

He pushed back the hand against his sword, the monster was surprisingly strong for how skinny and lanky it was. But with some effort he was able to push it back and got his sword up in time to block the other hand.

He realized quickly that doing so left him open for the first hand to come back down on him, which it already was.

But before it could connect it was met with another sword. He glanced as fast as he could to see Kasumi standing there, holding off the attack.

But then they were in a quandary, neither was able to advance, the monster's strength was too much and had them pinned to where they stood.

It brought its face closer, trying to gain leverage on them, and Aldric could smell the stench and decay from its rotted teeth, so pungent that it made him retch.

Then it retracted its head, and began to rain blows down upon them both. The hits were heavy and hard, and despite not wanting to admit it, they were forcing both Aldric and Kasumi back, one step at a time. Each strike from the monster buckled their arms and knees a little bit more.

But they held as firm as they could. Flowing more mana into his system was slightly risky, but he did so and reinforced himself.

After a minute of hitting them relentlessly like they, it couldn't gain any more ground on them. It let out a whining sound, and it brought it's head back and opened it's jaw too wide and starting inhaling more air, readying itself to blast them away again.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck," Aldric whispered.

He looked around, and Cho'gar and Lasha were barely getting to their feet. Torg was nowhere to be seen.

"Kas," he started.

"Don't do anything stupid, Al," she scolded him.

He felt it, in both of them, the fear. But he had to do something. The monster was stronger than them. He didn't want to resign himself to fate, and while going out protecting your fellow students was noble, it was dumb if you could do something about it.

The monster sucked in more air than before and Aldric steeled himself to something but before it could finish, a squelching sound came from its throat, and an axe tore through from side-to-side, decapitating it and sending it falling to the ground.

Like the other monsters, its body too devolved into dust before hitting the ground.

Aldric blinked a few times and saw Torg standing there, panting slightly but axes at the ready.

"Let's go, human. We have a monster to kill." The dwarf turned and left, walking towards the gate.

"Fuck.. now I owe him."

But they couldn't longer on that, the bond candidates, as well as Wade and Nadia were waking up. They weren't writhing in pain anymore and even were sitting up looking confused.

"The fuck.." Nadia whispered, massaging her neck.

"The monster-woman did something to you, and only you four, no idea why. Torg killed it though and that's when you started waking up.. do you remember anything?" He asked.

"No.. not really. Some bad dreams maybe but it's all fading.. wait Torg killed it which is what stopped the dreams?"

"Yeah."

"Fuck, I owe him a favor now."

Aldric couldn't help but laugh. Kasumi sighed and gripped Nadia's arm to lift her up. Then moved over to the others to help them as well.

Once they were all accounted for and awake, they retold the story to the bonds and Wade. Wade looked beyond pissed, which was not a sight Aldric wanted to see. That man was scary even when he was happy.

Almost as bad were Cho'gar and Lasha who were enraged they didn't get the kill.

"Enough jawjackin' let's get a move on," Torg exclaimed.

"Wait.. didn't the voice say wives," Kasumi asked, emphasis on the wives.

"Maybe he was trying to scare us, or maybe he's just shit at maths. Either way, let's get a move on," Torg retorted.

This time Aldric held Kasumi back from responding to the dwarf's provocation.

"It's fine. He's right, it doesn't matter right now. We should get a move on. I hate this place and I want to get this over with."

"Fine," Kasumi sighed.

They walked up to the open portcullis and searched around to make sure nothing was waiting in the shadows for them.

After a thorough inspection found they were safe, they moved forward into the last tier of the city.


Chapter 27

Entering the next tier was the same as the other times, nothing was before them, but this time the road wound in a circle, ascending even higher into the tier. They could see now at the top of the tier stood a small cathedral-like castle. It reminded Aldric of the building that central tower sprang out of, small spires on each of the corners of the building, a steepled roof that looked almost as pointed as the spires.

"What do you want to bet the big bad monster is up there?" Aldric asked no one in particular.

"What would you give me if I won that bet?" Nadia said with an extra sultry voice.

"What would you want?" He replied back in a deeper voice than normal, whispering slightly.

"Ohhh," she shivered, "whatever you could give me, big boy." She glanced at Torg who was pointedly not looking at them.

"What not going to scold me or call me ‘nekorian’?" She called at the dwarf, which Aldric didn't think was a grand idea, but it was clear the two had some deep-rooted issues.

"No, why would I? You've made it clear time and again that I'm not your mage, and certainly you're not my woman. Who you flirt with isn't my problem.. nekorian," he added with as much spite as he could muster.

Her eyes narrowed but she didn't say anything more. Her shoulders slumped but she left Aldric's side and stood next to the dwarf and avoided eye contact with all of them.

Unbidden a roar of jealousy went through him at seeing them like that. Why did she constantly go back to him? And why was he so jealous? It was so frustrating.

Kasumi's hand fell onto his shoulder, and she shook her head. He sighed but continued on. Whatever was going on with the nekorian and the dwarf wasn't really his problem.

They continued down the road, ever leading upwards. If he hadn't been a mage, and bonded to Kasumi, he thought he would have already fallen from exhaustion. Between the fights, using magic, and then the interminable walk up the incrementally rising road, he was dead tired.

Kasumi was right, months ago, he should be working on his conditioning.

The walk up the road took them through what probably would have been considered the upper echelons of the city. The upper class who lived in the nice spacious homes with staff at their beck and call, or the rich merchants who bought their way into high society. Or at least, that’s what Lorelei's stories had told him of.

He'd never been anywhere like this. And he wasn't even sure if this place was based on a real city. His mind did a loop whenever he remembered that all of this was created by magic, simply for the purposes of testing the young mages and bonds.

But he imagined the people who made this knew more than he did, so it was probably an accurate approximation of some city, somewhere in the Empire.

Thinking that, he took in more of the architecture. He wasn't knowledgeable about the words or what the various stones, pillars, or turrets, were called, but they were pleasing to look at. Most of the area on either side of the road was taken up by the stone buildings lining the road. Even as they worked their way up, with larger buildings that looked like they could house hundreds, there were only small gaps for long dead gardens, or rotted trees.

And they all had one thing in common, they were all made from the same grey stone that comprised the walls. What was different in each was the style of roof. Yes, there were homes that looked like they were all built at the same time with the same roof, but as they ascended those became less common. He began to see homes with all different sorts of roofs. Some steepled, some flat, some made to look like castle turrets, whereas others were domed, smooth and round.

He wondered what real place this was modeled after, and if he could, he'd like to see it.

Still, his legs ached, and he let his mind wander.

Finally, after nearly an hour more, it looked like the road was flattening out ahead of them, like there may be a flat portion of road ahead.

"Thank the elders," Lasha muttered.

They crested the ridge in the road and were all pleased to find that it did in fact even out, and they were on some sort of plateau in the city.

But now they were faced with a choice, because the road opened up and split into three ways.

One way going straight ahead, thankfully was obviously a dead end. They could see the row of homes across the way that stopped the road.

But the other two directions were less obvious.

"Shit. Which way do we go?" He muttered.

"Check. Inward," Wade said, appearing next to him.

Inward? Then like someone snapped their fingers he understood.. sensis loci. But that left him vulnerable.

Kasumi nodded at him, as did Wade.

"Okay.. don't let any monsters.. or Torg.. get me." He half-smiled.

"Never," Wade succinctly said.

Sighing, Aldric sat down, it was far more comfortable for him than standing to do this.

"Oy, what's the human doing?" Torg called out.

"Finding our path forward," Kasumi responded, barely constraining the hatred in her voice.

"Pshh, I've been leading us just fine, thank ye very much. I'll decide the course of action."

Aldric dismissed it, not rising to the bait. He slipped inward, but not before hearing Torg saying he and the nekorian were going to go scouting their own way.

But there was nothing he could do. The dwarf would make his own decisions, and Nadia for some reason went along with him. He drifted further into his mana soul.. feeling himself land on his feet with a small start once he touched down.

The calming blues washed over him, the light from Kasumi's soul and his, lit up his inside world like it was daylight out. It was a calm, nice place. He needed that, after the horrors they'd fought.

But he couldn't distract himself, he felt outward, trying hard to remember what the square looked like, to remember just exactly where everything had been placed.

It took a moment but.. It worked! He was able to feel the mages around him. But.. concerningly he felt the presence of mana all around them. Even more concerning he saw a brown and iron colored soul walking away from the rest of their collective souls, with a faint whisper of a purple one next to it. Torg and Nadia. The dwarf's soul feeling sour and conceited but not outright hostile, which surprised him.

They had left, he knew, but that's not what was concerning, what was concerning was that at the end of that road they were headed towards was a mass of mana like he'd never seen before. Twisted and violent, malevolent, a mix of harsh reds and pitch black. And it wasn't just one, but four.

Wives.

Fuck.

But then, out of the corner of his eye.. mind.. mind's eye? He saw a swirling mess of mana, much like the others but larger, by almost three times. A singular one. And it was in the road directly ahead of them. The one they had written off.

He shook himself, they could get to that later, for now he had to save Torg and Nadia.

He slowly lifted out of his mana soul, careful not to hurt himself.

"Fuck," he spat as soon as was back in the real world.

"What?" Kasumi asked.

"That fucking idiot dwarf is leading them right into a trap."

"He couldn't just wait," Cho'gar growled.

"Stupid," Wade chimed in.

Aldric shook his head. They weren't wrong, but it didn't help. They needed to get to them, and fast.

He stood up and unsheathed his sword, the others followed suit, and took off running towards the way Torg and Nadia had gone.

Kasumi felt worried over the bond, and they shared a glance. He knew she was thinking of the others who we knocked unconscious last time. The two bonds, Liv and Janelle, and then Wade and Nadia. Too many for them to protect.

"Kas.."

"I know, Al," she dropped from running next to him, to stay with the bond candidates at least. Wade probably wouldn't accept a bodyguard.

They went as fast as the slowest person, which unfortunately happened to be Janelle, with her halfling legs. Kasumi looked like she just wanted to scoop the little thing up and run.

"Go on, don't wait for me," the halfling shouted, "I'll stay here and protect your rear."

That actually wasn't a bad idea. "Kas, stay with her, Liv, and Wade too."

He cast a sidelong glance at Wade who just sighed and stopped running. He felt bad, considering the times the man had helped him out, but he couldn't risk anyone else getting hurt.

But, he kept running, now it was only Cho'gar and Lasha with him. But they would be enough.

A minute later, they had covered more ground than they could have waiting for the bond candidates, and soon they came upon an open space, almost like a town square, with a circle of homes around it, making the square a circle.

In the middle, Nadia lay unconscious on the ground, next to her was a ragged looking Torg, his clothes were ripped, his hair was out of sorts with the braids undone and hair frizzy and out of control, and he was panting heavily, but he still looked defiant.

If Aldric didn't hate the little menace he would have been proud of the sight. Except that he did hate him, and the moron had gotten him into this mess, which wouldn't have been so bad if he hadn't dragged Nadia along with him.

Surrounding them were the four monster-women Aldric had felt. None of them looked like they'd taken any damage.

"Cho'gar, the two on the right, Lasha, get Nadia and Torg out of there, I'll get the two on the left. Don't let them finish inhaling or send out those powerful concussive blasts, get to them before they do. Now, let us spill blood together, brother!" He remembered a traditional battle cry that Lorn had taught him.

Cho'gar barked out a loud booming laugh. "I knew I liked you, yes, let us defeat our foes and drink from their skulls! For the clans!" He roared.

"For the Academy!" Aldric yelled.

They all sprinted forward, weapons on the ready. Their battle cries had alerted the enemy, which served its purpose in distracting them from finishing off Torg and Nadia.

But they all unhinged their jaws and started inhaling at the same time. "Fuck it," he filled his sword with mana. "Explodere!"

The red wave rushed towards the closest of the two on the left, shooting towards the thing's head, and exploding as it made contact.

The body withered and fell to dust immediately. That left three.

Cho'gar roared and swung his axe into the heart of one of the monsters on his side, disintegrating it in one swift motion.

Then there were two. They didn't acknowledge their sister’s death at all, continuing to inhale.

Finally, they both stopped.

"Brace, Cho'gar! Lasha!"

The twin terrors unleashed their explosive breath at the same time, the soundless scream that went along with it, as well as the thrumming of the blast that they sent out.

Aldric set his feet and rode the wave out, this time knowing what if felt like already, he was ready for it. He held his sword up and infused it with mana to hopefully cut the flow. Looking over her saw Cho'gar and Lasha doing the same as well, setting their feet and trying to ride it out.

The wave washed over them and Aldric was pushed back several feet but wasn't blown away this time.

Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on how you looked at it, the concussive force knocked Torg down, his head hitting the pavement hard. Aldric would be surprised if he was still conscious.

Which, actually worked for him, he didn't want to have to deal with the ornery asshole.

And he'd be easier to carry unconscious, so he was going with fortunate.

For the first time the two monsters appeared perplexed, they turned their heads to the side and looked at each other. Then they unhinged their jaws again, and started inhaling again.

Aldric raced back to where he was, sword leveled and ready to strike, letting mana seap into the weapon.

Spanning the distance between them in the blink of an eye, he drew his sword back and flung it forward, swinging it into the malformed torso. The inhaling, turning to sputtering, and as his sword sliced clean through, the body fell into two pieces, before bursting into dust.

Shoulda done that the first time, he thought.

He checked on Cho'gar who had just put his monster down, thankfully. And Lasha was already retreating with Torg and Nadia on her shoulders.

"Thank fuck.." he breathed a sigh of relief.

Meeting up with Cho'gar, they clasped forearms and shook, then went to Lasha.

"Thank you Lasha, let's get them back to the group."

***

When they returned to the rest of the group, Liv and Janelle were carrying some cuts, Wade was twirling his knives menacingly, and Kasumi was standing watchfully over all of them.

Her head turned, noticing their return.

"Ah, that makes sense. You defeated the monsters?"

"Yeah, four dead wives."

"Apparently the big monster didn't like that and sent more of his small crouching corrupted after you. It was a good thing we stopped where we did, we were able to cover you and not let them interrupt your battle."

"You're all good, though, right?"

"Yes, not a massive horde like before. I think he's running out of monsters."

Aldric released a sigh of relief. He hadn't even felt her distress over the bond.

As if knowing what he was thinking, she smiled. "I wasn't distressed, between myself and Wade, I knew we had it. Liv and Janelle comported themselves admirably. I will tell Professor Hydean when we get back."

Aldric checked the other women to make sure they weren't hurt too bad, but they seemed fine. He did notice them blushing as he went over their minor injuries but didn't mention it so as to not embarrass them or give them any hope. He didn't think he could be with a wolfkin without thinking of Zach which was.. just not a thing he wanted. And the halfling was just not his cup of tea.

"Okay, good. We need to figure out what to do with Nadia and Torg."

"One of those is solving itself," Lasha said. She had placed them both on the ground and motioned to Nadia who was rousing.

"That's getting real fucking annoying.." Nadia sighed as she sat up.

"Welcome back to the waking world, Bond Candidate McKinley," Aldric smirked at her.

"Shove it, Al.. that's the second time I've been knocked out of a fight for some reason. I'm getting kind of agitated."

"I wonder why it affects you, Janelle, Liv, and Wade.."

"They're all unbonded, Al," Kasumi answered.

"Yeah but so is Torg," Nadia answered. "Trust me, I'd know if he'd bonded."

The thought made him grimace, but he didn't say anything. Kasumi shot him a sympathetic smile but didn't comment.

"Okay, then I don't know. What do all bonds have in common?"

"They are virgins," Lasha supplied.

"True.. hmmm," he scratched his chin.

"Is.. Torg not a virgin?" Kasumi whispered.

"No, that couldn't be. He.. it was.. that wasn't.." Nadia sputtered. "Wait.. that.. mother fucking.. piece of fucking.. when I.. kill.." she devolved into angry disjointed words, Kasumi took her by the arm and led her away to vent her frustration. Not too far away, since they were still unsafe.

"Congratulations, puny mages, you've conquered my children and my wives. I hope you're happy, it's going to take me ages to find the right women and mold them into the model wives.." the sinister voice in the sky called out.

"Come, face me in my abode, let us be done with this farce. I shall show you the true meaning of strength."

Silence fell over their group.. well, except for Nadia who was still sputtering in rage about Torg.

"What a creep," Liv muttered.

Aldric agreed, whatever kind of being this was, it certainly wasn't one he wanted to have a conversation about relationships with.

"Nadia, come back here. We need to regroup and face this thing head-on, together," Aldric called out.

The angry nekorian came back over, her face set in one of rage. She was playing with her daggers, eyeing Torg.

"If you're gonna kill him, do it during the battle when I'm not looking, otherwise I'd be forced to report you," Aldric joked. Well, mostly joked.

She sighed explosively but put her daggers away. "Fineeee," she whined.

"Good girl," he smiled. But her tail went rigid and her eyes wide. He wasn't sure if he'd said something bad so he just moved on. "The powerful mana is coming from up there," he pointed towards the middle road they had initially dismissed.

"Good, let's go," Cho'gar snorted, Lasha nodding beside him.

"Agreed," Wade spoke up. The man looked ready to fight. Aldric couldn't begrudge him that.

"What do we do about our resident moron?" He thumbed over at Torg.

"Leave him," Wade's eyes flashed angrily.

"Kill him," Nadia's voice was low.

"I'll carry him," Lasha said. It was always odd to Aldric when the orcs in the group were the voices of reason.

"Thank you Lasha," Aldric said with a salute, "when we get there you can place him somewhere out of the way where he won't get hurt. Then join the battle."

That brought a smile to the orc's lips.

Cho'gar nodded his approval of the plan.

"Good, then let's go. We don't have to run, but it'd be nice to get there sooner rather than later."

Liv and Janelle puffed out their chests. "We'll march double time," they looked proud of themselves, and they should be. They handled the monsters so far as well as they could be expected, considering they were knocked unconscious for one of the fights.

"Good," he smiled and nodded at them.

The group took off towards the dead end.

They marched in a two-by-two line. Aldric and Kasumi, Liv and Janelle, Nadia and Wade, then Cho'gar and Lasha carrying Torg.

Ideally he would have put Lasha and Torg in the middle to keep them protected, but the orc insisted and Aldric wasn't going to argue with her.

The path took them through a neighborhood much like the ones they'd seen on the walk up, only flat. It was obviously wealthier, with long dead trees, bushes in each yard. Many had dried up fountains depicting many different scenes.

The darkness in this area seemed to swallow them, since there were no braziers in the area except a few by the houses that didn't cast a far enough light.

"Lux," Aldric cast, letting the mana flow a little more, to bring light to the dreary and dead world. The light afforded him some peace of mind, that something wouldn't creep up on them or spring out of the shadows.

"Good thinking," Kasumi muttered,

"I do have my moments."

"Few and far between as they are," he felt her laughter.

They walked through the empty street with his light illuminating the grounds, they were able to make out the many things they hadn't noticed, like the ground was actually laid out in a tiled mosaic. He wasn't sure what they depicted, but they seemed to be visions of domestic bliss, good times for the city, and.. surprisingly, several about fornication.

He chose to ignore that and walked along, but did hear some of the others giggle when they passed those tiles. It was strange to hear an orc with a high-pitched voice, it was another thing altogether to hear her giggle.

Finally they came to the dead end, and Aldric didn't know what to do then. They were facing a blank space of wall, with buildings on either side.

Just then the wall rumbled and started moving, piece by piece, rearranging itself until it was laid out in a stairwell, leading up to the castle at the top.

"Oh for the love of.. more climbing?!" He shouted exasperated.

"Con. Dit. Ion. Ing," Kasumi punctuated each syllable, and laughed merrily to herself.

He slapped his hand to his forehead, the loud smacking sound echoing through the area.

"Let's get this over with."

They ascended the stairs, with each step the castle before then grew and grew until they were finally at the top and the castle was almost as large as the one at the Academy, and sitting before it on a throne, was a man.

Not grotesque, or misshapen, pockmarked, or glowing, swallow skin, or even dead black eyes. Just a man. About the same size as Aldric, maybe a little taller, it was hard to tell since he was sitting and still a little ways away.

"That.. can't be right. Isn't he supposed to be a monster?"

"He? I see a kitsune woman.."

"I see an orc.."

"Wolfkin.."

Halfling.."

What? What the hell was going on.

"Ahh, welcome, welcome, the guests of the hour have arrived. Come, come, let us get to know each other before all the hoopla."

"Uhh.. what?"

"Well, you just fought your way through my children, and through my wives, so you must want to speak with me so desperately. I'm inviting you to do so. It's called being gracious, dear."

"Err.. we don't really want to talk. More of.." he rattled his sword threateningly at the man.

"Oh.. of course. Straight to the point. Fine, I can do that too," he coughed into his hand and cleared his throat. "I am going to destroy you children, then I'm going to break free from this magical prison those boorish men put me in, And then I'm going to destroy the world. So come at me. Any last words?"

"Uhh, sure, what the fuck are you?"

The man stood from his throne, smiling. "They didn't tell you? Well, you'll just have to find out on your own."

The others had fanned out around him, weapons up and ready.

"Come. Fight!" The man hunched over and began to transform. First his body began to roil, like water boiling, then he began to stretch, his arms and legs, growing double or triple in size, his head enlarged, and his eyes turned black, his skin turned luminescent blue.

What.. he could turn into one of the monsters? Were the ones they killed.. actually people? What were these?

The creature roared in agony as its body twisted and contorted into a barely recognizable form, just barely human looking. But terrifying and supremely threatening.

"Shit.. what the fuck did Hydean send us into." It didn't matter, that was for later. "Everyone ready. Just like the last bit, Cho'gar, Wade, infuse your weapons with mana, it sliced through this things wives like butter when I did. Everyone.. attack!"

But when he said attack, it did. Springing forward with a speed that the others they'd killed did not possess, it went for Cho'gar first. Bringing one of its oversized arms across and batting him out of the way. Then it turned it's attention to Lasha, who had just set Torg aside and was sprinting for Cho'gar.

"Lasha, watch out!"

The arm came across again, and she looked up at the last second, getting her axe up in time to block the attack. But she didn't have the same power as the monster, and while she struggled to hold it bay, it was barely straining itself. With a grunt of exertion it easily overpowered her and flung her towards where Cho'gar was laying crumpled.

Just like that, two of their best warriors were out of the fight.

Then, it turned its attention to Kasumi. "Kas, careful. Don't block, dodge, I'll attack."

She nodded, watching the creature stalk closer to her. Aldric sprinted away, feigning going after Cho'gar and Lasha. The monster swung it's head to look at him, and that's when Kasumi sprang into action blasting towards the creature. Reaching it she brought her sword down, and bit into its backside.

It roared in pain, but jumped forward, freeing itself from her attack. And unlike with the other monsters, it didn't disintegrate or puff into dust. It.. bled. Which wasn't usually a problem, but everything up to this point had turned to ash. What was so different about this thing.

The monster rounded on her, and lunged, it's arms outstretched to grab her. She deftly dodged and pirouetted away.

"Don't mock me, hussy.." the monster spoke with a low growling voice.

"Shit!" She jumped back in surprise. "It can talk?"

"Yes, I can.."

"Okay, just what the fuck are you?!" Aldric yelled out. Then, from the corner of his eye, he saw movement, Wade and Nadia were stalking around the monster, so far unnoticed. Aldric made sure not to look where they were. Hydean said that the thing was an equivalent to a twice bonded mage, but.. Aldric was getting the feeling that was a lie and the situation was actually much worse.

"I am what they made me, I am the victim of chance and opportunity. Ask them, they'll know."

"Who, ask who?" He pleaded.

"The ones who run your little school. In my time, I've seen many things, monsters, politicians, the damned, the doomed.. but none were as vile as the teachers at that school. They.. turned me into.. this!"

He stood up tall, not slouching or hunching any longer, and Aldric was finally able to grasp the size of the transformation. He was at least 15 feet tall, more than double Aldric's height.

"Now, die, senseless mages, die like the scum you are," once again he raced forward towards Kasumi and began hammering down blows on her. But she was ready, she batted away his strikes, not putting any force in them than necessary to simply deflect and move.

Aldric took the opportunity to approach the monster from the opposite side of where Wade and Nadia had crept toward.

Even Liv and Janelle got in on the action, springing into the fight, Janelle attacked the monster’s feet, nimbly getting out of the way of its stomps, and Liv snarled and bit at the shanks of its legs with her sword.

Kasumi dodged out of the way of another grabbing attack and Aldric saw his opportunity, he surged forward and got right in the thing's vision. "Over here, numbnuts."

The monster roared, but Aldric filled his sword with mana and sliced down on the things exposed arm. He felt it sink into the skin but not go any further.

The monster bellowed in rage and swiped at him with his other arm, but he dodged backwards. The mana from his sword had dissipated somehow so he willed more into it.

The cut on the monsters arm began to heal, why he did not know. He moved forward again, slicing at the same arm, trying to make progress, but nothing worked. He made a cut but couldn't go far and was swatted away for his efforts.

Again the cut healed.

Only that cut.

"Al, cut it out, whatever you're doing is making it stronger!"

Thats when he saw it, the blows that were glancing blows before were nearly buckling Kasumi with each one. Janelle was barely making it out from his feet in time.

But why.. what..

The mana. He was infusing it with mana. Was it.. sucking up his mana?

"Come, come, my mage friend, feed me some more," it laughed. "Give me more, so that I can devour your friends. Maybe this one will be my new wife.." it pointed at Kasumi.

A look of unrelenting disgust crossed her face. "No thank you, I'm rather attached to my mage."

"Ohh.. that's no problem.." it gurgled out another laugh.

A slight movement behind the beast caught his eye and he knew what he had to do.

"Yeah that's not going to happen, pal." Aldric lifted his sword to the sky and flowed mana into it.

"Yes, yes, more. More! What lovely mana.. so rich.. so full.. how.. wait.. how.. much.." it’s disgusting eyes went wide. "Yes!" It roared. "I understand!" It laughed uproariously.

But that was cut short, because at that moment both Nadia and Wade leapt out from the darkness behind with all of their daggers out, Nadia landing on its back and Wade on its head, and together they began stabbing it mercilessly.

It cried out a piteous whimper with each new wound appeared and soon it was overcome with wounds and the monstrosity fell to its knees, then to the ground, sprawled on its front.

"Rem..em..ber... me.. th-they.. will.. get.. you too.." then it moved no more.

No turning to dust, just a steady flow of black blood oozing from the wounds on its back and head.

"Well, that was disgusting," Nadia quipped, her clothes soaked in the thing's blood.

"Yes," Wade looked proud of himself though.

"Seriously, how would I get through one of these without you, man?"

"Wouldn't. Dead," the man smirked at Aldric, causing him to laugh.

"Liv can you check on Cho'gar and Lasha, Janelle can you check on Torg?"

"Is it because I'm short?" The halfling said. He decided not to answer.

"Kas.." he pulled his bond aside, though, Nadia followed close behind them. He rolled his eyes but didn't stop her. "What it said at the end.."

"It could just be the dying ramblings of a monster.. but it was.. odd.. like it knew something.."

"It's just a monster who cares?" Nadia butt in.

Kasumi rolled her eyes but didn't deign to respond.

"It was disconcerting is all," he said.

"Well, unless you're hiding some big dark secret, I think you're fine, Al," Nadia glibly said and skipped away, pointedly looking anywhere but at Torg.

He and Kasumi shared a look though. He was harboring a secret.. one that could threaten the Empire at large.. would they do something to him?

He shook his head. Once everyone was gathered, Torg was still unconscious and Cho'gar and Lasha were coming around, they were teleported back to the Academy.

***

They were transported directly into the Infirmary. Aldric and Kasumi were in one section, but he could see the outline of the others behind white curtain dividers. Waiting there were Hydean, Cottonrose, Gabrith, and Cieve.

He expected Hydean and Cottonrose, and even Cieve once he realized where he was, but why the Headmaster?

"Er.. hello Headmaster, fancy seeing you here."

The man chuckled. "You're not in trouble this time Acolyte Ironheart. In fact, congratulations are in order for you and your team. It seems that some people took it upon themselves to send you at a monster well beyond your ken, and you took it down, admirably well."

Hydean and Cottonrose wouldn't meet Aldric or the Headmaster's eyes, confirming his suspicions.

"I don't mind rising to the challenge, Headmaster, but a warning would be nice. And I didn't finish it off, Wade and Nadia did."

"Details, details," he waved his hand, getting closer to the bed he was sitting on, so close only he and Kasumi, presumably, could hear. "It was your leadership, and ingenuity, that provided the game plan and distraction. A good leader.. or general.. or more, always uses the correct tools. Do you understand, Acolyte?"

Did the Headmaster just imply he could be.. Emperor? No that was crazy, and he was crazy for thinking that. The man probably just meant that Aldric could do anything he wanted.

"Uhh, yes, I do, Headmaster."

"Good!" Gabrith exclaimed loudly, pushing himself back and standing with Hydean and Cottonrose again. "Let Head Healer Cieve check you out for any injuries then you're free to go. Your friends Nadia McKinley and Wade Broggs will need to stay for a few days, as corrupted blood can be.. tricky. We need to make sure they didn't ingest any."

"That.. thing was a corrupted?"

"Yes, one of.. well, that's not important, what is important is that the corrupted are just that, corrupted, by mana. They feed off of the mana of mages or bonds. Bond Candidates and Unbonded mages are the deadliest to them, with bond candidates being the worse of the two."

"But.. what were those gangly creatures or.. those women that we fought?"

"The dead."

Aldric's heart stopped. "It reanimated the dead?"

"More like infused them with enough mana to restart their systems but corrupting their bodies in the process. Most.. students never meet the actual corrupted. Most people don't either. This was an extraordinary situation that will not be repeated again. It was reckless and stupid."

"Okay, sir. I understand."

The man looked at him kindly. "Not you son, but.. ah, never mind. If I take any more of your time Cieve is likely to have my head."

With a salute the Headmaster left. Hydean and Cottonrose stayed for a moment, the fairy looked like she wanted to say something but chose not to. They both left soon after.

"That was weird, right?"

"Very."

Head Healer Cieve came over and tutted over them for several moments, muttering under her breath about irresponsible teachers. But sent them along with a clean bill of health.

Before leaving they checked on the others. Wade was sitting uncomfortably on the bed, slowly leaking blood onto the pristine white fabric sheets.

"Cieve won't be happy about that," Aldric noted.

"No," Wade shook his head.

"No, she is NOT!" Cieve shouted from across the room.

Aldric stifled a laugh, which turned into a snort. Wade smiled and sat back on the bed, getting more of the blood on the fabric.

"Good luck, friend."

"You, too."

They moved on to Cho'gar and Lasha who were just about to leave. They were ready to go, but Cho'gar was fuming he was taken out of the equation early.

"I hardly use my magic or mana! I didn't even know what Aldric meant about infusing it with my weapon! I could have done something!"

"Think of it this way, Cho'gar, the thing was taking out the biggest risks, you were first, Lasha was second meaning you were by far the biggest risk to it on the field today," Aldric assured the orc.

"Hmm.. when you put it that way.. it does make a certain kind of sense. Fine, I will decide to think of it that way, but I am still not happy about it."

"That's fine, Gar, let's go." Lasha stroked her mage's arm and led him out of the Infirmary with a smile.

Then they checked on Liv and Janelle who also were getting ready to leave. Both blushed when they came to see them, and Liv even said she'd be willing to go back to their room with them. Aldric politely declined, still not able to get the vision of Zach dressed like a woman out of his head, killing any sort of mood that may have happened.

The wolfkin's shoulders slumped but still asked them to tell her if he changed his mind.

Lastly they checked on Nadia, who was sitting on a bed alone. Torg was in another section by himself.

"Is he awake?"

"Who knows, who cares. He led me into a trap, Al. He almost got me killed because he was too fucking stupid to listen to anyone but himself!"

He couldn't dispute that.

"And to make matters worse, he got knocked out for the entire final fight. He just laid like a lump in the corner, out of harm's way, while I put myself on the line to finish the fight!"

Her hackles were raised, literally not figuratively. The hair on her fur was standing straight up. She didn't have a lot, nekorian were mostly human except for some fur on the cat-like ears on the top of their heads and obviously on their tails, but what was there was standing straight up.

"He's such an arrogant, egotistical, jackass, I can't believe he was the.. that.."

"That what?" Aldric asked.

"Yeah, that what?" Torg said, strolling into Nadia's area.

Her angry eyes fell at the sight of him, her ranting stopped just as quickly.

"That.."

"You know what, nekorian, I've had it up to here, with your attitude," he pointed at the top of his head.. Aldric wasn't sure if he'd purposefully made a short joke.. but..

"And if you hate me so much, then I release you from your bond.. I will remove you from my potential bond list. Let's see how well you get along without me, bitch."

"Don't call her that," Aldric wanted to say, but instead Kasumi said it.

"Bah, one dumb bitch sticking up for another."

Aldric couldn't take it anymore, he wanted to punch the fucker in the face but this was the next best thing. "Torg Frosthammer, I challenge you to a mage's duel!"

"Bah, I say, bah. Fine you want to get humbled human? Bring it!"

The dwarf squared off raising his fists.

"NO FIGHTING IN THE INFIRMARY!" Cieve yelled out. She came rushing over and got between him and Torg. "If you're insistent in this foolishness, go talk to Professor Sorodar, she'll be more than happy, and then when one of you has broken the other you'll be right back here."

"Fine by me," Aldric snorted.

"Me too," Torg spat on the ground. He left the room and slammed the door behind him.

Cieve rolled her eyes and walked away, muttering under her breath.

"Come on, let's go find Sor," Kasumi started guiding him towards the exit.

"Wait.. now?" Nadia called after them, running to catch up.

"No time better. And I have to punch him in the face, I just have to."

"B-but aren't you tired?"

"Don't care. I need to do this."

They walked across campus, leaving the Infirmary which was in the central building, to where the Weapons Training class was held, Kasumi assured him that Sorodar would be there.

Nadia tried to talk them out of it the entire way, but he couldn't be persuaded.

They reached the room and Sorodar was already there with Torg. No one else was there, since it was Saturday, Aldric didn't even know what time it was anymore, but he didn't care. Enough was enough.

"Acolyte Frosthammer here tells me you've challenged him to a duel. Is that correct?"

"The only thing he's ever been correct about."

"Good. Do you want to do this now or set a later date."

"Now," they responded in unison.

"Fine, this battle will be for honor. You remember the rules? No killing or maiming, first to leave the circle or concede loses."

She showed them to the fighting circle and put them in the respective spots. They stared death glares at one another, Aldric felt nothing but burning hatred for the dwarf.

"Bow to each other," Sorodar commanded.

Aldric barely nodded his head, and Torg did the same, neither taking their eyes off the other.

"Pitiful, but acceptable. Fight!"

Aldric pushed as much mana into his legs as he could and sprung forward catching the dwarf unaware with his speed. Torg had been in the act of unsheathing his axes, which meant he definitely intended on killing Aldric with, but he wasn't going to give Torg the satisfaction.

He tackled the dwarf cleanly onto the ground and pinned Torg's arms under his legs, and used his weight to pin the dwarf down unable to move.

Then, that's where the fun began. He punched Torg in the face, not as hard as he could, he didn't want to kill the dwarf. But he also didn't stop at one, or two.. or twenty.

He vented all of his frustration onto the dwarf and unleashed a beating he didn't think he had in him.

He felt Torg go limp under him but and that's when he finally stopped.

"It's done. He's not dead, but he can't forfeit. Do I still win?"

"You win, it counts as a knockout win.. as brutal a beatdown as I've ever seen. But congratulations, Acolyte Ironheart, I'll record the win in our duel record books."

He looked at his hands and his knuckles were bloody, whether it was his or Torg's he didn't know. Staring down at the dwarf he saw several missing teeth and his eye had swollen shut, a large purple lump had formed.

The sight jarred him, as if seeing something that he'd seen before..

"Al.. that was.." Kasumi's voiced reached him, bringing his out of his thoughts. He looked at his first bond and saw concern in her eyes.

"Fucking awesome!" Nadia jumped for joy. "Absolutely fucking brutal, Al. Didn't know you had it in you. Can we make this a weekly thing?"

"N-no.." he remembered suddenly where he'd seen that sight before. "Sorry, Nadia.. you'll have to excuse me.." he raced out of the room, out of the building, towards the mage barracks, towards his dorm.. his one safe place at the Academy, Brandeis had called it.

He got in the dorm in record time, he was sure he bowled some people over on the way. But he didn't care..

The sight of Torg lying bloodied and toothless. He cried. He felt the inexhaustible feeling of failure, of sadness. And once he was inside his dorm, on his bed, he burst into tears.

He wasn't sure how long he cried for, but it felt like it never ended.

At some point Kasumi joined him and he felt her stroking his back, he leaned into her, feeling her calming embrace.

Eventually, he did stop. But only because he didn't think his body could produce any more tears.

"I.. am I like them, Kas?"

"Who, my love?"

"My.. parents. The way Torg looked.. it was.. it's just.. how I looked after they beat me. I.. can't remember much anymore, but I remember that."

Probably unsurprisingly, he felt her shock over the bond.

"You told me what they did, but never in any detail.." she hugged him closer.

"Did I inherit that? That meanness? I.. can't.. if.."

She squeezed him tight. "My love, listen to me. You are the kindest person I know; you take everyone else's thoughts into consideration, you defend the honor of those you're not even bonded to. Yes.. what you did to Torg was.. vicious, but he had been goading you for ages. A less patient person would have done that a long time ago."

"I.. just can't. I can't look down and see someone like that.. knowing it was me who did it.. I can't.."

"I know, and I'll do my best to make sure that never happens again."

She held him and comforted him until they went to sleep.

The next several days passed without much fanfare. Torg was missing from the classes, and Aldric supposed that he may still be in the Infirmary, or maybe he removed himself from the classes that he had with Aldric, either way it was a nice break from having to deal with the memories, or thoughts that came with it.

During Weapons Training class Nadia rushed in, immediately sprinting towards Aldric.

"That bastard did it! He actually did it! He removed me from his roster of potential bonds! All because he was stupid and led me into a trap that you had to pull me out of!” Nadia raged.

"I'm sorry Nadia," Aldric said. He wasn't sure exactly what the problem was. She clearly didn't like Torg, so why was she so upset?

"Of all the fucking.." she started. "Does he know what this.."

She paced back in forth, several students looked at her, coming into class, but she didn't care. Her tail was straight up and rigid, and her hair was literally raised.

"That stupid fucking dwarf, he's going to ruin everything!"

"What's going on Nadia?"

Her eyes flashed dangerously, and he stepped back from her. "What's going on is that everything is fucked! I can't even breathe I'm so angry!"

"Maybe.."

"I'm outta here, fuck this. I can't deal with this anymore."

She turned and left the class.

"What the hell was that about?"


<3 Chapter 28 <3

Later that night Kasumi and Aldric were sitting in their couch, discussing what Nadia's reaction meant. When they heard a soft knocking on the door.

Kasumi got up and opened it to see Nadia standing there, looking sad and tired.

“Come in, Nadia,” Kasumi said to the nekorian standing outside their door.

“I.. don’t really know what I’m doing here, Kasumi,” Nadia whispered.

“I didn’t ask. We’re your friends. You had a bad day. Come in and just vent if you want,” Kasumi tried to soothe the other woman. Aldric smiled internally, it wasn’t her strong suit but she was trying for him.

“I don’t even know how I got here. The barracks officer didn’t stop me when I came up. He just let me go.”

Kas looked back at Aldric. He had gotten up and was walking towards them. “Despite appearances he’s a good guy. He’s joined me, Lorn, and Cho’gar in drinking in the mess hall a few times,” Aldric said as soon as he got up to them.

“H-hey, Aldric,” Nadia murmured.

“Hey, Nadia. Are you ok? I know it's been a rough few days, with Torg leading you into a trap then kicking you off his potential bond list. He’s such a dickhead. I’m glad no one has bonded with him yet.”

Nadia eyes slowly drifted up to meet his. “I-I know!” Her tail went rigid, and her expression quickly shifted from sad to angry. “He’s such a fucking loser! He has no prospects to bond, even the other dwarves aren’t giving him the time of day anymore.”

“Well, that’s good. Maybe that’ll calm him down a bit and leave me alone.”

“Oh, no, Aldric, that’s not going to happen. You’re all Torg talks about anymore. It’s pissing the rest of the dwarves off so much. He’s obsessed with you, it’s kind of pathetic.”

Aldric rolled his eyes. “It’s a pity because I don’t think about him at all. He’s just an annoyance.”

Nadia smiled, which turned into a giggle, which turned into full-blown laughter. Kasumi looked uneasy but chuckled a little.

“Did that make you feel better, at least a little?” he asked after Nadia’s laughter has subsided a little.

“Yes,” she said while wiping a tear from her eye.

“Good. Now you can come in and we can talk for a bit before heading home or Kas and I can walk you back to the Bond Barracks now so you can sleep off this awful day.”

“No. I-I know what I want Al. I knew the moment I saw you in class after you beat down Cho’gar. I’ve been lying to myself and Torg. I knew I couldn’t be with anyone but you. Please, Al. Please bond with me. You’ve done more for me than anyone else has even in the short time we’ve known each other,” Nadia pleaded. He looked into her eyes, and they were earnest. Of course, he thought she was attractive, he’d noticed that the first time he met her.. and they had been getting on well, despite Torg trying to keep her tied to him.

But he knew it wasn’t entirely his decision. He looked at Kasumi. She looked conflicted. But they caught each other’s eyes, and she nodded. He could feel the conflict over the bond, but also the acceptance.

“Okay,” he said, still looking at Kasumi. He felt her full acceptance and approval over the bond now.

“I’ll leave you two alone. The first time should be special for you both,” Kasumi said then she turned and walked away. They both watched her go, her sexy tails swaying. Eventually she entered the library they had set up in one of the spare bedrooms and closed the door behind her.

“Well,” he said turning back to Nadia.

“Well,” she said back. She was smirking, and he couldn’t help but admire just how beautiful she really was. Her short black hair, the black furry cat ears that poked out of her head, the black furry tail that was lazily swaying back and forth. Her cherubic face, the silly smirk that somehow was both cheeky and sexy. Her bright eyes shone with mischief. Her slightly tanned skin from being outside all the time. Her slight body, not quite as full figured as Jordan, and definitely not as much as Kasumi, but was sexy in her own way.

All of it together he admired. He knew he didn’t love her, but he lusted after her. He could admit that. The fact that they were friends already was a bonus. And he had fun flirting with her.

He moved in, stepping closer to her. She gasped slightly but kept on smiling. Bringing his head down closer to her, his lips gently grazed hers. It wasn’t a kiss, it was a teaser of a kiss.

“Kiss me,” she whined. She puckered her lips and closed her eyes. He chuckled lightly at her attitude but couldn’t resist. He brought his lips against hers.

The moment he did she threw her arms around him and pulled him in closer. She kissed him back fiercely, slipping her tongue in first. He didn’t hold back, he gladly accepted her tongue and pushed his own forward.

They stood there kissing for what felt like hours. It was new and exciting for the both of them. Yes, he had Kasumi but despite being a take charge person in everyday life, in the bedroom she was more than happy to let him take charge. And he did, every night.

But this was something new for him. She was doing the pushing and he wanted to see how far she’d take it.

She broke the kiss. “Go sit on the bed. Now.”

He didn’t hesitate to listen. He sat on the corner of the bed and locked eyes with her. She still had that smirk on her face.

“So.. what you might know about nekorians is that we are very graceful. We almost never fall, and if we do, we land on our feet. What you might not realize is that our flexibility and limberness allows us to do some.. other things,” she giggled.

She slowly undid her Academy uniform, unbuttoning the front and slowly teasing the top off so her shoulders were exposed. It was his first look at her bare skin, and while he couldn’t wait the reveal of her breasts, he greatly enjoyed seeing her like this.

She let the shirt fall down until it was draped across her torso, her upper half fully exposed, except for her black lacey bra. Her skin was a tanned as her face and her skin looked silky smooth.

“You’re beautiful,” he gasped.

She let the shirt fall to the ground with a grin then kicked it away. Her hips were swaying to the beat of some hidden music only audible by her. She shimmied out of her pants. Turning around, she bent over low, allowing him a view of her shapely ass and her black thong that was barely concealing her backside. Then she stood straight, kicked her pants to where her shirt was, and started dancing.

She performed moves he didn’t think we’re possible all while pushing her breasts out for him to see.

After several minutes she held her right leg up straight in her hand, then did a cartwheel out of that position. From the cartwheel into a split. From the split she crawled on the ground into front of him, settling between his legs.

“Get your pants off mister,” she spoke in a fake firm voice.

“Yes, ma’am,” he saluted her. He took off his pants with much less grace than she had hers, but he didn’t care. He wanted this catgirl too much. Sure they called themselves Nekorian but everyone knew they were cats. And he wanted her pussy.

Ugh, he thought, even I’m turned off by that pun.

Eventually he got his pants and underwear off. She gasped as his member was fully revealed. “H-holy shit.”

“You good?” he asked, a small smirk of his own graced his face.

“Abso-fucking-lutely. Holy shit. I have new respect for Kasumi. And I’m so fucking glad I didn’t bond with Torg. Can you imagine how small a dwarf’s cock is?”

“You know, I never thought about it,” he chuckled. “But I could use less of a Torg image right now.”

She smiled mischievously at him. “Oh, don’t worry I’ll make you forget all about him.” She sat up from between his legs bringing her face level with his member.

She steadied herself slightly and began licking him up and down. Her tongue was wet but somewhat rough, which was an odd combination but felt nice. He couldn’t help but shudder at the feeling.

She purred loudly but kept working on him. When he was good and wet with her saliva all over she breathed in and out then wrapped her mouth around his dick. The wet warm heat of her mouth was doing wonders to him. He couldn’t do anything but groan in pleasure.

At first she slowly brought her mouth up and down over him, keeping her tongue under his shaft. But as she gained confidence, seemingly spurred on by his moans, she sped up. It felt so wonderful to him he didn’t know if he ever wanted her to stop.

Soon she was sucking on him so quickly and sloppily that he felt the pressure rising in him. He tried warning her but all that came out was “cum.. soon..” and she was far too invested in what she was doing to notice. Or she didn’t care, he couldn’t tell. He placed his hand on her head to keep her going steady, not like she was going to stop.

Mere moments later he felt the pressure explode out of him and his seed shot out straight into her mouth. Her eyes went wide with shock but quickly changed to a lewd expression of need. She sucked and swallowed everything that spilled out of him and only when she was sure that he was completely done did she let him go with a small ‘pop.’

“F.. fuck that felt good, Nadia.”

She was gasping for air, and some of his cum was dribbling out of her mouth. She scooped it up with a finger and licked her finger clean. “Mmm, you taste so good Al. I’ll do that for you every day after we bond.”

He laughed. “You don’t need to sell me on bonding any more.”

“I’m not. It’s a promise for our future.” She stood up and unhooked her bra. Her perky little breasts popped out. He stared at her pink nipples and cute little nubs. “I-I know they’re not as big as Kasumi’s or Jordan’s.. but..”

“No. Don’t do that. You’re absolutely gorgeous. You’re perfect exactly the way you are,” he stopped her. Tyrhorn had told them during class that comparing your bonds bodies was a one way trip to unhappiness. But Aldric found that he wasn’t just repeating words from class. He meant it. She was perfect. So was Kasumi. They were just different, neither better than the other.

“Okay..” she murmured.

He moved forward and gently grasped her breasts. “These are perfect. Don’t you worry.” His hands began massaging them, eliciting a moan from her. He pinched her nipples slightly, which caused her to purr. He pinched a little harder which made her squeal in joy.

“Oh gods that feels so fucking good Aldric.”

He didn’t bother responding, choosing instead to put her tits in his mouth. He kissed her and sucked in each of her nipples one at a time. A moan escaped from her lips. He smiled and continued. He bit down softly on her nipple.

“Oh shit.. that.. so good. Harder,” she moaned.

He sucked and nibbled on her like that for several minutes. Each time he bit down she moaned and asked for it harder. He obliged but very slightly, he didn’t want to hurt her.

“Fuck, Aldric. I can’t take it anymore. Fuck me!” she yelled out. He could feel Kasumi’s arousal over the bond and knew she was getting just as hot as he was, just by listening to the whining nekorian.

“Oh I will, but I’m going to take my time.”

“No! I need it down, do it now. Fuck. Me. Now!”

His smirk was a mile long. He took her shoulders and turned her around. She complied but her face was confused. Then he swatted her on her butt, gently at first.

“Oh! Oh! Yes! Do that again!”

He swatted her again a little harder.

“Mmm.. yes Aldric.. yes my mage. Punish me. I’ve been bad. I’ve been such a brat.”

He didn’t think he could get any harder after hearing that.

He swatted her a few more times, careful to not go too hard. “Think you can be a good kitty and let me handle this?”

Her face flushed, not in embarrassment but in lust. “Y-yes. Please handle me. I’ve been a bad kitty, please make me good.”

He guided her back to the bed and laid her down. She scooted until she was comfortable with her head resting on the pillows. He took his time removing her thong, which caused her to whine. She clammed up when he looked at her harshly. Neither of them meant it. It was a new game for them both but it felt right, or at least it did to him.

Her thong finally slipped off and revealed her glistening pink pussy. She was clean shaven, not a hair in sight, which he found incredibly attractive. “Al.. please.. I need it. Please.. I need it in me..”

He moved forward on the bed, resting his cock head at the entrance to her slit. “No turning back after this. You’re sure?”

“Yes, fucking yes. I need it. I want to be with you forever.”

He rolled his hips and entered her. Her body tensed up and she gasped but she relaxed as he filled her more and more. “F-fuck.. A-Al. So.. so big.”

He just smiled in response. He pushed in and out slowly, letting her get acclimated to him. Her insides felt like heaven, velvety and soft, warm but wet. Everything wrapped itself around him.

He pushed and pulled a little faster. Her legs sprung out and wrapped themselves around him and under his butt, propping him up. The angle changed slightly and he felt himself grinding against her insides.

“Nnng.. Ah.. ah.. ahh…oh yesssss..” she moaned.

He thrust in even faster. He couldn’t explain just how good she felt. Not at a detriment to how he felt about or when he was with Kasumi just different. He knew then that he could do it. He could bond seven women because each one would bring something new and interesting. A different personality, and a different experience. And the best thing was that each one would be different in bed.

He never would have guessed Kasumi liked being led in bed. He never would have guessed Nadia was more playful. Well, that was a lie he did guess that, but he wouldn’t have thought she liked to be spanked or teased the way she did.

He felt her insides contract around his member. “Oh.. FUCK!” she cried out. Her orgasm rolled through her body. He slowed his movements to allow her to come down from the high.

“Thank you.. keep fucking. I want more. I want it all.”

Understanding, he bent down and wrapped his arms around her. He kissed her head and started thrusting inside of her hard. She loudly moaned with each in thrust. Her body jostled and their skin slapped together. Aldric felt it then, the conflagration of their mana souls coming together.

He saw the blue flames engulfing them, but he paid them no mind. He had a singular purpose now.

He couldn’t stop thinking about it even if he wanted to. He thrust in with reckless abandon, her body was becoming his, and his hers. They were melding into one.

He ground into her, probing her insides as hard and as fast as he could. She wasn’t even able to speak words anymore, the only sounds coming from her were grunts and moans. He looked at her and her eyes were rolled to the back of her head. Pleasure overrode every sense inside her.

Despite herself, her body shuddered and spasmed in another orgasm. Her body wracked with pleasure.

He didn’t stop this time. Feeling her clenching down on him again brought him even closer to the release he knew he wanted. No, needed. The release they both needed to tie them together forever.

“Cum inside me, Al, mark me as your property. I.. will always be your naughty kitty,” she whispered in his ear.

He couldn’t hold back any longer. His long strokes inside and out turned into short ones and his body convulsed and spasmed as his own orgasm came on.

“Yes! Fuck yes!” he came hard. His hot seed shot out of him and filled her up completely. Their mana souls finally fully merged, and the blue flame engulfed them and the bed. It didn’t burn or smoke. It was a physical manifestation of his power, a physical reaction to his power increasing and adding another bond.

“Ohh, oh fuck Al! I feel it! I feel your power entering me. I feel myself changing.. yes! Yes! This is everything I ever dreamed of,” Nadia cried out.

He rammed himself into her as his orgasm abated but he didn’t want to stop, she felt too good. But he slowed down and eventually stopped.

By the time their mana souls were finished intertwining and he stopped thrusting Kasumi was there.

“Oh good, you’re back. You kind of went into a trance when you came,” Nadia said with a giggle. Her face was incredibly happy. He realized he was still inside of her and still hard as steel.

Not knowing what to do he removed himself and sat back on the bed. Kasumi wrapped him in a hug from behind. “I felt it over the bond, how happy you were. Then I felt my own power increase. It’s amazing Al.”

“Y-yeah it is.” He felt inward like Hydean taught them and felt how powerful his mana soul was now. As ever he envisioned his lake, but now it was larger, the laps against the shore of his soul were larger, more violent. It felt like to him that it was still expanding after his bonding with Nadia.

And he could see her in his soul. The lake, as before, had Kasumi's bright green flame sitting above it, but next to it was a second flame. He could feel her emotions coming from it, entering his soul. She was satisfied and still feeling mischievous, not lessened by their bonding, maybe even amplified.

He withdrew from his soul and came back to reality, with Kasumi sitting next to him on the bed, and Nadia laying where he had left her, his seed still oozing out of her.

“We do, however need to fill Nadia in about you,” Kasumi said, ever the rational one.

“He already filled me in, I’m cream filled now,” Nadia giggled again.

Aldric chuckled and Kasumi tried to look unamused but failed when she smiled.

“Yes and you will be again, after I have a turn. You have no idea how horny you two made me, I could feel it all over the bond. But no, right now you need to focus.”

“Right. There’s something we need to tell you,” he said. He tried to look serious but he couldn’t with how happy Nadia looked. Her face shone with sweat and her eyes twinkled in happiness.

“Nadia,” Kasumi snapped her fingers. “Here. Pay attention and I’ll let you get Al next, despite it being my turn.”

That perked Nadia up. She looked at the kitsune with a smile. “Promise?”

“Yes, now pay attention.” Nadia nodded. Aldric felt her over the bond trying to be serious, but she was far too happy to care.

“Aldric isn’t like other mages,” Kasumi said. Nadia nodded but made no other moves to stop her. “He is actually the most powerful mage in the Empire. He.. can bond seven times.”

“S-seven?!” that finally got Nadia’s attention.

“Yes.. I don’t like hiding it, but the Headmaster told me I should for as long as I can,” Aldric explained. He didn’t like the lying and would have told all his prospective bonds, but he wasn’t allowed to. Only Jordan and his actual bonds were allowed to know. And he didn’t know if Jordan still wanted to bond with him.

“Well.. that’s a lot of women, but it’s fine. I’m not worried, we’re together now,” Nadia went back to daydreaming.

Kasumi tried to get her back in the conversation, but she was too far gone. Nadia pissed Kasumi off even more by jumping on Aldric, straddling him and slipping him inside of her while Kasumi was trying to explain what it all meant.

Aldric tried to fend her off but he had to admit his heart wasn’t it in, and quickly gave in to his newest bond.

They spent the rest of the night getting to know each other, exploring their bodies, exploring how it could work with all three of them at once. Kasumi, despite her business-like attitude, happily included Nadia in all the ways she and Aldric had already made love and explored even more now that they had another person in the mix.

Aldric’s favorite was when they both got on their hands and knees next to each other and he alternated between fucking the both of them. Kasumi liked being told to wait her turn, and Nadia whined whenever it wasn’t her turn, which earned her the slap on the butt that she loved.

By the end of the night they were all drenched in sweat, Nadia and Kasumi were both glazed and stuffed with his seed.


Chapter 29

After they all showered and cleaned themselves thoroughly Kasumi needed special attention. She had him sit on the bed and she laid herself across his lap, like he was going to spank her, but instead she handed him a brush.

“Please brush my tails, my love. It..” she stammered. “In my culture it is a sign of love and commitment to let another brush your tails. I’d do it for you but you’re human,” she smiled shyly.

He was taken aback; he didn’t know that was a thing or else he would have done it sooner. “Of course, Kas. Always.”

He took the brush and started gently stroking one of her tails. It glided through her fur like a hot knife through butter. Her tail fur was always fluffy but after the shower it was slightly deflated and lifeless. As he brushed the tail he was working on came alive again.

Feeling bad for her having to do it all by herself for so long, he softly patted her head. “You’ll never have to brush your own tails again, Kas. I love you.”

She purred loudly. “I love you too.”

Nadia sat on the bed watching them. For once he didn’t feel any mischievousness from her over the bond. Just a bit of envy but also happiness, she was glad that her new bond-sister was getting pampered the way she wanted.

That made him happy. He knew that if he could keep all his bonds content and pamper them to their individual needs he’d have a much happier life and so would they, and that’s all that really mattered to him.

After about fifteen minutes he got down to the root of her tail and used shorter brush strokes to get her the best. She yipped in happiness, something he’d never heard before.

He slowly worked Kasumi’s tails over for the next several hours. She alternated between purring, yipping, and lustily moaning which mostly happened when his hand was on her butt to get a better hold of her tails.

Finally, she was looking back to her normal standard of full tailed fluffiness and he declared her as such.

“Th-thank you Al.. I never thought I’d have anyone do that for me,” she sounded shy.

Not wanting her to hold back he kissed her on the head and held her close. “Always, let me know whenever you need this.” Then he looked at Nadia. “Is there anything specific I can do to make you just as happy, my kitty?”

She purred but nodded. “C-can I get head pats and scratches whenever you can?”

“Of course,” he smiled at her.

“Yay!” she squealed happily to herself.

Kasumi got up and smiled at him. “If I didn’t just get clean and fluffy I’d be taking you in bed again. But go ahead and give your silly kitty her wish.”

He nodded with a smile and moved over to Nadia. She laid her head on his lap and he started scratching her gently behind her ears. A loud rumbling purring sound erupted from her making him laugh quietly but he continued on.

Several hours later all three of them were soundly asleep in each other’s arms.

***

The next day he woke up bright and early before the alarm went off. Surprisingly refreshed, but he supposed that was to be expected after bonding.

He smiled broadly to himself; he had Kasumi and Nadia now. He wondered how Torg would react to the news. Probably not well.

Something, something, nekorian, something my woman. He chuckled to himself.

He still was upset with how he reacted and for how he beat the dwarf down, but feeling Kasumi's reassurances helped a lot. He wasn't sure if he was like his parents or not, but he was determined not to be, regardless of whatever he may have inherited from them. You can choose to be better than the circumstances of your birth, he thought. How I react to a situation is on me, and no one else.

But he couldn't dwell on that, he had things to do. The first of which was getting Nadia registered as his bond. He'd need to wait for both his bonds to wake up. In the meantime, he snuggled down under their embrace, the warmth of their bodies and the comfort of the sheets really amped up the feeling of not wanting to move. Nadia was curled around his left arm and Kasumi was draped over the right side of his body.

He laid there in bliss for a while, listening to the noises they made. Kasumi's soft snoring, or Nadia's contented purring. They were another reason he had to do his best, in all regards. They were his life now, his reason to be. He would be a better man, a more patient man, for them.

Sadly, his time was up after a few minutes of staying like that. The alarm blared, as loud as ever, immediately waking Kasumi who got up and went to shower, but Nadia slept on. How, he didn't know. But it honestly didn't surprise him that she didn't wake up. It was just a feeling, but he knew she would be the laziest of his bonds.. or maybe the most relaxed, was a kinder way of putting it.

Knowing it wouldn't go well, but having to anyway, he shook Nadia awake.

"Mmm leave.. alone.." she mumbled.

"I can't.. I have to get up and go to class, and we have to register you as my bond. Since you just couldn't wait to have me," he snickered.

She sat up, her breasts on display, but her hair wild and unkempt from their nightly activities and the sleep. "I think it was the o-oth.." she couldn't finish as a yawn overtook her. Her arms stretched to the sky really pushing her breasts out.

"Put those away before Aldric spends all morning fawning over them," Kasumi reentered the room, dressed and ready to go.

Nadia's face changed instantly into a look of seduction. She leaned back on the bed and jutted her breasts out. "Would that be so wrong?"

"Yes," Kasumi grabbed a pillow and threw it at the nekorian, hitting her square in the face.

"Ay!" She yelped.

"Get up, we have things to do. Al is a serious student, not like that dwarf. You'll be attending classes with him from now on. And we have to register you."

"But I want to stay in bed!"

"Too bad." Kasumi grabbed another pillow.

"Okay, okay, I'm getting up.." Nadia got up, only drifting her fingers over his arms slowly.

"Up! Now!" Kasumi yelled.

"Fine, fine," Nadia rolled her eyes and made her way to the bathroom.

Aldric had stayed quiet the entire time, not wanting to get between the two of them. "Was.. that okay?" He asked tentatively.

"Yes. I'm your first bonded, all the other bonds would have taken the same first semester class of Bonding as I did, so they know the order of things. The first bond is the de facto leader of the mage's harem, behind the mage themself, of course. It is my job to corral the girls and make sure to handle any disputes before they reach your ears. Not to say you can't override what I say.. but it would be best if you let me deal with it."

"I.. hadn't really thought of that.."

"I know," she smirked. "But she's going to get with the picture. Part of it is her nekorian nature, but a bigger part of it, is that she needs to be lead, at least in this."

"Fair," he raised his hands in defeat. "You know best.. but if you feel something isn't working, you let me know immediately."

"Of course."

Twenty minutes later, and another five for Nadia to stop whining about having to wake up so early, they set off down to meet with Brandeis for getting Nadia listed as his bond.

Once again the Sorcerer was behind his desk shuffling paper and scribbling notes furiously.

"Sorcerer Brandeis, sir, Acolyte Ironheart here to report a new bond," Aldric saluted.

The man looked up from his paper and saw that it was Nadia. His eyes narrowed but he didn't say whatever thought crossed his mind. "Very well." Then he rummaged through his drawers, finding what he needed shortly and placing it on the desk.

"You should remember how this goes, Acolyte, it wasn't that long ago. Bond McKinley.. was it? You need to sign here," he pointed at the line underneath Kasumi's name.

"Yes, sir," she smiled, walking leisurely to the desk and bending low, with a small look back at Aldric with a smile, then signed her name.

Brandeis chuckled softly to himself but didn't comment, for which Aldric was thankful. Nadia was still pouty from before and was doing everything in her power to tease Aldric and piss off Kasumi.

Kasumi, for her part, just rolled her eyes.

"Good. That's all set," he said after the paper glowed and magically sealed. "You were a first year, correct?"

"Yes, sir," she nodded.

"You didn't make it onto the Leaderboard did you?"

"No, sir, I didn't."

"Hmm, well, we'll have you touch it just to be safe. If you're bonding this guy.." he trailed off. Aldric wasn't sure what he meant by that.

Nadia just smirked but followed Brandeis over to the Leaderboard. Again it glowed, but nothing changed.

"There, all set. Get to the bond barracks, report to Sorceress Hallewell and get your personal belongings moved to Acolyte Ironheart's dorm."

They all saluted. "Sir, yes, sir!"

He smiled and shook his head, halfheartedly returning the salute "Go on."

They left and ran to the bond barracks. Nadia surprised both Aldric and Kasumi by sprinting ahead and racing as fast as she could to the barracks. Aldric could feel her joy and wonder over the bond. Then she raced back to them, a huge smile on her face. She bounded up to him, grabbed his face and kissed him hard.

"This is amazing, Al! Whatever comes to pass.. I.. just know it'll have been worth it."

The remark seemed odd to him, but he didn't feel anything but elation from her, so he let it go for now. He'd have to bring up whatever it was, and her odd connection to Torg at some point.

But, for the moment they just needed to get through the day.

Entering the bond barracks they found Sorceress Hallewell sitting at her desk writing something, just like Brandeis had been.

"Bond Nadia McKinley, reporting that I have bonded with Mage Aldric Ironheart, sir," Nadia's usual mischievous tone was washed away and replaced with a proper one that she only reserved for professors and high-ranking officials.

Hallewell stopped working and regarded the three, a disciplined look on her face. "Very well, Bond McKinley. Has your signature been added to your mage's registry of Bonds?"

"Yes, sir."

"And the Leaderboard has been updated?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good then go collect your personal belongings, then come down and leave them here with me. I will have them sent to your mage's dorm. Congratulations you three," she smiled for the first time.

"Thank you, sir." Nadia responded.

"Kasumi.. can you take your bond-sister to her room, I want to speak with your mage, if that's okay?"

Kasumi's heard quirked to the side. "Sure thing.. everything okay?"

"Oh, yes, very. I just want to confirm something."

"Okay.." she said like she was still contemplating the request, but she must have been fine with it because she started walking towards the elevator. "Come let's get your stuff Nadia, we need to get to class."

Aldric couldn't see it, as the two were already walking away, but just knew Nadia was rolling her eyes.

"You love them?" Hallewell asked, as soon as the door to the elevator closed.

That snapped his attention back to the formidable woman. "I love Kasumi, and I'm well on my way with Nadia. I know I will, but I haven't had as much alone time with her," he didn't feel the need to lie.

"Good, you're honest. It was known that she had some ties to the Frosthammer clan, the mage Torg Frosthammer, in particular. What are you going to do about that?"

"I've already won a mage duel with him, over him insulting both my bonds. If I need to again, I will."

"Hmm," she contemplated. "And what are you going to do about Bond Candidate Jordan Taylor?"

That question caught him off guard. He didn't know anyone but his own friends knew about him and Jordan.

"Wh-what?" He stammered.

"Your potential bond, Jordan Taylor. What are you going to do?"

"Is there.. what's wrong?"

She stared at him, her stern eyes felt like they were peering into his soul. "She's been distraught for a while, most of the new girls are helping her come to terms with how the Academy works. One of her roommates, Kimilina Greensong, is especially trying to help her. But.."

"But what, tell me, she's.. been distant. I'm not sure what to do anymore. I've asked her to bond. Begged. She says she has to do something.. to prove something but I told her she didn't. I've told her we can work it all out together!" He was near shouting at the woman.

He stopped when he realized what he was doing. "I'm sorry, sir. I didn't mean.. it's.." he started. Taking a deep breath and steadying himself, he continued, "Jordan is her own person. I think I'm in love with her, but she hasn't attempted to communicate to me what her issues are. I'd do anything, but she won't give me a simple answer on what she needs. So to answer your question, nothing. I will do nothing. This is on her to fix and figure out."

Hallewell regarded him silently for a moment more. "Okay, I suppose you would have more information on the situation than I do. I leave it to you two to figure it out, but.." her gaze finally softened and smiled sadly. "Don't let her get away because you're too stubborn to keep trying. She is impressive. I'm not sure why she's not on the Leaderboard already."

He shook his head. More of this. He had to pursue her, he had to fix it, he had.. he had.. he had..

She had done nothing. Fixed nothing. Answered nothing.

At least when he finally asked Nadia about Torg she'd tell him the truth. Even without the bond telling him if she had lied he would have trusted her to. Jordan would need to do a lot for him to trust her again.

"I understand," he faked his assent. "Oh, one question, was she at the field exercise? I know she goes every weekend."

"No, she said she was looking for someone, so she didn't sign up."

"Oh.. that's weird."

Hallewell shrugged and at that moment Kasumi and Nadia returned carrying several trunks worth of items. "What? How do you have that much stuff?" He didn't even try to hide the surprise in his voice.

"That's what I said," Kasumi grumped.

"I take care of myself, regular grooming is required," Nadia primly stated. "Thank you for everything Sorceress Hallewell.

"No problem, Bond McKinley. Have a good rest of your day. Good luck, Acolyte Ironheart."

"Thank you, sir."

***

When they arrived at Bonding that morning, Lorn did a double-take seeing Nadia enter with them.

Unlike when Aldric and Kasumi bonded, his friend didn't smile. Instead the orc's eyes narrowed and he muttered something to She'lar, who turned around to see the group approaching.

"Hey, Lorn," he called out.

"Hello, Aldric. I see another congratulations is in order," Lorn nodded to Nadia, without sounding like he was offering congratulations.

"Thanks!" He beamed regardless.

"Yes, but uhh, wasn't she with Torg?” the orc asked, his voice lowered.

"Yeah, but they never bonded or did anything for that matter."

"Yeah, I couldn't stand that disgusting little puke," Nadia chimed in.

"Fair enough, but aren't you worried about making him even angrier?"

Aldric shrugged, after the duel and everything that happened between them he wasn't sure how much worse it could get. "Not really."

Lorn's eyes narrowed again but he didn't say anything further.

At that moment Professor Tyrhorn waltzed in as dramatic as ever. His eyes scanned the room and he did an appreciative yelp of surprise when he saw Nadia with Aldric, standing at the table they normally shared with Lorn and She'lar.

"Ohhh a new bond! Welcome Bond.." he trailed off.

"McKinley, sir."

"Welcome Bond McKinley!"

"Thank you, sir," she smiled broadly.

"Now!" He strode to the front of the room and turned, with a flick of his wrist several more tables appeared around the room. "As discussed earlier, when Acolyte Ironheart bonded with Bond Akagi, the room will get more filled up, and once again Acolyte Ironheart is the reason for the expansion." Tyrhorn smiled at Aldric.

Aldric and his bonds took seats at one of the newly conjured tables right behind Lorn and She'lar.

"Another important order of business before we get down to the lesson. Acolyte Frosthammer will be changing his schedule so that he is no longer in this class, which means his other classes have changed as well. I normally would not inform you, but after the loss of Acolyte Arthan I didn't want any unsubstantiated rumors to start. He's simply choosing to be in classes that better align with his needs."

Several students, including all of the dwarves, cast warry glances at Aldric. Word of their duel must have gotten out, despite no one being in the gym. He internally sighed and cursed himself for losing his cool.

"Anyway, on to more.. important matters," the look on Tyrhorn's face could only be considered mischievous. "Since we're coming to the middle of the year, we will be performing evaluative exams for all of your classes." A wave of discontent went through the room, the few orcs roared in protest, the remaining dwarves stamped their feet, the rest of the class looked, to Aldric, on the verge of breaking out in hives from anxiety. Much the same as he was feeling at that moment.

"Simmer down!" Tyrhorn shouted over the noise, getting the attention of the room back. "Your performance on these exams will determine if you need extra help, or if you are meeting or exceeding expectations. If you perform poorly, a tutor will be assigned to you and you will be required to go on field assignments every week. If you perform well, you will be extended extra privileges, like access to select restricted texts in the Academy Library, and the option of choosing your own group members for field assignments."

The anger in the room was quickly dissipated by the excitement of being able to choose their own groups.

Even Aldric was intrigued, the biggest issue he'd had with groups was not having the possibility of having people he could fully trust in his group, especially since the first time he had almost given away his secret, and the second time Torg almost got himself and Nadia killed through incompetence. Being able to choose his members would be a massive boon for Aldric.

"And, as extra incentive, since the Empire views bonds as a part of the mage, mages may have their bonds present during the examinations."

Another wave of unhappiness swept the members of the class who hadn't bonded yet, which was most of them.

"But sir," Grey raised his hand.

"Yes, Acolyte Shimmerbeam?"

"Isn't that an unfair advantage for those without bonds?"

"Yes, yes it is."

"But.."

"Ultimately the whole point of this Academy is two-fold, to teach you how to be mages of the Empire, and to grow your strength as much as possible, and you do that by bonding. It is the Academy's view that bonding should be encouraged, as long as it is safe and consensual. To that end, mages who have bonded with one or multiple candidates are often given advantages. For instance, bonded do not count against group sizes for field assignments," Tyrhorn explained.

"Understood, sir," Grey looked defeated. Aldric wasn't sure why, Evonne was hanging around him fairly often these days. If anything, he felt bad for Finias who hadn't even had a sniff of a bond candidate.

"Good, now that you're sufficiently motivated, let's move on to our lesson. And it's a fairly pertinent one, especially for our Acolyte Ironheart, over there. Does anyone know who leads our bonded?"

Kairn raised his hand. "Yes, Acolyte Woodfern?"

"We do, sir, mages."

"Yes, in theory we do, but practically speaking. Who?"

Aldric was loathe to bring more attention to himself, but he raised his hand. "Yes, Acolyte Ironheart?"

"Our first bond."

"Correct! And do you know why that is?"

"Because she told me so," he smiled.

The class laughed with even Nadia and Kasumi joining in as well.

"Smart man," Tyrhorn chuckled, "but there is a reason, Bond.. McKinley?"

Nadia looked shocked to be asked and not Kasumi. "Uhm.. well, our bonding professor told us that it was how it worked, but I'll be completely honest sir, I wasn't really paying any attention," she said with a small smile. Tyrhorn chuckled but waved for her to continue. "But, while I haven't lived it for all that long, I think it's because the first bond is the one closest to the mage's heart, at least at first, they will be with them the longest out of all the bonds, and the one most likely to understand the mage's desires without having to ask them."

"Interesting, and why do you think that is, Bond McKinley?"

"Because, sir, she was alone with him. Just them. They had a chance to get to know one another before adding any other people. She knows him at a different level than I do, or will, at least at first, meanwhile their relationship continues to grow, there's no hope of me catching up."

Aldric actually felt hurt by those words. He didn't know she felt that way, and reached down to hold her hand. She gripped it back, tight.

"I wouldn't say no hope, but there often is a gulf between the familiarity of the mage and his bonds, when they're first bonded, especially for later additions. For instance when Aldric bonds with his third, you will be ahead of her, just as Bond Akagi was with you."

"True enough sir."

"Anything to add Bond Akagi?"

"No, sir. I believe Nadia summed it up nicely."

"Then opinions, as a first bond?" Tyrhorn prodded, a wicked smile on his face.

"Ugh, sir," she mumbled. "Uhh, well, my opinion is that Nadia isn't far off with her reasoning, in that there is being a gulf of my understanding of Aldric and hers, but I don't believe it isn't insurmountable. The bond is new with her, so feelings are a bit.. muddled, but I believe with patience and putting in the work, we can be equals in terms of affection with our mage, even if not in position in the harem."

"Putting the work in is an excellent way to put it, the mage and the bond both need to want to do so, which I assume you all have, based on the responses you've given," he looked meaningfully at them.

Nadia squeezed Aldric's hand harder. "Yes, sir. I want what they have. I know I can do the combat; I know I can be my mage's play thing, or his tool, or his knife in the dark. What I want though, is my mage's love.." she stammered and tapered off.

He held her hand and felt her shivering from the admission. He tried to push his feelings through the bond, but only got her fear and uncertainty back. He knew he'd have to fix that, quickly. Not for his sake, for hers. He wasn't sure he loved her yet, not as he did Kasumi.. or Jordan. But he felt the spark needed, it's why he bonded with her. It wasn't her looks, though that didn't hurt. It was her personality and the fun they had together.

"Nice.." Tyrhorn smiled at her then turned his attention back to the rest of the class. "Any questions?"

Finias raised his hand. "Yes, Acolyte Orein?"

"This might be a silly question, but what would the second bonded's position be then?"

Tyrhorn motioned for Nadia to respond. "So far, face down and ass up," a cheeky grin spread across her face. The class roared in laughter.

Aldric felt his face heat up and Kasumi sighed next to him, while Nadia laughed along with everyone else.

He even saw Tyrhorn's eyes twinkle in laughter but his face was even. "A real answer, Bond McKinley?" He asked after the laughter died down.

"Sorry sir," she did not look sorry, as the smile was still plastered on. "But truthfully I'm not sure. I don't think I have a position, other than bond for my mage."

"That would be correct in most cases. The first bond usually takes on the mantle of bonded leader, and organizes the bonds, and deals with interpersonal issues. But just because she does that doesn't mean it isn't also the mage's duty to look after those things as well. Just because you may have someone like Bond Akagi, doesn't mean you can rest of your laurels," he looked at Aldric, who nodded in response. "But, for the most part, the only position in the harem is leader. The mage or first bond may add others, for specific duties, but it is not advised to do so, or least not until you are fully bonded and have become one with your strengths. Sometimes your newer bonds can surprise you with their talents."

Tyrhorn spoke on for some time after that, but Aldric couldn't get the feeling that Nadia was giving up out of his mind. He'd have to get there with her.

After classes concluded for the day, they went to the mess hall, where they met up with Lorn and She'lar.

"I can't believe I have to go to that boring ass class, can't you fix this, Al?" Nadia whined after their hour-long torture session disguised as a History class.

"Trust me, if I could, I would, I hate that class too."

Lorn scoffed. "Why don't you care for the history of our Empire? The battles are glorious to read about."

"It's sooooo booooriinnnggg," Nadia whined louder.

Doing his best to ignore her, but still grinning despite himself. "It's not the history itself, Lorn, it's the boring way it's presented."

"Yeah, boring," Nadia interjected. This time he couldn't stop himself from snickering, even Lorn chuckled.

"I believe Professor Strongarm is one of the best lecturers at the Academy," She'lar added.

Nadia exaggeratedly rolled her eyes behind She'lar's back.

After they ate, they all went back to their respective dorms to study for the tests, which would be coming the next week.

A seed of doubt crept into his mind when he thought of the exams. Would he be able to do them? Would the tests be harder than he thought? Was he capable?

Despite those doubts creeping in, or maybe because of them, Aldric hunkered down and started studying his materials more than he had been doing. And he was happy to do so, since he did enjoy his classes, even if studying wasn't top of the list of things he liked to do.

Except History. He would gladly take a lesser score not to have to think about that class.

Only, Kasumi wouldn't let him. She was strict when it came to his learning, and would chide him until he did what he was supposed to. He appreciated it most of the time but when it came to History he wasn't so sure.

That night was particularly brutal until Nadia stepped in.

She had a completely different method of keeping him on task. She quizzed him on the material and every time he got an answer correct she'd take off a piece of clothing, and if he got one wrong she'd put one on.

It worked up till a point where he got too distracted to work.

Kasumi scoffed.. but joined in.

However, after a brief sojourn to the bedroom, he got back to studying.

After that Kasumi insisted he study with no distractions, and Nadia was far too happy to disagree with her.

The rest of the week ended in a blur of studying, and the weekend was much the same. Most of the information Aldric knew by heart but Kasumi was intent on him receiving the top scores for the class. Her competitiveness was getting the better of her, but it really did help him focus, so he couldn't complain too much.

Nadia lazed about, pretending to care about studying whenever they were, and then pouncing on him as soon as they were done.

"You could help!" Kasumi screeched at her. It was Saturday night and they'd been going over the same material over and over.

"I am," Nadia retorted. "You get him all stressed out with studying and I help him unwind, it's working well."

A pillow flew through the air, hitting Nadia in the forehead, knocking her on her ass. "You have to study too!"

Nadia clawed her way back up onto the bed where she had been sitting. "Why? I don't care about this stuff."

Kasumi closed her eyes and had an expression of barely contained fury. "We are Aldric's bonds. The Empire views us as a part of him, so any test they administer to him we can help him with. Any test they ask him to take, they can also ask us to take."

Nadia's eyes bulged out of her skull. "Wh-what?!"

"Did you not pay any attention in class whatsoever?"

"Not really," she responded sheepishly. "When I was with Torg, my life was going to be over. I didn't bother caring about these things."

"Hmph," but Kasumi's emotions betrayed how she actually felt; she felt sad for Nadia. "Okay, fine. But from now on we have all have to put effort into this, understood?"

"Yes, sir," both Aldric and Nadia shot her a salute and simultaneously broke out in giggles.

"Elders, save me."


Chapter 30

The first day of exams had come too quickly for his liking. He knew the material inside and out but still felt like a ball of nerves and couldn't eat breakfast that morning.

Thankfully Brandeis, when he had given Aldric the exam schedules the day before, had explained the process to them and he wouldn't need to be down early to eat.

Each student would take a single examination per day, and the rest of their classes would be canceled that day. He had explained that the exams would be taken in a specially created room that did not allow cheating of any kind. Each student would be placed in a soundproof room and given a quill and ink that had anti-cheating spells cast on them.

The tests were to be administered one at a time, proctored by the official Academy proctors and graded by the professors themselves.

When they got down to the barracks lobby that morning, sure enough there was an extra door at the bottom of the tower. Brandeis ushered the students through the door and into a waiting room that looked much like the one his desk was situated in. There were several doors through which he saw people in white Academy garments ushering students through. Those must be the proctors, he thought.

When Aldric entered the room he saw a multitude of other students already waiting to be taken. They were being called, one by one, to be taken to their room for testing.

It was a mixed waiting room too, with older students there as well as new students like Aldric. Though, he did notice a lot of attention shift his way when he walked in with Kasumi.

But he followed her example and ignored them, instead thinking of the test he'd have to take.

Bonding was first that week. Aldric wasn't too worried about it, since he bonded twice it was one of his stronger subjects. But, as Kasumi liked to say, a healthy dose of fear with your studying wouldn't go remiss.

More students came in while he was waiting, somehow always finding enough seating for them and their bonds.

Magic, he shook his head.

Finally, the proctor called out. "Acolyte Aldric Ironheart and bonds."

He stood up and took his girls on each of his arms. The proctor looked at them stiffly, but that may have just been because she was a high elf and they all had the slight appearance of having smelled something rotten in the air.

"Follow me, Acolyte."

"Yes, ma'am."

They followed her through one of the doors, which opened up to a long hallway, not unlike the one he had for his dorm.

They followed her until they got to an open door, through which she asked them to go. Inside the room was a desk, like the ones they used in class, with three wooden chairs for them. On the desk was a piece of paper, some ink and quill, and an object that looked like his alarm.

"You three, sit at the table. Only the Acolyte may answer on the test, though you may help him. You have an hour and a half to answer the questions; no questions may be asked, no cheats are allowed. Once you're done, set the alarm to "help" and I will come to take the exam and lead you back outside. Any questions?"

No one answered. "Good, I'm starting the timer now." She took the alarm and pressed a button. The display turned on in a flash of light and showed a time of 1:30:00, that ticked down to 1:29:59 immediately. "Good luck," she said as left and closed the door behind her.

"Good luck," Nadia scoffed. "That woman wants all of us to fail."

"She's just a high elf, that's how they look," Aldric reasoned.

"Nadia's probably right, but it doesn't matter, time's ticking away."

"You're right.. question one.."

In terms of the races, which is the most likely to have been exposed a harem setting?

"Easy, beastkin," he wrote down the answer.

Which race, that lives in a matriarchal society has the hardest time accepting the norms of a mage harem?

"Another easy one, Dark Elves."

"Have you ever met a dark elf, Al?" Nadia asked.

"No, I've seen a few around campus, but never spoke to one. It's a shame they're incredibly bea.." he stopped when he realized when both his bonds were looking at him.

Kasumi scoffed but offered. "I know one.. on a.. semi-friendly basis. The former third, now second, on the leaderboard, Ember Narthore. I could introduce you some time."

"Erm, no thanks. I'm fine. You two are enough!" He said, sweating just a little bit.

"Idiot," Kasumi smiled. "Let's get in with the test.."

Thirty minutes later he was nearing the end of the test, having breezed through it faster than he had anticipated.

"Final question, Al," Kasumi whispered.

"Finally," Nadia sighed. "It's so freaking boring."

What is the leading cause of issues in a mage harem?

One of two things came to mind, either lack of communication or jealousy. He turned to his girls and wondered what they thought?

"Boredom, probably," Nadia yawned.

Kasumi looked more thoughtful. "Definitely communication, or lack thereof."

"That's what I think too," he wrote the answer, sagged back in his chair and let out a hefty humph. "Not the worst, sure, we took way less than the allotted time, but still I was so nervous it would be harder.. have to let myself calm down."

"Take your time, it's not like we're fighting the clock."

He sat for a few minutes, letting his mind wander and cool down. He had pumped himself up for this, so much so that he'd actually been so nervous he wasn't able to eat anything. But.. now with it done, he knew it wasn't so bad.

When Tyrhorn told them there would be testing, his stomach dropped, and he felt the weight of his decisions on him then. Would he be good enough, would he do well? What if he wasn't Academy material? What if he hadn't learned a thing.. he wasn't worthwhile.. he was useless..

But this test proved to himself that he was more than capable of doing this, he was not useless, and he would go as far as he could as a mage.

"Alright, let's ring the alarm and get her back here so we can go."

Nearly twenty minutes later they were back in their dorm relaxing. Classes were cancelled the rest of the day, but Kasumi wasn't going to let them stay idle for long. They ate lunch a little early, since he hadn't eaten breakfast due to nerves, Kasumi had them go back to studying for the next exam, the dreaded.. History.

***

After another rigorous night of studying they went to bed. Morning came and Aldric awoke, as was becoming his norm, in a pile of bodies. Nadia, once again, curled around his arm, and Kasumi, as ever, was flopped half on top of him. He didn't want the feeling to end, since moments like these made every moment after it worth it. He'd waited his entire life for this feeling, the love and acceptance he felt coming from them. Their contentedness invigorated him, and incentivized him to work hard and do what needed to be done. It was no longer about him, but about the two women he now shared his life with.. and for the others who would come after, whomever they were.

Finally, loathe though he was to do it, he woke them both up—with only minimum whining from Nadia—and started getting ready for his next day of testing.

Once they were all showered and dressed they went down to eat breakfast in the mess hall and made their way to the exam room.

Again, it was packed with students of all races and ages. He saw several types of people he'd never seen before, including a male dark elf. He was tall with grey skin, red eyes, and blue hair. He didn't have the same snobby look that most high elves had, but rather an unpleasant expression that made him look like he was looking down on everyone around him.

He was there with his bond, or what Aldric assumed was his bond, who was a leonid woman. Aldric's heart stopped when he saw her. Leonid were a beastkin tribe, like wolfkin, kitsune, or nekorians, that maintained features of their full-beast cousins.

Leonid, as the name might suggest, were part lion. They typically had long shaggy manes, and their ears were shaped like lion ears that sat on the top of their head, and a long-furred tail with a small tuft of hair at the end of it. The hair color ranged in color, but most common were brown and black, but there were some white and light tan colors, and even fewer red. With the fur on their ears and tail matching the mane color.

Leonid skin color was typically tanner than anything. Some were lighter, and some were darker. The one sitting in front of Aldric had light tan skin with brown hair. Her arms and legs were muscular, as one would expect, and her fingers were little more than claws.

Aldric's slight obsession with lions had never manifested itself in this way before, but he felt a stirring and if a leonid bond candidate wanted to bond.. he knew he'd have a hard time saying no.

The elf's eyes flitted to Aldric briefly, eyeing him for looking at the other mage's bond, but quickly moved on.

Kasumi whacked him in the back of the head. "We can feel that."

He slyly smiled. "Sorry," but wasn't really. It was sometimes good to be a mage.

Not long after they were called into the testing room by the same proctor as the day before.

"Fancy seeing you here again," he joked earning a non-committal grunt from the woman.

Nadia chuckled though, which made him happy. Once again she led him to a room, set the timer, and left.

"Well, she's a barrel of laughs," the quip died on his lips at the look from Kasumi. "I'm taking this seriously, I swear."

"Al, just because you hate history doesn't mean you get to goof off during the test."

"I know, I know," he grumped. But he sat down and began working, since the timer was running.

Which Emperor was responsible for the induction of all beastkin as full-citizens of the Empire?

This shouldn't be too hard, he thought.

Slowly he made his way through the questions, time passed and with some help—well, a lot of help—from Kasumi he managed to finish the exam with some time to spare.

***

The next day of exams came, and this time was a practical exam with Spells and Casts being held for Aldric.

This time when the proctor gathered them for the rest, she took several people, most of whom were in Aldric's classes. He figured they might be doing multiple at once since it was a practical exam. He wasn't sure.

He and his bonds just followed behind the woman, and the group of people with them, until they got to a door. She opened it and inside was a room that looked exactly like the gymnasium they used for Weapons Training.

Magic, he scoffed internally. He wasn't even surprised anymore

"Once you're all inside I will provide you with the instructions. Do not speak, do not move, do not do anything I did not tell you to do," her voice was harsh, and her eyes glinted with a sort of sadistic glee that wanted to punish them for getting out of hand. "If you get out of line, speak out of line, or act out of line, you will be disqualified, and punishments will be levied."

Fortunately, no one did. She lined them up, moving them to exact places she had for them. Each mage and their bonds, if they had any, were placed around 10 feet apart from the groups next to them.

Then she took out a wand from a pocket she had on her shirt and waved it, saying "murus!"

The ground all around them began to rumble and stones began protruding from the ground. Unexpectedly, a great stone wall erupted from the ground, on both sides of the mages for as long as he could see, pushing the stone and dirt to the side, the very earth giving way to the wall that was growing. The stones of the wall were white and looked like they'd been professionally sculpted. They kept growing and growing until finally there was a beautifully crafted white wall that spanned the length of the gymnasium and cut off Aldric's ability to see the other mages, but turning back he could see the proctor and the exit, should it be needed.

"Your instructor will be here in a moment to tell you the process for the exam. Do not speak to your classmates or you will be disqualified and a failing grade given," the magically amplified voice of the proctor rang out. Her prim and proper high elf voice sounded downright rude at this loud a volume.

Several seconds passed with nothing happening. Kasumi and Nadia were looking warily at the walls on either side, while Aldric kept his face towards the exit where he assumed Cottonrose would come from.

A moment later he had his answer. "Ooohh dearie me, dearie me! The walls are as dramatic as ever!" Cottonrose's saccharine voice sang. The fairy zoomed through the door and rocketed around to each of the student's lanes. "This practical exam is very straightforward. One at a time I will be coming by to ask you to perform a series of spells. Perform them well and you'll be graded well. Perform them poorly and we'll figure it out.. but it will mean extra, extra, extra work!" She giggled, but Aldric didn't find it quite that amusing.

"Now.. where to start.. where to start.."

He saw the fairy shoot past his section several times, until finally she landed somewhere. "Here seems good! You all be patient as the tests are performed. You may talk amongst your bonds, but no other mages. If you do we'll know.." her voice got low and Aldric couldn't help but to hear the sadisticness in it, "we'll have to find a suitable punishment."

When she spoke it felt like the world around him went dark, shadows closed in around him, threatening to suffocate him and all around, until suddenly light and warmth returned.

"So don't do that!" Her voice was back to it's normal, childlike timbre.

What the absolute fuck, his mind was reeling from what just happened. And he felt the same from his bonds.

"Elders.. don't tell me you two felt that as well?" Kasumi asked, her face had gone pale.

"Y-yes, I did," Nadia nervously nodded, casting suspicious glances all around.

"Yeah.. I don't want to ever get on her bad side," he added.

"Fuck, no." Both girls slid up and held on to him.

They stayed like that for a while before they all got comfortable again.

They waited and waited and nearly an hour went by before something happened.

Professor Cottonrose appeared behind them with a flash of light. She was full-sized, not fairy -sized, which meant she was still pretty short, but bigger than the size of his hand. "Now, then! I've selfishly left the best for last. All the other students are gone, and it's just us four."

Somehow, he wasn't comforted by that.

"Now, now, you have nothing to worry about. I just wanted to leave my best student for last, is all," a sly smiled formed on her face.

"Uhh.. sure.. so, what do you need me to do professor."

"Oh, simple really. I'm not asking a lot. Cast a simple light spell. I will give commands to you as you do."

"Yes, sir," he unsheathed his sword and held it aloft so the light would be over them, not right in their eyes. "Lux."

The light that came from the sword was stable and not as bright as he could make it. He had tried to emulate the correct amount she had showed at the beginning of the year.

"Perfect! Correctly applied and expertly cast." He couldn't help but smile at the praise.

"Now, put less into it. Dim the light slightly."

He slowly pulled back on the stream of mana going into the spell, making the light dim. Getting lower and finer control of it was difficult, since it already felt like he was pulling back quite a bit but Kasumi had helped him fine tune his control.

"Good! A little bit less."

He slowed the flow even more.

"Good. Now back to normal."

He returned the flow back to where it started. It was slightly straining to go back and forth, but he was able to handle it.

"Perfect! Now a few final requests, and we'll be all done."

"Whatever you need, professor."

She smiled wide. "Don't make promises you can't keep, dearie." He felt himself shudder, and his bonds tensed. "Now, make the light a little stronger."

He filtered a little more through and the light shined brighter.

"More."

Slightly confused by her requests, he pushed more.

"More.."

He pushed more, the light was so bright now that it was affecting even his eyes.

"Good! Push as much as you can without hurting yourself now dearie!"

Worry flooded his mind from his bonds, and he had to agree with them. "Um, professor.."

"No worries dearie, I won't let you hurt yourself. I am just curious."

Inhaling deep and steadying himself, he let go of the dam that was holding back his power. At first it trickled through and then as if the dam broke, he felt it surge through him, flooding his sword with mana. Rather than feel worried or freaked out, it actually felt.. good. Good to not have to hold back, to hold his concentration so finely that he stifled himself and didn't cause harm to anyone else.

He felt, for the first time in months, fully relaxed while casting. It was like a great weight he hadn't know he was carrying was finally lifted from his shoulders.

The light got brighter and brighter, to the point where bright white light was all that could be seen, even shielding his eyes didn't help and the light pierced it.

Accompanying the light was a dull roar emitting from his sword, not creaking or cracking.. almost like it was vibrating at an unusually high pace, causing it to hum loudly.

"Oh my.. dear me, dear me.. Hydean was right. You may turn it off now, my child."

"Finis." The light blinked out of existence, leaving the world grey in its wake. Blinking away the spots in his eyes, little by little the color returned to the world. "Please, Kas, Nadia, never let me do that again," he groaned. The release of power hadn't hurt him, but the extreme light had given him a headache, not terrible but a dull throbbing in the back of his head.

Professor Cottonrose stood unmoving, not even blinking, with a face that was somewhere between awe and unrestrained glee that was frankly scary on someone who was already fairly unhinged. Fairy unhinged, he chuckled to himself.

"That was.." she paused, her mouth searching for the words. Aldric felt both his bonds tense again, they felt ready for a fight. "..the most incredible display of magical control I've ever seen from a first year student."

"Oh, th-thank you professor."

"Hydean said there was something special about you, and I couldn't put my finger on it. But that's it, isn't it. Your mana soul is incredibly large, isn't it? How many bonds can you truly have, dearie?"

That question created a conundrum for him, if he spoke true then another person would know his secret, and the more that knew, the likelier it was to get out. But on the other hand, he was the one that almost spilled it most of the time. And Cottonrose was downright scary, he couldn't imagine someone pressuring her to reveal anything.

"I think you can say, Al," Kasumi's response soothed him, he knew she would never lead him astray.

"Officially, I can have three. But.. when I tested with the Headmaster and Professor Hydean with the Binding Stone, it tested at.. seven."

Cottonrose's eyes bulged and for a moment he thought he had made a mistake but a smile spread across her entire face and she burst out in giggles.

"Ohhhh, oh ho ho ho, that's the best thing I've heard in a hundred years.. no wonder Thomas is so fucking giddy this year."

Thomas? Where had he heard that name before.. Thomas.. Thomas..

"This is Professor Hydean giddy?" Kasumi's voice cut through his thinking; it was so incredulous. Of course that was it! He'd heard the headmaster call Hydean Thomas once before.

"Oh my, positively. He's never been this wound up. No wonder! He's had a secret pet project."

"Um, I don't think.." he started to say but was quickly cut off.

"No, no, he is not one to show it but.. never mind, I'll let you figure it out. But that concludes this oh-so-wonderful examination."

"Thank you Professor," not sure what else he could say.

"Oh, and a word.. or more.. of advice. Don't wait too long to tell the world your secret. Especially not your potential bonds, tell them going forward before you do, they deserve the truth first."

"Yes, sir. I haven't liked misleading my bonds.. it feels supremely dishonest.”

"Good, because it is. And the truth is going to come out sooner or later, it always has a way of doing so. You can maybe fib once you get four bonds and say that you lied to make it easier.. but five is not going to be easy to explain away, let alone six or seven. The world will know, you just have to choose your moment to do so. Do what is best for you and your family. And I would start with those closest to you, that you know will not betray your trust."

Nodding as she spoke, he understood the logic. She wasn't particularly wrong, even if it was going to be a nuisance.

"But I advise you to speak with the Headmaster once you make that decision. And maybe have at least three bonds at the time. With your magical potential, you should be strong enough to overcome any gap in knowledge with outright power against anyone who may try to harm you."

"Thank you Professor, I will."

"Good, now dearies, I'm off to find the Headmaster and Professor Hydean to see why I was left out of the know with this information.." she muttered.

With a twirl of her wrist, she puffed back into her regular small sized self. "Wait for the proctor to come back and bring you out."

"Thank you, Professor, for all your help," Kasumi saluted.

"Yes, thank you," he followed suit. Nadia lazily did the same, though her form was rigid.

The professor zoomed out of their area and through the door, leaving their group befuddled and bewildered.

"Well.. that did not go exactly as I expected.."

"Not at all," Kasumi agreed.

"That bitch is scary," Nadia shivered after a beat.

"Oh for sure, I'm honestly terrified."


Chapter 31

The next day was the Weapons Training class exam. Once again, Aldric and his bonds were taken, with a multitude of other students, to a room that resembled their regular gymnasium. Sorodar was already waiting there, impatiently tapping her foot for the students to all get in the room.

"Hurry up! The faster you walk the faster you get this done!" She roared at some students who were lagging behind.

A minute later everyone was inside and looked ready to go.

"This should be an easy exam for everyone, since I know you've all been working hard," a cruel smile spanned her face. "But if it isn't, don't expect it to get any easier."

Aldric looked around and saw more than a few of the students cringing. He wondered how one could slack off in Sorodar's class, she was such a hardass, in his class she never let anyone get away with anything even remotely resembling giving less than their full effort.

"We'll start easy on you. Run laps until I stop you or until you drop, whichever happens first." Again, Aldric was struck with the realization that Sorodar probably would rather be testing them by beating them over and over again with her own weapons, because the smile one her face at the moment was possibly the most sadistic thing he'd ever seen, with the very notable except of Professor Cottonrose, whose mere presence scared the living daylights out of him lately.

Then, almost as if on cue, Nadia whined quietly. "Why can't Al just run for me? It's not like I'm being graded."

Which, to be fair, was true. But he was glad Sorodar did not have super hearing, because that was the sort of thing he'd seen her chastise students for during their regular class. And the worse, or funnier, thing was that Nadia knew that but still complained.

"Shush," Kasumi whispered, "we don't need to draw extra attention. Just do what you're told."

A sudden burst of frustration came over the bond, and he knew he had to calm his bond down. "I'm sorry, Nadia. Do this for me and I'll do whatever you want to do for the next week."

"Anything?"

"Anything."

The feeling changed from frustration to curiosity to lasciviousness in the blink of an eye. "You better keep that promise, Al."

"On my heart, I swear I will."

"Good!" Her face was much brighter, and she didn't even show any attitude as Sorodar lined them up for their run.

"You know," Kasumi whispered into his ear, "you just traded sex for good behavior. That's a terrible precedent to set."

"Oh, I dunno, it might work out well for me." He couldn't keep the smile off his face.

She didn't even try to hide her eye roll. But, he was having too much fun to care. "Sure you're just not feeling left out?"

She turned, with a look of shock, but that presented the opening he was waiting for. As she turned, he grabbed her and gave her as powerful a kiss as he could muster to give in public. Her eyes widened even further when their lips met, but she melted into the kiss once she got her bearings.

"Get a room you two," Nadia giggled.

Their kiss broke, but Kasumi was left panting slightly. "Oh, we will.. if Sorodar doesn't wear us all out completely," he quipped.

Then, almost as if she had heard him, Sorodar yelled out. "Three.. two.. one.. RUN!"

They took off running, along with the rest of the class. He wished he could say that he was at the front of the pack leading everyone with ease, but the truth was far from it. As the last field assignment had showed, he lacked stamina. Kasumi had offered to help him with it, but he'd yet to take her up on it. As they ran lap after lap, he knew he would start doing so.. once his feet stopped hurting so much.

Nearly an hour later, many of the students had fallen, and what Aldric was doing couldn't really be considered running, more of falling forward one step at a time.

Finally, mercifully, Sorodar yelled, "TIME!"

Aldric collapsed where he stood. His body crumpled like someone had hit him over the head with a heavy mallet. He didn't care. His feet hurt so much and his leg muscles were aching so hard.

"Fine job to some of you. Clearly conditioning is needed for all of you! Now then, we come to the second and last part of the your exam.. mage duels!"

Aldric groaned loudly, he could barely move his feet, let alone fight someone.

Thankfully he wasn't the only one that groaned, the chorus of discontent went up around the gym. Even Kasumi and Nadia were unhappy, though they had faired better with the running.

"Ohh, what a bunch of sissies!" Sorodar yelled. "Fine, no mage duels, even though that would have been fun. Instead I'll watch you all go over your individual forms, you may use your real weapons, since I don't have my wooden ones here, but if you attempt to use it on anyone, not only will you be disqualified, I will personally end your life."

The air was still and no one moved. Aldric, along with everyone else, knew that her comment was not a joke.

"Those of you who can stand, do so, and we'll begin the drills."

Aldric stayed firmly on the ground, wanting to give himself longer to rest.

"Come on Al, Sor will definitely go harder on those who stay on the ground to recuperate. She's an orc, she values tenacity and willingness to go the extra mile. You need to get up and show her your grit," Kasumi encouraged him.

With a heavy moan of discontent, he hefted himself up and waited for Sorodar to get the drills over with.

His legs wobbled slightly, but he already felt his joints and muscles fixing themselves. The mana coursing through his body was a marvel, he just had to learn to channel it correctly. That and actual exercise would be his biggest boon in physical conditioning.

"Alright, all you maggots who are barely standing, we'll be fast," Sorodar called out, "I'm going to call out the form and you will complete it to the best of your ability. Understood?"

"Sir, yes, sir!"

"Good! Let us begin. Atsika! Darg! Davenlei! Donovai! Inrash! Bi kurrazz!"

She called the forms the way she had been teaching them, in orcish. The words had meanings and one day Aldric would ask Lorn what they meant, but right now he just needed to listen to the commands and remember what they meant in the Empire's common speech.

Time went by listening to each command being repeated and reacting, and Aldric noticed that students were getting up and joining them in the drills, but no one was being released.

"Oh come on.." he muttered.

"No grousing, Acolytes!" Sorodar roared.

He went back to listening to the commands, it would surely be over soon. There was only so much punishment she could dole out in a single day.

As it turns out, it was not over soon. She went on for another hour of calling out forms and the Acolytes scrambling to perform them, before Aldric noticed something. There was a sequence to the calls she was making and every time someone new joined them from the fallen Acolytes she started the sequence over again. And in a room of nearly fifty mages, most of whom had collapsed and had to get up to do the drills, it took them forever to finally get to the end of the sequence.

Finally, after nearly three hours of doing the drills Sorodar called the last form, "Mat! We're done."

Again, Aldric collapsed as if hit on the head. He was sprawled out on the ground, arms and legs completely extended and open.

"That.. was.. a nasty.." he coughed loudly, "..nasty trick Sorodar." Each breath was pain, and unfortunately he was winded.

A shadow fell over him, but he didn't care. His body didn't work anymore. "What trick?" He swore he saw her smile.

"The.. ahh, fuck.." he gasped for air, "the sequence.. starting over.. everytime.. someone.. joined in.."

Sorodar knelt down next to him, almost over him, her knees bent and feet still on the ground, though on her tippy toes. Her face came close to his and all he could think was that Lorn would be completely jealous knowing Aldric had been that close. "Noticed that, did'ja?"

"Yes.." he didn't even bother using an honorific like sir or ma'am, he was too tired and angry.

"I'll be you're one of the few, Aldric. Keep your mind sharp." And with that she stood up and addressed the rest of the exam takers. "You have all now completed the Weapons Training midyear exam. I have noted the exceptional as well as the less than exceptional. You will either receive commendations, or more work. I'm leaving, take your time in getting up. The proctor will be here to take you out of the room at your own leisure. But do not wait too long, it is in your interest to move as soon as you can."

With that she left the gymnasium, and the doors slammed behind her.

"Gods fucking damnit, Kas, I know she's your friend, but what the fuck!" He was annoyed and unusually foul-mouthed, that was usually left to Nadia.

Kasumi looked sheepish. "She does get a bit.. overzealous at exam time."

"Over.. overzealous? You call this overzealous?"

"Yes, I do."

He couldn't even muster the energy to roll his eyes, so he let his bond know. "I can't do it, but just know I'm rolling my eyes at you."

"Uh, huh, sure."

They sat for a moment, waiting for the proctor to get there and bring them back to reality.

"By the way, how come you two aren't winded? You were doing the forms right along with me."

"We're bonds Aldric. We don't tire easily.. well Nadia does but she's just a nekorian." The nekorian in question stuck her tongue out at Kasumi. "But, that's what it means to bond with a mage. Our stamina is vastly different than from before we both bonded you. I was already at the peak of physical condition for an unbound candidate, so my boost was significant, and then once you bonded Nadia it was even greater. Nadia is.. well, I'm not exactly sure why Nadia's conditioning is so good but it is."

Nadia's face turned bashful, which was adorable to him. "Umm.. well.. I'll tell you, just not here."

"Okay, fine. No pressure."

The proctor walked in at that moment, as did several medical attendants with gurneys. "Does anyone need medical attention?"

Rest time was over, he shakily got to his feet, cursing Sorodar's name with every step he took, and made his way to the proctor so they could leave.

***

Finally, it was Friday and the last day of exams. Despite Sorodar trying to kill them all day before, the week hadn't been too bad. The exams had mostly been straightforward and not all that hard. Though he didn't want to speak that thought out loud in case whatever god governed fate heard him and decided to make his life more difficult than it already was.

And, given that the test he'd be taking today was for Combat Magic, he didn't need anything else in his life to make it harder.

He was very much not looking forward to the Combat Magic test. Not because he couldn't do it, that was far from the truth, but because he didn't want to have to face the greaseball professor, Hydean. Whatever Cottonrose thought, Hydean did definitely not favor him at all. If anything, he asked him the harder questions in class or placed him into the most difficult situations during field assignments that he could.

It frustrated Aldric to no end how Hydean seemingly got away with treating him differently. His bonds thought the same, but their eyes also glazed over whenever he talked about it, so maybe, he thought, he should cut back on complaining about it.

Regardless, the last day of testing was going to be done in the same manner as had been completed for Spells and Casts.

Once again, they rose early, ate early, and got to the testing room early. Aldric wanted get it over with as soon as he could.

Gratefully, he was taken with a few other students who had gotten there early and brought to a room that resembled the gymnasiums he'd seen before.

In the middle of the room was Professor Hydean, standing smugly, his black hair greased, wearing his typical uniform.

He stood watching the students enter the room, a slight smile upon his lips. Aldric saw the man's eyes flit to each student, and then to his own. He was struck by the feeling of the professor peering into his soul, trying to unwind the mystery of how it came to be. It was unnerving, and Hydean's gaze lingered on him longer than it had on the others.

But once everyone was inside Hydean's eyes snapped back to look over the entire assemblage. "Good morning, early risers. Today is your Combat Magic exam. It will be relatively quick and hopefully painless," the smile on his face did not reach his eyes, which looked over the students with a cold calculating gaze. "The exam will be much the same as your Spells and Casts exam, with a few small caveats. But, for right now.." he cast a look at the proctor who muttered to herself and started moving them apart just as they had been for the Spells and Casts exam. She placed Aldric and his bonds at the end of the row. He sighed internally, not wanting to be singled out, but that was clearly what was happening.

Once that was settled, she cast the spell and the walls began rising from the ground.

This time, Kasumi and Nadia knew what was happening, so he didn't feel them tense or panic. Once the walls were fully formed, recreating the lane, he heard the proctor say something else, but he couldn't figure out what it was, however, it must have been a spell or something because grown human sized statues—at least he hoped they were statues—sprang from the ground, just like the walls, at the end of his lane. The statues continued to rise until there was a full squad of eight at the end of his row. He imagined the others would do the same.

"Good, these will be your dummies for the test," Hydean explained. "The spells being asked to use will be able to affect them. And.. there may be a few surprises," he chuckled to himself.

"I will be testing you one at a time, so wait patiently for your turn. You know already not to talk to your fellow mages, but you may speak quietly with your bonds."

Aldric resisted the urge to sigh dramatically, opting to sit down and wait for his turn, knowing he'd inevitably be last.

Taking Nadia and Kasumi's hands, he pulled them down with him and they laid their heads against his shoulders. "Sorry, you got stuck with the one the teachers are all going to pick on," he muttered.

"No worries, Al," Nadia stretched and snuggled into his arm. "I don't mind the breaks in-between."

"Never apologize for being as strong as you are, Aldric. We will do so much, and go so far because of it," Kasumi assured him. She too gripped him tighter, the sense of happiness came from both of their bonds.

That feeling, more than anything, made him the happiest. The fact that he had already found two partners, and he was able to make them as happy as he had, was tantamount to a miracle to him. He needed to get closer to Nadia, that much was true. But he and Kasumi were solid. And spending all the months together alone, really helped cement his feelings for her, and hers for him. He felt her love and commitment.

Nadia liked him a great deal, he could tell. He just needed to get over that hump and get it to full-blown love. Knowing they'd get there eventually; he patted both his girls on the head and held them closer. They closed their eyes and fell asleep.

Suddenly he felt something hit his head. He jerked awake and saw Hydean standing over him, the smirk that never left his face shone back at him. "Wake up, Acolyte and Bonds. Your exam is about to begin, unless you'd like to postpone until after your nap?" He sneered.

Aldric and Kasumi snapped up and stood at attention. "Sorry, sir, won't happen again sir. I'm ready for my exam."

Their eyes all fell on Nadia who hadn't moved, but rather curled herself around his feet. "Uh.. Kas, can you..?"

She rolled her eyes and jabbed her foot into Nadia's side. "Wake up, you lazy kitty!" She smiled apologetically at Hydean and dragged Nadia off of him and to the side of their lane.

"Er.. sorry, about that Professor," he scratched his head.

"No worries," there was a twinkle in the professor's eyes, and if his own eyes didn't deceive him, he thought he saw amusement in them.

"Now, to begin your exam, I would ask that you perform a simple spell for me. Professor Cottonrose said you showed great aptitude at Lux, so why don't we try.. Levitas. Levitate one of the golems at the end, and we'll see what happens."

Kasumi, still wrangling Nadia, jerked her head up and looked warily at the professor. "Golems, sir?"

"Yes?"

"Uh.. Aldric.."

"No helping Bond Akagi," he sharply cut her off. She looked stricken, and worry flooded the bond, but he wasn't sure why.

Golems was just another word for statue, right?

He shrugged and lifted his sword, leveling it at the closing golem, "Levitas." The power surged through his sword and out the end, reaching the golem in lightning speed. And before he knew it, the golem was rising to the air, lifting above the other golems in the group.

Aldric held it steady and looked back to the professor for further instructions. "What now sir?"

"You might want to take a look," the man pointed back at the stationary golems, who.. were no longer stationary.

"Crapbaskets.." apparently golem wasn't just another word for statue. Golem apparently meant living stone that was now bearing down on Aldric and his bonds.

"Do what you have to, Acolyte, but your test starts now."

With that, Hydean stepped back to observe.

"Fucking.." Aldric muttered but didn't have time. The golems, though stone, were faster than he anticipated. Their legs were clunky but once they were in motion it didn't look like they could stop. The one that Aldric had hanging began to move it's arms and legs, trying to get out of the spell. "Fuck that," he lifted the golem higher and higher into the air, then brought it down, as fast as he could, into the group of advancing golems.

With a loud crash of stone colliding with stone, the golem fell into it's allies, kicking up dust from the ground and the stone that had shattered.

Aldric watched warily, hoping that was it, but like silent assassins the golems moved through the haze without slowing down. Though now their number was down to six.

Before they were too far for him to see what they really looked like, but they were far closer now, getting to about the halfway point of the lane.

He had to think of something fast, not sure if his sword, even if infused with mana, could cut through the stones fast enough to be of any good. Besides.. it was a combat magic exam. Time to do some magic.

He pushed a small trickle of mana through his sword, and levied it straight ahead of himself, pointing directly at the advancing stone beings. "Explodere!"

The red wave of force shot out of his sword, flying through the air at the golems. It impacted one directly in its midsection, blowing it apart, showering the area with bits of stone.

Unfortunately for Aldric, it also kicked up a large amount of stone dust, obfuscating the rest of the golems charging at him.

"Well, fuck.."

Not wanting to wait for the rest of the golems to reach him, he thought through his options. He could continue to chip away at them, one at a time and hope he got them down before they got to him. He could just continuously fire spells into the cloud of dust, hoping to hit them. Or he could do one massive wave of magic and get them all at once.

While he weighed the options in his head, the golems started to come through the dust cloud that had formed, close enough now that he could actually see their forms in greater detail.

They were, as he surmised, comprised entirely of white stone, like the Academy towers. Looking like they were chiseled from a single piece of stone each. Their arms and legs didn't look like they should bend move, but they did almost as fluidly as a real person, but it was uncanny to watch, his eyes immediately marking their movements as off somehow. Their bodies moved rhythmically, but without any missteps or break in gait, making them look like they were gliding or swimming through the air. Their arms stayed still, but he figured it was because of what they were carrying.

They were modeled after the Academy guards, wearing armor exactly like their living counterparts, stone armor that looked exactly like the shining steel plate armor the guards wore, only instead of gleaming brightly in the sun, they were a pearly white that shone in its own way.

They carried something in both arms, a tall pike-like spear in one and a shield in another. Both fabricated with the same white stone, but Aldric knew not to underestimate them. Being smacked in the face, or impaled on stone, would hurt as much as steel.

The most unnatural thing about them though, were their heads. They wore sculpted helmets which covered their entire face.. if they had one, except for one thing. Their eyes, which shone red. They stared straight ahead, killing intent radiating off of them.

If he had to guess they were about two thirds of the way to him, so he didn't have a ton of time to dither and guess how to defeat them.

"You know what? Fuck it."

He felt his bonds worry, but pushed it to the side. He needed to finish the test, and quickly. He knew that Hydean wouldn't let this be his only one of the day.

He held his sword aloft again, holding it straight ahead of himself, pointing directly at the golems. He willed as much mana into his sword as he had to destroy the ogre chieftain. A feat which only a few months ago had drained his mana, but he had a feeling now it was only a small portion of his mana reservoir.

"Explodere!" He cast again. This time though, the wave that shot out the tip of his sword wasn't just big enough for a single golem. This time it was big enough to encompass the entire lane.

The spells rushed out and collided almost instantly with the advancing golems, the entire front line exploded on impact, but the spell didn't stop, it continued to rush forward, taking the back line of golems, blowing all the smoke and dust around them backwards, until the spell finally raced past and exploded against the wall of the room.

On impact, the room shook a little.. some dust fell from the ceiling, but the golems were gone.

He heard someone whistle behind him. He whipped around and saw Hydean leaning forward to survey the damage.

"Proctors won't be happy 'bout that," the professor whispered to himself.

"Sounds like a you problem," Aldric shot back. He probably should have kept his mouth shut, but he was annoyed.

The professor glanced up at him and actually smiled. "That is true. Thank you Acolyte for letting me see that display. However, your test is not over. You destroyed the golems in record time, which was expected, but I need one more test to complete this exam."

"Name it professor, and I'll perform it to the best of my ability."

A sly smile spread across the man's face. "Has anyone ever told you to not promise things so easily?"

"Surprisingly, yes."

***

Hydean cupped his face in his hands and sighed. He looked back at Aldric but schooled his face to it's normal scowl. "The last thing to do is perform sensis loci and to expand your senses to their limits and tell me how far you can feel through the Academy grounds.

Aldric nodded. Kasumi and Nadia, who had sat with, silently stewing in anger over not being allowed to help Aldric during his test so far, sprang to their feet and moved to stand on either side of him.

Hydean raised his eyebrows questioningly at them. "For his protection, sir," Kasumi responded for them. "Per your own admission, the technique leaves our mage vulnerable. And given that he was already almost assaulted once during.. neither Bond McKinley nor myself are going to leave his side, no matter what you order.. sir." Her voice was stern, and despite speaking to a teacher, which would normally make Kasumi speak with some manner of respect, she spoke as forcefully as she could without pushing the boundary into insubordination.

Hydean smiled like a predator. "That's fine. I promise no harm will come to your mage, but you must do what you feel is correct for yourselves."

So, with Kasumi and Nadia both stood by his side, he sat cross legged on the ground.

Since he'd completed the technique several times before, he fell into his mana soul easily. Only spending a second to get his bearings, he began working on expanding his senses. He didn't want to waste a moment more with Hydean than he had to.

And, being honest with himself, he wanted to see what he could do. See how far he could push himself before his soul pushed back.

He focused first on the current room, immediately seeing Hydean's red hued soul that gave off the distinct impression of striving forward, which was a surprise. He was sure it would have been black and evil feeling. And then he saw his bonds souls, Kasumi with her pink soul that emanated a feeling of home and warmth. Nadia's soul was purple and, unsurprisingly, gave off the feeling of mischief, but also of sadness. Not for the first time he thought he would have to address that.

His thoughts pushed outward from the room they were in, moving on to the rest of the tower, he felt the numerous other souls in the tower, not wanting to venture too far up, thinking of how complex the magic was to create infinite spaces, and he didn't want to overwhelm his soul.

But he pushed outward from the tower, envisioning the area around the mage barracks tower. He felt the souls coming and going around the Academy. Not all of them were friendly, in fact many felt wrong or off in some way. He'd have to bring that up to Hydean afterwards.

He also felt some of his friends, he felt Lorn's familiar soul, as well as Thom's. They were both in the gymnasium, probably working on their forms or Thom's fighting ability. He could almost make out their bonds' souls, but he wasn't as closely tied to them and could only see the hazy waves instead of the vibrant colors the mages presented as.

As soon as he pushed past that, his soul pushed back on him, like a barrier around the world he couldn't move forward.

Straining to do so, he felt the barrier budge a little but not enough to feel anything beyond. He pushed a little harder, trying to get through the barrier of his power.. his body began aching as he did so, which was strange considering this was all in his soul.. but he soldiered on. The barrier moved little by little as he pushed, but suddenly it recoiled, and threw his soul back all the way to his mana reservoir.

He landed on the reservoir's shore and jumped back out into the real world with a start.

"Ah fuck!" He yelled out, his vision returning to normal. He looked around and saw Kasumi and Nadia both standing over him worried expressions on their faces.

"Al!" They both yelled out.

Hydean had his perpetual smirk on, of course. That was really starting to grate on him.

"I'm fine.." he groaned as he stood up. His whole body ached and his knees cracked when he raised himself up.

"Well, how far did you get?" Hydean asked, not stopping to ask if he was alright, Aldric noted.

"Malena Building."

"Hmm, not bad at all. Were you able to make out any of the mana souls you encountered on the way?"

"Yes.. the ones I knew, like Lorn and Thom were easier to spot. But I did notice.. many of the souls were.. not friendly. They felt wrong."

The professor's smile grew wider. "Good, I'm glad you felt that. They felt wrong because they were shielded from your view. We teach our mages, at the higher levels, how to partially block sensis loci and mask their souls. Ones at an even higher level, like the Headmaster and myself, can change their mana soul color to outsiders. Do you know why that may be advantageous?"

Aldric internalized his groan of annoyance. Of course the greaseball would ask questions after.

"Uhh.. to deceive whoever was looking.." his intelligence shining through at that moment.

Hydean rolled his eyes. "Obviously, but why." He stressed that last syllable as if there was an easy answer.

Shock and then eagerness came through his bond with Kasumi, catching him off guard and looking right at her. She looked like she was barely containing the answer from spewing out of her mouth.

"No help from your Bonds," Hydean scolded. "You are the mage. You need to understand your powers."

"Okay," he wracked his brain, thinking of why masking one’s soul may be beneficial. He thought of what sensis loci actually did, the original intention that Hydean told them. To scout enemy forces for mages. If they knew the enemy mages.. then it clicked! "To conceal who a specific mage is. Each and every mage has a unique mana soul. Even bonds do. Lorn's is red and black, Kairn's is brown and green. Kasumi's is pink, Nadia's is purple.."

"Wait," Nadia interrupted, "Kas' is pink? Oh my gods.." she burst out laughing.

Kasumi flushed with embarrassment both in reality and over the bond. "Quiet, Nadia," she said through clenched teeth.

Hydean ignored them both. "Go on," he extended his hand forward, as if presenting him with the way forward.

"Anyway, everyone's soul is different and unique, they each have their own distinct texture or flavor or whatever that gives you some indication who the person is, or what they're like.. if you can mask who they are, especially an enemy, you have an advantage over your adversary. And even more so if you know who the mage you're battling is. If they can conceal that, you might not be correctly prepared for them."

Hydean's perpetual smirk turned into a real smile. "Correct! Yes, that is why it's so important to learn these skills. Because the next level is concealing your own soul, which is absolutely imperative for you, Aldric. Then the step after that, is changing your soul for whoever views it. I say again, it is imperative for you to learn these. I will be pushing your harder and faster than your classmates with these techniques because of your mana soul. You need to learn how to conceal it, because other mages, or our enemies, will be able to find it. Thankfully, you're only bonded twice, because a mage's mana soul becomes stronger the more bonds they acquire. You're currently not beyond the point of where an enemy might see you as a teacher or a particularly gifted student. But as soon as you bond three, or four.. and all the way to seven, it will be evident there is something special in you. Presenting an even bigger danger to you."

The professor made a good point. He hadn't thought of it like that, but it made sense to Aldric. If he could use the technique, so could others. And that spelt trouble for him.

"Understood, professor. I will do my best."

Hydean stared at him for a long moment. "Yes, I believe you will. That, however, will have to wait for later. Your examination is over. Wait for the proctor to come and collect you.. good job Acolyte."

Hydean turned on his heel and left them behind. The door closed behind him and Aldric finally breathed out.

"Fuck me.." he whispered.

"Okay!" Nadia leapt to the air.


<3 Chapter 32 <3

“Al, come to bed,” Nadia whined. It was the day after the exams, the rest of the day after Hydean's exam had gone quickly, and they retired to his dorm early, exhausted from the week of tests, especially Sorodar's and Hydean's.

Now, Nadia was standing in the doorframe of the library wearing nothing but her lacy underwear. “I haven’t tasted you in forever!”

He rolled his eyes. “You did yesterday.”

“Exactly, that’s an entire twenty-four hours without you.”

Kasumi and he shared a look, however she put a bookmark in the book she had been reading and closed it. They had both been reading, but he held out hope he’d at least be able to finish the chapter before being interrupted.

“She has a point, my love,” Kasumi’s face held a hint of a mischievous smile.

“See! Kas agrees and she’s the logical one,” Nadia promptly said.

He smiled despite himself; how could he deny these two anything? He loved them and would do the hard work if he had to, he grinned to himself.

“Fine,” he smiled, “let’s get to the bedroom.”

“Yay!” Nadia threw her arms into the air and jumped in triumph, her perky breasts bounced happily. Kasumi chuckled but looked pleased with herself.

He followed them and started formulating a plan of how to keep things interesting for them. He smiled as a plan was formed.

When they got to the bedroom, Nadia had removed her underwear and Kasumi stripped off her clothes and both stood expectantly waiting for him to do the same.

Eventually he would, but at that moment he had a plan. He walked up to Kasumi and turned her around. Her bushy tails swayed gracefully behind her; he knew he’d need to brush them out before the night was through.

He held her from behind, bringing his hands up to cup her exquisite breasts. “Are you willing to listen to my commands, my love?” he spoke into her ear.

She shivered from his breath on her neck. “Yes, yes, anything my mage.”

“Good,” he released her and moved over to his nekorian lover.

Her mouth was slightly open and salivating. “You like watching me be bossy?”

She nodded and gulped, but opened her mouth again after.

“Good, move onto the bed facing towards me. On all fours.”

She nodded again and moved to follow his orders. Once she was in place, she looked at him expectantly. “Kas, get behind our silly kitty and lick her pussy.”

Kasumi’s eyes widened but she followed his command.

Nadia’s eyes followed Kasumi as she moved onto the bed. She closed them in anticipation until she let out a little yowl of happiness when Kasumi started.

“Good girl,” he smiled. When he heard the wet slurping sounds Kasumi was making he dropped his pants, and his erection was finally free. He moved forward until his crown was resting on Nadia’s lips. “You wanted a taste?”

“Gods.. yes..” she shivered, Kasumi was doing her job well it seemed.

With the haste of a starving woman she devoured his throbbing member in one swift strike. He felt the wet, warm embrace of her mouth envelop him. It was his second favorite place to be, when he was laying with his women.

She practically cooed contentedly as she suckled on his cock. Aldric could hear Kasumi, hard at work lapping up the nekorian’s pussy from behind.

Nadia’s head bobbed up and down on his erection, slickening it with her saliva. Her slightly rough tongue underneath his shaft felt odd still, but he was getting used to it.

She had started slowly, suckling him like a pacifier, savoring his taste, but as she got more and more aroused, and as Kasumi brought her closer to her own climax, the speed at which she sucked him off increased.

Soon she was furiously sucking him, spit was dropping down from her mouth on to the floor and he felt the familiar pressure rising in his groin. Thanks to his mana soul and his two bonded his stamina was greatly increased and refractory period was practically non-existent. However, the feeling of his first cum of the day would never be beaten.

Unexpectedly, Nadia brought herself off of him and lurched forward onto the bed, her chest lying flat but her ass still stuck in the air. “Yes, yes, right there, K-Kasumi. Yes!!!” she cried out, though muffled by the bed. Her body shuddered and writhed in the pleasure of her peak.

Kasumi fell backwards on to the bed, sitting on her butt, with a satisfied smile on her face. A face of triumph for completing her task.

He let her rest for a minute but needed to be feeling one of them again. “Kas, over here, on your knees.”

Her expression shot from content to alert in a flash, and she quickly crawled over the bed and onto the floor next to him, kneeling below him.

“It appears our content kitty has forgotten she hasn’t finished the job,” he smirked.

“It does appear that way, my love.” Not wasting any more time, she took him in, and again he felt the warm embrace of his first lover’s mouth. It was different with Kasumi than with Nadia, not so rough.. more tender and loving. Not so playful either. Nadia had a tendency to play with her food before eating, whereas Kasumi was more serious and made sure they both had fun.

He grabbed her head and exerted a little force on her, guiding her face forward faster. She moaned on him, but didn’t stop, her head bobbing up and down on him quicker and quicker.

Feeling the pressure rising again, he took control of her face, holding her still. She quirked her eyebrows but didn’t say anything. He smiled at her and stroked her cheek gently.

“Do you want it a little rougher, Kas?”

She nodded, her lips still sealed around his cock. “Yes, she does,” Nadia breathed out, she had regained her composure and was watching them. “Take her mouth roughly, Al.”

“Come, kneel next to her, Nadia.”

The nekorian smiled widely and complied. Aldric focused on Kasumi again. “Let me know if it’s too much, okay love?” she nodded again.

Placing one hand behind her head and the other holding on to her hair, he began pumping his cock in and out of her mouth as if it were her pussy.

He thrust quickly in and out, his cock easily glided back and forth from both Nadia and Kasumi’s saliva that coated it. She didn’t move her head, allowing him to take control but kept her lips wrapped around his cock creating a suction that increased his pleasure.

“Fuck, you’re good at that, Kas,” he grunted. Her moan vibrated on his cock, as he continued to pound into her mouth.

“God that’s so hot, Al,” Nadia whispered. He appreciated the sentiment but couldn’t take his eyes off his kitsune lover, her face was so lewd and unlike her normal face. She loved being used and bossed around in the bedroom, and every time they lay together he was finding more and more he liked that control over her.

“Shit, shit, Nadia, Kas, I’m gonna cum,” he moaned.

Without missing a beat Nadia opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue. The message was clear to Aldric.

He pulled out of Kasumi’s mouth with a soft pop and furiously stroked himself to climax.

“Fuuuucckk..” he groaned as he exploded. Having the wherewithal to point his cock head at Kasumi’s mouth, which now mirrored Nadia’s pose with an open mouth and tongue out. His first spurt went onto her tongue and face. He quickly pointed his cock at Nadia and sent his next spurt onto her face, the aim was a little off and most landed on her forehead and nose, which was sexy as hell.

Needing to make up for it, he placed his head directly on her tongue for his next spurt of seed, which coated her mouth exactly the way she wanted. Then finally he moved back to Kasumi who got the remainder of what dribbled out of him.

Spent from the exertion he sat backwards onto the bed and flopped down like a fish, his arms splayed out above his head.

“Shit.. you.. two,” he wheezed, “so.. hot.” After a moment of regaining his breath he sat up on his elbows and saw Kasumi and Nadia licking his seed off of each other’s faces. “Oh, fuck,” he whispered.

Nadia’s eyes glanced at him, and she smiled. “Mmm, you taste so good, Al.” She licked Kasumi’s face in a long-exaggerated manner, from her chin up to her forehead.

Kasumi didn’t bat an eyelash and reciprocated, licking Nadia’s face wherever a hint of his seed was. “Mmm, I love tasting your seed off of my bond-sister, love.”

Aldric watched as they lapped at each other’s faces for a moment longer. Their playful licking turned into kissing pretty quickly, and that turned into full-on making out between the two women.

His flagging erection was already back and he couldn’t help himself. Standing he placed a hand on both their heads. They broke apart and noticed the tip of his cock was suspiciously close to their mouths.

Nadia grinned and pecked Kasumi’s lips, then wrapped her lips around his head. Not to be left out, Kasumi started licking his shaft up and down it’s length.

He didn’t know if there was an afterlife, or if the gods existed, but if there was, this was surely it. Two beautiful women servicing his cock, making him feel how he’d never felt before.

Kasumi and Nadia swapped places, Kasumi taking in his head and Nadia licking him up and down.

“Fuck, you’re both so beautiful.”

Kasumi popped him out of her mouth. “You’re perfect Al. You’re always giving us exactly what we want.” She brought his head to her lips and licked him lightly.

“Ahh fuck,” he winced.

“Yeah, Al, we love doing this with you, not because we’re obligated, but because we love you, you make us so happy. And it feels sooooo good,” Nadia said.

“Fuck, if you don’t stop..”

Kasumi grinned and took him out of her mouth. He sighed in a mixture of relief and frustration, but he didn’t have long to feel that way, because Nadia pushed her face next to Kasumi’s and they both started kissing his cock head. Their lips met over him, effectively kissing each other over his cock.

“Oh, shit..”

They both took turns sucking his head while the other licked his shaft up and down.

“Kas.. Nad.. I’m gonna..” he breathed out. They both quickly moved back to sucking on his head together.

“Cum!” he cried out. Kasumi gripped him by the base and pointed him at Nadia who got his first spray, then at herself, and then they pressed their heads together for the remaining sprays of his cum.

He swore he almost blacked out from how hard he came that second time. He fell backwards onto the bed and watched as his two bonded got up and got on the bed next to him. They each took a side and leaned over his torso, and licked each other’s face clean.

Again they devolved into kissing once they were both clean. Both of them reached out with a hand and wrapped themselves around his cock. Nadia had his shaft and Kasumi had his head. Nadia slowly stroked him while Kasumi played with his head, leisurely making circles around the tip with her fingers.

After a moment of letting them play, he was hard and ready to go again. Simultaneously he slapped them both on the ass, making them break apart their kissing and look at him.

He sat up and pulled them both into a kiss. He kissed them with all the passion he had for them. They were his beloved bonds.

Breaking the kiss he slapped both of their asses again. “Get up, on all fours, next to each other.”

Kasumi yipped happily and Nadia purred while they got into position. He got off the bed and stared at the sight in front of him. Their perfect peach colored asses were sticking up in the air, both of their tails were wagging cheerfully. He stood between them, his cock pointed straight out. Both their heads turned back to see him.

“Who wants it first?” he asked.

“Let the silly kitty have first, she’s far needier,” Kasumi said without conviction.

“Yeah, me!” Nadia blurted.

He chuckled and patted both of the on their ass. Then he got behind Nadia and rubbed his tip along her wet pussy lips. She shuddered in anticipation and wiggled her ass, inviting him in.

Then he moved behind Kasumi and did the same thing. She ground herself on him as he did. “Please, Al.. please stick it in..” she whined uncharacteristically. The sex kitten Kasumi was coming out, which always made him happy.

But he also wanted her even more ramped up, so he moved behind Nadia and slowly inserted himself. She yowled as he did and started panting in pleasure when he fully hilted inside of her.

“Yessss, nnng… Thank you Al!”

His only response was to begin pushing in and out of her. Her insides had been so wet already from their foreplay that there was no friction inside. He was able to move fast inside of her, and in no time he was pounding her as fast as he could.

She panted and moaned, and her hand reached out for Kasumi’s, who gripped it back. They held hands as he ravished her.

It didn’t take long before she reached her own peak. He thought she had probably been so keyed up from their foreplay it was surprising she held out that long.

“Al.. Al.. oh.. my gods.. yes!!” she grunted. In her lust she grabbed Kasumi’s face and brought her in for a kiss.

Eyes wide in shock, Kasumi didn’t resist the kiss, once again making out with her bond-sister.

Nadia’s orgasm ebbed and she calmed down, coming down from her peak she broke the kiss with Kasumi and fell face forward onto the bed, making sure to keep her ass in the air.

Aldric slapped her ass again, for good measure, pulled out of her, and moved behind Kasumi.

“Yes.. thank you Al. I need it. I need it so bad. I haven’t had it in so long..”

It had only been a day, but he didn’t want to remind her of that, she didn’t listen to reason in this state.

He just shook his head and chuckled and pushed forward into her. Like Nadia she was so slick he glided right in. She was slightly tighter than the nekorian, but there was no point in comparing, because he loved the feel of them both equally, just for different reasons.

He pushed in and out of her as quickly as he could, frantic to make both her and himself cum. Nadia had brought him close to bursting again and Kasumi’s body wasn’t going to go easy on him either.

“Fuck yes, Al, fuck me hard. Fuck me harder! Harder!” she screamed out.

He never got tired of hearing this Kasumi. The needy, wanton, vulgar Kasumi whose libidinousness outpaced both his and Nadia’s.

He started thrusting into her as hard as he could. Thankfully she was bonded or else he would have been concerned about hurting her, but her bond had made her even tougher than she had been before.

“Fuck yeah, Al. Fuck me like you mean it, fuck me as hard as you can with your big cock.”

“Damn, Kas,” Nadia whispered. She regained consciousness and gripped Kasumi’s hand even tighter, having not let go the entire time.

He had come to really appreciate how loud Kasumi got while making love, but Nadia still reacted with awe each time. As if she forgot that the prim and proper former top of the Leaderboard Kasumi liked having sex just as much as she did.

“Yes, Al! Yes! Right there! Keep going!”

He kept his pace steady, which was already nearly frantic.

“Yes!!!” Kasumi yelled. Her body convulsed and her insides constricted on him as she came. Because of that, her already tight insides became even tighter, constricting his cock like a snake wraps it’s prey.

“Shit, Kas.. so.. tight,” he grunted. “Can’t. Hold. Cumming!” His cock erupted inside of his kitsune bond, showering her insides in spurt after spurt of his seed.

“No fair! I wanted it!” Nadia whined.

Paying her no mind, Kasumi slumped forward, completely spent. He wasn’t far behind, allowing himself to fall into the bed next to her with a thump.

He laid there for a moment in a daze. But a sudden cry from Kasumi, jerked him awake. He looked over and Nadia was greedily licking at Kasumi’s pussy. He could hear his nekorian bond muttering “mine” every time she licked some of his seed up from the kitsune.

“Naughty.. kitty..” Kasumi tried in vain to admonish the nekorian, and Aldric certainly wasn’t going to stop her. So, Kasumi gave up and just enjoyed the treatment.

Several hours later Aldric and his bonds, after they had gone several more rounds, finally wore each other out and showered. Now Nadia was laying on her side with her head on his chest, and Kasumi was laying down, butt up, next to him so he could brush her tails.

Kasumi had given him a special brush to use, which was royal blue with golden bristles. It worked better than the one he had been using and when he asked why she hadn’t given it to him before, she just said that she had it shipped from her village, and that it was special to her.

He didn’t push any further. If it meant something to her, and it was easier to use, then he would happily use it.

His hand guided the brush through her tails, and it slid through her hair easier than any brush he’d used before. The other wasn’t hard to use, but this one made that seem like unwieldy in comparison.

He even tried with one hand and found that it worked just as easily. A smile formed when he realized he could satisfy both bonds at once.

He reached over and started scratching Nadia’s head behind her cat ears, eliciting a purr of happiness from her. His other hand brushed Kasumi’s fluffy tails, taking long slow strokes of each tail, fluffing them even more, and untangling what little tangled hairs she had.

They settled into the post orgasmic bliss of pampering and care.


Chapter 33

They spent the next several hours like that, with Aldric pampering them the best he could.

“Hey, Al,” Nadia whispered so low he almost didn’t hear it.

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

He felt the flood of emotions coming through their bond, her acceptance and genuine love for him. At that moment, he knew he felt it too. They didn’t originally get together like he intended but that didn’t diminish his feelings.

“I love you too, Nadia.” She snuggled closer to him and he made sure to hold her tight.

A few moments passed. “Thank you,” she whispered.

He crinkled his nose in confusion. “For what?”

“For treating me like I matter.” She held on closer to him, holding him tightly.

“You do matter, why wouldn’t you?”

She was silent for a moment. Kasumi, who had dozed off during her tail brushes sat up and looked at her nekorian bond-sister.

After squeezing him one last time, Nadia sat up and looked Aldric in the eyes. “I didn’t tell you why I was going to bond Torg. You’ve likely figured out I didn’t care for him, personally.”

“I wondered but didn’t want to push,” he answered truthfully. Kasumi nodded.

“To understand that, you have to understand my family. We.. they run a business that travels to most of the cities and large towns in the Empire, selling and importing, we sell goods we buy from distributors directly to vendors. We’re a sort of middle-man operation. Where the distributors don’t want to deal with merchants. Other people, especially humans, tend to underestimate Nekorians as a people, they believe we’re just cats but more human, and not worth anything, and certainly not good at business. But that couldn’t be further from the truth, we are very clever. Our company was founded on the idea of using the way people look down on our kind to our advantage and getting better deals than we normally would.

It's worked well for my family through the years. But lately some of our distributors and the vendors we sold to started to cotton-on to what was going on and our deals started to dry up. Merchants we had been doing business with for a long time especially took exception to what they perceived as a deception.

Well.. Torg’s clan and my family’s business, McKinley Merchants, signed a contract. Torg’s clan, the Frosthammers, would sell their goods exclusively to my family. No matter what, the Frosthammers goods are always in demand, they’re master smiths. And as their sole distributor to the cities of the Empire my family would be set for however long the contract lasts for, even with the business drying up elsewhere.”

“Wow..” he whispered. “I get the connection, but not why you put up with him.”

Kasumi shook her head, as if she got there before he did. He squinted at her but turned his attention back at Nadia.

“Yes, well, a large part of the deal was that..” tears formed in her eyes. “..that I would become Torg’s bond. They sold me to the Frosthammers. To.. him. For the contract. I protested but they told me do my duty for my family, and if they refused, they’d send my little sister.. Claudia. I.. I didn’t want to. But I couldn’t let them do that to her. You have to understand.. Claudia is.. was.. my life. I helped raise her, on the road, town to town. She has always been my everything. I couldn’t let that happen to her.”

Aldric felt a roiling rage inside of him that he had never felt before. Even while fighting in the field assignments, he didn’t hate the monsters. But Torg, his clan, and Nadia’s family? He hated them. He wanted to watch them burn. And he wanted to be the one to burn them all.

He stamped the feeling down for now though. Nadia needed him. She didn’t need him flying off the handle. So he calmed himself and let the rage sit, not gone, just quieted for a while.

“But isn’t that illegal?” he asked.

“Yes, very.” Kasumi’s voice was sharp and angry. Her eyes were simmering with rage at what they had done to Nadia. He understood just how angry she felt. No one would get away with doing that to his bond.

“Yeah, Al, it is. But who’s going to stop them? I doubt it’s in writing. If I went to anyone, and if they even believed me they wouldn’t find anything, and it’d be my word against theirs. And who knows what kind of irreparable harm I could do to my family in doing so?

Who knows what’s been done since he kicked me out and I bonded you?”

“How old is your sister, Claudia?” his voice deadly low.

“Ten, this year.”

Aldric looked between his two bonds and made a decision. He got up and went to his desk and picked up his quill, ink, and paper.

“Al?” Nadia asked slowly.

He scribbled a quick note. Not heavy on details but enough that his point would get across. He sealed the note and held it out to Kasumi.

“Kas, we need to send a message to Lorelei. Now. Please go down to Brandeis, and bring him this note, let him know it goes only to Lorelei or her husband’s hands.”

The kitsune looked murderous but nodded and took the note. She was dressed in a flash and out the door before he could blink.

“Al, what are you doing?”

“Nadia, I’m sorry. I’m so incredibly sorry that I messed anything up for you or your sister. But I’m not sorry I bonded you. You are absolutely amazing, stunning, and perfect. And I love you. I’m glad I could save you from whatever torment Torg would have subjected you to.”

He looked at her intently, trying to convey just how much she meant to him with just a look, and pushing his emotions through the bond.

“But I’ve inadvertently put your sister in danger. I explained, in short, what they did to you and Claudia to my mother. Well, surrogate mother. Anyway, she’s a mage, and her three husbands are her bonds. She attained the rank of Arch Mage, and is one of the most powerful mages in the Empire. I asked her to please take in your sister, to spare her the fate of being married off to the Frosthammer Clan, or worse, Torg himself.”

Nadia’s eyes went wide. “No, Al, that’s too much. You’re going to make enemies of both my family and Torg’s clan. They’re more powerful than you think.”

He inhaled and exhaled, he needed her to understand just how much she meant to him, and how he would not allow for anything to happen to her again. “Nadia, I will not let another come to harm because of my actions. And I will not allow Torg or his clan to treat people like this. And I’m sorry about your family, but judging by how they sold you like a slave, they’re not your family any more, me and Kas are.”

Tears welled in her eyes. “Thank you, Al. I can’t believe I found someone so wonderful.”

He took her into his arms and held her close. “We may have rushed bonding, compared to Kasumi, but it doesn’t mean I care for you any less. You two, and whoever else we add, will always be my priority.”

After his childhood and growing up in the orphanage, he was determined to make his family work. Because to him they weren’t just bonds to have sex with and command in battle. They were his wives. They were his family. And he would do anything within his power for them.

He held her close like that and she began sobbing. The bond told him that she was fine, but he still worried. He didn’t think he’d ever be able to see a woman he cared about cry and not feel for them. The way it felt over the bond was that she was just overwhelmed by everything that happened to her, and she hadn’t fully processed it until just then.

But the why didn’t really matter, not in the end. All that mattered to Aldric was that he love and support her with whatever she felt. So, he held her as she sobbed, and let out the hurt and worry.

Kasumi came back not long afterward but upon seeing her bond-sister crying on him, she got to the other side of Nadia and snuggled against her and rubbed her head.

Even after the time they’d spent together it was still odd to him to feel both their emotions. But he felt the sadness and anger from Kasumi, a feeling he felt, which likely they both could feel.

At least he did something. At least he’d found a way to try to make it right, if only a little. If Lorelei did what he wanted, he’d be getting a letter from her in a few weeks letting him know everything was okay. If it wasn’t, then he’d have to figure out a way to do something more without putting any one else at risk.

***

“Acolyte Ironheart, a word.”

The rest of their weekend had been spent telling each other their stories and consoling one another for their childhoods. Aldric always liked talking with his bonds and learning more about them. He learned several facts about his nekorian bond, from the fact that she had doted over her sister while her parents did none of the parenting, to the knowledge that Nadia loved dancing and that she would do it at any opportunity.. which he had already seen.

But now they had just left breakfast in the mess hall and were on their way out of the tower to the first class of the new week.

Aldric looked around for the voice who had called out to him and saw Brandeis motioning to come over to him.

“Yes, sir?” Aldric and the girls stopped by the desk.

“That message, is it true?”

Aldric’s eyebrows went up in surprise. He didn’t think that the messages in and out of the Academy were read before being sent. Though the information he'd put in the letter wasn't extensive he hadn't thought to encode it, and he wasn't even sure if Lorelei would think to decode a letter from him.

“Don’t be so shocked. This is a military academy, and the most important facility in the entire Empire outside of the Royal Palace, I’m surprised you didn’t realize all communication was monitored.”

“No..” he said slowly. “I didn’t realize but that’s good to know sir. Anyway, all I know is what my bond told me. I trust her implicitly; I can also feel her truth through the bond.”

Nadia hid herself behind his back. “Bond McKinley, there’s no need to hide. I’m on your side. I understand not wanting to bring this to me or the Headmaster. But.. with the two clans involved..” he looked between them all, “you had best not miss.”

Aldric let go the breath he didn’t know he was holding in. “Yes, sir. I understand. With all due respect.. my mother won’t miss.” Saying those words brought an unexpected swell of pride in him. Whether it was for being Lorelei's near-enough son, or pride in Lorelei in being one of the baddest women in the Empire, he couldn't tell. Maybe both.

Yeah, definitely both.

Brandeis smiled, which turned into a laugh. “Gods above help anyone who gets in Lorelei’s way. Gods speed kids, go on, get to class.”

“Sir, yes, sir,” they all saluted and left the barracks.

Once outside Nadia sighed a big sigh. “See? This is why I don’t want you to put yourself out there, Al. You get noticed.”

“I’m fine with that. It’s worth it to keep you happy and your sister safe.”

She sighed again. “You don’t have to lay it on so thick Al, you already got in my pants.”

“Keep acting like that and I’ll punish you by not getting into your pants for a week,” he smirked.

“What! No! A week?!”

“Just accept that I love you and will do anything for you. Okay?”

“Okay.. I love you too Al.”

They walked the rest of the way, hand-in-hand. He was finally understanding how this could all work. Knowing his love for Nadia didn't diminish his love for Kasumi at all. He couldn't help but smile.

They got to class and sat at their regular seats. Lorn was there already with She'lar. The orcs looked like they'd been run ragged.

"How were your exams, Lorn?"

The orc grunted. "Fine, I suppose."

"You suppose?"

"History and Bonding were easy, but the rest.." he trailed off.

"Yeah I know what you mean. Sorodar nearly tried to kills us during our Weapon's Training exam. I did it first thing in the morning to give myself time to recuperate all day."

"Yes.. Sorodar may be incredibly beautiful.. but she is a cruel mistress."

His statement was met by a disapproving look on She'lar's face and her fist ramming into his arm, punctuated with a dull thump.

"Ow! Sorry, She'lar, you're obviously more beautiful," his orc best friend put his hands up in self defense. Aldric couldn't help but chuckle, considering the number of times Lorn had laughed at his woman troubles.

Lorn shot Aldric a nasty look but was cowed by the look She'lar was giving him.

"Anyway.. how were your Combat Magic and Spells and Casts exams?" Aldric asked, trying to get the conversation back on track, if only for Lorn's sake.

"They.. uh.. I did alright in Spells and Casts. I barely kept up with her demands for higher and lower light, but I think I did okay in the end. Combat Magic was.. near disastrous. The golems were harder to destroy than I thought they would be, given that they were made of stone. But.. I managed to get them all before they got to me. She'lar almost had to get involved, which I'm sure Hydean will take points off for. How about yourself?"

The rest of the class piled into the room, though he did notice more than a few bonds were joining them now. In particular, it looked like Evonne was with Grey, and Kairn had two bonds with him. Even Finias had someone with him, a human girl from what he could tell. No pointed ears. Maybe Finias was sick of elves in general.

He marveled at Kairn already having two bonds but then thought back and remembered that Kairn had mentioned having two potential bonds at the beginning of the year. He'd have to learn their names eventually, he considered Kairn a good friend, and wanted to get to know him better.

But that was a problem for the future, he slowly brought himself back to the conversation with Lorn. "I did fine with Spells and Casts. Like you said, I kept up with Cottonrose's demands, but she was going pretty quick at the end. For Combat Magic, he forbade Kas or Nadia from intervening. It got pretty dicey, but I managed it."

"Geez, Al, you really did piss him off," Lorn softly laughed.

"Yeah, well.. whatever," he said with a sigh. What could he do? Hydean seemed nicer at the end of the test, and Cottonrose had said he liked Aldric, but he had a hard time believing that, given all the crap Hydean had given him through the rest of the year.

Finally Tyrhorn walked into the classroom. "Welcome students!" He announced cheerfully. "I hope you had a wonderful time during your exams!"

The room groaned in unison, eliciting a chuckle from the professor. "Yes, yes, I know the exams can be painful, but they are necessary for the Academy to gauge how well you are doing in your classes. Now.. the important thing to remember is, regardless if you did well or not, to not be complacent, always strive for more. If you did poorly, you need to catch up, and quickly. If you exceeded expectations, do not be complacent. I say this not only for the Empire, but for yourself. These classes are designed to give you as much knowledge as possible before your military assignments are handed out after you graduate. Doing well in your classes could be a matter of life or death. If you do not do well, the Academy will not coddle you and keep you back, the assignments happen regardless of how well you score. Keep that in mind."

Grey raised his hand. "Yes, Acolyte Shimmerbeam?" The high elf grimaced slightly at the use of his surname.

"Hypothetically, what happens if you fail literally every test even if you've bonded," Grey asked.

"Good question! Though not likely to happen, it has only happened once in the entire history of the Academy. In that case the Imperial Grand Magus would come to the school and remove that person's mana soul. They would not be allowed to continue on into the Army, as someone like that would present a clear and present danger to themselves and their fellow troops."

A hush fell over the class. Tyrhorn laughed gaily, showing his elf roots. "Do not worry, I know for a fact that no one in this class, or even your entire year, failed every test. In fact.. two students achieved perfect scores from their professors, and no don't ask, I won't be telling you who."

A groan of discontent went through them all, Aldric included, he wanted to know if he was one of them. He had thought that, despite History, he did exceptionally well on all his tests. He had clearly breezed through Spells and Casts, and he felt strongly that he did well in Bonding, and it was basically Kasumi who did the History test for him. The only ones he thought might be iffy were Combat Magic and Weapons Training, and the only question for those was if Hydean or Sorodar would be grading him fairly.

"Now, in the same vein, I'll be placing a piece of paper of each of your desks with your grade for this class. Since this is your first exam, the grades are Fail, Poor, Mediocre, Good, Great, Excellent, and Exceptional. Fail being the worst and Exceptional the best." He grabbed a stack of paper from his desk, and began walking through the rows placing the paper face down on each student occupied desk he passed.

Aldric closely watched the other students’ reactions, especially his friends. Grey, Kairn, and Finias all seemed relieved, which was a good indication they'd done decently well. A few people looked upset, and Aldric noticed that it was the students without bonds to help them. Which only served to underpin the point that had been made before exams, your bonds are there to help you, to give you a leg up on your fellows. And clearly it worked.

Tyrhorn finally got to his row and Aldric couldn't help but notice the smile on the professor's lips. "Good work," he whispered then placed the paper down in front of him.

Aldric tentatively lifted it up, to see his graded test, with an 'Exceptional' written at the top. Relief and elation washed over him. He had aced the test. No matter what happened now, no one could ever call him a total failure. He did succeed. He would succeed.

His two bonds shifted slightly in their seats uncomfortably, and he felt their confusion. And while they knew his story they couldn't possibly know just how much his parent's words still stung him. There were times he felt inadequate.. though their presence helped mitigate that some.

But before now, nothing had been there to accurately determine how he had been doing. He very well may have been failing and no one told him. But the paper in front of him proved, without a shadow of a doubt, that he was not. He would prove all those who doubted him wrong. He felt it in his soul.

Shaking his head to clear his mind of those thoughts, he glanced over at Lorn. The orc hadn't slumped his shoulders in defeat, if anything he looked more upright. That was a good sign. No matter what, Aldric would need allies and friends going forward, and he wanted them to be just as prepared as he was. And Lorn was his biggest supporter and best mage friend.

"How'd you do, Lorn?" He whispered.

"Excellent!" The orc excitedly responded.

"That's great! After class, celebratory drinks at dinner?"

"Abso-fucking-lutely," the orc whispered back. A smile spreading across his face.

***

After Bonding, they made their way to Combat Magic. Aldric's gut roiled in anticipation of his score. He knew that he had done the best he could, and that Hydean would give him whatever score he desired, but that didn't make it any easier. To Aldric, this score was the most important, just because Hydean was so tough on him, and because it was the one he was most unsure of. He knew that none of the other students would likely have been asked to push their senses like that, if they were even asked with using sensis loci at all.

"Wake up, Al, or we'll be late," Kasumi whispered next to him. They had been following in Lorn's wake, but Aldric's thoughts brought him further and further from the orc. They were forced to wade their way through the many students trying to get to their classes. Trying to get through the waves of students brought back a memory of when Lorelei took all the kids at the orphanage to the beach one year. Aldric had never seen it before, and the trip had taken days, but.. he felt the pull of the ocean that day. The calm serenity of the waves lapping on the shore, the loud cries of the gulls, the coarse and rough sand scrunching beneath his feet. It was, in his mind, the perfect place. He had the idea then, that if he could ever retire, it was to the beach where he would. Build a house and watch the waves and the sun rise and fall over the horizon.

But what reminded him of that was swimming in the water. Lorelei didn't let them all get far, since none of the children knew how to swim, but she made a point of making them all get in to experience it. The push and pull of the waves, the helpless feeling of knowing that should the mood strike it, the water could pull them out from the safety of the shore and into its watery bosom. Forever.

That's what the crush of students felt like to him. He was pushed and pulled any which way, not able to right himself. Kasumi and Nadia did their best to make space, but there was only so much room available.

That was until Lorn came lumbering back, and wry grin on his face. "Get lost?"

"No," Aldric harrumphed.

"Fine, fine, let's go." The orc turned back, parting the sea like a great galleon parts the ocean as it glides through the waves.

Aldric and his bonds quickly followed after, getting to class just in time. They sat in their normal seats, though with the addition of Nadia they'd started taking a table for themselves. Which gave them space to have a private conversation but also gave Lorn room to grow.

If Aldric ever reached his full potential, he'd need to either keep only a few bonds with him, or take up two.. maybe three tables.

"What were you thinking about that got you so lost, Al?" Nadia asked. She slid her chair closer next to him, pressing her body into his.

"Just.." Tyrhorn's lessons of communication came back to him. He knew he'd have to be open and honest with his bonds, but it was embarrassing. "Remembering that.. I am worth something. No matter what anyone says, or whatever test scores I get. But despite that, I can't help but be nervous for the result for this class, specifically."

He felt their sympathy over the bond, and while it was nice it wasn't needed. "I'm fine, really. Just the inadequacy rears it's head at the most inopportune times. No worries but thank you."

Suddenly both Nadia and Kasumi were pressing into him. "We love you Al, and it is literally our job to worry about you," Kasumi whispered into his ear.

"Yeah, what she said, dummy," Nadia nuzzled closer to him.

If it wasn't for a decidedly annoyed cough at that moment, he probably would have stayed in that position for a while, but it was not meant to be. The cough came from the front of the room, from a disgruntled Hydean.

"Well, if we're all done pawing at each other, we can begin class."

Normally Aldric would have felt embarrassed, but he didn't care, he felt too loved to feel anything else. But Nadia and Kasumi both slinked back, releasing him and sitting straight in their own seats.

"Anyway, we'll be starting this class off with giving you your grades. I am not going to get into the grading structure, Professor Tyrhorn should have already covered that. I am, however, a far stricter grader than any of your other professors, including Professor Cottonrose. To obtain Exceptional in my class it is required that you performed everything perfectly exactly to the letter of my instructions. Now, that being said, it doesn't mean much to obtain Exceptional. There are no perks, other than pride. There are, however, downsides to obtaining anything under Great, in my class. Namely extra readings, extra homework, and extra tutoring. This is not meant to humiliate you, but to bring you up to speed with the rest of your peers. Ideally you would all be graded at Exceptional, but that's never the case."

He then moved to the desk, picked up a stack of papers similar to the one Tyrhorn had, and began passing them out. He moved swiftly through the class, not bothering to make eye contact with anyone, just quickly placing the papers upside down and moving on to the next person.

Only when he finally got in front of Aldric did he show any sign of recognition. The man's eyes flickered to Aldric's for a brief moment, unreadable as always. He placed the paper on Aldric's desk and walked away.

Butterflies fluttered in Aldric's stomach, and his hand froze, too scared to check. At glacial pace, his fingers made their way to the paper, finally touching the tip and dragging it closer to him. His hands slowly lifted it up in front of his face and his eyes reflexively closed. All he saw was dark.

"Oh, for the love of.. Al, stop being such a baby," he could hear Nadia rolling her eyes.

"Yes, Al, open your eyes," Kasumi confirmed.

Painfully slow, he opened his eyes, the blurriness took a moment to subside, but he could see the outlines of the paper.. the marks on what he had been asked to do, and the grade at the top steadily came into view.. Exceptional.

He scored.. Exceptional. His eyes darted from the paper to Hydean. That damned smirk on his face.

Before he had time process what that meant, Hydean started speaking again. "There are several of you I'd like to see after class. Acolytes Ironheart, Duskbloom, Bloodaxe, and Kintrip. The rest of you may leave after."

Confusion blossomed in Aldric, but he stamped it down. It was likely Hydean had something snide to say about him, or something like that.. but could that be? The professor had graded him fairly, it seemed, not at all like his normal snooty self. Was Cottonrose telling the truth?

But that didn't matter, he'd just have to deal with it as it came. In the meantime, though, he could only think about how.. given he thought this would be his toughest scoring class, he might have been one of the two in the entire year to score a perfect score.

All through the lesson Aldric had a tough time paying attention, he went through the motions and took notes on what Hydean was saying, but didn't really hear the words. He'd have to ask Kasumi later if she caught any of it. He could only think about what it meant for him, if it was true that he scored perfectly. It would bring praise from his friends, surely. But.. it would also bring attention to him.. possibly unwanted attention.

Finally, the other students started moving around, signaling the end of class and of Aldric's internal thoughts.

"Hello, Aldric," someone said. He looked up and saw Kairn, Grey, and Finias, standing in front of him. Evonne and the other bonds stood a little behind them.

"Hey, guys, congrats on bonding, all of you. You'll have to introduce us," he smiled.

"Sure!" Kairn grinned widely. He brought his two bonds closer with a wave of his hands. "These are Drea and Celia," he pointed at the two bonds. They were both wood elves and bore similar features. They both had straight brown hair, green eyes, and had lithe frames. Their faces showed the ageless, youthful beauty that all wood elves had. They weren't overly buxom, Drea was a little more well-endowed but not by much, which to each their own.. Aldric knew where his tastes lay.

"Pleased to meet you, these are my bonds Kasumi and Nadia," he pointed to his girls in turn.

Both wood elf girls squealed and rushed to shake Kasumi's hand. "Oh, by the tree, I can't believe we're meeting Bond Kasumi Akagi! Everyone said what a legend you were when we got here!"

Kasumi smiled politely. "Well, thank you. Not a legend, just incredibly picky."

The two wood elves giggled and retreated back whispering to themselves. Nadia felt slightly jealous over the bond, but he placed his hand on hers and squeezed. She squeezed back but didn't say anything.

Grey spoke next. "You know Evonne, but the exams moved up our timeline for bonding.. not that I am complaining, quite the opposite."

"Congratulations, both of you," Kasumi spoke first. "Evonne was an incredible bond candidate, and I'm sure she'll be an incredible bond." Aldric remembered that when Kasumi had bonded with him, Evonne had moved up to fifth on the Leaderboard, so Kasumi wasn't kidding that she was incredible.

"Thank you, Kasumi. We'll strive for our best," the high elf bond nodded at Kasumi and Nadia before walking back.

Lastly, Finias came up with his bond, a human girl. "Bonds Akagi, McKinley," Finias half bowed to them. He still treated Kasumi as some sort of teacher or something after she had helped him the first time at the beginning of the year, and transferred that to Nadia as well. "I'm pleased to introduce my bond, Heather Stilltrap." The human girl moved forward and extended her hand to Aldric, they shook briefly and she went to both Nadia and Kasumi as well. She was a little shorter than Nadia, so not really all that tall, but she was still quite beautiful. She had straight brown hair, blue eyes, and a conditioned body. She was definitely not lacking in muscle.

"Pleased to meet you, Heather. These are my bonds Kasumi and Nadia."

"Thank you," she smiled at them, despite her muscles she didn't really look threatening, and her smile was bright and genuine. "I look forward to getting to know you all more."

Finias and Heather moved back, letting Grey to the front again. "Listen, Aldric.. I wanted to apologize for being cagey before.. when.. everything happened. It was obviously not your fault, nor was it Kasumi's. I know I said I wanted to take a break with our Friday study sessions. And we haven’t had one in a little while, namely because of the exams, but I'd like to get back to them. They were immensely beneficial and it may have been pointed out to me that I have been somewhat of a.. twat about the whole thing." At that, Evonne smiled widely, causing Nadia to laugh.

"Yeah.. no problem. I mean, I never wanted to stop, but I understand. But yeah, definitely, we should get back to it. If anything, it'll give our bonds something to do while we're sitting around trying to get the sensis loci working," he smiled wryly.

Grey groaned. "I know, it's so frustrating. But.. thank you Aldric."

"No problem. We'll all meet up on Friday, we can talk about exams and anything else we need to improve then, and move forward from there."

They all nodded and made their way out of the room.

"Well, now that your little group hug is done, Acolyte Ironheart, the others are waiting," Hydean snidely exclaimed.

It took all of Aldric's willpower to not sigh and roll his eyes at the professor. But, he got up and joined Lorn, and the other students, Cael Duskbloom and Dave Kintrip, both of whom were part of the Friday study sessions with the others. He didn't know them as well because they were both shy and didn't speak up much, but they still were friendly.

"Hey," he said to the others when joined them in front of Hydean's desk.

"Enough pleasantries, Acolyte Ironheart. Now, I have called you four here for a reason. Duskbloom, Kintrip. You have not bonded, and you both scored the lowest on my exam. You did not Fail, which is good, but a score of only Good is not acceptable for Combat Magic. Your scores are not low enough to require extra tutoring, but I will suggest you get some help.. and bond."

Both Dave and Cael's faces fell. He couldn't help but feel for them. It was hard enough finding someone to bond with, especially, if as he knew them to be, they were shy.

Dave gave a small, "yes, sir." Cael just looked crestfallen.

"To that end, if you have not been, I believe it would be best to start partaking in field assignments. Most of our first years find their bonds during those," Hydean continued.

Lorn and She'lar both stood up straighter. "Yes, I found my mate during our first field assignment," She'lar stated.

Cael and Dave both looked nervously at the orc duo, but Aldric supported them. "Yeah, it was on a field assignment that I really understood I wanted to bond with Nadia. Seeing her in danger woke something in me, and a few days later we were bonded, and I have no regrets."

"Aww, that idiot leading me into a trap made you realize you'd miss me if I was gone?" Nadia swooned.

"Yeah, it made me think that I couldn't stand seeing you hurt.. anyway, get to know the bond candidates during field assignments. Be bold in talking to them. There's really nothing to lose."

Cael and Dave both nodded in understanding, muttering their thanks. "Good, you may leave," Hydean declared. The wood elf and the human shuffled out of the room, looking slightly dejected. Aldric made a mental note to talk to them on Friday, make sure to work on their confidence. He may have his issues with confidence.. thanks to his past.. but he had been thriving so far, and wanted to help the others overcome their issues.

"Acolyte Bloodaxe, there is no issue. I just wanted to congratulate you. Whatever you've been doing has paid off. I have rarely ever given out an Excellent grade to an orc student for the first exam. Not for lack of smarts or ability, but typical orc students lack the will to fight with magic. But you, however, have shown more zeal for learning and aptitude to adapting to your newfound powers, and I commend you for it."

"Th-thank you, s-sir!" Lorn exclaimed and saluted the professor, She'lar gripped him tight on the arm, her face beaming in pride. "I will admit, I'd prefer to beat my opponents with my weapon or my own hands, but Bond Akagi showed me that I was at war with my magic, and that to properly wield it as I should, I needed to accept that it was now a part of me. After I did, with her guidance, I have been able to better direct my magic and use it in concert with my weapon."

Hydean's smile was evident, and more than once he glanced at Kasumi while Lorn was speaking. "I figured as much, but it was you who put in the work. Keep it up."

Lorn and She'lar both saluted. "Now.. Aldric.." Hydean’s change to Aldric's name instead of rank and surname alarmed him slightly. "I gave you an Exceptional, which you earned. I'm sure you're aware by now, but no first year has ever achieved sensis loci, let alone been able to push their senses out as far as you can. That, in and of itself, is worthy of an Exceptional grade. But you did so after defeating the golems with a spell powerful enough to take out all of them at once." The man looked around the room, his eyes resting on Lorn and She'lar for a tick.

"Do they know?"

Lorn raised his eyebrows in confusion.

"No, sir. As discussed.. only my bonds, Zach, and Jordan know. Well, plus Cottonrose, Cieve, and the Headmaster of course."

Hydean breathed in and exhaled slowly. "Okay, I understand. I sometimes wonder if Lorelei was too cautious. I think it's time you let them know, I believe you were named Orc Friend? You can at least trust Lorn'al and She'lar. Understood?"

"Yes, sir," Aldric replied. Not wanting to meet Lorn's eyes, which he felt boring into him from the side. Aldric could feel his bonds hesitation, one he wholeheartedly agreed with.

"Good!" Hydean exclaimed excitedly. "One last thing, continue on the path you're on, and if you get better with sensis loci, I believe extra lessons will be needed. Let me know the moment you break through your current barrier."

Aldric nodded, still feeling the heat of Lorn's eyes.

"Good, off you go."


Chapter 34

Wordlessly, Aldric, Kasumi, Nadia, Lorn and She'lar all left the classroom. He felt the heat on his cheeks, knowing that he'd have to tell Lorn his secret. He'd always wanted to, but Hydean had forced the issue, talking so openly about it. Now there was no going back.

They all walked silently until they got back to the mage tower. "Lorn.." he started.

"After lunch. We'll eat and then go to your dorm.. I am curious. It's clear there is something going on, but I am hungry and want to get my thoughts in order before we discuss anything."

Aldric nodded, opening the door to the tower, letting his bonds, Lorn and She'lar in before him.

They got to the mess hall, and it was as rowdy as ever, especially with so many new bonds being added from the first years like them.

Aldric surveyed the room and spied multiple people he knew, each in their own groups. Dave Kintrip and Joff Bettman sat together with a group of other humans. Aldric was surprised to see Wade Broggs with them, and the monosyllabic man caught Aldric's eye and smiled. Aldric smiled back, he liked the enigmatic man.. and if he wasn't mistaken he had found a bond. It looked like the wolfkin girl.. Liv, he thought her name was, from the last field assignment. That made him happy for both of them. Despite her shameless flirting with him, she seemed like a good person.

Further down the rows he saw a gaggle of wood elves, their distinctive features giving them away. Kairn and his two bonds were seated near the end, probably since they were lower classmen. In the middle, who everyone seemed to be paying attention to, was a handsome wood elf man. He had the brown hair and green eyes, but he looked more distinguished, not so childlike. A noble or something, Aldric decided.

The orcs were hard to miss. Cho'gar was at the center of their group. But that made sense. He was the future chief of the biggest clan. His bond sat close to him, like a muscled, violence-loving, bodyguard. Which, Aldric figured, she was.

The high elves sat near to the humans, between them and the wood elves, which signified to Aldric their closeness to both their elven brethren and their human allies. High elves, out of all the non-humans, were the closest to humans in sensibilities. They were thirsty for knowledge, loved peace, but were fiercely protective of what was theirs. And it didn't help that they were all objectively beautiful, at least to Aldric's eyes.

The beastkin stayed together in a larger group, even if they segregated themselves within that. Wolfkin with wolfkin, nekorian with nekorian. Not that there were a lot of beastkin to begin with, which is why it made sense they banded together. There were several types he hadn't seen before, and several he had. There were a few Leonid, as well as some, rabbitkin.. though he thought they might have a different name, which he couldn't recall. The rabbitkin men were more effeminate, with very youthful faces, and slight builds. But their size belied their true strength, like any of the beastkin, they were typically stronger and more agile than humans.

The last group was Aldric's least favorite, the dwarves. Though he supposed that wasn't fair. One bad experience with a single dwarf didn't paint all dwarves as horrible, just made him prejudice enough to not give them all a pass. But when he looked over that group he saw Torg staring at him, his eyes blazing in hatred.

Aldric smiled back at the dwarf, leaned in towards Nadia, put his arm around her and rested his head on her shoulder. Sure it was petty, but Aldric wanted to do so much more do the dwarf than just taunt him.

Torg raged and sputtered but didn't get up or do anything else. Nadia chuckled, finally noticing what he was looking at. "Very funny, Al," she whispered.

"I love being close to you, and if it makes him upset, then good."

"Maybe don't antagonize the dwarves," Kasumi scolded him.

"What antagonizing? I'm just holding my bond, nothing wrong with that. And if I was antagonizing him, he'd deserve it for what he and his clan have done. But if they touched a single hair on Claudia's head I'm going to take them down, Kas. I'm going to completely destroy them. So a little antagonizing isn't really all that bad."

"I understand Al, but.."

"No!" He cut across her. She recoiled startled. "I'm sorry Kas but this is not up for debate. Growing up I wanted to be a mage, you know that. Lorelei did too, so she drilled into me how consent for bonding was the end all and be all. Nadia did not consent. Claudia will not consent because she is a fucking child. I'm going to kill him and destroy his clan. They're treating women like slaves, or worse, like property. They treat them as commodities to be bought and sold for coin. It's wrong, and if no one else will correct it, I will."

Kasumi didn't respond but over the bond he felt her emotions, a mix of shock and.. arousal? Well, that was new, they'd have to explore that particular feeling later.

"Okay, I understand Aldric. It's just.. I want you to be safe. I want us to be safe," Kasumi's voice was breathless.

He placed his hand on hers and pushed reassurance through the bond. He would never let anything hurt him or his girls. They meant more to him than anything.

Lorn and She'lar watched them with slight confusion on their faces. "If you have an enemy in mind, Aldric, you should tell the clans. I know you're not an orc, and might not understand the complexities of being an Orc Friend.." he trailed off.

"What my mate means to say," She'lar picked up after a moment of tense silence, "is that being an Orc Friend, entitles you to the same benefits as a member of the chiefs council. Should you wish for a war, or should a war be brought upon you, the orc clans would mobilize for you. Your foes are our foes, and vice versa. The clans will expect reciprocity for all but interclan warfare. You are not expected to choose a side then, though you may. And since Cho'gar is the one who named you, you have the respect and support of the current ruling orc clan. The ruling clan may shift over time to another clan, it has in the past, but Orc Friends are never forgotten in those shifts."

"Uh.. wow, yeah, neither Cho'gar or Lorn really explained it to me. Thank you She'lar. But I don't think I'll need help for now."

"That is also fine. Just know that we will be there for you, should the time arise," she finished.

"Thanks.. seriously. It's another thing I need to tell you. But, in my defense, I only just found out about it. Later, I'll let you know everything."

"Thank you, Al," Lorn grunted. She'lar smiled a toothy smile back at him.

They sat in silence for the rest of the time they ate. Kasumi and Nadia both leaned on him, the nerves they started to feel seeped through the bond like an infection. He knew telling Lorn his secret could go one of two ways. Either his friend would support him, and accept reality, or he would refuse him and want nothing to do with him. Obviously he hoped for the better outcome.. but he couldn't guarantee it.

***

Once they all finished they made their way back to Aldric's dorm. Kasumi showed Lorn and She'lar to the couch while Nadia sat herself down on one of the loveseats. Once the orcs were seated Kasumi sat down next to Nadia, and they wrapped their arms around each other.

Nadia's story was still fresh in all their minds, and they girls had become even closer since she had shared what her fate was supposed to be. They were truly becoming sisters, and that made Aldric more happy than he would have thought possible. The worry of having more than one bond disappeared with the two women's embrace of each other. If they could do it, as different as they were, then the others would be fine as well. They just needed to keep a level head about everything.

Aldric stayed standing, pacing around in front of the couches, not knowing where to begin.

"Al, I'm your friend, but if you don't stop pacing, I'm going to kick your ass."

"Right. Sorry, it's a.. nervous habit." Though he couldn't stop himself from smiling. Months ago, he'd been pacing in the orphanage's living room waiting for Jordan to come back, and Zach had admonished him about it then too. A small pang of anxiety went through him when he thought of Jordan that day. How beautiful she looked.. how he longed to be with her.

Both Nadia and Kasumi shot him a look.

"Could you start with this business about Torg. Something about buying women?" She'lar asked.

"Yeah, that might be a good starting point," Aldric acknowledged. "Okay, so, you know that Nadia had been flirting with me relentlessly for a while, but she couldn't commit to changing from being Torg's potential bond?"

"I did not flirt relentlessly!" Nadia pouted.

"Yes, you did. Keep going Al," Kasumi put her hand over Nadia's mouth.

"Well, it turns out that Nadia was brought to the Academy with the sole purpose of bonding with Torg. Her family and Nadia's came to a business agreement where part of the bill of sale was Nadia."

"What!" Lorn roared in rage.

She'lar's face was twisted in such a way that could only be described as pure hatred. "That is not legal," her voice was grim.

"Yes, we know," Aldric seethed. "I did not know this until recently. Nadia was afraid of the repercussions of not going along with it because her family threatened to send her 10-year-old sister in her place if she did not agree."

Lorn's eyes bulged and Aldric could see the orc working himself up to go kill him some dwarves.

"Please, sit and wait. I've already handled that. You know the woman who ran my orphanage was Lorelei Ironheart, an Arch Mage. Her three husbands are her bonds. I told her about it, and I expect her to get Claudia out of that situation. I'm just awaiting a reply. If she doesn't do it personally, I'd be very surprised."

That visibly calmed both orcs. "Do not scare me like that, Al," Lorn groused.

Aldric laughed. "Sorry, friend. I should have led with that. Anyway, as I said we're now waiting for Lorelei's response. But I know that as soon as I graduate, I'm going to kill Torg, and dismantle his family's business, dwarf by dwarf. Anyone who knew about this, and contributed will not escape."

"Good, that's more like it! Spoken like a true Orc Friend!" She'lar roared.

"Yes, quite," he grinned at her.

"You don't have to do that, Al.." Nadia's small voice sounded from the loveseat.

"Yes, I do. Who knows how many other women they've done this to. And even if it's just you and your sister, that's two too many. Okay?"

"Okay."

"Do not weep, Nadia, it is only right for our mates to take up arms in our defense. It is the correct thing to do!" She'lar exclaimed.

That got a weak smile and chuckle from Nadia.

"Anyway, now we're just waiting."

They were silent for a moment, contemplating all he had said.

"What about the secret Hydean spoke of," Lorn brought them back to reality.

"Yes.. sorry. So.. I.. erm.. may have fibbed a little on that first day, when I told you how many bonds I could have."

"Oh?" Lorn looked intrigued.

"Truthfully, I met the Headmaster on my first day at the Academy, because I had an extremely violent reaction to the stone that Lorelei used to activate my powers. I almost nearly died; I believe. Jordan or Zach could tell you more, since they were both there. But Lorelei told the Academy about it and they requested that I meet the Headmaster to be tested immediately by the original Binding Stone. We traveled, Jordan pledging to be my bond on the road, until we finally got to the Academy, where I met Professor Hydean and Headmaster Gabrith. They tested me with the Binding Stone, and it shone seven times," he stopped talking to let that statement hang in the air.

"Wait.." Lorn looked confused. "But that stone only shines for the number of bonds you can have in your soul."

"Correct."

"So you can have.."

"Yes, seven bonds. I will have more bonds than any are known to have in history. Allowing me, possibly, to have the potential to be the strongest mage ever. Should I live that long."

Both Lorn and She'lar looked at him in shock. "An-an-and.. you bound yourself as an Orc Friend?" Lorn's voice was quiet.

"Yes."

A wide smile formed on his friends voice. "Then you never have to worry.. once the clans learn of this, I swear you will have round the clock protection by our strongest warriors. A seven-bond mage who is an Orc Friend, is the greatest boon the clans could ever hope to receive."

Aldric's face fell. The reaction wasn't bad, but not one he had hoped for. He didn't want to be a pawn for someone else, or a trophy for them to strut out and show how powerful they were because of him. "Well.. I'd prefer it if this stayed between us for now."

"Yes, yes of course," Lorn said swiftly.

She'lar was watching Aldric closely. "Lorn'al," her voice was low and threatening. "Why do you care what the clans think? Do you think your friend told you that so that you could make him a pawn for your political aspirations?"

Lorn looked stricken. "Th-that.. that's not what I meant!"

"What did you mean?" She'lar asked, her voice not wavering.

"Just that.. we could be a good help to him, is all. I.. I'm just shocked is all. Ignore me."

"No, it's okay, Lorn. Hydean and Gabrith told me that others would want to use me because of my power, at least it's better than the alternative of wanting to kill me," he felt defeated, and he wasn't even sure why. Lorn's reaction was perfectly normal. He knew he'd have to use his power as leverage at some point, he just hadn't expected Lorn to want to do that so soon.

"No, no!" Lorn practically yelled. "I apologize Aldric. I did not mean it like that. I am your friend. I was when I thought you only had three bonds, and continue to be now. Please forgive me."

"Nothing to forgive, Lorn," he stated but couldn't help but be disappointed.

"But," She'lar interrupted, "despite how tactless my mate was, he does have a point. When you do fully reveal yourself, the clans would offer to protect you because it is politically advantageous for them, but also good for you. You've already allied yourself with the clans, even if you didn't know what it meant, and it can only be a positive for you both. I believe that that may have been what he was getting at, and got too excited for his own good."

"Yes, of course. I'm so sorry, my friend. I just wanted to protect you. The clans are well suited to do that. We make up a large portion of the Empire's military and it isn't uncommon for important generals or mages to have their own elite orc bodyguards, even outside of their bonds. As I said when we met, few non-orcs want an orc bond."

"I wouldn't mind," Aldric blurted out before thinking. Surprise flooded his bonds with Kasumi and Nadia.

Even Lorn and She'lar looked surprised. "Truly? You wouldn't mind an orc bond?"

"No, of course not," he figured he might as well commit, "I find myself attracted to them, and if they can fit in with my current bonds, I don't see why not."

"Al," Kasumi piped up, "that is noble, but finding the correct orc female may be.. difficult." He could tell she was trying to be diplomatic, with their two friends in the room, but he couldn't quite cotton on to what she meant.

"What Kasumi is woefully understating is that orc females are willful, and often we only accept the strongest, largest, deadliest of mates. Lorn impressed me on the battlefield, not with his witless attempts at flirting," She'lar stated.

"H-hey! I wasn't witless!"

Everyone ignored him. "Yes, that is a good way of putting it. I have heard tales of orc bonds fighting amongst themselves for supremacy, or for their mages.. affections."

"That is part of it as well. Once Lorn bonds another, I expect her to initiate a fight for the right to be his favorite bond. It is just our way. I also expect to put her in her place. But should I be defeated, I will heal and train, and come back to challenge her again."

That made no sense to him. "But.. that's so stupid!" He cried.

Lorn and She'lar both roared in laughter. "Yes, yes it is. But it is our way. We fight, we fuck, we feast.. in no particular order," She'lar said with finality.

They had to wait a moment for Lorn's laughter to taper off, but when it finally did he had a serious expression on his face. "You obviously will take time to find seven bonds, if you can give me a while, I may be able to find an orc for you to bond with. I can say no more, because I would like to speak to her first, to see if she would even agree to your ways, and not ours. But should she prove amenable, I will let you know."

"Thank you Lorn," though Aldric was suspicious this was just another way to tie him to the orc clans, it was by his own admission that he wouldn't mind an orc bond.

They sat back in their chairs, meanwhile Aldric finally sat, taking a seat between his two bonds in the loveseat. There wasn't enough room, but none of them minded.

They talked for a while more, mostly about class and their futures, and while Aldric was still upset at Lorn's reaction, it could have been worse. She'lar was correct. He could leverage the clans for support, and be better protected during whatever assignment he was posted at after the Academy.

***

Finally, they got up and left to get to History together. By the time they entered the classroom things felt mostly back to normal with Lorn. Aldric was still wary of the orc's reaction, but maybe he shouldn't be.

Lorn wasn't wrong in what he said. It could be advantageous to them all. But just that it was his initial reaction rubbed Aldric the wrong way. At the very least Lorn had said he wouldn't tell anyone Aldric's secret yet. It was only Aldric's to tell, no matter what.

Those thoughts all races through his head as they took their seats in class. Professor Strongarm was sitting behind the desk, his white wispy hair was hanging down, and Aldric almost giggled when he heard the orc softly snoring, but Kasumi elbowed him in the ribs and shot him a look. Properly chastised, he waited patiently for class to start.

When the final student came in, Professor Strongarm woke up with a start and began lecturing. They were on to more modern times of the Empire, only a thousand years in the past. Specifically going over the reign of Emperor Renthor, who presided over another uprising. This time from the human farming communities, surprisingly. They felt that they were not being given enough support from the Empire, while, in their view too much attention went to the beastkin tribes. Whether it was true or not didn't matter to them. The facts and figures collected at that time showed that they actually obtained the largest financial support from the Empire, but as history showed, their local officials were squandering it on lavish parties and expensive gifts for themselves and not sending it through to their constituents. The farmers didn't believe it and were whipped into a frenzy by those same officials, mostly minor nobles, to overthrow the Emperor, who the nobles viewed as weak.

It did not end well for the uprising. They were treated well, in comparison to the brutal way the beastkin uprisings were dealt with, but still dealt with in deadly fashion. The ones inciting the uprising were all found, tried in the Imperial court, and summarily executed. The Empire installed new nobles, mostly from those mages and generals who had helped stop the uprising.

Given the first-hand knowledge those new nobles had of how the Empire dealt with unruly nobles, they quickly began fixing the issues of the prior officials and prosperity returned to the land.

That was the official story. Aldric didn't know much about the poor human villages, he'd never been allowed outside his parents home, and Lorelei's orphanage was not in a very poor rural area, more suburban. There was farming that went on, as with most communities, but the roads were paved in stone, and trade flowed through the town there steadily. It was only when Aldric had gotten to Etria that he'd ever seen a real city.

However, what little he did know was that the humans, and even the beastkin who lived in the village near the orphanage, were all upset with the Empire's taxes and felt that they were too high. In fact the tavern that Jordan had worked at had been run by a surly old human man, who was too round and too bald, who constantly complained that the taxes were too damn high. He said he couldn't afford "proper" barmaids, which is why he hired from the orphanage.

Aldric realized that Lorelei only tolerated the man because he gave the girls employment that wasn't on their backs. It was hard work, and he paid a pittance, but there wasn't much for them to do, unless they had higher aspirations. Jordan worked there, but quit to become a bond.

Another pang of guilt and frustration went through him when he thought of her and bonding. He needed to fix that. He needed to talk some sense into her, make her realize that he wanted her now, without any qualifiers or whatever she thought she had to do. He hadn't tried hard enough. After the last time they spoke he practically gave up, and that wasn't fair to either of them.

But, Strongarm continued on to say that the official records are sometimes changed to fit a specific narrative. They might never know exactly why the uprising happened, or if the new nobles were any better. Judging on what Aldric knew of the Empire, the taxes probably were still too high, though no one he knew was angry enough to start a war over it.

Soon, though, his thoughts drifted back to Jordan, and how he missed her. Even with Kasumi and Nadia, who he loved dearly.. he knew that a part of him was missing without his blonde bond. Not bond candidate.. bond. Maybe it was wrong of him, but he was possessive of her already. He didn't want anyone else getting close to her, he didn't want to wait any longer.

"Hey, Kas," he whispered while Strongarm kept lecturing about death, destruction, and whatever other horrible things happened.

She stared him in the eyes, and like déjà vu, he was reminded of all the times before they bonded that she would look at him the same way. Like her eyes were piercing through to his very soul, analyzing every inch of his psyche, and weighing his attributes as a mage. "I know, Al. We'll fix it."

"H-how could you know?" He whispered.

"After class.. Strongarm is going to give out the test results soon," she brushed her hand against his, then took his hand and squeezed gently, calming him. No matter what, he knew that she was home to him. His safety net. The place where he felt most comfortable. She would forever be his first, and no one could ever take that from them.

"Okay," he responded and turned his attention back to the ancient orc in front of them.

"You will receive your exam grades in a moment," Strongarm's raspy voice sounded. "I know some don't take this subject seriously, and I understand.. I do. You are all young, full of vigor and life, wanting to experience it rather than listen to the past. I was once in your position, many, many moons ago. However, I learned.. too late.. far too late, that history is our greatest hope for the future. For you see, those who ignore history, deny themselves the knowledge of the future. The history of our Empire often repeats, as I've found out, and by listening to our past you can glean some small measure of what our future may hold. The names may change, the dates may change, and the reasons may change, but the fact is that all history is cyclical. Lecture over."

His hand lifted up and the papers on his desk flew towards the students. The papers flew faster than Aldric could track, and before he knew what happened, the one zooming for his head was laying on his desk, face down.

And, if his ears weren't mistaken, he heard a soft, gravelly, chuckle coming from the old orc professor.

Not as scared of this exam, though he had done his part, Kasumi had been the one who knew most of the answers, he lifted the paper and gawped at the grade written.. Exceptional. All he needed now was an Exceptional in Spells and Casts and Weapons Training, and he'd have a perfect score for the exams.

"Wow," he exhaled.

"Nice! Good job Al!" Nadia preened.

"Yes, good work, Al," Kasumi smiled knowingly.

"Yeah, thanks, you two. I couldn't have done it without you," he winked at Kasumi who laughed in response.

Lorn looked over at them, a smile on his face as well. He mouthed Exceptional at Aldric who grinned broadly for his friend and let him know the same.

Lorn gave him a thumbs up, and then mimed drinking. Aldric nodded back. It would be a fun night.

Aldric checked on Thom, who seemed to be hyperventilating, as Zach caressed his back.

Aldric furrowed his brows in concern and nodded up at Zach, who breathed in deeply and then whispered "Exceptional," to him.

"That's great! Good job Thom!"

The avian was still hyperventilating but gave Aldric his own thumbs up.

Aldric laughed quietly at Thom's reaction, he was sure the avian had done well in most of the exams, but he knew Thom put a lot of pressure on himself, in addition to the regular anxiety he had.

Finally Strongarm let them go and Aldric raced over to Thom and put his arm around the slight man. "Hey, congrats on getting Exceptional, but I'm sure it's not your first, and won't be your last!"

"It's no use, Al," Zach said from Thom's other side. "He's been like this every class so far. Spells and Cast, and even Weapons Training, he just starts hyperventilating despite what grade he got."

"Oh, how were the others?"

Zach sighed wearily and let go of Thom to look around at Aldric. "Exceptionals, all of them. Which doesn't help because Cottonrose said only two students in our year achieved a perfect score for all the exams. How about you?"

"Oh, you bet your fuzzy ass that I have all Exceptionals. I can feel it, it'll be Thom and me with the perfect scores."

Zach smiled wide. "Yep, yep! My two favorite men. Makes sense."

Aldric laughed. He wasn't sure if Zach had ever had a crush on him, but if he had it was well past, now that he had Thom. "Exactly. Speaking of favorite people.. have you heard from Jordan lately? I just realized I haven't, and it's concerning me."

A dark looked passed over Zach's eyes. "Not.. really. A few messages back and forth, but no mention of what's going on with her. She hasn't bonded yet, I still think she's holding out hope for you.. but.."

"She won't talk to me, Zach. I need to convince her to come back."

"I know," the wolfkin absentmindedly stroked Thom's back for a few moments.

"Okay, I am feeling better," Thom finally said. "Thank you Love Bond Zach. Thank you friend Aldric."

Zach's face turned a lovely rose color at being called Love. "It's not problem," he mumbled.

"Yeah, no worries. Lorn and I are going to go to the mess hall and have a celebratory drink. Want to come along?"

Zach's tail wagged faster, but waited for Thom to respond. The avian mage just took a deep breath and nodded.

"Yay!" Zach exclaimed. "Thanks Thom. I'll be sure to reward you later!" He waggled his eyes suggestively.

This time it was Thom's turn to blush.


Chapter 35

The group made their way out of class and to the mess hall. Both Nadia and Kasumi were latched on to Aldric's arms, but he didn't mind, it felt nice to have them there.

When they finally arrived back at the mage barracks, Aldric stopped off at Brandeis' desk. "Good afternoon, sir," he saluted the officer.

"Yes, Acolyte Ironheart?" Brandeis spoke without looking up from his paperwork. Aldric silently wondered if the man was actually always busy or just pretending to be busy to keep students from talking to him.

"I was wondering if we could requisition some kegs of ale, sir, to celebrate our exam results."

"Yes, that's fine. You may have two kegs, they will be delivered to where to sit. Have a good evening, Acolyte."

Aldric saluted and walked into the mess hall, sitting with his friends and bonds. Not even five minutes later two women came in, each carrying a keg of ale. Both were human, wearing the same style of uniform as Brandeis, with hair cut almost exactly the same way as him, nearly shaved on the side and a straight cut across the top. Though, the haircut did not do anything to change how beautiful they both were. Full figured, with muscles, and curves that rivaled Kasumi and Jordan.

Aldric had never seen the women before but instantly knew that they must have been Brandeis' bonds. They were too similar. And as if he hears Aldric's thoughts, the man himself came in after them, placed a hand on each of their shoulders and directed them to Aldric's table.

They made their way over, and Aldric noticed the attention of the room shifted in their direction. With good reason, it wasn't often that kegs were brought out on a Monday night. In particular Aldric saw Cho'gar looking past the rest of the orcs.

Aldric laughed and beckoned the large orc over with a wave of his hand. Cho'gar stood immediately and came over to their table with his bond in tow.

Sensing an opportunity, Aldric stood up and scanned the room for the rest of his friends. Kairn, Grey, and Finias were there, which made sense, as they'd had the same class as him. He looked around and saw Wade sitting silently in the corner with his wolfkin bond.

Tapping Nadia on the shoulder he bade her to stand up and come with him. She looked at him questioningly but got up.

"I have an idea, and I need Kasumi to watch over the table, make sure no one gets out of hand."

"Sure, Al."

He went over to where Brandeis and his bonds were placing down the kegs in front of the table. "Hey, Sorcerer Brandeis, I have a favor."

The man rolled his eyes and his bonds scowled at Aldric. "I'm pretty sure I'm already doing you a favor, but what?"

"Can we get maybe one or two more kegs?"

"What for?"

"I'm just going to invite the rest of the room to join us. They all look thirsty, for both the drink and some fun. I was even going to ask if you'd like to stay with us."

The officer considered for a moment. "Fine. Susan, Judy, go get two more kegs."

"But.. Fred.."

"No, it's fine. We deserve to unwind every now and then too, right Acolyte?"

"Right!" Aldric responded brightly.

The two bonds shared a look but turned on their heels and made for the exit as instructed. Aldric dearly hoped he hadn't just made those two his enemies.

Brandeis, probably responding to the look on his face, laughed loudly. "It's not you, son. It's me. They take their guard duty very seriously. They don't know about the other times I've drank with you and the orc, Lorn. And.. I'd prefer to keep it that way."

Nadia laughed, from behind Aldric.

"Yes, sir!"

"Good, now let's get to drinkin'!"

Aldric and Nadia showed the man back to where Kasumi was sitting. "Hey Kas, I'm going to invite some of the others over. And the Sorcerer has graciously agreed to join us as well.. please watch the them while Nadia and I get some more people."

"Sure thing, Al."

Aldric took Nadia's hand into his own and made a beeline for where Wade was sitting. Behind him he heard the roar of several orcs, meaning Cho'gar must have made it to the table with a retinue of his own. A smile crept onto Aldric's face.

They reached the elusive human shortly, who wore a bemused smile on his face. "Evenin'" he said to Aldric.

A wave of recognition and surprise shot through his bond with Nadia, he looked at her oddly but she just stared ahead at the man sitting in front of them. He'd have to ask her what that was about later.

"Hey, Wade. We're having a small party to celebrate the end of exams and getting our results back, nothing huge, but I wanted to extend an invite to you and your bond.. Liv, if I'm remembering right."

The wolfkin woman blushed slightly. "Yes, Acolyte, I'm surprised you remember by name."

"No big deal, so how about it, Wade?" Aldric refocused his attention on the human.

"Sure."

"Good man," he gave Wade a quick nod and left for the high elf table.

Once they were a decent way away from Wade, Aldric whispered to Nadia. "What was that?"

"Later. When we're back in our room."

"Okay," he drawled.

They made their way over to where Grey and Finias were sitting with their bonds. "Good evening all, I was wondering if you'd like to join us at our table for some ale. We're celebrating the end of exams and the results, for at least some of us," he said with a smile.

Finias grinned. "Yeah, of course!" His arm was around Heather, who was also grinning. She looked slightly out of place at the table comprised entirely by elves. As did Finias for that matter.

Grey smiled and Evonne nodded both saying they'd join.

Aldric and Nadia then got to the Wood Elf table and invited them over. Kairn and his bonds immediately agreed. Cael declined, since he wasn't in much of a mood for celebrating. The other wood elves happily joined in though. Their youthful faces lit up in joy at the mention of ale and a party.

Aldric and Nadia made their way to the last table he wanted to invite, the beastkin. He didn't know them well, or at all, but it would have been rude to not include them. He stood in front of their table.

"Hey, all, my name is Aldric, this is my bond, Nadia. We're just having an impromptu party over at our cluster of tables, if you want to join in. If not, that's fine, I just wanted to extend the invite."

He kept up his grin and a few of them looked in his direction warily. Which made sense, he was a person they didn't likely know.

"Sure, I mean.. why not?" A male rabbitkin said as he stood up.

As if that was signal enough, several others did the same and started venturing over to the growing crowd of people at Aldric's table.

He glanced back and laughed heartily at what he saw.

Brandeis and Lorn were having a drinking contest with battlelines being drawn between the rest of the on-lookers. Behind Brandeis were his two bonds, staring disapprovingly at him. Behind Lorn was She'lar looking proud, her hands on her hips and a large smile on her face. The contrast between the bonds couldn't have been more stark.

But, as if noticing him looking Brandeis' bonds heads both shot up to look at him, the scowls on their faces couldn't have been more clear. He actually started sweating from the intense glares.

"Ohhhh, Al's in troubleee," Nadia crooned.

"Shh. But yes," he laughed meekly.

There were no other tables to invite, except the dwarves, but he wasn't sure he wanted to go over there and deal with their shit.

"Aldric," Nadia's voice turned serious. "You need to extend an olive branch. Not to Torg, because fuck him, but the rest of the dwarves. They're not all bad, and not all of them are in league with him. You shouldn't miss out on an opportunity to create friendships because of one dwarf's inability to let go of a single grudge."

He sighed loudly. He knew she was right, but he also thought he knew how the exchange would go, and he didn't really want to put himself through that. But.. he would listen to his bond. She should know, after all, she spent more time with the dwarves than he had.

They moved quickly to the area where the dwarves were seated. He noticed that not all of them were dwarves either. There were halflings and gnomes as well. He sighed internally again, neither group had wronged him, and it would be noticed if they were the only groups not invited over.

As they reached the head of the area, all the students sitting there faced him at once, like an insect hivemind. Torg's stupid face was easily noticeable, given the death-glare he was giving Aldric.

The oldest looking dwarf there with a long white beard spoke up as soon as he did. "What do ye wan' human?"

He breathed in and repeated his speech. "Hello all, my name is Aldric, this is my bond Nadia. We're having a sort of party over at our tables. If you want to come over and have some ale and meet some of your other students, you're more than welcome to come. If not, that's fine too, I just wanted to extend an invite."

The older dwarf narrowed his eyes. He was definitely a student, given he was in the student uniform, but the white beard and hair was throwing Aldric off. Was that a racial attribute, or a clan attribute? Then he understood why Nadia have him come over. He knew next to nothing about dwarves, other than they were short, kind of assholes, and their accent was fucking atrocious.

"I won't stop any o' ye from goin' over," the white haired dwarf proclaimed and looked away from Aldric and continued on his meal as if Aldric had never come over.

That was fine by him. He was half ready to start walking back already. His one foot was already turning when one of the dwarves stood up, and next to him someone stood that he hadn't expected to see. The halfling bond candidate from his field assignment, Janelle.

"I'll come. My bond tells me you're a decent sort, and she wouldn't, and can't, lie to me."

"Thank you, any others that want to come, follow us."

The dwarf walked up next to Aldric, and though his movements were stiff, Aldric didn't feel any malevolence coming from the dwarf.

Then Janelle bounced happily next to them. "Hey Aldric and Nadia, it's nice to see you again!"

"Same here Janelle," he responded.

"Yeah, same," Nadia responded with a yawn, it was kind of rude, but he felt her feelings. She was threatened and angry. He felt her swaying her tail back and forth behind him, then understood. She was taunting Torg, which almost made him choke in laughter.

"So how have you been? Congratulations on bonding with your mage.." Aldric trailed off.

"Eh? Oh yes, sorry. I'm Barisdrim Largeforge, my friends call me Barry," the dwarf stuck out his hand. Aldric shook quickly. But, to his surprise, Barry didn't try to hurt him or break his hand.

"Ye must not've met many good dwarves if you're surprised I didn't try to take yer arm off!" Barry smiled and let out of a guffaw.

Aldric chuckled nervously. "I do apologize for my reaction.. the only dwarf I know is Torg Frosthammer, and we're not on the best of terms. My name is Aldric, as I said, but my friends call me Al, Barry."

Barry arched one eyebrow and looked Aldric over. "Aye, that wee shit is annoying us all. I'd have him out on the street if it wasn't for his daddy giving him everything."

That time Aldric did not hold back his laugh. That made sense, the other dwarves didn't like him, Nadia had told him as much.

"Yeah.. he and I don't see.. eye-to-eye on most matters."

Again Barry cocked and eyebrow and before Aldric could realize what he said, the dwarf had smiled grinned widely and started laughing boisterously. "Eye to eye!" He wheezed out and clapped Aldric on the back.

***

Aldric, with Barry, Nadia, and Janelle trailing behind him made it back to his table, which now encompassed many tables from all the students. He looked around and saw what the greatness of the Empire actually meant. People of all different races, religions, and genders come together, not to fight, not to make snippy comments at each other, but to come together in comradery and in drink.

And again, Nadia had been right. Once Barry joined the party, a few people were tense, since dwarves at the Academy had the reputation of being ornery, but the dwarf had people hunched over in laughter in no time, and challenged no less than ten mages to drinking contests.

Seeing their fellow doing so well in the group brought more dwarves out and into the fray. And Aldric could feel the energy in the room shifting. From celebration for the end of exams, to celebration of their differences and similarities.

The crowd grew and grew, and somehow someone had conjured up more kegs of ale. He wasn't sure if they was the wisest idea, but Brandeis was in no condition to be telling them off, and no one else seemed to mind. So, what the hell. The drink was flowing freely and by the time Aldric started drinking only a handful of stalwarts were left at their own tables, Torg of course being one of them. Which was fine by Aldric, they didn't need a stick in the mud ruining their good time.

After a while of watching others party, Aldric let himself go and drank freely. Kasumi gave her word that she wouldn't touch a sip of ale, just to watch over the groups and make sure no catastrophes happened.

In short order, Nadia was well into wasted after challenging She'lar to a drinking contest that lasted an hour. Which, to be fair, neither of them won. He let himself go mug for mug as their battle intensified.

Aldric would have guessed that the three She'lars he saw would have bested the three Nadias, but they both went down at the same time.

The crowd cheered uproariously when they both fell. No one paid their debts for the betting that had gone on. No one had won, but they all won in their hearts, watching the small nekorian go toe to toe with the larger orc woman.

What felt like hours later, from out of nowhere, three very disapproving Kasumis walked up to Aldric and hoisted him on her shoulders. He wasn't sure how his body split three ways, he didn't feel any different. A slight panic rippled through him, but that quickly dissipated because the view it gave him was a very good look at her cleavage from above her shoulder. He sighed contentedly. They were his favorite bosoms in the world. But so were Jordans. How could he forget Jordan? He wondered what her soft pillows felt like.. what it would be like to grab them, to hold on to them.. nuzzle onto them. Then he thought how no matter what he'd done, or could do, they'd never be his. They'd always be just out of reach. He felt the infinite sadness well up in him.

"For the love of the elders, Aldric," all three Kasumis yelled at him, hurting his head. He tried to clutch his mind but couldn't feel his arms. "I'm not letting you drink again. Keep your thoughts happy or I swear I'll knock you out until you're sober."

He nodded but wasn't sure what they were talking about. Wait.. what was he talking about?

Then the Kasumis lifted the Nadias, who were still passed out at all their tables in front of also passed out She'lars. Again he wasn't sure how they split their bodies like that, but he was sure the answer was magic. It was always magic.

The last thing he saw before he passed out was the sight of Lorn and Brandeis holding on to each other, beautifully singing to each other about lost love and the spoils of war. Aldric smiled and shot them both a thumbs up.

"You'll pay for this Acolyte Ironheart!" One of Brandeis' bonds yelled out at him.

"No pay necessary!" He called back to her. She was so friendly.

"By the elders, Al, shut up," Kasumi huffed.

He didn't know what her problem was but he didn't care, his eyes drifted south again to the warm embrace of her cleavage.

***

Pain. Pain is all he felt. He shot up from where he was laying down and all he felt was pain in his head. A loud throbbing sound echoed all around inside his head, accompanied by the twisting knife that was surely stuck through his temples.

He didn't want to open his eyes. No, he couldn't. If he did then he'd surely see the sunlight, and that meant more pain.

He sank back down, into a laying position. That felt good. Cool, soothing. The pain was there, but it wasn't as pronounced. He could almost function like this.

"Rise and shine, doofuses!" A loud booming voice rang out through the room. It sounded like Kasumi, but amplified a thousand-fold.

"Noooo..." He groaned out.

"Yesss," she responded.

"Ughhh," Nadia moaned from somewhere next to him. "Is than an off switch on Kas? Or should I just punch her until I find one?"

"Ha! Like you'd hit me. After your theatrics yesterday, I doubt you can even move."

"I'll move you ass to the.. shut up," Nadia groaned. Then she mumbled to herself for several long meandering, nonsensical, sentences. Mostly about all the terrible things she'd do to Kasumi when she got better.

"Up, up, up! I let you two sleep in but we have class soon!"

"Class? No. No class. Exams are over. Can't I just stay in bed?" Aldric whined.

"Oh, my love, green is just not a good color on you," Kasumi laughed.

"Green? Wha—" he cut himself off as he felt the bile rise in his throat.

Someone, Kasumi presumably, grabbed him and sprinted to the bathroom, pushing his head into the toilet bowl where he.. relieved himself. Several times. Violently.

When he was finally done, he opened his eyes, and he was right. Pain. The sun was nothing but pain. But Kasumi helped him stumble back into bed.

"Ugh, Al, aren't you a mage, shouldn't your body be burning off the alcohol like.. I don't know.. really quickly?" Nadia muttered.

"I don't know, maybe? We don't have a 'How to get really really drunk' class at the Academy."

"For the amount you two drank, maybe they should," Kasumi yelled from the bathroom, doing who knew what. He didn't want to know. He laid back down and let the softness of Nadia and the bed take him.

A little while later, or at least what felt like a little while later, Kasumi came into the room again.

"Come on, get ready. It's Combat Magic first. Then Weapons Training. You'll get your score from Sor then. Don't you want to get all giddy and have another party that gets every mage in the Academy drunk at once?" He voice wasn't happy, and he could tell over the bond just how annoyed she really was.

"I'm.."

"Don't say you're sorry, Aldric. You could have not drank. You could have limited yourself to only a few. But, no, you went overboard."

"I'm sorry."

She huffed and turned away from him. "We'll see Brandeis first thing and apologize for what happened. Then we'll go to class. No excuses, understood?"

"Yes, Kas," he said. Nadia was conspicuously silent.

"That means you too, Nadia."

That only prompted the nekorian to lift her middle finger up and point it in Kasumi's general vicinity.

Two seconds later, Kasumi had that finger in her hands and bent it backwards. "Oww, yes, I'm sorry!"

"Good," she released Nadia's hand and went to their wardrobes and picked their outfits for them.

"Uppity bitch.." Nadia muttered under her breath.

Kasumi pretended not to hear her, he could tell because she stopped and suddenly inhaled like she was holding back on bitch slapping Nadia into next week.

"Sorry, Kas," he said sheepishly.

She turned and threw their clothes at them. "It's fine." Then she caught his eye and her gaze softened. "I just worry Al. That was a large gathering, and we still don't know if Ren was working alone. I know it's been a while, but I.. just worry."

That shook him and sobered him more than anything else. He didn't realize she was still on edge from that. He shakily got up and took her into his arms. "I'm sorry Kas. Never again, I don't want to worry you."

She nodded into his shoulder, tightly holding on to him.

"Does that mean I can still drink?" Nadia asked. Kasumi shot her a glare. "Okay, okay, fine. I won't do that again."

"Good."

Kasumi, mercifully, didn't beat on them any more. She helped them both get dressed, and handed them both drinks. Food was still not a good idea, despite his morning antics, since his stomach had barely settled.

But, thanks to Kasumi's less-than-gentle handling of both Aldric and Nadia they were able to get ready and make their way down the elevator to the front desk where Brandeis normally sat.

However when they reached the desk, the normal sight of Brandeis writing away on his paperwork did not greet them. Instead a stunning, if not slightly older, woman, met them. She had long brown hair, blue eyes, and, from where Aldric stood, one of the best bodies he'd ever seen. Her waist was almost impossibly skinny but, she was, almost literally, spilling out of her uniform up top, which was already unbuttoned by one from the top of the uniform.

"Uh.."

"Close your mouth, Aldric," Kasumi snapped. "Excuse me, miss, we're looking for Sorcerer Brandeis."

The woman's eyes snapped to them, her big, beautiful, blue orbs focused solely on Aldric. But instead of a smile, he received a scowl unlike any he'd received before. Even Sorodar at her angriest could not have competed with this woman.

"You must be Acolyte Ironheart, I take it," she spoke directly to Aldric, ignoring Kasumi's question.

"Uhh.. yes, ma'am."

"So, you're the reason why my husband is laid up in bed, doing his best impression of water fountain filled with vomit."

Ohh, he thought. Oh no.

He swallowed any hope of escaping without a scolding. But, he nodded to the woman.

"Just as I thought, my sister-wives gave me your description, and those of your bonds. I take it you're Kasumi and the nekorian trying to slink off into the darkness is Nadia?" Kasumi nodded, not saying a word.

Aldric turned around and saw Nadia tiptoeing away, literally like a cat, her back was arched and she was doing her best to not make a sound. "Get back here," he said through clenched teeth.

Nadia's shoulders slumped in defeat and made her way back to them.

The woman's eyes bore into her until she was back standing next to Aldric. When she was her eyes snapped back to him.

"So.. you think it's okay to throw a party, invite the barracks officer, and then get him drunk so he can't perform his duties?"

"Uhh.. well, see. I invited Sorcerer Brandeis, but I didn't actually drink with him. I was drinking with Nadia, and She'lar. It was the damned orc Lorn who was drinking with Brandeis. In fact, I believe they were drunk before I even had a single drink." By this point he was sweating buckets, between the need to retch again, and then the cross examination from Brandeis' wife, he was dangerously dehydrated. Or thirsty, he couldn't remember if those were different.

The woman stood up, which did not help, as she was even more beautiful standing. "I will tell you this once, Frederick is not to drink with any students, let alone first years. Do I make myself clear?"

"Y-yes, ma'am," he definitely did not want to tell her of the times Brandeis had already drank with him and Lorn during the past few weeks.

Her eyes narrowed even more, but sat down and looked at the paperwork on the desk, dismissing them without a word.

Kasumi pulled both him and Nadia along, out the barracks door and on their way to class.

***

Combat Magic passed agonizingly slow. It felt like Hydean was pointing out all his flaws and using him as demonstration for all of the spell forms and techniques on purpose, as some sort of punishment for whatever reason.

It couldn't have been the party, Hydean surely had no way to know about that, right?

No, that wasn't it. It was just Hydean's typical way of torturing him and it just happened to fall on that particular day, which was unfortunate.

The only blessing was that Lorn and She'lar were in just as bad shape as he was. Apparently being big bad orc warriors did not preclude them from getting bad hangovers. Lorn grumbled loudly each time Hydean made them complete an exercise, but surprisingly Hydean ignored it.

Thankfully, time marched ever forward and class ended eventually. Lorn and She'lar made their way quickly out of class, not waiting for Aldric or his bonds, he wondered if it was because they didn't want to wait and just wanted to get the walk over with.

He did not have that problem, he was not looking forward to Sorodar's class, since every movement made his head spin and muscles ache. But at least he would get his grade for the exam. He would only have one left after that, and then would know if he scored a perfect score for all of the exams.

During Combat Magic, Kasumi had stopped propping him up, so he learned how to stand again by himself. He maybe wasn't as stable as he normally was, but it was still progress. And it made him feel better that Nadia wasn't far off from him. He felt her emotions, which were overwhelmingly nauseous. Kasumi was still more than annoyed at them both, but that too would pass.

Once they were outside again, going to Weapons Training, Kasumi helped him walk again, but pointedly ignored Nadia's attempts to get the same treatment.

"Oh sure, I get it. Leave me all by my lonesome, just the poor nekorian bond, left alone, dragging myself along," Nadia put on an affected voice.

"Shush, you had no trouble drinking against an orc, mug for mug. You can deal with the consequences of your actions," Kasumi scolded her bond-sister.

"But Al!"

"But Al, nothing. He wasn't in the contest, he's just a buffoon who overdrank. You're the instigator of the drinking."

"Your buffoon," he muttered, his legs barely limping along each step.

"Yes, my buffoon," Kasumi lovingly said.

"Grrr," Nadia growled.

But despite her protests the entire way to Weapons Training, Kasumi did not help Nadia at all. But, it was probably for the best because by the end of the walk she was walking taller, if not a little angry.

Aldric, on the other hand, was still hobbling slightly. But once they got to the building, he released his grip on Kasumi's shoulder and held himself up straight. He would not have Sorodar thinking he was weak. Not because he wanted to impress her, but because she was like a predator, the second she sensed weakness she leapt on it and kept on hammering it until the prey submitted to her will.

He would stand proudly and walk tall into class. Well, tall-ish.

They entered the room and Aldric immediately noticed that they were the last ones in. Lorn and She'lar both looked green.. greener than usual, huffing and puffing for air. But a satisfied smirk on Lorn's face told him that they were actually late or just about to be.

"You were almost late, maggots!" Sorodar yelled out.

"Sorry, sir," Aldric responded.

"One more minute and I'd have marked you as missing and you'd receive a demerit. Make sure to never do that, understood, Acolyte?"

"Sir, yes, sir!" Aldric continued on to sit in the stands, but Kasumi left his side to stand with Sorodar, since she was still helping to teach the class.

"Good, before Acolyte Ironheart and his bonds rudely interrupted us," she glowered at Kasumi who impassively stared ahead, "we were discussing grades from the exam. Most of you faired well, some of you did better than well, but more than a few of you failed to meet my expectations for first year mages. I understand the name of the class is Weapons Training, but the reality is, this class prepares you for more than just fighting. This is about physical fitness and endurance. Why, take Acolyte Ironheart, for example. He looks like death warmed over. If he had some more endurance, maybe a night of drinking wouldn't hamper him this much. Or Acolyte Bloodaxe, who similarly spent the entire night drinking with an officer. If he hadn't ran here, and promptly puked outside of the building he would have been as late as Acolyte Ironheart." Aldric felt a fresh wave of shame. Glancing over at Lorn he looked the same. "Endurance and stamina. As mages your body are completely infused with mana. You can run, jump, punch, and kick faster and harder than mundane members of your species. But, it also means you are held more responsible for your actions. You are expected to be more. To be the best of the best that the Empire has to offer. Lagging behind on a run, or not being able to maintain a simple exercise for a moderate amount of time is not going to cut it, and I'd seriously suggest you work on yourself before our next exam. That said, I will now hand out your results."

Going to the desk off to the side she picked up two stacks of paper, motioning for Kasumi to take one.

"Bond candidates line up in front of Bond Akagi, and Mages line up in front of me. We'll hand out your results at once," she yelled, then stood next to Kasumi.

Aldric wondered how fast this would go if she didn't have Kasumi to help her. But, he stood in line with Nadia waiting for his results. Behind him Lorn and She'lar were finally sobering up a bit. She'lar was a little more snappy with Lorn than she normally was, but standing didn't seem as impossible for them as it was for Aldric or Nadia.

But he soldiered on, gulped back any queasiness and swallowed any bile that rose. Sorodar wasn't wrong, it would take endurance and pushing himself to the limit to become the best mage he could be. He could bond all seven times and still never reach his full potential if he didn't put the work in.

The line moved forward, and a mix of happy and upset students moved past them back to the stands to sit. Though, Aldric noticed that they weren't the only ones hung over, seeing several people looking worse for wear, including Finias and Kairn. That made him smile for some reason.

Finally it was his turn at front. Sorodar scowled at him and thrust the paper into her hands. "Congratulations, Acolyte." The niceness of the words did not reach her tone.

He flipped it over and saw.. Exceptional. Now only Spells and Casts was left.

He smiled brightly at Sorodar, earning him a meaner scowl, but he didn't care, he was on top of the world. He walked back to the stands and took his seat, waiting for Lorn to rejoin him.

When Lorn finally did return, he was smiling, "Exceptional."

"Good job, me too!"

They high fived and, despite his reticence with Lorn since he told the orc his secret, it felt nice to have his friend. Drinking, getting drunk, and being hung over together seemed to have gotten them over the slight awkwardness they had. Aldric thought that maybe Lorn just needed to feel like Aldric was the same person he always was. And Aldric needed to remember that Lorn was an imperfect person, prone to the same mistakes that everyone else makes.

Luckily, Sorodar didn't make the rest of class that hard. She rearranged the groups once again, which took a large portion of the rest of their time. Aldric and Nadia were placed into a group with Finias, Grey, and their bonds, which made the swap easier to stomach. And he wouldn't have to deal with that Stephanie girl anymore.

***

The next morning came and went by in a breeze, until they started Spells and Casts.

Professor Cottonrose zoomed into class in her smaller fairy form. "Goooood morning everyone!" She cried out, her voice elongated from the speed at which she was flying around. "Your test results are in, and.. you all did well! Nice job, my dearies!"

She proceeded to zoom around a few more times before settling into a hover in front of her desk. Her small hands waved and she grew to her human sized form. Her face held a large smile and her pink hair bounced happily as she did.

"Since you've been through most of your classes already, I'm going to cut to the chase! Not the cheese!" She giggled. No one laughed.

But she took no notice and with a wave of her hand, papers flew as fast as an arrow from her desk to in front of each student. "Don't be surprised if you did well, you're all extraordinary mages!"

Aldric lifted his up, and saw it. The final grade: Exceptional.

He did it, a perfect score. He was one of the two for the entire mage class. He felt Kasumi and Nadia's pride for and in him swell, and he felt so loved at that moment.

"Now, now, no one here should be getting all gushy! But yes, one of the students in this class is one of the two for your entire mage year to achieve a perfect score from all your classes!"

Several eyes shot in his direction, he hadn't made it a secret, especially after the party two nights prior.

He felt his cheeks heat up in embarrassment.

The rest of the class started chattering amongst themselves, many of them looking his way. He tried to hide behind his bonds, but they both moved so he wouldn't be able to.

Cottonrose turned small again and flew over to him. "Congratulations, Aldric," her voice was low, so low only he and his bonds could hear. "Your display, and my subsequent discussions with Professor Hydean and the Headmaster, made it clear I couldn't give you anything but an Exceptional. But don't let this go to your head. You are still human, you can, will, and do make mistakes. You must continue to strive to move forward, gain more knowledge. I put it to you to become the best of us."

He was shocked, but perhaps he shouldn't have been. But he nodded at the professor, who smiled and returned back to the front of the room to continue the lesson for the day.

More than a few hours later, Aldric was back in his dorm with his bonds. They spent some time congratulating him in the best way possible, and he spent showing them how grateful he was for their help.

Sweaty and sticky, and lying naked in their bed, they all three cuddled together under the sheets.

After a few moments to catch their breath, Aldric felt nervousness well-up in both of his bonds.

"Aldric."

"Al."

Kasumi and Nadia spoke at the same time, then looked at each other and giggled nervously. "Sorry!" Kasumi spoke first.

"Don't apologize. You go first, bond-sister, it's your right as first bond," Nadia acquiesced to her bond-sister.

"Alright," she drawled. Aldric felt her suspicion over the bond, and he had to agree with that feeling. Nadia was never deferential to Kasumi. What she wanted to talk about must have been a doozy.

But regardless, he focused back on Kasumi.

"Al, I won't take much time, I feel like what Nadia has to speak about is probably more important.. at least in the immediate but.. we need to talk about Jordan."

He felt his heart sink. He knew the talk was coming but he had put it off for as long as he could.

"Yes.. what about?" He answered hesitantly.

"I think it's time to get more proactive. I don't believe she has bonded anyone else, and from the way she speaks, she is in love with you.. but there's something holding her back. I believe it's time we went on the offensive to get her to bond, and quickly."

"Okay.. but why now? And.. I.. if it doesn't work, I'm not sure I could bear it, watching her bond another."

"That's just it, Aldric," her eyes were earnest and captivated him. "Whenever you think of her, Nadia and I can tell. The love you have for us is real, and pure.. but you feel so deeply for her, it's almost painful. Don't forget we can feel your emotions just as much as you can feel ours."

His eyes widened in shock, he knew he felt for Jordan.. obviously.. but so much it was hurting his bonds? He moved his head from Kasumi to Nadia and back several times in rapid succession.

"I-its true, Al. We know you love us. And we love you back. I've never felt something like this before, and the fact that you're such a good man.. it's.. hard to watch you pine for Jordan, and her blow you off, so often. As far as we know she doesn't even know you and I bonded," Nadia touched his arm lightly. The sadness in her eyes was evident to him.

"I.. I'm so incredibly sorry. I didn't even realize I was doing that. I'll.. I'll forget about her. You two are all I need."

"Nonsense, Aldric," Kasumi bit back. "Just because it makes us slightly uncomfortable doesn't mean you give up. No, it just highlights how much she's needed for our team."

"You think?" Aldric felt like the wind had been knocked from his sails. "Why?"

"Aldric," Kasumi's tone turned to understanding. "You love her. Just like you love me, and you love Nadia. It's one of the things that drew me to you. You wanted to love your bonds, not just use them. You are building a family. And it's evident to both me and Nadia that you need Jordan in that family."

He peered into Kasumi's eyes, so earnest and full of warmth. Then he looked into Nadia's, she was sad but not for herself, for him.

"Okay, so what do you suggest?"

"I think we should start by sending messages to her, left at the bond barracks. If that fails, we should find her, get her schedule and corner her and talk to her.. force her to talk to you. Show her how wanted she is."

"Would that work? It comes off a little.."

"Desperate, oh totally," Nadia chimed in. "But we'd rather you look desperate than feel the sadness in you anymore."

"Alright.. I get it. We'll do that."

"Good," Kasumi's voice perked up, nearly chipper. "Now, bond-sister, it's your turn."

Both Aldric and Kasumi rested their eyes on Nadia. "Oh, yeah. Okay.. I guess. It's just.. the day.. you know.. of the.."

"Spit it out, Nadia," Kasumi laughed.

"That's not what Al said, not fifteen minutes ago," Nadia smirked.

He slapped a palm to his face. "Focus. What are you trying to say Nadia?"

She inhaled deeply, settling herself. He felt her nerves threatening to overwhelm her, but she moved on. "It's come back slowly, considering my condition the day after.. but you may recall, I reacted.. poorly, when I saw Wade again, correct, Al?"

"Oh, yeah! What was that about?"

"Well.. there's on last secret about myself I haven't told you. See.. in order to protect the caravan as it went from place to place we had guards. They guarded us on the road from bandits and monsters. Once we were in the cities or towns, they were good against pick pockets, or common thugs, trying to shake down the my parents. But in cities guards aren't always the best against all threats and that's where.. I came in."

She took another large inhaling breath, calming herself in the exhale. Aldric had no idea what was happening, but it must have been something big for her to be this nervous. "From a very young age.. too young.. I was trained in the more.. subtle arts. Espionage, sabotage, and most importantly, assassination. It's why I use two knives. They're useful to slit a man's throat from behind and stow away in your robes so no one sees. Swords are too clunky, too hard to hide."

Aldric sat in stunned silence. His bond.. the bratty nekorian, who loved lazing around, who came to a draw in a drinking contest with an orc? She was an assassin?

"That's.. fairly heavy news, Nadia. Did you not think to share that before?" Kasumi spoke, her tone now accusatory, her eyes hard and staring at the nekorian.

Nadia slinked down in the bed. "I did want to. I did. But.. you both made me feel so good.. so welcome, I.. I put it off and I shouldn't have. It's the main reason why Torg's clan wanted me so much. I am very good at what I do."

Aldric sat up in bed, and took Nadia in her arms, shocking the nekorian. "I'm sorry, Nadia. I'm so sorry for what they put you through. For what they made you do."

They stayed like that for more than a few minutes, holding each other tightly. But finally he had to let go.

"Okay, so where do we go from here? Was your sister similarly trained?"

"No," Nadia's face fell. "It's why they used her as a threat against me. They knew she wouldn't be able to complete the training, she was too old. She's only 10 but, I'd killed at least twenty by that age.. and that number has only gotten higher since."

Aldric nodded solemnly. He didn't want to pry any further at the moment, and would get more detail from her later. "Oh, I'm sorry, why were you so shocked about Wade?"

"Yes, sorry! I got distracted," a small smile crept onto her face. "Wade is an assassin too. He trained with the same master I did, I hadn't seen him in forever. Remember I was trained very young, and back with my family by age ten. I didn't recognize him on our field assignment, two mages kept distracting me.. but seeing him relaxed in the mess hall, it just struck me suddenly that that's who he was."

"That.. shockingly makes sense," Aldric thought of all the times the man had scared the daylights out of him.

"Yeah.. I have no idea if he recognized me. But.. he may not be trustworthy."

"I'm not so sure," Aldric thought out loud. "Wade helped me more times than any one else, other than Kasumi during field assignments. He's had plenty of chances to stab me in the back and hasn't. But.. I understand. We'll just have to confirm."

Kasumi stood up, her nakedness distracting both of them, she went around to the middle of the bed and crawled into between their arms. "It'll be okay, my love, bond-sister. No matter what happens, we're a family."


Jordan Interlude

Exams were over. She'd achieved a perfect score. She was told only one other person had achieved that in their year.

A mage.

The pit in her stomach told her it was Aldric. She knew it, like she knew she loved him.

There was no doubt about it. How could there be? He would be the strongest mage ever in history. And he had Kasumi with him. Which.. if she had told herself a year ago that the strongest bond candidate in the history of the Academy would be bonded to Al.. she'd have laughed in her own face.

Al.. who was so goofy. Al, who was about as observant as a footstool. Al, who was as loveable as a puppy. Was now one of the strongest people in the Empire, bonded to one of the most beautiful and perfect women Jordan had even seen.

And, almost unfairly, she was kind.

Yes, okay, she was a little stuck-up but she had every right to be. Kasumi Akagi was what everyone at the Academy should aspire to be: smart, funny, fast, strong, witty, knowledgeable, independent, and fierce. Any positive attribute she could think of, she knew Kasumi was that.

Maybe it was a bit of hero worship, but who was it harming? The only one who knew was her.

Well, maybe Zach. But she rarely reached out to him anymore, since he had bonded with the avian man, Thom. Again, another thing Al did right. He set Zach up with a man who was perfect for him.

Hesitant but not slow. Timid but not cowardly. Zach needed someone like that to temper him. He was too outgoing, too fast moving. And.. Al had done well for the avian as well, because being with Zach made the man come out of his shell a little.

The times she'd seen them, without Aldric around by her request, Zach and Thom were deliriously in love. And because of the bond they would stay together, forever. It was almost sickeningly sweet.

She shook her head. No, she couldn't think like that. She was happy for them, truly. Zach had been an annoying younger brother-type to her growing up, and she was excited to see him so happy.

She took in her surroundings; she was walking back to her room. Her roommate Kimi was next to her, the wood elf was already bundled up, as the temperature was beginning to drop, and the elf wasn't used to such low climates.

They were halfway across campus, coming back from class, going towards the bond barracks. Jordan wasn't in a rush, since the cramped room wasn't nice, and the food was just okay. But Kimi was doing her damnedest to get out of the cold.

"Hey, isn't that.." Kimi's muffled voice came out, her finger pointed over to the central building, where three people were holding hands and kissing, making their way back to the mage barracks, or Jordan presumed that, given it was two women and a man.

But.. the woman looked familiar. But the man didn't. He was large and muscled, with a well sculpted beard and impeccably combed brown hair. If she wasn't holding out for Aldric she would have gone over and introduced herself to the man. He looked good.

"Wait, no! I'm mistaken, let's go!" Kimi's voice was urgent now and the elf began pushing Jordan in the other direction with one hand and the other trying to turn her head.

Why?

She took another look. Red hair. Four.. tails. Kasumi? Was she cheating on Al? No, she couldn't be. But the man she was kissing.. didn't.. look..

Reality hit her like a stone. The good-looking man was Aldric. He had grown up. His muscles bulged, he looked taller, his hair was done well, not in its usual mess, and his beard came in fully, not the wispy bit of hair it once had been. He was a man. In just a few short months of not seeing him he had changed completely into a new person; one she almost hadn't recognized.

"No, no, we have to go, now," Kimi pressed on Jordan more, and moved her away from the women and man.

Wait. Women? Not woman singular?

Another stone dropped and the pit in her stomach grew ten sizes, a despair she didn't know she could feel welled up inside of her.

She recognized the second woman, though she didn't remember her name. She was the nekorian who had flirted with Al in front of her and Kasumi. Jordan had forgotten her name. Why was..?

And then they kissed, openly, obnoxiously. The nekorian was gazing into Aldric's eyes like they were lovers. Which.. Jordan realized they were.

Aldric put his arm around both women and kept moving towards the mage barracks. Their backs now to Jordan and Kimi. She was able to see both the mysterious nekorian and Kasumi's tails flitting back and forth in obvious happiness.

Hollow. That's what she felt.

Completely, totally hollow.

"Come on, Jor, we have to move. We.. uh.. have to get back for dinner. Yeah, dinner," Kimi frantically spoke.

"No."

"What? No? You need to eat, Jor," Kimi was physically pushing her forward now. But Jordan didn't even notice.

"How.. why.. what does she have? She's not even as pretty as Kasumi!" Her scream fled her lips.

***

What felt like days later, she woke up. Her eyes were red and itchy from crying so much. She knew she was being irrational. Of course he would bond others. She knew that. But she had forsaken being with him so she could achieve her goal of being the best.

She thought finally after getting a perfect score she would have been put on the Leaderboard. But no, she'd checked every day, and no change. She challenged others almost daily, winning more than she lost. She did field assignments every chance she could, giving up her weekends with Aldric to do so.

She sacrificed so much of herself just to make sure he knew she was good enough for him. But what did she get in return?

Nothing.

Nothing from Al. Nothing from the school. Her professors gave her a pat on the back for being the only bond to score a perfect score on the exams. Aldric didn't even know she had. Surely if he knew he would have contacted her.. congratulated her on her achievement.

She remembered the day she got the job at that horrible bar, she had worked there until the bonding stone ceremony that changed their entire lives.

The owner was a lech, only hiring pretty orphan girls so he could flirt with them. But Lorelei warned them about him. He wouldn't touch unless they allowed it and to let her know if he had done otherwise. Jordan never had let him, she wasn't his.

But the day she was hired, everyone at the orphanage had thrown her a party.

Aldric had smiled so wide she was sure his face was going to hurt. But he just smiled and heaved her up on his shoulders, her knight in shining armor, like those stories he used to love having Lorelei read to him. The strong knight defending and loving the fair maiden.

That night was the first night she ever touched herself to him.

But now.. now he had two bonds. Sure, he would have seven.. and Jordan could still make sure she was one of them. But it somehow felt empty. She wasn't his first choice. Not even his second choice.

And she didn't even know his second choice. She wasn't on the Leaderboard. Jordan knew. She had checked every single day, hoping to see her name on that list. She would have recognized the name. And she had Kimi checking too. She thought Kimi might have known who the nekorian was, there was a flash of recognition in her eyes when she spotted her.

But she was tight lipped and didn't say anything more.

Jordan didn't know what to do, except try harder. She still wanted to hold out hope of bonding with Al, but every time she closed her eyes, she just saw the man he had become, kissing the women he loved.. not her. And the pain started again.

So, she focused on getting on the Leaderboard. Proving to herself and Aldric that she could do it. With that, a new plan formed. She'd challenge Aldric's bonds, and when she beat them, he'd have to see she was superior. He'd have to beg her to bond, and she would be first in his eyes.

She finally sat up in bed and started her day.

***

Weeks after that encounter, Aldric had begun haunting her everywhere she went. He was leaving messages for her at the barracks, asking after her. Asking her to come see him and talk.

Zach came to talk to her, alone, about seeing Aldric. Bonding. But she cut that conversation short, telling him she had somewhere else to be, which of course was a lie.

Aldric had even asked her to join him on a field assignment. She almost accepted. It would have been a chance to show up his women in front of him and prove she was superior. But she still felt under-prepared. They were, after all, bonded to a mage. Their strength, speed, agility, and stamina would all have been increased.

So, she kept preparing. She sent a note back with her apologies for not being able to join them, and she joined another group.

In fact she had been joining different groups every weekend. She didn't want anyone to get too attached to her.. not since Ren. The poor deluded boy thought she would leave Aldric for him. She had told him no countless times and in the end he hadn't been able to bear it.

Which was strange to her, but men were strange. Look at who Aldric bonded. A nekorian who, she had learned, was only a first year. Not even someone special like Kasumi. That enraged her on Aldric's behalf. She should have been more special to be with him.

***

Her luck ran out. She finally ran into them at a field assignment, his beautiful eyes found her and followed her. No..


Chapter 36

The next few weeks breezed by for Aldric and his bonds. Fall changed quickly and violently to Winter, with snow falling heavily most days, and gusty winds blowing over even the sturdiest of mages, making it even more difficult to get to class.

The Academy did their best to make it easier though, the walkways were magically cleared each day, and their wardrobes were magically full of clothing that was heavier and thicker, with furs on the inside and around the linings to allow for more warmth.

Aldric and the others started their Friday study sessions again. Though they moved it inside, given the change in weather. They decided to take turns rotating whose dorm they went to. So far they'd been to Aldric's, Lorn's, Thom's, Grey's, and Kairn's. Finias was the next one up. They each volunteered for a spot in line, Aldric took the first slot on purpose. He wanted to make sure that everyone knew he was honest, trustful, and willing to open himself to others.

He could tell it wasn't needed with most of them, and the few that would still need convincing were well on their way. The biggest win for him was that Grey trusted him again and apologized again for how he had been acting. Aldric forgave him again, and said they should all move forward, together.

He had also gone on three more field assignments. Once paired with Finias and his bond, Heather, and a few bond candidates he didn't know. Another time being paired with Dynax Palstore and Silas Birchgrove, from the Friday group. He didn't know them as well, but the field assignment gave them some time together.

Then the last time, he remembered he could request a party, so he requested Lorn and She'lar, Grey and Evonne, Jordan and whatever bond candidate needed to fill out the group.

His request had been accepted by all, except Jordan who declined.

He hadn't expected that, and couldn't understand what he had done wrong. His mood soured after that.

But the field assignments were easy enough even if he wasn't giving them his all. Nothing nearly as difficult as his first two.

After that they had tried sending messages to Jordan and received no response. Kasumi was pressuring him to find her schedule and confront her, but he didn't want to. He wanted her.. but only if she wanted him. He couldn't and wouldn't force himself on her. As far as he was concerned, she would have to come to him. It made him inexorably sad and he knew that both his bonds would feel that, but there was nothing more he could do.

That, and, he had other things on his mind. Like Lorelei and whether she had been able to help Claudia.

***

The answer to that question was presented to them the next week, a full seven weeks since he had sent the original message.

It was Saturday night, and a knock on the door startled them. Kasumi got up from the sofa where they were all cuddling. Opening the door she loudly gasped and beckoned whoever it was inside the room. "Oh my!"

Aldric craned his neck to see and almost gasped as well. Into their dorm walked a very angry looking Lorelei, behind her were Ewyn, Arhan, and a little girl with black hair, fur covered cat ears, and a swishing black tail.

"Aldric Ironheart, the next time you send me a letter, I need more fucking details," Lorelei marched up to him. He stood and fully turned to see what was happening.

"What? I.. thought.."

"This girl is lucky to be alive."

"Wait.."

"Claudia!!" Nadia's voice cried out in surprise. The nekorian jumped up, twirling over the couch where she had been sitting, and sprinted into the small nekorian girl hiding behind Arhan. They crunched together and fell to the floor with a loud thud and a burst of giggles.

The elation he felt over his bond with Nadia trumped the feeling of unease he had, seeing Lorelei so angry.

Also, Aldric noticed that Arhan was not laughing or smiling as he usually would at a display like that. Ewyn wasn't either, truth be told. Though he was far more stoic than Arhan, he usually had a sarcastic comment or two. That gave him pause and reset his face into a serious one.

"What happened Lorelei?"

"You gave me no intel, no idea as to what we were walking in to. I tried to talk to the dwarf clan head, made an appointment and everything, which is why this shit has taken so long. Two months of my life gone waiting for that shithead to meet with me, only for him to dismiss me immediately."

"I told you they were trying to sell my bond into slavery, what did you expect? Did you think they would just give you the girl?" He didn't mean any malice; he was more incredulous. But the moment he spoke he realized he shouldn't have.

"I thought," Lorelei said through clenched teeth, "that speaking with an Arch Mage of the Empire would make them more understanding, but they blew me off. Completely."

Aldric took stock of the scene, Lorelei was standing over him, her face beet red. Ewyn and Arhan had come in and closed the door behind them, they stood on either side of the door like guards. Nadia and, who Aldric presumed was her sister, Claudia, rolled on the floor laughing and hugging.

"Wait, wait, wait. Start from the beginning."

Lorelei breathed in and calmed herself. He knew she had a temper but he'd never had it directed at him, something must have gone very wrong. When she was done breathing she looked mostly back to normal. "Like I said, after I received your note, I petitioned for a meeting with the clan, hoping that maybe the entire situation was a misunderstanding. They got back to me and gave me a meeting date far into the future. But as I said, I hoped it was a misunderstanding. Besides, it took almost that amount of time to actually get to the clan's city. They're dwarves so they're all nestled away in the western mountains. But finally, I met with the clan head, Muldo something-or-other, and he swiftly dismissed me and claimed that there was no girl there. He then his clan guards escort me out, some of whom were mages. That was when things went from bad to worse. On our way out the mages tried to kill me, surprising me from behind. But Arhan, bless him, felt something was off from the moment we arrived there. Too many people giving us shifty eyes, he said."

"And I was right," the wood elf spoke up.

Lorelei rolled her eyes but continued on. "He caught the first mage, cutting his head off immediately, which surprised the other mage, allowing for Ewyn to run him through the neck with his sword. I was stunned at the turn of events momentarily, but while they dispatched the mages I easily took out the mundane guards. Then we made the decision to look for the girl. Arhan and Eywn protected me while I sensed for her."

"Wait, you can use sensis loci on mundanes?"

Lorelei's eyes locked into his. "You know what that is?"

"Err, yes? Hydean made me learn it. I can sense most of the Academy, but not much further."

"Lords above, Aldric.." she muttered. "Anyway, yes. If you know the specific person you're looking for it becomes much easier. Regardless I found her in the basement.. well, dungeon."

Nadia shot up from the ground. "Dungeon?!" She looked at her sister up and down. "Fuck! I'm gonna fucking kill them all!"

"What's wrong?" Aldric asked. Kasumi sat back down next to him and motioned for Lorelei to continue.

"We fought our way to the dungeon. I don't want to bore you with details of my heroics, but they were spectacular." Ewyn coughed loudly from the door. "Okay, we were spectacular. We killed a great number of dwarves. Unfortunately, not the clan head, he was too much of a coward to come down. But we found the girl, Claudia, chained to the wall, beaten half to death and starved."

"What?!" Aldric roared. Now the rage Nadia was feeling made sense. "Enough is enough! How fucking dare they!"

He made to stand, but Lorelei pushed him down again. "Wait, I'm not done. Then you can blow your righteous wad all over the place."

He grumpily sat back down, not giving her the satisfaction of knowing he wanted to laugh at her joke. "Anyway, we rescued her, killed some more dwarves on the way out. I'd like to say it was for fun, but they made it harder than it had to be."

"Lorelei.."

"Don't thank me just yet. I'm taking the girl to the capital, where I will tell them what the Frosthammer clan did, and hopefully have them punished, beyond the destruction I caused. Besides, I'll need to explain myself to the court as to why I massacred almost an entire clan of dwarves."

He blinked several times, understanding what it was she was saying. There was a possibility of reprisal, and the possibility they could be the ones to be punished. "Do you need me to come? Nadia can testify as well."

"No, it shouldn't be necessary. You're just a student, as is Nadia. The girl will be all the proof I need. Besides, I am still an Arch Mage, my word counts more than that of a suspected trafficker."

Aldric nodded, unsure of what to do now. Nadia was still seething, ranting in the background about how she was going to kill every last member of the Frosthammer clan. No one stopped her. But.. Aldric couldn't help but think, her parents had been complicit too. He put his head in his hands and started running scenarios through his head how that conversation might go.

"Umm," a small voice sounded from nearby. Aldric looked up and saw a smaller version of Nadia standing in front of him. "I just wanted to say, thank you. I don't know why I was taken, or where, but the loud lady said that it was you who told her where I was. So.. thank you," she smiled sweetly at him. Aldric couldn't help but laugh at the loud lady, which made Lorelei scowl.

"Hi, Claudia. I'm Aldric, the loud lady's.. son. I didn't do anything special, it was your sister, my mate, who told me what was happening."

"My sister is your mate?" She looked confused.

"Yes," he put on his most warm smile.

"That's good! She needs someone calm, she's always too noisy," she laughed. "Ow," she clutched her side.

Nadia stopped ranting and bounded over to Claudia. "What's wrong, what hurts? How can I help?"

"Nothing, just laughed too hard, Nay," Claudia winced, Aldric moved over to let her sit, which she did with a thankful smile.

"You don't have to tell us.. but can you explain what happened? How you ended up in the dungeon? What they did to you?" Aldric asked, he wasn't sure if that was the right thing to do, but it felt more productive to talk than to sit and do nothing.

"Al, maybe it'd be best to let her rest," Nadia muttered, while still doting on her.

"No, I want to tell you. I.. need to. I don't remember when it was, there was no day or night in the dungeon, and I wasn't really awake for a lot of it.."

Maybe this wasn't such a good idea, Aldric thought, he already felt his temper spiking in rage. Nadia and Kasumi weren't fall behind either.

"But I was taken during the night, someone came into my room.. mom, dad, and I were staying at an inn away from the caravan. Then during the night someone came in and grabbed me. They put their hand around my mouth and a bag over my head.. then something hit me.. like a rushing bull and the next thing I remembered was being in the back of a cage on a wagon. There was a blanket over it that made it dark and stuffy.. but it didn't cover everything, I could see the road and the wood of the wagon.

It took a long time to get where we were going, but eventually I was hit with the same feeling of a rushing bull, and the next time I woke up I was in that cell. They came.. the dwarves, and beat me. Told me things, like my family was worthless, they'd own them, they were going to be slaves to them. They hit me every time they said something like that."

Aldric's eyes found Nadia, she was a vision of rage. Her eyes were menacing, her teeth bared, her body was tense with anger, and her hands were clenched so hard he was scared she would break them.

Then he glanced at Lorelei who was looking at the girl with pity.

"It felt like an eternity in that cell. I was barely fed, and I was chained to the wall, not allowed to move or even lie down comfortably. The night before I was saved, the head dwarf came down.. he.. I can't.." she started crying uncontrollably into her hands.

That was it for Aldric. That was the snapping point. He stood up and marched to the door. The dwarf was going to die. No more waiting.

Ewyn and Arhan moved to bar his way. Both men had their arms crossed across their chests.

"I love you both like fathers, but if you don't move, I'm going to move you." He felt a flare of power flicker off of him, like a blue streak of lightning.

"Aldric!" Lorelei hissed, her eyes wide in shock. "What are you doing? Can't you see? Your bond is in pain, her sister has been through an ordeal no one should ever have to, and you are going to run off and do what? Make everything worse? No. I will not allow it."

Aldric turned back to look at his surrogate mother. "Lorelei, you know what needs to be done. Why delay it?"

Kasumi's feelings shot from worry to full-blown panic, and she stood. "Aldric, stop," her voice wavered, holding back tears.

Lorelei pressed. "Because, if you take matters into your own hands, not only will it affect you, it will affect your bonds. You are strong, but not the strongest. How would it feel for your bond's sister to lose everything and then lose her sister as well?"

That struck him. Killing Torg.. would it have consequences for him? Or for his bonds?

"Calm down and look at the big picture, Aldric. We're going to the capital, I will have them punished, at the very least have Muldo's head. Then I am going to bring Claudia back with me, to the orphanage. I will not let anyone else touch her or take her. She will be safe and cared for by me. And your bond can come see her any time. But in the meantime, you need to learn, you need to get stronger, bond more. I don't see Jordan here, so you haven't bonded with her yet, have you? Do you not understand the position you're in? You're wading into politics that you're not strong or experienced enough to deal with. Let me handle it. I've been around a lot longer than you have. And despite what the Empire thinks or knows, I'm at the height of my power. No one will get near her, I promise."

Kasumi put herself next to him and guided him back to the couch. Nadia was staring wide eyed at Lorelei.

"Y-you'd do that, Mistress?" The rage hadn't left her, not by a long shot. But she was focused enough to know that she had to take care of Claudia first and foremost.

"Of course. No matter how much of a prick Aldric is being, he's still like a son to me, which makes you and Claudia family. Besides, it's not like I'd save the girl just to put her back with the people who let her be captured."

"Wait.." Claudia sniffled. "They let me go?"

The room went silent and Nadia’s eyes filled with sorrow as she looked at her sister.  “Listen, Clau, there’s some things you should know.

The next several hours were spent by Nadia explaining the deal her parents had struck between them and the Frosthammers. How by bonding Aldric she had inadvertently put Claudia in harm's way. The sisters spent a good amount of that time crying and apologizing to one another for everything. It was an emotionally taxing evening. And Aldric was glad when it was done.

The next day Lorelei and her husbands left with Claudia, off to the capital to bring Muldo and the Frosthammers to justice.

***

Despite how he felt, Aldric kept his cool from then on. He could tell how much it affected his bonds when he had flown off the handle and almost raised his hands to Ewyn and Arhan. Even Nadia who was in her own rage at the time cooled down when he had done that. He took that for the clue it was.

He promised them all from that day forward he would not do anything to Torg. He would ignore his existence as best he could and just focus on his studies.

That seemed to placate Lorelei and her husbands, and his bonds.

He wasn't sure how he could keep that promise, but he had to for their sake.

The months passed quickly with only two notes from Lorelei. One telling him they had reached the capital. And the second telling them that her arguments were heard, her truth verified, and that justice would be done. And that they were finally going back to the orphanage, not so subtly reminding him to bring Nadia by once term was over so she could see her sister, and so that Lorelei could check on his progress.

Finally, Winter turned into Spring, the clothes in their wardrobes changed into less insulated clothing, but still warm for the chilly Spring mornings.

Term was coming to a close, and something Lorelei had said had been nagging in his brain.

Well, two things. One was Jordan, but that never stopped nagging at him. The second was.. Muldo. He'd heard that name before.

However, he didn't have time to dwell on that unfortunately. Classes had really amped up in the second half of term, and he was inundated with so much homework, even having Kasumi complete some of it didn't help. Well, she only completed the History homework for him.

She rolled her eyes when he asked but still did it. The other classes were far more important to him. They hadn't learned many new spells, but both Hydean and Cottonrose were pushing them hard on theory of spellcraft and advanced techniques that were used to form new spells.

Weapons Training didn't get any easier. Sorodar was rotating the groups at least twice a week, making them all get used to different styles of fighting. And Bonding was frustrating because even Tyrhorn was giving them homework. Aldric didn't see the need as he had two bonds already, an attitude that did not appear to make Nadia or Kasumi happy. So he hunkered down and did it.

In all, even if he wanted to get to Torg and teach him a lesson, he didn't have the time. And with the end of the full year term, the professors let everyone know that end of year exams were going to be held in the last two weeks of the term.

***

With exams looming in three weeks, Hydean had strongly encouraged everyone to sign up for the last field assignment of the year. Wanting to take his mind off of studying and bash some monster skulls in, he gladly signed himself up. And sent an invitation to Jordan again. He didn't have much hope, given he hadn't heard from her or seen her in half a year, but on the off chance she accepted he wanted to try.

The morning of the field assignment came and he, Kasumi, and Nadia made their way down to the base of the tower, to wait as they always did for their group assignments.

As they reached the bottom Aldric saw that it was as packed as the first time, upperclassmen as well as underclassmen all waited for Brandeis to sort them and send them on their way.

Aldric rolled his cuffs up, held his bonds hands, and moved through the throng of students.

Brandeis came out soon afterwards and, magically enhancing his voice, told everyone that they'd be sorted in the courtyard in front of the main building. There were too many mages to fit in the tower entrance at once, let alone add in all the bonds and bond candidates.

Aldric made his way to the courtyard with the rest of them. Lorn found him with a toothy grin and they walked together, their bonds all a step behind chatting away.

"It's a good life, isn't it, friend?" Lorn nodded back to the three women behind them, all giggling about something.

"Yeah, it really is, Lorn."

When they got to the courtyard, the group of bond candidates were coming up at the same time. Aldric got on his tippy toes to look to see if Jordan was there. His heart fluttered when he thought he saw her, but couldn't get a better look, and then lost her in the shuffle.

Yet, his heart beat faster, hopeful that she would accept his group invite.

Finally, Hydean and Cottonrose came out.

"Welcome students to the final field assignment of the year!" Cottonrose's voice rang out.

"Yes, it has been an interesting and productive year. I know this last field assignment is going to be right up there for most important of the year," Hydean added.

"Agreed, professor! Now, let's get these kiddies all sorted into their groups and on their way!"

The group sorting took place, as name after name was called. Aldric and his bonds were with Lorn and She'lar, Thom and Zach, and several others he didn't know. No Jordan.

His ears strained to hear her name until finally, Hydean's amplified voice yelled out. "Jordan Taylor, into Group Frosthammer."

Aldric's blood ran cold. That couldn't be. That.. no.

His eyes watched as the blonde walked through the crowd, eventually stopping in a group of others.

He let go of Kasumi's hand and beelined for where she had gone. He ignored the rise in dismay at Kasumi and Nadia's feelings, but he felt them follow after him. He couldn't let this go on.

He pushed and shoved his way through students, keenly aware of Hydean and Cottonrose watching him. He didn't care.

Finally getting through to where Jordan was, standing next to the Torg.

"Jordan!" He yelled out.

Her eyes went wide, then narrowed on Kasumi and Nadia behind him. Then her eyes moved onto him, they were like steel, no emotion behind them.

"Aldric," her voice was cool, not at all the warm Jordan he remembered.

"Jordan, what's going on? Why are you with him?" He threw as much spite and hatred as he could into the word.

"It's just a group, Aldric."

“I thought you wanted to bond with me!” Aldric yelled at Jordan.

“I did.. I do!” she yelled back at him. Her eyes flicked from him to his bonds. He thought he saw a flash of sadness behind them, but it was gone instantly, back to a steely resolve.

“Then why are you taking group invites from him!” he pointed at the dwarf he hated so much. Who, despite his stature, actually looked like he was looking down on the two arguing humans. "I invited you! Why didn't you accept! Why won't you talk to me?!"

Aldric’s hatred of Torg had not abated in the least, and seeing him there, standing next to another woman that Aldric loved was almost enough to make him forget himself, and his promise to his bonds and Lorelei not to do anything drastic. The dwarf looked worse for wear, though, his beard wasn't as manicured as it had been and his hair was unkempt. Whatever Lorelei had done to his family seemed to be affecting him at school, which was almost enough for Aldric. He still wanted the dwarf to pay, but he'd have to bide his time.

“Its just a field assignment, Aldric, it's not that big of a deal, I need experience. I can’t get on to the Leaderboard without doing things like this," she spat out. He noticed she hadn't answered his questions. "And besides, I didn’t think you’d notice, you’re so busy with Kasumi and Nadia!” she screamed at him.

Aldric recoiled in shock. The last line hitting him harder than he would have thought.

“I’m.. just.. it’s..” he stammered.

“Yeah, I thought so. Left the orphanage and now you’re too good for me with your kitsune and nekorian bonds."

"Stop that, right this instant, Jordan," Kasumi yelled. "That's how this place works, he will always be with more than one person, you said you understood that."

"Well, maybe I don't care anymore, Kasumi," she all but spat her name.

"Stop, why are you fighting?" Nadia spoke up.

"Quiet, nekorian. This isn't about you," Jordan's words cut him.

"Wait.. no, stop. You can't talk to them like that. Stop.. please."

"Of course, take their side. Well, fine! See you later, Aldric.”

She stormed away in a huff. Tears welled in Aldric’s eyes and he didn’t care who saw. “Wait.. no.. I.. I love you..”

But she didn’t hear him. She had already stormed away, the dwarf laughing at the turn of his luck. The rest of the group shuffled awkwardly after them.

Aldric slumped to the ground, not able to comprehend what just happened. The tears fell freely from his eyes, he knew people were watching, they all of them could be damned. He felt like he had just lost a piece of his soul, nothing else mattered.

He felt Kasumi leave his side and then return a few moments later, for what reason he didn't know. He just sat, on the ground. Feeling the emptiness inside.


Chapter 37

He didn't know how long or how far he fell into his despair, but he knew that he had reached the bottom of the well when Kasumi didn't even bother to chastise him for not doing his homework, or for not studying for finals.

Finally on the evening three days after the fight with Jordan, Aldric knew he had to move on. He sat in the library pretending to read the story, The Lion and the Maiden Fair, again. Kasumi had given him an odd look when he picked it up, but she didn't say anything. He sat there thinking of all the ways he'd messed up, of how he had accidentally made Jordan hate him. He knew then he had to apologize to his bonds, ensure they didn't hate him, and make sure they could all move forward together.

He closed the book without actually reading a word of it. It was too painful.

Kasumi looked up from her seat across the room, Nadia, who was curled up into a ball on one of the couches, did as well.

"I'm sorry," he said softly.

"For what?" Kasumi asked.

"You know for what. For wallowing in my own self-pity. For not listening to you more. For not pushing for Jordan to join us earlier. Hell, for not bonding with her the moment we got to the Academy. I wouldn't change anything about our lives, Kas, Nadia. I love every second of it. I love you both too much to ever think of changing what we have. But it hurts so much to watch her walk away. To watch a woman, I've loved since I knew what that concept was, walk away with someone I know, without a shadow of doubt is evil. And I can't even warn her about him. Tell her to watch herself. Because she won't listen. I don't even know what I'm saying or doing or thinking anymore. I'm just rambling and I'm hurting myself, and worst of all I'm hurting you two. I can't believe it, I'm hurting you with my stupidity and my own issues, and my inaction, and my sorrow over someone who never loved me back, and for making everything about me. So, for that, and so many other things, I'm sorry."

Kasumi put her bookmark in her book and closed the cover. She stood up and walked to Nadia, holding her hand to help the nekorian up. Nadia took it and stood up as well. They both walked over to him, kneeling in front of him.

Kasumi took his face into her hands, making him stare directly into her eyes. Her beautiful eyes. The eyes he'd fallen for immediately, months ago. The eyes that looked so full of love at the moment.

"You have nothing to apologize for, Aldric. You loved me when I didn't love myself. You showed me that I could have it all, love, power, happiness, family, and I could have it all with you." She pressed her lips against his and kissed him gently.

She pulled back and kneeled next to Nadia, who then stood and took his face into her hands as Kasumi had done. "I will not allow you to apologize to me, Al. I was nothing but a tool before you showed me love. I was a tool for my parents to remove merchants or tradesmen who tried to swindle us, or who they just plain didn't like. And then I was a tool for Torg, his to use and abuse in any manner of way that he saw fit. I was never my own person until you came along and gave me love and a purpose. I thank the gods every day that you bonded me before Torg did. I praise them nightly for them bringing me you to release me from my tormenting life. And you saved my sister, to boot. So, no you have no reason to apologize."

She kissed him too. "I love you, Al. We love you."

"I love you too, both of you. I'm not sure where I'd be without you."

"Probably still stumbling over the dwarves looking for the barracks," Kasumi said with a wry grin.

He laughed. For the first time in several days, he laughed, and it felt good.

"Thank you both. You're both way too good for me."

"We know," Nadia grinned her trademark mischievous grin. He'd come to love that grin, as well as dread whatever the mind behind it was thinking up.

"Now, you need to study. I've let you off the hook for far too long and your homework is piling up," Kasumi brought a stack of papers and books over. They fell with a crash on the table.

"Shit.. I thought you had let me off the hook for this," he tried his best to sound sad, and gave her his best puppy dog eyes.

"Never! School work is important."

"You know what else is important?" Nadia's hand massaged his groin, eliciting a moan from him.

He hadn't had the energy or been in the mood for several days to be with his bonds. He was feeling better now and his libido was crying out for release.

Kasumi playfully rolled her eyes, but he caught the wild glint in them. "Fine, but we better hurry, we really do have a lot of work to do." She dropped to her knees in front of him once again.

"Sir, yes, sir," he saluted. And, as his pants dropped, he stood at attention for his bonds.

***

They spent the night together, reminding each other of all the ways that they could love one another. Aldric knew he was what brought them together, but he could plainly see how much they both loved being with one another as well. They didn't do anything when he wasn't present, but he could tell it wasn't just an act for his pleasure when they did. That, if anything, made it more special for him. They truly had become bond-sisters. They didn't argue over him, or fight who got attention, other than playfully. They loved making him happy but also wanted to make each other happy as well.

That was always his goal, to have a family to love, hold, and cherish.

And.. they never did get back to studying. Oh well.

The next day, Aldric found Lorn and She'lar in the mess hall, sitting with Thom and Zach.

"Hey guys," he sat down next to them, all their eyes fell on him in awkward silence. "I have to apologize for bailing on the field assignment. I hope it wasn't too bad. I.. just couldn't."

"Not to worry, friend Aldric," Thom spoke up first. "Bond Friend Kasumi talked to Professor Hydean and withdrew you and got us a replacement team member. The field assignment itself was easy, not as hard as Professors made it sound."

"Wait, she did?"

"She didn't tell you?" Lorn raised his eyebrow skeptically.

"No, I haven't.. really been in the best place. I didn't even think to ask."

Zach laid his hand on Aldric's arm. "We know.. if it's any consolation, I'm sorry. I don't know what's gotten into her head lately. She's stopped responding to me as well."

Aldric shook his head "It's fine. She's her own person, she can make her own decisions. I wish it had been me, but what can I do? I just want her to be happy and healthy, and quite frankly to not think about it anymore."

"Very well, Friend Aldric. The topic has been forgotten," Thom smiled at him.

"Thank you Thom, Zach," he returned the smile. "I am blessed with some amazing friends."

Lorn grunted, causing Aldric to look over at the orc.

"Just say it, Lorn'al," She'lar poked the orc.

He sighed heavily. "Yes, I know," he poked her back harder, which only made her eyes glint in a certain way. Aldric coughed into his hand, causing Zach to laugh.

Lorn coughed embarrassed. "Yes.. anyway, you're my best friend Aldric. I don't think I'd do as well here if it wasn't for you and Kasumi. So, thank you."

"Oh, no worries, Lorn. That's what friends are for."

"Yes," the orc nodded slowly. "Then I think, as your friend, it is my duty to tell you.. that human girl hasn't bonded with anyone. I believe she still is holding out for you. Though, I don't really know what she expects to happen."

His heart leapt. "How do you know?"

"I made friends with that dwarf, Barry from the party after the mid-year exams. Apparently the Frosthammer clan has fallen out of favor, which means they are scrutinized by all the other clans. He would not be able to bond with anyone without the rest of the dwarves knowing."

Aldric nodded, not really knowing what to do with the information.

Lorn continued. "My point, being, Aldric. Is that if you can find her, corner her into talking to you without your bonds present, it may be easier."

"By the way, where are your bonds?" Zach asked, looking around for Kasumi and Nadia.

"Oh, I'm letting them sleep in. We had a.. busy night last night," he let slip a small smile. "But thank you Lorn, I appreciate the help, but I'm not sure that is wise."

Lorn shrugged but surprisingly it was Thom who spoke up. "Friend Aldric, I tell you this as a friend. If you do not look for Bond Friend Jordan, you will lose her, and you may lose your other bonds. You've been depressed for the last three days and while you may not notice, we have and we have spoken. It is affecting not only you but your bonds as well. They may be able to handle it now, but at some point their jealousy over a woman who never joined you will boil over into hate, or worse, indifference, there will be no love left for you in their hearts because you will not get over Bond Friend Jordan. Friend Aldric, I like you and I like your bonds. You gave me my Love Zach. I do not want this end for you. I want you to be happy. So if you do not try, I will be angry."

Both Aldric and Zach's jaws dropped at the words Thom had spoken. It was the most he'd ever heard the avian say at once.

Lorn, however, nodded approvingly. "Yes, I am of much the same mind, Al. If you do not pursue this, you must let her go in your heart and mind. But I'd much prefer you go after her, I liked Jordan."

"Where'd that come from, babe?" Zach asked.

"Right here," Thom pointed at his own heart and then Zach's. "Our bonds do not just make us stronger as mages, they make us stronger as people."

Aldric gulped and nodded. "Okay, so.. I should go.. now?"

"Yes! Right now. Find her and bring her into your bond."

"Th-thank you," he stammered as he stood from the table.

"We will tell your bonds where you have gone, though I believe they can sense it," Thom assured him.

"Thank you.. thank you all.." he stumbled a little as he turned, but with one look back at the table, all of them were smiling and encouraging him. He turned back and ran out of the barracks as fast as he could.

He needed to find Jordan and fix everything. Before it ruined his life.

He ran through campus, flying through each building searching for Jordan. He even tried to use sensis loci which didn't work. He wasn't Lorelei, and couldn't use it to find mundanes, even if he knew who she was.

Each tower and building he checked was empty of her presence. He nearly despaired again, knowing he may have lost his chance. But no, his heart told him she was still there, and still waiting for him. He just needed to find her.

He raced through the campus again, running faster than he'd ever gone before.

Aldric finally, after searching every building on campus three times over, found Jordan alone in a classroom in the main building.

Somehow he hadn't seen her, when he'd passed through earlier. Like she knew how to evade where he was looking. Which he knew wasn't true. But the how's or why's didn't matter. All that mattered was that she was there.

Still thankful for Lorn's knowledge that she hadn’t bonded Torg yet, Aldric knew he couldn’t wait any longer, it would soon be too late. He walked into the classroom, keeping himself near the door, not wanting to spook her.

“Jordan, please, we need to talk," he spoke softly. "I want to apologize."

She turned to him, and made for the door, not responding to him. She looked smaller, or like she was making herself smaller. She was clutching her arm to her chest and her head was down with her hair falling over her face.

"Please, Jordan can we talk? If you want me to leave you alone, just tell me and I will, no questions asked, I'll never bother you again." She stopped at the door, her hand on the knob, not quite turning it. He was thankful for that, but looking around her golden, cascading hair, onto her face, he saw tears falling.

“Jordan, stop! Why are you crying?”

She turned fully, letting go of the knob, to look at him. Her eyes were bloodshot, the same tear-soaked eyes that cried when she thought he had died in the orphanage. The same eyes that he had silently fallen for during their years at the orphanage. The same eyes that sparked so much joy in his heart. The same eyes that he knew should be only for him.

“Torg.. he..”

“What did Torg do?”

Tears streamed down her face, freely falling. She jumped into his arms and buried her face in his chest. “He wanted to bond right now. I told.. I told him I couldn’t, I needed to figure out what I wanted. But he got angry. Al.. he tried to rape me.”

That’s when he saw it, her torn clothes near her chest that she was trying to cover up, a torn sleeve, and several bruise marks on her arms.

He saw red.

There was nothing else but pain and hatred flowing through him. His magic flared violently, pushing the tables and chairs in the room back crashing against the walls. Jordan’s eyes went wide. “No, Al! Calm down! Please! Nothing happened, I held him off and he left! Stop!”

He couldn’t hear her. He looked inward, his senses reaching out to find Torg. He didn’t know where the little fucker’s hideouts were but all he had to do was push his senses to feel where he was. Pain roared inside of him from stretching his powers behind what they could do, but he didn’t care. In seconds he pinpointed the disgusting aura that surrounded Torg, he took off sprinting. Jordan tried to follow, yelling at him to stop but for all the rage he felt she might as well have not been there.

Not again. Never again was the mantra that played in his head over and over again. He wouldn’t let someone else come to harm from the dwarf or his clan. He was going to fix the issue, permanently.


Jordan Interlude

“No, Al! Calm down! Please! Nothing happened, I held him off and he left! Stop!” She yelled at the man she loved, to stop him from killing another man. A man who had tried to rape her. The words formed in her head but she just couldn’t make them make sense. How did it all go wrong?

It was like her brain was stuck and didn't know how to process everything that was happening. One minute Torg was there, trying to rip off her clothes, painfully clutching her arm, then her foot connected with his nuts, and he limped off, cursing her, her family, and all humans. Then Al came in and tried to talk to her. But.. she couldn't hold back and told him what Torg had done.. another mistake in a long line of mistakes.

Aldric took off sprinting, not bothering to even look back at her. She could see the rage, the complete and total anguish in his eyes. She tried to follow him but he quickly outpaced her. Only twice bonded and was already one of the strongest people she’d ever seen, she had no hope of ever catching up with him.

Aldric was not aware when she stopped trying to follow. He didn’t look back or notice. She felt the full weight of her helplessness then. What could she do? Aldric was going to kill Torg, and then he’d get expelled or worse. His lifelong dream of becoming a mage would end, all because of her. Because of her own stupid need to push forward and become the best to bond Al, to reach the top of the Leaderboard like Kasumi had.

When he bonded Kasumi, it made sense to Jordan. Kasumi was the best of the best. Top of the Leaderboard for three years in a row, longer than anyone in history.

But then he bonded the nekorian, Nadia, she'd learned her name from Torg. And something in her broke. The nekorian was a first year student who hadn’t even bothered to do any field assignments or issue any challenges as far as she knew. What made her so special that he bonded her? She wasn't as competent as Kasumi, or as pretty as Jordan.

So, she had thrown herself into fully committing to being on the Leaderboard then, to show Al just how much better she was than Nadia could be. Hell, better than even Kasumi ever was.

Yes, that meant not spending time with him. But he’d understand right? He’d get what she was doing.

Then they fought about Torg. Fucking, stupid, piece of shit Torg. She didn’t even want to bond him. But when she saw Al his two bonds acting like they were in love, it gutted her harder than she ever could have imagined. She lashed out the day of the last field assignment. And she’d been regretting it ever since. She wanted to apologize, not just to Al, but to his bonds as well. But she didn’t know how to face him again.

Face them.

After that fight, and she didn’t know why, but she followed the dwarf around.. thinking she had nowhere else to go. She couldn’t spend time with Al anymore, and Zach had been avoiding all of them, spending all of his time with Thom. Isolated and afraid she latched on to Torg like a parasite.

And the worst part was Torg wouldn’t stop fucking talking about Al. How he was going to fuck Al up once they bonded. Torg was acting like it was a foregone conclusion that she and he would bond, just because she’d had a fight with Al in front of him.

She couldn’t even meet his eye when he said that. Not that she could normally, with his small stature.

She had no intention of bonding Torg. But she couldn’t think of anywhere else to go. She was stuck. Stuck, alone, and afraid.

But for all the harm she’d done to herself, and the anger she felt at Al, Nadia, and Kasumi, she never let slip his secret. She couldn’t do that to him. In her heart, she knew that would be a base betrayal she could never come back from. She’d never be able to look at herself in a mirror again, or face Al.

She shook herself out of her daze, she was still standing where Al had left her in the central tower building. She needed to find someone, anyone, to get Aldric to stop before he killed the dwarf. She wasn’t sure what they would do beyond that.

“Help! Help!” she cried out, running towards the administration desk. Some students looked at her but ignored her. She felt helpless at that moment, completely and totally lost and unable to fix anything.

Just then someone stopped her. “Jordan!”

She rounded and saw both Kasumi and Nadia running towards her. Her face flushed with embarrassment, the two people she didn’t want to see, but probably needed the most.

“Jordan, what happened?” Kasumi said as they got closer.

“He.. he’s gone after Torg. I’m not sure where.”

Aldric’s two bonds shared a look. “How serious is it? I’ve not felt this level of rage from Al since the day we found out what the Frosthammers did to Claudia,” Nadia said.

Jordan didn’t understand what that meant, she only knew that Torg was a Frosthammer. Other than complaining about Aldric, his favorite thing to talk about was his mighty heritage and how they'd get vengeance on all those who had wronged them. It was insufferable.

“I don’t know what that means,” Jordan explained.

“Nothing we have time for,” Nadia waved away the conversation.

Kasumi was staring at her, unnervingly still. “Were you in a fight?” she pointed at Jordan’s tattered and ripped clothes.

“Wait, yeah, and what are these marks?” Nadia lifted Jordan’s arms and examined them.

“T-Torg tried to force himself on me. I fought him off, but Al found me right after.”

“Ah, fuck,” Nadia muttered.

Kasumi then did something unexpected: she hugged her. For some reason that one simple act pulled Jordan out of whatever malaise she had been feeling, and brought her closer to Kasumi than she thought she ever would be. “I’m so sorry Jordan. And I will talk to you whenever you need to, but right now we need to stop Al from murdering that piece of trash.”

Kasumi let go of her and started running towards the door.

"Fucking Torg, going to make me run. I fucking hate running,” Nadia muttered. The nekorian grabbed Jordan’s hand and started sprinting after Kasumi.

“Ow..ohhh!” Jordan yelled as she tried to keep up with Nadia’s bond enhanced legs.

“Sorry, Jordan. I know you’ve been through the fucking wringer.. but Al will need all of us,” Nadia yelled back at her.

They were moving quickly across the campus. “How do you know where to go?”

“We can feel him over the bond, it’s not perfect.. but look,” Kasumi called out and pointed at the tower they were running to, Jordan wasn't even sure which one, with everything going on she was disoriented. A blue flame had engulfed the lower portion of the tower. Jordan felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She knew it was Al.

As they got closer she saw dwarves, halflings, and other students running away, screaming in panic. And then finally they got to the epicenter of the flames.

What they saw there, Jordan knew would be burned in her mind forever. Aldric was holding Torg up by the collar of the dwarf’s uniform, his arm back, fist balled and poised to launch forward into Torg’s chest, the rubble and burning building, and the blue flames engulfing them both. The utter destruction Aldric had caused in his anger. Because of her.

“STOP!” they all yelled in unison.

“Stop it Al! Don’t kill him!” Nadia yelled.

“My love, put him down!” Kasumi cried out.

“Al, please, don’t do anything you’ll regret, he’s not it worth it!” Jordan yelled.

He turned around to look at them and Jordan choked at what she saw. The face she’d loved from afar for so long was set in a mask of pure rage and tears were falling from his eyes.

She knew then. She didn’t care about the Leaderboard anymore, she didn’t care about being the best. She just wanted him. To make him whole and happy, to never see tears falling from those eyes ever again.


Chapter 38

In what felt like only seconds later Aldric came crashing into Torg’s hidey-hole, a small bar embedded into the northwest tower where only dwarves and halflings could fit, a hole in the wall bar, literally. There he saw Torg chatting up a female dwarf who was barely paying attention.

Aldric’s power blazed, blue flames rippled out and lashed against the wall. The magic holding the stones protecting it washed away in the face of his power. He motioned cutting across the tower and a wave of force left his hand, exploding a hole through the wall protecting it. The explosion kicked up a cloud of dust and debris, covering the patrons of the bar in what had just been the wall. A few stones had lodged themselves in the still standing walls, others had narrowly avoided hitting other students. But nothing was the same.

Torg looked at Aldric, standing there, the blue aura radiating off of him. The female dwarf next to Torg saw the look in Aldric’s eyes and ran away, followed by a majority of the bar’s patrons.

Torg must have been too drunk to notice the evil Aldric intended to do to him, because he did the dumbest thing possible. “Oh.. so the lit’le slut went runnin’ ta ye, did she? Did she tell you that mean ol’ Torg tried to force her? Bah,” he waved his hand. “You can’t force someone who doesn’t really matter. Ye heard Tyrhorn, they’re property. That’s what bonds are made for. To make us stronger, ye know?”

Aldric hadn’t thought he could get any angrier, but Torg had just proven him wrong. His aura burned brighter and whipped out of control, like a blazing blue fire that rippled off of him. The bottles of liquor on the bar wall flew across the room shattering into a million little glass fragments, sending the patrons who hadn’t already ran fleeing for their lives. Torg just kept rambling about uppity bitches who should learn their place.

Aldric realized the dwarf was drunk. He had gone to a bar after trying to rape the woman that Aldric loved. She meant so little to him. She was only a thing, property to be used and thrown away. He was just like the rest of his clan. Using people as objects. Using, abusing, and casting aside anyone who got in their way.

He didn’t know how they got away with it so far, but this would be the first stop in bringing down their entire clan, from stem to root. Whatever the Empire intended to do to his clan in punishment would look like child's play when he was done.

Aldric grasped the dwarf by his collar, lifting him into the air. The power of his aura was burning so hotly it started to actually burn Torg’s clothes and skin despite the dwarf’s natural resistance to heat. That’s when Torg sobered up enough to realize what was happening.

“Ai! Let me down ya’ daft cunt!” He screamed. His little legs kicked and ran, trying anything to get out of Aldric’s grasp. His hands tried to pry away Aldric’s fingers, but it was all for naught. Aldric’s grip was too tight, his rage fueling his power. He felt as if he could tear the sky in two and the dwarf’s feeble attempts at fighting him off were tantamount to a newborn fighting a sabertoothed hound.

The fire fully consumed them both, leaving Aldric completely unscathed but the flames burned into Torg bit by bit. Torg’s eyes went wide in panic. The dwarf’s fingers were the first to start burning off. The flames crept up his knuckles, slowly leaving exposed bone in their wake, causing him to cry out in agony.

“Let me go! I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I promise, I’ll leave ‘er alone. I’ll leave them all alone!”

It was too little, too late in Aldric’s eyes. He would see this through for the harm that Torg already done to Nadia and Jordan. For the harm his family had caused Claudia and who knew how many countless others. For the ones that Aldric could save from ever experiencing what Torg and his clan could do. For the ones that Aldric didn't know of, he would avenge them.

Aldric brought his arm back, his hand formed into a fist and tension coiled throughout his whole body getting ready to ram it straight through Torg’s pathetic mewling face—

“STOP!”

It wasn’t just one person who yelled, it was three all at once. Jordan, Kasumi, and Nadia were all standing there, suddenly behind him, in the hole he made in the bar’s wall.

“Stop it Al! Don’t kill him!” Nadia yelled.

“My love, put him down!” Kasumi cried out.

“Al, please, don’t do anything you’ll regret, he’s not it worth it!” Jordan yelled.

Aldric was struck by the feeling flowing through his bonds; fear. They were afraid. Afraid of him. Afraid of what would happen if Torg were killed. He was struck harsher than any physical pain could. He had frightened the people he loved.

He looked around and saw all three people he loved. He saw the fear in all of their eyes, the desperation in their faces. He knew then he couldn’t move forward with killing Torg. They would never forgive him. They might eventually understand, but it was a sight too far for them.

But the raging inferno in him didn’t want to calm down, it cried out for Torg’s blood. It demanded to be satiated. For a moment he truly thought he had lost control. The roiling flame inside of him was so strong, so full of energy that he didn’t know if he could control it.

Worse still was that Aldric knew it wasn’t just a flame inside of him. It was his very mana soul. His own mana soul was burning out of control, feeding on his hatred and anger.

Then he felt them, his bonds, in his mind. Soothing him, working to calm the flames inside his soul. Unafraid of what may happen to them, just worried for his safety and his soul.

Acting on nothing but instinct, he let them in. The soothing power of their presence, the calm that they brought with them. They were as much a part of his mana soul as he was, they probably felt the same rage he did. They likely felt the pressure release the moment he flew off in a rage after Torg. But despite it all, they knew he needed to regain control. Calm, cool, collected, is what he needed to be. He felt them wash over him, bringing him down.

The inferno in his aura abated slowly, fanning down like a dying fire. He set Torg onto the ground. Calming down enough breathe the first breath he had taken since Jordan said the word ‘rape.’ He knew there would be a reckoning from this, but at that moment, he just needed to make sure his bonds and Jordan were alright.

“That’s right, lad, put me down, like the good lit’le boy ye’ are, listening to those sluts like a good lit’le puppy,” Torg smirked.

In an instant Aldric had formed a plan and his hand pierced Torg’s chest like an arrow the dwarf never saw coming. The three women cried out as they watched Aldric impale Torg on his arm. He kept calm, not letting anything distract him. He needed to do this right.

No blood flowed from the dwarf and if they had looked there wasn’t a physical wound at all. Aldric hadn’t reached into Torg’s corporeal body to kill him. The moment Torg said those words Aldric realized what he needed to do.

Remembering Professor Cottonrose’s lectures on the soul, how it wasn’t a physical manifestation but rather an immutable fact of a person’s being. The soul was an intangible that could only be affected by the mana coursing through their bodies. Through that a mage could direct the flow with their own mana, creating a symbiotic relationship.

With those thoughts in mind, he took control of his mana soul, willing the mana into his fist, to permeate through and reached into the dwarf’s metaphysical body. Using that he intended to crush Torg’s mana soul and leave him bereft of any and all powers.

And it worked. His mana coated fist and arm were inside Torg's soul. Aldric felt the vortex inside, miniscule in comparison to his own, and grasped it in his mana infused fist. He felt the vortex straining against him, trying to fight the death grip he had on it. But it wasn’t as strong as Aldric, he had bonded twice whereas Torg had failed to bond even once.

He crushed it under his power, willing all of his might into his fist to destroy Torg’s mana soul to the last drop. Aldric didn’t want to leave any chance Torg may regain his powers. The swirling vortex of mana went still and as Aldric opened his palms, the last vestiges of Torg’s mana floated away, disintegrating into nothingness. There was no way for a mage to recover from that, Torg’s mana soul had been crushed and scattered, removing any semblance of magic in the dwarf.

Aldric removed his arm from Torg’s torso and tossed the dwarf into the wall. He landed with a sickening thud into a pile of broken chairs and tables.

Exhaustion took Aldric then, as all his power flooded out of him, forcing him to drop to his knee. Pain flared in his own soul.. he’d pushed his powers past his limit. But he had no regrets, it had needed to be done.

All three women rushed to his side. “I.. had to make sure it never happened again,” he said, sucking in breaths.

“What did you do?” Jordan whispered as she knelt next to him. Her voice ragged from yelling and crying.

“I destroyed his mana soul. He’s no longer a mage, he’ll never cast again.”

All three women gasped and looked at him in awe. It shouldn’t have been possible, he knew that. He shouldn’t have been able to destroy someone’s mana like that. It was unheard of.. it was.. brutal, like ripping away part of someone’s being. Aldric knew all that, but he didn’t have a choice. Torg was a would-be rapist of two people that Aldric loved, and at least one other person at the hands of Torg's family. Who knew how many others might have fallen into their trap.

They stood there for several moments, each of them coming to terms with what he had said.

“Well,” a voice said from behind them all. They all turned to look and saw Professor Hydean standing there, his hair greased and slicked back as it ever was. “Well." He said again stepping closer and surveying the damage. “I guess that ends Torg’s tenure as a student here. I’ll have to inform his family of his failure. Though I don't believe there are many of them left."

They stared at the man, wide-eyed. The man who had set them on every difficult path he could, put so many obstacles in their way, and tried to make their life as miserable as possible just calmly stood there, glibly talking about Torg’s fate as if he was reciting the weather.

If Aldric hadn’t been so exhausted from the ordeal with Torg he would be punching Hydean in his stupid greasy face.

“I’m sorry, professor.. but what?” Kasumi said.

“Torg. He failed. He would have been expelled anyway for attempted rape against a bond candidate. I bet you didn’t know, but classrooms are always under constant surveillance. Even without Aldric’s wonderful display of power and brutality he would have been expelled.”

The professor walked around and surveyed the structure and whistled loudly when he saw the extent of damage that had been done to it. He tittered to himself before walking over to Torg’s prostrate form. He bent over and put his hand on the dwarf’s chest.

“But,” he continued speaking, “his mana soul has been irreparably harmed, such a shame, that. And without a mana soul, he cannot become a mage of the Empire. There’ll be an inquiry into how that happened, only the Grand Magus of the Emperor has that kind of power,” the professor looked at Aldric meaningfully, then shrugged. He continued to pace through the wreckage of the bar. “But that’s a problem for another time. As it is, he’s expelled, cast out in failure and shame. We’ll have to fix his hands though.” The professor went back to Torg and lifted the charred hand, examining the damage.

The four just stared at him still. “Is there a problem, students?” he asked, turning back to them and raising his eyebrow.

“But.. how.. why aren’t you yelling at me? Taking me to the headmaster to expel me?” Aldric asked.

“Why would I yell at you for protecting your bond? Which by the way, you should get a move on. She’s quite popular. I can’t hold off on putting Bond Candidate Taylor on the Candidate Leaderboard for much longer. I can’t believe you’ve held off this long.. I’ll owe Lorelei a lot of money,” he said more to himself than the students.

“WHAT?” Both Jordan and Aldric yelled out as one.

“See, you’re both already in sync! However, which part are you questioning?” the man smiled.

“You owe Mistress Lorelei money?” Aldric asked, sitting his butt on the ground.

“You’re the one who kept my name off the Leaderboard?!” Jordan screeched.

“Yes to both. Anything else?” his smile grew wider.

“Hold on, Professor. Could you explain from the beginning,” Kasumi interrupted.

“Certainly, Bond Akagi. You see, Lorelei and I were friends at the academy.. well, let’s just say, a long time ago,” his laugh was small and wry, “after we confirmed your mana soul with the Binding Stone, she took me aside and asked me to keep a special eye on you three. Zach.. well, he doesn’t need me looking over his shoulder, nor do I want to, but you two were special. One for Aldric’s power and two for the obvious feelings you both had for each other. It was frankly sickening the way you two looked at each other that day.”

He shook his head. “Anyway, during our discussion, Lorelei and I made a little bet with each other.. something that we do whenever we get together, usually about mundane things. She becomes completely unbearable when she wins and has unfortunately won the last few bets..”

He trailed off, looking lost in thought for a moment. They waited for him to continue but he just kept a far away look on his face.

“Professor?” Kasumi prodded.

“Oh! Right, sorry. She thought that young Aldric here would hem and haw until you bonded at the end of the year and I said much earlier as it was quite clear to me you both were smitten with each other. To facilitate my win, I kept Jordan off the Candidate Leaderboard despite her high scores so that you’d have her all to yourself. But you both dragged your feet so much you inadvertently made Lorelei win. She’s such an insufferable winner, too.”

He shook his head in disgust. “Now go, I have to inform the Headmaster of what transpired, then let Lorelei know of her win, so don’t make me a liar Aldric, and I have to deal with the dwarf.” He pointed over at Torg. “The headmaster absolutely will be questioning what happened here, but I can hold that off for a little while at least.”

Aldric blinked a few times in shock. Then he burst out in laughter. He couldn’t help it. He laughed at the absurdity of it all. Everything they’d gone through, all the bullshit. The fights, the hurt feelings. All of it just so the psychotic greasy teacher could win a bet.

Watching Aldric lose his composure caused Kasumi, Nadia, and Jordan to finally lose theirs too. Soon they were all cracking up, laughing together over their luck.
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They laughed all the way back to Aldric’s dorm in the mage barracks, both Kasumi and Nadia supported him as he limped back. What else could they do? It was incredible that Professor Hydean had orchestrated the entire thing to win a bet, only to have it backfire on him so spectacularly.

When they were outside of Aldric’s door, they finally sobered.

Aldric wanted to bond Jordan right there, but she hesitated to come inside. “It’s okay Jordan, you can come in, we don’t have to bond if you don’t want to, I know today was trying in more ways than one. But, considering everything, I want you to know, I really want to. I’ve wanted to since the start of the year. No. Since the day we left the orphanage.”

He paused and looked at the woman who had vexed him for most of the year. "I admit I made my share of mistakes, but I want you to know that. I've never stopped caring for you."

She looked at him sheepishly. “I'm sorry, Al.. Kasumi.. Nadia. I got in my own head. I convinced myself that you would only want to bond with me if I was perfect, at the top like Kasumi was.

I hurt myself.. and you.. thinking that with as much time away from me you spent, you would find someone better. Someone more beautiful, smarter, funnier. I don’t know, better at everything. I thought that I had to compete.. be better than your bonds. I know I was stupid, and I know it was wrong.. but I can’t do anything but beg your forgiveness.”

“You jackass," he smiled. "I don’t care about that. We’ll all get stronger together. I wanted to be together!”

“I’ve wanted it too.. but I’ve been jealous and insecure.” The tension between Aldric and Jordan was palpable. He didn’t know what else to say.

“We did tell you, doofus,” Kasumi chimed in, cutting through the tension.

“Yeah, like.. so many times. You’re too pigheaded for your own good, Al. You should listen to your bonds more often,” Nadia added. “After your last fight we definitely thought you missed your chance with her.”

Jordan looked at them, eyes wide at what they’d said. “Wait, what? You wanted him to bond me?”

“Well, duh. He’s obviously in love with you. Has been since the day I met him,” Nadia said in her dismissive way.

“Yes, same here, I was surprised when he bonded me and not you first,” Kasumi agreed. Nadia nodded in agreement with the kitsune.

“I-I thought you two hated me!” Jordan cried out.

“No never!” they both said at the same time. The three women looked at each in shock, but after a beat they all threw their arms out and embraced each other.

“If anything we were envious of you. We know Al loves us, we can feel it through our bond. But the love he has for you is so intense it made us jealous,” Kasumi said from the hug.

“I’m so sorry! But we shouldn’t be apologizing to each other, we should be focusing on Al! He’s the one who got us all into this mess!” Jordan said, tears in her eyes.

“Wait, wait, wait, hold on,” he started to say, instead of finishing the sentence he turned tail and ran inside his room and closed the door with a lock. What he didn't account for, however, was that Kasumi and Nadia lived there too and had their own keys.

The door opened several minutes later with a creak and he stood in the center ready to take his punishment like a man. Sure a man who had just run, but still a man! It did make him slightly nervous that he could feel the joy and slight sadisticness through their bonds.

The three women walked calmly into the room, devious smiles on their faces. Each of their hips flared side to side as they walked into the room, slowly making their way to surround him. Kasumi to his left, Nadia to his right, and Jordan right in front of him. Kasumi and Nadia slowly removed their tops, Kasumi's large breasts falling out of her shirt, contrasting with Nadia's more modest bust.

Jordan smirked, her eyes never leaving Aldric’s once.

She stopped just short of walking into him, her face mere inches from his. Kasumi and Nadia pressed themselves up against him. They had lost the rest of their clothes while he had stared at Jordan.

“Here’s how this is going to work,” she said, punctuating each word with a flick to his nose. “I’m going to fuck you, I’m going to ride you until I’m satisfied, then you'll make sure these two beauties are satisfied. Only then will I allow you to cum and bond me. And then maybe, we’ll have a threesome.. err foursome.”

He pretended to gulp in fear. “Y-yes, that sounds good!”

“Good!” she put her hand on his chest, and slowly pushed him back to the bed. While she did, Nadia and Kasumi steadily removed his clothes.

Soon all that was left was his underwear, his erection strained against the fabric. “Now, let me see what all the fuss is about,” Jordan breathed. With a nod and a smirk Kasumi lowered his boxers. His erection sprang out making Jordan gasp.

“It’s.. so big!” she looked in disbelief at Kasumi and Nadia. “You both have had that?!”

“Almost every night since we bonded,” Kasumi said breathlessly. Jordan looked at her shocked.

“It gets.. addicting,” Nadia nodded, her face scrunched in thought. “But it’s not just the size compelling us to love him though,” she pointed at his stiffness. “He’s genuinely a caring and loving partner.”

Her tail wrapped itself around his member and started slowly jerking him. He groaned in pleasure, but reluctantly took Nadia’s tail off of him. “It’s Jordan’s time now.”

Nadia pouted but then smiled broadly. “I’ll just have to.. entertain myself somehow.” She grabbed Kasumi’s hand and brought her to the bed. The kitsune rolled her eyes but smiled. She sat on the edge and spread her legs wide.

Nadia launched herself at Kasumi, diving between her legs and licking at her in mere moments. “That’s a good kitty, lick my pussy,” Kasumi moaned.

“I am not a kitty!” Nadia raged between licks.

“Sure, sure. Be a good girl and I’ll get some milk for you.”

“Really?!”

The kitsune just laughed and threw back her head as Nadia licked at her to her heart’s content.

Jordan just watched the scene in disbelief. “Are they always like this? I.. I’ve never been with a girl before.”

“Don’t let them scare you away. You only have to do what’s comfortable to you,” Aldric spoke softly.

Jordan looked back to Aldric, meeting his eyes letting him see the uncertainty in them.

She pushed him down on to the bed next to Kasumi. “Like I said, I’m going to ride you until I’m satisfied. Understood?” Her voice wavered slightly but she tried to maintain her composure.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said with a mock salute. She rolled her eyes but got on the bed, tore off her clothes and mounted him. He stared in awe at her body. He had known her almost all of his life, had pined for her, had coveted her, but never in a million years did he think he would finally have her as his own. Her breasts were perfect in every way, round and full. Her nipples were a soft pink color, and were already hard and pointed. He reached out and grabbed her breasts, they didn’t fit in his hands. She overflowed through his fingers as he kneaded her flesh. Her blonde hair fell down over her face, giving her an even sexier look. Her wet slit sat on his chest. He could feel her wetness soaking him, but let her do what she needed to do.

She moaned as he explored her body.

Lifting herself up she angled herself so that he could easily slide inside. Kasumi’s hand appeared out of nowhere and grabbed him by the base. “Ah.. I’ll keep him.. fuck.. straight for you to… ughhhhh.. slam down on,” she moaned under Nadia’s ministrations.

Jordan smiled at Kasumi and muttered her thanks. She took a deep breath. She moved her body back so that the tip of his cock was resting on her opening. She breathed again and slowly lowered herself. The feeling of slowly slipping into her was as agonizing as it was satisfying.

He'd dreamt of this moment for all of his life. He felt her insides envelop him as his manhood intruded on her most sensitive area.

A gasp of pain escaped her as he entered her fully with no resistance, her hymen had broken long ago from the vigorous exercises Lorelei had put them through. She steadied her breath and lowered herself until he was mostly inside of her. “Holy shitballs.. I’ve never felt so.. full.. before. Ah fuck.” She shifted causing him to lance further into her. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, I’m not even moving and it feels so good,” she panted.

“Take your time. When you’re comfortable you can start moving and grinding or going up and down. Whatever you want,” Aldric said patiently. He could wait there forever, just feeling her.

Jordan winced again as she moved herself up and down on Aldric, excruciatingly slow. But he let her set the pace, this was her first time and he was determined to do everything she wanted to do.

She took him slowly in and out, moving her bottom in a kind of staccato rhythm. But as she became more sure of herself and more used to the feeling of him inside of her she got more fluid in her movements and began to set a steady rhythm in her grinding on him.

“Fuck you feel so good Jordan. I’ve been imagining this since I was 12,” he said with a laugh.

Her eyes were closed and her head thrown back enjoying the moment. She moaned as she ground herself on him. “So have I, you prick. Next time.. we won’t wait.” She looked down at him and smiled. Her teeth biting her bottom lip in a way that only made him want her more.

He couldn’t help but smile back at the woman he knew he loved. He’d denied his feelings for so long, because he didn’t think he was worthy. He was just a runaway, after all. It was because of his bonds to Kasumi and Nadia that he was able to see he was worth it, and he did deserve love. “Never again, Jordan.” With that, he thrust up in to her hard. Her scream of joy echoed through the room, it was like music to Aldric’s ears.

She continued to ride him and he could feel her clenching on his member. Not wanting to wait any longer to give her more pleasure he started rubbing her clitoris with his hand.

A gasp escaped her and she looked down into his eyes and he saw the lust in them. The look he’d wanted to see since before he knew what it meant.

Her breath became raspy and came out in short bursts. “Shit.. Al.. your cock.. your hand.. you’re gonna make me.. Shit!” she came hard. Her body spasmed over him and he felt her wetness flow down on to his pelvis.

“Damn..” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. “I’ve wanted to know what that felt like for forever.”

“You’ll have forever now to feel that," he smirked. “Now I had to make sure those two were satisfied.. correct?"

"Yes!" Nadia cried out. Kasumi nodded in agreement.

Jordan eased herself off of him and sat back on the bed. "Yes, please. Go ahead, Al.. I need to see what this looks like."

He studied her for a moment but nodded. She wasn't wrong, she needed to get used to him being with the others. No time better than the present, they hadn't actually bonded yet, so if she wanted to back out, she could.

He went first to Nadia, kneeling in the bed next to her, cupping her face with his hands. "I love you Nadia."

"I love you too, Al," she murmured.

He sat up and positioned himself over her, she wrapped her legs around him immediately and pulled him in closer, impaling herself on him as fast as she could.

"Nnng, that feels so good, Al," she groaned as he filled her completely.

Not waiting for any preamble, he began pushing himself in and out of her. She was already so slick, which made him smile, he could tell she liked watching him and Jordan.

"Let.. loose Al. You still need to bond that sexy.. nng.. blonde," she breathed out.

"Fair," he pushed into her even harder and began ramming into her as hard as he could.

A wail of joy came out of his nekorian bond's mouth as he ravaged her.

"Oh shit.." Jordan whispered.

"Fun to watch, isn't it?" Kasumi commented from the side.

"Yeah.. I.. uh.."

Aldric looked over and saw Jordan watching them with her hand on her clitoris, making lazy circles around it.

Kasumi snickered. "I know the feeling Jordan."

Aldric whipped his head around and saw his first bond doing the same thing.

Sorry, Nadia, he thought. He picked up the pace again and slid one of his hands down and started playing with her clit.

"Wh-what? No fair, Al!" She protested, but he didn't stop.

"N..no.. no.. No! no!... YES! YES, YES!" He felt her clench on him as she spasmed and came. She went limp and her eyes were glazed over in a look of contentment.

He fell backwards and looked at Kasumi. Her eyes were expectant. He knew what she wanted.

"Up and around. Put your face in Nadia's pussy, lick her clean," he ordered her.

"Yes, my mage," a look of bliss came over her face and she complied, bending over, arching her back perfectly, and nestling her face on Nadia's thigh.

Over the past months they'd found that her natural deference to him in the bedroom really seemed to get her going like nothing else. And he would be lying if he said he didn't enjoy it as well.

He got into position behind Kasumi and easily entered her, grunting as he did. No matter how many times they did this, he'd always love the feeling of his girls.

"Yes!" Kasumi yelled out, when he was fully hilted inside her. "Use me, my mage."

"Oh I will," he grinned. He pushed into her, forcing her head further into Nadia's lap.

The nekorian giggled. "That's right, lick me!" Kasumi groaned but did as she was told.

Aldric smacked her ass, not hard, but the sound was loud. "Good girl." He felt her shiver on him when he said that.

He pulled out and pushed back into her again, not trying to be gentle. Kasumi liked it a bit rougher in order to get off.

Soon the air was filled with the sounds of Nadia's purring and skin slapping against skin as Aldric drove himself into Kasumi as hard as he could.

"Oh.. oh shit.. Al.." Jordan moaned out. Her eyes were wide watching him fuck his first bond. Her hand was still on her clit, not so lazy anymore.

He lost track of time as he pounded Kasumi, but after giving her a few more smacks on her bottom and after reaching around and playing with her clit, he felt her spasm and fall forward.

He eased out of her and fell onto the bed with a plop.

"There'll be more later, but are you two satisfied?"

His two bonds smiled and both lifted their thumbs up in approval, and he felt their happiness in his soul.

That made him happier than he'd felt in some time.

But now he had a job to do, the girl he’d been lusting after was finally where he wanted and he needed to make her his.

He went back to Jordan; a look of apprehension was on her face. "W-will it be like that?" She gestured at the two cum-drunk comatose bonds.

"Only if you want. You set the pace still, Jordan."

She grinned and reached up bringing his face down to hers. She kissed him.. this time no tears were shed, no one ran off upset. They just gave into the passion they both shared.

After a moment, Jordan unlatched from his face with a giggle. "That was nice.."

"Yeah.. it was."

"I can't believe all this.. Al.. this is all I've ever wanted. Now.. make me your bond."

He jokingly sighed. "It's a hard life.."

"Ha, ha," she laughed mirthlessly. He felt something grab a hold of his erection.

"But this is very hard." She gripped him and moved him towards her.

Grinning, he let her move him forward until his tip was resting at her entrance.

She hesitated. "Your pace, Jordan," which elicited a nod from her.

"I need it Al. I need it bad. Bond me."

He pushed forward into her, feeling her warmth surround him again.

The second he was fully inside of her again she started grinding her hips in a circular motion.

"Oh gods Aldric, I don't think I'll ever get used to this.. if I knew this was waiting for me.. I wouldn't have hesitated."

"Oh, don't worry, Jor.. this is nothing."

He grabbed her hips to slow her grinding. She looked at him in confusion but he just smirked. He moved into her, pressing her legs back, almost bending her in half and started thrusting into her. Kasumi and Nadia perked up to watch what they were doing.

“Fuck.. they’re so hot,” Nadia whispered.

“Damn right,” Kasumi replied. Knowing the smug smile on her face wasn’t just from the orgasms he or Nadia had given her. She had pushed and pushed for Aldric to get over his hesitance and bond Jordan. Finally, it was happening.

As he thrust into her, Aldric felt their mana pools coming together. Her pool was small, almost imperceptible. Non-mages didn’t have the swirling cast lake that Aldric knew was his mana soul. They had a pool of mana that lived inside them but never activated for whatever reason. Until they bonded with a mage and intertwined their mana souls together.

As soon as they released together they would be bonded. The thought spurred Aldric on further. He sat up and grabbed her torso with both arms. With the agility only afforded by his magic, he placed his hands on her shoulders holding her and he ferociously kissed her. She squirmed under him but relaxed into it, letting herself go.

“Mmm, fuck me hard, Al, like you did them.”

He started thrusting into her hard. She gasped and moaned into his kiss. She lost the ability to speak words as he took her harder and harder.

He felt his release coming on. “Are you ready Jordan? I’m going to cum. We can’t back out once we do.”

“Shut up and fuck me. Fuck! Cum inside me. It’s all I’ve ever wanted!” she moaned through the thrusts.

That pushed him over the top. He exploded inside of her, his hot seed shooting out of him. She felt his release, his member throbbing inside of her and that tipped her over the edge again. They came at nearly the same moment. Aldric felt their mana souls intermingling, his power leaving him and entering her, her mana soul accepting and pushing her own back into him.

Like a maelstrom they combined with Aldric’s other bonds. They went up in a conflagration of blue fire. It spread to his other two bonds as they all emanated with new power. Aldric couldn’t comprehend just how powerful he might become with more bonds.

As the newfound power settled in all of them, Aldric slumped forward spent after the sex and combining of mana souls. He fell on top of Jordan, but slid off of her onto an unoccupied portion of bed, so as not to crush her.. though with their combined strength he wasn’t sure that he could.

“Hey! No falling asleep!” Nadia called out. “I got next!”

***

Several hours and multiple orgasms later Aldric, Nadia, Kasumi, and Jordan all fell onto the bed completely spent. They had tried many different positions, partners, and ways to have sex. The girls wanted Aldric take all of their holes. Which he did and more, but it had left him exhausted.

“How did you know how to do that with your tongue?” He asked Jordan. He was lying back in the bed, his chest rising and falling rapidly trying to get air back into his lungs. She had made him cum just with her tongue alone, making him release on her face.

“What do you think Bond Candidates are taught? We have some separate classes for a reason. One of those is how to please your partner.” She laughed when she saw the look of shock on his face. Nadia and Kasumi nodded.

“Nadia didn’t have to take it for long, because you claimed her bond pretty quickly,” Kasumi explained. “And I skipped those classes for the most part.”

“And it’s not as bad as it sounds. It’s actually one of my favorite classes because it is so awkward for everyone, the other bonds tend to get a bit looser. They’re not so stuck up or competitive during that class,” Jordan explained. “I’ve made a few friends in those classes that.. maybe you should take a look at bonding.”

He nodded. He wasn’t sure he wanted to add any more women to his bonds already. He had just gotten the woman of his literal dreams, he wanted to be content in that for a while. “We can think about it, but I’m more than happy with you three right now.”

“I know,” she sighed into his chest. Her fingers traced up and down his abs. “But you will need at least four more bonds. We all know you’re destined for seven. Might as well get my recommendations in early.”

“What if I don’t want that? What if I’m fine with you three? Which, I am by the way,” he said.

Kasumi perked up from where she had collapsed. “As your first bond it is my duty to make sure the rest of your bonds are acceptable. I.. do think seven bonds may be too much to easily manage.. but we can cross that bridge when we come to it. Does the Academy have any restrictions or requirements for you?”

“No restrictions on who. But they’re going to require me to have seven by the time I graduate. The Binding Stone doesn’t lie. The Headmaster said I can’t reach my full potential without seven. I can argue with him when he inevitably calls me in to deal with the Torg situation. But I don’t think it’ll help. They have a lot riding on my power.”

“Bond as many as you want, Al. Fuck, bond hundreds, as long as you keep me as your main girl, I don’t care,” Nadia yawned from her seat. Kasumi grabbed a pillow and whacked her hard with it. “Ow!” she cried out and then laughed. “In all seriousness, we need to discuss your power.. it was scary powerful when you took out Torg. What did you actually do?” she sat up, her head rested on her forearms, her legs and tail kicked and swished behind her.

“It’s.. hard to say. When Jordan told me what he did, I went into a blind rage. I just knew I had to find Torg and end him. When I found him.. well, it wasn’t pretty. I’m fairly certain that that little hole in the wall bar is destroyed. I know I destroyed the magic holding it together, I saw it wither away into the sky. Then when I thrust my arm through him, I didn’t reach into him physically, I reached into his metaphysical world, found his mana soul, and destroyed it.”

The three women all looked at him in shock. He had told them before but Hydean had showed up just then and there wasn’t time to fully explain. “I wasn’t cognizant of what I was doing, I was just acting on instinct. If I had do it again, I’m not sure I’d be able to. You three saw me.. I completely lost control,” he said. In fact it was his greatest source of shame at the moment. He was too strong to lose himself like that, he couldn’t allow himself to fly off the handle and harm someone. Thankfully it was only Torg that caught his ire. He’d need to work on staying focused and under control.

“That shouldn’t be possible at all, even if you were in a rage, least of all for a first year student of the academy,” Jordan said. “And that was with only two bonds?” she added, more to herself than to anyone else.

“Holy shit.. I’m getting hot all over again baby,” Nadia purred. “You can manhandle me whenever you want.”

Ignoring Nadia’s response, Kasumi turned to Jordan. “What’s going to happen when he gets seven bonds, Jordan? How powerful will he be? How powerful will we all be?”

The two women’s hands intertwined and they started to giggle. “We’ll be more powerful than the Emperor!” Kasumi’s smile spanned her entire face.

“We won’t have to take shit from anyone, anymore!” Jordan giggled up a storm.

“We’ll get free head pats whenever we want!” Nadia said, rising on the bed and thrusting her hand into the air. The rest in the room just gaped at her and then laughed as she descended into a giggle fit of her own.


Chapter 40

The next morning, Aldric got up early, just as his alarm was going off. How he hated the thing.

But, he woke up next to Jordan, he naked body pressed against him, her warmth spreading over him like his most cherished blanket. He could live with a few inconveniences like the alarm if it meant waking up to that feeling every morning.

All of his bonds were fast asleep and he couldn't blame them. They'd had a rough few weeks, and Jordan in particular had a rough few days. He wanted to talk more to her after she woke up, but for the moment he was just content with watching her sleep. Her mouth was open, her blonde hair was everywhere, wrapped around her face and his arm, and he felt the slow trickle of drool.

He'd take it. He loved it all.

He closed his eyes and fell back into the bliss of his bonds arms.

A few hours later Aldric woke up again the alarm long since turned off.

"Al.. you have to stop turning off the alarm, we still have classes today," Kasumi uncharacteristically whined.

"I know, I was just comfortable."

"What day even is it?" Nadia stretched from where she was curled up.

"Thursday," Kasumi answered.

"See we have loads of time to get to class, it's only 9 and class starts at 12."

"Good morning, everyone," Jordan sat up, her hair fell down her body, and it was all he could do not to pounce on her right that moment.

"Down boy," Nadia laughed.

He ignored her, but willed himself to follow her advice.

"Good morning, Jordan. I wanted to say this last night but I was slightly distracted.."

Nadia snorted.

"Shh," he shushed the nekorian. "I love you, Jordan. I always have and I always will."

"I love you too, Aldric."

"Awww," Kasumi and Nadia held each other's hands and crooned at him and Jordan.

Jordan smiled widely, while Aldric just shook his head and laughed.

Aldric leaned forward and caught Jordan in a kiss, she was shocked at first, but she quickly pushed back and they fell onto the bed, kissing without a care in the world.

"Aldric once you're done smothering our newest bond-sister, I could use some tail brushes. Somebody got too vigorous with them last night and now they're all disheveled," he looked up and saw Kasumi holding her tails, only a few strands of hair out of place. He shook his head again.

"Oh and while your at it, I need head pats and scritches, please," Nadia added.

Jordan smiled through the kiss and let go. "Go ahead and take care of my bond-sisters, I'm going to go shower and think of ways that you can pamper me."

"Can't wait," he smiled. She stood from the bed, her hand lingering on his, slowly letting go as she walked away. "Okay, first up, my first bond. Up and at 'em."

Kasumi jumped into his lap, brush already in hand. "Thank you, my love."

"Anything for my bonds." He took the brush from her and began stroking her tails, taking long swipes through the less-than-tangled hair. She purred contentedly on his lap, which made it all worth it.

He used his other hand to wave Nadia over. She rushed over to his side and put her head on Kasumi's back. He began rubbing her and scratching her behind her cat-like ears. A yelp of pleasure echoed through the room.

So, he sat, brushing and scratching, doing as much as both bonds wanted.

He heard the shower go on, and then several minutes later it turned off, all the while he stroked and brushed, and scratched and rubbed.

Jordan came back in, fully dressed, though still drying her hair. "I know what I want," she said as she sat down on the bed, watching her new bond-sisters be pampered.

"Oh?"

"Not every night, but every now and then, brush my hair. I don't have tails and I don't have nekorian ears, but it still feels nice when my hair is brushed, and I think it'd be perfect for you to do it for me."

"Ohhhh, my love," Kasumi purred, "do that for her. I want my bond-sister to feel how I feel when you do this."

He chuckled. "I'm not sure it's the same Kas, but of course Jor. I'll do that whenever you want."

"Thank you, my love." Her breath hitched a little at saying that. "Is that too weird? Kasumi says that too."

"Nonsense," Kasumi shuddered in pleasure, as his hand was stroking the small base of her tails, "he is much my love as he is yours. It's not weird. And please, call me Kas. We're family now."

"Okay, good, thank you.. Kas," Jordan smiled at him.

Another half hour of pampering his first two bonds, they got up and got breakfast, just barely making it in time to eat. Lorn and Thom were long since gone, so they had the table for themselves. They got several stares from the students still in the mess hall, but they ignored them. He would deal with the fallout of his actions later. For now, he just wanted to enjoy a meal with his bonds.

But, time was not on their side. And they had things to do. He brought Jordan to Brandeis, to register as his bond.

"Hello, sir," Aldric saluted the officer.

"Good morning, Acolyte. Another bond to add, I assume?"

"Yes, sir. Bond Jordan Taylor, sir."

The man smiled when he saw Jordan standing with them. "I'm happy for you, son. Now.." he went through his drawers and pulled out the paper.

Jordan signed her name, happily humming to herself as she did. The document glowed when she was done.

"There. Were you on the Leaderboard, Bond Taylor?"

"No sir," her voice was sour.

Brandeis chuckled. "Oh, right, there's a rumor you were kept off for a reason. Is that true?"

"I.. don't know if we should say, sir."

Brandeis shook his head and laughed. "Damn professors shouldn't be messing with it. Anyway, let's make sure," he stood and paced around his desk and walked to the Leaderboard. "Put your hand here," he indicated the space designed to update it."

Jordan did and the Leaderboard glowed. Surprisingly the numbers all glitched and shimmered, then rearranged themselves from 10 down.

Jordan's eyes darkened. "That son of a bitch. Does that mean I was 10th?!"

Aldric couldn't help himself and started laughing. Brandeis did too.

"It's not funny Al!" She stormed off out through the door.

"Good luck Acolyte," Brandeis said, still chuckling to himself.

Aldric rushed after her, but she was only right outside the door. He hugged her and held her close. "It doesn't matter. I love you."

"I love you too."

"Hey, Jordan."

"Yes, Al?"

"Congrats on the top 10."

"Shut up, Al.. but thank you."

They went and reported to the bond barracks and removed Jordan from their roster. They retrieved her things from her room. Her roommate Kimi was there.

"By the tree! You finally did it! You dumb son of a bitch! You finally bonded her! Yay!" Kimi squealed out in joy when she opened the door and saw all of them there.

"Th-thanks!"

Jordan and the other girls all laughed, but Jordan entered the room to get her clothes and other things she had brought.

"So, how'd you do it? When did you do it? How many times did you do it?" Kimi asked. “What was it like? I bet it was great! I’ve wanted to have sex so much since I got here, but for some reason I haven’t been able to find anyone. I’ve talked to so many people, elves, humans, some of the less weird beastkin, like I couldn’t bond with a ratkin.. what was I saying? Oh yeah, I even talked to some orcs, but none of them have given me the time of day!

"Uhhh.. Jordan.. hurry up!" He called over the wood elf's head.

"Tell me everything! I can't wait to bond. Hey, do you want a wood elf bond? We're great in the sack.. I think? Yeah I definitely think we’d be good in bed. I’m very flexible!"

"You know what? I'm good.. for now.. but I think I know a few people who could use a bond, I'll tell them to talk to you, okay?"

"Oh really? Awesome! Thank you, thank you, thank you!"

"Oh my lords, does it stop?" Nadia mumbled.

"So.. what's it lik—"

"Okay, were good!" Jordan came back out, carrying a single trunk with her.

"That's all?"

"Yeah, orphan remember, not a lot of stuff," She turned to Kimi and hugged her. "Thank you for being an amazing roommate, I'll see you around Kimi."

"By the tree, I hope I see you again Jor. Your man just offered to set me up, so don't let him forget. I'll be here.. waiting excitedly. Patiently. Maybe!"

"Okay, great, let's go. Bye Kimi!" Aldric began walking away, trying to get away from the very excited wood elf.

"Yup," Jordan smiled knowingly, and raced after him. Kasumi and Nadia not far behind.

"Okay, bye! See you later Jordan! Thanks for putting in a good word for me, Aldric!"

The wood elf talk-yelled at them all the way until the elevator doors closed, and even then he swore he heard her still talking.

He just looked at Jordan. "How did you put up with that?"

"Oh shush, she's nice. Just a little excitable."

"A little," Nadia muttered under her breath.

"Hey, you be nice," Jordan mocked scolded them. "She encouraged me to not give up on you, and to get over myself and bond you. So you have her to thank for a lot."

He sighed. "You're right, I was rude. But I will put in a good word for her. I know several wood elves and high elves who still need bonds."

"Yeah, and maybe she'll be less chatty with a dic—"

"Stop!" Kasumi, Aldric, and Jordan all yelled at Nadia.

The nekorian just smiled. "You know it's true."

***

A few days after the fight in the bar, a rumor had spread all through the academy that Torg had tried to rape Jordan and kill Aldric, and got expelled and his powers removed. It was mostly correct, it wasn’t like Aldric had tried to keep it secret, his power had radiated off of him and the destruction of the bar was quite public. Though the rumor missed a lot of the nuance of the real situation.

Another rumor was started that said Aldric and Torg were secret lovers who had a falling out and Torg chose to leave on his own volition after they got into a fight and broke up. Aldric had a feeling that particularly untrue rumor was started by Zach. He tried setting the record straight but the more he denied it the more the rumor mill latched on to the idea. He vowed he would get even with Zach if it was the last thing he did.

The worst part was that the students who were at the scene of the ‘fight’ kept a wide berth from Aldric and his bonds. And no matter which rumor the other students believed, they all kept their distance, everyone had seen Aldric’s display of power and based on the looks they gave Aldric and his bonds, the students were scared of him.

It hurt Aldric’s feelings but he understood. That kind of power for someone with only two bonds was unheard of. And it made sense that they would be wary. The only ones who didn’t seem to mind were Zach, Thom, Lorn, She'lar, and most of his friends from the Friday study sessions.

The Thursday after the fight several students shot Aldric wary glances when they went to class. Even ones he knew, like Joff Bettman and Dave Kintrip, were keeping their distance.

Finias, in particular, took exception to that. He yelled at the people in class who did so, but Aldric didn't really see how that would help the situation. The half high elf, half dark elf was adamant that if Aldric had done something wrong the Academy would have stepped in already, or Kasumi would have stopped it.

Even Grey, and his slightly paranoid nature was fine with Aldric. No one had really liked Torg, and he had never bonded with anyone, so to them it wasn't a loss.

But to the students who didn't know him well, despite all he'd done to ingratiate himself to them, he was someone who somehow assaulted another student with a larger amount of power than he should have.. and got away with it.

And, the gossip mill wouldn't stop just because a few lower classmen, who were known associates of his, vouched for him. So he just grinned and bore the attitudes. It wouldn't do him any good to fight back. He just focused on being the model student in the meantime and relishing in his new relationship with Jordan.

She was, surprising to him, fitting right in with Kasumi and Nadia. The night after they had bonded, they all sat down and talked, mostly about him. But they also spoke about how they would all work together, about their wants, desires, and needs. Kasumi opened up about her past and her need to help her people. Nadia opened up to Jordan about Torg and his clan, and her previous profession. Jordan took it all in stride and sympathized with them and ate her fair share of crow.

She also told them what she'd been doing all those months, which was work as hard as she could to climb the Leaderboard and prove to herself and Aldric that she was worthy. They spent more than a few hours dissuading her of the notion of any of them being better than the others. She happily accepted in the end, and the bonds all became fast friends.

Their nightly conversations were usually interrupted but exploits of a carnal nature, which suited Aldric just fine. Being with Jordan after all that time, all the worry and frustration, was worth it for the end result of their love growing, and their passions ignited.. often.

But things couldn't stay peaceful forever, and true to his word, Professor Hydean found Aldric and his bonds a few days later to bring them before the Headmaster.

It was Saturday afternoon and a knock at their door startled them. Taking up her role as first bond, Kasumi got up and opened the door.

"Good evening professor, how can we help you," her arms swept wide behind her, inviting the guest inside.

Hydean stepped inside the dorm and walked forward, to in front of the fireplace. "Good afternoon, Acolyte and Bonds. The time has come, the Headmaster is requesting your presence. It would be.. advisable to do it now. Things are in motion that I cannot stop," he cryptically said.

"Very well, sir. Just give us a moment to get presentable and we'll be right there."

"Good, I'll be on the bottom floor, speaking with Sorcerer Brandeis about a visitor who will be staying here," with that he turned on his heel and left the room, closing the door behind him.

Ten minutes later they were are ready and down in the lobby. Hydean and Brandeis' discussion cut off as they walked in, and Brandeis looked like he was sweating.

"Good, follow me," Hydean swept out of the room. Brandeis shook his head a little, which Aldric didn't have time to interpret.

They followed Hydean to the central tower. Aldric remembered being so awed by the giant tower the first time he had seen it, and now, nearly a year later it was common for him to go into it and have classes.

He, Jordan, Kasumi, and Nadia all stood on the elevator up to the Headmaster’s office. Hydean stood there, his sleeked back hair and his oily demeanor still bugged Aldric. It bothered him even more how much he had messed with Jordan.

As if summoned by his thoughts Hydean turned around to look at Aldric. “I’m not going to apologize. Iron sharpens Iron.. or Ironheart as it were. One of the best things the orcs have brought to the Empire, is that ideal. But I am on your side. If only for Lorelei.”

Aldric didn’t know what to say, so he nodded at the professor. Hydean was apparently satisfied and looked away.

When the elevator came to a stop in front of the Headmaster’s door Hydean went first opening the door for the students.

Almost a year later Aldric was walking through the door. No longer a newly minted mage scared of what the future would hold, he was now a thrice bonded mage, having just finished his first year of schooling, with only final exams left, and was already one of the most powerful mages in the Empire. He just needed more knowledge and experience.

“Come in, come in,” Gabrith’s voice rang out. Aldric and his bonds stepped forward through the door. Inside sat Headmaster Gabrith, Lorelei, and Duncan.

To say Aldric was shocked was an understatement. “Lorelei! Duncan!” Jordan squealed happily when she saw them. She ran up and gave them both a hug.

“Hello Bond Taylor,” Lorelei emphasized the word bond with a smile on her face.

Jordan’s face flushed. “Yes, I am Al’s bond now.”

Lorelei paused and looked at both of them. Duncan placed his hand on her shoulder, silently showing his approval with a wide smile.

“Good! It took you long enough, but that worked out for me,” Lorelei laughed.

Hydean walked in behind the small procession and rolled his eyes. “You had the advantage of knowing them their entire lives, Lorelei. I’m going to win the next bet.”

“Uh huh, I suppose you should win one, at least once,” she smirked.

“Now, now,” Headmaster Gabrith cut in. “That’s not why we’re here. Truthfully, I’m quite upset with you Hydean. Tampering with the Leaderboard to attain a result you wanted for a bet is a serious offense.”

Hydean looked as slimy as ever but didn’t sweat at all under the withering gaze the Headmaster was giving him. “I do apologize Headmaster, I promise it will never happen again. I will say, the bet was a secondary reason for me. The first was to produce the best seven bonded mage possible. There has been extensive research that if a mage has strong feelings for, or is already in love with, their bond it in fact amplifies the bonding process and makes the combination even more potent.”

Was that true? He was already so strong, did he really need that kind of manipulation to achieve even greater strength?

“Hmm, yes. I have read that research. I understand, however you should have brought it to me first.”

“My apologizes Headmaster. It will never happen again,” the glint in his eyes said otherwise.

“Fine, fine.” He turned away from Hydean, his head shaking in annoyance. “Acolyte Ironheart, Bonds, I brought you here for a reason. And I asked Lorelei to be here as a.. sympathetic ear.”

Lorelei perked up, Duncan narrowed his eyes in suspicion.

“The Imperial Grand Magus has been made aware of you. If the Emperor doesn’t know, he soon will. Despite your honest intentions, you destroying that dwarf’s mana soul has far reaching consequences, and despite my own power, no one can or should resist the Emperor’s own personal Mage. Let alone a five bonded mage like the Grand Magus.”

Aldric blanched. Exactly what he didn’t want to happen was happening. People stronger and more important than him were now aware.

“What exactly does that mean, Headmaster?” Kasumi asked.

“It means that the Grand Magus sent me a note saying he wants to meet with you. He left today and will be here in a few days.”

“B-but how did they learn about what Al did, Headmaster?” Jordan asked.

“Yes, Headmaster, how did they find out?” Lorelei’s eyes were set directly on Gabrith, a fire Aldric had never seen before shone in them.

“I told them.”

Lorelei would have leaped on the man if Duncan hadn’t held her back, though he didn’t look like he wanted to. Aldric sat as still as a stone. He knew he overdid it with Torg, but he had to act. He had to make sure he never hurt another bond again.

Al’s bonded all looked at him. Knowing they were going to follow the lead he set, and knowing he had done this to himself, he couldn’t see any way out of it.

“I understand. I overdid it with Torg. It needed to happen, but I should have just incapacitated him and left him for the mage police.”

Gabrith nodded solemnly.

“I fucked up,” he wryly chuckled. “I’m sorry ladies,” he looked at his bonded.

Then he turned back to Gabrith. “What’s the Grand Magus going to do?”

“Nothing, I hope. But I cannot be sure. The dwarves might launch a formal protest on your actions, or they might not. Much of the Frosthammer clan has been dismantled, which I'm told is also your doing.”

Aldric laughed. “Mostly, Lorelei and her husbands, Headmaster. All I did was warn them what was happening.”

There was silence for a few moments. “So, why am I here again, Headmaster?” Lorelei asked, though the fire in her eyes wasn't as bright, she clearly had not wanted to be bothered.

“Ah yes, when the Grand Magus is here I ask that you stand with Aldric. An Arch Mage of the Empire standing by an Acolyte is a powerful image. And not one the Grand Magus is likely to cross, even if you’re not as powerful as him. you don’t know your own popularity amongst the army. Your fifteen years of service are still talked about with reverence from what I hear. And there's no doubt that your actions uncovering the bond trafficking happening within the Frosthammer clan has endeared you to the Imperial council."

Lorelei closed her eyes, took a breath, and looked at Duncan. They nodded to each other. “Fine. I’d do it anyway without you buttering me up.”

Gabrith smiled. “Splendid! One last thing," the man turned back to Aldric and his bond. "I've exempted you from final exams for this year. You need all the time to prepare for the Grand Magus, and besides, you are the only mage who scored a perfect score on his exams, and now you're bonded to the only bond who did so as well."

"Wait.. that was you?" Aldric turned to Jordan, who just smiled weakly.

***

After their meeting with the Headmaster, Lorelei and Duncan joined them on the elevator ride down.

"Oh, by the way, there's someone here you might want to see," she spoke to no one in particular. "They should already be in your room, have fun."

"Lor," Duncan growled.

"Okay, okay, we'll all go."

Aldric looked around at his bonds in confusion, but received shrugs in return.

They made their way back to the mage barracks, up the elevator, and to the dorm. Once they got there, Lorelei put her hand on his shoulder and held him back, nodding to Nadia to open the door. His nekorian bond shrugged but complied.

As soon as the door was open a speeding furball ran into Nadia's gut yelling. "Sister!!!"

They tumbled down onto the ground, a squealing tumble of fur and hair and tails.

"Claudia!" Aldric yelled out.

"Very good, you figured it out, Aldric," Lorelei deadpanned. She carefully stepped over the still tumbling sisters and into the dorm. Duncan followed after her, though his large gait he was less careful, easily clearing them in a single step.

Kasumi and Jordan looked at each other and shrugged, also stepping over the sisters into the dorm.

"Uh.. girls, whenever you're done, we'll be in the room."

"Sure, Al!"

"Yeah, big brother!" The words brought him to pause, and a feeling of happiness welled up inside him, and somehow found their way to his eyes. Stupid feelings.

He followed in the others footsteps and stepped over the sisters and into the dorm. He walked into Lorelei casting her sword around, because of course she had a sword, and muttering an incantation. "Obtestor toro," she finished and a couch appeared out of nowhere, placing carefully down next to their regular couch.

"Ahh, thank the gods that's better," Lorelei plopped down onto the conjured couch. "I always hated these couches. I can't believe they haven't updated them."

"Wait.. did you just conjure that couch from nothing?"

"Huh," she looked at him, "oh yeah, I hated the couches when I was here, so I learned this spell. So much better."

"But.. but.."

"Shh," she shushed him. Jordan and Kasumi laughed together.

"Are they always like this?" Kasumi asked.

"Oh, yes. Aldric has never gotten the better of our Mistress," Jordan giggled.

Aldric sat on his couch and seethed, Kasumi and Jordan joined him, but had the decency to try to stifle their laughter.

A moment later Nadia came back into the room, carrying Claudia in a princess carry. "And here's our home, Clau."

"I've been here before, Nay," Claudia responded petulantly.

"Yes, but now it's a happy occasion," Nadia couldn't wipe the smile from her face.

“Lorelei,” Aldric thought of something, “there’s been some things that happened this year I would like to get your opinion on.” His mind drifted to what Professor Tyrhorn had said about Ren not working alone, and about what the corrupted had said. Things had moved too fast, but now he had time to breathe.

Lorelei sat forward, resting her elbows on her knees, her hands forming an arch to rest her hands on. "That’s fine, but for now, we need to discuss the Grand Magus."

The End.

The story will continue in Mystic Knight: Rising
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