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Personae Dramatis

Main Characters

Aldric Ironheart - Human mage, 19 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Ran away from home at age six and was picked up by the Arch Mage Lorelei Ironheart and brought back to her orphanage, where he grew up. His dream of becoming a mage one day was fulfilled, and he awakens to be the first seven bond mage in history.

Kasumi Akagi - 22 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Full blooded kitsune with red hair, fox ears, and four tails from birth. Because of her tails she was separated by the elders of her village in order to train her how they saw fit. They tasked her with finding a way to bring magic back to the kitsune people. She leaves for the Academy, against the elders wishes, and seeks a mage who will be able to do the impossible. She is known at the Academy as an Ice Queen because she drops any mage who disappoints her. She becomes Aldric's first bond.

Nadia McKinley - 21 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. She is a nekorian woman, with black cat ears and tail, who used to work for her parent's merchant company. Until they sold her to the Frosthammer clan for exclusivity rights to sell their goods. She was to bond Torg Frosthammer until she met Aldric. She rebelled and bonded with Aldric after a terrible fight with Torg. She becomes Aldric’s second bond.

Jordan Taylor - 20 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. She is a human woman with blonde hair and blue eyes. Her parents died in a border skirmish with the Empire's neighboring kingdom, Acxiun. She is taken in by Lorelei Ironheart and lives at the same orphanage as Aldric. She harbors a secret crush on Aldric throughout her life. And when he awakens as a mage she pledges herself to be his bond. Things don't go as planned and after a year.. and more than a few hurt feelings.. they finally bond. She becomes Aldric’s third bond.

Sha’gar Bloodaxe – 22 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Lorn’al’s sister, she first learns of Aldric from Lorn’s letters home detailing Aldric’s exploits. Because of those letters she falls for the man she thinks Aldric is. She demands that Lorn introduce them, which he obliges. She registers as a bond candidate in the Academy with the intent of bonding with Aldric. Their first meeting goes poorly, when she challenges him, and Nadia, to a duel, which they decline. Over time, however, they spend time together and get used to one another. After the first field assignment of the year Sha’gar kills the enemy mage, earning her the right (in her mind) to claim her bond with Aldric. Two months later, once her waiting period is over, they bond. She becomes Aldric’s fourth bond.


Aelania Orirel – 100 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Seemingly aloof and uninterested, Aelania grew up in a very unorthodox high elven household. Her parents valued gold and commerce more than food and good cheer. They were emotionally neglectful and finally after living under those conditions for 100 years, she leaves her family’s home and goes to the Academy. Initially Kasumi approaches her about bonding with Aldric, which she seems disinterested in. However, after spending time with Aldric and seeing how he treats his bonds and her, she falls for him. During field assignments he defers to her superior tactical mind, which is something she was not used to, but appreciated. They finally bond at the end of Aldric’s second year. She becomes Aldric’s fifth bond. 

Fellow Students, Mages, and Bonds

Lorn'al (Lorn) Bloodaxe - 19 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Male Orc Mage, with three bond soul. Green skinned and large white tusks. Befriends Aldric on their second day at the Academy. They had all of their classes together and Aldric considers Lorn one of his best friends. After Aldric bonds with Sha’gar, Lorn calls him “brother.”

She'lar Thunderfist - 19 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Female Orc Bond. Lorn's first bond. She is part of Aldric's first field assignment.

Zach Blackfang - 19 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising (assumed). Orphaned as a child after hunters killed his parents, and his pack left him, he was found by Lorelei Ironheart and brought back to her orphanage. Best friends with Aldric growing up. Comes out as gay, and journeys to the Academy to become a bond candidate. Bonds with Thom after the three-month waiting period his first year.

Thom Wainwright - 19 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Male Avian Mage, with three bond soul. Skittish by nature, Thom is a gay mage, unhopeful of finding love. Meets Zach thanks to Aldric, and they bond after three months.

Kairn Woodfern - 19 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Male Wood Elf Mage, with three bond soul. Brown hair and green eyes. Is in many of Aldric's classes and is in his study group. Bonds Drea and Celia, both Wood Elves, after three months during their first year.

Grey Shimmerbeam - 20 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Male High Elf, with a three-bond soul. He is in many of Aldric's classes and his study group. Bonds Evonne Seabreaker after three months into his first year at the Academy. Aldric introduces him to Inara, a human girl with a thing for elves, and bonds her before the end of his second year at the Academy.

Evonne Seabreaker - 36 years old at the end of the first book. High elf bond of Grey Shimmerbeam.

Inara Seif – 19 Years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. She confronts Aldric to confirm whether or not he is not bonding with Stephanie March, which he denies. Nadia tries to recruit her as Aldric’s bond, but she says she wants to bond with an elf. Aldric introduces her to Grey at a study session, and they bond soon after.

Finias Orein - 20 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Male, Half High Elf, Half Dark Elf Mage. He is in many of Aldric's classes and study group. Bonds Heather Stilltrap before the midterm exams of his first year at the Academy. In his second year he bonds with Kimilina Greensong after Aldric introduces them, and Jordan talks her up.

Heather Stilltrap - 19 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Human female bond with pronounced muscles. Bonds with Finias before the midterm exams of their first year.

Kimilina Greensong - 19 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Female Wood Elf bond candidate. One of Jordan's roommates. She is excitable and chatty. She bonds with Finias during their second year at the Academy.

Cho'gar Goreskull - 20 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Male Orc Mage, with a four-bond soul. Son of the chieftain of the Goreskull clan, the ruling orc clan. Declares Aldric Orc Friend after Aldric defeats him in combat. Bonds Lasha Heartrend at some point before midyear of their first year. He also bonds with Uglush Spearshatter during his second year.

Lasha Heartrend - 21 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Bonds Cho'gar Goreskull. Has an unusually high-pitched voice for an orc.

Uglush Spearshatter – 22 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Bonds Cho’gar Goreskull.

Wade Broggs - Unknown Age, Assumed 19 at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Human Male Mage. Unknown soul bond amount, assumed to be three. Mage during Aldric's first field assignment. Bonds with Liv Greybite sometime before or right after midterm exams of their first year.

Liv Greybite - Unknown age at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Female wolfkin bond candidate who joined Aldric's second field assignment. Bonds with Wade Broggs near the midterm exams of their first year.

Janelle Duskhare - Unknown age at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Female halfling bond candidate who joined Aldric's second field assignment of the first year. Bonds with Barisdrim Largeforge.

Barisdrim 'Barry' Largeforge - Unknown age at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Dwarf Male Mage. Joins Aldric's end of midterm exams party, first dwarf to do so. Bonds with Janelle Duskhare sometime after the second field assignment during her first year.

Ember Narthore – Unknown age at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Dark elf bond candidate that Kasumi approaches in an attempt to obtain more bonds for Aldric. She is openly hostile and makes it clear she will not bond. Aelania tells Aldric that the dark elf has some demons in her past that won’t allow her to move forward, but assures him she does want to bond with him. Aldric was not convinced.

Bianca – Unknown Age at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Mousekin bond candidate that joined Aldric and friends on the last field assignment during their second year. Uses long knives as her weapons.

Sona – Unknown Age at the end of Mystic Knight Rising. Leonid bond candidate with bushy black hair, hazel eyes, lion ears and tail, and tanned skin. Joined Aldric and friends on the last field assignment during their second year. For a Leonid she is rather scrawny, and is timid in nature. After the field assignment, she is not sure that the bond candidate life is for her, and contemplates leaving the Academy. Uses a spear and is frightened by bugs.

Professors

Headmaster Idus Gabrith - Unknown Age and bonds. Headmaster of the Academy, human male. Very aware of Aldric's power and wants to foster it, and him, into the perfect tool for the Empire. Only known bond is a blonde woman named Claire.

Professor Thomas Hydean - Around 70 years of age. Unknown Bonds. Human Male. Seems to be opposed to Aldric at first, but just wants to mold him to be better, and believes in trial by fire. Teaches Combat Magic.

Professor Alfinas Tyrhorn - Unknown Age and Bonds. Half-elf male mage. Has a flair for the dramatic and loves swishing his cloak. Teaches Bonding for all male students.

Professor Ulgan Strongarm - Unknown Age and bonds. Orc Male. Teaches Imperial history, Aldric's least favorite class because of how dry the lectures are.

Professor Bond Sorodar - Unknown Age. Half-orc female Bond. Member of the Frozentusk clan of orcs, who bond out of duty, not love. Bonded to a mage who loaned her out to the Academy for a few years. Friends with Kasumi. Teaches Weapons Training and Battle Tactics.

Professor Delilah Cottonrose - Unknown Age and Bonds. Fairy female mage. She is mischievous and enjoys practical jokes. Teaches Spells and Casts.

Professor Liamoira Greengazer - Unknown Age and Bonds. Wood elf female. Teaches bonding to all female students.

Sorcerer Frederick Brandeis - Unknown Age. Three bond soul. Human male mage. The barracks officer for the Mage Barracks and thus Aldric's immediate superior in rank. His three bonds are Susan, Judy, and an unnamed third bond. Normally very strict, he enjoys drinking, and got drunk with Aldric and Lorn one too many times before his bonds brought the hammer down on him and Aldric.

Other Non-Academy Characters

Lorelei Ironheart - 71-year-old female human mage. When she was very young she ran away from home. She was living in a rundown orphanage at the time of her mana soul awakening. Once she joined the Academy she became friends with Thomas Hydean. She bonds her three bonds (now husbands) during her duration at the Academy. Afterwards, her military commission puts her in the XIV Imperial Legion, where she won many accolades for her bravery and duty, and obtains the rank of Arch Mage, only two below the highest in the Empire.

After her military service was over she returned to the orphanage, bought it, and began her own. Eventually taking in Aldric, Zach, and Jordan. She still supports and helps them whenever it is possible for her to do so.

After Claudia is abducted, it is Lorelei, Ewyn, and Arhan who save her from the Frosthammer clan and brings them to justice.

Duncan - Around 70 years old. Human Male bond to Lorelei Ironheart. Lorelei’s first bond. Large, strong, and stoic. Shows very little emotion but loves all the kids at the orphanage as if they were his own.

Arhan - Around 100 years old. Wood Elf male bond to Lorelei Ironheart. Lorelei's second bond. Small, wiry, and quick to laughter. Loves joking and needling his wife and brother-husbands.

Ewyn - Around 70 years old. Human Male bond to Lorelei Ironheart. Lorelei's third bond. Medium build and is very sarcastic.

Claudia - Nadia's little sister. 12 at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Captured, tortured, and worse by the Frosthammer clan. She was saved by Lorelei Ironheart, and brought back to live in her orphanage.

Enemies

Torg Frosthammer - 20 years old at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Dwarf Male. Formerly a mage with a three-bond soul. His clan purchases Nadia as part of their exclusivity deal with her parent's merchant company. Antagonistic to Aldric on their first meeting, Torg taunts and belittles Aldric at every opportunity. It goes too far during Aldric's second field assignment where Torg almost kills Nadia due to his own incompetence. He and Aldric have a duel afterwards, which Aldric handedly wins. Then near the end of the year he tries to rape Jordan, sending Aldric into a rage. Aldric rips apart his mana soul and makes him magically impotent. Whereabouts currently unknown.

Muldo Frosthammer - Torg's father and former head of the Frosthammer clan. When Aldric bonds with Nadia, Muldo abducts Claudia, her sister, in revenge. He orders her beaten and abused, and he himself does worse. Sentenced to death by the Imperial Council for his crimes.

Stephanie March – Unknown age, deceased at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Stephanie was a bond candidate at the Academy who antagonizes Aldric’s bonds, but wishes to join Aldric’s harem for the power. She goes around telling everyone who will listen that she is his potential bond. In the end this draws the attention of a jealous Giles who, along with his bonds, kills her.

Arch Mage Giles Stewart – Unknown age, four bond soul. Deceased at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising. Close confidant of the Imperial Grand Magus, he is sent to the Academy to help Aldric along in his studies and learn the things needed to take over the responsibility of Imperial Grand Magus, once Ulisos passes away. Giles is initially kind to Aldric and his bonds, but overtime grows jealous and frustrated by Aldric’s defiance. After he hears Stephanie saying she is Aldric’s potential bond, he grows angered that Aldric did not talk to him first and decides to kill Aldric and his bonds. He kills Stephanie and attempts to kill Aldric but dies in the process. He does hit Aldric with a spell that would have made him a corrupted, had he not been saved by Head Healer Cieve.

Jenn Stewart – Unknown age, human bond of Giles. Alive at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising.

Runnala Stewart – Unknown age, wood elf bond of Giles. Deceased at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising, killed by Sha’gar.

Geth Stewart – Unknown age, rabbitkin bond of Giles Stewart. Deceased at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising, killed by Nadia.

Orbynne Stewart - Unknown age, high elf bond of Giles Stewart. Deceased at the end of Mystic Knight: Rising, killed by Aelania.


Chapter 1

“It’s…from my parents,” Nadia whispered.

“What?” they all yelled. Aldric peered over Nadia’s shoulder to read the words on the paper, but Kasumi, Jordan, and Sha’gar raced over as quickly as they could, crowding him out from getting a better look.

They each jockeyed for a better position to read what it said.

Aldric was surprised at Sha’gar’s interest and concern, but then again maybe he shouldn’t have been. When she and he had bonded, he and the girls each had taken turns explaining their stories to the orc. She was particularly enraged by Nadia’s story, so maybe it made sense now that she was invested in what was happening.

As ever, though, Aelania was different. She did not run over, instead opting to walk. She did not betray her intentions through her actions or through her emotions, keeping herself completely even.

The high elf walked straight up to Nadia and softly lifted the letter out of her hands. Nadia didn’t resist letting it go.

Aldric could feel the rage and sorrow building inside of the nekorian.

“May I?” Aelania asked.

“Yeah, go ahead, everyone needs to hear this shit,” Nadia responded, her voice trembled in anger.

Aelania cleared her throat and stood facing the group. “Dearest Nadia, Daddy and I can’t believe it’s already been two years since we last saw you. I’m sure you’ve grown so much and I’m sure we would be proud of the woman you’ve become. I’m not going to beat around the bush, my little fuzzball, I know you likely don’t want to hear from us and probably still blame us for what happened. It will most likely fall on deaf ears but we both want to apologize for any and all heartache you may have suffered because of what we did. We sincerely thought we were doing the right thing and giving you the best life possible. As a bond you’ll live longer, be stronger, be respected, and see things Daddy and I could never begin to imagine. In short, we thought we were giving you a life of privilege most nekorians will never know. We realize now we did it the wrong way, but our intentions were pure.”

“What a load of shit!” Jordan yelled out. “They sold you!”

“Yes, it is indeed excrement,” Sha’gar nodded. “They are bursting with it.”

“It gets worse, keep reading,” Nadia dourly stated, nodding at Aelania to continue.

“After you left Torg and bonded with that other mage, we amended the deal with the Frosthammers to give Claudia to them in exchange for her receiving an apprenticeship. She would learn how to be a blacksmith for their clan. It would have given her a future far better than working as a traveling merchant as we have done. We’ve found that the lack of stability in our lives has been our biggest regret for both ourselves and you girls. Unfortunately, as you know, that did not go to plan.”

“They can’t seriously believe this can they?” Aldric muttered. “She was abducted in the middle of the night!”

“Oh, they absolutely do,” Nadia growled. “Reality has very little sway in my parents’ world.”

“After some time of Claudia being gone, we were visited by the Imperial Mage Force. We were questioned, brought before the council, and sentenced. The mages used a truth spell on both of us and confirmed that our version of events was exactly what we believed. You have to believe us, kitten, we never expected anything like this to happen. The Frosthammers assured us that Claudia would be in good hands.”

“They really can’t be this out of touch with reality, can they?” Kasumi whispered.

“Oh, how I wish you were wrong,” Nadia snarled. “They’re perpetual victims. Nothing has ever been their fault.”

“But…that’s bordering on insane, Nay,” Kasumi said, her voice so shocked she barely got it out.

Nadia just gave her a look.

“We were given a far lighter sentence, only a year in jail for aiding and abetting the Frosthammers in the sale and trafficking of bonds and girls. We heard the council did much, much worse to the Frosthammers, which they obviously deserve. However…” Aelania’s voice trailed off and her eyes snapped up to Nadia’s.

The nekorian glowered at the high elf and gave her a single curt nod. Internally, Nadia’s anger was reaching a crescendo, and Aldric was worried she was going to get so mad she’d explode—or storm out of the room and hit someone. He squeezed her shoulders and put his head on hers, hoping to calm her…if only a little.

Aelania once again cleared her throat and read on. “However, we are once again out from jail, and we would love to see you again, my fuzzball. But that brings us to another matter. Once we were released we asked about Claudia’s whereabouts. We were told she was safe and outside of our reach. Despite our truth being verified by the council’s own mages we were treated like criminals. It is unconscionable to me to keep a child from their parents, but that is what the Council and the Mage Force has decided. So, we come to you, Nadia, kitten. It is only right that Claudia be returned to us. We know how you doted on her, I know you never would rest if you didn’t know where she was. I know you know where she is. And so we make this desperate plea to you. You must understand, she belongs with her parents, not wherever she is at the moment. We’ll never let her out of our sight again. It is not right to keep her from us. We don’t want to take any drastic measures, and as such I am beseeching you to do the right thing and have her returned to us as quickly as possible. We expect a speedy and favorable reply. Love, Mummy and Daddy.”

Nadia’s breath was ragged, and her shoulders heaved in anger. She spun to meet Aldric’s eyes. “I’ll never let them take her. I’d die before I let that happen, Al,” her words were spoken with such anger and hatred that Aldric almost stepped backwards. But he didn’t let himself, instead he moved forward and hugged her tight.

She trembled against him as her anger dissolved into sorrow. Then she broke down, beginning to sob into his chest, eventually falling to the floor. He stooped down with her and held her close while giving her the chance to let it all out.

“I won’t... I won’t...” she repeated over and over between her tears. “I won’t let them near her again. The things she endured. She...”

“Shh, I know. I know,” he patted her head and held her close. “We won’t let them take her.”

“No. We will not,” Sha’gar stood proudly over them. “There is an Arch Mage and her bonds looking after Claudia. There is nowhere safer for her.”

“True, I don’t see anyone getting the best of Mistress Lorelei for a long time,” Jordan agreed. Aldric looked up at his bonds and saw that each had their own reaction to the news. Typically stoic Kasumi was trying, and failing, to stop the tears in her eyes from falling. Jordan was crying openly and freely. Sha’gar was enraged, her face twisted in anger. And Aelania, his newest and most emotionally unavailable bond, was wiping tears from her eyes.

In a sick sort of way, that made him happy. Aelania openly showing an emotion like that to them meant she really was trying her best to work on herself.

“True, I don’t see Lorelei losing to anyone, any time soon,” Kasumi said after a lengthy pause.

Nadia continued sobbing into him for a few minutes until finally she calmed down. She cupped his face with her calloused hands and looked him in the eyes. Her eyes were red from crying, but a determination was there he didn’t see very often.

She kissed him, the salt from her tears still on her lips, and stood. “No. I will not let Claudia stay there. My parents will not hesitate to send whatever shitbags they can find to take her back. They will wait for a reply, but if they don’t receive one soon, they will hire someone to find her and bring her back. And the people they hire won't care how they go about doing it.”

“Truly, are they so lost?” Sha’gar asked. “An attack on an orphanage is unconscionable.”

“Yes, remember these are the same people who sent me to be trained as an assassin at a young age and had me murder anyone who got in their way. They don’t have much in the way of scruples,” Nadia bitterly responded.

“Then we bring her here,” Aldric answered immediately. “Given the circumstances, the Headmaster would have to agree, wouldn’t he?”

Aldric looked to Kasumi, hoping to see agreement in the kitsune’s eyes, but instead found doubt. “Maybe...” Kasumi answered slowly. “Maybe we could petition Ulisos, or just say we did?”

"Yeah, Ulisos scares the crap out of Gabrith, so I think that would work," Jordan agreed.

Sha’gar didn't have the same feeling though. “Hmm, using the threat of the Imperial Grand Magus is a weapon we should use sparingly. It is a sharp edge that will dull with each successive usage,” Sha’gar grunted. “We should only use when it is the only choice.”

“I agree,” Kasumi nodded, “and this is one of those times.”

Sha’gar nodded once, accepting Kasumi’s decision.

“Why don’t you and Al adopt Claudia, Nay?” Jordan suggested.

Aldric pondered that and gazed into Nadia’s hopeful eyes. “Al, you don’t have to...” she started.

“Nonsense,” he waved away her hedging, “I love Claudia. If it’s an option to save her from going back to them, then we absolutely will look into that.”

Nadia rushed him again and flung her arms around him. “Thank you,” she muttered.

“Anything for my bonds,” he responded.

They stood there for a moment before they broke apart. “Let’s go to the Headmaster now.”

Several minutes later, and several more hugs, they made their way down the elevator into the mage barracks lobby.

“Ah,” Sorcerer Brandeis said as they entered the room, he was standing behind his desk and looked like he was on his way somewhere. “Acolyte Ironheart and Bonds. I was just coming up to speak with you. Thank you for saving me a trip.”

“Uh, sure, sir. What’s up?” Aldric asked.

“The Headmaster is requesting your presence as soon as possible. Which is a polite way of saying right now.”

“Well, that’s good timing, we were on our way there now anyway,” Aldric nodded.

“What does the Headmaster want?” Kasumi asked as she rushed to get to Aldric's side.

“I’m not sure, Bond Akagi. All I know is that he and Professor Hydean want to see you six as soon as possible,” Brandeis shook his head and sighed. “It would be nice to have a quiet week.”

Aldric chuckled at that. “Yeah, tell me about it. But, alright. Thank you for letting us know, we’ll be on our way now.”

“Very good.”

Aldric turned and left the barracks, his bonds following behind him. “I wonder what the Headmaster and Hydean want,” he asked the group once they were outside of the tower.

“Hopefully nothing bad,” Kasumi sighed from his side. Sha’gar followed closely behind and took his other side.

They walked that way peacefully from the barracks to the central tower. The next day was the start of break and many of the students were moving out, or already moved out, having finished their exams.

As with last year he noticed a disproportionate number of bond candidates left over. But this was the first time that he really had been outside since his fight with Giles. And he noticed the bond candidates that had once been desperate to get near him only just weeks before were now keeping their distance and whispering to each other about Aldric, as he and his bonds passed them by.

Aldric sighed, garnering a look, and feeling, of concern from Kasumi. He could have pushed them and himself, a little more to use their strength to get to the tower quicker but ever since his fight with Giles, Aldric had been a bit shy in using his magic or power.

The complete and total feeling of helplessness was not something he liked. It brought up too many old memories that he had worked his hardest to move past. Ones that he would much rather sooner forget ever happened.

Yes, he had beaten Giles. But using his mana had allowed the corruption to hasten its spread through his body. That feeling of emptiness was not one he would soon forget. His massive mana reservoir at the time had felt dry, empty, and cold. He didn’t want to feel like that ever again.

He had entered his mana soul every day since he had been given permission to use his mana again by Head Healer Cieve a few days prior. Each time his soul looked the same as the last, the blue trees with brown bark, the blue grass, and the truly massive lake that his mana reservoir resembled now. The five flames that hovered over the water of his mana were larger than before, pushing their green flames down into the mana and vice versa.

So, everything was fine. He just felt off. He felt...scared.

And he knew his bonds felt it. That was the worst part.

Aldric wasn't even sure why. Cieve and Ulisos had checked him over, they both said no hint of corruption lingered in his body or soul. So why, then, did he feel hesitant to use it? Why does it feel...

He’d have to work on that later. They arrived at the central tower too soon for him to finish the thought. Aldric opened the door and held it open for his bonds. They each passed by with a smile, even Aelania. But Kasumi waited till the end and stared him in the eyes.

Her eyes always felt like they peered directly through his soul to his very core. Before they bonded he figured it was a look of appraisal. After, she only did so when she was in deep thought.

This time, though, he didn’t need to feel her emotions to know the concern she felt, because her eyes gave her away. “Al,” she whispered. “We need to talk...later.”

He sighed, but knew she was right. “Yeah, of course.” He swept his arm forward. “After you, my love.”

She stared at him a second longer before she too went inside. He shut his eyes and sighed. He braced himself somewhat before going inside.

The receptionist was sitting at her desk chatting with Jordan when Aldric walked up to them. “Ah, there he is. May we go now?” Jordan asked.

“Yes, it was nice talking to you again,” the woman smiled.

“Same here, time flies so quickly.”

Jordan hooked her arm through Aldric’s and led them through the doors to the elevator. Once they were all on the platform, Aldric hesitated for a split second. But remembering Kasumi’s look he pushed forward and willed the platform to rise.

He felt himself exhale when the mana flowed and they began moving without any issue. Instead of focusing on that, he focused, as ever, on the many swirling colors passing them by as they rose through the tower.

Aldric felt Kasumi’s gaze on the back of his head and her intense worry. He tried to send his reassurance to her back but her feeling of worry persisted.

Once again, unable to dwell on that, they reached the top of the tower and disembarked. Aldric strode forward and knocked on the door. This time Aella, Professor Hydean's first bond, opened the door, a wide smile on her face.

“Good afternoon, Acolyte and Bonds,” she chuckled to herself.

“Uh, hi, Aella. We’re here to see the Headmaster,” Aldric apprehensively responded, unsure why she emphasized his title like that.

“Yes, yes, please come in.” She gracefully moved out of the way, ushering Aldric and bonds inside.

Once inside the office, Aldric saw Gabrith seated at his chair behind his desk, Claire standing next to him, her hand on his shoulder. Hydean was standing off to the side, just as he had done the first time Aldric had met the man nearly two years prior. The perpetual smirk on his face was planted firmly in place. Though, Aldric couldn’t help but think it looked less malicious than usual.

“Come in, come in my boy!” Gabrith waved them in, a wide smile on his face. “We have a lot to discuss!”

Aldric walked forward and took his normal seat in front of Gabrith. His bonds all sat in the seats next to him, Kasumi on his immediate right and Aelania on his left. Sha’gar and Jordan were next to Kasumi and Nadia sat to Aelania’s left.

“Welcome,” Gabrith said. “We appreciate you coming on such short notice. I have to commend Sorcerer Brandeis for getting our message to you so soon.”

“Oh, uh, actually, we were already on our way here when Sorcerer Brandeis flagged us down and let us know to come here,” Aldric said. “We have a problem that needs to be addressed pretty quickly.”

Hydean stepped forward at that moment, the smarmy smile still plastered on his face. “Whatever it is, can it wait a few moments, Acolyte?”

Again, Aldric was confused by the emphasis on his rank but pushed it out of his mind. “Not really, sir. It’s kind of important.”

“Please, my boy, I suggest you let me get my spiel out first,” Gabrith smiled kindly at him. "What I have to say may change what you need from me."

Aldric looked around at his bonds, who all felt a mix of annoyed and intrigued. He caught Nadia’s glance, and the nekorian just rolled her eyes and nodded. She was exuding annoyance, but he knew she just wanted to get whatever it was the Headmaster and Hydean had to say over with.

“Okay, sirs. I’m sorry, please continue,” Aldric answered after a pause.

“Good, good, thank you, my boy,” Gabrith answered with the big smile on his face never faltering once. “From the moment you entered this Academy, you have been set apart from your peers entirely because of your mana soul. You have risen to, and conquered, every challenge that has been set before you—whether it be two corrupted, a three-bond Acxiun mage, or a four-bond Arch Mage. You dealt with each obstacle with a resourcefulness we have rarely seen. Few in the Empire, mages and mundane alike, can boast those kinds of feats.”

“In addition to your coursework in class, all of which has been exemplary. And while you only did one round of exams, you scored a perfect score on every one, which is no small feat. And then just today I heard from Professor Tyrhorn on how well you and your bonds are doing, and that he gave you an Exceptional on your final grade for your Bonding class."

"In consideration of all those things, The Imperial Grand Magus and I both agree on this...and I think you may have earned this long ago...you are being promoted in rank. Henceforth, Aldric Ironheart, you shall be Magus Aldric Ironheart.”


Chapter 2

"Oh, oh wow, thank you sir!" Aldric quickly stood and saluted.

Gabrith smiled and shook his head. "Sit down, my boy. This was long overdue. Here, hand me your badge."

Aldric unpinned his badge from his shirt and held it in his open palm. It was odd. He never really looked at the badge, just moved it from uniform to uniform each day...or Kasumi did. However, as he held it out in his palm, he noticed the banner that ran underneath the shield had five small straight lines on it. He remembered the receptionist on his first day explaining that it changed every time he ranked up or gained a new bond.

"Here you go, sir," Aldric said as he handed the badge over to the Headmaster.

Kasumi shook her head to his right. He glanced at her, and she was chuckling softly to herself. "Sorry," she coughed when she noticed everyone looking at her. "He just noticed the bond marks on the badge," she barely stifled her laugh.

"Oh lords..." Nadia muttered.

"By the light," Aelania sighed.

Gabrith and Hydean simply shook their heads while Jordan and Sha'gar laughed loudly.

"Moving on," Gabrith said after a second and he lifted his hand and muttered an incantation, which prompted the badge to glow and then change slightly. The single sword gained two more swords on either side, angled diagonally across.

"Cool!" Aldric exclaimed.

"Yes, it is, isn't it?" Gabrith smiled smugly. "Now, Magus Ironheart, most of your classmates will be promoted to Mage rank. This is the norm for a new Acolyte's progression through the ranks. Yours is an exception we do not grant very often. You possibly could have gone right to Sorcerer, but that's basically unheard of. Even the Imperial Grand Magus only got to Sorcerer as he graduated from the Academy."

"Understood sir," Aldric responded.

"Are there any additional responsibilities that come with the promotion, sir?" Kasumi asked.

"At the moment, no," Gabrith answered. "Once you graduate and are inducted into the formal military structure, you'll be placed differently than those of a lower rank. Take Lorelei for example. She was an Arch Mage in charge of an entire Legion by the end of her service."

"And she achieved that," Hydean cut in, "quickly into her service, through hard work and dedication. Proving that your mana soul does not dictate how competent or useful you are, will come down to your own hard work, and your bonds', Magus Ironheart. That is what will move you upwards."

"Thomas" Gabrith cautioned Hydean.

"No, Idus, he needs to hear this," Hydean cut the Headmaster off. The man leveled his gaze squarely on Aldric. His eyes were intense and filled with meaning, and his lips were curled almost looking like a snarl. Aldric matched the intensity right back at the professor.

"You are woefully underprepared for the wider world, Aldric. It is not entirely anyone's fault, but between last year with the dwarf, and this year with the Arch Mage, your studies have been distracted and you are not as advanced as someone of your soul should be. That is why I will be taking a direct intervention into your education, is that understood?"

"Yes, sir," Aldric responded. They had already spoken of this and while Aldric wasn't looking forward to it, he did wonder just how far behind he was. He didn't really feel like he was at all.

"Good, because I will not be going easy on you. Giles hindered you a great deal, and it will be hard work to bring you up to speed," Hydean stated.

"But...am I really that far behind my peers, sir?" Aldric asked.

"Your peers? No. But as someone with your talents and future? Yes. For example, the Imperial Grand Magus at the same level of progression as you had mastered focusless and wordless casting. You haven't even started. Not to mention the spells and techniques you should know."

Aldric nodded. "Understood. I'll do whatever work is necessary."

"Good," Hydean said smugly. "It will be hard work and much of it will be painful, or unpleasant."

Aldric only nodded in response. He didn't want to give the professor any satisfaction in seeing him as anything but strong and resolute.

"Now...there was something you needed to ask?" Gabrith said.

Aldric looked at Nadia, who nodded stiffly, then turned his attention back to the Headmaster. "Yes, there is, sir. Nadia received a letter from her parents..."

"I have it here, sir," Aelania added, handing Gabrith the letter.

"Thanks, Ael," Aldric smiled at the high elf. "But I think you should read it for yourself...and you Professor," he inclined his head at Hydean.

Both Hydean and Gabrith scrunched their eyes, but they read in silence, with Hydean looking over Gabrith's shoulder.

After a tense moment of silence waiting for the men to read, Gabrith handed the letter to Claire and Aella.

The women also looked confused but by the time they were done their faces were both set in looks of fury.

Gabrith took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly. "I appreciate you coming to me with this instead of running off half-cocked to wherever Bond McKinley's parents are and taking them to task."

"Yes sir, I prefer to be fully-cocked before doing anything," Nadia managed to joke. But Aldric saw and felt the joke for what it was, a smokescreen for her anxiety.

Aella and Claire both snickered while Gabrith and Hydean rolled their eyes.

"Bond McKinley," Hydean addressed Nadia. "What do you mean to get out of bringing this to our attention?"

"Only one thing, sirs." She looked pleadingly at both Gabrith and Hydean. "Allow me to bring Claudia here. Let me watch over her. My parents will not hesitate to hire someone to retrieve her from the orphanage. I'm worried whoever they do hire will have very little hesitation doing whatever they deem necessary to collect her."

Gabrith and Hydean shared a look, as did their bonds.

"Two things, actually, sir," Aldric added. "We want to petition the Imperial Council to grant us parental rights over Claudia. We want to adopt her."

Nadia’s head snapped towards Aldric, and he glanced over to see that the look in her eyes was a mix of thankfulness and I'm gonna jump you so hard later, which Aldric appreciated.

"Hmm, well, the second request is easier," Gabrith sat back in his chair. "We will put in the formal petition now. As her guardian at the moment, Lorelei Ironheart will have to sign off on it. But given she's your mother, Aldric, I don't foresee any issues. I do suggest sending her a letter as soon as you leave. Letting her know what is coming is a good idea."

He paused and glanced at Hydean, who stood stony-faced, no hint of a smirk. "As far as the girl coming here...I'm afraid that's not possible–"

"But sir!" both Nadia and Aldric jumped out of their chairs.

"Calm down," Aella said in a soothing voice. "Headmaster Gabrith is correct. This military academy is no place for a child, especially one who has gone through as much as she has."

"Aella has the right of it," Claire added. "It pains me to say so, because her parents are clearly not going to back down but... from everything I've heard and seen of Lorelei Ironheart, she is not one to back down from a challenge."

"But–" Aldric started again before being cut off.

"That is not to say we are without sympathy," Hydean added. "But being completely honest, there is no place safer than with Lorelei Ironheart. And if she knows a threat is coming for her or any of her kids, woe be upon those who dare."

Hydean sounded actually proud of Lorelei.

"But sirs," Nadia said more harshly. "With the threat out there, I don't think I can just sit by and wait for something to maybe happen. Or bear the anxiety of not knowing what's going on with her at any given moment."

"That is, unfortunately, what it is like to care for another, Bond McKinley," Gabrith smiled sadly. "However, this is a military academy, as Aella said. Your duty is to your Mage and to your studies. We cannot have you dividing your attention between your sister and your Mage. And even worse for you, Aldric is who he is. He will never have a normal life where he can just sit down and relax, which means you won't either."

"But!"

"And say we allow you to bring her now," Hydean cut in again. "What about in two years when you graduate? She will not be allowed on your military assignment. Where then would she go? Back to the orphanage?"

"Well... no... maybe?"

"No, that is unfair to her and you. She is better off with her peers, or as close to it as possible at the orphanage with Lorelei, Duncan, Arhan, and Ewyn looking after her."

Nadia didn't respond, only bared her teeth at them.

"Nay," Kasumi softly said. "They're right."

Nadia rounded on Kasumi in her seat, her eyes enraged and mouth contorted in anger. Betrayal coursed through her bond. But upon seeing the look of pity in Kasumi's eyes, Nadia broke down in tears. Aldric rushed to her side and held her close to him.

"Listen..." Claire spoke up after a moment of silence. "We know it's harsh, but it really is the best decision for everyone."

Aldric took his gaze off of Nadia and looked at the group around him. All of them, even Hydean, had looks of sympathy on their faces.

Seeing that, Aldric knew that it was the right decision. Taking Claudia in was only a temporary solution to a long-term problem. They couldn't take her on their military assignment so, at most bringing her to the Academy was just delaying the inevitable by two years.

Aldric patted Nadia on the back again and lifted her up. "Shh, it's okay. We'll figure it out. Lorelei won't let anything happen to her."

Nadia nodded against his chest.

"I understand that it was a tall ask and I also understand the issues that would arise from it. But do we have no other recourse than to just tell Lorelei and wait for something to happen?" Aldric asked, looking back at Gabrith.

"As much as I hate to say it, not at the moment. My only advice would be, when sending in your official request of adoption, to let the council know that her parents are pursuing her and maybe they'll take action," Gabrith answered with a sigh.

"It is unfortunately a domestic issue that the council is likely not going to care about," Hydean helpfully supplied.

"Alright," Aldric nodded and glanced at Nadia. She was still upset, and for good reason, but there wasn't much they could do.

"Was there anything else?" Gabrith asked a moment later.

"Uh, no sirs," Aldric said as he glanced around at his bonds who all shook their heads.

"Very good. Congratulations, Magus Ironheart. You've more than earned it. Have a good rest of your day."

The meeting ended and soon they were back in their dorm, seated across the various couches. The mood was somber and Nadia was obviously upset, yet Aldric couldn't help but think it was the right decision.

"Okay... Nadia,'' Kasumi started. "I know that's not the outcome you wanted, but..."

"But what?" Nadia's eyes flashed dangerously, her voice was a low growl, and her ears flattened against her head. "I should just give up and forget my sister?"

"No. Of course not," Kasumi answered, but her voice was tight and her ears and tails went rigid. For the first time, Aldric felt an actual fight building between the two.

He leapt to his feet and put himself in the middle. "Okay, okay, everyone calm down. No one wants your sister to be in danger, Nadia. And Kasumi, let it rest for a bit."

They both stared daggers at each other for a full minute before Kasumi finally sighed and shook her head. "You're right, I'm sorry."

Nadia visibly slumped in her seat. "No, I'm sorry. No one here understands. None of you have ever taken care of someone like I did with Claudia. She was my whole world. I raised her more than my parents. And then... with what..." she stopped herself and her body shook. Aldric wasn't sure if it was from rage or sadness, her emotions were all over the place and he honestly couldn't blame her. "With everything that happened. I don't know what I'll do if they get her back."

Aldric found Kasumi's face and nodded. They both sat down on either side of Nadia and wrapped their arms around her.

"I know," he said in his most soothing voice. "But they'll have to get through Lorelei and her husbands first, which I just don't see happening."

"Yeah, you've met Lorelei, isn't she scarier than any assassin you’ve met?" Kasumi smiled at the nekorian.

Jordan came forward and knelt before them. "She definitely is. I'd wager that she'd gut any assassin that tried to get to Claudia before they knew what happened to them."

Nadia sniffled. "Yeah."

Sha'gar stood and knelt next to Jordan. "Yes, if half the tales that Jordan has told me are true, then they are formidable warriors who would not soon lose."

Aelania, again predictably, didn’t say anything. But unpredictably, she moved towards them and placed her hand on Nadia's head. She rubbed the nekorian between the ears, which relaxed Nadia more than anything else.

After several moments like that Nadia finally sat back and sighed. "I know they're right. I know Kas is right. But it just hurts," she softly said. "Knowing I have to rely on someone else for her protection. Knowing that I can't do anything about it. It just isn't fair."

"Life is often not fair," Aelania answered, still stroking Nadia's head. "Aldric's life is complicated and as such so is ours and whoever else joins us. And it will continue to get more complicated as time goes on and he gains in knowledge and power. While you may not agree with the Headmaster or Professor Hydean, they are objectively correct. Bringing your sister here would only compound our problems and only help in the short term."

Nadia looked at Aelania with an odd expression on her face. She was clearly annoyed, and ready to lash out, but the head rubs were making her more receptive to what the high elf was saying.

"Yeah, I guess..." Nadia purred.

They fell into a silence, each lost in their own thoughts for a period of time.

"Aaanyway," Jordan said, after a long while. "We should move past this for now. Al needs to write his letter to Lorelei, then we need to celebrate Al getting promoted!"

"Yes, that would be the best course of action," Sha'gar added.

"Agreed," Kasumi nodded.

Nadia sighed and nodded as well. "Yup, I can't sit here sulking for long, can I?"

"Take all the time you need, summer break is starting soon so we don't have anywhere to go," Aldric answered.

Nadia fell into his chest and continued to purr contentedly, with Aelania still stroking her head. "Yeah..."

They were quiet for a several minutes after that, each of them lost in their own thoughts again. This time Aldric let their feelings flood into him and let their unspoken feelings inform and guide him.

From Nadia’s discontent to Sha'gar's irritation, Jordan's hopefulness, Aelania's indifference, and Kasumi's thoughtfulness, he acknowledged each and didn't begrudge or try to dissuade anything that they felt. He sent each his love and understanding, hoping that it would help...if only a little.

However, he knew he could not be idle during this time. He got up, sat at the desk, and scrawled the letter for Lorelei, explaining the situation in detail, from how he and Nadia intended on adopting Claudia, but were keeping her at the orphanage for the foreseeable future. He also let her know about the potential for a threat against them from the nekorian sisters' parents.

When he was done, he sat back down on the couch between Nadia and Aelania.

Finally, Kasumi broke the silence. “As for Al's promotion, despite what the Headmaster said, I think it would be wise to prepare for us having additional duties. Even if we don’t have any here, we certainly will in the actual military."

"Good point," Aelania answered. "And given Aldric's mana soul, there are already going to be greater expectations. It does not hurt to be prepared for what our commanding officers may throw at us."

Sha'gar nodded in agreement. "Yes. Am'rith is strong and they'd do well to take that into consideration."

"What should we do to prepare?" Jordan asked.

They each pondered for a moment. "Ask for extra help from Sor?" Kasumi suggested. "Kind of like what we're going to do with Hydean?"

Aelania nodded, as did Sha'gar. "Yes, we should ask Sorodar for help. She has been in the military longer than any of us have been alive," the orc answered.

"Yes, and she is a veritable font of information on how the ranks work and what to expect. And whatever other martial training she thinks would be advantageous," Aelania added.

"Fine by me," Kasumi nodded. "Sor's mage is in charge of the 3rd Imperial Army, so she definitely has the knowledge on how everything works."

"Wait, Sorodar's mage is in charge of one of the armies?" Aldric asked, surprised that Sorodar's mage was that advanced in rank.

"Yes," Kasumi answered. "That's what happens if you apply yourself, Aldric."

"Yeah, Al, apply yourself," Jordan snickered.

"Come on Al, stop slacking," Nadia half-heartedly added.

He rolled his eyes at Nadia and Jordan then turned his gaze to Kasumi. "I am applying myself, Kas."

"I didn’t say you weren't...but we're going to need to push ourselves harder than we have been. That's all I meant. When we aren't studying, we should be either be in the gym or at the target range working on your spells."

The room fell silent at that, and all eyes turned to Kasumi. Nadia had a look of near-loathing and Jordan shock, but Aelania and Sha'gar both nodded approvingly.

"Come on, Kas. We need to rest too, plus other things. All work and no play makes me a very cranky nekorian," Nadia stuck her tongue out at Kasumi, regaining a bit of her usual attitude.

"No, Kasumi is correct," Aelania answered. "Aldric is in a unique position in history. Because of his soul, he has the potential to be the most powerful mage of all time. He's likely already on his way due to the number of us he has bonded. But he won't be effective or useful for anyone, least of all himself, if he doesn't grow in knowledge or ability. The future you all want is riding on the hope that Aldric can create it...with our help."

Sha'gar grunted in agreement. "Yes. It will be through our combined efforts that the life we want will come to fruition."

Aldric caught Nadia's gaze, and the nekorian rolled her eyes, but begrudgingly agreed.

He chuckled a little but put his hands up. "If that's what we all want, that's what we'll do."

"But that doesn't mean there will be no fun time. All of us will want to continue our one-on-one dates as well as the group dates," Kasumi added. "And part of your duty in getting stronger is to bond twice more, so it would stand to reason that you should be on the lookout for your last two bonds and do what needs to be done to bring them in."

Aelania stood at that moment, walked into the center of the room, and faced the group. Aldric felt her nerves welling up, but she willed herself to continue. "To that end, I believe Ember should be your sixth bond."

Immediately, Aldric felt...and heard...the rest of his bonds' disagreement.

"Oh, come on," Nadia said, again rolling her eyes. "She clearly doesn't like Al."

"Yeah. I'm gonna have to agree with Nay," Jordan added, her mouth twisted in skepticism. "She didn’t want to give Al the time of day. And she's been nothing but openly hostile to us."

Kasumi had a pensive look on her face. "Not strictly true. She's not done anything hostile to us, only Al. She even punched Stephanie in the face for insulting us."

Aldric instantly felt guilty, thinking back on how satisfied he’d felt at the time to see Ember punching the pushy brunette bond candidate in the face.

But then she had to go and get herself killed because of him, so now he only ever felt guilt when he thought of Stephanie.

"What makes you think that Ember wants to join us," Kasumi said, while side-eyeing Aldric. They surely had all noticed his shift in emotions at the mention of Stephanie, but he tried to move past it as much as he could.

"Just that. She struck the now-deceased bond candidate for you. She got herself in trouble to save you all from having to do it..." Aelania answered, but she trailed off and closed her eyes. "There are things that Ember has gone through that have colored her view of...well, life. Again, it is not my place to say. But it is enough for me to say that I believe that she does intend on bonding, but she keeps everyone at arm’s length because she doesn't want to get hurt again."

"Okay, fair enough. But do we want to deal with her attitude?" Jordan interjected. "Aldric has enough to deal with without trying to suss out what she wants. If she wants to bond, she's going to need to be open and honest about that. I don't think it's up to us to make her do that. There's plenty of other bond candidates who want to join us that don't have these issues."

Aelania closed her eyes and nodded. "I understand." She went to move back to her seat, but Sha'gar stood and stopped her by putting her hand on Aelania's shoulder.

"Wait, bond-sister," the orc grunted, patting Aelania on the shoulder, then looked over the group. "I understand what Aelania is saying and, while I don't think we need this particular elf, we cannot rule her out. Especially with one of us vouching for her."

Kasumi and Aelania bobbed their heads in agreement, while he felt Jordan amping up for a rebuttal. Aldric didn't want the conversation to descend into an argument, so he stood up next to Aelania and Sha'gar. The orc kissed him on the cheek and sat down in his now-vacated seat.

"Okay, everyone," he said. "We're not going to argue over this. Before we even start thinking about it, Aelania, I want you to talk to Ember. Find out how she feels after you bonded with me. Lay the groundwork for if she'd even want to join our bond. If not, no harm done. If yes, then we'll need to discuss it more. Is that alright?"

He received back a smattering of affirmative replies.

"Okay, good. Now, in light of my promotion...can I have a party in the mess hall?" Aldric cheekily asked.

"No!" Kasumi yelled.

"Yes!" The rest of his bonds answered.


Aelania Interlude

Aelania left the dorm soon after the discussion ended. With their future seemingly set for the time being, her mission was clear.

Talk to Ember.

How that would go was entirely up to Ember. Aelania was not going to provoke the dark elf, but when it came to bonding, Ember had her own issues.

Aelania made her way down the elevator and out of the barracks, nodding curtly at Sorcerer Brandeis, who watched her go with a look of contemplation on his face. She wondered at that, but ultimately ignored it for the task at hand.

Once outside of the barracks, Aelania reflected on the happenings of the past few days. She felt for Nadia, she truly did, but internally she was glad that the nekorian's sister wouldn't be joining them in the dorm.

Having Nadia's sister with them would hinder things quite a bit. Not just carnally, which Aelania found she was liking more and more each time, no, it would hinder the learning and growth of Aldric's harem. And Aldric himself.

He had grown tremendously during the time that she had known him. And based on what Kasumi said, he had grown even more since he started this journey.

She had made the correct decision with her mage.

A smile crept onto her lips when she thought of Aldric. This time she didn’t dismiss it or try to clamp down on the feeling. The fact was: Aldric made her happy. That was a feeling she truly had not felt in a very long time.

One she had not let herself feel. Not since she was very young.

Though, she was having difficulty opening up to the others. She liked them, of course, but she didn’t feel the same connection as she did with Aldric. Which made sense, obviously. She was intimate with Aldric, not the others.

She assumed the closeness with Aldric's other bonds would come with time, but if it didn’t it wasn't a problem to her. At least she was friendly with them and they with her.

They talked, gossiped, argued, and laughed how she imagined a real family would. None of them plotted the other's demise, undercut what the others were saying, or in any way tried to harm the others. No, instead they lifted each other up, and comforted each other when they were upset or laughed when they were happy.

It was a completely new experience to her, but she found that she liked it. The way they spoke to and supported each other was unlike anything she'd ever been a part of before.

And to make things even better for Aelania, she had only used her mantra a few times in the days since Aldric and she had bonded.

Most notably, after he had been injured in his battle with Giles, she had almost broken down in front of her bond-sisters. She clamped down and stymied the dark thoughts that emerged before they could take hold.

But Kasumi noticed.

The kitsune’s sharp stare had found Aelania's and, though she had not spoken, Kasumi's eyes parleyed a simple message.

Trust in Aldric.

And so she had, and had been rewarded for it. Aldric pulled through and was just as strong as before. No adverse effects from the spell, from what they or Head Healer Cieve, could tell, and even the Imperial Grand Magus... Ulisos as he liked to be called, couldn't find anything wrong.

Aldric was fine.

With that simple bit of knowledge, Aelania's dark thoughts retreated and hadn't come back.

And outside of that one moment of weakness she hadn't stopped herself from feeling. Not really.

Yes, she had guarded herself when Aldric mentioned that he could feel her emotions. Which, she thought, was a natural reaction, not one born out of the need to hide herself from anyone. But she acknowledged that it happened and had left herself open since then.

Dismissing those thoughts, Aelania brusquely walked to the bond barracks, hoping that Ember was in her room. Even if the dark elf's inane roommates were there, Aelania had to speak to her.

She ignored the gawking looks she received as she crossed the campus, having gotten used to the attention over her life. Glancing at a few of the people looking at her, though, revealed that they weren't the looks of revulsion she usually received from the other elves. Or the looks of awe from the other races when they saw her.

No, these were looks of shock and even a little fear. She sighed. Not what she wanted to be known for, but that was to be expected when your mage cuts down half a tower and kills an Arch Mage on Academy grounds.

Not that she was blameless either. She did participate in a fight that resulted in the death of three bonds, the imprisonment of a fourth, and the destruction of a portion of the market.

Sighing again, she ignored the looks and whispers. She could just barely make out what was being said. Most of it was baseless accusations and fears. Some of it was surprisingly accurate descriptions of what actually happened.

She finally made it to the bond barracks after ignoring the whispers and pushing forward.

Right before she got to the entrance, she saw a somewhat familiar face coming through the door to the barracks.

The leonid girl who had been on the last field assignment against the corrupted was leaving the barracks and stopped in her tracks when she saw Aelania.

Aelania was going to move past the girl, but she moved right in front of the door.

"H-hello, you're Aelania Orirel, c-correct?"

Aelania paused and stared at the leonid's eyes. Hazel, sincere, and a little pleading. Not someone that Aelania would normally give a second glance. But Aldric was always looking for new people to talk to, as she had seen with his study group. So, she internally sighed but outwardly nodded. "Yes, I am."

"O-oh, good. You're bonded to A-Aldric, correct?" The leonid stammered.

"Yes."

The girl's eyes went wide at that. "O-okay. Good! I tried to send a message to him but Sorceress Hallewell told me that messages to him were restricted."

Aelania’s eyes narrowed. "Why are you trying to send my mage a message?"

The leonid girl's tan face paled under Aelania's gaze. "O-oh... I just... I mean... I heard that he had been hurt. A-and I wanted to make sure he was alright. He was so kind to me on the field assignment that... I..." the leonid gulped, closed her eyes, and calmed herself down by taking several deep breaths. When her eyes reopened, they were more confident than they had been before.

That was the look of someone determined.

"I apologize, Bond Orirel. I hadn't expected to run into you," the girl said, a measure of confidence in her tone now, matching the look in her eyes. "I just wanted to thank Acolyte Ironheart for his kindness during the field assignment."

Aelania stepped back, crossed her arms over her chest, and closely examines the leonid girl. Her state, for a bond candidate, was pathetic. Outside of her natural stature as a leonid she lacked any real muscle definition.

"What's your name?"

"Sona, Sona Longclaw."

"Fine. I will tell him. But I caution you. If you wish to bond with him and join my sisters and I, you will need to work on bettering yourself. I do not recognize your name, so you have not even scratched the bottom of the Leaderboard, correct?"

Sona blushed. "I didn't say I wanted to bond with him!"

Aelania just looked at her.

"But, n-no, I haven't. I wasn't even sure I wanted to stay here...being completely honest."

"Yet here you are."

"Yes, here I am." The leonid girl stared Aelania hard in the eyes, regaining her confidence a bit.

"Then work on yourself. Become someone worthy of him. Of us all. He's currently bonded to two former number ones...including myself and Kasumi Akagi. Jordan, I'm told, was number ten on the Leaderboard technically. Sha'gar killed a mage on her first field assignment. And Nadia is a trained assassin."

Sona's eyes went wide again.

"If you wish so deeply in your heart, as I can see you do, you need to get stronger. Be better. No one in the Academy will hand anything to you. And Aldric does not accept hangers on. Is that understood?"

Sona nodded silently.

"Good, because what happens next is entirely up to you. Work hard. Harder than you think is necessary. Harder than you've ever done in your life. Then and only then will you approach the level of Aldric's other bonds."

The leonid girl gaped at Aelania's words. She stood unmoving and unblinking.

Aelania nodded curtly at the girl and moved past her, opening the door to the barracks. She sighed loudly as soon as it closed behind her.

"Bond Orirel, I didn't expect to see you again so soon," Sorceress Hallewell's voice called out. Aelania looked to see the woman staring at her with one eyebrow raised. "Is there something the matter?"

"No, sir," Aelania responded. "I set expectations for a bond candidate outside. For her sake I hope she takes it to heart. But my purpose today was to speak with Ember. Do you know if she's in?"

Hallewell looked at her curiously. "She should be in her room. I haven’t seen her leave."

"Thank you, sir." Aelania saluted the sorceress and moved on through the door to the elevator.

Once she pressed the button for Ember's floor, she exhaled loudly. Too many vexing people at once. She felt the overwhelming need to shut down and go back to her room, hold Aldric, and calm down. But she couldn't do that. It was Aldric that had given her this mission. She couldn't fail him.

Suddenly she felt a warmth wash over her and she knew at once that it was Aldric. It was difficult to explain, but it felt like he was wrapping her in one of his warm, all-consuming, hugs. Like his massive body had engulfed hers. And at once she felt herself relaxing and calming down.

The elevator door opened and she went through into the hall, but not before sending her thanks and love back to him.

Love, she smiled. She knew she loved Aldric. She hadn't thought it possible...her parents had done their best to disabuse her of that notion. But now that she was actually feeling it...she never wanted to be without it.

And given her situation, she had to try to extend that same opportunity to Ember. That was the true reason Aelania stuck up for her.

Ember had a hard enough life before the Academy filled with backstabbing and dark elf politics that most of the Empire did not know, or care, about. The Narthore family, at the time of Ember's birth, had been privileged, and much like Aelania, her family had been wealthy.

But dark elf society is volatile. Aelania didn't want to generalize or stereotype, but it was true that dark elves on the whole had a more competitive and angry, nature. Which explained why the Houses were always trying to one-up each other, usually through illicit or subversive means.

That thought was cut short, though, as she approached Ember's door.

Aelania steeled herself for the rage that was about to be spewed at her. With a sigh, she set her resolve and knocked on the door.

After a second, one of Ember's roommates, a wood elf girl whose name Aelania never bothered to learn, opened the door. "Tell Ember that Aelania is here to see her."

The wood elf rolled her eyes, but went back into the room, closing the door in Aelania's face.

Not the most welcoming start.

A second later Ember opened the door. "Aelania." The dark elf's face split into a smile.

"Ember."

"To what do I owe the pleasure of Aldric Ironheart's fifth bond?"

Aelania rolled her eyes. "You said we were friends. Is that not the case?"

"Of course it is, I wasn't sure if you remembered though, I haven't seen you since you bonded," Ember pushed the door back for Aelania to come in.

She entered through and saw the same sparsely furnished room that she had been in for the longest time. None of the occupants made any effort to make it seem like home.

The only other person she saw in the room was the wood elf girl, who rolled her eyes at Aelania and promptly left.

Ember chuckled when the door closed behind her. "Sorry about her, she doesn't like you much."

"That's fine, I don't even know her name. She doesn't concern me."

Her response made Ember laugh loudly. "Fair enough. So, spill, why come talk to me now?"

Aelania was ready for that question. "I apologize for not coming sooner. Things happened that were out of my control–"

"You mean like your mage blowing up half a tower?" Ember interrupted.

"Yes, like that. Aldric was injured and we all took the time to nurse him back to health. Because of that we didn't leave our room except for meals."

"I heard he killed an Arch Mage. And your bonds destroyed a part of the market," Ember continued as if Aelania hadn't spoken.

"Yes. Arch Mage Giles Stewart, bonded four times, was killed by Aldric. The rest of us killed or subdued the Arch Mage's bonds. We killed three of them and one was taken into custody by the Academy."

They walked together to Ember's bunk and sat down next to each other.

"How was he injured?" Ember pressed.

Aelania realized the dark elf wasn't going to let up with the line of questioning until Aelania completely filled her in. So that's what she did. She told Ember the basics of what happened, without going into details on why or just how badly Aldric had been hurt.

By the end of the story, Ember's eyes were narrowed in suspicion. "And you're happy, hitching your wagon to this mage?"

"Yes, I am. I have never felt as secure or loved in my life," Aelania sincerely answered.

Ember scoffed. "Sure, loved. He has four other women warming his bed. How much could he actually love you?"

Aelania knew not to rise to the provocation. It was something that Ember routinely did. Others always responded to it, but they never saw it for what it truly was.

"I know he loves me because I can feel it. Whether that is more or less than his other bonds does not matter. I know he loves me, and that feeling has only grown since we bonded."

"Lovely," Ember answered sarcastically. "But I bet he doesn't have time for you in bed. I imagine you're lonely most nights."

"Again, no. Aldric makes time for each of us. For each of our needs. I can say for the first time ever I am well and truly satisfied in every aspect of my life. The only problem is that my family continues to be a thorn in my side with other elves, and Aldric even tried to fix that."

"He did?"

"Yes. But that is neither here nor there. I came here for a reason. Three reasons actually," Aelania said, hoping to get away from the discussion about her feelings. She was more open now, but still not ready to open up that much to someone she had no bond with.

"Oh, and what would those be?" Ember asked, her eyebrows raised.

"One, to check in on you. You are my friend, and I was remiss in not doing so before. As I said, circumstances were what they were and I am hoping to remedy that," Aelania answered.

"Fair. The other two reasons?"

"Reason two and three go together. Reason two: Professor Tyrhorn, the male Bonding professor and counterpart of that hag Greengazer, and I spoke this morning."

"Oh, what of?"

"You."

Ember's face rapidly shifted from curious to mad. "Oh? What did you say?" Her voice was strained, and it was obvious to Aelania that the dark elf was going to blow up in a fit of anger sooner rather than later.

"That they shouldn't kick you out of the Academy." There was no point in not being direct because Ember was going to explode either way. Aelania might as well do it quickly.

"What?" The dark elf, predictably, snapped.

Aelania paused and looked at her friend, truly taking in what she might be getting herself and Aldric into. Ember was pretty, there was no doubt about that. Her dark blue hair, grey-blue skin, and red eyes all complemented her look. She was tall, much taller than Aelania, and was curvy but not obnoxiously so. She had muscles, as was befitting a warrior and number one on the Leaderboard.

But her attitude, not her looks, had always been the problem. Even when she was being nice and was in a good mood Ember was liable to fly off the handle at the slightest provocation. Would that work for Aldric? Probably not. But would being with him calm her down?

Who knew. But Aelania knew she had to try.

She hadn't thought she would feel this strongly about it, but Ember stating they were friends forced Aelania to see their relationship in a different light.

Truthfully, Aelania had very few friends growing up and she didn't really know how to be one. All she knew was that Ember was hers, so she would do her best to help the angry dark elf.

"Ember, you have made no effort to bond. You won't even be seen in public with mages. I understand why, I do. But think of where you are. You cannot expect them to protect you in perpetuity. You need to make some progress in that area. That's what they told me. Take that as you will, but you'll find that it is more than fair."

Ember's lip curled into a snarl, and Aelania saw the coming tirade before it formed.

But, Ember did something that surprised Aelania. She calmed down. "I understand. I've probably milked this long enough...haven’t I?"

Aelania nodded. "More than likely. I do not know if your enemies are still following you, I don't see how they could. But you have to decide on whether to stay or go."

Ember shook her head, her flowing blue hair swishing from side to side. "I get it. What was your third reason? Though I can guess now."

"Yes. I think you should bond with Aldric. It doesn't take a genius to see that, even if you do not care for the system, your safest bet is being with someone strong enough to help you. That is besides the obvious benefit of being with someone who will genuinely care for you, should you let him."

"And what if I don't want him? What if he doesn't want me?" Ember asked.

"Then you move on. Aldric isn't one to force himself on anyone or force himself to like someone. If that's how it works out, then that's how it works out."

"I don't know..." Ember's voice trailed off.

"It's your decision, but I believe it is the correct one."

Ember sighed and shook her head. "Fine." Her voice was quiet at first. "Fine!" She shouted. "That fucker wins again. I'll talk to your fucking mage!"

There it was, the tantrum that had been boiling underneath the surface.

"I can't fucking take this Ael," Ember continued. "My whole life. My whole fucking life, I've lived at the whims and wants of other fucking people. When will it be what I want. When will I get what I deserve?"

Aelania stayed silent, she knew well enough by now that Ember had to work through her pain on her own. "And it's my fucking luck that the one place that offered me sanctuary and some semblance of a life is now saying I need to conform to what they want or I have to leave. It's not fair!"

"I know," Aelania murmured.

"And to make matters worse, the best option for my continued survival is that I should join a mage harem, which caused this issue in the first fucking place."

Ember's temper finally calmed, and she slumped back on her bed. Her body was sprawled out, and Aelania watch the slow rise and fall of her chest.

"It is rather ironic," Aelania stated.

"Shut up," Ember sighed. "Alright, fine." She heaved herself back to sit upright. "I'll meet your boy without any preconceived ideas. I'll be open. But I want to wait till after break. Give me two more months of freedom."

"Very well." Aelania could understand that logic. But she continued, "You will need to tell him what's going on, though."

Aelania expected another rant after that, but again Ember surprised her. "Yeah, I figured...I just...fuck."

Aelania let out of a soft chuckle.

"Oh shit! Did you just laugh?" Ember exclaimed.

"What? No. Of course not," Aelania said defensively. She felt her cheeks heating a little.

"Wow, he must be good if he got you to break and start emoting."

"Shut up."

"Right back at you."

Aelania couldn't help it, she grinned wide and proudly.


Chapter 3

While Aelania was gone Aldric attempted to study all the material from the year. The others were all either studying, talking, or in Nadia's case, napping. But he kept getting distracted from his work by the changes in the elf's emotions. A small smile formed on his face thinking of how much more open she was being.

When she got back, he was definitely going to reward her and give her that present he bought for her before they bonded.

Doing so had been at the back of his mind for a while, but something always drove it out of the forefront. He resolved that today was the day.

Finally, after what felt like hours, Aelania was on her way back. He felt her shock and happiness, which to him meant that things with Ember must have gone better than she had expected.

And he knew that meant he'd have to contend with Ember again. Whether that was a good or bad thing, he wasn't sure.

Not long after Aelania re-entered the dorm. "Aldric," she said, seeing him sitting on a couch.

"Ael. How'd it go?"

At that point, Kasumi looked up from her book and sat down next to Aldric, her eyes boring into Aelania.

"Well. Ember is willing to discuss bonding. She promised to tell you her tale as well. But she wants to wait until after Summer break."

"Cool," Aldric answered, not really knowing if it was a good thing.

"Is it willing or coerced, Ael?" Kasumi asked pointedly.

Not missing a beat, Aelania shook her head. "Both. Not by me, but by her circumstances. Whether she bonds or not will be her decision, but she's at least finally open to the idea."

"That does not sound encouraging, Ael." Kasumi eyed the high elf suspiciously.

"It is, I promise."

"Kas, lay off. We trust Aelania to only want the best for us." Aldric cast a look at Kasumi. It was odd she was being so hard on Aelania. Or was it because of Ember?

"Fine. You're right, Ael knows what she's doing." Kasumi nodded, but her eyes stayed trained on Aelania's.

"Yes, I do."

"Good." Both girls gave a small head tilt to each other and looked away.

"We'll deal with that when it comes to it. At least now we know that she's maybe willing. But we're not going to wait around for her forever." When he finished, both Kasumi and Aelania nodded and accepted what he said.

"Now, Ael, I have a small gift for you, hold on a second." Aldric kissed Kasumi on the cheek, jumped up, and raced to the bedroom. There he found the ear cuffs he had bought a few months prior. He examined them to make sure they were still flawless. Thankfully, they were and as he moved them, the silver bands shimmered in all the colors of the rainbow.

Grinning, he jogged back to the living room to see Aelania and Kasumi sitting next to each other, talking in whispers.

"Enough plotting," Aldric grinned. "Aelania, my fifth bond, I bought this a few months ago, when we were on a date. We had gone to a jeweler to get gifts for my other bonds."

"Yes, I remember. You tried to buy something on the sly, but I saw. I assume that fifth item was for me?" Aelania flatly said, but he felt the mirth inside of her.

"You knew?!"

"Of course, my mage. You're many things, but subtle is not one of them," she said, grinning slightly.

He threw an exasperated look at Kasumi but found no backup from her, as she was too busy laughing into her fist. "Fine, maybe so," he lightly laughed. "But I bet you don't know what I bought though!"

"No." Aelania smiled at him. "No, I don’t."

"Good." He walked to stand in front of her.

Their conversation had attracted the rest of his bonds. Jordan and Sha'gar sauntered over and sat together on a loveseat. Jordan squeezed close to Sha'gar, who only looked mildly uncomfortable. Meanwhile Nadia had woken up, still looking sullen, and perched herself on top of Kasumi's lap.

She purred loudly as Kasumi scratched her between her ears.

"I'm glad everyone is here," Aldric said. "I'm giving Ael her gift."

"It's about time, Al," Jordan teased.

"Yes, Am'rith, you should have done that sooner."

"Yeah, lazybones Al," Nadia said with a yawn.

He rolled his eyes. "Okay, fine, whatever." He ignored them and fixed his eyes on Aelania. "Aelania, my fifth bond. For you, I got these..." he produced the ear cuffs from the bag they were in and held them out in his hands.

Aelania audibly gasped; the shock that ran through her bond was real, and he felt the loving feeling growing inside her. "Th-thank you, Aldric." She gingerly lifted them from his hands and inspected them.

"They're enchanted truesilver, or that's what the jeweler said. They shine in all the colors of the rainbow if you move them around."

Aelania held them up and walked around the room with them, tilting and swinging, watching the colors change in her hand. "It's marvelous, Aldric."

"Good! Do you want to put them on or..."

"No, I can do it." She delicately placed the cuffs on both ears, taking the time to make sure they were fitted correctly before turning back to him. "Thank you, Aldric. They are beautiful. I've never received a gift as meaningful to me as this." Aelania came up and motioned for him to bend down. As soon as he did, she kissed him full on the lips. It was passionate and heated, but not by lust. It was a kiss of thanks, love, and admiration.

She lingered for a moment, her hands resting on either side of his head. When she finally released him, she was panting slightly. "I love you, Aldric Ironheart."

"I love you too, Aelania Orirel."

She made a face. "I think I'd prefer to leave that name behind in my new life..."

"Ahem." Both Aldric and Aelania looked over to see Kasumi glaring at them. "We'll all change our names when we get married. Not before."

Aelania dipped her head. "As you wish, Kasumi."

Sha'gar and Jordan shared a look, and Nadia flipped over so she was facing upwards to see Kasumi's face.

"Kas," the nekorian said with a sigh. "Lighten up. We're all literally linked to Al forever. When we get married or change our names, isn't that big of a deal."

Kasumi shot her gaze down to meet the nekorian's. "No..." Her eyes softened, and she looked back to Aelania. "You're right, I'm sorry. I get territorial about it, but Nadia's right, it doesn't really matter."

Aelania shook her head. "But it does matter, Kasumi. It obviously matters a great deal to you. And that's fine. I do not mind waiting my turn. I will live most of my life as an Ironheart, and that is all that matters, in the end."

Kasumi felt and looked shocked. Aldric felt her contrition, and she opened her mouth to apologize, but he cut her off.

"Okay! I had some time to think about this and I've come to a decision," he said. All five sets of eyes fell on him at once. "We won’t get married, at least how the Empire recognizes it." He inclined his head at Sha'gar, who blushed in response, "until I'm fully bonded. Depending on when that bonding takes place, I'd like to do it before we leave for our military assignment. Any questions?"

For once, none of his bonds had a retort or response. The only thing that happened was a swell of emotions, all happy, all loving, and more than a little naughtiness interspersed in them.

Aelania, still being closest to him, kissed him again and then sat down next to Kasumi. One by one, they each came up and kissed him.

"And don't worry, I'll get you each your own rings," he added once Sha'gar sat down, a deep blush on her cheeks.

"Actually, Aldric," Aelania interrupted. "Ear cuffs are fine for an engagement present for me. They are an outward expression of our commitment, which is all I need."

"Same here," Nadia said, her fingers playing with the collar and stone. "I don't really care about nekorian traditions. I wasn't raised with them, so all I need is this."

"Me as well," Sha'gar added. "By orc traditions we're already married. My armband is fine as a physical representation of our commitment."

"I want a ring," Jordan haughtily answered. "My parents had them, as does Mistress Lorelei."

"Me too," Kasumi added quickly. "Not that I don't love my bangles, but to me a ring symbolizes our bond." Her cheeks turned red. "And I get to show it off..." she murmured.

Aldric laughed at her added statement and was quickly joined by the others.

Kasumi wasn't typically one to show off or flaunt anything in others’ faces, but when she did, it was always a spectacle.

After a moment of laughter, they all felt a little lighter to him after everything that had happened. It was a whiplash of a day, from the highs of talking to Tyrhorn, the lows of everything going on with Claudia, and back up again with the gift for Aelania and the discussion of marriage. Not to mention the headway that Aelania had made with Ember.

The day was winding down, finally, and the mood shifts had affected them all. By the time they were all laying down in bed, Aldric expected them to just fall asleep instantly from exhaustion.

But the many roving hands that found him said otherwise. And despite it all, they exhausted themselves on each other for a good portion of the night.

The next morning, Aldric woke up, as usual, before his bonds. With each additional bond gained, he found that he needed less and less sleep. Because of the emotionally charged day before and the raucous activities of the night, he had only gotten around four hours of sleep...though he felt as though he had gotten a good nine to ten.

Currently, Aelania and Nadia were at his sides. Kasumi was behind Nadia, holding the nekorian tight.

No one could fit behind Kasumi because her tails took up too much room splayed out behind her as she was now. So, Jordan was holding on to Aelania, and Sha'gar was behind both of them.

He chuckled at seeing how the three had unintentionally lined themselves up from smallest to biggest.

Looking back at Nadia and Kasumi, he marveled at how normalized Kasumi's four tails had become to him. She was special to her people, and their hope rested on her because of them. Aldric brushed them regularly, which he knew was special to her people, but to him, they were just a part of the whole of Kasumi.

They were obviously special, but so was Kasumi. Her tails were just another facet of her Kasumi-ness.

And she was special. She did deserve everything she wanted. Which included a ring made specially for her. He wanted to continue making her feel as special as she really was.

But her tails are what set her apart from her people. Her tails are what drove her to leave her village and come to the Academy. Yet, he'd never really gave them any thought. That would have to change going forward, he decided. She was special because she was Kasumi. But she was Kasumi because of her tails.

He kissed the top of Nadia's head, then Aelania's and quietly and carefully slipped out of bed.

After relieving himself, and getting something to drink, he made for the library. Once inside he began to read one of the books.

It was a book about someone much like himself. A mage who had many lovers. Though he was different in that bonding wasn't necessary for the mage...he was just sort of a lech. Even more surprising was that the mage added one of his teachers to his harem. A thought that had never crossed Aldric's mind. It was bawdy and fun to read.

Though the story provoked Aldric to think...he was so in love with all of his bonds that he couldn't envision a life without them. But what if he had never become a mage...what if he didn't get to live this life.

It was an odd thought. He knew would have been happy in a single relationship with Jordan. But the fact that he could love them all while also knowing he could love a single one was confusing to say the least.

It made him think on the nature of love. He knew in his heart that he loved them all. His feelings for one did not diminish his feelings for any of the others.

It was an interesting thought experiment... but ultimately futile. His life was what it was.

He was just lucky enough to be in the position that he was in.

Shaking his head and laughing lightly to himself, he continued reading.

Eventually Kasumi sauntered into the room. Her wild red hair was messed up even more than usual and she was rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

"G-g-g-good morning, Al," she yawned, outstretched her arms above her head. He was not above staring at her while she did that. Her perfect breasts jutted out and drew his eye.

"Oh, stop," she smiled at him and sat down on his lap.

"Never." He kissed the nape of her neck, making her squirm and giggle.

"Al... stop..." she whined without conviction.

"Never. I love you, my first bond."

"I love you too Al." She turned his head and kissed him softly on the lips.

They sat like that for a little while, each enjoying the other's company. He read with her on his shoulder while she clung to him, uncharacteristically needy that morning. But he didn't mind. He loved her touch and her scent.

Finally, he got to a good stopping point and put down the book. "Kas, I don’t think I say it often enough. But you're so incredibly special to me. I have no idea how or why you were attracted to me, but I count myself lucky that you were. Everything I've done, this whole journey. I did it all because of you. I've pushed myself harder and harder, made more connections, and never backed down because of you and exactly what you mean to me."

"Al..." she whispered.

"It's the truth. You make me a better mage... and person."

"I love you, Al."

"I love you too, Kas."

She snuggled into him, nuzzling her head against his. Her fluffy ears tickled his nose, but he didn't care. This was heaven to him.

"Al..." she said again after a moment.

"Yes, Kas?"

"We need to talk,” sShe hesitated, “about your mana."

He knew the talk was coming and was dreading it. But she wasn't wrong.

"Yes, Kas."

"Al, my love, what's wrong? You were given a clean bill of health, and you said you've checked your mana soul. You told me everything was fine." Her tone wasn't accusatory, but Aldric flinched as if it was.

"I..." he sighed and looked down. Her tails were sticking out from behind her, and he fixated on them to focus the thoughts in his head. "The way I felt when Giles hit me with that spell...it felt like I was powerless. Like all of my mana and magic had been removed. Not just removed. Destroyed. I was cold inside. The lake I envision felt empty..."

"That sounds awful," she whispered.

"It was...it was the worst feeling. From brimming with energy to just a cold emptiness. I felt so...powerless."

She nuzzled him again then lifted his head up so that his eyes met hers. "I understand, my love. It brought you back to your childhood and the feeling of helplessness, didn't it?"

"Yes," he answered, his voice soft.

"In that case, I get it. But please remember, you're not that scared helpless child anymore. You're strong, so incredibly strong. And brave. And handsome. And if you feel that way again, you have all of us to help you," she said in a calm, soothing voice.

"I know...thank you, Kas. I appreciate that more than you could possibly know." He brought her closer into his arms.

"I love you, Al. We all love you. We're here for you."

"I know."

They sat like that, holding each other, for a long while, until eventually the rest of his bonds came in. "Good morning, everyone," he said as they took their seats.

"Hey Al!"

"Am'rith."

"Al!"

"Aldric."

An immense appreciation for his bonds bloomed in his heart as they each came in, gave him a kiss, and sat in their respective seats. "Hey, everyone. Kas and I have been talking, and it’s time that I got back to my magic practice."

The group all shared looks and all exhaled at the same time. "Finally," Nadia said and breathed a sigh of relief.

"What she said," Jordan agreed.

"Good, this has been most out of character for you, Am'rith." Sha'gar crossed her arms under her chest.

Aelania simply nodded and leaned back in her seat.

"Apparently it was an issue," he laughed. "But yes, do not worry. I'm working through it."

"And you don't have to do that alone, Al. Talk to one of us. Or all of us. Hell, any of us," Jordan pleaded. "We're all here for you, dummy."

"I know, I know," he replied, holding his hands up. "I was being stubborn. But I talked to Kas and it helped me see that I shouldn't do this alone."

"Good."

"Speaking of which, I think we should have a proper group date today," Kasumi said.

"Yes. It has been far too long. I have not been on a group date yet," Aelania added.

"True," Aldric smiled at the high elf. "Maybe somewhere nice and quiet so we can talk."

"The café was rebuilt already, so maybe there," Nadia suggested.

"Ohh yes, we should give them some business since it was our fault they had to shut down for a bit," Jordan added excitedly.

"Agreed. Though it was satisfying to put that wood elf bitch through the wall. Too bad her head splattered too quickly," Sha'gar chuckled darkly.

"Dammnnn, Shaggy," Nadia giggled. "But yeah, I didn't help when I threw that rabbitkin slut through the tables. I think I wrecked most of the inside decor."

"Me as well, the high elf woman was shockingly bouncy." Aelania nodded seriously. "I think she gave herself a concussion when she ran headfirst into my shield."

"I don't think you can call it 'running headfirst' when you're repeatedly bashing her in the head, Ael," Jordan snickered.

Aelania shrugged. "We have different definitions then."

The girls all laughed at that. "Well, Jordan and I managed to put down Jenn with very little property damage to the café," Kasumi smugly added.

"Yeah, but the building next to it had a giant Jenn sized hole in it," Nadia said with a grin.

"I said to the café." Kasumi smirked.

Aldric shook his head and chuckled. He understood their vitriol for Giles' bonds. But still...

"Lords above," he said, "remind me never to get on your bad side."


Chapter 4

Not long after that, they were all dressed and on their way to the café. It was still early so they would be partaking in something Nadia and Aelania called brunch. They explained that it was a mix of breakfast and lunch. Which sounded dumb to Aldric, but he wasn't going to say that out loud. The girls were all excited for it and that was all that mattered, in the end.

They took their time walking. Not for Aldric's benefit, but rather to show off to the rest of the students that they were still there. That there was nothing to fear, and everything was as back to normal as possible.

That was Kasumi’s and Jordan's idea. Aldric wasn't sure how well that would work out, given the fact that the students, both mages and bond candidates, kept their distance from the group and could be seen whispering as they passed.

Aldric didn't gloat, that would have been counterproductive, but Kasumi and Jordan both felt frustrated by it.

When they arrived at the café, a very timid looking nekorian girl showed them their seats and scampered off as soon as she could.

"For the love of the elders..." Kasumi sighed and plopped down on her chair. She put her elbows on the table and her face in her hands. "What are we going to do?" Her voice was muffled by her skin.

"Uh, nothing?" Aldric suggested.

"Talk to people?" Jordan said.

"Nothing?" Aldric suggested again.

Both women snapped their attention to him and glared.

"What? I'm right."

"Aldric," Kasumi said. "We can't do nothing. If for no other reason that being the center of gossip around the Academy might make it harder for you to find your last two bonds."

"Last bond," Aelania quietly corrected the kitsune. She was all in on the thought that Ember would join them. Aldric wasn't sure what he thought about that. He'd give her a fair shot for Aelania, but considering all of their prior interactions, it didn't make much sense to him.

Kasumi rolled her eyes at the elf. Aldric knew she wasn't as happy with Ember joining them either. It was strange to Aldric. He felt her approval of Ember but also her skepticism. He'd asked why and she'd just said that the dark elf had a tough personality. Which, duh. Anyone who had spent any time with her could tell you that. But Aldric suspected there was something else there, he just couldn't pinpoint it yet.

"Fine, your last bond," Kasumi finally amended her statement. That brought a small smile to Aelania's lips.

"Bugger them," Sha'gar grumbled. "If they are put off by violence they should not be here. And they should not be bonded to our Am'rith. Ours will be a life full of conflict, if they cannot handle that, they should leave."

The orc's words brought a round of nods from Aldric and his other bonds.

"Fair enough," Kasumi said and sat back in her seat.

"I agree with you Kas," Jordan said. "But we may want to take Al's approach for now. Once classes start again, we can look at doing something. But for now, let people come to terms with what happened."

"I guess," Kasumi answered, still clearly not liking the option.

"If it gets bad, or Aelania and I hear anyone talking poorly about us, then we'll address it, okay?" Aldric extended an olive branch to the kitsune. He didn't want her mad or frustrated, he just understood that rumors would come and go, especially about him. So long as they weren't malicious or hurting them as a group he didn't really care.

"Good." She nodded.

A different waitress came out then and took their orders. She was nekorian, just as the previous waitress, but she didn't lack for confidence around them. She had the face of a young woman, but Aldric noticed a sprinkling of grey hair that denoted her as someone older.

She was kind as she took their orders and came back not even ten minutes later with all their food.

Aldric ended up ordering tiny little finger sandwiches that barely filled him up. He and Sha'gar shared a look that said they would be eating from the mess hall sooner rather than later.

They left the topic of gossip behind while they ate and spoke about their classes.

Aldric was especially curious about Aelania's classes from the previous year, before they bonded. Considering her age, he wasn't sure how helpful most of the classes would be to her.

"The Bonding class with Professor Greengazer is mandatory every year for bond candidates until they bond. I did not enjoy it," Aelania said.

Kasumi mmm'd neutrally.

"Yes, we know, Kasumi, you were Liamoira's favorite," Aelania said exasperatedly.

A small smirk formed on Kasumi's face, but she didn't refute it.

"I only spent three months in class, but I did not appreciate her either," Sha'gar grunted.

"She was fine." Nadia shrugged.

"I really liked our Sexual Education teacher," Jordan said. She caught Aldric's eye and winked while suggestively licking the cream off her pastry.

"Lords," Kasumi muttered and rolled her eyes. "Professor Tawny. That woman was the only professor I hated."

"Really? Little Miss Perfect hated a professor?" Nadia perked up, her ears twitched, and a wild gleam shone in her eyes.

"Yeah, I told you when you first bonded with Al, I skipped those classes. It wasn't a graded class for obvious reasons, so it didn't matter for rank. She hated that I knew it too."

"Yes, I also skipped those classes." Aelania shrugged. "Growing up in my household was all the education I needed."

"I didn't, but Am'rith and I bonded before the class went too far into the subject," Sha'gar said.

"Well, I found it informative," Jordan answered with a shrug. "Of course, nothing she said prepared me for..." she gestured wildly at Aldric.

Kasumi choked on her drink and snorted. "True."

"Am'rith is gifted."

"Yeah, Al..." Nadia turned to him with mischief in her eyes.

"Wait, what did you actually learn in that class?" Aldric asked, ignoring the shift in their emotions.

"The first year is supposed to be supplementary to the bonding class. How the bond is formed, how we are to perform as women. Things like that," Jordan happily explained. "There couldn't be any hands-on training for obvious reasons, but there were many, many, illustrations and very detailed written descriptions."

"Why don't men get that?" He asked more to himself than anyone else, but they all heard.

The bonds gave him a collective shrug. "Maybe because your part is very intuitive." Nadia's grin never left her face. "All men need to do is stick–"

"Okay!" Kasumi yelled out. Nadia started giggling, as did Jordan.

"Maybe Tyrhorn's a prude?" Jordan suggested once her laughter stopped.

"Anything's possible but thank the elders Aldric didn't need instruction in that department," Kasumi said with a smirk.

Aldric felt his cheeks flush and while he didn't mind the praise, it was awkward for him out in public. Especially because the waitress came back at that moment to take their dishes away. The older nekorian didn't blush or react, other than to smile at them as she worked.

It made sense that someone who worked at the Academy would be used to that kind of talk, but it was still embarrassing.

They all quieted down as the woman cleared the table and she gave them one last wink before walked away.

Aldric shook his head and ignored that. The girls giggled at it, but then started talking together in their own little groups; Kasumi, Nadia, and Aelania then Sha'gar and Jordan. He smiled at the fact that none of them were left out. And he knew that the groups were inclusive. For instance, Nadia spent a lot of time badgering Sha'gar, and Jordan with Kasumi and Aelania going over notes. He was thankful there was no infighting or cliques in the group that would exclude one of them. Even from what he witnessed at the orphanage, that wasn't always the case. Not just in girls, but with the boys as well. The girls, however, were always more vicious. So the smile, knowing that they all got along, and weren't faking it, was very real and very proud.

The smile did not last very long, unfortunately. In the distance, he saw the unmistakable saunter of a certain dark elf coming towards them. His anxiety rose, and he was unsure of how to deal with her. He hadn't prepared himself for this meeting yet.

The girls all first looked at him, puzzled as to why his emotions has suddenly changed, only to follow his eyes to the approaching dark elf. He felt their own emotions spike, mostly in curiosity and a little annoyance.

He understood that. This was their group date brunch and they didn't want to be disturbed by another intruding—especially one that looked like her.

Ember was the very picture of sensuality. As she had been the first time Aldric saw her, her uniform was unbuttoned so most of her sizeable cleavage was on display, with only a black lacy bra underneath. The rest of her uniform looked like it was either tailored to hug her curves exactly, or she was wearing one size too small to make her body stand out more.

But the end result was the same, there was very left to the imagination of what Ember's blue-grey skinned body looked like. And Aldric would be lying to say it didn't have an effect on him.

She wore a near-feral grin, her two sharp canines on display, and her red tongue darted out to lick her lips when she saw Aldric looking. She finished closing the distance by flaring out her hips seductively with each step.

Aldric could feel all of his bonds' annoyance at that. He specifically tuned in to Jordan, who was annoyed as well but not jealous.

Jordan's attitude had changed so much from the years prior, and it made him glad she had embraced everything.

But he couldn't dwell on that and turned his attention back to Ember, who was taking her time slowly walking, accenting each step.

One day, he thought, one day I'll find a bond who isn't so dramatic.

"Hello, Aldric. Bonds," she said once she arrived. She dipped her head at them but gazed directly into Aldric's eyes. Her expression was hard to interpret. Given her show on the way over, he thought it would be more flirtatious, than it was, but instead, she showed a sort of vulnerability and anxiousness that he had never seen in her before.

"Hey, Ember." Aldric stood and bowed.

She raised her eyebrows in surprise, but she followed suit and she bowed back at him. Which gave him a very good view of her cleavage—a view he was not above taking advantage of.

She was grinning when she came back up.

"Physical attraction is just as important as an emotional connection between bond and mage. And Aldric finds you attractive, we can all feel that," Aelania spoke up, leveling her gaze on the dark elf.

"Aelania!" Kasumi hissed, but the rest of his bonds nodded their heads.

"It's fine." Ember shook her head at Kasumi. "I'm used to her bluntness. Hey, Aelania," Ember said to the high elf, then looked back at Aldric. "At least there's a mutual attraction there."

Aldric blushed, causing Nadia and Ember to laugh loudly.

"Al has never gotten used to the fact that anyone finds him attractive, let alone five... or six, someones," Jordan said.

"Rest assured, Aldric. Regardless of what happens, you are attractive to me. But I'm still thinking over Aelania's proposal."

Those words brought back a seriousness to their meeting. "Me too."

He saw the anger flare in Ember's eyes, but instead of lashing out she visibly calmed herself.

"Here, take a seat," Kasumi abruptly said, standing from her chair and angling it for Ember to take.

The dark elf was once again caught by surprise but sat down in the offered chair. Kasumi took a chair from a nearby table and put it down next to Ember.

"So, Ember, to what do we owe the pleasure?" Kasumi asked and fixed Ember with a stare. Aldric could only shake his head at his kitsune bond. She was fiercely protective of their time together, and while her face was flat the conflict inside of her was clear. She didn’t want to run Ember off so she could take the dark elf’s measure, but she was also angry that their time had been interrupted.

"I was on my way to the gym to get a workout in when I saw your group sitting there. I wasn't sure about approaching, but I..." She trailed off and looked between Kasumi and Aelania. "If Kasumi and Aelania are willing to bond with you then I should at least make an effort to get to know you and the rest of your bonds."

"Really?" Aldric's eyebrow raised. "That is a shock. From our previous conversations I didn't think you liked me very much."

"Do not mistake me, I don't like any mage," she said angrily, but continued when she saw the looks on Nadia, Jordan, and Sha'gar's faces. "But! That is not your problem or your fault. I know it's my issue."

That made Aldric pause and think for a moment. What could have happened to make the dark elf so bitter about mages and bonding? There were those in the Empire who opposed the practice—vehemently. But those people weren't enrolled in the Academy as a bond candidate, and they definitely weren't number one on the Leaderboard. There was something else there. The curious side of Aldric hoped that she'd want to bond simply so he could find out. But his cynical side told him that she would likely be more trouble than they would want.

"I explained to Ember, my mage, that she will need to be forthcoming on her issues, should she wish to proceed," Aelania said, noticing his pause.

"Yes, yes, I told Aelania that I would tell my story,” Ember snarled, her eyes flashing with pride. "But only after I decided on whether I wanted to even have the conversation about bonding, which I have not. I am taking the summer break to decide on what I want. I trust that's acceptable to you?" The rush of sarcasm in her voice was unmistakable, and by the minute Aldric was thinking more and more that Kasumi's original point about her attitude had been spot on.

"I understand." Was all he said in response.

Her eyes narrowed and stared at him, as if she knew exactly what he was thinking.

"Fine," she simply said.

"Okay," Kasumi drawled. "What do you want to know, Ember. Or did you just want to get a general feeling?"

Ember sat back in her chair. "I'm not sure. Truthfully, I wasn't even sure I was going to come over here, but I found my feet moving on their own. I..." She looked at the ground. Aldric didn't have to be bonded to her to feel the conflicting emotions in the dark elf. Sadness, anxiety, and anger were her constant companions. And each were them on the surface of her thoughts at all times.

And truthfully, it made him sorry for her.

All of his bonds had bad backgrounds or screwed up families. But they were, for the most part, well adjusted. They each brought their own strengths and wisdom to the equation, despite their issues. But for Ember, he wasn't sure. It felt like she was lost at sea, surrounded by crashing waves of desperation, and needed an anchor to hold on to so she wouldn't lose herself.

That's what he saw in her eyes and her actions.

And that made him pity her. Made him want to reach out and comfort her.

"Ember..." he started, speaking softly.

"I don't know what I want." Ember cut him off. "I don't know what my future holds. Whether it's bonding with Aldric or leaving the Academy and taking my chances with outside, I don't know. But I won't ever allow myself to go backwards. There's nothing there for me anymore. So, it's time for me to move forward."

Ember jumped to her feet. "I appreciate you talking to me, and I apologize for interrupting you. I'll see you around." She bowed to his bonds, and then winked at him and walked away.

Aldric stared at her leaving.

Once she was gone, Aldric turned back to his bonds. Each wore a curious expression, but Nadia summed up his feelings best.

"What the actual fuck?"

After the confusing end to that meeting Aldric and his bonds returned to their room. The discussion that night was muted, each of them lost in their own thoughts. Sha'gar was the only one who didn't seem all that bothered by Ember's behavior, which was odd to Aldric. He expected her to be the first to say that she wanted to smash the dark elf's face in, but her mood was oddly calm and accepting.

By the time they were all in bed, though, they were mentally exhausted.

The week after their talk with Ember flew by, uneventful, except that, as with the prior summer break, most of the mages left. Aldric was disappointed to learn that Lorn and She'lar would also be leaving. The orc mage said he had to check on his clan's home, which garnered a grunt of approval from Sha'gar.

Thom and Zach were also leaving so that Zach could meet Thom's family. They were meeting in the capital, though, and not going to Thom's home village. Unfortunately, Thom didn't want to take the chance, considering how he left.

After the meeting with Ember, Aldric had been thinking of what to do as the difficult dark elf hadn't been seen again since. He had asked Aelania if he should send her a message, but the inscrutable high elf just shrugged.

Jordan was still on the fence about Ember, but Sha'gar let him know that she liked her, as did Nadia, though probably for different reasons. And Kasumi hadn't given her thoughts one way or the other.

Which left Aldric frustrated and annoyed. So, when a week after their meeting came, he woke with a resolve to send her a message letting her know that he enjoyed talking with her and was waiting for her decision after the summer break.

That morning, Aldric got out of bed, wrote a quick message on a piece of parchment, and ran down to the front desk to drop it off with Brandeis.

Once that was done, he was back in his dorm and reading in the library. He was finishing the series by the time Sha'gar and Aelania woke up for their ritual morning workout. Like two psychopaths, he shook his head.

Kasumi and Jordan followed quickly after, with Nadia being the last out of bed.

Jordan sat on the arm of the chair to his left while Nadia took his right. "Good morning, everyone," he brightly said.

"Shut up, Al," Nadia yawned. "It's too early for any sort of cheery attitude."

"Too bad." He grinned at her. She responded by sticking her tongue out at him.

"Two important bits of information this morning." He addressed the group. "One, I decided to stop dithering and waiting for her to come to me," Aldric proudly proclaimed. "So I sent Ember a message letting her know that I enjoyed our discussion and couldn't wait to hear her decision."

"Very impressive, my love," Kasumi said, laughter in her eyes.

"Yeah, good job Al," Jordan giggled. She played with him, twisting locks of hair around her finger.

"Hey, don't patronize me!" he said, placing his hand on his heart in mock offense.

"No, never Al." Nadia patted him on the head.

"Oh boy..." he groaned. "Anyway, I don't expect her to answer right away, but at least I made the effort."

"Yes, that's true," Kasumi said with a nod. "What was the second thing, my love?"

"I decided that we're going to take the summer to train. My magic, obviously, but sparring with each other. We all have different styles, strengths. and weaknesses, and we'll be better serving ourselves by knowing them and working on filling any gaps we have."

"Good!" Sha'gar roared in approval. "I cannot wait to spar with my bond-sisters." The orc locked her sight on Jordan, who rolled her eyes in return.

"That is a good idea, Aldric," Aelania added.

"Good!" he grinned at them all. "Then we start today."

They all nodded or gave him some sign of approval, though Nadia did so begrudgingly.

After a hurried breakfast they made their way to the target range.

Okay, easy. I've done this a thousand times before, nothing new here. Just taking it one step at a time, he thought to himself, as he stood in front of the target range.

"Okay..." Aldric muttered, "I can do this..."

"Start simple, Al," Kasumi said from his side.

Yup, simple.

"Lux." The familiar twinge of mana being expended hit his gut. The inconsequential amount that he normally felt.

"Okay..." he exhaled. Then, at once, he felt his bonds all relax. Turning to look, he saw five faces staring back at him, concern etched on each of them.

"Was it really that obvious?" He gave a sad smile.

"Yes, even to me. But everything is fine?" Aelania spoke first.

"Yes. It felt normal. I'm gonna move up from this, but I think I'm fine."

He proceeded to progress in spell difficulty, from explodere to anvelos, through the elemental spells, and then all the way up to caelfyre. The final thing he wanted to test out was tempelyctro.

When the fires caused by the caelfyre spell petered out, Kasumi came to stand next to him. "How are you feeling?" She asked.

"Fine. Great, actually." And it was true, he had never felt better when casting. The trepidation he had initially felt had all but dissipated and he was feeling as confident as ever.

His mana felt lighter, for lack of a better word. Less pushback and more flow. It was strange but he wasn't going to question it.

"Good, are you done or do you want to do more practice?" Her eyebrow raised.

"One more spell. I want to try tempelyctro," he said.

"Al, just be careful, it drains you."

"I will be, I promise."

With that she nodded and walked a few paces back. Aldric turned his attention back to the target in front of him. Raising his sword and pointing it directly at the target, he steadied his breathing and calmed his nerves. "Tempelyctro!"

Immediately a black cloud formed over the targets. Aldric felt the spell pulling the mana out of him to fuel its rage. Then a sudden clap of thunder and bolts of lightning began to fall from the cloud. One after another, a deluge of bolts fell on the targets, the loud booms of their crashes echoed all around them and probably further.

He felt his power drain, slowly but steadily. The drain wasn't as harsh as normal, so maybe the one thing that Giles had been correct about was needing practice.

He let it go for a few moments longer, seeing if the drain got any worse, but it didn't really seem like it.

Aldric released the spell and only felt a slight dizziness, not nearly as bad of a drain as he had been accustomed to. He stepped back once, and in a flash, all of his bonds were next to him.

"Are you okay?" Kasumi asked.

"Yeah, fine. It wasn't that bad, maybe a minute longer would have been worse."

"Good. A bit surprising, considering the last time you used that spell, but I'm not going to argue with the results," Kasumi said with a sigh of relief.

"Agreed. But that's enough for now. Who wants to go spar?" Aldric grinned.

"Yes!" Sha'gar roared.

Ten minutes later they were in the gym where they had Weapons Training, picking out their weapons.

"Wooden weapons for now." Kasumi reminded them for the tenth time, as she twirled her sword in her hand. Sha'gar and Nadia had given her a bit of trouble, but they did as she said. "But once we're comfortable we'll use our actual weapons."

"Thank the ancestors," Sha'gar muttered. "These wooden training weapons are an insult to my heritage."

Jordan giggled at the orc. "It's fine, Sha. I'll hit you as hard as I can if you want."

"Yeah, Shaggy." Nadia gave the orc a sly grin. "We can go all out if you need it."

"Yes!" Sha'gar roared again. "Come at me, two on one." She dropped into her fighting stance, both hands on the haft of her axe and an animalistic snarl graced her face.

Both Jordan and Nadia grinned back at the orc and fell into their own fighting poses. Jordan held her sword before her and Nadia held one knife in attack position and the second held lower in reverse grip for defense.

"Let's go, Nay," Jordan yelled and sprinted towards Sha'gar.

"Right behind you!"

The three joined in battle with Sha'gar batting away Jordan's initial attack, only to be put on her backfoot by Nadia's follow-up attack. She deflected that with the wooden handle of her axe and snapped a kick at the nekorian, who was forced back.

Aldric could feel the thrill of battle coming from Sha'gar and the pressure that both Nadia and Jordan were putting on themselves to take the orc down.

"This is just sparring!" Kasumi yelled at them, but they paid her no heed. All three were too lost in the heat of battle to listen to her warnings.

"Let them fight," Aldric said with a chuckle.

Kasumi rolled her eyes but turned her attention to him. Aelania took up her shield and saber and stood next to Kasumi. "Ohh, you two against me?"

Kasumi smirked. "Yeah, why not. See if you can keep up with us. No magic."

"Of course." He bowed deeply at his two bonds then drew his sword.

Kasumi and Aelania both bowed at him as well and moved into their fighting poses.

Aldric had seen Kasumi fight enough times in class and on the battlefield that he thought he could predict what she was going to do, and he knew her emotions well enough that he could almost feel what she was planning. But this would be the first time he would see Aelania in action since they bonded, so she was going to be a complete mystery to him.

Not at all to his surprise, Kasumi darted towards him first, her sword held straight ahead of her. He sidestepped the attack and brought his own sword across in a lateral sweeping motion, hoping to catch her from the back, but before he could finish there was a shield colliding with his face.

Aldric was sent tumbling backwards, but he caught himself and flipped over, sticking the landing with his sword down into the ground.

He looked up and saw Aelania and Kasumi standing triumphantly above him.

"We're the best of the best, Aldric," Aelania simply said. "We've fought each other countless times in the last four years. We know all of the other's tactics and moves. You were never going to get the best of our first exchange."

Of course, he grimaced. But he wasn't upset, rather he was excited to learn from them.

"Good." He stood with a groan. "Can't learn much if I'm beating you handedly."

A small smirk formed on Aelania's face. "You will learn much, then."

Without warning Aelania rushed forward, her shield held up in front of her, right into his face, but this time she didn't hit him with it. Confused he tried to push around her but was struck immediately from his back, pushing him forward onto the shield face first.

He fell back and smacked his head on the ground. "Fuck!" he groaned.

"Two on one, Al," Kasumi lightly laughed. "You have to account for both of us."

Again, he got himself up from the ground, this time with some pain. "Lords..."

"At the ready," Kasumi said with smug satisfaction.

Aldric held his sword up, keeping his attention on them both.

Again, Kasumi sprinted forward in the same manner as she had before. But this time he didn't try to dodge. Instead, he met her sword head on, wood clacked against wood. The real spar began then. Aldric attacked with an overhead attack, which Kasumi quickly deflected. Then she went for a midsection attack which he sidestepped and batted out of the way.

They went parry for parry, all while Aldric scanned his periphery for Aelania.

He knew the double-team was coming, he just didn't know when.

Kasumi parried his next blow harder than she had been, pushing his sword off balance and him with it, she turned and hit him in the face with all four of her tails. Which... didn't do much except be fluffy and... obfuscate his vision...

Oh, fuck.

The tails moved away and in their place was a speeding Aelania, shield up again, heading directly into him.

This time, however, he spun around the attack, causing her charge to whiff, and hit her with the pommel of the wooden sword on the back of her head, sending her down into the ground.

"Ha!" he yelled triumphantly. Only to feel a blinding pain on his back and find himself flying forward. He faceplanted with his arms sprawled out to either side of him.

"Ha!" Kasumi yelled in victory. "Two of us, Al, you have to remember."

He flung himself from his front onto his back and stared up at the ceiling.

"Gods above... I thought I was pretty good."

"You are." Aelania stood over him and extended her hand out.

He grabbed it and she helped lift him up.

"You were able to take me out of the fight." Aelania put her hand on his waist, probably because she couldn't reach his shoulder. "You just prematurely gloated."

"Thank the gods that's all he does prematurely!" Nadia yelled out.

Aldric looked over and his other bonds had taken a break. "Watching me get my ass handed to me?" He laughed.

"Yeah, it's awesome," Nadia snickered. "Good job Aellybelle!"

"What? Aellybelle?" Aelania stood still, completely perplexed.

"Okay. That nickname's a fail, Nay," Aldric laughed.

"Yes, that was terrible," Aelania said. Her tone was flat but he could tell she was going to get even with Nadia when they sparred.

"I wish to spar you last, Am'rith," Sha'gar said with a glint in her eyes that Aldric didn't particularly like.

The next several hours saw Aldric sparring with each of his bonds in turns, sometimes in groups and sometimes individually.

Sha'gar demanded one-on-one at the end, which to Aldric felt more like flirting than fighting.

A feeling that was confirmed later that night.


Chapter 5

The two months of break rolled by so quickly Aldric didn't even have time to truly appreciate the change in him or his bonds.

They spent their time sparring and practicing his magic. And they did so every single day, except on Saturdays when they took a one-day break to rest, relax, and go on dates. But the rest of the time they worked hard.

During that training, Aldric and his bonds began to fight together like they had been fighting together their entire lives. They flowed seamlessly like the waves of the ocean.

By the end of the summer, they had begun weaving Aldric's use of spells into their sparring. He would shoot a velos spell at them and they'd either dodge or find a way to parry it. The parrying was not easy and required their regular steel weapons being enhanced with his elemental spells. Electric and earth, in particular, did well in deflecting the spells.

They didn't try any more potent spells, not wanting to have any accidents. But even with the velos spell, if not deflected correctly, the spell would knock the weapon out of the wielders hand.

And a strange thing that Aldric noticed was that he felt...lighter. His spell casting was more free than it had been before. When he started practicing again, he thought it had been because he was using finally using his mana and figured the feeling would go away.

But, no, he felt better casting than any time before and it stayed that way. Spells came faster and easier, and he felt less pressure on his mana with every spell cast.

In that manner, time passed and in the blink of an eye the break was over. Aldric was standing in line inside the mage barracks to get his new schedule.

"Remember last year, Sha," Aldric said, with a glance over at his orc bond. "Just about now this time last year we were meeting for the first time, with you threatening to beat me into submission."

She blushed deeply. "I immediately regretted how that encounter went," she murmured.

"I didn't," Nadia happily said. Her mood had greatly improved since the beginning of the summer. They had received a letter back from Lorelei saying that she approved their adoption of Claudia, and that she set extra spells around the orphanage. Lorelei described the orphanage as the third most secure building in the entire Empire, behind only the Imperial Palace and the Academy.

Nadia still wasn't happy with how things worked out, but she was beginning to understand that it was better in the long run.

"Of course you didn't." Kasumi shook her head and rolled her eyes. "You just wanted to torment her, calling her Shaggy."

"It's fine, Shaggy likes it now." Nadia stuck her tongue out at Kasumi.

Sha'gar's blush deepened. "I do not...hate it."

Jordan laughed loudly at that. "It's okay Sha, we all know you love it.

"It's better than her nickname for me," Aelania said flatly.

"Oh, come on, Aellybelle." Nadia grinned wide.

"Oh, for fuck's sake, I thought we said no to that," Aldric groaned.

"Never!"

"Please."

The girls all looked at each other and burst out laughing, even Aelania. That made Aldric smile. Their time together had been worth it, they were all so much closer now.

The line moved steadily forward until Aldric was standing in front of Brandeis once again.

"Ah, Magus Ironheart...here you go." The man pulled a piece of paper out from his files and handed it to Aldric.

Magus Aldric Ironheart, Third Year Schedule:

Potion Making - Monday and Wednesday - 10am to 11am, Grufelt Building, Room 694

Herb Lore - Tuesday, Thursday - 10am to 11am, Grufelt Building, Room 103

Battle Tactics - Friday - 2pm to 3pm, Malena Building, Gymnasium 3

Drills and Maneuvers - Friday - 3pm to Sundown, Malena Building, Gymnasium 3

Imperial Foreign Policy - Thursday - 4pm to 5pm, Holt Building, Room 409

Aldric saluted Brandeis and moved out of line. He made for the mess hall so they could sit and read.

"Ohh, Potion Making and Herb Lore," Jordan said, her head popping over his shoulder, once he was sat down.

"Imperial Foreign Policy?" Kasumi read from the seat next to him. "I've not heard of that class."

"Me neither." Aelania agreed, having come around to stand behind Kasumi. "Though I believe Drills and Maneuvers will be easy for us."

"Good, we have some combat," Sha'gar grunted. "I lament the lack of weapon training."

"I don't," Nadia chirped happily, laying her head down on Aldric's shoulder. "That was boring. Though I can already tell that Foreign Policy is going to be another class like History where Al and I are just falling asleep."

"You better not," Kasumi said sharply, looking across at Nadia.

"Sure thing, Kas." Nadia rolled her eyes.

"You will pay attention and take notes, Nay," Jordan said testily.

"Yeah, yeah." Nadia waved her hand up and down.

"Anyway," Aldric cut in. "It looks like a pretty cool year. I didn't know we could take Potion Making, but I do remember the first day that we got here the Headmaster had a cauldron brewing."

"Oh, yeah, I remember that!" Jordan squealed. "I can't wait to see how to do it in person."

"Wait...do you not make your own schedule?" Aelania suddenly asked.

"No? Is that not normal?" Aldric said, unsure of his answer.

"No," Aelania responded. "Once you reach a certain level you are supposed to be able to pick your own classes."

"Oh." Was all he could say. No one had given him the option.

"I think," Kasumi interjected, "they set these classes for a reason. Foreign Policy makes sense, Drills and Maneuvers is helpful, Battle Tactic, as we know from last year, is good for strategy. The only outliers are Potion Making and Herb Lore, but I wonder if that's to give Aldric a more rounded education?"

"Probably," Aelania said with a stiff nod. "It is well rounded and well picked, but I do not appreciate them removing Aldric's autonomy in his choices."

"I don't either." Kasumi scratched her chin, "but these are close to what we would have chosen."

"They are?" Aldric asked, more than a little laughter entering his words.

"Yes, Al." Kasumi smiled wide at him.

"I am so lucky to have you guiding me." He grinned, then leaned over and kissed her.

She briefly flushed in embarrassment but was saved by the return of Lorn and She'lar.

"Brother!" Lorn cried out as he walked up to them. Aldric stood and clasped arms with the orc, before Lorn pulled him into a hug. They clapped each other on the back a few times and then released.

She'lar, in turn, shook hands with each of Aldric's bonds.

"How are you? How was your summer?" Aldric asked.

"Good!" Lorn sat with a loud thump. "My idiot cousins haven't ruined the clan house yet."

"Good," Sha'gar grunted. "I know you were concerned about that." She had left their home in the hands of their cousins so she could pursue Aldric.

Lorn smiled a toothy, tusky, smile at his sister. "It's fine. I'm glad about the way things turned out. Our cousin Rom'al has taken initiative, and he seems loyal to our family. I trust him to run it until I return."

"Good." Sha'gar nodded once.

"So, how was your summer, Al?" Lorn turned his attention back.

"Good, spent a lot of it fighting with my bonds." Aldric grinned.

"Ah, young love," Lorn guffawed.

"No," Aldric chuckled. "We sparred, basically endlessly, for the entire break. We're in sync when it comes to fighting."

"That's wonderful news!" Lorn roared. "Just like She'lar and myself."

Aldric smiled and nodded, but a nagging thought from the year before pushed itself forward. He didn't want to annoy his friend, but he couldn't help thinking it.

"Lorn, do you have any more bond prospects?"

Lorn's eyes widened and Aldric was expecting an angry retort, but Lorn's smile grew instead. "Yes, I have prospects. While you were out galavanting with Arch Mages and the like, I was looking for girls." A deep rumbling laugh came from the orc. "I believe I have my second and third bonds lined up. Both want to go on a field assignment to confirm we are compatible in battle, but I think I'm done."

"Oh my gods, that's awesome! Congratulations, my friend!" Aldric jumped up and shook Lorn's hand.

"Yes, good job brother," Sha'gar said, but her expression was tight.

"What, Sha?" Lorn sighed explosively, earning a look from the other bonds and She'lar.

Aldric chuckled. He'd seen it first with Nadia and Claudia, and then with Lorn and Sha'gar. No one could get under your skin like a sibling could.

"I wish to go on that field assignment as well, to meet my new sisters-in-law and gauge their abilities for myself."

Lorn rolled his eyes...and his head with them. He sighed again and looked meaningfully at Aldric. But Aldric was not going to step into the middle of that mess. He just put his hands up in defeat and smiled at the orc.

"Fine," Lorn grunted. "But Aldric can't kill everything in one spell, it's just not fun."

"Good," Sha'gar said with a wide, mischievous, grin slowly growing on her face.

"Be nice, Sha," Aldric whispered.

"Oh, I will be."

For some reason that sounded rather ominous.

The next day, Aldric and bonds were eating breakfast in the mess hall when Brandeis came up to them and handed Aldric a note.

"Here, Magus Ironheart," the man said as he sat down across from Aldric.

Aldric took the note and read it, Hydean was requesting their presence at his office in the Eldritch Building, as soon as they were able. Aldric handed the note over to his bonds, who each read it in turn.

"I guess summer really is over," Jordan said, as she handed the note to Sha'gar.

"Yes, Bond Taylor," Brandeis responded. "Unfortunately, it's back to work."

Lorn and She'lar came over at that time. The orc and Brandeis clasped arms and began talking about when they were going to drink together again.

Aldric pointedly ignored that conversation as he had no desire to be on the bad side of Brandeis' bonds, and getting the man drunk was the easiest way to do so.

A few minutes later, they finished eating, bid their friends goodbye, and were on their way to meet with Hydean.

"I wonder if this is about your special tutoring Hydean'll be doing," Kasumi speculated.

"Probably," Aldric said with a shrug. He didn't really want to have special lessons with Hydean, especially on top of his already-full class schedule, but if the Academy thought that he needed to catch up or be more qualified, then he would do what was needed to grow.

The girls all began speculating on what Hydean was going to teach him. Again, Aldric didn't engage with the conversation. He was already dreading it enough without speculating on what kind of torture he'd be put through by the greasy professor.

When they reached the building, they made for Hydean's office, which they had never visited. Thankfully, it was easy enough to find, Hydean had told him it was on the first floor and on the left side of the building. It only took a minute of wandering around to find the professor's door open and the smug man sitting there with his bond, Aella. There were also two other bonds standing with Hydean that Aldric had never met before. One was a dwarf woman and the other was human, but Aldric instinctively stepped back when he saw her.

She was the spitting image of Lorelei. Snow white skin, raven black hair, piercing blue eyes. The only difference was that the woman had a larger nose than Lorelei.

"Uh, h-hello professor," Aldric stammered, unable to take his eyes off the woman.

"Hello, Magus Ironheart and Bonds," Hydean said. "Please have a seat." He opened his palm and after a flash of light, six chairs appeared.

"Th-thank you," Aldric stammered, still unable to look away.

He knew he wasn't alone in that because Jordan, Kasumi, and Nadia all felt the same confusion that he did.

"Thomas," Aella lightly laughed into her fist. "I believe Magus Ironheart and his bonds are quite smitten with Cyrene."

"Ah.” Hydean's face turned into a look of guilt. "Allow me to introduce my second and third bonds, Adibella and Cyrene Hydean."

The women both bowed.

"Cyrene, it's a pleasure to finally meet you," the human woman said.

"Adibella, at yer service.” The dwarf woman lacked the thick accent most dwarves had, only a hint of it left in her speech.

"Uh, y-yes, same here." Aldric stood and bowed at them, his bonds followed suit.

"Yes, I know I bear a resemblance to Lorelei," Cyrene said. "She is my sister, after all."

"Sister?!" Jordan and Aldric exploded.

A small smirk formed on her lips. "Yes, there is a long and complicated history behind our story, maybe one day Lorelei will tell you. But for now, suffice it to say, we were estranged for a long time before reuniting at the Academy. That we shared friendship with Thomas is another matter altogether."

Aldric finally was able to peel his gaze away from Cyrene and looked at Hydean. The greasy professor was doing his best to not look embarrassed or laugh, it was hard to tell.

"Fair enough," Aldric said. "I thought we'd met all of Lorelei's family. We met her children when we were growing up at least."

"Ahh, my nephews, how I miss them, but work takes me away from the family far too often, and they chose a different route in life."

"Anyway," Hydean cut in. "We're not here to talk about our families. We're here to talk about your magic and how you are progressing as a mage."

The tone in the room shifted to a serious one.

"Yes, sir," Aldric said. Internally he was bracing for what Hydean was going to suggest.

"I took the liberty at going over your schedule," Hydean said with his perpetual smirk.

"Thomas," Aella scolded him. "Tell the truth, you made his schedule."

"The truth is often overrated." Hydean glared at the high elf.

Jordan coughed, loudly and. pointedly, earning her own glare from Hydean. But she easily returned it, never having quite forgiven the man for his meddling in their first year.

"But it's true," Hydean said with a shake his head and focused back on Aldric. "The Headmaster and I, together, decided your schedule. You may think that unfair, but I believe it's necessary."

"It's frustrating," Aldric immediately replied. "But I understand why you chose the classes you did. I would have liked to be consulted though."

"Unfortunately, your schedule is much too important for us to take chances with what you have knowledge in. If the Imperial Grand Magus is to be trusted, then you'll need a much more rounded knowledge base than narrowing in on one specific area."

Aldric didn't feel like arguing about it. He wasn't upset with his schedule. "It's fine, whatever."

"Good." The professor's perpetual smirk was already wearing thin on Aldric's nerves. "As I was saying, I looked at your schedule and I figured out when we might meet. Our work is going to be far more cerebral this year, so you will not need to meet every week. Once a month is reasonable for the work we're going to be doing."

"Does that mean no new spells?" Aldric asked. Some of his annoyance melted away but was replaced with confusion.

"Technically yes, but I do not want to give away any more information until we meet first," Hydean answered.

Aldric made a face, which Hydean must have noticed. "Spells are only as useful as the one casting them. As a member of the military your current spells are more than adequate. You can level an entire battlefield should you so choose. But protecting yourself...your bonds...your fellow soldiers... and even the Empire at large, doesn't always mean killing the enemy in one shot. In fact, many times it is better not to do so. Mages can be used as blunt instruments to beat our opponents into submission. In fact, too often, we are because we are good at it." Hydean sighed. "But what sets us apart from tools is our ability to think. To discriminate. To decide if an order is worth following and how best to do that."

Aldric nodded his head, following the logic. And he did notice it was basically the exact opposite of what Giles had said.

"The techniques I am going to teach you will help you not be just another blunt object, but a thinking-feeling weapon that understands why things have to happen."

"I get that, it makes sense," Aldric said with a nod of his head.

"Good. Now, the time I've set aside for you is Wednesdays at 5pm, in this office. Understood?"

"Yes sir." Aldric saluted.

"Good. You may go."

Aldric and his bonds stood and left the room. As soon as they were out of earshot, Jordan started laughing maniacally.

"Oh my lords, no wonder Mistress Lorelei..."

Her laughter was followed quickly by Nadia, then Aldric, and finally Kasumi, all succumbing to their own laughter.

Of course, Hydean bonded with Lorelei's sister. If Aldric knew the woman at all, she would be messing with him as much as humanly possible. Which explained the bets. And Aella had said Hydean never won, which Aldric knew Lorelei would lord over the man.

Sha'gar and Aelania both looked and felt perplexed. And when Aldric saw that, it made him laugh even more.

"S-sorry," he said between giggles. "You'd have to know Lorelei. It's...it just makes a lot of sense."

"Fair enough," Aelania said, though her eyes narrowed.

Sha'gar just grunted unhappily at being left out. "Okay, okay, I'm sorry." Aldric finally managed to get control of himself. "I promise. Once you meet Lorelei you'll see."

"I cannot wait," Sha'gar grunted.

The made their way out of the building and were on their way back to the barracks when Kasumi suddenly stopped.

"Al," she said and turned around to face him. "I think we should go see Sor now, see if we can finagle a few lessons on the military structure and what is expected of each rank."

"Yes, I agree," Sha'gar said. She was on his left side, clinging to him tightly. Aelania, who was clinging to his right side, nodded her head in agreement.

"Uh, sure, why not. Do you know where she is?" Aldric asked.

"Probably in the Malena Building.” Kasumi shrugged. "She doesn't spend a lot of down time in her room."

"I've been meaning to ask, how do you know her so well? Was it just from classes?"

For the first time in a long time, Kasumi's expression turned to sadness and her ears flattened against her head. "She helped me out a long time ago."

"Uh, huh..."

Kasumi sighed. "I'll tell you later, but for now we should find her, okay?"

"Okay, fair enough."

Kasumi led the way forward as her tails bounced behind her. Aldric watched them, mesmerized by the motion.

In that manner, did they make their way to the Malena Building while Aldric hardly remembered anything except the hypnotic tails of his first bond.

"Okay, let's take a look in each of the gyms, she's bound to be in one of them," Kasumi stated.

Aldric shook himself out of his daze and nodded dumbly at her. He felt her satisfaction at his staring but otherwise ignored it.

They walked through the halls of the building, peeking into the different gyms until finally they found Sorodar practicing her own forms in Gym 4. She moved fluidly through her combat poses, a statuesque figure of muscles and anger. Her green skin rippled and her black hair was tied into a long ponytail behind her.

"Sor!" Kasumi yelled and raced forward.

"Huh?" The orc teacher turned with a confused look, which only deepened when she saw Kasumi running towards her, with the rest of them following behind. "What's going on, why are you here?"

She placed her axe head down and held on to the end of the shaft.

"I had a question," Kasumi said, sounding more like a little child asking her mother for something than Aldric's first bond.

"Okay." Sorodar's eyes narrowed. "What's the question?"

"Could we, all of us, have a private lesson or two on the ranks in the military and what each one is expected to do?"

Whatever Sorodar was expecting, it wasn't that. "Oh, is that all? It'll only take a little bit. How about..." she scratched her chin. "Okay, how about this. We meet next Saturday, after the first week of classes. That'll give me time to prepare the info."

"That works, thank you so much, Sor!"

"Wait, I have a condition," Sorodar said, a small smile forming on her lips.

"Yes?" Kasumi asked hesitantly.

"Fight me. You owe me a fight. You never did after you bonded."

"What?" Kasumi asked, completely caught off guard by the request.

"The first time you taught with me two years ago, you said you'd fight with me once you bonded, but you never did. I'm calling that in now," Sorodar said with a smirk.

"Sor, I don't really think..." Kasumi hedged.

"Do it! Do it! Do it!" Sha'gar, Jordan, and Nadia chanted. Aelania wasn't chanting along with them, but she looked like she agreed.

"Fine!" Kasumi yelled. "Wooden weapons only, Sor. I don't want to accidentally kill you."

Aldric knew only a few things about orcs, most of which he had learned through trial and error with Sha'gar, but even he knew that provoking an orc warrior—especially with the threat of violence—was just about the dumbest thing one could do.

"What?" Sorodar whispered. Then her face split into a grin of pure maniacal glee. "Yes! Finally a fight worth having."

Kasumi went to the weapon rack, picked out her sword, and took an axe for Sorodar. She tossed the weapon to the orc who was, at this point, salivating at the thought of battle.

Sorodar caught the weapon and moved into the dueling ring in the center of the room. "Aldric, call out the start and winner."

"Yes, sir."

Kasumi followed suit and bowed deeply to Sorodar, who returned the gesture.

They both stood, weapons raised, ready to jump into action.

"Fight!" Aldric yelled.

Before the word was even finished coming out of his mouth, Sorodar was already sprinting full speed at Kasumi.

Kasumi, having expected that, sidestepped out of the way hoping to catch Sorodar unaware. But the orc immediately righted herself and launched another furious attack at Kasumi.

This time Aldric's kitsune bond was forced to block Sorodar's attack with her sword. Her wooden weapon clacked against the handle of Sorodar's and stopped the descent of the axe.

They both jumped back and reassessed their strategies, circling each other while looking for openings.

Kasumi sprang forward, faster than one of Aldric's spells. Her sword was held in her outstretched right arm, and her left hand was held in front of her.

Sorodar quirked her head but sprinted forward to meet her. She spun her axe and brought it twirling down at Kasumi's head.

Kasumi dodged under her attack and grabbed the orc's arms to hold them in place, which garnered a surprised look from Sorodar. She then brought her sword across in a swiping motion to take Sorodar from the side.

But that, at least, the orc had an answer for. She kicked up and snapped at the sword with her foot, batting it away.

They both sprang backwards from each other and began circling again.

"Tch," Sorodar spat out. "I knew you'd gotten stronger, but I'm pleased you're on par with me."

"Thank you, Sor. But truthfully, I'm only matching you in strength."

"What?" The orc stopped in her tracks. "You're not going full strength?"

Kasumi looked like a scolded child, her eyes were cast down and she pouted unhappily. Aldric had never seen her like that before. He really wanted to know their history now.

"Bullshit! Fight me with everything you've got!"

Kasumi sighed and looked up at the orc. "Fine."

She tossed her sword to the ground and stood with her fists raised. "I refuse to use my sword though."

"Good enough for me." After she threw down her own weapon, Sorodar let loose a primal war cry.

She then sprinted forward, hands outstretched, right at Kasumi.

The kitsune just shook her head. In a blink, she was in Sorodar's face, a shit-eating grin on her own, and she punched the orc right in the stomach.

Sorodar reeled and clutched her stomach with one arm, but that didn't stop her. Sorodar took a swing at Kasumi with her free arm, missing wildly. Kasumi ducked under the swipe, got inside of Sorodar's guard, and punched the orc rapid-fire in the gut.

Aldric counted twenty punches, but he may have missed a few.

Either way, Sorodar was out. Her eyes were bulging from their sockets, and she was slumped over Kasumi's fists. She fell, hard, onto Kasumi, who supported her and laid her gently on her back.

"Was that good enough?" The kitsune gave Sorodar a small smile.

"Yes. I'm so proud of you, Kasumi."

"Good, now let's lug your big green ass to the Infirmary."

Kasumi waved Aldric down and together they lifted Sorodar up onto their shoulders and like that they walked her to the Infirmary. They left before Cieve could ask any questions and hightailed it back to their dorm.


Chapter 6

The first day of classes finally came. Aldric had avoided the mad scramble to shut off the alarm because he was already awake and reading in the library. That had become his norm over the summer, reading and relaxing in the library for an hour or so before his bonds woke up.

This morning, he was especially grateful for that, because the alarm blared for the first time all summer, and the scuffle to turn it off was loud and full of curses from the girls.

Once that was over, they all came out, looking a little worse for wear. Jordan, however, looked the worst. Her hair was all a mess, her golden locks strewn about her face. Her eyes were still half-lidded and there was crust in her eyes. She drowsily sat down in one of the chairs and fell asleep again.

Aelania and Sha’gar both gave him a kiss before they started their morning workouts.

Kasumi sat next to Jordan and lazily stroked the blonde's head. Nadia gave up trying to wake up, lay on top of Aldric, and promptly fell asleep.

He shook his head and petted her head, making the nekorian purr, the vibrations of which moved across his lap.

"So, Kas, what's your deal with Sorodar?"

"Ah, I never did tell you, did I?"

"No."

The kitsune sighed and held Jordan in her arms, like an emotional support bond-sister. "It was ten years ago now when I met her."

Jordan snorted out a large snore, causing Aldric and Kasumi to laugh softly. Kasumi kissed the blonde on the head.

"I told you before that the Empire does not support the kitsune tribes, and that is true to an extent. We don't produce mages, grain, produce, or anything the Empire really values, or at least not in quantities that the Empire requires. The only reason they haven't cut us loose is our innate ability to sense mana. They find it useful, and there is typically one or two kitsune in each Army. It's lessened over the years, since mages have advanced their ability to use sensis loci," she sighed.

"A thousand years ago, kitsune were placed in each squad, but that was pulled back to one for each legion, and now it’s one or two for the entire army."

"Depressing but makes sense. Mages can do the same thing," Aldric murmured.

"Yes, unfortunately so." Kasumi sighed again. "Anyway, I got off topic. Because of the few kitsune who do serve in the military, the Empire still does provide a token amount of support, which amounts to them sending an army to us every five years. They clear out monster dens and have the mages perform the mage ceremony... though at this point that is only out of tradition. No other aid is given. No fabrics, no trade, no food. They do the bare minimum."

"That's awful." Aldric shook his head. "You're still citizens of the Empire, you deserve equal treatment."

"Yes, well," Kasumi chuckled darkly, "they don't care. Either way, ten years ago, the 3rd Imperial Army is the one that came. I was in the care of the elders already, so I was there when Sorodar and her mage arrived. I was in the meeting that ensued. The elders begged for more aid, more...anything. But Sorodar's mage denied each request. Not from apathy or lack of caring. Though, I doubt he does care. But his Imperial orders were to not help any more than they deemed necessary."

"Fuck that," Aldric spat out.

"Sorodar's sentiments exactly." Kasumi smirked. "She saw the conditions we lived in, and while her mage couldn't order her to help us explicitly, he turned a blind eye to everything she did. To thirteen-year-old me, she was basically a goddess. She hunted, killed monsters, consoled the dying, helped the nursing, and befriended me."

She shook her head and looked meaningfully into Aldric's eyes. "I know how she seems here, but she does what she does because she cares so much. Duty is her life. Without it, she has no purpose. And not just duty to her mage or in combat. She believes that everyone in the Empire has a duty to lift up those who cannot lift themselves up. Her words and actions had more of an effect on me than anything the elders ever tried to teach me."

"Ah, so that's it. I don't blame you for idolizing her."

"Not quite." Kasumi had a sort of guilty and mischievous look on her face. Her hands began rubbing Jordan's head a little quicker. "Five years ago, I was ready to leave the tribe. I was done, I was fighting with the elders constantly. They refused to listen to me and told me I was a silly child with much to learn about the world."

She shook her head, remembering the conversation. "And then the 3rd Army came. The first thing Sor did was find me. I told her I wanted out. I wanted to come to the Academy. She made it happen. I don't know what she said to her mage, but he told the elders he was taking me. It was...bad. They yelled and threatened but there wasn't much they could do to a mage of the Empire. When that proved futile, they turned their ire on me. They called me things, said things...things I will not repeat, but things that have stuck with me since."

"Lords above, Kas...I'm sorry. You said it was bad, but not like that."

"Yeah," she laughed mirthlessly. "Before bringing me here, we traveled to Rellad so Sor's mage could report to his superiors at the Imperial Council. He recounted everything that happened, including what Sor did. She was to be punished for involving herself in tribal politics, but Headmaster Gabrith was there as well. He saved her by requesting that her punishment be separation from her mage and teaching at the Academy. The council approved it, and her punishment was set. After that, we traveled together to the Academy. She's..." her voice trailed off. "Before I bonded to you, she was the closest thing I had to a friend...which is kind of sad when you think about it."

"Maybe," Aldric said with a shrug. Absentmindedly he scratched Nadia's head between her ears. "But all of those experiences led you to be who you are. You came to the Academy to be the best, and that drive is what moves us forward as a group. So, yes, it sucked. But it was, in a way, helpful."

"True..." Kasumi muttered.

"I'm your friend, Kas," Jordan said. She opened one eye and smiled at the kitsune.

"Me too," Nadia said from Aldric's lap. "And so are those two psychos working out in the other room."

"How long have you two been awake?" Kasumi asked, exasperated.

"A while," Jordan said in a small voice.

"Who said I was asleep?" Nadia grinned.

"Brat cat," Kasumi muttered under her breath. "Fine." She hugged Jordan close and eyed Nadia suspiciously. "Well, so long as you two are up, go get us breakfast, I need time alone with my mage."

After some early morning fun with Kasumi, and then a group breakfast in their room, Aldric and his bonds made their way to the Grufelt Building. The outside of the building was very different from to all the other structures on campus.

It had the structural shape of a barn, but instead of wooden or stone frame, it was all glass. One could see through the entire building, except for a small offshoot to the side that resembled a typical building with white square stone walls and a box-like shape.

He didn’t know what to make of the building, but they entered and started looking for their room. Inside was even more marvelous than outside. Rays of sunshine shot through the glass at all different angles, causing multicolored beams of light to fill the entire space, and each interior room.

There were smaller rooms every so often, which Aldric assumed were the Herb Lore classrooms. He looked in one and was proven correct, as the room had rows of tables with empty pots on each one. Around the walls were a collection of plants, some larger than others, and no two were the same color. He had expected a uniformity to them but couldn't have been more wrong. The oddest thing was that the room had no ceiling, letting the sunshine in from the glass all around them.

He wanted to look longer, but Kasumi moved them along.

They continued around the building looking for their classroom.

It turned out the Potion Making class was inside the smaller building that was connected to the glass building.

When they finally entered the correct classroom, they found it mostly empty except for a few students. Most of whom looked to be on the younger side, and Aldric didn't see any mages with bonds.

"Is...this a first-year class?" He whispered to Kasumi.

The kitsune shrugged and sat down. Aldric sat next to her and looked around the room, noticing that all of the other students there were looking at him and his girls.

The moment he looked at them, however, the other students all turned their heads, obviously trying to hide the fact that they were just staring at him.

Well, all with the exception of one young mage. He was a human mage, whom Aldric swore looked like he had only just turned eighteen. He was thin, baby faced and had no muscles to speak of. The boy looked terrified to see Aldric's gaze on him, but after a moment of deliberation, set his face, stood, and walked over to Aldric.

"H-hello, you're Aldric Ironheart, correct?" The boy said. Aldric tried to stop himself from thinking of the boy as anything but a boy, but he couldn't. That was probably unfair, given Aldric was only two years older, but the boy looked so small in comparison.

"Yes, he is." Sha'gar, who was seated on Aldric's other side, stood and blocked him from view.

"Oh! I-I'm sorry. I-I'll be going..."

"Wait!" Aldric laughed. "Sha, sit down it’s not a problem."

Sha'gar grumbled to herself but sat down. She kept her sight trained on the boy though.

"Th-thank you... sir. I just w-wanted to ask..."

"Yeah?" Aldric said with a raised eyebrow.

"Are the rumors true? Can you really have seven bonds?"

"Yup," Aldric happily answered. "I have five already, as you can see."

The boy looked at each of the bonds and his eyes grew wider with each successive one he saw. Though, that may have been because the girls were all glaring at him.

Aldric shook his head. "Normally they're much nicer, but they're not animals in a pen to be gawked at."

"Oh! Absolutely," the boy said with a nod. "I'm so sorry for offending you. My name is Yancy Clayback."

Poor kid, Aldric thought. Yancy? He stifled a laugh. Aldric felt his bonds holding back their own laughter.

"Pleasure to meet you, Yancy." Aldric extended his hand. The boy took it, and they shook.

"Please, call me Clay... all my friends back home do."

"Sure thing, Clay."

"Anyway, thank you. I've never met a bond before."

"But you have met women, right?" Nadia blurted out.

The poor boy's face went red. "Y-yes of course," he muttered.

"Then just act the same. Just because we've bonded with our mage doesn't mean we're not still people. Understood?"

"Y-yes ma'am."

Aldric looked the boy up and down and shook his head. "Professor Tyrhorn will set you right, but as you've seen, bonds are still people. They certainly maintain their own personalities." Aldric grinned at Nadia who stuck her tongue out at him.

"Don't be afraid to talk to one. But also, be mindful that you are not owed anything by them. Understood?"

"Y-yes, sir!" Clay saluted. "Thank you." He bowed and went back to his own desk.

During their conversation more students trickled in, most of them obviously in the first year of classes.

After a moment, a girl came up to Aldric and his bonds, obviously emboldened by Clay's display. She was a horsekin girl, which was already interesting because the horsekin typically didn't live in the Empire.

"I heard you're Aldric Ironheart, that right?" Her tone was abrupt and to the point.

"Yes," he answered warily.

"I heard you got three dicks and can magic up more so you can satisfy your girls all at once. Is that true?"

"What?!" Aldric felt his eyes bug out.

Meanwhile Sha'gar jumped up, ready to pounce on the poor girl, but Nadia and Jordan fell into a fit of hysterics.

"Oh. My. Gods. Al! Why haven't you just magicked dicks to do that?" Nadia managed to wheeze out between laughs.

Kasumi and Aelania both had the same reaction, slapping their hands to their foreheads.

"No," Aldric groaned, while holding Sha'gar back. "That is not true."

The horsekin girl, completely unfazed, just shrugged. "Too bad. Oh well. If you ever wanna try horsegirl, let me know." She winked and sauntered back to her seat.

"Ohh, can we keep her?" Nadia giggled.

"Can we kill her?" Sha'gar raged.

"No. To both."

Just then the door opened, and their professor walked in. He was a high elf, with black hair, high brows, a look of utter contempt for everyone he viewed as beneath him. So, a typical high elf male.

Sha'gar finally calmed down and retook her seat.

"Good morning, everyone." His voice held an air of condescension.

Aldric saw Aelania groan, but she didn't say anything.

"This is Beginner’s Potion Making. Typically used for first year students or those wishing to stay at camp or base during their military assignments." His eyes flicked to Aldric. "But not always."

The elf marched right up to the desk and turned on his heel. "I am Professor Silverstone. I have been the professor for this class for twenty years. I have been a mage for thirty-nine years. Which, if you do the very basic math, means I have been at this post since I finished my military service, where I was the lead Potioneer for the 2nd Imperial Army."

There were some sounds of awe that went through the room, but Aldric had no idea what that meant. It sounded like a big deal, but it could have meant anything.

"Potion making is a precise science. It is not something one can do without being deliberate in their actions. A heavy-handed approach will not work. Pouring too much of an ingredient into the cauldron can spoil the recipe or worse. It is imperative, then, that you each pay attention and do not cut corners. Potion making requires precision."

He waved his hands and cauldrons poofed into existence in front of each person. Aldric was a little confused because each of his bonds received one too.

"You may have noticed that this is a mixed class," Silverstone started again. "That means bonds as well as mages will be required to complete all the course work. Though, unfortunately, Academy rules state that once bonded, bonds are only allowed to take exams with their mage, so those of us in here who have bonded," he said and inclined his head towards Aldric, "do have a certain advantage. An advantage you will find in all of your classes."

"Now!" he waved his hand again, and several items from the walls of the classroom fell into place in front of each of them, along with a leaflet of instructions. "Work together. This is the simplest potion to make, and is not even a real potion, but completing it, or not completing it, will tell me where we need to start instruction. Whether you need help with basic reading and comprehension or are further along the path."

Aldric looked down on the paper. Rudda's Medicine, it read in big bold letters at the top. He felt his cheeks heat up and heard the snickers from his bonds.

"Sir!" someone raised their hand. The horsekin girl from before.

"Yes, Bond Candidate Wildhoof," Silverstone said.

"What is Rudda's Medicine used for?"

"In normal cases, when used before or after intercourse, it will stop a pregnancy."

"Oh." The horsegirl's face turned red.

"Yes. It is supplied, for free, to every bond at the Academy. The Academy sources its supply from our earliest classes, as in, you all. So, do make sure you're following the directions to the letter, we wouldn't want any...accidents." The professor's face took on a cruel look.

Aldric blanched and put his head down and read each word, line by line.

"Take a quarter cup of crushed Rudda's Herb, two quarters of an ounce of bizendorium phocate, a teaspoon of herbal syrup, and a three and a half cups of water. Pour all ingredients into the cauldron, bring to a simmer and stir. Mix well for fifteen minutes. Then let sit for another fifteen."

Aldric stared at the ingredients and measurements. He had no idea what most of those words meant. Looking at the ingredients before him, none had labels, and other than water he had no idea what any of them were supposed to look like.

And try as he might, he didn't know how to measure them out even if he did know what they were.

Unsure of himself, he raised his hand. "Yes, Magus Ironheart?"

"Uh... how do we measure, and which is which ingredient?"

The high elf professor smiled, though slightly deranged looking. "The ingredients you'll have to figure out on your own, however the scales and measuring cups are in the cupboard by my desk." He motioned to a plain wooden cupboard behind him.

"Ah, also, Magus Ironheart, since there are so many of you, please share the measuring utensils between yourself and your bonds. We need enough for everyone."

"Yes, sir."

Kasumi was already getting up to retrieve them from the cupboard, along with the rest of class. Aldric stood to stop her, but she just gave him a look and nodded towards the bond candidates who were all staring right at him. He thought better of it and sat down.

It didn't stop him from grumbling though. Jordan patted his arm. "It'll get better once you're fully bonded, Al."

"Yeah, yeah."

"To that end," Aelania said. "I think there is another potential bond we should be looking at."

"Oh?" Aldric quirked his eyebrow. Aldric was still mulling over Aelania's prior pick, so he wasn't sure another one of her suggestions would be wise.

But before either of them could respond, Kasumi came back. She set the scales and cups in front of her own seat. "Watch me do it."

Aldric shrugged and leaned over to watch her, as did the rest of them. Nadia and Sha’gar were both supremely disinterested but made a token show of caring. Aelania was indifferent, but there was something on the edge, something akin to anger.

He wasn't sure what was going on with Aelania but Sha’gar's disinterest made sense. If she couldn't smash it, it simply didn't matter to her. As for Nadia, she didn't care about class at all, so it didn't even register to him that she wasn't really paying attention.

Kasumi either didn't notice, or ignored, the three who were only barely paying attention. She started to get to work, sorting the different ingredients into their correct doses. She lit a fire underneath the cauldron by pressing a button that did it for her. More magical buttons, he thought. I wonder what the process for that is.

Once the fire was going well, she mixed everything together and placed it all into the cauldron.

Aldric watched her with a mix of curiosity and awe. She was moving deliberately and with confidence, as if she'd done it before.

"There." Kasumi smiled at them, stirring the cauldron lazily. "Nice and easy. It takes a bit to coalesce, but it's an easy recipe."

"How?" Was all Aldric could get out.

"One of the things the elders in my tribe made me do was make rudimentary potions. Rudda's is the one with the most obvious benefits. I can also make some lesser healing potions. The greater potions require some magic, which we obviously didn't have."

"Lords, are you good at everything?" Nadia said with a hmph.

"No." A Small blush formed on Kasumi's cheeks.

"Hey, no shaming of your bond-sisters," Aldric scolded Nadia. He was surprised it was Nadia and not Jordan who said it. But when he looked, the blonde had that look that said she didn't disagree.

However, Jordan simply smiled, brushed her hair behind her ears with her fingers, and leaned over Kasumi's shoulder. "That was awesome, Kas, can you show us step by step?"

Kasumi's blush receded a bit and she regained a measure of her professional demeanor. "Yes, here."

She demonstrated the process again, without actually completing the recipe. Then told them to get on with their own work.

Aldric followed her example, looking over at her work a few times for guidance, until finally he was at the stage where the potion had to simmer. "Good job, Al!" Jordan said. He looked over and hers was the same consistency as his.

"You too!"

"Thanks!"

"Yes, good work you two," Kasumi said with a glare at Nadia, Sha'gar, and Aelania who hadn't bothered to do any work.

"Whatever," Nadia yawned wide.

"Brat," Kasumi muttered, in response to which Nadia stuck her tongue out.

"Potion Making is servant's work," Aelania proclaimed.

"Let me know when I can actually do something more exciting," Sha'gar moaned and slumped onto the table.

Kasumi shook her head but went back to work, turned the heat off, and let it sit. She then moved over to help Aldric and Jordan with their concoctions.

Finally, they both finished, with the potion ending up looking like a brownish liquid. Aldric wasn't sure how Rudda's was normally administered, but he also didn't want to know.

Professor Silverstone stood from his seat at his desk. "Time!"

The high elf looked around the room, lingering for a moment on Aldric's group. "Most of you did very well. Some not as good."

He then walked around and began grading each person individually. To Aldric, he seemed like a fair grader. Not too harsh or critical, most of his criticisms were helpful observations.

"Magus Ironheart and Bonds, let's see how you did..." Silverstone said as he approached.

"Hmmm," he said, after a moment of deliberation. "The three who completed it are excellently done. The three who didn't even attempt, all fail."

Aldric nodded, that made sense.

"As a whole, you fail," the professor continued.

Wait... what? That didn't make sense.

"Excuse me, what?" Kasumi asked. She schooled her face, but her temper was rising.

"As a unit, you failed. I was watching, you made no effort to make your bond-sisters do the work."

"But!" Aldric and Jordan started to protest.

"But nothing. I do not care how big your mana soul is, or how powerful your bonds are. If you do not work together as a unit, you will fail. If half of you aren't putting any effort into your work, no matter what it is, you cannot possibly succeed."

Aldric felt like raging, but there was a small voice in the back of his mind that said the professor was right.

He fell back in his chair. "Yes, sir. Understood."

"Good." Silverstone gave Aldric a single nod, then marched back up to the front of the room. "That's it for today, class. First years, this class is different than your others. We will only be meeting on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, to accommodate for the upperclassmen in the class. They have different schedules than you do, initially. If you have any questions, ask at our next class. Your textbooks will be in your rooms by the end of the day. Homework is to read chapters one and two. Goodbye."

The high elf marched out of the room, leaving them all quiet in his wake.

Aldric stood to leave, but Kasumi put her hand on his shoulder to push him back down.

The kitsune snapped her attention to Nadia, Sha'gar, and Aelania. "You will not do that again, is that understood?" Her tone was sharp and angrier than Aldric had ever heard her.

"Yes, Kas."

"Yes, first bond-sister."

Aelania was quiet.

"Aelania?"

The high elf sighed heavily. "Fine."

"Good." Despite saying good, Kasumi looked anything but. Her eyes were narrowed, her ears were flat against her head, and her tails were rigid.

"Okay, okay, it’s fine," Aldric interjected, trying to help. "Mistakes were made and we'll correct them. Let's get back home, okay?"

"Fine."

"Okay."

The kitsune and high elf both answered, but held each other's gaze and didn't move.

Aldric didn't know what to do, they'd never had an issue before.

"Oookay." Jordan stood up. "We're making a bad impression on the underclassmen, let's go you two."

All the sudden, Kasumi and Aelania broke their staredown and looked at Jordan. "You're right. Let's go." Kasumi stood.

"Yes." Aelania stood as well.

"Finally," Sha'gar huffed and dragged Aldric to his feet. "Let's spar. I can feel myself getting weaker sitting in this class."

"Not right now, Sha," Jordan answered for him, flashing him an apologetic smile for answering in his stead. "Maybe later."

"Fine," the orc grumbled and crossed her arms.

Nadia, who had stayed uncharacteristically silent since Kasumi had scolded her, stood and took Kasumi's arm. "Let's go Kas. We'll discuss at home."

"Yeah, let's."

Jordan took Aelania's arm and led her out.

Sha'gar and Aldric both looked at each other in bewilderment. If he was out of his depth, he imagined Sha'gar was as well.

He put his arm around Sha'gar's shoulders, kissed her on the cheek, and followed his bonds out the door.


Chapter 7

Once they were back in their room, Kasumi and Aelania once again began a face-off in the middle of the living room.

Aldric, already sick of their attitudes, decided he needed to step in. He was standing by one of the couches, with Sha'gar and Jordan by his sides.

"Okay. You two, come here," he commanded and pointed down in front of him.

Kasumi moved first, promptly going to where he pointed. Aelania wasn't to be outdone and was close on her heel. They both looked up at him expectantly.

"What is going on? It can't be simply be because of the potion?" He asked.

"It is." Aelania answered flatly.

"I just don't understand. What's wrong with doing the work?" Kasumi's exasperated voice said all Aldric needed to hear.

"Okay, Aelania, explain, because right now you're not only upsetting my first bond, but me as well."

The elf's eyes met his, and he saw the dawning on her face that she was making him upset. For some reason, more than Kasumi, that seemed to break whatever attitude she was having.

"I...apologize. I..." she breathed in. "I do have some very bad habits from living with my parents. I've made an attempt, since coming to the Academy, to break myself of most of those habits. But it has been an...adjustment. I thought I had been doing well, until today."

"You're going to have to expand on that, Ael," Aldric prompted. Kasumi was still raging mad, but cooling down, and the others watched on intently.

Aelania brushed her hair aside, letting her fingers linger on her ear cuffs. "My family wasn't just affluent. Many people are affluent. My parents were a league above them. They were a type of affluent that allowed you to spit and look down on other rich people, people who never have to work a day in their lives. My parents were the kind of affluent who could buy power, politicians, traders, and guards. It's how they have managed to maintain a seat on the High Elven Council. They bought votes. They buy people like objects, wring anything useful from them and toss them aside until they need them again. I know that it was wrong. But I lived that way for a hundred years."

"Yeah... so what's so bad about potions that garnered your ire much more than any of the other work?" Aldric was genuinely confused. So were his other bonds.

"It's...demeaning work for a person of my station to get their hands dirty and mix dirt and roots and supplements together. Fighting, classes, studying. Those are all expected of someone of my stature...former stature. But doing the dirty work? I..."

"Yes?"

"I fell into old habits that I will endeavor to never do again. I apologize, Kasumi. I apologize, Aldric. I apologize, everyone." She bowed low to them.

"Please stop, don't bow. We're all equals here." Aldric lifted her up. "I was just shocked at the attitude you showed Kasumi."

"I was...angry."

Aldric actually stepped back, unsure if he had heard her right. She had openly admitted to a feeling.

A small smile crept onto her face. "Stop that. You are wearing me down, my mage. I can admit that I have feelings now. Just not often."

"Fair." He kissed the top of her head. "Please, elucidate for us why you were angry."

"I was angry at being told to do it. I was angry at Kasumi for doing it. I was angry that she had been forced to do it by people beneath her."

Kasumi's eyes went wide, and shock ran through her. "What? Angry for me?"

"Yes." Aelania nodded. "It was not right, what your tribe did to you. Then, to make you do that kind of work, rankled me. I did not handle that particular emotion well."

All of Kasumi's anger fell away as she stepped forward and embraced the high elf in a tight hug. Aldric joined in next. Then Jordan, Nadia, and Sha'gar.

After a moment, Aelania cried out. "Please, release me." Her voice strained.

"Never!" Nadia gleefully yelled. The sentiment was echoed by Jordan and Sha'gar.

But they did eventually release her. Her face held a big red blush, but the mood was much improved.

The rest of the day passed uneventfully, but that night Aldric made sure Kasumi and Aelania were both thoroughly satisfied and okay with each other.

The next morning, they woke up, ate breakfast, and made their way back to the Grufelt Building for their Herb Lore class. This one was being held in one of the rooms in the main section of the building. The ceiling and one of the walls were glass, allowing them to see out into the campus around them.

Students came in and it looked like the same group that had been in their Potion Making class.

That stands to reason, Aldric internally shrugged. They were likely on the same kind of schedule as he was, just like Silverstone had said at the end of class.

Thankfully, for Aldric, none of the other students came over to him to talk. And after a few minutes, someone who Aldric assumed was their professor, strode into the room.

The man had long brown hair, green eyes, and was stick-thin. He was wearing the Academy uniform, only instead of black it was all brown.

Once the man reached the desk at the front of the room, he turned with a large smile on his face. "Good morning, everyone, my name is Professor Paric Moonsong, and I will be your Herb Lore professor for the year. I have been teaching this subject for around thirty years. My general field of study is the research and cataloging of rare and unique plants, herbs, and hitherto unknown specimens of those varieties."

Whatever that meant, it sounded impressive to Aldric. Apparently, all of his bonds felt the same because feelings of shock and amazement went through them all to varying degrees. He was even more shocked that Nadia was more impressed than the others.

"Now, Herb Lore, as a class, is possibly one of your most simplistic. We will identify and examine the different kinds of herbs, plants, flowers, weeds, et cetera that are used in your Potion Making class. This is why if you take one class, you must take the other. We are corequisite classes that share curricula with each other and plan accordingly."

Aldric actually understood that, especially after the first Potion Making class where he didn't know what any of the ingredients were.

Professor Moonsong then went into a discussion of the ingredients in Rudda's Medicine potion. He remarked on each ingredient—how it worked in concert with the others, what its properties were, where to find it, and its history.

Aldric tried, he really did, but by the end of class he was not paying attention at all. He made a good show of trying to take notes, but by the end his notes were mainly scribblings of his bonds, the spells he knew, and the spells he wanted to try.

Not even scribblings—doodles. Stick-figure drawings. He wasn't an artist, but it was something to do.

One doodle he was particularly proud of saw stick-figure-Aldric in a lunging pose, with his hands outstretched, one on top of the other, and a ball of magic flying out from between them.

Fucking badass, he grinned. I could yell something really cool too, like Mana Beam, or something. He'd workshop the name.

Nadia saw what he drew, and scribbled over the drawing of her to make her boobs bigger, and then she erased Kasumi's and drew hers smaller.

Once the wood elf professor got to the end of class, Aldric snapped his notes closed and headed for the door, followed closely by Nadia.

Kasumi and Jordan caught up with them outside. "Al! I'm so impressed you paid attention and took notes the entire class, good job!" Jordan kissed him on the cheek.

"Yes," Kasumi said, narrowing her eyes at him. "It is...surprising."

"Yup, Al did it right. Nice big...notes," Nadia giggled.

"Uhh, yeah, yup." Aldric scratched the back of his head. He felt really bad, considering the day before, but this wasn't a practical class for him. He figured he could always study their notes later like he did with Bonding and History.

"Aldric, let me see your notes," Kasumi said, with her hand out.

"No."

Aelania came up from behind him and lifted the book out of his hands. She immediately opened it and laughed. Not a small laugh like she normally gave, but a large guffaw that was so unlike her that they all stopped to look at her.

"Make mine bigger, please," she chuckled and handed the notebook to Kasumi.

The kitsune flipped through the notes, her eyes getting wider and wider. Finally, she snapped them shut. "Mine are bigger and why is Nadia so big?"

Jordan and Sha’gar, both of whom were thoroughly confused, snatched it from Kasumi's hands.

"Al!"

"Am'rith!"

They both yelled in concert, but in different tones. Jordan was shocked and appalled, whereas Sha'gar was already starting to laugh.

Aldric began to walk away, feeling his cheeks heat up. "I was just bored, and Nadia made her own additions and edits."

He walked some distance before turning back to see his bonds all crowded around the notebook comparing and making comments.

"Oh gods..." he groaned, and slid his hand down his face.

Wednesday and Thursday mornings came and went in much the same manner as Monday.

Professor Silverstone made them make more Rudda's Medicine, which went far better than Monday. Aelania, it turned out, had a knack for it, and her eyes lit up when she did it correctly. Aldric rewarded her with a kiss on the cheek and a promise of something more later.

Professor Silverstone complimented them on their change in attitude and left it at that.

Then Thursday morning, Professor Moonsong lectured on the many different ingredients used in minor healing potions. Aldric took notes after switching to a different notebook, since the girls had absconded with his original and made so many changes and edits to his stick-figure drawings that he didn't even recognize them anymore.

Whatever, he shook his head. As long as they're happy.

Thursday afternoon finally came, and they were off to Imperial Foreign Policy in the Holt Building. They made their way to room 409, which looked like a normal classroom. There was a desk up front for the teacher, raised on a platform a little higher than the ground, with rows of tables and chairs for seating. The walls were lined with maps and there was a round ball on a metal pedestal up front next to the teacher's desk.

They took the seats in the back of the room. Mostly out of habit, but also because there were so many of them that they ended up taking two tables.

The rest of class filed in over the next few minutes. Thankfully, they all looked like upperclassmen, like himself. All of the mages that came in had at least a single bond, most had more.

And his thought was confirmed correct when Finias, Heather, and Kimi all came in. Finias gave Aldric a friendly smile and sat at the table near his.

It also struck Aldric as odd that none of his professors were ever in the classroom before he got there. Did they all just like dramatic entrances? Were they coming from elsewhere and not on time? Or was he just very early?

Ultimately it didn't matter but was an interesting thought.

Finally, the last person to come in through the door was a dwarf woman. Aldric had seen her before and couldn't place her. Kasumi quietly gasped next to him. "Hydean's bond, Adibella."

He looked back and focused on her face and, sure enough, it was her. She made her way to the front of the room, up the raised area by the desk, and looked over the students.

She looked at each person in the room, her eyes danced in laughter when she saw Aldric and his bonds. "Good afternoon, everyone, my name is Professor Adibella Hydean. No doubt many of you know my husband," she said with a wry smile. "I have been teaching this subject since the other Professor Hydean came to teach here."

She began pacing back and forth with her arms crossed behind her back. "I am an expert in the field of Imperial Politics. Before becoming a bond to my mage, I was the daughter of a powerful dwarven clan. To that end, I was educated by the finest tutors before I came to the Academy. As a bond to my mage, I was stationed all over the Empire. Most importantly, on the border between us and Acxiun."

She stopped pacing and looked over the class again. "Who can tell me who our closest neighbor is?"

Jordan, Kasumi, and Aelania's hands shot up...to no one's surprise. Several others in the class did as well. "You...Bond Greensong."

Kimi preened at being called upon over the others. "By the light, I didn't think I would be called on! And you know my name, that's so cool! The answer is, of course, Acxiun."

Adibella smiled and nodded. "Correct. And who is the next closest? What kingdoms do we trade with? What kingdoms do we not trade with?"

Silence filled the room, no one answered. Even Aldric understood they were rhetorical questions. "Foreign Policy does not only mean who are we at war with, or who are our neighbors. Most people know that we trade with Drelmecia, but what other relations do we have with them? Those many questions are the ones we will tackle in this class. Unfortunately, learning this information is a lifelong pursuit, there is simply too much information to go over to give you an in-depth delve into each kingdom and our relations to them, but we will be giving an overview that works as a foundation for your further studies. The next year of this class looks deeper into those relationships, should you choose to continue."

She paused once again and looked over them again. "Good. Let's begin..."

A lecture on the nature of the Empire's relationship between Drelmecia was what they started with. Aldric actually listened and took notes on everything the dwarf professor said. It turned out that the relations between the nations were generally good, if somewhat tense all the time. In no small part due to the Empire's warmongering—which Adibella was able to sidestep and not clearly say as such—but the implication was clear. Still, the two kingdoms maintained a relatively peaceful relationship, helped mostly by the fact that Drelmecia was across the sea from them and not easily accessible by Imperial forces.

In addition to trade, diplomatic ties were close, with Drelmecian diplomats coming over often on their trading ships. Likewise, Imperial diplomats went on the way back. It was a reciprocal relationship that worked for both countries.

Militarily, the Empire kept tabs on the Drelmecian forces and assumed the reverse was true. Because the southern nation's population was mostly centered around its many ports, they had a significantly larger naval presence than the Empire; however this came at a detriment to their ground forces’ capabilities.

Drelmecia was centered on a land mass that was mostly arid, sandy, and unbearably hot. Their major cities, therefore, were centered near water where plant life could be sustained and was typically as green as most of the Empire. But because much of the land they claimed was unlivable and unusable, they didn't have the need for large armies to protect their borders. They had armies and border control, of course, but they weren't as robust or effective as the Imperial armies.

The dunes and deserts that surrounded their cities were physical barriers to their population centers.

Which made sense to Aldric on why they chose to focus on their naval power.

By the end of the lecture, Aldric was feeling pretty good about himself for having taken notes for the entire time.

"Magus Ironheart, please stay back a moment," the dwarf called out once class ended.

Aldric shrugged and sat still, waiting for the rest of the class to filter out. Finias gave him an apologetic smile on the way out, which Aldric returned and shook his head.

Once the door closed behind the last student, Adibella jumped down from her perch on the desk where she was sitting. "Did you enjoy the lecture?"

"Yes, sir, very much," Aldric responded. A smattering of agreeing voices from his bonds joined him.

"I believe Bond McKinley and Bond Bloodaxe did as well." The dwarf indicated the two bonds. Aldric looked over and saw them both asleep on the desk.

"Oh, Lords. I'm so sorry about that," Aldric said and shook his head.

"No, no, it's fine. I'd rather they be asleep and not interrupt. It's not the first time that one or more of a mage's bonds do not care for this subject. But I will stress this to you, as I know Thomas will, so I apologize—but this subject is paramount for you. You must understand the ins and outs of the Empire's policies."

She sighed. "That man, Giles, did you a great number of disservices, this being one of them. Instead of teaching you about the Empire at large, he focused on issues that mattered only to him. If he was even giving information without bias."

"Yeah...I did think about that."

"Good, then you're smarter than most. Anyway, I've said my piece. Have a good rest of your day." She gave them all one final look before leaving.

On Friday, they had Battle Tactics and Drills and Maneuvers, both in Gym 3, one right after the other. Drills and Maneuvers went until sundown, with no break for dinner.

To say Aldric wasn't looking forward to it was an understatement. Not that he minded hard work, but all night was a ridiculous thing to ask of them.

But regardless, he and his bonds made their way to the Malena Building for Battle Tactics in the afternoon.

When they entered the room, it had the same setup as the prior year: a gym but with desks and chairs arranged. For once, most of the class was already in the room by the time they arrived. Aldric saw Finias and his bonds— Heather and Kimi—as well as Grey with Evonne, and he was happy to see Inara there as well. There was also Lorn and She'lar, and a few others Aldric had met in his class the year prior but never really interacted with.

One of the pitfalls of having so many bonded was that most of the time his attention was, rightly, on his girls. He had made friends with Lorn, Grey, Finias, Kairn, and the others before he had bonded anyone. He knew he had to make the effort to get to know the rest of his classes, but it was hard to.

Regardless, he watched the other students, and most were a mix of humans and elves. A few beastkin. No dwarves. Aldric wondered at that but left it alone. He really tried not to be prejudiced, but the stumpy fuckers made it hard for him. Adibella was the first dwarf he wasn't immediately suspicious of. But she was bonded to Hydean, which called her judgement into question.

Sorodar came into the classroom shortly after Aldric and his bonds arrived. She walked up to her desk and waited for everyone to settle down.

"Alright, listen up, you sacks of crap. This year, this class will be taught as a combination class with Drills and Maneuvers. Once we finish the lecture portion, we will move on to the practical application with Drills and Maneuvers. We will do this until I think you've had enough."

She began pacing back and forth with her hands clasped behind her back. "Last year, we did a lot of theory on the basics. This year, we're going to go further and explore the 'whys' of why you use a certain formation, or maneuver, and when."

She stopped pacing and stared out at them all. "Exams for this class were average across all of my classes last year. That is not acceptable. Formations, drills, maneuvers. All of these things will be forefront in your military service. You will march in formation. You will engage the enemy and utilize these maneuvers. Every day, when you're not marching or in battle, the commander of your legion will lead you in drills to keep your skills sharp."

She breathed deep and looked hard at Aldric for a moment, then shifted her gaze and swept her eyes across the room. "These are not mere suggestions. Battle will come to you sooner or later. You need to be ready to enter formation without a moment's hesitation. And last year's uninspired performance shows me that you're not. As such, we will be starting back at the basics. If you feel you already know this information, you don't. If you're annoyed at that. Get better."

Sorodar then began lecturing on all of the things that they went over the year prior. She started them off on the basic shape formation, square, arrow, and pyramid.

She went on like that, about the uses and applications of those three, for the rest of the hour. When class ended, the usual rush to get out the door started, except for Aldric, his bonds, and Lorn and She'lar.

"STOP!" Sorodar yelled. "Did you all already forget what I said? We're drilling these formations from now until whenever I say you're done. Unless any of you would like to test my patience? I've been raring to hit something for a few days." Sorodar smirked over in Kasumi's direction.

The kitsune shrunk in her seat a bit.

"No? No objections or takers? GOOD. Then get your lazy asses back here. NOW."

The students who had made to leave trudged back to their seats. "Later we'll be doing this outside, but for now, we'll do it in here. Now, everyone get into Arrow formation. Magus Ironheart, you know the drill, you and your bonds are on your own."

"Yes sir."

Aldric did notice a wave of voices raise and question whether they heard Sorodar correctly on his rank. Grey and Finias looked over, the question in their eyes.

Aldric mimed later, and they nodded and put their attention back on Sorodar, who was breaking the rest of the students into groups.

When that was done, Sorodar told them where in the gym to stand.

"Now, get into the basic Arrow formation. Decide on the order quickly. Any arguments over placement will result in expulsion from the class for today."

Aldric stifled a snicker at that. The year prior, Sorodar had thrown a book at a mage who didn't like his placement.

The students all got into a line and began to sort themselves in their assigned groups.

Aldric and his bonds got into place. They put Aelania up front, Sha'gar and Nadia were to her left and right respectively. Then Aldric and Jordan behind them, and Kasumi as the odd number at the end of Nadia's side.

He took a quick look around and saw that his friends had all gotten into their places. Heather was at the front of hers and Finias’ group, while Evonne was at the front of Grey’s group.

"Good, good..." Sorodar paced up and down the line. When she got to Aldric's group, she stopped. "Good, Aldric and bonds." She walked away to stand in front of them all.

"Too few of you remembered that it is smart to not put your mages up front. Mages are the most important members of your squad. Bonds, that may upset you, and as a fellow bond I understand why. But the fact is, that a good mage can shift the momentum of battle in the blink of an eye."

She looked at Aelania's placement in Aldric's formation. "It is also smart to put your shortest members up front so they don't block the view or have their view blocked. Bond Orirel, why were you put in the point of your formation?"

"Two reasons, sir," Aelania responded. "One, as you pointed out, I am one of Aldric's shortest bonds. I believe Nadia is slightly shorter but it's close. Second, my weapon of choice is a shield and saber. My usual shield is oversized, allowing me to block more efficiently. We figured that it would best for the point to be defensive."

"Good reasoning," Sorodar said, nodding in agreement. "Now...Bond Stilltrap, why are you at the point of your Arrow?"

Heather stiffened at being addressed. "Because of my muscles, sir. I am more muscled and thus wear heavier armor than my peers, so I am more suited to the front, because I can take a hit."

"Good! Those are similar and very wise reasonings. However, remember that you will not only be facing mundane forces. What might happen if you run into a mage force?"

Both Aelania and Heather faltered. "I don't know," the girls said.

"Battle is unpredictable. You cannot and will not know exactly what you are facing. Even the most talented mages can be fooled by the enemy. As such, you need to be prepared to respond to the unpredictable."

She stopped and breathed in and out through her nose. "Now we drill. Break formation and mix groups. We're going to practice getting into your squads."

And that's what they did for the next two hours. Sorodar ran them through drill after drill after drill. It got to the point where Aldric and the girls could line up in formation in a split second once Sorodar hit her whistle.

By the end of class, everyone was sweaty, annoyed, and hungry. And the hunger didn't help the annoyance.

"Good job everyone!" Sorodar roared to the groups. "We're done for today. Go eat, rest, fuck. Who cares. Just leave..." She paused. "Except for Magus Ironheart and Bonds."

Aldric and Nadia groaned loudly, earning them a sharp look from Sorodar and his remaining bonds. But he didn't care. He wanted to go eat.

Sorodar kept her eyes on them while the rest of class left. Lorn gave him a lingering look before also walking out.

"I expect a better attitude, Aldric," Sorodar stated.

"Sorry, sir."

She rolled her eyes and laughed to herself. "I'm far from the worst taskmaster you will ever have. And people will expect more from you because of your soul. Which is why I wanted to talk. We will go over the military ranks, what they each mean and do, and expectations tomorrow, 10am sharp in this room. I don't have an office to meet in, so this will have to do. Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir." Aldric saluted, followed by his bonds.

"Thank you, Sor," Kasumi said.

"Yeah, I appreciate it, sir," Aldric echoed.

"Not a problem. See you tomorrow."


Chapter 8

After some early-morning fun with Nadia, Aldric and his girls got ready and went down for breakfast. By the time they arrived, Lorn and She'lar were already there, and were accompanied by two other orc women.

They had their heads pushed together in deep discussion. She'lar was the first to look up and notice Aldric and his bonds approach. She nudged Lorn in the side, causing the orc to look up with a dumb expression on his face.

That dumb expression turned to shock and then worry. "Oh, hey Al, I didn't expect you this early," Lorn called out as they approached.

"Hey, Lorn and She'lar. I don't think we've had the pleasure of meeting your two companions," Aldric grinned.

Lorn's face soured with a quick glance at Sha'gar, who was staring stone-faced at the two additional orc women.

"These are Ghorza Swordbreaker and Ur'rog Axegrind, my two potential bonds." Lorn introduced the other orcs.

The potential bonds both stood and saluted Aldric and his bonds. As orcs went, they were mostly similar. Green skin, large muscles, perpetually angry faces. But they were different enough to easily tell them apart.

Ghorza had blue eyes and brown hair with hints of blue interspersed throughout, and she wore her hair straight down, unlike many of the other orc women who kept their hair in single or half ponytails. She stood as tall as She'lar but not as tall as Sha'gar.

Ur'rog, by contrast, was slightly shorter, had brown eyes and jet-black hair, and wore her hair up in pigtails.

Aldric and girls returned the salute and sat down across from Lorn.

All of them except Sha'gar. She remained standing, her eyes hard and staring at the two potential bonds.

"So, you wish to bond with my brother?" She asked. Her voice wasn't as harsh as her visage might have suggested, but it couldn't be mistaken for friendly either.

Ghorza tensed up but responded first. "Yes, I do. During our field assignments last year, he proved to be a capable warrior. Additionally, he and She'lar worked well as a team, which speaks well to his demeanor." Her voice was gravelly like most orcs, but slightly deeper pitched.

"Yes, we have spoken individually and collectively," Ur'rog spoke. She too had the timbre of all orcs, but hers was higher pitched, though nowhere near as bad as Lasha, Cho'gar's first bond. "And between Lorn'al's attitude, She'lar's acceptance, and the obvious rising star of the Bloodaxe family, we decided it was best to make a move."

Neither bond flinched nor balked, both stood their ground to Aldric's formidable orc bond.

Sha'gar's eyes narrowed and moved between her brother and the bonds. "Lorn'al said he would be bonding after the first field assignment? Should you wish to do so?"

"Yes," they both answered.

A big smile broke out on Sha'gar's face. "Good. My mage and I will be there as well. I wish to see how my future sisters-in-law perform."

Both potential bonds nodded but didn't move their eyes from Sha'gar.

"Geez Shaggy," Nadia said and poked the orc in the ribs. "Lighten up. Let your brother get some."

Sha'gar's head snapped towards Nadia, but a blush formed on her face. "I can't let weaklings into the family."

"She's right to question us." She'lar backed Sha'gar up. "However, I would not allow weaklings into our family either, Si'rith."

Ghorza and Ur'rog both gasped and looked surprised, they looked between Sha'gar and She'lar as if they were seeing Sha'gar for the first time.

Aldric quirked his head in confusion, and Lorn quickly came to the rescue, his deep voice wavering slightly. "It's an orcish word, meaning something close to husband's honored sister, so close to sister-in-law, but more... formal."

"Oh, cool."

Now it was She'lar's turn to blush. Not for the first time Aldric was wondering if there was some hidden nuance to the orcish culture that he wasn't picking up on. He wouldn't put it past the siblings, but it wasn't like She'lar to hold information back.

"It means..." Sha'gar spoke, though her voice was softer this time and she had a goofy grin on her face. Aldric noticed She'lar's blush deepening. "It's an orc cultural idea. Do not worry about it." Sha'gar finished.

Aldric shrugged. Whatever it was, wasn't worth getting worked up about. He felt Sha'gar's hesitance to say, so he figured she must have had a good reason.

Aldric looked at Lorn, whose mouth was hanging open. "Anyway, congrats. We'll be there for the field assignment, but you can take point, Lorn. It'll be your show."

"Good, thank you."

They ate and talked amicably during the rest of their meal. Lorn and She'lar and their potential bonds left soon, though, to get in more training together.

That left Aldric and his girls alone at the table. "Shaggy, what did that word mean?" Nadia irreverently asked. "Why was She'lar so embarrassed?"

Sha'gar laughed a little. "I was not lying. It's complicated for non-orcs to comprehend orc culture sometimes."

The whole topic was interesting and Aldric was dying to hear the explanation.

"Yeah?" He asked. "I've done pretty well with the things that have been explained to me."

"Same, I wish to know," Kasumi added. With a nod from Jordan as well, Sha'gar was outnumbered.

"Fine." She smirked. "In all aspects of orc culture, we fight for dominance. It's part of who we are. This includes within the family: men fight men, women fight women. Men and women may fight if they're evenly matched."

"What? That's stupid. Why?" Aldric blurted out before he could stop himself.

But if she was offended, she didn't feel or say it. "You're correct, and I'm so glad that Kasumi made sure I understood that before we bonded. But in typical orc homes we fight over everything. Who washes up, who showers first, who eats first. It can be...tiresome. One can choose not to fight. I did not fight my brother, because I did not care about those things, all I wanted was to leave and find my Am'rith."

"Aww," Jordan cooed.

Sha'gar shook her head. "Regardless, sisters-in-law often fight for supremacy. Not for the attention of the male, for obvious reasons, but to gain supremacy over pecking order in the family home. This can lead to altercations with the male, but often they just abide by the winner of the dispute. What She'lar did was submit to me without the challenge. Si'rith is the word for the winner. Si'roth would be regular sister-in-law. It means very little outside of an orc context. But she was signaling her acceptance of me as the dominant female in the home."

"Wow that's..." Aldric trailed off.

"Not like her," Kasumi finished.

"No, and I am surprised. But also not surprised," Sha'gar said, shrugging. "I am undoubtedly stronger than her, simply because of being bonded to you, Am'rith. But her saying that let the two bond candidates know that I was not to be trifled with."

"Such an interesting culture," Aldric said.

"Would her saying that have any effect if we were all in Lorn's home together?" Jordan asked.

"Yes." Once again Sha'gar shrugged. "But since bonding, I find myself not caring about those things. If we were all there, I wouldn't press my authority. It holds no meaning to me anymore."

Aldric twisted his mouth in annoyance. "I hope I didn't do that. I want you to be in tune with your culture if you want to be. It's part of who you are."

Sha'gar appraised him for a moment then smiled. "I know, Am'rith. But it's not all of who I am. I choose this life, with you."

Aldric brought her in closer for a kiss. "I'm glad."

She held his face close, closed her eyes, touched their foreheads together, and breathed in his scent. "Same."

"Hold up," Jordan said. "The word you call Aldric, Am'rith, you said meant ‘husband.’ But Si'rith means ‘dominant sister,’ or whatever. They both have 'rith' in them. I doubt that's a coincidence."

Shock shot through Sha'gar. "I...did not expect anyone to make that connection. It's..." she started stammering.

Aldric understood the implication clear enough, even if he didn't agree with it. She named him as the dominant male in the family, which explained why she said he led in all things and followed his commands. And while that wasn't a role he relished, he'd come to accept that part of her. He just endeavored to never do anything to break the trust she had put in him.

"It's okay," Aldric said, putting an end to Sha'gar's stammering. "Sha doesn't have to explain. Is that understood?"

A chorus of yesses came from his bonds. Sha'gar smiled appreciatively at him, while Nadia grinned with mischief in her eyes.

"Yeah, Shaggy. Don't worry, we absolutely won't bring this up ever again."

After breakfast they made their way to meet with Sorodar. On the way, Aldric scribbled a quick note to Ember saying he was looking forward to seeing her again. That was all he would do and the rest was in her hands. He couldn't force her to do something any more than he would force himself.

Kasumi vetted the note before he handed it to Brandeis.

Once that was completed, they continued on their way to the gym. Aldric thought to himself that his morning was mostly spent dealing with orcs. A lot of humans and beastkin, and most elves, didn't like dealing with the large, brutish people, but Aldric did. As a people, they were often straightforward and very rarely had hidden agendas.

Aldric appreciated that more than most would ever realize.

They made good time to the Malena Building and got into the gym where Sorodar was standing. Her arms were crossed, and she had a small smile on her face.

"Good. You're here and on time, let's get started," the orc teacher said before they were even fully through the door.

Kasumi, Aelania, and Sha’gar rushed forward. Aldric, Jordan, and Nadia weren't far behind though. No one wanted to miss Sorodar's explanation.

"Thank you so much for doing this, Sor," Kasumi bowed when she reached the orc.

"Don't mention it. You'd get the info anyway. But it's good to prepare, especially when you have a mage like him," Sorodar said with a crooked grin and hooked her thumb towards Aldric.

Aldric smiled winningly at her. She shook her head and rolled her eyes, but a soft laugh escaped her lips, and she focused back on Kasumi and the rest of his bonds.

"Now, the basic structure of the Imperial Army is as follows: there are four individual armies, each made up of around 38,000 troops. Mundanes, bonds, and mages are all counted in those numbers. To your commanding officer, you're either a soldier or a super soldier. They don't get real fussy on which they use unless a battle is not going their way."

She grimaced for a brief second then pushed the thought away. "In each army there are four legions; in each legion there are four divisions; in each division there are twelve cohorts; in each cohort there are twenty-four squads; and each squad is composed of eight soldiers. Bonds included."

"Wait... bonds included?" Kasumi asked. "I didn't think the Empire thought of us as people once we bonded."

Sorodar barked in laughter. "Too true, however, the armies are only capable of hauling so much equipment and necessities, like food. We're still living, breathing beings so logistically we count as a person. Just not legally."

"That's...so fucking stupid." Nadia spat out. Her ears flattened and her tail swished rapidly as her anger rose.

"You'll get no argument from me." Sorodar shrugged. "But for you six, it’s the best news you could hope for."

Nadia's tail went still. "How?"

"Because once Aldric is fully bonded, you are a squad unto yourselves. Seven bonds plus one mage makes eight. You won't have to answer to a squad leader. Technically Aldric would be the squad leader, but for some reason I doubt he runs this harem," Sorodar said with a happy snicker to herself.

Aldric blushed a little. "I make decisions."

"He does." Jordan stood up for him. The rest stayed quiet.

"Anyway." Aldric shook his head and tried to erase that part of the conversation. "So after squad is...cohort?"

"Yes. Each squad leader would be beholden to the cohort leader. The cohort leader would answer to the field marshal, the field marshals report to the legion commander, and they answer to the army general...in theory."

"In theory?" Aelania raised her eyebrow.

"In practice, if any of those are mages, the level below reports to the mage's bonds. The only difference is, if a mage is made the commander of one of the sections, their bonds take up the preceding rank. It's meant to make for seamless communication. Again, in theory."

"Wait..." Aldric was thinking about Lorelei and her husbands. "So, because Lorelei was in charge of the 14th Legion, Duncan, Arhan, and Ewyn were field marshals by default?"

"Yes and no," Sorodar said. "They can turn down the promotion, or if there is already someone in that position, they will not bump that person just because a mage was promoted. In their case, I know they were all promoted on their own merits. One of the few cases of that happening. Duncan alone should have been a legion commander, but one of the many rules the Army has is that a bond cannot be promoted above their mage."

"That's..." Kasumi started.

"A rule for a reason. Whether you agree with it or not," Sorodar finished. "You can be promoted to the same rank, however in reality you never will be. The Empire views us as lesser. We all know it's not true, but that is the Empire's view."

Aldric shook his head. It made a certain kind of sense, but it rankled at him, much as he knew that it rankled at all of his bonds. They weren't mad at him, but the system that viewed them as lesser, despite making up a significant portion of the soldiers.

"Fuck them," Nadia muttered.

Sorodar just pointed at Nadia and nodded.

"Anyway," Aldric said in an attempt to bring the conversation back on track. "What do the ranks actually do? And what does my rank of Magus actually mean, in a military sense?"

"Good question," Sorodar acknowledged and nodded. "The rank of Magus allows for squad leader privileges. Sorcerer allows cohort leader, Grand Sorcerer allows division leader, Arch Mage is legion commander. Finally, Arch Magus is army commander, that is the rank that my mage has attained. The Mage ranks are just the mage equivalent of the mundane ranks."

"Are there any special requirements for mages or bonds in those ranks?" Jordan asked.

"Nothing particularly special." Sorodar shrugged. "Each corresponding rank the responsibility increases because you're in charge of more people."

"Okay," Jordan replied and nodded. "I guess that makes sense."

"There are some mage privileges once you're out of the army after your fifteen years. People like that Arch Mage Stewart," she winked at Aldric, "were one of those. He did his fifteen years and entered civil service under the Imperial Grand Magus' purview."

"The Imperial Grand Magus is obviously a special status granted to a single mage. However, I don't have firsthand knowledge of what they actually do because my mage opted to stay in the Army for life."

"Interesting..." Aldric scratched his chin.

"Sorodar." Jordan raised her hand.

Sorodar rolled her eyes. "We're not in class, put your hand down. What?"

"Wh-what's it like? In the Army. I mean...  never really expected to be here...I wanted to be with Al. I'm glad I am, but it's not something I really prepared myself for. I'm fine with the combat...I've become accustomed to it, at least. And I'm not bad at it. But...I don't have any clue as to what a military camp would be like."

They all turned to her, and she sort of folded in on herself. "I mean..."

Aldric didn't know what to say or how to respond. He felt beyond awful for her. She was there because of him. She based her entire life around him and he had no idea how to handle that. A very confusing mix of emotions flooded into him.

"It's depends on the posting. If you get put in one of the armies, it'll mainly be days drilling, marching, and camping. Every so often we're able to stay in a town or a city, but even then, it would be in a local garrison not the city itself."

"Camps are the same everywhere, but with one main difference: how they are run. My mage runs a very orderly army. Others...not so much. Some let their forces get away with more, or don't keep as much oversight over their personal affairs. I say that so that you all understand..." Sorodar met each of their eyes. "Armies are mixed, thanks to mages and their bonds. The mundane forces, however, are not. Women play too important of a role on the homestead, according to the Empire. They only allow bonds because of how the bond is made. But because of this there have been instances of the mundane forces trying to get...rowdy with the bonds. They all know what'll happen if they do. But it inevitably happens anyway."

"No way..." Nadia whispered.

"Yes," Sorodar answered with a sharp nod. "I am not excusing the behavior but remember that these are men who have been far away for home for a very long time. And bonds tend to be beautiful and confident. The mundanes get it in their minds that they have a shot because of misunderstandings or things like that."

"That's absurd." Sha'gar folded her arms across her chest. "I am with my Am'rith and that is all that matters. Any who try anything with me, or my bond-sisters will face my wrath."

"Good!" Sorodar boomed out in laughter. "I'm not saying it will happen, just that it might. A vast majority of the mundanes are alright. Just men doing their jobs. Whenever we get to a town with a brothel, though, everyone knows those girls are getting well...paid."

The girls all chuckled darkly, except for Jordan. She had a thoughtful look on her face.

"Thank you, Sorodar, for explaining that. I'm still not sure what to expect, but it doesn't sound all that awful."

"No. People are people, regardless of race, gender, or religion. Treat them well and they'll treat you well. Most mundane soldiers are just looking to do their jobs, reap whatever benefits the army provides, and get out with their lives intact," the orc said and shook her head, "I've shared many an ale and a tale over the fires of camp. It can be lonely and demoralizing work. But it's absolutely necessary for the survival and prosperity of the Empire. People, mundane or otherwise, look for joy wherever they can find it."

"Thank you," Jordan stated and saluted. Which was quickly followed by the rest of the group.

"I should tell you," Sorodar added, "there are other placements that you will not likely be assigned into. The Empire also has a separate force for cavalry, around 48,000 strong, and auxiliary forces of around a quarter of a million. The auxiliary forces aren't professional soldiers like you'll see in the armies and are used mainly for the defense of the individual towns and cities they protect. They usually live in the local garrisons, as I mentioned before."

"Why wouldn't we be placed there?" Nadia asked.

"Because of him." Sorodar pointed at Aldric again. "I'm not saying this to be cruel or dismissive of his talents. But a seven-bond mage is likely going to be a rallying point for whatever army they stick you all in. They're going to want you out and about so people can see him."

"So... I'll just be turned into a symbol?"

"It's the opposite of what I'd do, and based on my experience they don't usually do what I do," she chuckled. "I'd have you and your girls on our borders striking fear into our enemies' hearts."

Aldric understood her point. "I don't want to just be a figurehead during our service...I want to be useful."

"You will be," Kasumi assured him, rubbing his shoulder.

"Yes, Am'rith, we could never sit idly by while there is actual work to be done," Sha'gar added.

Sorodar put her hands up. "I don't know if you will be, I'm just guessing."

"Besides," Aelania said, while she walked up to him and put her hand on his other shoulder. "Trouble seems to follow you, I doubt you will be able to be a figurehead for long before some calamity befalls us all." The corners of her mouth ticked up a little.

Kasumi and Jordan both choke-laughed at that, which prompted Nadia and Sha'gar both to laugh.

Sorodar's boisterous laugh wasn't far behind.

Aldric couldn't hold it in any longer and he laughed, a loud cackle from the truth of the elf's statement.

After a moment, when they were all finally composed again, Aldric held his hand out to Sorodar. "Thank you for the help, sir."

She took his hand and shook. "Eh, in private you can call me Sor."

"Thanks, Sor."


Ember Interlude

Ember slumped back on her bed trying to tune out the incessant chatter of her roommates.

She wanted to yell at them to shut up about boys. She didn't care who was the most handsome or the strongest.

She didn't want to hear them talk about the mages' bonds. Whether they would be accepting of new bonds or not. How attractive the bonds were in comparison to themselves. If the mage would ask them to do things with his other bonds.

Their giggling filled her ears, and a groan of frustration slipped out.

But she held herself back from yelling. It wasn't their fault.

It was no one's fault for Ember's bad mood.

She knew she was in a constant sour mood these days. These days, she scoffed. More like these past few decades.

Another frustrated groan left her, starting as a small growl but growing quickly into a crescendo of anger spewing forth from the very bottom of her soul.

The sound stopped and the silence that greeted her was deafening. She couldn't hear her roommates talking. In fact, she couldn't hear anything in the room moving.

"Uh...Em, you okay?" Seta, her wood elf roommate, asked.

There was no way for Seta to know the inner turmoil that Ember had been going through—the weeks upon weeks of deliberation about whether she should bond or not. Seta couldn't understand that this decision was a turning point for Ember. If that wasn’t frustrating enough, there was the fact that Ember didn't know if it was a turn for the better or for the worse. That frustrated her almost as much as the decision itself.

None of them could know what I've been through.

"No!" Ember yelled. She jumped up from her bed, angrily grabbed her swords, and stomped out of the room slamming the door behind her.

Once outside in the hall she immediately regretted her actions. But she trudged forward...she'd apologize to them later. They always forgave her.

Until they wouldn't, a small voice in the back of her mind said.

With a shake of her head and a sigh leaving her lips, she went down the elevator, into the foyer. She had intended on walking right past Hallewell, but something told her she should talk to the woman.

"Sorceress Hallewell," Ember stated, once in front of the woman's desk.

The woman looked like she belonged in the military, with shaved hair on the sides, a flat top, large arm and leg muscles. Ember assumed she had washboard abs as well but was too afraid to ask.

The severe-looking woman took her eyes off whatever she was working on and cast her gaze on Ember. "Well, Bond Candidate Narthore, to what do I owe the pleasure?"

"I wanted to let you know that I..." Ember closed her eyes and breathed deep. When she continued, her voice was strained. "I have committed to bonding with a mage." The admission was followed by a great flood of an exhale, with all breath leaving her body.

Ember opened her eyes to see Hallewell watching her, one eyebrow raised.

"Don't look so happy about it," Hallewell deadpanned.

"I'm not. I mean...I am, but I'm not."

The sorceress sat back in her chair and examined Ember. "Listen, Ember," the sorceress said, with a sigh, "don't bond with someone for the wrong reasons. A relationship as close as a that between a mage and their bond is one that is closer than that of a normal marriage. You can feel your mage at all times, the same as he can feel you. His emotions can guide yours much as yours will his."

"I understand that, and I'm not doing this for the wrong reasons. That's what frustrates me! If Kasumi..." she trailed off. "I'm just not happy with my circumstances outside of the Academy. But that is not his fault or concern."

Hallewell looked at her oddly. "You chose Aldric Ironheart?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, I can't say it's a bad choice. He's obviously very popular and already has five bonds, all of whom are impressive in their own right. You'd fit in with them in that regard."

It was Ember's turn to look at the woman oddly. "What does that mean? In that regard."

Hallewell considered her words carefully. "That boy is different than many mages here. But he's very similar as well. Outwardly too confident, very brash, very cocky. But from all accounts, in private, he's very reserved and honestly cares about his bonds and they about him. He cares deeply."

"Yes?" Ember wasn't trying to be snarky, but it came out that way.

The sorceress took it in stride though, not mentioning Ember's attitude. "What I mean is, if you bond, from what his bonds tell me, he will care for you. He is not just a tool for you to gain more power. If that's not something you want or think you can handle, you need to tell him now. Or deal with it in some way," she paused. "Is that something you can handle?"

Ember sucked in a breath. Love, she had never even thought about it. But Aelania had mentioned it. And she was the most uncaring person Ember knew. She exhaled. "I don't know."

Hallewell grinned wide. "Good, an honest answer. Take some time to think on it."

Think about it, Ember thought. That's all I've been doing.

"Oh, by the way, you received this message." Hallewell held out a scrap of paper.

Ember,

I wanted to send you this note to let you know that, whatever decision you come to, I will be here to discuss it. Should you wish to bond, we will need to talk more and get to know each other. But if not, I promise to provide whatever help I can with the problems you're having.

I'm free most weekends, so if you want to see me, come to the mage barracks and ask Sorcerer Brandeis for me.

Yours,

Aldric

Ember read the note quickly and looked back up at Hallewell, who had a knowing expression. "Want to respond?"

"No...Yes. No. Yes. I don..." her voice tapered off. She wasn't sure what she wanted to do.

"Listen, it's none of my business, but as someone who has her own bonds and watches over the women, and few men, who become bonds...this isn't easy on either side of the equation. Just do whatever it is that comes naturally to you. If it's meant to be, then it'll happen. If not, then it is what it is."

Ember nodded, stiffly, and crinkled the note in her hand. She turned and went to the door, opening it. But before she went through the threshold, she turned back to Hallewell. "Thank you."

With that she left the tower and made her way outside.

Her destination, before receiving the note, had been the gym to hit something really, really hard. After the note? She wanted to hit something even harder than that.

Aldric, she felt her face curl into a sneer. Something about that man frustrated her to no end. There was a flutter in her heart every time they talked that she just didn’t like.

Annoyance, that was what it felt like. Annoyance, it must be. She didn't think anything of the fact that it didn't feel like annoyance.

Making her way to the gym, she ignored the looks of the other bond candidates and the mages. If she were in their place, she'd probably be watching her too.

Her back was hunched, her fists were clenched, and she was muttering obscenities to herself. Anyone would think her crazy. She was starting to believe it herself.

Suddenly she stopped in her tracks. Looking up into the sky, she took a deep breath in and then out.

Relax. You can’t be angry all the time, she admonished herself.

But it was the Aldric problem. Whenever she was around him, she got angry and she didn't know why. Whenever she thought about him, she got angry. Even the whisper of his name was enough to enrage her.

That damn flutter made her that way.

And she couldn't help but see that he tried to be nice to her—but couldn't. Both Kasumi and Aelania painted him as the kindest man they'd ever known. But when Aldric and she spoke he was snarky. Usually in response to her own snark or anger, but still.

"Fuck..." she breathed out a sigh.

The problem was she had too much anger and she didn't know where to direct it towards.

Except at that cunt, Elashae, Ember snapped at her own psyche.

The fucking bitch who ruined Ember's life. Knowing she was out there, plotting Ember’s death like she plotted stealing everything that had rightfully been Ember's, grated on Ember every moment of each day.

The bitch had gotten the better of Ember, beat her in a game she hadn't even known they were playing, and then effectively exiled her from her own home. Her own people likely were turned against her. All due to Elashae’s greed and need for more power and more money. More lands. More homes in Ebonbrook.

What was it worth? Their family's estate was large, but not the largest in Ebonbrook. What was so important about their estate that she did this to them?

Ultimately, it didn't matter. It had happened, and she needed to deal with the fallout.

But instead, she ran. And once she ran, she had never been able to stop running.

If only she had stayed...if only.

But she hadn’t. And once she learned of it, the Academy seemed like such a simple solution. She was a dark elf with the lifespan of her people, she would be a viable bond candidate for a long time. Ironically, her mother taught her that.

She never expected them to make her choose. Logically, she knew they were right. The Academy wasn't a halfway house for people who were in a semi-self-imposed exile from their home. It was a military academy, and she needed to do her duty or leave.

Finally, she reached her destination, only to stop dead in her tracks. While lost in her thoughts, her feet had guided her directly towards the mage barracks.

"Fuck!" She yelled. But her body moved on its own once again and opened the door. Upon crossing the threshold, she saw the mage barracks officer, Sorcerer Brandeis. He looked so similar to Hallewell that she was sure they were related.

"Good morning," she said, voice stiff.

The man, much like Hallewell had done minutes before, looked up from his work with a curious expression on his face.

"I did not expect you to come here, Bond Candidate Narthore," he said. His voice wasn’t angry or dismissive...more curious.

"I didn't either. Is Aldric here?"

That got a bewildered expression out of the man. "Yes..." he slowly said.

"May I see him?"

"That's up to him, but I'll let him know you're here." He took out a piece of paper and scrawled a quick note and once finished tapped it with his finger. The note lit up then it lifted into the air and soared through the door to their left.

"Neat."

"It is, isn't it?" He seemed pleased with himself. "So, what do you want with Magus Ironheart?"

Magus? Aldric skipped a rank and moved right to Magus? She kept that nugget of information set aside for later.

"I decided to pledge myself to him. I...I just want to talk to him."

Brandeis raised his eyebrow. "You did? That’s news to me."

"I haven't told him yet," she scoffed. "Though I expect him to flaunt it around the Academy once it happens."

Brandeis stared at her hard, his eyes narrowed, and he folded his hands across each other. "That does not sound like Aldric. How well do you know the man you've pledged yourself to? If you think that's how he is, you clearly haven't spent much time with him."

"You sound like Hallewell," Ember muttered.

"For good reason," Brandeis snapped at her.

Her eyes opened wide, and she saw him sitting there, anger written plainly on his face.

"Bonding is the single most intimate act that a mage can perform. Your mage will be actively letting you into their minds and feelings. You will have a permanent residence there for them to always feel and touch if they so choose. Your thoughts and actions will inform their own. That is why we urge mages not to bond with someone they don't know or trust. It is too important to them and to the Empire."

Brandeis took a breath and looked hard at her. "And that boy in particular is too fucking important—for all of us—for you to be so blasé about this. You must know him and be sure before taking that step forward."

Ember opened her mouth to retort, but at that moment the door opened and Aldric strode through.

"Uhh, am I interrupting something?" The man's eyes flit back and forth between Brandeis, who still had the same look on his face, and Ember, who probably didn't look any less angry.

"No."

"No."

"Okaaaayyy." Aldric was clearly confused.

"I understand, Sorcerer Brandeis. I appreciate your candor." She saluted the man then turned to Aldric. "May we speak? In private."

"Uhh, sure. Yeah, of course."

Ember turned and walked out of the barracks without another word.

She waited outside of the tower, leaning her back against the cold stone, and just a moment later Aldric came through. He scanned the area for her before turning and seeing her there.

"Ah, there you are. Sorry." He gave her a small smile. "What can I do for you, Ember?"

"I received your note," she said. She wasn't sure where she was going with her thoughts, but she knew she had to get them out before they exploded out of her. "I've done nothing but deliberate what I wanted for the past two months. I've spent countless hours pondering, thinking, brooding, and annoying the fuck out of myself and my roommates. It's been bad, I've been moodier than I have been in some time. Not since I left Ebonbrook have I been this angry. And that's saying something."

Through her words Aldric stayed still and leaned on one leg. His arms were folded over his chest, making his arm muscles bulge.

That damn flutter, again.

But he didn't interrupt her at all. He let her rant and get out all the words she wanted and needed to say.

"All of that to say, I've come to a decision."

"Good!" he finally said something. The smile that came easily to his face made him look almost handsome. For a human.

Fucking flutter.

"Before you say any more, Ember. I don't want you to get the wrong impression. If you say you've decided that you want to bond, that's great. But there's still a lot we need to discuss before that happens. I'm not a mage who will just fuck anything that moves. I, at least, want there to be an emotional connection between us before we move to that level. Even if it’s not love. As my bonds have repeatedly told me, that's not practical. But I want there to be some kind of connection. I hope that doesn't change what you're about to say, but if it does, I apologize."

Ember opened and closed her mouth several times before speaking again. "How are you so certain that I've decided to bond with you?"

He smiled at her knowingly. "You wouldn't have made a big production of getting me out here if you hadn't decided that you want to bond. If you hadn't, a simple fuck you is more in line with your personality, I think."

Well, he had her there. She smirked. "You're probably not wrong. But fine. Yes, that's the decision I made."

"Good! I'm really glad to hear that, Ember. But as for what comes next, I'd rather we take this sort of slow. With that in mind, my bonds and I are going to do some training—magic drills and sparring—in the gym tomorrow, ten in the morning, sharp. Kasumi runs a tight schedule. I hope you'll be able to join us."

Ember wasn't sure what would happen once she proclaimed her decision, but it certainly hadn't been that. He had essentially brushed her off, saying they needed to get to know each other better first. What kind of crap was that? He was a mage. She was a bond. Could it be any more obvious?

She stood still, not sure what to say. The frustrating thing was that, again, he wasn't wrong. She did want to get to know him and his bonds better. She knew Aelania and Kasumi, obviously. Aelania was kind of her friend but Kasumi hadn't been. Ember and the kitsune were competitors only. She never spoke to Kasumi really. Not like she had with Aelania. And then she barely knew his other bonds names. None of that boded well for the future.

And it just made sense. It was logical that if she was bonding herself to him forever, until death took them, she needed to know him as much as he needed to know her.

But, for some reason it pissed her off that he didn't just take her to bed immediately. Why? Why did that make her so mad?

Was it because she built up the moment for so long in her head that anything that didn't live up to her wildest imagination was a let-down? Was it the fact that he didn't see her as an object but as a person that he wanted to get to know...unlike so many in her life before this? Or was it that she viewed this as more special than he did because he'd done it five times already?

"Fine," she growled out. The confusion on what happened only served to make her angry. Angrier than she had any right to be.

Aldric looked at her oddly but shrugged. "Okay, I'll see you tomorrow, Ember. We'll meet in front of the target range on the west end of campus."

He bowed to her and went back through the doors to the barracks with a muttered goodbye.

Ember's rising fury exploded once the door shut behind him. "FUCK!"

A few bond candidates passing by yelped and scampered away as quick as they could.

Ember glared after them.

Fine. If that's how he wanted to play it. Fine. She'd go every day. She'd spar and fight and show them just how serious about this she was.

And when she was finally ready for it, he would be thanking the Goddess that she even deigned to grace him with her presence.

Then, she'd take what was hers.

She'd made the decision. He was her mage. And she was going to make him fucking pay for it.

But first, to memorize his bonds' names.


Chapter 9

Aldric woke up the next morning pleased with himself for having gotten through the entire conversation with Ember without snarking at her once. Which, given her attitude, was an accomplishment. Thankfully, it hadn't been that hard because she had been very pleasant for the most part, until the end. He was worried he did something wrong, but when he spoke to his bonds, they didn't think he'd done anything to offend her.

Aelania was even impressed with him, and that was worth more to him than his own weight in gold.

So, by the time they ate breakfast and were on their way to the target range, he was feeling pretty good about himself.

However, when they approached the target range, the sight of Ember standing perfectly still with her fists clenched, plus the feeling that her eyes were boring a hole straight through him as they approached, made Aldric think that he had missed some rather large clues the day before. And that maybe he should have thought more about how their last meeting ended.

Aelania broke off from their group and went to Ember. She looked the dark elf up and down and nodded, all while Ember's eyes never looked away from Aldric. They spoke a few words to each other, but they whispered so low Aldric couldn't hear the words. Curious, he focused on the high elf's emotions and felt only approval.

Aelania turned back to the group and ushered them forward.

"Hey, Ember," Aldric called out as they approached.

"Hello, Aldric," Ember said, her voice surprisingly husky. She finally took her eyes off of Aldric and bowed to his bonds. "Good morning, Kasumi, Nadia, Jordan, and Sha'gar." Her eyes gleamed with pride for some reason.

"Good morning," they responded in turn.

Aldric shook his head, whatever had been eating at the dark elf didn't seem to be an issue at the moment. "Okay, with that out of the way, let's start. Ember, we normally start with me going through my spells. Since she can feel mana flow, Kasumi usually helps me get them right or critiques what I'm doing. But the others will give advice or ask questions whenever they want. Feel free to join in if you want, or just watch. The sparring after will be more interactive."

"Fine," Ember sharply said and nodded. "I'll talk to your bonds while you do your magic."

"Sounds good." He nodded, turned towards the targets, and unsheathed his sword.

"Okay," he breathed out. Kasumi came to join him by his side.

"Whenever you're ready, my love."

He breathed deep and exhaled, then raised his sword at the targets. "Caelfyre!" Three flaming balls appeared in the sky above them, their heat immediately raising the temperature of the training area by several degrees. Aldric held them there for a brief moment then swung his sword vertically down to start their descent. The fireballs screamed towards the ground and, with a great lurch, hit the targets.

The impact of the spell produced a loud boom, and the targets, as well as the surrounding area, burst into flames.

"Starting off strong," Kasumi snickered. He felt her amusement at him as well.

"Shh," he replied, but blushed. "I just wanted to–"

"Show off for the pretty dark elf, I know." She grinned at him. "Work how you normally do, Al. Forget that we have a visitor."

"Fine," he whined.

But he listened. The next spell he tried was velos, then moved to his elemental spells, and then on to the higher-level spells, and finally on to the highest-level spell he knew, tempelyctro. If Ember was impressed by any of them, she didn't voice it.

He looked back periodically between his spells. Each time she was either staring a hole into him, not paying attention at all, or talking with one or all of his bonds.

When he'd finished and turned back to the rest of the girls, they were all watching him.

"Impressive," Ember said. "But what about the spell you used during that field assignment with the Seiri, the one that ended the fight in one swing of your sword?"

"Ah, yeah. I don't really practice that one so much..."

"Why? It doesn't seem any more destructive than those fireballs you started with," she said, shifting her weight to her right foot and rested her fist on her hip.

"I guess, I could. Just not put a ton of mana into the spell..." he said more to himself than anyone else. Truthfully the mors segmentum spell was terrifyingly powerful. If he put a lot of mana into it, as he had during the field assignment that Ember mentioned, he was sure he could destroy the targets, even if Hydean said that wasn't possible.

Ember, however, smiled. Aldric almost did a double take at that. It wasn't a sneer or a smirk, just a straight, genuine smile.

Kasumi and Aelania were also surprised by her smile but kept their reactions internal. Outwardly they were stone-faced.

But with a shrug, he turned back to the targets. He raised his sword and trickled mana through.

"Mors segmentum," he yelled, swiping the sword from left to right. The thin line of blue mana shot forward from where he cut.

Aldric watched as the spell flew through the air, appearing as nothing but a blue blur. When the spell impacted, it didn't do what Aldric was expecting it to do. Instead of cutting through and blasting out to the other side, it hit the target and struggled against it. The spell didn't dissipate or cut through, it stopped, and a groaning sound could be heard coming from the target. The blue line pushed ever forward with the power of Aldric's mana fueling it, but the target was an unmovable force.

Aldric watched as the spell struggled and buffered, until finally it exploded in a dazzle of light. Aldric had to shield his eyes from the light that was expelled.

When he was able to see again, he moved his hands away from his face and saw the result of the spell. The target was, surprisingly to Aldric, still standing, but there was a large deep black score running across it.

"Fuckin' hell," he muttered.

"Elders, Al," Kasumi said from beside him.

"Wow!" Jordan yelled out. "That's pretty cool."

"Good job, Al," Nadia laughed. "And Hydean said you couldn't destroy these."

Aldric looked back at his bonds, incredulous at their excitement. Sha'gar was standing with her arms folded over her chest and a proud look on her face.

Ember, however, was watching him appraisingly. Aldric wasn't sure what the dark elf was thinking or feeling, but he was sure that he had impressed her.

"Okay, everyone," Kasumi called out and clapped her hands to round them all up. "That's enough of that, let's go spar."

"Yes! Finally!" Sha'gar cheered. "I love watching Am'rith destroy things as much as anyone, but I need to get my blood pumping."

"Yeah, same," Nadia said with a grin. "I love watching Al work. Almost as much as everyone." She elbowed Aelania in the ribs, making the high elf blush. "But I'm with Shaggy I want to be doing something, getting down and dirty."

"Nadia!" Both Kasumi and Jordan hissed.

"What? I meant sparring." The nekorian grinned wide. "You two are the ones who made it vulgar."

They both gave her dirty looks. Ember just giggled, which again surprised Aldric.

"Anyway," he said. "Let's go."

And off they went towards the Malena Building for the gyms.

Aldric walked between Ember and Aelania, while the others stayed either in front or behind them. Kasumi did dart off at one point, which confused Aldric, so when she returned a minute later, he tilted his head questioningly.

"I let the Headmaster's receptionist know about the damage to the target range," she explained.

"Oh, makes sense. Thank you."

She smiled at him in return.

"Aldric," Ember abruptly said. He turned to look at her, she was wearing a curious expression.

"Yes?"

"I'd like to spar against you, first. If that's okay."

"Oh, yeah, sure. Of course," he said, taken aback. Not that he was opposed to it, more that he was surprised she wanted to.

Ember only nodded in acknowledgement.

Though for some reason Kasumi and Aelania felt smug. That confused him.

"We'll use wooden swords again," Kasumi told the group. "And make sure to use your normal strength when sparring." She didn’t say it, but she didn't have to. Everyone understood the unspoken with Ember.

The dark elf understood it too but only grumbled quietly to herself. Aelania was amused by the grumbles and Aldric could see why. Ember was grumbling expletives about not needing to be treated any less than. She also said some things in her language that he didn't understand, but by the tone alone the meaning was clear.

By the time they reached the gym, Ember was practically salivating at the chance to hit something. Namely myself, Aldric thought.

They all grabbed their preferred wooden weapons from the racks and paired off. Kasumi against Nadia, Jordan and Aelania against Sha'gar, and, of course, Aldric against Ember.

Aldric stood across from Ember, who was holding two swords, both of which had curved blades.

"Interesting," he said, getting into his own pose. "I've not seen weapons like those before. The blade is thicker than Aelania's saber and has no guard."

"Yes," Ember said and began circling him. "They're dark elf shashkas."

"Cool, not seen them before. We'll see how I fare," he answer with a grin.

Ember grinned back. They bowed to each other as Sorodar had instructed them. Before she got all the way back up, though, Ember lunged with one of her swords. It was a feint, but Aldric indulged her and parried the attack. She jabbed her other sword forward in a move he wasn't expecting. He expected her to try to slice at him from the side with the second sword.

But he was able to dodge the second attack by jumping backwards out of the way. Ember stood back up straight, a smile on her lips.

Aldric examined the swords again. They were curved sabers, so he didn't expect a thrusting motion. The more he looked at them, he realized that they were deceptively made. The curve in the blade was so slight, it would still be effective at thrusting. Less so than his longsword, but more than Aelania's saber which had a much more pronounced curve in the blade.

"Interesting," he said, a smile forming in response. "Very interesting."

He reset himself and Ember did as well. She held her swords down at her sides, a smirk on her face.

She was goading him into attacking by leaving herself open.

He knew that.

But why did it make him want to attack her even more? He shook his head and smiled despite himself. "Come on, Ember, I'm not going to take such easy bait."

"Pity," she said and lunged again. This attack wasn't a feint. Both swords came down in an overhead slash. Putting his own sword up laterally above him to block her attack, the three crashed together with a thunk.

"I would have loved to get you in...close." She held her smirk and her eyes met his.

Aldric pushed on his weapon with some force, shoving Ember's swords, forcing her to back up. "Trust me, if it didn't come with a side of sword-to-the-face, I wouldn't mind getting in close."

"Try it sometime. I don't bite...much." She licked her lips and laughed.

"Sure, it’s the much that's a sticking point."

"Well, maybe I'll see your sticking point someday."

Aldric blinked several times, not expecting that from her. But the reason became evident, as she went down low and slashed at his feet while he was distracted.

He jumped up and brought his sword down to meet her other sword that was coming across for his chest.

Clunk.

"At least you can predict an obvious attack," Ember muttered.

"I can do more than that," Aldric retorted. He kicked out, catching Ember in the midsection. She dropped her swords, stumbled backwards, and clutched her stomach with both arms.

"You...fucker..." she wheezed.

"As Sorodar always says, always prepare for the unexpected," Aldric answered with a smirk.

Ember growled and lunged at him, weapons forgotten on the floor, and hands balled into fists.

Aldric dropped his own weapon and got his hands up in time to catch Ember's arms at her wrists.

She snarled when he caught them. But he twisted her arms around until they were upside down.

"Gotcha," he joked.

"Not yet." She kicked off from the ground, ran her feet up his chest, and kicked him in the chin.

He recoiled in surprise and Ember used that momentary lapse in focus to pry her arms loose with a backwards flip. She flew through the air and landed perfectly on her feet, a sly grin on her face.

"You won't catch me that easy," Ember taunted him.

"I guess not." He shrugged. "But I'll get you eventually."

"We'll see," she whispered. She hopped on one foot a few times and then, without warning, sprinted towards him.

Thankfully, for Aldric, their short clashes had allowed him to figure her out. She was aggressive and confident. She wouldn't back down unless she was made to and had no other choice. That made her easy to predict.

Ember picked up her swords again and got back into her fighting stance.

Copying her, Aldric put his sword in front of him. Their short exchanges allowed him an understanding of her nature, but that didn't mean he could predict everything she would do.

To mitigate that, he rushed forward first, pointing his sword directly at her in a thrust. She used both swords to bat his attack away, but he was expecting that, allowing himself to push forward and pivot in a full spin to face her again.

He got his sword up in time to see her sprinting at him with her swords dragging on the floor of the gym behind her.

When she got in close, she flung up with the right sword, making Aldric parry the uppercut-like attack, but when he did, she spun around it to get him with her other sword. She twirled around and all he was able to do was watch until the last second.

He was only barely able to get his arm up in time to block her attack, and if it had been a real sword, he might have lost. But thankfully for him it was wooden, and his forearm took the brunt of the hit. And while it didn't hurt him, she had hit him hard enough for it to sting.

"Fuck! I had you!" she yelled as she jumped back.

"Maybe, maybe not." He brought his arm up to check if there was any damage but couldn't see any. "But I'll get you this next exchange."

"What?" She snapped.

Aldric could only grin, getting her off-balance was too easy. And an off-balance opponent was an easy target.

"Yeah, I figured you out. I'll definitely get you this next time." He shrugged as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

"Oh no you fucking don't!" she yelled back.

This time she threw down her swords with authority and brought her fists up. "I'll beat that smug smile off your face."

"You're welcome to try."

That did it. She flew into a rage, screaming at him. Rushing forward, all pretense of a form lost on her, she came at him with fists flying furiously.

He put up his hands and caught her first punch, then second, and third. She backed off for half a beat but threw herself back at him with renewed determination.

Her punches were hitting his hands harder and more rapidly, but still none connected with any part of his body. Her technique was good, but her rage was guiding her fists, not her brain, ensuring that Aldric was able to parry, deflect, or dodge all of her attacks. Which was only serving to make the dark elf angrier and angrier.

"Fuck!" she spat. "Just get hit already!"

Aldric didn't respond and instead he sidestepped her next punch making her throw it too far and bringing her core off-balance. He swooped in low, and with a hard thud, his fist connected with her stomach.

Ember crumbled over his hand and fell down, her arms wrapped around herself.

Aldric immediately went to the ground to make sure she was alright. He had couched his punch as much as possible, but was still worried he had used too much force.

But when he bent low, she was breathing, and her eyes were set in a look of fury. Her hand reached out and grabbed him by the collar. Not wanting to make it any more difficult for her, he let her pull him in.

"I'll fucking get you next time, asshole," she wheezed, her voice was strained and her breath ragged.

"I know," he said. "Come on, let's get up, make sure you're okay."

"No. I'm fine. I don't need your concern or help."

Before Aldric could respond, Kasumi and Aelania came running up. They moved past Aldric and helped Ember up.

"Okay, you two are done sparring. We'll switch partners," Kasumi said once she had checked Ember over to ensure the dark elf was okay. "Ember, if you need a breather, let us know."

"No!" Ember loudly proclaimed. "I can keep going."

Kasumi appraised her, only to nod a second later. "Fine, but I have some minor healing potions if you or anyone else need them."

"Wait, you do?" Aldric was shocked. She'd never mentioned that before.

"Yes, ever since that battle with Giles I've been holding on to some at all times. It doesn't hurt to be prepared."

Huh, makes sense, Aldric thought.

Aldric looked over at Ember one more time, but the dark elf wasn't looking at him, instead talking rapidly to Aelania and Kasumi in a small huddle.

He trusted his two bonds to make sure she was alright. As he didn’t feel any concern coming from them, he let it go.

He turned his back and saw Jordan and Sha'gar waiting for him to spar.

With a quick glance back, he saw Ember trying to discreetly take one of Kasumi's potions. Knowing that if she caught him noticing, it wouldn't make the elf happy, he turned back to his bonds to continue training.

"Alright, girls, let's do this."

Sparring went for a few more hours until Ember wasn't able to go on. She didn't have the same stamina as someone who bonded did, so it made sense that she would be forced to give before they did.

But knowing that didn't make it any easier for the dark elf to swallow. Kasumi called an end to it when she saw Ember flat on her back, gasping for air, with her hands splayed out limply at her sides.

"Nice work everyone!" Kasumi yelled out and clapped her hands. "I think it's time for a break."

Aldric and Nadia were sparring when she called for them to stop, but it wasn't as easy to do as just stopping. Nadia was running at him using all of her bonded power, and Aldric was using all of his strength to keep her at bay.

During the summer break they'd begun going all out on each other, measuring their speed and strength increases and oddly enough, they weren't all evenly matched. Their current strength seemed to hold true to who they were before bonding.

For instance, Nadia was still the fastest of his bonds. That didn't mean Kasumi or Jordan weren't fast, they were still bonds to a mage who had bonded five times. They were exponentially faster than anyone not at that same level. But Nadia kept her speed advantage and easily outpaced them. The same went for Sha'gar, she was slower than Nadia, and even Aelania, but stronger than all of Aldric's bonds, and about on par with him.

He edged her out slightly, which made them both happy. Sha'gar, because she got to be with a strong mate. And Aldric, because he was able to excel and be the best at something and without having to rely on his bonds for everything.

But that was why Aldric was in his current predicament. He could see Nadia coming and see where her blades were going to strike, but moving to get there in time was the trouble.

He parried a jab from one of her knives successfully but felt the second hit him not even a millisecond later, right on his arm. He whipped around to see her already backing away, a grin on her lips. Then she disappeared, running so fast he could barely keep up.

Ignoring the point she had just scored on him, instead focusing on where she was going, he swung his sword in an arc, in approximately the location he thought she would be. His sword swished through the air and connected with a thunk onto something hard.

They were both stopped short, surprised that he had correctly guessed where she would land. Both of her knives were held upright, with their wooden blades holding back his sword swipe. They strained against one another for supremacy and who got the final point when the wood in all three weapons began to crack from the stress they were putting them under.

Her face was determined and fierce, but in a power struggle he had the clear advantage. He pushed with all his strength, forcing her to bend backwards. Advancing his position, he moved from pushing her backwards to pushing her down. Her back was arched so far she was almost touching the ground with both her feet and head. He did wonder at just how stretchy she was.

Still, she clung on to her knives and tried to resist, until finally she fell flat on her back with Aldric towering over her. He saw sweat pouring out of her and felt his own fall from his face onto her body.

"Give up," he panted.

"No!" her voice was strained, and her teeth were bared.

"You both should give up!" Kasumi yelled from somewhere across from them.

"No!" Aldric and Nadia responded at once.

The wooden weapons were creaking dangerously and with each passing second Aldric worried they'd explode in their faces. They would heal but he didn't want to be picking splinters out of their skin and hair for the next week.

Thinking quickly, he pulled back his sword, surprising Nadia, and before she could react to the sudden loss of pressure, he drove his knee down into her stomach.

The impact forced all the air out of her and Aldric used that opening to pin her to the ground with both hands over hers, and her arms over her head.

"I win, Nay."

She struggled for a moment before finally giving up. "Fine," she pouted. "You got me."

Aldric leaned forward and pecked her on the lips. "Forever."

She leaned forward into his kiss and purred. "A girl could get used to this."

"Hey!" Jordan yelled out. "No fornicating on the gym floor."

Nadia smiled and looked into Aldric's eyes. "Later then."

"Later."

Aldric released Nadia's arms, jumped up, and held his hand out for her to take. She grabbed a hold of him and hoisted herself up.

"I called time a few minutes ago," Kasumi said, walking up to them.

"Sorry, Kas," Nadia grinned at the kitsune. "We got a bit carried away. Is everything alright?"

"Yes, it’s fine, Aelania and I are going to help Ember back to her room and have a little chat. Would you like to join us?"

"No...I think I have some things to attend to with Aldric," Nadia answered lightly.

"Actually, I think it would be good if you joined us," Kasumi stared at the nekorian meaningfully.

"Uh... sure?" Nadia's head tilted in confusion.

"Great!" Kasumi smiled and turned back to talk to Ember and Aelania.

"The fuck's that about? Bitch clamjammed me," Nadia muttered while she too walked over to Ember, Aelania, and Kasumi.

What just happened? Aldric was confused.

Jordan and Sha'gar walked up to him, both dripping in sweat from their own sparring and workouts. "I don't know," Jordan shrugged. "Wanna get back to the room? They'll be fine."

"Sure." Aldric ran over kissed his three bonds goodbye, told Ember goodbye, and then raced back to Jordan and Sha'gar. They laced their arms through his and set back off for the dorm.


<3 Chapter 10 <3

Once they were back in the dorm, Jordan and Sha'gar cornered Aldric, much as they'd done in the gym earlier.

"We had this planned for a little while but didn't know how to execute the plan. Thanks to Ember it worked that the others are away for a little bit, Al." Jordan said. There was a smile on his face, one he knew very well, making him excited already.

"Oh?" He looked between his blonde and orc bonds.

"Yeah, we have some important business to attend to," Jordan responded.

"It's time to fulfill your end of the bet, bond-sister." Sha'gar grinned at Jordan.

Jordan rolled her eyes but quickly tied her hair into a ponytail.

"Uhh, what was this bet?" Aldric asked.

Sha'gar just grinned at him like a predator. She sauntered over to him, swaying her hips seductively. She had gotten better at it than the first time she had tried.

The orc woman moved up close to him and her lips brushed across his. "We're going to do something neither of us has any experience with." She leaned in and kissed him hard and pressed her body against his.

Then suddenly he felt a tugging at his pants. Aldric glanced down to see Jordan on her knees before him pulling down his pants and boxers.

Sha'gar moved his face back up and met his eyes with an intensity she normally only showed during battle. "Focus on me, Am'rith." She kissed him again, bringing him in with a passion that matched her look.

A moan escaped his mouth when he felt Jordan's wet, hot mouth eagerly take him in. "Fuck..." he groaned.

"Not yet, Am'rith," Sha'gar chuckled. She resumed kissing him while Jordan did her damnedest to make him cum.

Sha'gar pulled away with a smile on her face and knelt next to Jordan. The blonde took him out of her mouth, nodded appreciatively at Sha'gar, and stood up. "Hey, my love," she said with a smile at Aldric.

"H-hey," he stammered, because at that moment, Sha'gar took him into her mouth. As with anything, practice made perfect and Sha'gar had done her part to practice.

Jordan lustily kissed him. "Mmm, you like feeling my bond-sister sucking your cock?"

"Yes..." he moaned. Sha'gar noticeably sped up. The sounds of her sucking filled the air around them.

Jordan giggled and kissed him again. "Well, I think she likes it as well, but we don’t want this to end too soon."

She went back down onto her knees next to Sha'gar. The orc reluctantly released his member and smiled up at him. "You like?"

"Very much so."

"Good," she said with a grin.

Jordan took in his cock again, lovingly slurping him down and making him moan.

"Ohh, you really like it when she does that, Am'rith."

"Y-yes."

"Good." Jordan took him out of her mouth and this time both Sha'gar and Jordan started kissing and sucking on the tip of his cock. Their lips met more than once over him, and they lightly pecked each other.

The sight of them being that close definitely made him even harder, which did not go unnoticed by either the orc or the blonde.

"You like that, Al?" Jordan said as she sloppily licked him up and down his shaft.

"Seeing us kiss over your giant cock?" Sha'gar said then took the tip of his member into her mouth.

"Oh gods yes..."

They switched then, Jordan taking his tip and Sha'gar licking his shaft for a moment.

"How about we make this a little extra fun," Jordan giggled. She sat back and looked Sha'gar in the eyes. The orc looked timid at that moment, as did Jordan, actually.

Then both of them resolved themselves and they started kissing. Then one hand from them both reached out and, in unison, began tugging him.

He was honestly surprised at their coordination in that and doing so while not looking. They both had their eyes closed, kissing each other hungrily and needily.

The sight of his red-haired, green-skinned orc bond making out with his blonde-haired, white-skinned bond was almost enough to set him off. With them expertly jerking him off while doing that, he couldn't contain himself.

"Ah...ah shit, I'm gonna cum..."

They immediately stopped kissing, pressed their naked bodies together. Their large breasts squished into a mash of green and white. They turned their heads to face him, opened their mouths and waited.

That did it.

"Shit," he cried out as he spasmed and came. His seed shot out and landed on their faces and tongues.

Shot after shot came out until finally he was spent. He stumbled backwards a bit until he found the bed and sat down.

"Was that...the bet?" He panted, trying to catch his breath.

No one responded, so he looked down at them. They were entangled in an embrace, each lustily licking his seed off the other's face.

"I think I like this bet..."

Sha'gar was significantly taller than Jordan, so she had to bend a little to lick the blonde's face clean, but when they both finished, she brought herself back up. This placed her green boobs and dark nipples right in front of Jordan's face.

The blonde moved back slightly. But she didn't feel revolted or even upset, it was more shock and reflex.

"Jor..." Sha'gar said softly...tenderly. "You don't have to...it was just a bet."

Jordan smiled at the orc. "No, it’s fine. I want to. For Al. For me."

The blonde looked at Aldric. "We're going to do things...together. But she will be the focus today. Maybe next time I will be the focus."

"Of course, my bond-sister." Sha'gar sensually stroked her face. "Am'rith," she addressed Aldric. "Join in when you're ready but feel free to take your time. We will be...performing together for your benefit until you take one of us, as is your right."

"She means fuck us," Jordan giggled. "But please remember, when you come, it must be inside Sha'gar. That was the bet and deal we made. Understood?"

He nodded, unable to form words anymore. He was in shock. Both of them together? They'd each stayed away from interacting with the others for as long as he'd been with them. And he didn't mind either way. But he had to admit, seeing them together would be amazing.

Jordan resolved whatever inner turmoil she had and wrapped her arm around Sha'gar to bring her in closer. The orc moved forward, bringing her chest back to eye-level with Jordan.

Not wanting to hesitate any longer, the blonde launched herself at Sha'gar's tit, inhaling her dark nipple.

"Oh, ancestors," the orc groaned.

Jordan unlatched from the one she was on and went right for the other. She bobbed her head up and down, sucking on the nipple with enthusiasm.

Sha'gar and Aldric locked eyes, which, more than anything caused him to grow excited again.

Jordan backed off again and panted a little. "How was that?" She asked.

"Very good," Sha'gar rumbled happily. "Lean back, let me try you."

Jordan put her arms behind her and leaned back on them, jutting her large breasts out for Sha'gar.

"Ancestors, you are so big," Sha'gar whispered in awe. She crawled over and tentatively licked one of Jordan's nipples, causing her to shiver.

Finally, Sha'gar just did it—she plunged her face into Jordan's soft mounds, licking and slurping wantonly.

After a few seconds of watching, Aldric couldn't take it. He stood up, member proudly at attention, and moved next to Jordan, who had her head thrown back at the pleasure she was receiving.

She caught his eye and winked, then opened her mouth wide.

Not needing any further prompting, he plunged himself into her mouth. Immediately she began twirling her tongue over him, and bobbing her head as much as she could from her position. They both groaned in pleasure, with Sha'gar servicing Jordan and Jordan servicing him.

Eventually Sha'gar came off of Jordan, and a rumble of deep laughter left her. "I knew Am'rith would not be able to resist the temptation for long."

Jordan took him out of her mouth. "Not even a few seconds," she said with a giggle.

"We should move on to the main dish, then." Sha'gar's smile was lustful and slightly sinister. But that just made her all the more sexy to him.

"Yes, let's." Both girls stood and hugged. Then they turned to Aldric, each with a sultry grin. They walked in concert, their hips bouncing seductively from side to side as they moved.

"Al."

"Am'rith."

"Fuck us both."

"Take us like you deserve to."

Aldric smiled wide. "How could a guy say no to that?" He took them both into his arms, their naked bodies pressed against his. He felt their muscled arms, their erect nipples, their soft skin. Then he breathed in their scents. Both perfect. Both his.

"Get into position," he whispered into their ears.

They disentangled themselves from him, kissed each other on the lips for a second, then turned towards the bed and bent themselves over.

"Oh gods," he muttered. Their contrasting skin colors couldn't have been more pronounced at that moment. Jordan's lily white skin versus Sha'gar's vibrant green.

With their asses in the air, and their perfect slits on display, he was having a tough time deciding who to go to first.

They both began wiggling their asses at him. "Come on Al, stick it in one of us," Jordan whined.

"Yes, mate with us now, Am'rith."

He let his mind go blank and his passion do the talking for him. He came up behind Jordan and pushed inside of her. The familiar warm embrace of her body enveloped him and made him feel like he was home.

"Oh gods..." she moaned.

He started as he knew she would like, slow and deliberate.

Placing his hands on her hips, he gripped her gently and pushed himself in and out of her in a steady rhythm.

No matter how many times they made love, being inside of Jordan was always a special event for Aldric. His childhood crush, perfect in nearly every way, and so incredibly attractive, he knew just how lucky he was that he was with her.

So when he started gradually increasing his pace, her whimpers and moans were like music to his ears.

"Yes, Al, yes!" She cried out. They got into a rhythm quickly, now both so used to each other that it was as seamless as breathing for them. She slammed herself back on each of his forward thrusts, taking the full length of him as hard and quickly as she wanted.

He kept his mind focused on giving her pleasure, not forgetting the rule his bonds had setup that he was only to release inside of Sha'gar.

Reaching down, around her beautiful butt and between her legs, he began rubbing her clit.

"Oh, fuck! Al!" She screamed.

He didn't slow or relent. A need to give her the best drove him.

With his hand between her legs, he felt himself going in and out of her, the slickness that was forming on them both. So wet that they'd surely have to change the bedsheets again.

"No! No! I'm cumming, too...soon!" Jordan cried. He felt for her but didn't stop until he she finally broke. She bucked hard and her body spasmed, causing a shiver to run through her body.

"Yes!" Was all she could say through it. "Yes!" Over and over, until finally she was spent, and her entire body slumped forward.

Sha'gar's booming laughter sounded through the room. "Nicely done, Am'rith, you gave the best orgasm to my bond-sister."

Aldric smiled and slipped out of Jordan. Picking her up, he placed her gently onto the bed so she could still watch. Then he returned back behind Sha'gar and lined himself up. "Yes, Am'rith, take me."

He pushed into her, again, the warm wetness of her body accepting him like only she could.

"Fuck!" She groaned. "Am'rith always fills us so well, doesn't he, bond-sister?"

"Oh, so well," Jordan drowsily agreed from her near comatose state.

Aldric began fucking Sha'gar for a minute. The soft ridges inside of her felt as amazing as the first time they made love. An added feature of her orc heritage.

And soon the only sound that could be heard was his skin slapping against hers and her ragged breathing as he took her. Jordan watched in silence, her mouth open and tongue hanging out.

He slapped the top of Sha'gar's ass. The sound reverberated around the room.

That caused the orc to look at him, with a manic look in her eyes. Something raw and primal in her enjoyed that.

Their eyes locked and Aldric slapped her ass again. A toothy grin formed on her face, and she pushed herself back into him. "Take me hard, Am'rith. Let our passion ignite."

He slapped her ass, causing the orc to howl. Not wasting any more time, he bucked into her and with a lack of restraint that he rarely felt, he began thrusting in and out of his orc bond harder than he'd ever done before.

His thrusts were interspersed with hard slaps on her ass, alternating sides so they were both evenly peppered.

Each time he did, Sha'gar roared her approval, and he felt her insides grip him harder.

"Yes!" She roared. "Take me hard. Harder! Harder!"

Aldric felt his restraint letting go, his power began flowing freely and he burst into blue flame. It ignited the room, burning nothing, but encasing them all in its warmth.

"Oh, shit!" Jordan exclaimed and crawled back. But Sha'gar wasn't intimidated.

"Yes!" She cried as his power surged through them all.

His felt himself pounding into her harder and harder until the orc fell forward. Her face was smushed into the bed and her body was sprawled out, but Aldric continued. Fucking into her as hard as he had ever done, all while she cried for joy.

Her body convulsed under his pressure, and she roared in ecstasy. "Yes! Yes Am'rith, I am cumming!"

He felt her squeeze him even harder while she orgasmed, and he knew that his time was coming to an end.

"I-I'm gonna cum!"

"Inside! Cum inside me, Am'rith!" Sha'gar's bed-muffled voice yelled.

He would never deny that request. The pressure rose inside of him like a dam ready to burst. He just needed one final push.

"Fill me! Fill me with your powerful seed!"

"Fuck!" He yelled. And he came. The dam released and out of him rushed a flood of his seed. He didn't, or couldn't, stop fucking through it. Each spurt sent into his orc mate was another thrust into her.

"Yes! Yes!" Sha'gar roared her approval.

Only when his last spurt flew out of him did he finally stop thrusting. The blue flame disappeared as quickly as it had come, and he felt a tiredness that he rarely felt after having sex with his bonds.

He climbed onto the bed and flopped down next to Jordan and rested his head on the pillows.

Sha'gar, despite her state, flipped herself over and shimmied up to the pillows to rest her head next to his.

She caught Jordan's eye and subtly nodded down.

Jordan smiled in response and crawled on all fours, all around Aldric and Sha'gar, until she was between the orc's legs.

"Al," Jordan's voice was breathy and full of lust. "You made such a mess...someone needs to clean it up."

Huh? He sat back up and zeroed in on what was happening.

"This was our bet, Am'rith. Whoever won would have to clean the other. We both know how much you enjoy watching the others interact, and while neither Jordan or myself want to do so every time, we wanted to do this as a treat for you," Sha'gar explained.

"Are...you two sure? Jor, you know you don't have to," Aldric's voice was uncertain.

Jordan popped her head up and caught his gaze. "Yes, this was our bet. If I hadn't wanted to, I wouldn't have wagered. And if I really didn't want to, Sha wouldn't pressure me to go through with it. Don't worry. Just watch and enjoy," his blonde bond said, still with a heat in her tone. "And now that I'm here, it's not the worst..."

Eyes still wide, she brought her head back down and breathed in Sha'gar's scent. "It's weird for sure, but mostly smells like Al's seed."

"I smell weird?" Sha'gar actually sounded offended.

"No! Not what I meant. Just different to me. I'm not used to being down here, is all."

Sha'gar's face turned, but sensing the change in mood, Jordan quickly rectified it by licking the orc's nether regions.

"Mmm," Jordan said. "I will say, Al tastes good coming out of you." She started licking at Sha'gar more, greedily lapping up Aldric's seed that was spilling out.

"Oh!" Sha'gar exclaimed. "That feels oddly good."

"Oddly good? I know for a fact that Al goes down on you." Jordan raised her head again. She was smiling, with his cum dripping down her face.

Sha'gar blushed. "Not what I meant. You do it differently, is all."

"Well, let's find out who's better." Jordan smirked, plunging her head down and began working in Sha'gar with gusto.

"Oh...oh shit. Am'rith, she's so good. She...she...!"

Aldric couldn't help it, seeing Jordan pleasing Sha'gar, and the effect that it had on Sha'gar, his body reacted accordingly.

Sha'gar's hand shot out, gripping him by his growing base and began stroking him. "Yes..." she sounded like she was pleading with Jordan to finish her.

Sha'gar's stroking on his member became more rushed and frantic with each passing moment. Her loud moans, the slick up and down sound she made with her hand, and the small, slurping sounds Jordan was making resonated all around them.

Aldric didn't try to hold back at all, freely letting himself and his bonds enjoy their pleasure all together.

"Fuck! Right there!" Sha'gar's back arched and she gripped the bedsheets tight with her free hand. Her other hand expertly jerked him off.

The erotic feeling shooting through the bonds with both women was enough to bring him close to his third climax.

Only a minute or two passed like that before Sha'gar began panting very hard.

"Yes, yes, yes!" With Sha'gar's orgasm came Aldric's own. She groaned loudly and pushed Jordan's head down further while she came. She also angled his member to point at her lower half and Jordan.

Aldric erupted, his seed shot out, mostly finding Sha'gar's body and abdomen, catching Jordan's head a little.

Once he and Sha'gar finally came down from their orgasmic highs, Jordan finally emerged. She had cum splashed across her forehead and hair and a wide smile on her face.

"I guess I still need to clean up, don't I?"


Chapter 11

Two more weeks of classes went by until it was the week of the first field assignment. The usual excitement that came with that announcement washed over the upperclassmen. Sha'gar, in particular, was excited because it meant that she'd get to see her two possible sisters-in-law in action, and she'd be able to gauge their acceptability and compatibility with the Bloodaxe clan.

Neither Lorn nor Aldric were looking forward to it.

On Monday, Hydean sent Aldric a message that he and his bonds were to meet with the professor in his office that Wednesday for Aldric's first lesson.

So, as it was, Aldric and his bonds found themselves sitting in Hydean's office.

Hydean wasn't there yet, but his bonds Aella, Adibella, and Cyrene, were.

"How're you liking my class?" Adibella asked, breaking the awkward silence that had descended upon the group while they waited for Hydean. The dwarven professor hadn't addressed any individual person but the group as a whole.

"It's good, I actually really enjoy it. I'm shocked, considering how much I hated my History class, but it's been great," Aldric answered honestly.

"Good," the dwarf laughed. "I'd hate for our seven-bond mage to not learn about the Empire's allies and neighbors, and how we interact with them. What about the rest of you?"

"I'm liking it," Jordan proudly said. "I've already filled a ream’s worth of notes."

"Same here," Aelania responded.

"Ditto," Kasumi snickered.

Sha'gar crossed her arms over her chest. "It is informative."

Aldric took that for what it really meant, boring and not enough action.

Nadia also crossed her arms, though she shot a nasty look at Sha'gar who looked down at her with a smug smile. The nekorian pried her eyes away from Sha'gar and focused on the professor. "It's good. I'm not usually one for lectures like yours, but it's interesting and will help Al in the long run."

"Good, I'm glad to hear it. It's absolutely helpful for you all in your futures."

"Yeah...Nadia," Kasumi pointedly said.

The nekorian stuck her tongue out at Kasumi but turned back to Hydean's bonds with a mischievous smile. "Thankfully Al has a couple of bonds who are more academically inclined than I am. But I'm doing my best."

"Good," the dwarf said, a hint of laughter dancing in her eye.

Just then Hydean came striding into the room. The professor looked the same as he ever did, dressed sharply in his uniform, greasy black hair slicked back, annoying smirk on his stupid smug face.

I'm not bitter at all, Aldric joked to himself.

"Good, everyone is here. We should begin immediately."

"Thomas," Aella said with a smile, but her voice was almost too sweet. "Maybe say hello to our guests before barking orders at them."

The professor looked at Aella and stiffly nodded. "I mean, good afternoon, would you like some tea?" His voice was laced with sarcasm.

"Thomas!"

"What, the boy is here to learn, it's not a social visit."

Aella opened her mouth to fight Hydean some more, but Aldric stopped her.

"Aella, it's fine. I appreciate it, but I'm fine with just moving on and getting started."

"Good," Hydean continued on. "I will not waste a moment of your or my time. First things first, I instructed you to report to me the moment you moved your sensis loci past a certain range. I take it you've done so, and failed to notify me?"

Aldric was actually stunned that Hydean remembered that. He was sure that the professor was just bloviating at the time. "Uh, yes?" Aldric replied sheepishly.

"Hmph." Hydean looked down at Aldric. "I suppose that trumped up Arch Mage, Giles told you not to."

"Er...more that I forgot?" Aldric bashfully shrugged. "With everything going on it was the last thing on my mind."

Hydean's eyes narrowed, and then he sighed. "Fine. But going forward, if I give you a command and it pertains to your magical studies, do not forget. Do not hesitate. Contact me immediately and we will move forward in your education together."

"Yes, sir."

Hydean shook his head a little but let it go. "We're going to move forward with the techniques inside the sensis loci first. Then we'll move on to more important things."

Aldric nodded and sat forward on his chair, paying even further attention.

Hydean stared him for a moment but must have been satisfied because he began his explanation. "The sensis loci technique, as you know, is a powerful tool for all mages. Given her heritage, Bond Akagi may have informed you that before the technique was developed the armies used kitsune to do the work for them. But the kitsune power to sense mana isn't as effective or precise as the sensis loci, so they fell out of favor as the technique rose in popularity. Interestingly, it coincided with the loss of magic from kitsune blood. That is neither here nor there. However, since you mastered the initial technique, you are aware of what I speak. You can feel mages and their, for lack of a better term, auras. It’s not their souls. More of their presence in their soul. Impression may be a better word."

Hydean stood deathly still, closed his eyes, and his breathing stopped. The only indication that he was still alive was the way his eyes moved under his closed lids. Aldric understood immediately what he was looking at. Hydean had entered his mana soul and was viewing the world through that lens.

Instead of focusing on the professor, what sprang to Aldric's mind was what Aelania and Sha'gar commented about the technique. It was freaky to watch.

Hydean's eyes snapped open, and he sat down behind his desk. "Go into your sensis loci, into your mana soul, and view me. When you're done, tell me what you see of my soul."

Aldric nodded, closed his eyes, then blocked out all sounds around him and fell easily into his soul.

Once he felt his consciousness leave the living world, he opened his eyes to view his unconscious world. Looking around, as always, things were the same. He was standing at the edge of the lake that he understood to be his mana reservoir. Water lapped against the shore while the leaves and grass swayed in the wind, blowing their blue essence over the area. Contrasted with the resolute and unmoving brown trees.

Lastly, but certainly not least, five green flames floated in the middle of the lake. Their energy fed down into the water, which surged up to meet them. The two forces collided in the center, swirling together in a strange mix of water, fire, and—most of all–power.

He wanted to watch them, study them, and feel them because they were the flames of his bonds. His loves. If he put pressure on them, he could see their innermost feelings. The good, the bad, and the ones they didn't even know they had. But he didn't. If they wanted to know, he would ask them. For now, he could feel their emotions and that was enough for him.

But that wasn't why he was there. Pushing his senses outward, he only probed as far as the room they were in. He found Hydean's red hued soul in the room. Aldric had felt it once before, during his midterm exams his first year. Though it'd been a while, he never forgot the intense feeling of moving forward, striving for the future that Hydean radiated.

Aldric closed his eyes and snapped back into reality.

"What did you see and feel?" Hydean promptly asked.

"Your soul was red...or reddish, like a gradient of red colors from very light to dark. And I felt the urge and need to move forward."

"Good, that's exactly what I intended for you to feel."

Aldric did remember Hydean mentioning that a mage could obfuscate the way their soul presented to others in sensis loci. Something which would be beneficial to Aldric in the long run.

Hydean leaned forward in his chair. "Do you know what I saw and felt when I looked at your soul?"

"Uh... no?" Aldric hesitantly answered.

"That's correct, because you haven't been trained to deceive the viewer. That is where we will be starting. You may not immediately do what is required of you, and that is understandable. This technique is difficult. But for you, it is paramount that you do so first before we do anything else. I told you once before and will reiterate it now. Anyone with this power can see the impression your soul is giving off. That means they can take the measure of you and your power before they ever meet you. For someone as strong as you, it is the most important thing to keep that hidden, and not make yourself as much of a target."

Jordan raised her hand.

"Yes, Bond Taylor," Hydean said.

"I understand the need for Al to hide his soul, or project something that he wants others to see. But I don't really get why it's the most important for him to learn."

Hydean nodded along as she spoke and when she finished he grinned. "That, my dear, is exactly why we're having this lesson. Aldric, even right this very moment, is projecting his power for all to see, and with it he's projecting how he is feeling. Not his mood, per se, but more his demeanor. Is he confident, is he shy, is he overwhelmed. That information can be used to against him in battle. If the enemy is able to know his true nature and plan around it, it could be harmful or deadly to Aldric."

Jordan nodded in understanding. Aldric understood what Hydean was saying as well. An enemy mage could take his nature into account and plan around it. If he was giving off hesitant vibes, the enemy would capitalize and act before Aldric could.

"Because of who you are, you may be promoted quickly...should you apply yourself. Because of that you will be put in charge of soldiers other than your own bonds. If the enemy is able to glean even a bit of your nature before battle, it could end up disastrous for you and your mundane forces."

Kasumi raised her hand next.

"Yes, Bond Akagi," Hydean called on her.

"Thank you, sir. But if all mages do this, then what is the point? Won't they figure that Aldric is projecting a false idea?"

Hydean smirked. "And therein lies the problem with mages and bonds. We all think we're all so much smarter than the others. But yes, Bond Akagi, the truth is that they will assume it's fake but plan as if it is real, because they have nothing else to go on. It is only theoretical, but a supremely powerful mage could break through another mage's will to reveal their true nature. Not even the Imperial Grand Magus has been able to do so, and based on his own writings he has tried."

"He has?" Aldric exclaimed.

"Yes," Hydean stated with a nod. "From what I read of his experience, he said there was a sort of pressure that he could exert over another mage's will. He likened it to a thin veil that he could touch and even move, but not break. I have tried myself, but alas, my own soul isn't strong enough to do so."

Aldric nodded along. That made sense. He'd never tried to do that, but he knew from the Acxiun mage the year prior that other mages were able to fight back. He wondered...

"I wonder, sir, if it's like removing someone's mana soul. I've only done that the one time, but it sounds like it's similar. You're stripping the mage of their anonymity, their power over their own soul, and laying them bare for all to see."

One of Hydean's eyebrows raised. "That is a terrifying thought for one so young. I will not authorize you to try that on anyone. Harm to the soul is irreparable and it would be irresponsible for you to try, not knowing how it works."

Aldric's eyes went wide. He didn't mean to imply that he would try, it was all theoretical. "Yes, sir. Of course, I was only speaking in theory. I would never try. Truthfully, I don't even know how I did it with Torg. I've tried getting the feeling I had when I'm alone and it never works."

Hydean sat back in his chair and studied Aldric closely. After a minute he sighed. "Giles did far more harm to you than you could ever realize. The information that he might have passed along would have been invaluable. But that was not meant to be. For now, you'll have to make do with my teachings. No one at the Academy has the knowledge on how to remove a soul, nor would we teach it if we did. But that's neither here nor there. We need to move forward with your soul. Stand."

Aldric stood from his chair and looked at Hydean. The older mage followed suit. "For this I find it easier to stand, it changes the way my body feels which allows a different mindset inside of your mana soul. But if you're comfortable enough to do it sitting later, you may do so. What works for me may not work for you."

He breathed in deeply, held the breath for a few seconds, and then exhaled through his mouth. "To start out when you try this, take large calming breaths. The soul responds better when you are calm. Once you feel the calm spread through your body then it is time to enter your mana soul. Wait until I instruct you to do so."

Hydean inhaled and exhaled a few more times, Aldric followed along with him. "Now that your body and soul are calm, you need to enter your mana soul and just like you would push sensis loci out to view the world around you, you need to push a specific feeling out. If done correctly that is the feeling that you will be projecting for anyone to see. Whenever you feel ready, fall into your soul."

Aldric breathed deep once more after Hydean stopped speaking. With the professor's irritating voice not going off it was easier for him to relax. He let all of his limbs and his mind relax. He felt a sense of calm wash over him and he knew it was time. Letting himself fall back into his mana soul, he began thinking of what emotion he wanted to portray.

Obviously not lust. Annoyance?

But then he thought. Hydean said it wasn't just an emotion, rather it was an impression of a person's being. Hydean felt the need to strive for more. What did Aldric want? What did he value above all else?

It would have helped if Hydean gave him any clue as to what he was emoting in the first place, but that wasn’t Hydean’s style.

With a snap of his fingers, he had it!

Hydean said to push that feeling out like he would when he was sensing his surroundings.

Using that as a guide, Aldric pushed the feeling all around him. It was an odd thing, but he felt it settle all around him. Like a light blanket of snow that covered the ground after the first snow fall of the season, the feeling Aldric pushed fell across everything around him.

He grasped that in his metaphorical hands and pushed it forward, to encapsulate his soul. The feeling struggled to wrap around everything, but Aldric pushed harder and harder until there was a snap, and it popped into place like a bubble around him.

He reached out to feel it and knew he'd done it right.

Breathing slowly again, he closed his eyes and pushed himself back into the waking world.

His eyes snapped open, and he smirked.

"Well, how did it go?"

Aldric described what he'd done and how it felt like it'd worked and Hydean's eyebrows both shot up in surprise. "Interesting. Well, we'll see if that confidence is correct or just bluster."

Hydean closed his eyes and fell into his own mana soul. Aldric waited patiently.

"What'd you project, Aldric?" Kasumi asked.

"Something that I doubt Hydean would expect."

Aella, Cyrene, and Adibella all looked at Aldric questioningly. "Er...all due respect to the professor, of course."

Aella shook her head and chuckled. "I love him, but he doesn't do himself any favors with his attitude."

Hydean's eyes snapped open. They immediately searched for Aldric's and once locked on, peered directly into them like they were two mysteries he had to solve.

"Very well, I'm not surprised you did it, given your aptitude within the sensis loci. But we'll stop there for today, because I'm giving you homework for the next time we meet. I want you to do this at least once a week. Choose a different feeling that you want to stress and have that projecting for the week. Now that I know you can do it, I will expect it to be up at all times. I will be checking in on you periodically to confirm you’re completing the assignment as instructed. Is that understood?"

"Yes, sir!"

"Good, then get out."

Aldric stood and saluted Hydean and his bonds. Aldric's bonds followed suit, and they left right after.

"Al, what did you project? Come on, I wanna know," Nadia whined, and poked him in the stomach once they were outside the building.

"Yeah, we all wanna know, Al." Jordan poked his other side.

Aldric smirked again. "I couldn't help myself. I thought, what would piss off Hydean the most? It took a minute, but it finally came to me. The thing he hates most about me is my defiance. So, I projected a sense of defiance and resistance to anyone trying to change me."


Chapter 12

After the meeting with Hydean, the rest of the week passed quickly. Classes were hitting their stride, with information being thrown at them rapid fire. Thankfully, Aldric had Kasumi, Jordan, and Aelania, who all kept copious notes to help him stay on top of all the work he was receiving.

But despite that, or maybe in part because of it, Aldric was more and more looking forward to the first field assignment of the year. For once he wasn't going to be the leader of the group, and all he had to do was sit back and listen to Lorn's orders.

Thankfully, Lorn had been the one to speak to Hydean about the group. Aldric didn't need any more time alone with the greaseball.

Lorn reported back that they'd be going just the two of them with their bonds, mostly because Aldric had so many. But neither Lorn nor Aldric were really upset by that fact. They wouldn't have to deal with other people getting in their way. They would be able to complete their objective, ensure that Lorn came off looking like the hero and would get the girls, and Aldric would keep Sha'gar from busting Ghorza and Ur'rog's heads in.

Sounded easy enough.

On that Saturday morning, they were all gathered in front of the main building, and as usual, there was a podium set up with Hydean and Cottonrose standing behind it. The fairy professor was fluttering away, zooming back and forth, oohing and ahhing at all the gathered students. Her hand was raised over her eyes as she studied the students as they poured in.

And to be fair to her, there was a larger number gathered than normal. It seemed to Aldric that a majority of the student body was accumulated there. There were hundreds of mages and their bonds, as well as bond candidates. What had garnered such a turnout was a mystery to Aldric, but it didn't matter much to him since his group was set and they were just waiting to go.

The chatter and general din of the students were almost as loud as the roar of a waterfall. So loud that Aldric couldn't even hear the person next to him talk, even with his mana enhanced hearing.

He tried to listen in on what the others were talking about so loudly, but he only caught snippets of their conversations, most of which were rather banal.

"Quiet!" Hydean's voice boomed out above the noise, magically enhanced and loud enough to pierce the din. The crowd noise ceased instantly. Almost as one, the crowd shifted to pay attention to whatever the professor had to say.

"As much as I am pleased that this numerous a crowd bothered to show up, could anyone explain to me why?"

A murmur went through the students and Aldric found more than one person eyeing him with uncertainty or unhappiness.

"I want to get stronger!" Someone yelled out.

"Yeah!" The group reacted.

"That bastard tower nearly killed me when it fell last year!"

More voices were joining by the moment.

"Who knows what'll blow up next!"

"The mage who did it is a danger!"

"We need to be stronger to protect ourselves!"

"He already killed one student!"

"Two!"

"And an Archmage!"

And so it went. Even more people called out with increasingly desperate and strange things.

Worse still, the energy of the crowd shifted from a little desperate to angry more and more.

His fellow students’ voices were getting louder and louder. The anger was palpable and increasing with each passing second.

Hydean and Cottonrose stepped back, looking stricken, but with a nod from Hydean, Cottonrose assumed her normal fairy-sized form. She raced off into the Holt Building, that housed the main administration offices.

Aldric stood rooted to the spot, not understanding the shift that had just occurred in the students. Angry looks were being thrown his way, even from mages and bonds he'd never met.

Murmurs of discontent sounded around him. Shouts of anger were aimed at him.

Aldric's bonds, to their credit, were not idle. They quickly surrounded him and while they didn't unsheathe their weapons, he could see their hands resting on them, ready to take them out in a flash.

Lorn, She'lar, Ghorza, and Ur'rog also formed a barrier between Aldric and the crowd.

All while Aldric was too stunned to move. What had happened? Why? Where did this come from? He tried to make friends. He put forth his best effort to do well by everyone he talked to.

The worry that he'd done something unknown to them gnawed at him.

Then he saw, in the gaps between the barrier that his guards had set, that people were rushing towards his position.

"Get 'im!" Someone shouted.

"'E's a danger!" Someone else yelled.

"We won' 'ave peace while he's alive!"

The ambient mana in the air that he normally ignored increased tenfold, catching his attention. It was as if something or someone was manipulating the mana, changing it.

But he couldn't focus on that. Fellow students were rushing at them, getting in Aldric's bonds’ faces, screaming at them, yelling obscenities.

The final shift in tone from the crowd happened suddenly and violently.

Someone threw a bottle at them, splashing harmlessly against Aelania's shield. But the action sparked something inside people around. Friend or foe didn't matter at that moment, the emotions of the mob shifted from angry to violent.

Other students, in the surge, pushed into Aldric's bonds, trying to get through the barrier they had formed in front of him. The students pushed and Aldric's bonds pushed back, sending them flying into the crowd. And while it made them safe, it also riled the crowd up even more. More angry words were shouted, and the crowd roared in approval.

That was when he knew there was no time to second guess what had happened, or why. The crowd wasn't just a crowd of students anymore. It was a mob. An angry mob. And it was time for Aldric to do something.

Aldric's hand fell to the hilt of his sword. He didn't want to draw his weapon on fellow students, but he wasn't going to allow himself or his bonds to get injured.

Suddenly Kasumi turned and placed her hand on his, stopping him from drawing his weapon.

"No. That won't help. We need to go, now."

"Fine. Let's go."

Kasumi made to speak to the rest of Aldric's bonds and Lorn and his bonds, but before she could something unexpected happened.

A deafening explosion blasted them all to the ground. A rush of wind, centered at the podium, raced out and pushed every person in the area down. Aldric saw it before he too was knocked over. It looked like a rolling tidal wave of wind, possibly mana. It flowed out from all sides of the podium and bowled over every single person it touched.

The sound of the explosion and resulting wave was so loud that the world went silent. Not even just silent, but muted and muffled. And there was a ringing in his ears that he couldn't shake, no matter how he tried.

He watched in awe as the wave rolled over everyone in front of him. Both mages and bonds alike were flung unceremoniously to the ground. He watched Lorn and his bonds, then Kasumi, Nadia, Jordan, who were standing in front of him, pushed backwards and down into the ground.

Then the rushing air came for him. He closed his eyes and put his hands up to brace for impact, as if that would do anything to stop the inevitable. Uncaringly, mercilessly, and without hesitation, it threw him to the ground too.

If that wasn't bad enough, once he had been pushed down, he opened his eyes and saw inside the wave. Everything was clear and see-through, but garbled and distorted by some kind of magic, making it so that he couldn't see anything properly, like the people around him were fuzzy and out of focus. He could see colors and blurred outlines but not much else. He tried squinting to see properly but to no avail. Whatever magic was inside the wave was making it so he couldn't pick anyone out.

And the pressure from the wave that had dominated him and put him on his back hadn't stopped. He couldn't move at all, not his head, or his legs, not even his fingers.

Panic shot through his bonds. Panic mixed with a helplessness that came from a desperate need to move, to ensure they were all fine, but couldn't.

Aldric tried to send a soothing feeling back to them all, but it was ultimately futile. He, himself, was too panicked and desperate to move that he couldn't send anything to them but his own fear.

"Enough!" Headmaster Gabrith's voice yelled out. It sounded like it was coming from everywhere, not centered from a specific place.

"There will be no more of this nonsense!" Gabrith's thunderous voice echoed all around Aldric, reverberating through his body. So much so that it felt like the Headmaster was screaming directly into his ears. "Never in all of the history of this Academy have we had such a large scale failing of personal conduct. The reason does not matter. I am ashamed of every single person's behavior here today. Agitators of this riot will be punished to the fullest extent. This is not the last we will speak of this."

The voice lingered and echoed.

Then after a moment more on the ground, the pressure from the wave finally lessened and Aldric was able to move his fingers, then his arm, and soon he was sitting upright looking at his surroundings.

As he had been, everyone around him was sprawled on their backs. Some unlucky people were contorted in odd positions while others were face down in the dirt. Aldric figured they had tried to run away from the wave.

Some were starting to stir, but none were as upright as Aldric and his bonds, or Lorn and his.

"Transmissio caecus!" And the world went black.

When the world came into view again, Aldric immediately took count to make sure all of his bonds were with him. Thankfully they were. Once he knew they were all present, he moved on to Lorn's group, and after a quick look, they were all accounted for.

With that done, Aldric sat himself down and fell backwards onto the ground. His armor creaked as he did but he ignored it. He had other things on his mind than his armor's maintenance.

"What the ever-loving fuck just happened?" He said as he stared up into a clear blue sky. White clouds drifted in the air, suspended high up by whatever magic kept them there. He watched for what seemed like hours as one after another floated past his vision.

"Al," Kasumi's soft voice came from his right. What must have been her hand, pressed gently on his forearm. "Are you okay?"

"Am I okay?" He scoffed.

"It's okay not to be. That was fucking wild," Nadia's voice came from his left. Her hand rested on his other forearm.

"I don't get it," Jordan trembled. "What happened?"

"I'll fucking murder them all! Those fucking pieces of shit!" Sha'gar roared. Her rage was boiling over so powerfully that Aldric was starting to get angry. Starting to feel the burning passion inside of him. The need to fight and kill.

"Sha!" Kasumi scolded the orc. "Calm down. We don't know what's going on."

"Fuck that! Yes, we do. They tried to kill our mage! You heard them as plain as I did!" Sha'gar yelled back. "Let me back there! I'll rip out every single one of those mother fucker's throats!"

"Blood rage," Kasumi whispered.

Aldric could only nod. The emotions pouring over him were making him as helpless as he had been during the magic wave moments before.

"Sha'gar Bloodaxe!" Lorn yelled. "Calm yourself. You will soon drink the blood from your enemies, but you must wait for the proper target!"

"Do not test me, Lorn'al!"

Aldric could feel Sha'gar losing her reasoning more and more. And she was bringing him down with her.

"Sha!" He yelled out, finally sitting up from his position. The sight he saw when he did was just as bad as he thought. Sha'gar and Lorn were nose-to-nose and both frothing at the mouth. Kasumi, Aelania, and Nadia were all trying to pry Sha'gar away, while She'lar, Ghorza, and Ur'rog were trying to get Lorn back.

Jordan was kneeling next to him, tears falling silently down her face. He knew how she felt. He laid a comforting hand on hers and pushed all the love and comfort over to her that he could. She smiled sadly back at him, but the tears stopped.

Aldric turned his attention back to Sha’gar. "Hold for a moment. Look around you. Where are we?"

He had seen it before he had gone to the ground. With the exception of some rocky outcroppings, they were in a wide-open field. There was grass all around them, most of which was still green, but large swaths were a pale brown, dusty, and dead.

Sha'gar finally pried her eyes off of her brother and looked around. "Home. This is...home." The shock that came from her was enough to simmer the fires of her anger, just enough so she wasn't ready to kill everyone. Which was helpful for Aldric as it allowed his feelings to stabilize.

However, once she said that, disbelief ran through all of his bonds. Aldric didn't blame them, he'd only heard stories from Sha'gar about her homeland. How they had been transported so far, he didn't know.

"Well, close enough to it," Lorn grunted, still eyeing Sha'gar angrily.

Sha'gar's eyes flashed dangerously as she looked back at her brother.

"Good morning," Hydean's voice sounded out around them.

"What's so fucking good about it?" Aldric bitterly responded.

"We decided to teleport your group away first. We're still looking in to what happened, and we will discuss more after the field assignment is completed, we have ideas, but for now we need you to focus on the task at hand," Hydean continued like Aldric hadn't said anything.

Aldric knew the man could see and hear him, so he knew the professor was just being petty.

"Are we still meant to continue with the field assignment?" Kasumi asked, incredulity laced her tone.

"Correct, your task for this field assignment will be simple. Find the fire-touched Aggish boars and dispatch them. Normally I would let you go through this blind, but given the circumstances..." Hydean sighed. "There is a single alpha that needs to be killed. It is currently roaming in a circle, northwest of your position. Good luck."

The greasy professor's voice cut off and silence greeted them again.

Aldric took a deep breath in through his nose and exhaled through his mouth. The calming effect was immediate. He did that several more times until he felt mostly back to normal.

Obviously, things weren't going to be okay until they figured out what happened at the Academy. But they'd cross that bridge when they came to it. Right now they had a job.

"I'm sorry, Lorn," Aldric said with bow to his brother-in-law. "You're group leader for this. What do we do?"

The orc looked at him with an odd expression. "Family does not bow to family, Al," Lorn chuckled. "But it is appreciated."

Lorn looked over the group and nodded, as if to himself. "Fire-touched Aggish Boars are native to our homeland. Every young orc's first blooding is usually one of these boars. But that doesn't mean they're easy prey. The ones we kill as orclings are usually not matured. Still difficult, of course, but nowhere near as difficult as an adult."

The orcs in the group all nodded. "Their fire-touched essence does not come in until they reach maturity. But once they do reach maturity, they are a terror to deal with. An adult Aggish boar will not stop growing until the day it dies so long as it continues to feed. Fire-touched Aggish boars are touched by mana and will live for hundreds of years because of it. Then, as you can imagine, they grow rather large."

"Makes sense." Aldric nodded along.

"Then picture a boar twice as large and twice as mean. That's an alpha boar."

"Well...shit."

"Quite."

"How do you kill something like that?" Kasumi asked.

"There are two proven methods," She'lar answered. "Chop it into little pieces or extinguish the flame on its back."

"Wait, what?" Aldric did a double take. "Flame on its back?"

"Ah, yeah...I forgot," Lorn muttered with a shake of his head. "Fire-touched means that instead of a mane that a normal boar has, they have an imperishable flame that runs along their back."

"How imperishable are we talking? Cause She'lar just said extinguish is an option."

"Well..." Lorn looked sheepish. "Imperishable means they can survive through even the most torrential of downpours. The only known instance of it being extinguished was when one was dropped in the middle of the ocean when it was on its way to Drelmecia on a trading ship."

"What the..." Aldric shook his head. "You know what, I don't want to know. Okay, so basically our only option is chopping it to bits."

"Yeah. Their hide is tough, but not impenetrable. Their main source of food are ogres and orcs, so they have to be somewhat tough."

"Wait, they're fucking carnivorous?" Aldric was liking this field assignment less and less.

Lorn looked at him sideways.

"They eat meat?"

"Oh. Yeah."

"Fuck this."

"Yeah," Lorn chuckled. "But this is the perfect job for a group of orcs, don't you think? And it'll be helpful to have less of these damn things around."

"Fewer."

"What?"

"Nothing. My bonds and I are ready whenever you are."

Lorn grinned wide. "Let's go hunt some boars."

Lorn led the way towards the alpha boar. Aldric offered to use sensis loci to plan their trajectory, but Lorn declined the help. The orc said that he knew the area like the back of his hand.

How he knew that Aldric didn't bother to ask. Every patch of dusty dirt and grass looked the same as every other patch of dusty dirt and grass. But he wasn't the leader, Lorn was. So, if that's what Lorn wanted to do, that's what they'd do.

Though Aldric didn't push too hard because not being in the lead let him and his bonds fall back and talk.

And there was much to talk about.

"What the hell was that spell?" Jordan asked. Her tears had long since dried, but Aldric felt a pang of sorrow for her. She had said it before, but he'd never actually dealt with the fact that she didn't really want a military life. She didn't like danger or combat. Aldric didn't either, he didn't have the stomach to watch men die en masse. He had killed before and he would kill again, but he had always rationalized the people he killed as being the enemy. They were no longer people to him, just obstacles to be removed.

He understood just how unhealthy that was, and he knew the second one was humanized, that thought would come crashing down on him. But for now, he'd do what he had to do.

But Jordan...she wasn't meant for this life. She was a fine warrior. Powerful, fast, and decisive. But she didn't relish in killing like Sha'gar. She wasn't detached like Nadia. She didn't rationalize it like Kasumi or he did.

When it came to the enemy, he knew she'd do her duty. But when it came to fellow students, he felt her hesitance. A hesitance he felt as well. But if that had gone on much longer, without intervention, who knew what would have happened. Aldric for certain was ready to cut down the people trying to hurt him and his bonds.

But not Jordan. She wouldn't have drawn her sword unless it was the very last option.

Now wasn't the time to decide that, but he knew they'd have to have that talk sooner or later.

"I don't know," Kasumi said. "But it was strong. And Gabrith's voice was so loud inside that...whatever we were in."

"Yeah, what was up with that?" Nadia asked. "It was like we were encased in some kind of weird bubble."

"Whatever it was, I think it was Gabrith," Aldric said to the group. "It was his voice. And Kasumi said it herself last year, he is one of the most accomplished mages of his age. He is powerful. We just don't see it often because we're his students."

Silenced descended upon them for a moment. "Well, fuck. Please keep me off his bad side then," Nadia laughed. "I don't need to be pushed onto my back by anyone but Al."

Aldric shook his head and chuckled. "Yeah, I'm not willing getting on my back again for any man."

Nadia blinked then laughed loudly.

The group, except for Sha'gar, fell into a fit of giggles.

Sha'gar was still fuming, and he felt her bloodlust ramping up again. Now that things were relaxed and she wasn't shocked by where they were, she was having too much time in her own head. Which for an orc already teetering on the edge of a bloodlust meant that that wasn't so much as teetering as it was falling headfirst into the blinding rage.

She started huffing and puffing with her hands clenching and unclenching over the haft of her axe.

Aldric tried to send soothing, calming thoughts back to her but only received anger back.

She needed to let out her rage and soon.

Aldric and Kasumi caught each other's eyes and nodded. Aldric jogged ahead to where Lorn and his bonds were walking.

"Hey, Lorn," Aldric interrupted their conversation. "We need to get there fast. Sha'gar is going to explode if she doesn't kill something soon."

Lorn glanced back at his sister, as did Aldric. She was becoming increasingly angry. Her face a mask of rage, with her teeth bared and gnashing. Her axe was out and gripped tightly in her hands, and her steps were more like stomps.

"Fuck..." Lorn sighed. "I checked with sensis loci, my girls kept me walking and we're not far. Maybe another mile."

"A mile..." Aldric said quietly. "Do you think we can run the rest of the way? We'll keep pace with you guys, but I don't really want to know what happens when the strongest orc on the planet can't control her rage anymore."

The look of understanding that dawned on Lorn's face would have been a lot funnier of they weren't in the predicament that they were in. The brother who had always been bigger and stronger than his sister, now no longer the stronger one. In fact, no one that he knew was stronger than her.

The pride and concern that mixed on his face was comical.

"Well, shit," he muttered. "Okay yeah. Let's run. She, Ghor, Ur, we're running to the boars. Al, let your people know."

"Thanks...brother," Aldric said with a smirk.

Lorn smiled back but shook his head and faced front.

He and his bonds took off running. Only as fast as Ghorza and Ur'rog could, because they were still unbonded. But by the looks of appreciation they gave Lorn, Aldric didn't think they'd be unbonded for much longer.

Aldric jogged back to his group. "We're running the rest of the way, Lorn said it’s about a mile, so be ready."

They all, except Sha'gar, nodded.

"Sha, did you hear that? You're going to get to killing soon. We just have to get there. We're going to keep pace with Lorn and his bonds, is that understood?"

"Fine," she grunted and sprinted off, catching up to Lorn in a blink. Aldric was surprised she didn't just bolt off and do everything on her own, but she kept pace with them, even if she was radiating unhappiness at having to do so.

"Alright," Aldric said to his bonds, "Let's go."

As a group they jogged up to Lorn and his bonds. For their part, Ghorza and Ur'rog weren't winded and were going at a decent pace, even if Sha'gar was muttering obscenities about how slow they were.

Aldric tried to apologize for her, but they just waved it off. "Orcs fight. Orcs compete. Orcs curse. It's fine," Ghorza said.

After two minutes of running like that, they saw their first sign of the boars by way of a giant pile of dung.

"Shit," Nadia said, and covered her nose.

"Literally." Jordan poked the nekorian in the ribs.

"Ugh, no puns, please, that smell is...blegh," Nadia gagged.

Aldric couldn't blame her. The dung was as tall as he was, piled in a pyramid-like dark brown shape, and around it hundreds of flies were buzzing. And the smell was the single worst thing that Aldric had ever encountered.

Even worse than the one-time Lorelei tried to make them all eat brussel sprouts and asparagus for dinner.

The group quickly moved past the pile, with Ghorza and Ur'rog running double-time to get away from it as fast as possible.

A minute later they were out of the stink zone and could finally breathe again.

But before they could breathe deep the fresh air, another smell assaulted their nostrils. It smelled like sulfur and wet hide all at once.

And that's how they knew they found the fire-touched Aggish boars.

A second later they came into view. There were at least twenty boars of varying sizes, from regular boar-sized, to as big as a carriage. The alpha was easy to spot because it was easily the size of a small building. Not quite as large as the Drelmecian armored scorpion they had faced, but close enough.

"Fuck me..." Aldric muttered, taking in the size of the boars.

"Maybe later, I have plans right now," Nadia joked.

Kasumi rolled her eyes her, but she too gauged the boars.

They had a dark brown color, surprisingly skinny legs, black hooves, short snouts, large, discolored tusks, and beady black eyes. They were also a lot more muscular than Aldric would have imagined. Their flanks were toned, and their muscles bulged with each step they took.

And of course, they were appropriately named fire-touched, because of the flames that raged in their backs in a line all the way down to their hindquarters. The flames didn't reach their tails, which was almost a surprise.

"Well...Lorn, this is your show. What do we do?" Aldric asked.

Sha'gar was surprisingly calm for how close they were to their quarry. Her eyes were watching the boars with an eagle-like focus. She was clenching and unclenching her grip on her axe again.

And she felt like a pot that was boiling over.

"Sha, take care of the small ones–" Lorn was able to get out before Sha'gar raced off to attack.

"Shoulda seen that coming," Aldric laughed and nudged Lorn in the ribs.

"Ugh," Lorn groaned and swiped his face with his hand. "Okay. Before Sha ruins everything. The plan is simple, she takes the small ones. And we all hit the big one, got it? Good."

It was good timing too, because a harrowing squeal and a roar of anger from the boars, meant that Sha'gar had descended upon them and already killed one.

Aldric looked over to see Sha'gar tearing through the smallest of the boars first. She swung and spun her axe around, slinging it viciously with deadly accuracy at everything around her.

Which, because of her actions, were all of the boars. Twenty furious boars were creating a circle of doom around her. But all she felt was the thrill of battle and joy in killing her enemies.

"Go!" Lorn yelled and they all exploded forward. Aldric and Lorn both shot off spells at the alpha to get its attention.

Lorn sent a velos at its face, while Aldric shot a watyro spell at its back. Neither had much of an effect, in fact the velos bounced right off and the watyro turned to mist before it reached the animal. However, the fact that it had been targeted at all was apparently offensive to the alpha boar. As soon as the spells hit, or rather didn't, it turned its attention to the Lorn and Aldric.

Which, even if they didn't cause any damage, was the whole point. Sha'gar, in the state she was in, may not have beaten the boar without getting hurt, and neither Aldric nor Lorn could abide that.

With an earthshaking thud each time it stepped and snorts that kicked up the dusty ground, the alpha charged at Lorn and Aldric.

Dust kicked up, and the ground shook as it came.

Lorn darted to the left and Aldric darted to the right, out of the animal's path.

It charged past them and slid around, blowing back dirt and grass as it did. It rounded on them again, its beady eyes darting between the two, unsure of which to attack first.

"Anvelos!" Lorn shouted. The mana bolts formed in front of him.

"Velos!" Aldric roared, pushing some extra mana into his attack to hopefully crack the beast's hide.

Both spells went off at once, hundreds of Lorn's weaker bolts and Aldric's much stronger single bolt streaked through the air.

The beast snorted and rushed to meet the spells head on.

If boars could feel surprised, Aldric was sure it was feeling it then. He watched as the spells impacted the boar, and like a thousand pinpricks, Lorn's bolts stuck out from its hide. They dissipated immediately after, but for a split second, the boar looked like a pincushion.

Aldric's spell, however, went a little off track. He was aiming for its eye, but because the boar moved, it ended up striking one of the tree trunk sized tusks.

The spell hit it right in the middle and strained against the external bone for a second before it lost energy and blew apart, sending a shockwave across the area, kicking up dirt and dust all around.

When the dust cleared, the tusk was still in one piece but there was a large, cratered crack in it, and Aldric was sure that one direct hit at that point would crack it in half.

"Lorn, tusk!" He yelled out and pointed.

The orc looked up and saw the damage, a smile grew on his face. The orc gave Aldric a thumbs up and raised his axe to cast another spell.

But the boar wasn't done yet. It raised its head to the sky and bellowed a terrible sound. It then lowered its head to the ground and its legs kicked and pawed at the dirt.

"It's gonna charge again!" Lorn yelled. The orc was bracing himself to run.

"Not so fast!" She'lar yelled. She and the rest of the bonds rushed in at that point, all of them with their weapons drawn. "You will not have all the fun!"

She'lar swung at one of the boar’s hooves, narrowly missing when the animal raised it at the last second. But the boar's luck didn't last very long. Ghorza and Ur'rog were assaulting one of the legs together, Kasumi and Aelania took another, while Nadia and Jordan took the last one.

Ghorza and Ur'rog scored the first real hit when Ur'rog's maul smashed into the hard bone right above the hoof. That stuttered the boar for a blink, but it reacted by kicking out at the two orcs and forcing them back. It then spun to face them with malice radiated off of the beast.

"Oh, no you don't!" Lorn roared, Aldric saw the orc raise his axe and concentrate more than he'd ever seen the orc concentrate before. "Velos!"

He had a feeling, but if Aldric had been inside his mana soul, and been watching, he was sure that Lorn's velos spell would have been the strongest spell Lorn had ever cast. Aldric could see the orc pouring more of himself into that spell to make sure his two potential bonds were okay.

The spell shot out from the end of Lorn's axe and flew like the fastest straightest arrow ever. It streaked through the air and impacted with a boom on joint of the boar's back right leg.

Blood and gore rained down on them, forcing everyone back.

When Aldric looked again, the boar's leg was blown clean off by the spell. It was now hobbled and losing blood fast.

"Fucking hell, Lorn! If I get blood on me, I will never forgive you!" Nadia yelled out.

But Lorn didn't respond, he fell to one knee, supported only by the handle of his axe, which he clutched to his chest like his life depended on it.

"Didn't...couldn't let..." he panted.

Aldric walked up to the orc and patted him on the back. "I get it, I really do." Aldric looked away from Lorn, to find Kasumi. "Hey, Kas, have you got any healing potions? Or anything to help with mana exhaustion?"

"Yes! Be right there!"

"Thank you!" Aldric called out, then looked down at his friend. His brother, in more than just title. "Rest easy. You're the hero of this one. I'm just going to pick off the scraps."

Lorn wearily nodded.

Aldric ran towards the boar, passing Kasumi on the way. They touched for the briefest of moments, then went on to their separate destinations.

Aldric glanced back to find Sha'gar. Her emotions were calming down, so he wanted to make sure she was alright. When he did, he saw her covered in blood and fur, and a happy, but tired, grin on her face. All around her were the mutilated corpses of what Aldric assumed were the smaller boars.

He didn't really want to think about how she got like that, so he turned aside and found the alpha staring at him.

The rage inside of it still burned, but its eyes gave away how much pain it was in.

Aldric dared to get closer than before. His bonds made to join him, but he waved them off.

"Sorry, buddy," Aldric told the boar when they were face to snout. "Nothing personal."

He raised his sword up and filled it with mana. "Mors segmentum!"

This time Aldric sliced from down to up, and the blue line flew out vertically. The boar roared defiantly in Aldric's face one last time. The stench and spittle flew out and splattered, but Aldric raised a basic shield spell to block himself from getting covered in spit.

The slicing spell hit the boar straight down the middle, easily passing through its hide and bone, splitting it in two.

With a weak groan it stepped forward once, twice... and then fell apart, literally. One side of the animal went left and the other right. They hit the ground at the same time, both with the same sickening squelching sound. Blood flowed from both, but the boar was no more.

Aldric released the shield spell and sighed.

He didn't feel so good about that one.

Then the world went black again.


Chapter 13

When Aldric came to, the first thing he noticed was that all of his bonds, except Sha'gar, were standing next to him. The next thing was that there was an unoccupied bed, covered in white linens, between them. Finally, he saw that they were in an enclosed space that had white-linen dividers up around them.

The Infirmary, he quickly realized. The domain of the high elf Head Healer Cieve. Thankfully all of them had gotten through the field assignment without so much as a scratch, so she wasn't in their space fussing over them. He wasn't sure, however, if Sha'gar was injured in any way. He attuned himself to her emotions and she felt agitated but not hurt.

"Everyone okay, no injuries?" He asked his girls.

They all nodded or answered affirmatively. "Good, I'm going to go get Sha, then we can plan our next move."

Luckily, he didn't have far to look.

"Let me out of this and let me see my Am'rith," Sha'gar growled from somewhere nearby.

"In a minute!" Head Healer Cieve's voice insisted.

"Sha!" Aldric shouted as he passed through the white sheets out into an open room.

Once there he saw a row of white-linen separated rooms like the one he had been in. One of which had a very determined orc trying to get through the sheets. The poor high elf healer was trying to hold her back, with her arms around Sha'gar's stomach. Her attempt was proving to be an exercise in futility as each step Sha'gar took dragged the healer another step forward.

"Am'rith!" Sha'gar yelled and redoubled her efforts.

"Sha, listen to Head Healer Cieve," he scolded the orc.

She stopped struggling but growled. "She separated us!"

"No, I didn't, you were placed into this room by Professors Hydean and Cottonrose. But I kept you here to make sure you were uninjured. Now please sit down and cooperate while I examine you. I need to remove some of this blood from you."

Aldric rushed over to Sha'gar and led her back into her little room, and then helped her hop up to sit on the little bed. Cieve, in the meantime, did her best to scour the blood that was dripping off of the orc.

"By the Light did you bathe in blood, Bond Bloodaxe?" Cieve tutted angrily.

"Possibly?" Sha'gar smiled sheepishly at the high elf. The two locked eyes for a moment, until Cieve shook her head and rolled her eyes.

Sha'gar chuckled darkly at the elf's discomfort.

Aldric wanted to admonish her attitude and knew he should have, but he was just relieved that she was back to normal.

He'd only seen bloodlust once before, and it was even more scary with it happening to his bond. He felt her overwhelming emotions pouring over to him and it was all he could do to hold them at bay. He'd have to disentangle his emotions from hers later, once they were back in their dorm.

Cieve puttered around a bit more, scouring more and more blood off of Sha'gar with her nifty cleaning spell. When the orc resembled halfway presentable Cieve was finally able to examine her and give her a clean bill of health.

In the intervening time Aldric's other bonds tried to come into the room. Cieve wouldn't allow them all in, so Aelania and Nadia stood outside the linen dividers, partly to get out of Cieve's hair, but also because, just like Aldric, they hadn't forgotten what happened right before the field assignment. They both gave him meaningful looks before they left to guard the makeshift room.

"I'd suggest you all go rest after the field assignment, but I know that's not likely. The Headmaster and Professor Hydean are on their way here right now," Cieve said, catching Aldric's eye and stiffly nodding before leaving them alone.

Once she was gone Aldric turned to Sha'gar. "Are you alright? I've never seen you like that before. Truthfully, I've only seen bloodlust in one other orc, and that was Lorn. She'lar calmed him by bonding with her."

Sha'gar looked like a scolded child. "I'm sorry, Am'rith. You must think so much less of me right now." Her voice was full of sadness and a dejected look came over her face.

"No, never!" Aldric didn't hesitate at all. "I could never think poorly of you. I was just worried. I love you, Sha, and I don't want anything to happen to you. You ran off into danger by yourself and I know you can handle yourself, but it was still scary to watch."

"I'm sorry," she muttered, casting her eyes down and her head slumped.

"No!" Aldric said, then looked to Kasumi and Jordan for help.

"Hey, Sha, stop being down on yourself." Jordan stepped in. "We were just worried, if anything happened to our big green bond, I don't know what we'd do."

"Yeah." Kasumi jumped in next. "No one is mad at you, quite the opposite. Though, maybe the next time we'll just have Aldric jump into bed with you to stop the bloodlust."

A throaty laugh came from Sha'gar. "I would prefer to be covered by him than covered in blood."

"Oh lords." Aldric slapped his hand to his forehead.

"Sex jokes, already? You're fine," Jordan laughed.

Sha'gar looked up at them and smiled. "And Nadia's not even here to appreciate it."

"I heard it and approve!" The nekorian yelled from just outside.

Sha'gar laughed a little deeper. "Okay, I'm sorry, can we move on? I'll do my best to fight that urge...it’s just...with what happened before..."

She didn't finish the thought. They all knew why. Now that the field assignment was done, they were going to have to confront the issue of what happened before they were transported.

Aldric extended his hand so Sha'gar could lift herself off the bed. She took it and hoisted herself up back onto her feet. Aldric kissed her lightly on her cheek, causing her to blush.

That would always amuse him, his big strong orc bond, blushing at a simple kiss on the cheek.

"Okay, let's go wait outside for the Headmaster and Hydean," he told the group.

"Too late, Al," Nadia called from outside, "they're here and waiting just outside. Come on out."

Aldric closed his eyes and breathed deep. "Okay, let's face the music."

They strode out together, hands interlocked. Once outside the small room, Kasumi and Jordan grabbed Nadia and Aelania's hands, so they could present a united front.

Together, like this, Aldric knew they could face anything down.

Gabrith and Hydean were waiting for them, just outside of the room they were in, which Aldric realized was a sort of triage area. It was an open space with a number of divided smaller rooms. He'd been there before, obviously, but not every time. Most of the times he'd been in the Infirmary he'd been in his own room.

But as it was, the triage room opened up into a larger waiting area. The waiting area was decorated with some plants and small trees and had several chairs and benches for people to sit comfortably while they waited. There were also several halls that shot off from the area, one of which he knew led to individual rooms and another led to the exit. He wasn't sure what the others were for.

Maybe more rooms? He guessed.

It didn't really matter. What mattered were the two men sitting in the waiting area.

When Aldric and his bonds came through the door Gabrith and Hydean stood and rapidly made their way over to them.

Aldric tensed and gripped Sha’gar and Jordan's hands tight. Given what happened, he was unsure if the men were coming to congratulate him, detain him, or assault him.

Gabrith must have noticed because he stopped in his tracks and held his arm out to stop Hydean as well. "Oh...my boy, after everything, do you think so little of us, of me?"

"No..." Aldric answered warily. "I'm just very suspicious of people rushing at us all of a sudden."

Gabrith nodded, signaling to Aldric that he understood, then shook his head. "Dark times, dark times indeed. Here, come sit. Thomas, join me this side."

Hydean's eyes narrowed, and he leveled his gaze on Aldric but followed Gabrith after the slightest of hesitations.

Gabrith led them back to the waiting room seats, the ones they chose were individual chairs with armrests that interconnected with the chairs next to it. The armrests weren't very comfortable, being made from wood, but the seats were padded in a grey fabric, as were the backs of the seats. So, it wasn't the most uncomfortable place to sit.

Gabrith and Hydean took seats on the opposite side of Aldric and his bonds. The seats were facing each other which was convenient for talking.

Once everyone was settled, Gabrith held his hands open. "No weapons, see."

Aldric nodded. "I'm sorry, sir."

"No, no, it is I who is sorry, my boy. That this should happen and under my watch is unconscionable. As I said during the implusyr wave...such a thing has never happened before in all of the history of the Academy."

"Wait, impul-what wave? You cast that wave that knocked us down and kept us there?" Aldric asked.

"Yes," Gabrith said with a little smile. "One of my favorite spells that I don't get to use very often, whether for good or ill."

"It was..." Aldric struggled to find a word that fit correctly. Terrifying, powerful, insane, all of the above and so much more. "Intense." That was the word he settled on.

"Yes, well, it's great for crowd control, but to think I'd have to use it on my own students..." his voice trailed off and his face fell.

Hydean took that opportunity to step in. "Yes, the Headmaster's spell was incredible. Even after having seen it on the battlefield, it still inspires awe in me. However, that is not why we are here."

"No, it's sadly not. I'd love nothing more than to exchange spellcrafting theory with young Aldric and you, Thomas. I daresay, the boy's mors segmentum spell is just as powerful as your divapere."

"Maybe." Hydean smiled smugly, clearly believing his spell was superior. "But that is still off track, Headmaster. We need to act quickly."

"Yes, yes, of course. I apologize," Gabrith said and tilted his head to Hydean before setting his attention back on Aldric. The man's eyes took on a serious look and his nose flared wide. "Someone, or more than one someone, set that riot up. There were traces of magic all around the area. We've magically preserved the entire area so our investigators can detect what happened, but as of right now, it feels like a premeditated attempt on your life."

"What?!" They all yelled at once.

Gabrith and Hydean maintained somber faces. "We don't know what spells, or how long, but the malicious intent is plain as day in the residual mana in the air. So, as a measure for your own security, we're going to be confining you to your dorm for the time being."

That got another round of "what?!" from Aldric and his bonds. This time accompanied by many, many complaints.

Even Kasumi complained. "But class, sir! Class! What are we going to do?"

"We've thought about that, and we've spoken to all of your professors," Gabrith answered, "and they've all consented to providing you with the notes for the next several weeks of classes. Your practical classes like Potion Making and Herb Lore may take a hit but we're confident you can make it back up."

That revelation earned the man even more complaints.

"Several weeks?" Nadia yelled. "We won't be able to leave the dorm for several weeks?"

"Possibly," Hydean answered this time. He held his hand up to stop any further outbursts. "We simply do not know how long it will take. We've already contacted the Imperial Grand Magus, and he is sending his top magical investigators from the Mage Police Force. They are specially trained to seek out mana like this and trace it back to its source. In the meantime, no one else is allowed in or out of the Academy grounds."

Aldric just shook his head and slumped back in his seat.

None of this felt real. It was like he was watching a play of someone else's life being acted out in front of him and he was just watching from the audience. But he wasn't. This was happening to him, and he was going to have to deal with it. As far as being stuck in the dorm, it wasn't too bad, given who he would be stuck there with him. But only having the dorm walls to look at, and not being able practice his spells was going to be an issue.

Then a thought occurred to him. "Would we be allowed to have visitors?"

"Not at first," Gabrith answered. "Any potential guest would need to be magically cleared of any wrongdoing. This is a process and given the number of people who were at the field assignment, it will take time."

"Okay," was all Aldric said in response. It was all he could say.

Logically he understood. They needed to investigate and find out exactly what happened. But being forced into hiding, practically, was not something that Aldric had been expecting.

Of course, he wasn't sure what he was expecting. Not confinement, but then again, it could be worse. Confinement was possibly better than being sent elsewhere, at least they would still be on campus.

"With the exception of Mage Bloodaxe and his bonds, old and new," Hydean said. "They will be cleared first since they were on the field assignment with you and helped defend you. Also provide me a list of your final two potential bonds, and I'll have them cleared first."

Aldric and Kasumi shared a look. "Er, I only have one right now, sir."

Then it was Gabrith and Hydean's turn to share a look. "Fine," Hydean said at length. "Tell me who and we'll put her first on the list. But Aldric," Hydean's voice became very serious. And Aldric slightly recoiled at being addressed by his first name... normally Hydean called him by his rank and surname. "Given what has transpired, I know I don't need to lecture you on this. You're already bonding faster than anyone has ever done but start at least compiling a list for your final bond. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

A jolt ran through Aelania, causing Aldric to look over. The high elf had a pensive look on her face, and she was clearly thinking something over. What that was, he didn't know.

But Aldric removed that from his mind for now. "My current potential bond is Ember Narthore, sir."

Both Hydean and Gabrith looked surprised at that, but Aldric swore he saw Gabrith sigh in relief. Probably at getting the combative dark elf out of his hair.

Though, that didn't bode well for Aldric.

"Very well," Hydean answered. "Anyone else you want us to look at first?"

Aldric gave the names of his study group. Though he knew that they weren't able to knowingly cause him harm, thanks to their contract from the last year. It sounded like someone had used magic to compel the crowd’s actions and Aldric wasn't sure if the contract would cover magically compelled actions.

Probably not.

Once that was done, Gabrith and Hydean stood and raised their hands, pointing directly at Aldric and bonds.

"Transmissio caecus!" The world went dark again.

"You know, I'm getting awfully sick of that," Aldric complained as soon as he was cognizant again. He then opened his eyes and sighed in relief at being back in his dorm. Brandeis, on his first day in the Academy, had called the room his safe space, and that never felt more true than at this moment.

The knowledge that someone had tried to kill him was like a weight laying over his chest and he didn't know how to handle that.

"Everyone okay?" He asked as his eyes scanned the room for his bonds. They were all present, standing in a group in the living room of the dorm. However, they all looked and felt more serious than he'd ever seen before.

"No, we're not okay. We're pretty fucking far from okay," Nadia's voice had a growl in it. "None of this is fucking okay."

"Yeah, what the fuck?" Jordan added. "They're acting like we did something wrong. Confining us to our room is such bullshit!"

Sha'gar's answer to that was to growl loudly.

Aelania simply nodded, but Aldric felt the raging anger inside of her.

Finally, the most level-headed of his bonds, Kasumi, shook her head. "I understand their reasoning, I do. They don't know who, how, or why this happened, but confining us to our room only signals to whoever perpetrated this that we can be intimidated. And the ones who followed along, whether magically compelled or not, that we're in some way guilty, since they're free and we're not."

Aldric nodded in understanding. None of them were wrong, it was bullshit. But, it was also safer for them.

He started to open his mouth, but Nadia cut him off.

"No, Al," she said. "Don't try to rationalize this away. They're shoving us aside so they don't have to deal with us while they investigate."

"Yeah, Al, this isn't right. We're stronger than they realize," Jordan said.

Kasumi crossed her arms over chest and leaned on one leg. "No, it’s not right. But we're going to listen."

"We will?" Aelania said, the shock in her voice was clear.

"What the fuck, Kas?" Nadia stamped her foot down and her tail went rigid straight up behind her.

"We will listen," Kasumi said loudly over her bond-sisters, "because we want to keep the Academy on our good side, but in the meantime, we're going to ask our friends to dig around and find out what they can, then report back to us."

Silence met that proclamation. "Uh, Kas," Aldric said after a moment. "How do you suggest we tell them we want to see them?"

"Ember, of course."

"Oh?" This time it was Sha'gar's turn to question Kasumi. "Why would she come here and agree to assist us?"

"Other than Aelania," Kasumi gestured to the high elf, "there's no one else at the Academy who understands her as much as I do. And beneath her angry exterior, she's just a scared girl looking for somewhere to belong. It’s why she clung to Aelania as a friend, and why she clings to the idea of...well, me."

That earned a look of confusion from them all.

"What?" Aelania said.

"Oh, come on, Ael, don't tell me you never saw it," Kasumi stated, she looked at the elf and flicked a little of her wild red hair out of her eyes.

"No, I don't know what you're talking about." Aelania sounded genuinely confused, her brows were furrowed, and she was radiating confusion and a little annoyance.

Not that Aldric could blame her, Kasumi was being frustratingly cryptic.

"She wants to belong," Kasumi answered. "When I was still unbonded we had a, for lack of a better word, camaraderie. The top five, at the time, as a group were all competent and we were all settled into our places fairly well. For those three years that I was a bond candidate, nothing changed in the top of the leaderboard. Below us five was constantly in flux."

"Yes, and?" Aelania pressed.

"And that meant we spent a lot of time together. Usually when you four would challenge me, but we had some classes together, so we knew each other. But, and forgive my arrogance, I was just always a little bit ahead of you all. Ember looked up to that, for whatever reason. She started to think of me as the ideal bond candidate. Someone to strive to be better than."

"I get it." Jordan chuckled.

Kasumi lightly laughed. "Yeah, it's a feeling I'm used to. Anyway, Ember put me on this pedestal and idealizes me. It's why she only punched Stephanie after she insulted me. It’s why she's even considering bonding Al."

"Wait, what?" Aldric cut in. "That's not what I want. I want her to like me for me, not because she's a closet lesbian."

All of his bonds' eyes turned to him.

"What?" He asked, suddenly wishing he hadn't spoken.

"She's not a closet lesbian. She finds you attractive," Kasumi scoffed.

"Yeah, Al," Jordan answered, then smirked. "Remember my jealous girl intuition? It goes off every time she's around you."

"Oh, well...good."

Kasumi rolled her eyes. "It's not that she's attracted to me. But she idealizes me and because of that she is willing to give my mage, you, a chance. She wants to belong to a group, and because you have both myself and Aelania she thinks that if there's any group she would want to belong to, it'd be this one."

Aelania blinked in response to what Kasumi said. "That..." she stopped and considered, "is probably correct. When she comes, as Kasumi rightly said she would, we need to push for her to tell her story. It will all make sense after she does."

Kasumi nodded, while the others gave a smattering of affirmative responses.

Suddenly a wave of exhaustion hit Aldric like a raging spell, and everything that had happened that day finally took its toll on him.

"Hey, think we can get out of our armors and relax a bit? We still have time till dinner... though no one mentioned how we'd be able to eat."

A look of dawning passed over his bonds’ faces, but most of all Sha'gar, who like him, had a voracious appetite.

"They must feed us!" She yelled and panic started to set in. She looked around frantically as if food would suddenly appear in front of her if she wished for it hard enough.

"Okay, okay, one thing at a time, Sha!" Jordan tried to calm the orc down. The blonde had placed her hands on Sha'gar's shoulders and was trying to push her down into one of the chairs. "It'll be okay. They won't forget that we need food."

"They better not," Sha'gar grumbled while allowing herself to be pushed into the chair. "And they had better provide enough. Am'rith and I eat more than the rest of you combined."

"Yeah, we know Shaggy," Nadia giggled. "I refuse to look at the bill when we eat at any of the restaurants because of you two."

Sha'gar blushed. "It's just my nature."

"We know." Kasumi smiled at the orc bond, then turned to Nadia and scowled. "Do not shame. Besides Al eats far more."

Aldric shrugged. "Between my magic and how active you all keep me, it’s a wonder I do anything but eat."

The girls all giggled at that and more than one's emotions drifted off to their activities. "But seriously, before that we need to get changed because as well as Marwin made these armors, I'm sick of being in it."

With that they all started to undo each other's armors and an hour later they were all dressed back in their normal clothes lounging on the couches.

"What do we do now?" Aldric asked, to which the bonds all smiled.

Several life-affirming hours later they were all dressed and re-energized.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. Kasumi and Aelania rushed the door, the former with her sword in hand, the latter with her shield up. They had all kept their weapons close to them at the couches in case of emergencies.

"Who is it?" Kasumi yelled into the wood of the door.

"Sorcerer Brandeis, I have a message from the Headmaster," Brandeis' voice came through.

Aldric stood back, his own sword in-hand, while Kasumi slowly opened the door.

Standing there was Brandeis by himself, none of his bonds at his sides. "Smart," he nodded at the weapons, "but unnecessary. I just have a message from the Headmaster. I won't impose on you. I know today has been trying."

The sorcerer held out a letter, which Kasumi took. "Thank you," she stiffly said.

"Very well." Brandeis looked tired. "I hope this is resolved quickly. I know you're all on edge, and I find no fault in that, but no one is taking this well. I'll be glad when this is behind us."

"Agreed," Kasumi simply said.

Brandeis looked taken aback by her abruptness but must have chosen not to comment on it. He took one last look inside, gave Aldric a sad smile. "Good day," then turned around and walked away.

Kasumi shut the door as quick as she could after he left.

"What's the note say?" Aldric asked, trying to ignore how painful it was to treat someone who had always treated them with respect so coldly. Kasumi had her reasons, and none of his bonds appreciated the idea of being forced to sit in the dorm for an indeterminate amount of time. But it was difficult nonetheless for someone they had been so friendly with.

Aelania and Kasumi were already reading the note. "Yadda, yadda, lots of flowery words that mean nothing..." Kasumi muttered.

"Ah, here!" She exclaimed a moment later. "The only important things to know. Food will be magically generated in our kitchen daily. The Headmaster says it will be the same food as is provided to the mess hall. Then he says, for our comfort, there is a spell to confirm no toxins. He scribbled it down here for you Al..." she showed him the letter. The spell Gabrith had written was inquidare. "He goes on to say that it detects impurities in food, to catch not only poisons but also any tampering of the food. The spell will emit a red flash of light if the food is not safe."

"Neat."

"But not very encouraging, is it?" Nadia said with a scowl.

"Huh, why?" Sha'gar asked the nekorian. The orc wasn't really paying attention and Aldric felt her hunger overriding her other senses.

"Because it means that they don't know how far the magical manipulation went. If there even was any to begin with. Things are possibly more out of control than we thought," Nadia grimly explained.

"Or they're taking our feelings into account," Kasumi countered, but even Aldric knew her heart wasn't in the argument.

Nadia tilted her head and gave Kasumi a look.

"Yeah, I know."

That all sobered them for a moment. "Anything else important?" Aldric asked, bringing them out of their funk.

"Oh!" Kasumi said, a little startled. "Sorry, I was lost in thought. Um, let me see..." she skimmed the rest of the letter. "He just says that our schoolwork will be magicked into the room by the door. They will be collecting it all once a week, it will be magically teleported out, and disseminated to our professors."

Aldric sighed. That was more than he hoped for, but less than he wanted. He needed room and time to practice his spells. Or spar with his bonds. They would be getting none of that.

"Gabrith goes on to say that Hydean stressed the need, now more than ever, to continue with what he was teaching you."

"Great," Aldric grumbled.

Kasumi read the letter a few more times and then passed it along to the rest of them. None of them could find any more hidden meanings to anything. It was just as it appeared, a simple letter.

They dispersed and went back to what they were doing and waited impatiently for dinner to arrive.

The first meal that teleported into the room scared the daylights out of them, Aldric included. They had been sitting on the couches relaxing, when a loud thrum of power surged through the kitchen and a small flash of light blinked in and out of existence.

But at the end, a large array of food was set on the table. Whoever had prepared it must have taken Sha'gar and Aldric's appetites into account because it looked like enough food to feed an army.

Aldric thanked the heavens for that, because the longer they waited for food the more Sha'gar was getting agitated. They had finally coaxed her into taking a nap to not to have to deal with her food tantrums anymore when the food finally arrived.

Hours later, and after eating dinner with gusto, it was time for bed. The happenings of the day caught up with them and they all fell soundly asleep.


Chapter 14

The days of the week progressed slowly. Each day they would wake to breakfast being teleported in, then they lounged till lunch, ate, then lounged until dinner, and then even more lounging until it was time for sleep. It was odd, to Aldric, to have nothing to do, just listlessly going through the days with nothing to break up the monotony.

Even at the orphanage they all had chores to do and were responsible for cleaning up after themselves. But at the Academy part of the magic of the dorm room was that all their messes were gone soon after. Aldric wasn't sure how that worked, considering his classwork was magically transported as well, but he didn't try to think too hard about it. There was some nuance there that he truly didn't care to learn.

All he knew was that the monotony and drudgery of having nothing to do, nothing to look forward to, was just about the worst thing that Gabrith could have done to him.

He longed for a time when Torg was trying to fight him. Or Giles was threatening him. At least those things were exciting, something to get the blood pumping.

But now? Boring. And it was only a week since their confinement started.

And it wasn't just Aldric who was feeling that way. They were all feeling the effects. Sha'gar and Aelania were dealing with it slightly better because they maintained their workout routines. Except they didn't stop in the mornings, instead going for most of the day. They roped Kasumi and Jordan into it a few times, but Nadia staunchly refused.

Aldric didn't refuse, mostly because there was nothing else to do, but also because being cut off from the gym was a frustrating predicament he hadn't even considered.

The gym was where he thought through his problems, and he was deprived of that outlet.

Though he didn't join them for the entire day, that was too much for him, he did spend a large portion of his day with them.

The first Saturday since the field assignment came and something new finally happened.

That morning after breakfast, there was a knock on their door.

Jordan and Sha'gar stood to get it, both with weapons in hand.

Instead of calling through the door, they opened it quickly and had their weapons at the ready.

"Helloooh fuck!" The sound of a surprised Ember rang out.

"Hello, Ember, do you have a reason to be here?" Jordan asked. Her voice wasn't threatening, but she hadn't lowered her sword, so the implication was clear.

"I was going to talk to Aldric," Ember snarled. "I had to go through a goddess damned screening process to do so, so the least you could fucking do is lower your weapons."

Jordan and Sha'gar shared a look but neither lowered their weapons. Aldric stifled a chuckle but strode up to the opened door. "Jor, Sha, it's okay. Hey, Ember. How're you doing?"

Aldric put his hands on his bonds’ shoulders and gently moved them back from the door to allow Ember in. They slowly lowered their weapons as well, though not very far down.

The dark elf took the invitation and hurried inside of the room.

Jordan shut the door once Ember was inside. She and Sha'gar shared another look and stayed near the door. Their emotions were guarded, like they expected this meeting to go poorly.

"I'm fine," Ember responded. She looked around the room and scoffed loudly. "Of course," she muttered to herself. Aldric understood her meaning immediately.

"Yeah, the lack of care they show the bond candidates is sharply contrasted with how well mage rooms are kept," Aldric said and shrugged. "There's probably a lesson in there about how bond candidates shouldn't take too long to bond, but it's a stupid lesson and if I could change it, I would."

Aelania took Ember's hand and led her to the couches to sit. "It's true," the high elf supplied.

"Fine, whatever. Given the shit I had to get through to be here I'm not going to go on about it. But it is shit, and anyone with half a fucking brain would tell you to treat bond candidates better. But whatever."

Aldric tried not to laugh, willing himself to not so much as smile. Not at what the dark elf was saying, she was obviously right, but at the candor with which she spoke.

"You're not wrong. But anyway, what brings you to our humble prison?" Aldric joked, sitting down on the couch opposite from her. He placed his sword down next to him. It unsettled him having to have his weapon close in his own residence, but that was his life for now.

"Yes, a gilded cage for the Academy's prize canary," Ember countered and shook her head. "Either way, I've come because I've committed to bonding with you."

The air in the room went still. Aldric knew she had committed, but she hadn't spoken the words out loud yet. Not that he'd heard at least. His bonds seemed to have guessed, or known, but hearing it out loud made it real.

"You have?" Aelania quietly asked.

"Yes. For better or worse, I am willing to hitch my wagon to Aldric," Ember answered. "And before you start, I know we won't be bonding right away. I know he has some misguided idea about falling in love with me, so I will do my part, no matter how unlikely that is to happen."

That earned a wince from Jordan and Nadia. Sha'gar scowled even harder, but Aelania and Kasumi didn't react.

"Who said anything about love?" Aldric smiled. "I believe I said emotional connection. Kasumi will tell you, I was misguided in thinking I had to be in love to bond. That can come later, I understand now. But I want there to be a connection between us."

"Fine. Whatever you want to call it. Let's do it," Ember snarked.

"Let's…do what?" This time Aldric was confused, and he furrowed his brow.

"Make a connection, speed this process up. I don't want to wait forever."

Aldric's confusion turned into amusement. Maybe whatever Aelania was alluding to in Ember's past would explain the elf's warped sense of what love, emotions, and commitment were.

"Er...okay." A smile formed on his lips. "Let's crack on then, how about you tell me about yourself. Your history?"

Ember grimaced and the question seemed to rattle her. She had to have known the question was coming, but, as Aldric knew far too well, knowing something is coming doesn't make it any easier to bear when it did come.

"Fine," she growled. Aldric didn't think the growl was directed at him, but that may have just been wishful thinking.

"I will get this out of the way first. After, I want to hear your story. I want to hear all about the hardships of whatever noble house you came from and how your butlers wiped your ass too roughly one time."

Tilting his head to the side, and really looking at her, Aldric wasn't sure what to make of that statement. She looked like she sincerely believed whatever story she had made up in her head about his past. He was sure that his story had been passed around campus by now, considering who he was, but...if her attitude was as shit as he imagined, maybe no one dared to approach her.

"Deal," he said with a smirk. He could feel his bonds’ indignation on his behalf, but also how much they would enjoy showing her up with his and their own tragic backstories.

"Good." Ember nodded. "To start, I am fifty years old. For the last three decades I have been on the run from my family."

"Whoa," Aldric murmured. That was a lot more of a start than he was expecting. "Why?"

"Because thirty years ago, my three-hundred-year-old mother decided to bond with a twenty-two year old mage, leaving nothing but heartache and tears behind."

Ah, fuck. That's why she hates mages.

Ember stopped, and it looked like to him that she sniffled a little. Aelania, who had sat next to the other elf, rubbed her back. A surprising show of empathy for her. That's how Aldric knew the story was only going to get worse.

"There's a little more to the backstory and a few things I need to explain for you to fully understand," she lamented and shook her head. "Dark elf politics are strange to most of the Empire. We live in a matriarchal society, where Houses are more than just one family. It's all of the family members, cousins, nieces, nephews, aunts, uncles, every relation you can think of, up to a certain point. They all live in, or in the immediate vicinity of, the House's manor. My House, the House of Narthore, is one of the oldest in the Empire, though our importance has somewhat waned in the last hundred years or so."

Ember looked at Aelania and smiled at the high elf, which Aelania returned and took her hand off Ember’s back. Ember sat back in her seat, put her arms over the backrest, and crossed her legs. "My mother was the Matriarch of our House for the last two-hundred and fifty years, taking over from her mother at age fifty. She had me later in life, but I was her first daughter. She had one other daughter, my sister Elashae, and two sons, my brothers, Elander and Embris."

"Your parents really liked the letter E, didn't they?" Aldric joked.

Ember did not laugh. "My mother was a little eccentric. And my father..." she gained a far off look in her eyes. "Fathers in dark elf culture are..."

"Disposable," Aelania provided.

"Disposable?" Nadia questioned.

"Matriarchs often have harems of their own and the men are interchangeable. Matriarchs can be...demanding." Ember shrugged. "If a male consort displeases the matriarch he is dealt with and another found."

"Dealt with?" Aldric asked, his voice shaky.

Ember took her thumb and drew it across her throat.

Aldric gulped in response, making Ember laugh.

"I'm fucking with you," the dark elf said, chuckling loudly at his expense.

"Ah. Shit, you got me," Aldric laughed.

"They're dismissed," Ember continued, "and usually leave the family to try their luck elsewhere. Or at worst they become commoners or tradesmen. And because family names and bloodlines are only traced through maternal lines many of the older families are technically all cousins, or closer, due to a mixing of the males."

"Ew," Nadia interrupted.

"Yes, quite," Ember laughed. "My own father was a commoner. Not a drop of noble blood, but again, he did not matter. But I am more or less only connected through my mother to the larger families."

"That's certainly an interesting way to do things," Aldric said, as carefully and tactfully as possible.

Ember shrugged. "It is what it is. I gave that background, however, in order to explain exactly what went wrong for me."

She sat forward again in her seat, placed her elbows on her knees, and folded her fingers over each other. "From the age of five until twenty I was groomed to take over as Matriarch for our House. As the eldest daughter it was my responsibility to lead the House after my mother passed or retired. I spent countless hours being tutored by the very best that Ebonbrook had to offer, mother spared no expense. Because of this I am well versed in running a family, from expenses, to setting up schedules for the harem members, and helping with family planning. As well as the normal things most noble children are tutored in, like combat, horse husbandry, and reading and writing."

Kasumi's ears, literally, perked up at the mention of expenses. Aldric internally chuckled because his first bond had been looking to offload that responsibility onto someone else. Nadia had been the perfect candidate, but the nekorian refused.

"And as my predecessors before me had done," Ember continued, "I was sequestered from the larger family. I spoke only to my mother, siblings, and various immediate relatives. This is a traditional part of the ascending matriarch's life. It's supposed to symbolically and physically separate the new matriarch from the petty squabbles of the family, to allow for fair judgments in House dealings."

Aldric couldn't help himself, he shook his head. Knowingly separating yourself from people you're supposed to lead seemed like a tremendously bad idea to him. He had said as much to Giles the year before about the Emperor. A ruler who was disconnected from their subjects isn't truly a ruler, as far as Aldric was concerned.

Ember narrowed her eyes. "Have a problem with our traditions?"

He winced at being caught but there was no denying it. "Yes, but they're your traditions. It's not my place to suggest otherwise."

Ember snorted and rolled her eyes. "Well, as it so happens, you're not the only one to think so. While I was learning everything there was to know about maintaining a House, my sister was forging connections with the other members of the House. From the least important third cousin, to our aunts, and their daughters, my sister was able to charm her way through the family and quietly put herself in the position to rule when mother retired."

"And you said at the beginning that your mother left rather...unexpectedly?" Kasumi asked, trying to phrase her question delicately.

Ember unlaced her hands and flipped her long blue hair back. "Unexpectedly is a nice way to spin it. Being a good-for-nothing whore is more accurate. One day out of the blue she gathered everyone in the House, myself included. It was the largest gathering of people I'd ever seen. I watched my sister, though, walking between everyone, laughing and talking to each person as if they were her best friend. I'll admit I was a little jealous at the ease in which she effortlessly spoke to them each. People who I was supposed to rule but had never even met."

Aldric thought he knew where the story was going but waited for Ember to finish it.

"If you can imagine the main building here at the Academy, its arches, columns, regal looking statues, perfectly glossy floor, that's basically what our audience chamber resembles, only on a smaller scale. But the decorations all have the dark elf flair for darker tones." She smiled. "My mother sat in her chair, the largest in the room, facing all of the assembled members of the House, like a queen or empress would sit in front of her subjects. I stood next to her, as her heir, though I didn't know what she was going to say. Without speaking a word, she rose from her seat, raised a hand, and silenced the room. That is the respect that a matriarch of a dark elf House holds. But..."

Ember's face turned into a snarl, her hands gripped the couch tight, and her eyes blazed with hatred. "But when she spoke my entire world shattered. She outlined how she had met a mage who had completed his time at the Academy but had chosen not to fully bond. She said when they met it was like a spark went off in her mind and she knew she had to have him. She tried to bring him into her harem, but he refused. They argued back and forth until finally she gave in, and she gave up her life for him, bonding with him and forsaking her family. That was the last time I ever saw her."

"Elders," Kasumi muttered.

"What the fuck," Nadia whispered to herself.

"That's nuts. At three hundred? And she was Matriarch with power over her House?" Jordan exclaimed.

"Yes," Ember growled. "She gave it all up for a man she barely knew. To make matters worse, as soon as she left, when I went to take my rightful place as Matriarch I was betrayed by my sister. I sat down in the Matriarch's seat, and as is customary for the remaining immediate family, my sister came before me to pledge her allegiance to the House and new Matriarch. But instead, as she knelt, members of the guard poured into the room. I demanded to know what was happening and she looked up at me with a smirk on her face. I'll never forget her words until the day I die. 'My dear sister, you are a relic of a bygone era. No House should be run by a Matriarch who doesn't know her people. Please step aside peacefully, for the good of the House.' The guards advanced on me with their weapons drawn."

Ember sighed and flung herself back on the couch. "I didn't have my weapons, or I would have fought and died, maybe even killed my sister and ended her rebellion early. But I didn't, it was only a ceremonial act, and I had no cause for concern, her betrayal never even crossed my mind. I fought the guards, but they subdued me and threw me into the House dungeon. My own sister betrayed me, and the family let it happen. They were gleeful even. They believed she would be a better ruler. I learned later that she had made all sorts of promises to gain their support.”

Ember shook her head, her blue hair swayed from side to side. "I was rescued by a loyal member of the family who bribed the guards at his own expense. He told me what transpired after I was imprisoned. She sold my brothers off to other Houses with the promise of recognizing her as the rightful heir and me as a usurper. She started calling herself Matriarch and forming her own harem. I wondered at the speed in which she accomplished everything, but it was all pre-planned. She had everything set to go the moment mother left. Even now it feels like she set that up as well, everything was just timed too perfectly for her."

"Lords above," Aldric said. "That's awful."

"Thank you." She nodded stiffly. "My rescuer, one of my favorite uncles, was able to bribe only some of the guards. He was slain as we escaped. And that was the start of my time on the run from my sister and House. For some reason she would not leave me alone. I theorize that my still being alive illegitimizes her rule in the eyes of some Houses. As such I've been pursued by bounty hunters and mercenaries for the last thirty years. Only in the last few have I had peace. Not even my sister is stupid enough to attack the Academy."

After listening to that, Aldric could actually understand why Ember felt a comradery with Kasumi. They'd had eerily similar childhoods, and while their paths diverged, if Ember knew about Kasumi's past it made sense for her to latch on to Kasumi, or least the idea of her.

Silence filled the room after Ember's tale. Aldric had a few questions, but he could see the wheels turning in Kasumi's head and let her take the lead. There was a feeling inside of him that he might actually do more harm than good in this situation and letting his bonds do most of the talking seemed like the smart idea.

"That is truly horrible. I'm sorry, Ember," Kasumi said, filled with a meaningfulness that only Kasumi could accomplish. "What did you do during those years you were on the run? How did you evade the hunters? And how did you come to be at the Academy of all places?"

Ember snorted. "For the last thirty years I've done what I needed to do to survive. Took odd jobs, worked as a mercenary for a long time. Moved from place to place across the Empire. I've been from the Facing Peak, to the City of the Saints, to Onyxpaw Village, and even as far southeast as Ag'nash. And everywhere in between. As for evading them? I was stealthy, never used my own name, and disguised myself. Whenever I was found, I ran when I could and killed when I had to. Finally, three, almost four, years ago, I ran into a mage and his three bonds at a tavern near Stormtail. As you know I'm not...the best when it comes to dealing with mages and their bonds. A product of my mother ruining my life to be with one, no doubt. But I argued with the man. His bonds rushed to his defense, obviously. And it devolved into a shouting match between me and them. The mage passively watched as it all happened, until finally he stepped in and stopped it. He told me about the Academy, how it worked, and how each of his bonds was willing, as all bonds are. I may or may not have told him to fuck himself," Ember chuckled and shook her head again.

Having been on the receiving end of Ember telling him to fuck himself, Aldric couldn't help it and laughed too. They caught each other's eyes and began laughing together.

"Anyway," Ember continued after a moment. "After that he told me to see for myself. Somehow the fucker knew I was running from something, because he commented that someone on the run would be safer at the Academy than anywhere in the Empire or abroad. That didn't stop me from telling him off again." She smiled, warmly remembering the insults she'd hurled. "But after he and his bonds left, I thought it over. And after another unfortunate run-in with a mercenary trying to take my head back to my sister...I deemed it was time to try something else. And..." Her smile faltered and her gaze drifted down towards her feet. "I was tired of running. Tired of not being myself."

She looked up again, the fire was back in her as she found Aldric's eyes. "Headmaster Gabrith took me in, knowing my story. He gave me a place to belong, whether I understood at the time or not, what that meant. And now it's time to make good on my end of the bargain."

The group was quiet for a moment, but ever irreverent, Nadia broke the silence.

"Why Al? Why commit to him? It doesn't sound like to me that you want to bond anyone."

Ember's head snapped towards the nekorian and Aldric thought for a moment that a fight would break out, but Ember sighed and shook her head. "I've thought a lot about this. I can't go back to running forever. And I can't go back home, my sister would only imprison me or have me killed, and I refuse to recognize her as Matriarch. Bonding offers me a way out."

"Oh? How?" Kasumi asked.

"Dark elf law prohibits a bond from becoming a Matriarch. By bonding I am forfeiting my right to claim the title, which should get my sister off my back for good. And I won't lie, bonding with the most powerful mage in the Empire sounds good, in case she doesn't let it go."

Aldric wasn't sure how he felt about that. It sounded like she had resigned herself to that fate and only done so to escape her sister, and for the power that he would be able to provide.

Nadia scoffed. "So, you're only looking at Al because of his power. Fuck that, bye."

"I didn't say that!" Ember retorted, her teeth clenched. "I said it was a reason. Not the reason."

"Then what is the reason?" Jordan asked, jumping on the question immediately.

"The reason is because of Aelania...and Kasumi. And Aldric, of course." She added the last bit hastily after seeing his bonds' indignation rise. "I don't want to be alone anymore. Aelania and Kasumi are the closest thing to friends that I have ever had. They both bonded the same man, for very similar reasons."

Ember stopped and looked Aldric in the eyes. He returned the look and saw a sincerity he had never seen in her before. "I do not believe in love. I have never felt it and I don't think it exists. But...both Aelania and Kasumi vouch for feeling it with you. And..." Her words stopped and she shut her eyes. Opening them again, she found Aldric. "I'm willing to try."

Aldric sat still for a moment, pondering on how to respond. He felt like she was being forced by circumstance to bond, instead of actually wanting it. But she said she was willing to try. I should at least give her a chance.

"Okay," Aldric said. He stood from his seat, walked over to Ember, and outstretched his hand. "I'm willing to try as well. If we don't get along, we don't get along. But, as I said before, I'm willing to help you, no matter what happens. If that means getting your sister to leave you alone, then so be it. Understood?"

Ember stood as well and took Aldric's hand and shook. "Deal. I'm not easy going, but I'll attempt to not be a bitch all the time."

"Good. And I'll try not to rise to every provocation."

"Pity," she said with a growing grin.


Chapter 15

Ember sat back down, crossed her legs and steepled her fingers over her knees. "Now I want to hear your story, Aldric. Tell me what growing up as a human noble was like."

The corners of Aldric's mouth tugged up. "You know, it wasn't that bad, now that I think about it. A few hundred beatings and more insults than I can count. Not the worst thing I could have endured." Aldric laughed a bit more than he had intended. With help from his bonds, he was able to mostly move on from his past but there was that small bit of him that would never be able to let go.

As evidenced by his fear earlier in the year, Aldric couldn't do anything except thank the gods for his bonds and forever love them for their support.

Ember's face went white. Or was it more grey? He wondered with a small internal smile.

"What?"

"Ember," Aelania spoke from beside the dark elf, "I'm not sure where you got the notion that Aldric was a noble. He ran away from his home in a small village at the age of six. He was taken in by his mother, Lorelei, and raised in her orphanage."

"What? No...that can't be right..." Ember looked at Aldric liked she'd never seen him before.

"I mean, it is?" Aldric said, followed by a barking laugh. "Jordan was there at the same orphanage, you can ask her."

"Yu,” Jordan happily supplied. "Though Aldric took Mistress’s last name and I didn't, since my parents were killed, not evil." They both laughed at that, making Ember even more confused.

"But...wait, wait, wait. Hold on." Ember put her hands up in a stopping motion. "Everyone says your mother was an Arch Mage, which everyone knows makes you a fucking noble! And your mana soul isn't normal, only nobles have larger souls!"

"Well, my birth mother was a monster and definitely not a noble. My surrogate mother, Lorelei Ironheart, ran the orphanage Jordan and I both grew up in. But you're right, she is an Arch Mage. Her bonds helped raise us as well. Though they are her husbands, not just bonds."

"Ah, well...fuck." Was all Ember could say in response.

"I'm sorry," Aldric chuckled a little. "I thought my story would have circulated enough by now and everyone would know. Maybe that was a bit presumptuous and pigheaded of me."

"Maybe," she joked and let out a snort. "But wait...you're a runaway?"

Aldric could see the wheels turning in Ember's head.

"I think, while we have completely different circumstances, that might be something in common...in a very small way. I wasn't so much a runaway, as I fled, but still."

"Me, as well," Aelania said.

"I guess me too," Kasumi added.

"I'm just a regular orphan with dead parents." Jordan's laugh had a sad lilt to it.

"I didn't run away, I was sold," Nadia said and shrugged.

"Wait, you were sold to Aldric?" Ember screeched and jumped to her feet.

"By the Light," Aelania muttered and shook her head. "Do you not listen to any gossip at all, Ember?"

With a strong tug on the back of her shirt, Aelania pulled the dark elf back down to the couch.

"Ow! And no?" Ember glared at Aelania but immediately looked back at Nadia. "Only what they tell us, or I overhear from my roommates and usually I tune them out. Who sold you to who?"

"My parents," Nadia said and Aldric heard the less-than-subtle hint of anger in her voice. The contents of her parents’ letter was never far from the forefront of Nadia's mind. And Aldric was anxious too, as they hadn't heard back from the Imperial Council on Claudia's adoption. If they didn't hear soon, he was going to get a message to Lorelei...if he could get out of the damn room. Maybe they could have Ember do it for him.

"Sold me to the Frosthammer clan," Nadia continued. "Torg Frosthammer."

"Oh, is that the dwarf whose mana soul Aldric destroyed?"

"Yup!" The chipper sound of Nadia's face did not match the feral grin that stretched her face. "I wish Al had killed the stumpy little fuck, but what he did do was good enough. I ever see that fucking dwarf again though, then I'll kill him."

"Fair." Ember nodded in agreement. "But, okay, I know most of that story, I think. Aldric destroyed the dwarf's mana soul because he had bought you?"

"Nope, Al took care of Torg because he tried to rape me," Jordan said with a small shake of her head.

"Wait, what?!" Ember jumped up again with her fists clenched.

Jordan made a face. "I was dumb...there's a lot of backstory there, maybe if you and Al bond I'll tell you it all. But I thought I screwed up my chances with Al, and then that stupid fucking Torg took that as permission to try to rape me. I stopped him, but once Al found out, he kinda flew off the handle. He was going to kill Torg but we stopped him."

"Why?" Ember's voice was incredulous.

"We didn't want Aldric to get expelled for Torg," Kasumi said, "and we didn't know if the Headmaster would take the circumstances into consideration. It was the safest option."

Ember looked like she wanted to argue but didn't. But, with a sass that only Ember could muster, she turned back to Aldric. "Anything else I should know?"

"Uh...." Aldric wracked his brain. "Oh, we're in the process of trying to adopt Nadia's little sister, Claudia. She..." Aldric looked at Nadia to see if she had a problem telling Ember the story.

Nadia shook her head and growled. "My sister was sold to the Frosthammers after I bonded with Al, to wipe out my parents' debt to the clan. According to my parents, as much as you can believe them, they were supposed to train her as a blacksmith, but instead they tortured and assaulted her. The clan head, Mundo, did worse."

Ember's eyes darkened and she balled her fists. "What?" Her voice was a low growl.

"The only reason I didn't fly off the handle when I found out was because Claudia was there. Al, though, almost killed his surrogate fathers for stopping him from killing Torg right then," Nadia explained.

Ember's eyes went wide, and she turned slowly to Al.

He felt his cheeks heat in embarrassment. "I mean, I wouldn't have killed them. They are like fathers to me. But I don't know how far I would have gone. I completely lost my shit, only Lorelei and Kasumi were able to calm me down."

Ember eyed him warily but nodded. "Where is Claudia now?"

"With Lorelei at her orphanage," Nadia answered bitterly.

Ember cocked her head in confusion at Nadia's tone.

"We tried to have her come here, but the Headmaster said no," Kasumi answered the dark elf's confusion. Though, she looked at Nadia with sad eyes, because she hadn't agreed with bringing Claudia to the Academy.

"It's fine." The nekorian waved away Kasumi's concern.

"Okay, well, fuck, that's a lot of info that you just dumped on me," Ember muttered and looked around at them all, but her eyes lingered on Aldric the longest.

"Yes, quite.” Aelania, as ever, had a flat expression, but her feelings were anxious. Probably worried that the explanations of their pasts that they all shared would be too much for Ember.

"And I still haven't heard all of that story, I believe." She motioned to Nadia. "Nor did I hear much from you," she pointed at Sha'gar and Jordan. "But we can leave that for another time."

Sha'gar grunted in response, while Jordan smiled. It wasn't a warm smile, but not unkind either. Aldric had the feeling it was going to take a lot for Jordan to warm up to Ember, considering the elf's usual attitude.

Though, she had been mostly pleasant during this meeting.

"I think I've wasted enough of your time." Ember put her hands on her knees and pushed herself up. "I understand if my past is too much for you. Just let me know soon."

Aldric shook his head and felt for his bonds’ emotions. They were conflicted, most of them were okay, but a couple were teetering in what they wanted.

"It's fine," he said after a lengthy pause. "We all have less than favorable pasts, if yours becomes a problem we will deal with. The only thing I'm worried about is compatibility. If we aren't compatible, we'll go our separate ways, no hard feelings."

Ember's eyes locked onto his. Her expression was unreadable with her dark blue lips pursed and red eyes narrowed. "Fine by me," she said at length. Turning to Aelania, she shook the elf's hand, then moved to each of Aldric's bonds and shook their hands as well. When she was done, she looked back at Aldric, her eyes shone with mischief. "Goodbye, Aldric Ironheart. I hope your incarceration ends soon, but if not, I'll come back and spend more time."

Ember bowed her head slightly at him and then walked towards the door. She turned the handle and looked back one last time, then left.

"Wait!" Kasumi suddenly yelled out and followed the elf out of the door. Aldric didn't know what that was about and waited patiently for her to come back.

Several minutes later Kasumi returned with a smug smile on her face.

"What's got you so happy?" Nadia asked.

"Ember agreed to take a message to our friends and allies," Kasumi said, smiling at Nadia. Aldric felt like she was holding something back, but he trusted Kasumi to make the right choices for their family, so he didn't pressure her on it.

Another week passed and they still hadn't heard anything from the Headmaster, Hydean, or Brandeis. Logically Aldric knew that whatever investigation was happening would take a while, it just wasn't fun to be forced to sit on the sidelines.

Mercifully, the week didn't drag as much as the previous week because the schoolwork they were waiting on arrived.

A mound of papers, books, and even a cauldron appeared on Monday morning. Each of their professors had left notes with detailed instructions for their work. Most of the materials were the lectures that happened the week prior and the work that accompanied them in class.

Aldric had been under the impression that they wouldn't be able to do practical work, but Professor Silverstone had written instructions on what potions they were studying and how to make them.

There were only small grumbles of discontent from Nadia about completing it. Aelania and Kasumi worked in tandem to complete the Potion Making work first. Ever since their disagreement, Aelania had been applying herself to the class and doing very well under Kasumi's tutelage.

This week they were set on the task of making minor healing potions, the kind that Kasumi had used on Ember during training. They weren't all that useful if a mage was around, but they were useful for bonds caught in the heat of battle away from their mage, or for mundane soldiers who couldn't rely on a mage to care enough to save their lives.

As they saw with Ember, the potions would heal minor injuries and even stave off exhaustion for a while. The potions wouldn't regrow a lost limb, or pull a person from death's door, but they would hold it open for a little while longer to allow someone to administer a more potent cure. Magical or otherwise.

They paired off to get the work done, Aelania and Kasumi worked together, then Aldric and Jordan, and finally Nadia and Sha'gar. Aelania and Kasumi, to no one's surprise, fared the best. Aldric and Jordan weren't far behind though not as perfect a result as Kasumi and Aelani. But in obvious last place, Nadia and Sha’gar's work barely resembled a potion.

Aldric and Kasumi conferred on what they should do to catch the nekorian and orc up to the rest. They ended up giving them extra work, which caused both Nadia and Sha'gar to complain loudly, until Aldric held up the solid brown substance that they had concocted that looked nothing like the blue-green liquid they were supposed to have made.

That quieted them both.

For Herb Lore, they focused mainly on the herbal ingredients of minor healing potions, the primary of which was a leafy plant named alofolium. Though, according to the notes Professor Moonsong provided, it was more generally known by the name of Healer's Blessing, due to being used in many of the potions and poultices that Healers used to treat injuries.

Imperial Foreign Policy was also mostly note taking. They had moved on from Drelmecia and were now onto one of their neighbors to the far west, Otho. Their kingdom resided to the east of the Frosthammer mountains, which explained why the Frosthammers were so important, and why they focused on manufacturing weapons. Living so close to another nation, one that the Empire had a rocky past with, made it necessary to forge the best weapons and stay well-armed.

That only made what they had done more heinous, because Adibella's notes indicated that the Frosthammers had been receiving a substantial amount of support from the Empire. Aldric wondered what the need was to do the things they did? They ran a successful business, made arms for the Empire, received generous compensation for it, and yet still did evil things in the name of gaining more power.

Nadia had similar thoughts as he did when they went over Adibella's notes. She scowled the entire time, which no one scolded her for.

Battle Tactics had them reviewing their formations and giving information on the uses of each, and then gave real-life examples of when they were used effectively or not-so-effectively. Both taught lessons that were easy to learn.

Drills and Maneuvers was the only class they couldn't really do anything for. They did practice the formations with the space they had, given that they were usually a group unto their own in class, but without the supervision and guidance of Sorodar it was hard to determine if they were completing the formations correctly.

Overall, Aldric was impressed with his and his bonds’ efforts. Even Nadia and Sha'gar were taking the work seriously despite their potions fail. And it made the week progress quicker and with fewer incidents of boredom induced shenanigans.

Eventually Saturday arrived and with it, something new.

A knock on their door came mid-morning, Aelania took up her shield and Nadia twirled her knives in her hands as they opened it.

Behind the opened door stood Lorn, She'lar, Ghorza, and Ur'rog, as well as Thom and Zach.

"Brother!" Lorn roared and barreled into the room. The orc rushed to Aldric and vigorously shook his arm, almost pulling it out of its socket. "It's been horrible not seeing you or my sister since the field assignment, how have you been?"

"Fine, fine! I'd like my arm back, Lorn!" Aldric laughed.

"Oh, right, sorry!" The orc let go and smiled.

"Brother." Sha'gar came up and thumped Lorn with her fist. "I see Ghorza and Ur'rog are still here, have you bonded as you had indicated you would?"

"Yes! I'm pleased to present my new bonds, Ghorza and Ur'rog." He extended his arm towards the orcs, who were standing back by the door, their faces looking like a mixture of pride and embarrassment.

"Welcome to our prison!" Aldric waved his hand forward for everyone to come in.

Zach, in particular, was bouncing on his feet while waiting.

"Hey, man." Aldric walked up to him and fist bumped his oldest friend.

"None of that." Zach shook his head. The wolfkin lunged and grabbed Aldric in a tight hug. "Don't scare us like that. Thom and I were at the field assignment, we saw the waves of people rushing you. It was so scary. If that spell hadn't knocked everyone down, I don't know what would have happened."

Aldric shifted uncomfortably and patted Zach on the back. "I'm sorry, man."

Zach breathed deep one more time and released Aldric. "Don't be." Then he punched Aldric in the arm as hard as he could.

"Ow! What's that for?" Aldric asked indignantly.

"For worrying us all, you prick! And then sending Ember to talk to us. She has an attitude, that one."

"Yes, she was mildly unpleasant, though from what I can tell that was her being nice," Lorn chuckled from behind them both.

Aldric rubbed his arm where Zach's fist had connected and glared at his friend, but let it go. "Yeah, she can be kind of..."

"Intense," Kasumi finished for him. "But please, come in." She ushered everyone inside the dorm.

Thom was his usual thin awkward, avian self. He stood in the back of the pack entering the dorm. His feathers were ruffled slightly, and his gaze shifted from side to side, watching everyone with his hawk-like eyes. Others may have found that off putting or suspicious, but Aldric knew that it was just Thom's way. The avian man was skittish and nervous at the best of times but now Aldric was half-expecting Thom to be having a nervous breakdown.

"Hey Thom, come on in." Aldric held his hand out to invite him in.

"Th-thank you, Friend Aldric," Thom squawked. "I'm s-sorry for my hesitation. Th-the whole affair has left me rather r-rattled."

"No worries," Aldric said with a shrug.

"S-still, I am glad to see you okay and in g-good spirits," Thom stammered and smiled weakly.

"Yeah, we're doing the best we can," Aldric said as he closed the door behind Thom.

"Good." Thom nodded once and moved further into the room, sitting down next to Zach, who had found Jordan and was chatting quietly with her.

Aldric stood back, by the door, and watched his friends and bonds mingle. Jordan, Thom, and Zach were sitting together talking, Sha'gar and Lorn were speaking in a corner, both animatedly waving their hands at each other. Kasumi and Nadia were seated on a couch and talking across to Lorn's two newest bonds, Ghorza and Ur'rog, along with She'lar.

Aelania was the only odd one out...other than himself. She was standing next to Aldric, shield still in-hand, watching the group impassively. He felt her conflicted feelings of longing, but also reservation and a little fear.

He reached out and took her into his arms, eliciting a small yelp from her. Holding her close to his chest, Aldric leaned down and brought his mouth to her pointed ears. After a soft kiss on her lobe, he whispered, "Thank you for staying by my side. But you can mingle if you want."

She shook her head, only a fraction. "No," she whispered back. "I'm more comfortable here, next to you."

Aldric smiled, kissed her once more, then straightened. "Okay, everyone," he addressed the group. "I know why I'm here," he stopped to laugh, "but to what do we owe the honor of your presence?"

The conversations stopped abruptly as they all turned to Aldric. "I thought that'd be obvious, brother," Lorn grunted. "We want to help. Ember's message said to come here and help figure out what happened and plan a response."

"So it did." Kasumi stood and came over to stand with Aldric and Aelania. "The administration is conducting their own search, but they don't know the students as well as we do. To that end, since you're here, we're going to ask several things of you for the length of our..." she glanced at Aldric.

"Incarceration," he snorted.

"Fine, incarceration." She rolled her eyes. "We ask that you talk to other students who were there, what they remember, if there was anything suspicious happening before. Or anything suspicious now. If you do find something, let us know. We just ask that you don't engage or put yourselves in harm's way for us."

"Aye, I can do that," Lorn said with a grunt. She'lar stood proudly by his side, while Ghorza and Ur'rog stood menacingly behind her.

"Uh..." Thom started.

"No worries, babe," Zach whispered and ruffled Thom's feathers with his hand a little. "We'll stick to talking to bond candidates and lower-level mages. I'm not gonna put either of us in danger."

"Thank you," Thom softly said.

"Good!" Aldric clapped his hands together. "Now, how have classes gone for you? How are Drills and Maneuvers going?"

The discussion moved away from the riot and on to classes. They mostly discussed classes and what Aldric had been missing, mainly in Drills and Maneuvers. Apparently Sorodar hadn't commented on Aldric and his bonds absence, but she'd been even more surly than usual, putting everyone through the paces for hours on end.

While Aldric appreciated not being drilled for hours, he still was quite upset that he was missing that much practice.

Lorn, Thom, and their bonds stayed for a long time, late into the night talking, laughing, joking, and acting as normal as they could. Finally, She'lar and Kasumi both ended the party around two in the morning. Aldric lamented the end of the fun, since it had felt like before the riot and he didn't want the fun to stop, but as with all things, it had to end eventually.


<3 Chapter 16 <3

"Aldric," Aelania said in a low, seductive, tone. "I require attention in the bedroom."

Aldric looked up from his book and saw the high elf standing in the doorframe of the library wearing possibly the skimpiest outfit he had ever seen. Certainly, the skimpiest he had seen on her.

She was wearing a two piece of black lacy lingerie, with panties that barely could be described as panties. They were essentially thin strips of fabric that covered only the barest of skin and there was a gaping hole where her vagina rested.

Her top wasn't any less revealing. The thin black straps of the bra were practically nonexistent and the cups for the bra were see-through, with only a sheer fabric covering them, allowing him to see her perfect, pink nipples.

"Oh...shit..." he whispered.

"You like?" She grinned wide.

"F-fuck yeah."

"Then, let us retire to the bedroom. We'll be...mostly alone."

"Oh?" He raised an eyebrow. "Who have you recruited to help you this time?"

"You'll find out soon enough, my mage."

"Fine," he chortled and jumped up and raced for the door. Aelania squealed with delight when he took her into his arms. He ran his hands across her soft body, up and down, paying special attention to her butt, which he loved watching as they made love.

"I might not make it to the bedroom," he whispered into her ear.

"As you wish…but the others will be disappointed...though I admit I am having a hard time caring.” she leaned into his caresses.

"Well...I wouldn't want to disappoint any of my bonds..."

"I understand. It is imperative for you to keep all of us happy. And being well fucked by you is one of the best ways I've seen to maintain that."

"I aim to please."

"By the Light, do you ever..." Aelania moaned as his hands slipped under the thin fabric of her bra, cupped her breasts, and pinched her nipples.

She shuddered but put her hands on his and softly stopped him. "I love this, Aldric, but the others are waiting."

He stopped immediately and scooped Aelania up into his arms.

"Whoa!" She exclaimed followed by a joyous laugh.

"Then let's go. I don't want to wait, Ael."

Aldric raced to the bedroom and didn't see anyone there at all. He looked all around and still nothing.

"Uh...Ael...?"

She giggled, which was so unlike her. "Put me on the bed, my mage."

He gently laid her down and she sprawled herself out on her stomach, facing away from him. Her legs spread far apart, and she angled her ass slightly into the air. The view was fantastic for Aldric, he loved playing with her incredible ass.

She turned her face back to look at him. "I have a request, my mage. Can you...eat me, then mount me, and fill me with your seed?"

Aldric smiled wide. "Of course." He knelt down, pushed her legs together and slipped the thin fabric down, and tossed them aside.

He then bent down and got on his knees behind her. Reaching out, he felt her already soaking wet pussy.

"Lords, Ael, ready to go are you?"

"You have that effect on me."

"Good." He inserted a finger and heard her breath hitch. Twisting his hand so it was faced up, he began pushing his finger farther and farther inside of her.

"Ohh..."

He then scrunched his finger, bending it and scraping it against her insides in the one spot that drove her wild. "Ohh fuck, Aldric!" She cried out.

Not wasting any more time, he continued to finger her like that while moving his face closer.

Teasing her any longer felt unnecessary, so he brought his mouth directly onto her slit and began licking.

"Shit! That feels good."

He just chuckled into her and continued licking her, at first slowly, languidly, but gaining in intensity the longer he went.

"Please, lick my clit, Aldric, please..." she pleaded.

"In due time," he said with a grin, earning a moan of discontent from her.

But that moan turned from discontent to pleasure when he began licking at her again. Making swirling motions over her lips, he tasted her sweet nectar as it freely leaked from her.

His tongue darted into her, invading her pussy as much as he could. "Oh, fuck!" She exclaimed.

He pushed further and licked what he could while there until his mouth strained.

Once he pulled back, he felt her arousal reaching its peak and he knew it was time. He moved forward again, angling himself so that he could reach, and lightly licked at her clit. Her body shivered on contact.

"Fuck!" She yelled out.

"I'm just getting started, Ael," he said before licking her again.

"Please, lick and suck my clit, my mage," she whispered through ragged breaths.

Happy to oblige, he spent the next several minutes licking and sucking on her little clit. Each movement brought new joy through her bond, and he was sure she was holding back her orgasm. And that presented a challenge that he couldn't pass up.

Redoubling his efforts, Aldric started sucking on her clit with a renewed intensity, all while using his tongue to add extra pleasure.

"Oh! No! Not yet! I need more!" She cried out. But it was too late, his ministrations had taken her to her peak. Her body went rigid, and she shuddered as she came on his face. "Fuck! Fuck yes! I'm coming!" She cried with joy.

Aldric licked her a few more times, tasting her sweet nectar, but eventually pulled back.

He stood, admiring his handiwork. Aelania was slumped forward on the bed, her face buried in the sheets, her mouth open and tongue lolling out. Her pussy was so invitingly dripping with her juices that he couldn't help himself.

Taking off his clothes in record time, his erection sprung out of his underwear like a raging spell.

He was so hard and needed immediate relief.

Aelania, finally coming back to life from her orgasm high, turned around and smiled.

"Please, mount me my mage. Fuck me and fill me with your seed."

"With pleasure."

Aldric stepped back onto the bed and knelt behind Aelania. Her body and face were still flat on the bed, but her ass was sticking up. All of his bonds had lovely bodies, and he savored and loved them all individually.

But Aelania.

For being the second shortest of his bonds, she had the widest hips, and largest ass, of the group.

A fact that Aelania knew Aldric went wild for. Whenever they made love, she made sure that they finished with Aldric taking her from behind so he could watch her ass slam back, or down, on him.

The fact that she wanted him to start in this position was likely because she wanted him to indulge in her desires, which was to watch him have sex with his other bonds. They'd done so with all his bonds, but Nadia was Aelania's favorite to do it with because the nekorian talked dirty to her whenever they did, something that Aldric liked quite a bit as well.

So as he lined himself up behind her, and placed his hands on her hips, he knew that this was far from the end of his journey for the night.

His cock head brushed against her lips and Aelania squirmed. "Please, please my mage, take me. Take me as hard as you want."

He slowly slipped his head inside of her, making them both groan in ecstasy. If she was going to sit on the sidelines for part of the night, he wanted to make sure that her time was as memorable as possible.

"Fuck," Aldric said with a groan as he pushed further inside of her. "I love your fucking pussy."

Aelania couldn't respond because her mouth was open, and she was giving a silent scream.

With a smirk, he started slowly thrusting in and out of her. Agonizingly slow. With each push forward he pressed hard and rocking her forward. Each time her mouth opened but no sound came out.

Her insides felt like they contoured to him and squeezed him a little more each time he thrust fully inside of her.

As always, he marveled at what the non-human bodies would do when he made love to them. Sha'gar had her internal ridges, Nadia and Kasumi had their tails and an unrivaled internal heat. But for Aelania it felt like her body changed so that he fit perfectly inside of her. So that each time he pushed in and out it squeezed at him, almost like her body was milking him of his seed.

A purpose that he was more than happy to accommodate.

He began thrusting in and out of her faster. Her gripped her soft flesh tighter, creasing her skin where his fingers dug in.

A real moan of pleasure finally escaped Aelania's lips. "Yesssss..." it was deep and guttural, far more than her natural voice.

With one of his hands, he reached around her ass and under to her clitoris and began playing with it again.

"By the Light!" Aelania shouted. "Fuck me!"

At this point Aldric was thrusting in and out of her like a man possessed. Her body quivered and shook from his internal assault.

"Yes, Ael..." he groaned through his thrusts. "Fuck yes."

She spasmed underneath him, an orgasm that rocked her body, but he didn't stop. She wanted it hard and fast, and he was going to deliver that to her.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck," he rapidly said with each thrust. He didn't have much time left, her insides were gripping him like a vice and her ass was bouncing back from each hard clash with the perfect amount of jiggle.

"I'm..." he panted.

"Yes. Yes, my mage, cum inside me," she moaned into the mattress.

"Fuck!" He lost the battle to hold back his eruption and came. His body pulsed, each time depositing his seed into his high elf bond.

"Yes..." she moaned while grinding herself on him, making sure his seed got as far in as possible.

After a few seconds of bliss, Aldric lightly slapped her on the ass and pulled out and flopped down on to the bed next to her. She turned over and draped herself across his chest. They laid together, both of their chests rapidly rising and falling.

"My mage," Aelania said after a moment like that, "you cannot relax. My bond-sisters are coming, and they will need to be satisfied."

"Okay, you said that before, but who is joining us?"

Aelania simply nodded towards the door, which opened precisely at that moment...how they had coordinated that Aldric had no idea. In strode a very confident looking Kasumi and Nadia.

And they had every right to look confident. Kasumi was wearing a very skimpy piece of lingerie, one that Aldric had no idea the name of, but it could barely be considered clothing, as the sheer fabric was see-through and didn't cover her large bust or her incredible pussy.

Nadia, alternatively, was wearing even less. She was wearing what looked like leather straps that crisscrossed her body, purposefully missing any intimate areas. In fact, the straps surrounded her breasts, accenting them even more. The only bit of her normal clothing that she was wearing was her collar that he'd given to her.

"Holy fuck..." was all Aldric was able to say.

Both Kasumi and Nadia smirked. "Damn right, Al," Nadia growled with a lustful intensity.

"Tell us how we may please you, my mage," Kasumi said, falling easily into her usual demeanor in bed.

Nadia rolled her eyes at Kasumi's submissiveness, but the grin never left her face. "Aelania, your time is over. Go, sit over there." Nadia pointed at a chair in the corner. The chair was normally occupied by whatever clothing the girls wore day-to-day, but for the first time since Nadia had moved in, it was clear.

"Yes, bond-sister," Aelania demurely answered. She kissed Aldric on the cheek one last time, lifted herself up, and made her way over to the chair. Once seated she looked at Nadia expectantly, possibly hoping for further instructions.

Nadia rolled her eyes again, but looked at the elf, who had leaned back in the chair and spread her legs. Aelania hadn’t moved any further but her hands were fidgeting, itching to move south.

"You can touch yourself, but do not cum before me or Kas, is that understood?"

"Yes, bond-sister."

That was new. Aldric looked at Nadia in confusion, but she just shook her head. "Ael and I have been talking a little and this is what she wanted."

"Okay," Aldric said, a little confused but Aelania was going along with it, so he didn't say anything.

By this time, though, seeing his first and second bonds dressed up like that and witnessing Nadia bossing Aelania around, his erection was coming back to life.

"Kas," Aldric said, a plan forming in his mind. His first bond, jumped at being addressed, her tails bouncing excitedly. "I think Aelania's a little dirty from earlier, be a good girl and clean her up."

Kasumi nodded and made her way over to where Aelania was sitting and lowered herself to the ground, kneeling in front of the elf. Aelania looked surprised, but didn't move.

"Remember Ael, no cumming."

"Very well, bond-sist...oh fuck!" The elf exclaimed. She threw her head back in joy and moaned loudly as Kasumi ate her out.

Nadia shook her head but caught Aldric's gaze and snickered. "Okay, big boy, what do you want to do?"

"Oh, I have a few ideas." He moved forward and cupped her small breasts in his hands. He leaned in and kissed Nadia, his tongue darting past the seal of her lips. For all of her tough exterior, when they were together, the nekorian was like putty in his hands. She moaned and leaned into the kiss.

He tweaked her nipples a little, eliciting a yelp of surprise and a grin.

"More."

He pinched her harder. Another moan.

Aldric walked them over to the bed, one careful step at a time. When the back of Nadia's legs hit the bed, they stopped. She broke the kiss and grinned. "It seems like I'm trapped. Between a rock." She grabbed a hold of Aldric's stiff manhood and began stroking him gently. "And a hard place."

"I don't think the bed counts as a hard place."

"Oh! Oh, by the Light! Please, please let me cum!" Aelania yelled out.

Aldric and Nadia both looked over to see the high elf wriggling on the chair, Kasumi's face still buried deep in her crotch, the kitsune's tails bouncing happily behind her.

"Nope!" Nadia yelled and turned her attention back to Aldric. "Kas is really good at that, so we don't have much time. There's too many things I want to do, but it's been too long since I've tasted you. May I suck your cock, my mage?"

"Yes," Aldric breathily responded.

Nadia nimbly dropped to her knees in front of him, she stuck out her tongue and gently flicked his head, causing him to shiver.

Aldric looked down to see a mischievous smile on her face.

Off to the side, Aelania was moaning and panting out 'please' so often it sounded more like a mantra than a request.

Nadia opened her mouth, grabbed Aldric by the base, and guided his cock inside. Instantly the warmth of her mouth enveloped him and made him shudder.

His nekorian bond didn't waste any time, she began bobbing her head on him rapidly.

As Aldric stood there, enjoying the feeling of her working him over, he let go of all of the stress that he had been holding in. He just let himself relax and enjoy the very special treatment he was receiving.

If he was being honest, Nadia was the best at sucking him. Jordan was a very close second, but Nadia had held the spot since the beginning, and she was proving why. Her hands twisted around his shaft while her mouth glided over him effortlessly. Her saliva, mixed with pre-cum, allowed her to more easily do so.

Nadia released her grip and took him all the way to his base. He felt her push herself further down, until he felt the constriction of her throat. Apparently she'd gotten notes from Jordan.

"Oh...oh, fuck, Nay...I can't hold on."

Nadia quickly came back up, leaving a long string of saliva connecting them. She held his cock, pointing it directly at her face and pumped him hard with her hand. "Cum, my mage. Cum all over me."

Aldric came, hard. His cum shot out of him as fast as a spell, covering his nekorian bond with multiple spurts of his seed. She closed her eyes just before the first shot hit her, but had a smile on her face that only grew larger the more she was covered.

His peak hit at the same time that Aelania's did. The high elf screamed, "Yes!" at the top of her lungs. Aldric looked over to see the elf's body contorted in a position that didn't look comfortable at all.

Her back was arched, her legs kicked into the air, and her head was thrown back over the headrest of the chair. Her beautiful nearly-white blonde hair was a frayed and tangled mess, and was no longer in its neat and orderly normal pony and braid.

Nadia stood, wrapped her tail around Aldric's deflated member, and walked over to where Kasumi and Aelania were with Aldric in tow.

Once there, she knelt next to Kasumi, still not relinquishing Aldric from the soft, but strong grip of her tail. "Kas, you did a good job. But I need cleaning, our mage was very naughty."

Kasumi turned to look at Nadia, her face covered in Aelania's wetness. A grin formed as she took in Nadia's look.

"Yes, I see that he has been." Kasumi leaned forward and nibbled on Nadia's ear. The nekorian hadn't expected that and it sent a shiver down her spine and through her tail, which is how Aldric felt it.

"Fuck..." Nadia whispered. She pulled back, grabbed Kasumi's head and lunged at her, kissing the kitsune as hard as she could.

Kasumi jolted in shock, but recovered quickly then leaned into it, pressing her face into Nadia's, smearing Aldric's seed all over her own face.

They broke the kiss and started licking each other's faces. Kasumi licked a large glob of his seed from under Nadia's right eye, then Nadia leaned in and ran her tongue all along Kasumi's cheek then up and onto her forehead.

They continued that way until they were both clean...or as clean as they could be.

Then they turned back to Aldric, who had regained his erection while he watched them. "So, who will you take first, my love?" Kasumi purred.

Nadia's tail began rubbing him, its soft fur caressed him up and down. "Me, Al, me," the nekorian said.

"No, me!" Kasumi stood, turned around, and bent over the bed, presenting her hind-quarters. Her tails swayed back and forth, enticing him even further.

"Sorry, Nay." Aldric looked at the nekorian, who still was kneeling below Kasumi. "You just tasted me, it's Kas' turn."

"Fine," Nadia fake whined. "That gives me some time to play with my high elf toy."

Aldric's eyes met Aelania's, the high elf was sitting on the chair, her legs sprawled out. She was panting heavily, and her breasts heaved up and down, but her eyes were squinting warily at Nadia. Aldric didn't intervene because it was just a show for their playtime. Internally she was more turned on than Aldric had ever felt her be.

Nadia finally released the grip her tail had on him and sat down next to Aelania in the chair, bringing the high elf's head onto her shoulder.

He shrugged at Aelania and focused back on Kasumi. The kitsune was swaying her behind, egging him on to enter her. She was bent over the bed with her arms straight out for support.

More than happy to oblige, he walked behind her. Gripping himself he lightly slapped her ass with his cock, making her giggle. With an open palm he gently slapped her ass, sending shockwaves up her body.

"Nnng, yes..." Kasumi moaned. "Like that my love."

With cock still in-hand, he slowly slid it up and down from her ass crack to her slit. "Please, please, no teasing. Stick it in, now. I need to feel your fucking cock."

There it was, vulgar Kasumi. She never swore unless she was incredibly turned on. That's what he had been waiting for.

Aldric gripped her tails at their base making her head turn up and she let loose a loud yip.

At that moment, Aldric pushed into her as far as he could. Her body accepted him and instantly squeezed him for all he was worth. He loved all of his bonds, but there would always be something special about making love to his first bond.

The complete and total acceptance of each other. Knowing the wants, needs, thrills, touch, and everything else about each other connected them in a way that Aldric couldn't get enough of.

When he entered her, Kasumi's yip turned into a deep growl of pleasure. "Yes...fuck yes! I feel complete and whole again having your cock inside me."

She was so wet already that his member slid into her without any problems.

"Damn right," Aldric grunted. With one hand he held her tails still and with the other he grabbed on to her ass.

With how aroused they both were he didn't feel the need to start slowly. He pushed into her hard, bouncing her forward. "Yes! Take me hard!" She yelled.

Happy to accommodate that request, Aldric began thrusting in and out of her at a slow but forceful pace. Each in-thrust rocked her forward, sending shockwaves of pleasure through them both.

"Watch," Nadia commanded. "Watch as your mage fucks someone else."

"Yes, bond-sister," Aelania's breathy voice responded.

"You may rub my pussy, but not your own, that's your punishment for cumming without permission."

"Y-yes, bond-sister." A second later Nadia's moans began.

Aldric shook his head, he didn't really understand what Aelania wanted, but Nadia seemed to, so he didn't interrupt.

While listening to Nadia and Aelania talk and play, Aldric had kept up his pace with Kasumi. He wasn't quite slamming into her as hard as he could, but he wasn't being gentle either. But that's what his kitsune lover wanted, ever since their first time together.

He pulled back on her tails, tugging them by the roots, causing her to yowl in joy and pain. "Ugggh!"

He pumped harder into her, practically bouncing her back and forth. "Gods, yesss...." she moaned.

Aldric slapped her ass, rippling her skin and making a gasp escape her lips.

Her body shuddered and her insides got even wetter, with each thrust a loud squelching sound could be heard.

"Hear that?" Nadia said.

"Yesss..." Aelania moaned.

"It's the sound of your mage making his lover cum on his cock."

The only response was a long slow moan.

"Fuck! Yeah!" Kasumi cried in-between thrusts. "His cock...is so...good!"

More moans.

"Remember what it felt like, having Al's big, hard, cock invading your tight little snatch," Nadia purred. "Now you know he's giving it to someone else, someone who is loving it just as much. Someone who is going to have her perfect pussy flooded with his hot cum. Cum you won't be getting."

"Yesssss..." Aelania groaned.

While Aldric pounded away at Kasumi, between how good that felt, combined with what Nadia was saying, plus Aelania groaning, he was getting much, much closer to his climax.

"Gods yes! Cum inside me, my love. Cum inside me!" Kasumi yelled and bounced herself back, slamming herself even harder into him.

"Fuck!" He cried, surprised by her vigor. But the damage had been done. He felt his body tense and knew he couldn't hold it back anymore. He came as hard as he ever had, feeling the vitality shoot out of him one spurt at a time.

"Watch, Ael, watch as our mage floods Kasumi's insides with his love."

Only a whimper came from the high elf bond.

Aldric felt the final pulses end, leaving him with only exhaustion in their wake. He slid out of Kasumi and propped his hands against the bed. "Gods damn, you take it out of me."

"Good," the kitsune happily replied.

Aldric shook his head and fell on to the bed, back first. Kasumi slipped into the bed and nuzzled next to him, with her head on his chest. Their hearts beat as one as they came down from the high of their lovemaking. Aldric closed his eyes, satisfaction and happiness flowed through him from Kasumi.

"Don't rest too much, Al," Nadia teased. "I have next."

"Noo, I'm too drained," he fake-whined.

"Too bad, you signed up for this, big boy." A moment later he felt the bed dip and a finger poked him in the chest.

"You don't get to make me all hot and bothered by fucking Kasumi so well and not do anything about it!"

"Fair enough." Aldric grabbed Nadia and brought her down to his level, making her gasp but giggle. He opened his eyes to see her perfect, cute face, staring at him with wonder and love. How could I ever say no to that?

He leaned forward and kissed her, which she happily returned.

After a few moments of kissing, the bed rustled once again from where Kasumi had been sitting, signaling that she had moved. He tried to look but Nadia forcefully pushed his face back and kept kissing him.

When she had had enough of that, she broke the kiss and smiled. "Now it's my turn."

Nadia threw her legs over his torso and sat on his chest. She slid down until she was positioned right over his cock. Slowly she ground her wet slit into his cock, coating it in her wetness. Feeling that he began to harden for the fourth time that evening.

"Mmmff," she moaned as her hips pushed back and forth over Aldric's returning erection. "I love feeling you grow hard for me."

"How could I not? My naughty nekorian."

"Mmm," she purred, the vibration of which went through his whole body.

Aldric reached down and grabbed his mostly hard member and stroked a few times to harden himself even more.

"Ready?" She asked.

"Always, for you."

She smiled and lifted her bottom up and cautiously impaled herself on his length.

"Oh, fuck, oh gods," she moaned loudly. "Gods, you fill me so completely Al..."

Inch by inch she slid down and inch by inch Aldric felt the warmth from her body that he loved and craved.

"Oh gods, fuck Nay, you feel so good."

"Y-you do," she said with a grunt as she fully sat on him, his erection completely embedded in her.

Meanwhile, a moan brought Aldric's attention to the other side of the room. Kasumi and Aelania watched from the chair, Kasumi now occupying Nadia's vacated spot. She had Aelania continuing Nadia's order, making the high elf rub her pussy. Though unlike Nadia, Kasumi had Aldric's seed leaking out of her. Aldric saw Aelania shudder in pleasure as she rubbed his cum into Kasumi's pussy.

The high elf's eyes, however, were glued to where Nadia's pussy was connected to Aldric's cock. Aelania rubbed Kasumi without taking her eyes off them.

Aldric saw a smirk form on Nadia's lips. "Let's give her a show."

"Yes, ma'am!" He grinned.

Nadia carefully lifted herself up until he was almost completely removed from her, exposing his length to the air, before slamming herself down again.

The cry of pleasure that came from her lips was so loud that Aldric was sure that people in the dorms next to them would hear her, magic walls or not.

Then, she repeated that move several times. Lifting herself almost completely off and slamming back down, forcefully ramming him into her.

"Gods, Al. I literally cannot get enough of your big fucking cock," she said through her wheezing pants. She threw her head back and her tail wrapped possessively around his leg, curling around him and squeezing him tight.

"Fucking hell," she laughed, head still back. "I never want this to end."

Without saying another word, she started again, though this time without the big jumps up and down on him. Instead, she slowly rocked back and forth, her right hand placed delicately on his chest to stabilize herself and her left arm curled around the side of her head.

Aldric groaned at the feeling of her movements. Her rocking in and out, slowly and intentionally fucking him. It was intoxicating.

One of his hands reached out and grabbed her hip, the other cupped one of her breasts. He caressed her gently at first, then a little rougher, until he moved on to pinch her nipple.

Nadia looked down and smiled. "Mmm," she moaned as he pinched a little harder.

Aldric released her and moved to the other, pinching that nipple even harder. "Oh! Al!" She cried.

Suddenly she fell forward and kissed him. "Oh gods, Al, I don't know how long I can last."

"Me neither," he breathed out.

"Then we'll make it special."

With a level of nimbleness that he knew he could never match, Nadia shifted her pelvis with him still in her and began bouncing her hips up and down, repeatedly driving him into her.

Both of their moans filled the air and were quickly joined by both Aelania and Kasumi's moans. To Aldric it felt like the temperature of the room increased by several degrees as they went at it, hard and fast. Nadia's bouncing increased in tempo and power, with each time she came down, she exerted enough force on it to ripple both of their skins.

Finally, after what felt like hours lost in each other, Nadia's breath hitched and he felt her squeezing him tighter, a clear indication that she was close to orgasming.

He stopped holding himself back and felt the pressure rise within him. "I'm gonna...cum..." he whispered into her ear.

"Do it, Al," she said loudly. "Fill me with your fucking cum."

"Watch," Kasumi said to Aelania. "Watch our mage full her to the brim with his seed."

Aldric couldn't hold back anymore, he erupted inside of Nadia with a bellow.

Nadia groaned as she reached her own orgasm, but she continued to fuck him through it until they were fully done. Once he was completely spent his body went limp and he relaxed completely and spread his arms out on the bed.

At long last, she stopped, leaning down again to kiss him.

"Gods, Al." she smiled down at him, "you're so fucking perfect."

"You are..." he gasped for breath. Kasumi and Aelania joined them on the bed, snuggling in next to him. "You all are."

No words needed to be shared between them, the love they all felt for him and he for them, was freely flowing between all of their bonds.

Nadia nimbly hopped off of Aldric and laid down over his chest, her body draped over his like a blanket.

"So, Ael, did you have fun?" The nekorian asked.

"Yes," she said, her face the picture of contentment. "So much."

"Good! Cause I think Sha and Jordan want next!"


Chapter 17

Two months passed in isolation, with their only news from the outside of their room coming from their friends checking in on them. Aldric and his bonds had settled into a rhythm but that hadn't taken away from just how frustrated they all were. Being cooped up with five beautiful women, whom he all loved and who loved him back, had initially sounded like paradise. However, the more that time went on Aldric realized he needed to see the sky, breathe fresh air, and talk to someone that wasn't magically bonded to him. He loved his girls, he truly did, but isolating purposefully away from others with his bonds was a far cry from being forced into it by circumstances outside of their control.

Add in the fact that they were all antsy and on edge from the lack information that they were being given, meant they were all in foul moods.

The others visiting them did give them brief times of respite, and they all found that when they had guests at the dorm, their emotions weren't so close to simmering over.

Over the course of the months, Grey, Kairn, Finias, Lorn, and Thom, along with their respective bonds, visited fairly regularly. Wade visited once, promised to help, and hadn't come back. Aldric could have been insulted by that, but he knew that it was just Wade's way. If the man found anything out, he would inform them.

The rest of Aldric's friends did report back regularly but they hadn't found anything actionable. Lorn informed them that he had questioned everyone he knew that was at the field assignment but none of them could remember what happened. The same went for Thom and Zach, who talked to the bond candidates that were there and just as the mages had said, none of them could remember anything about it.

It was too similar to be a coincidence, but they had no way to confirm. Aldric and his bonds had some theories, but until they were given more information, they held off on speculating too much.

Ember, too, came back several times, though she usually only interacted with Aldric's bonds. With Aldric, she was mainly snarky, which Aelania assured him was just the dark elf way with potential lovers. He wasn't so sure that was the case, as he felt her sheepishness when she had said it.

He wanted to push it, but he was also on the fence about Ember and wasn't sure if there was anything there. In an odd sort of way, he did enjoy their back-and-forth verbal jousts, but it was also so different from his other relationships that he wasn't sure what to do with it. So for now he didn't say anything and let it play out.

Also during those months, Aldric and Nadia received a flurry of letters, the contents of each weighed heavily on their hearts and minds.

The first letter they received was from the Imperial Council.

"To Magus Aldric Ironheart and Bond Nadia McKinley,

Through careful consideration, and many days of deliberation, as well as testimony both from Claudia McKinley's current guardian, Arch Mage Lorelei Ironheart, and from the subject herself, we have decided to grant you full parental rights over Claudia McKinley. The costs and responsibilities for her development and growth, as well as her well-being and safety, now fall upon your shoulders. We have stripped her former parents of any rights over the girl. We wish you luck in your new adventure as parents.

Your Servant,

Scribe Furgoil, on behalf of the Imperial Council"

"Fuck me!" Nadia screamed as she read the letter. The joy inside of her swelled like a wave in the ocean. "They finally processed it!" She jumped up and down.

The joy that note brought for them alleviated the stress they felt in their isolation. Like a burden had been lifted off of all of their hearts.

The next two letters did the opposite.

The second letter they received was from Lorelei.

"Dear Aldric and Nadia,

I hope you're doing well. Duncan, Arhan, and Ewyn send their love. The Council informed us of their decision to provide parental rights to you both for Claudia. Both she and I were overjoyed by this news, however she was slightly upset to learn that you wouldn't be visiting any time soon. I told her how busy you are, but I don't know how much she actually listened. Nadia, send your sister letters more often, it would help soften the blow during the times that you aren't able to see her often.

Also, I wanted to inform you that I believe Nadia's parents are done waiting. We've had several visitors to the orphanage looking to adopt Claudia. As well as some less than reputable people trying to outright buy her. Both groups came looking for her by name. Obviously, we're not going to let that happen, but Duncan believes, and I agree with him, that this is just the start of them testing our defenses. I've upped security again, and no one will come within fifty yards of the house without us knowing.

I just wanted to let you know that things may escalate soon, and you may or may not hear rumors. But we will hold the line, and no one will touch a single hair on any of my kids’ heads.

Love, Lorelei"

"Those mother fuckers!" Nadia yelled when she was finished reading. Aldric read as quickly as possible once she was done and held her close to him after he handed it off to Kasumi. Nadia raged and threatened all sorts of retribution on her parents if anything happened to Claudia, but they all reassured her that Lorelei would die before that happened.

But the final nail in the coffin of any joy they felt after the Imperial Council's letter, was the third letter they received, a week after Lorelei's.

"Dearest Nadia,

It has come to our attention, from sources inside the Imperial Council, that we were stripped of our parental rights over Claudia, and they were transferred to you and a man named Magus Aldric Ironheart. I can only assume that he is the mage that you bonded with, and who ruined the plans we had made. Words cannot begin to express the dismay and sorrow we felt once we learned of this decision.

Kitten, I do not know how you got it in your head that Claudia belongs to you, or with you, but it could not be further from the truth. She is our daughter, mine and daddy's, not yours. She was made by us. We own her, just as much as we own you. You may, as the Empire believes, be owned by another, but as your parents we will always own a piece of you that no other could ever take away from us.

And while you may be out of reach, Claudia is not. Thanks to the friends we still have left after our short stint in the dungeons, we have located her. We've already sent overtures to the person who currently has her, a Miss Lorelei Ironheart, to hand Claudia over peacefully, but if she refuses, we'll have to take more drastic measures.

I truly wish you could see our point of view, fuzzball, but I have little hope of that now. But I've decided to be giving despite your rude lack of response, as I know how difficult this must be for you. I'll give you until after the end of your school year to convince this woman to return what is rightfully mine. If Claudia is not released, what happens then is not on my head, but yours.

Love,

Mummy and Daddy"

Nadia didn't throw a tantrum, or yell, or curse, or cry, or even get angry. She sat down and a blank look came over her normally very expressive face. She stared at the ground for a long time while the note was passed around between them all.

Once he had read it, Aldric sat next to her and draped his arm around her shoulders to bring her close to him.

She let him guide her and she fell silently into his embrace.

There were no sniffles or clenched fists. For a moment, Aldric was worried the note had broken her entirely. His normally unflappable bond, who had killed more than her fair share of people, was finally flapped by her own parents.

But no, after a moment in his arms, she lifted herself up and looked Aldric squarely in the eyes. An earnestness that she rarely showed anyone shone through her two bright blue irises. "I'm going to kill my parents, Al."

Her tone was even, and her emotions were worryingly flat.

"Wait, no, that's not the answer," Aldric said.

"It's something that should have been done a long time ago. I'm at peace with it."

Aldric looked to Kasumi for guidance, but for once his kitsune bond, who typically had all of the answers, didn't have anything. Her expression was shocked, and she was nervously wringing one of her tails in her hand. If the situation wasn't so serious Aldric may have laughed. But he couldn't even muster a half-smile.

Jordan and Sha'gar both looked as equally surprised as Kasumi and both were sputtering, unable to find the words.

It was Aelania, though, who broke the tension. The high elf gracefully slid next to Nadia on the couch and instead of holding Nadia close, took the nekorian's head in her hands. She cupped Nadia on both sides of the face, and moved her so that the nekorian was looking at Aelania.

"Killing your parents will not solve anything. I know better than anyone here that bad parents can and will ruin your life. But you cannot allow yourself to fall to their level."

"I don't care," Nadia said, keeping as even a tone as Aelania had ever done. "They've threatened my sister for too long."

"It's true, they have, and we will handle them, but killing them is not the answer," Aelania said.

"Some people need to die, Aelania," Nadia countered.

"Yes, they do. But if they do, it will not be by your hands, or by anyone you love. I guarantee you, elven histories are replete with stories of revenge that leave the one seeking revenge unfulfilled at the end."

"Maybe, maybe not, but it needs to be done." The smallest of cracks broke through Nadia's exterior. She frowned, ever so slightly.

But that frown was enough for Aelania to pounce on. "Trust me when I say this, they will receive their just rewards, but for now, you need to focus on your sister and making sure she's alright. Everything else is secondary."

The crack that was Nadia's slight frown, exploded into a full-blown, panic-cry. The nekorian leapt into Aelania's arms and sobbed uncontrollably.

Aelania, for her part, looked as uncomfortable as humanly possible.

Elvenly possible? Elfishly possible? Aldric mused.

Either way, he quickly relieved her and took Nadia out of Aelania's arms and placed her into his. The relief that spread across Aelania's face and bond was noticeable.

Aldric grimaced and fought back his own anger. Her parents would pay, he swore it. For the harm they caused in the past and continued to cause now.

Finally, nearly three months after the field assignment, they received another note at their door.

"Magus Ironheart and Bonds,

The investigation has been concluded and you are to be allowed to resume your normal activities and duties. However, the Headmaster would like to see you as soon as possible. Please come see me when you receive this note so I can accompany you.

Yours in service,

Sorcerer Brandeis"

"Well," Kasumi said as she passed the note to Jordan to read, "I guess we should go."

For the past month, ever since receiving the letter from Nadia’s parents, the mood had been somber. Kasumi and Aelania had been able to convince Ember to take a letter to Lorelei down to Brandeis. It contained their thanks, but also had a much longer note from Nadia to Claudia, the contents of which Aldric did not look at or want to know. What she said to her sister was between them.

The news of their release should have come with a much bigger sigh of relief, but given everything that had happened, all they felt, as a group, was anger. Anger at the Headmaster for pushing them aside and forcing them into seclusion, anger at Nadia's parents for being who they were, and anger at whoever it had been that ruined the day of the field assignment for them and subsequently forced them to hide.

So, while they were happy to be out, their mood was decidedly not. They all wanted one thing, to know who had done it and get their vengeance.

Aldric and bonds took their weapons with them, and with purpose and stoic faces, made their way down to the ground floor of the tower.

Once there, Brandeis hailed them with a smile and a raised hand, but upon seeing their visages, his smile faltered and his hand fell.

Aldric and bonds had spoken at length on the portrait they wanted to paint when they re-emerged onto campus. Whether they should wear armor and openly carry their weapons, or if they should be brazen and not carry either.

They had decided on no armor, but kept their weapons by their sides, unsheathed. For Aldric, Kasumi, and Jordan that meant looping their swords through their belts, allowing the cold steel to clang as they walked. Nadia and Sha'gar, though there was a significant difference in their weapons, had the same solution, holding their weapons in their hands. Aelania held her shield on her right arm, as she would during combat, and like Aldric, looped her saber through her belt. Though the blade was smaller than his, the clang of it against her buckles wasn't quite as pronounced.

Brandeis took them all in at once and his face fell. Aldric could see the man lose hope that things would go back to normal, a feeling which Aldric understood well. Because no matter how hard Aldric and his bonds tried, the Academy felt different to them now, it wasn’t the safe place of fun and learning anymore. Instead it was one fraught with danger, that had tried to kill them.

They had resolved that nothing would get that close again.

"I hope the Headmaster knows what he is doing," was all that Brandeis could say.

"Come." He waved them forward and led the way to the main building. Aldric and bonds walked behind, hands on weapons.

Students all around them gawked and whispered, saying who-knew-what about them.

Upon seeing the looks on their faces, when they reached the receptionist, she let them up the elevator immediately without a word.

Brandeis held the door open for them, took one last look, and shook his head. He let go and the door closed with a soft thunk.

"Let's get this over with," Aldric declared. Placing his hand in the middle of the elevator he willed it to rise. It creaked and groaned as they flew upwards further into the tower, the many lights and sights swirled past them until they finally reached the top.

They all shared one last look of determination before Sha'gar strode forward and pounded on the Headmaster's door.

"Ah! Come in, come in!" The Headmaster called out, his voice was jovial, which only served to irritate them even more.

Sha'gar threw open the door and strode in, followed closely by Aelania, then Kasumi. Jordan and Nadia flanked Aldric when they made their way in.

"Ah!" Gabrith said again, though, the jovial tone faltered, and just like Brandeis his smile died as soon as he saw the look on their faces. "Uh...welcome, um, back," he managed to get out.

Aldric, however, wasn't paying attention to the Headmaster. His eyes were locked on the other person in the room, Thomas Hydean.

The smirking, greasy-haired professor, was standing next to the seated Headmaster. Though for once he wasn't wearing his patented smirk, instead opting for a scowl.

"Who are you to come into the Headmaster's office with weapons brandished?" Hydean said, pointing at the unsheathed weapons.

Without missing a beat Aldric responded. "We could just as soon ask, who are you to try to contain the strongest mage at the Academy? Who are you to shut us in our room for three months? Who are you to not tell us a single word of news over the last three months? Who are you to rob us of three months of learning and training? Who are you to do any of that?"

Hydean opened his mouth to retort, but Gabrith held up his hand. "Thomas, enough!"

The command forced Hydean to shut his mouth, but the glare he leveled at Aldric spoke volumes.

Aldric didn't care and glared right back at the man.

"Enough of this!" Gabrith yelled. "We did what we did because we thought it was the correct course of action. I still do."

"Tch," Sha'gar scoffed. "Of course."

"Please, put your weapons away so we can have a civilized conversation," Gabrith said, ignoring Sha'gar which annoyed Aldric even more.

"Al." Jordan looked back at him. "We're not here for a fight." Then she turned back to Hydean, "Unless they force it."

Hydean rolled his eyes but Gabrith nodded.

"Fine," Aldric said and sheathed his sword, though kept his hand on the pommel in case he needed it quickly.

His bonds followed after him, though Nadia and Sha'gar did so very unhappily.

"Thank you," Gabrith said once they were done. "Now, given that you enlisted your friends to poke around the investigation, I assume you've come to the same conclusion that we have?"

"Yes. We asked our friends to help because we had heard nothing from you," Kasumi answered the Headmaster. "Though, we may as well have not asked because everyone they talked to said they had no memory of the event."

"That's what our investigators found as well, even those injured by you when you defended yourselves, have no memory of when or how they were injured," Gabrith answered, again ignoring any provocation in Kasumi's words or tone.

"Then, what, why did it take three months?" Aldric asked as calmly as he could. He kept his voice as even as possible, taking Aelania as an example. And his gaze finally moved from Hydean onto Gabrith.

The Headmaster was sweating, and since the last time they had seen him his once black hair had grown sprinkles of grey laced throughout.

"Because we could not trace the magic used," Hydean answered. "The Imperial Mage Police thoroughly investigated the scene and found nothing. Many trips were taken between here and the capital, bringing in experts in different types of magic. The Imperial Grand Magus visited once but also came up empty handed. We simply ran out of options."

"So, what? What does that mean?" Aldric asked with a sharpness in his tone he didn't normally use.

"It means we have no idea what spells were cast or by whom," Gabrith said with a sigh. He slumped back in his chair and took a sip of something from a flask. "We couldn't in good conscience hold you in your room anymore. On behalf of the Academy, I extend my sincerest of apologies for the inconvenience."

Aldric's eyes narrowed, and they flitted between the two men. Gabrith truly did look sorry but Hydean looked irate still.

"We have extensively examined everyone involved and found that they do not have any recollection of the events and hold no issues with you or your bonds. Or at least, any that cause any concern," Hydean said. "As such, you may return to class. I know for a fact Sorodar is looking forward to catching you all up on three months of drills in the week before midterms."

"Wait, hold on." Jordan walked forward, shaking her head and holding her hands up in a stopping motion. "You mean to tell me that we are to go back to class and act like nothing happened? What are we supposed to say as to the cause of our three-month absence?"

"Yes, that is exactly what we expect," Hydean answered and sneered at her. "As for what to say, you are to tell any inquirers that you were on a top-secret mission for the Imperial Grand Magus and that you are not allowed to say what it was."

"Are you fucking kidding me?" Nadia exploded. "Three months of isolation. Three months of being fucking cooped up? Three months of wondering what the fuck was happening out here? Only to find out fuck all was done and we're just supposed to go back and act like we were on a super-secret mission or some shit and we can't say dick about it?"

"Yes," Gabrith answered with a straight face.

"You're a fucking idiot. You're both fucking idiots." Nadia flipped them both off. "This is fucking stupid."

Gabrith sighed and shook his head.

"Nadia McKinley!" Hydean raised his palm towards her. "You will have decorum."

"Or what you big, dumb, greasy-haired, twat?"

"Yeah, or what?" Aldric leveled his gaze on Hydean. He was itching for a fight, hoping for the professor to try something. His hands curled around the pommel of his sword, dying to draw it. To make the greasy-shitstain regret being belligerent towards them.

A bloodthirst he rarely ever felt rose in him. A small trickle of power escaped him, and he felt the temperature in the room rise several degrees. Blue flashed in front of his eyes, but he paid it no mind, focusing instead on Hydean.

"Enough! Thomas stop! Aldric calm yourself!" Gabrith shouted.

But the blue haze in front of Aldric's eyes only served to fuel his anger more.

"Al, my love," a worried whisper came from his side. A steady hand fell onto his shoulder, and he turned to see Kasumi looking at him with concern in her eyes.

Surprise and some embarrassment raced through him, and he felt his emotions leveling out. The blue that was flashing disappeared. As soon as it did the temperature gradually returned to normal.

"How...what...what was that?" Hydean asked, his voice filled with awe, his eyes wide and filled with more than a little fear.

"What was what?" Aldric pointedly asked, his emotions still high. Kasumi soothed him again, this time joined by Jordan, who rubbed his arm and held close to him.

"The blue flames that formed around you!" Hydean yelled.

"Blue...flames?" Aldric looked at his bonds, and they all had looks of concern.

Jordan, however, answered the question. "The blue flames that surround you whenever you're feeling passionate about something. It's happened when you've bonded us each, and it happened when you confronted Torg."

"Oh...sorry, yeah. I didn't realize it had happened again. It also happened when Giles confronted me about my fifth bond, telling me to ask him first."

"By the gods, son," Gabrith sputtered and looked like he might melt. "I've never felt such raw, unadulterated power. You..."

The Headmaster and Hydean shared a long look. "We need to resume your tutoring as soon as possible."

"Wait, what? What about..." Aldric indicated himself and Nadia.

"I'll consider it forgiven and forgotten, given the circumstances. If this is a change that comes naturally when you're angry or...passionate," Hydean hesitated and grimaced, "then I can assume several things about this power. The first and foremost being that your bonds’ emotions are partially driving you. And in turn you would be informing their emotions. Anger begets anger, sorrow begets sorrow, and so on. Tyrhorn told us that you felt that, and how you've separated yourself from them in your sensis loci, but have you done that recently? Maintained your sense of self?" Hydean's speech was rushed, and it sounded like with each successive word he was getting more and more excited.

"Admittedly, no. I haven't bonded anyone new, or really gone anywhere or done anything, so I haven't felt the need," Aldric truthfully answered.

Hydean smirked once again. "I think the proof is in the pudding, so to speak." The man spread his arms out at the desk, which was singed across the front. "Go home, maintain your sense of self. You are to report to my office four o'clock on the dot, this Wednesday. Understood?"

"Uh...yes, sir?"

"Good."

Aldric looked between Hydean, Gabrith, and his bonds. His bonds were just as confused as he was, but Hydean and Gabrith both held knowing looks on their faces.

"Okay, sirs. We'll resume our normal activities. Though, we will not be participating in field assignments for the foreseeable future," Kasumi said and saluted.

"Fine." Hydean saluted back. "Now go."

Aldric saluted, quickly followed by Nadia, Jordan, Sha'gar, and Aelania, and walked out of the room, even more confused than he was before.

They had only been back in their room for around thirty minutes before there was a knock on the door again.

This time Kasumi answered, still with her sword in hand, but not really raring to use it.

"Ah, come in," Kasumi said, pulling back the door to reveal Ember.

"Hello, Kasumi, thank you." Ember bowed her head slightly as she entered. She walked into the room and joined Aelania on one of the couches.

Aldric, for once, was alone on one of the single seats. Aelania had been sitting next to Kasumi before Ember had come in. Now Kasumi came to sit on the armrest of Aldric's seat.

Nadia was rooting through the kitchen looking for something to eat, and Jordan and Sha'gar were on a loveseat, each reading a book...which was new. Sha'gar hardly ever read, especially in comparison to Aelania and Kasumi. But that was a mystery for him to figure out at a later time. For now, Ember was there, and he wanted to give his full attention to her.

The two elves shared a nod, but Ember's gaze was set on Aldric. It wasn't an unnerving look, more of a look of puzzlement. Like he was a problem that she couldn't figure out.

"I won't take much of your time, I just had a few things to say, then I'll be out of your hair," the dark elf said, acting like her coming to them was an imposition.

"Listen, Ember," Aldric said, sitting forward in his seat. "You're welcome here whenever you want."

"Thank you," her voice was soft. "I was wondering if any of you would be up to helping me study? The curriculum for bond candidates isn't hard, but my roommates aren't at the same level as me…nor do they care for the academic part of the Academy. They're here for boys."

She gave Aldric a sort of half smile, that felt apologetic while also kind of accusatory.

Aldric chuckled in response. "I mean, sure. I probably can't help much, but Kas and Ael know more than the professors combined."

Kasumi gave him a look that said, 'really?' but Aelania nodded in agreement. Both Aldric and Ember snorted at the difference in the two's responses. Aldric caught Ember's eye and saw a small fire in her gleaming red eyes that...if he wasn't mistaken, he had seen in his other bonds eyes before. Desire, or at least lust.

But she blinked and the fire was gone, replaced with laughter when Kasumi and Aelania both scoffed at the other.

"Jor, Sha, Nay, would you wanna help them out?"

"No," Nadia and Sha'gar answered immediately. Nadia had found something sweet in the kitchen and was happily nibbling on it. Whereas Sha'gar looked like she was as engrossed in her book as Aldric had ever seen her.

"I can help, but I was only a bond candidate for a year." Jordan shrugged.

"Any help is appreciated, even if just to have someone to talk to...my roommates are great," Ember said, to which Aelania scoffed again, earning her a whack on the arm from Kasumi. "They are, Aelania. Anyway, they're great, but unfocused. At the very least you all have your mage, and I know Kasumi wouldn't let you slack."

"No, she definitely doesn't," Aldric laughed and smiled at Kasumi, who just grinned back.

"Let us know what you need help in, and we'll go over to the library and study." Aelania stood and pointed towards the room.

Ember nodded, gave one last strange glance at Aldric, then followed Aelania's outstretched arm towards the library.

His bonds all got up, kissed him on the cheek, then followed the dark elf into the room.

"Ohh, somebody likes you," Nadia said, between bites of her sweet. At the moment it partially hung out of her mouth, making her look a bit like a cat who had caught a mouse. That imagery made him laugh loudly.

"What?" She asked.

"Nothing, just..." he motioned at her face.

"Oh!" She blushed, then swallowed the sweet whole. "Shut up."

"Sorry," he lied. "But what were you saying?"

Nadia wiped her face with her arm, then licked that clean before coming to sit on the armrest Kasumi had just vacated.

"I said she likes you. The looks she was giving you. She wants you but doesn't want to want you."

"I dunno," he muttered and sighed. "Sometimes, yeah, it does seem that way, but others..."

"Oh, yeah, she's totally psycho. But part of that's her upbringing. You have to remember she was going to be the Matriarch of a dark elf House. She was the one that would have a harem, not the other way around. Add in the fact that she's been on the run for so long, after avoiding assassination by her own sister, you bet she's messed up," Nadia seriously answered

"My bond-sister is correct. Mate the elf and be done with it," Sha'gar grunted.

Nadia rolled her eye and shook her head. "I mean, yeah. Some good long Al lovin' should fix that right up." The nekorian was completely serious, even as she licked the back of her hand, trying to get the last of the sweet off. How she even got some there he didn't know.

"But..."

"No, buts Al. After midterms, bond her."

"Why after? Wouldn't it be better to do it faster?"

"Because she's here asking for help. If I got the gauge of her correctly, she values her independence. Let her get through this, feel whatever accomplishment she does from the exams, then do it."

"You act like it'll be easy. It’s not like she's given me opportunity to know her that well."

"This is one bond that you're going to have to understand after the fact. She isn't the type of person to open up emotionally immediately. She'll be worse than Shaggy was," Nadia cackled.

They both looked at Sha'gar, whose only response was to give Nadia the finger, eliciting more laughter from the nekorian.

"Okay, fair. I'll make it a priority after exams."

"Good."

Aldric reached up and brought her down into his lap. She happily squealed and nuzzled in. Turning her around he placed her over his lap, on her stomach.

"Oh, gonna spank me?" She coyly said.

"No, tail strokes and head rubs. Would you prefer spanks?"

"No, no! Well, at least not right now."

Aldric shook his head, but smiled, and got to work. He glided his hands over her tail, one after the other, doing so made Nadia emit a purr that vibrated the seat, making him smile even wider. He continued that motion for a while, making her purr uncontrollably the entire time. At one point, he moved one hand to her head and rubbed gently in just the spot she liked, between her cat ears.

A few hours later the others emerged from the library, Ember looked happier than before.

"How long have you been like that?" Kasumi asked.

"Er...how long have you been in there?"

Kasumi laughed. "Lazy kitty, time to get up, we need to get dinner."

"Noooooo..." Nadia whined. "No food, only rubs and strokes."

Kasumi looked at Aldric like it was his fault. "What? What did I do?"

"How could you give into her demands like this? Now we'll never get her up."

"Uhh...I offered?" He said, feeling a little silly.

"Oh...but...Al!" Kasumi hollered. "You know better than this. She'll stay like that for hours. And you've never brushed my tails that long!"

Oh.

"Oh, uh, I...um, promise I will?"

Kasumi glared at him.

"Ohh, somebody's in trouble," Ember's snarky voice rang out.

Aldric's head snapped towards Ember, the dark elf was smirking at him, one hand on her hip, the other had her index finger up and was wagging it back and forth. "Favoritism, laziness. Not studying with exams right around the corner. Tsk, tsk. Bad mage."

Aldric rolled his eyes at the dark elf then brought his attention back to Nadia. She hadn't moved a muscle, except to start swaying her tail back and forth. "Nay, you need to get up."

"No." Her tail gently batted against his nose.

He lifted his head to the sky and sighed. "If you do, I'll...uh..."

"Yes, you'll what?" Jordan asked, coming to stand next to Kasumi and Ember.

"Uh..."

"Ohh, bad spot to be in," Ember mocked.

"I, too, would like to hear this, Am'rith," Sha'gar said, finally looking up from her book.

Aldric closed his eyes and thought. Bribery was a bad idea, that just encouraged bad behavior. And spanking was out the window, he wasn't sure how much of that conversation had been true.

"Um...you know what? Fuck it." He wrapped his arms around her.

"Wha–"

Making sure he had a tight grip around her torso, he stood up. Nadia yelped and thrashed.

"No fair, no fair, let me down!"

So, he did. He twisted her around so her feet were down and planted her gently on the ground. He did make sure her feet were stable before he let go.

"No. Fair!" Nadia huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.

"Sorry," he said sheepishly and rubbed the back of his head.

"Ohhh, so brutish. I can only imagine what it'd be like to be...manhandled so easily," Ember teased. Aldric's eyes widened in surprise, but the others all had knowing looks on their faces. "But alas, I must go. See you later, Aldric. Bonds."

Ember nodded her head at them and left the room, her hips swaying seductively with each step.

Once the door closed behind her, Aldric let go of the breath he had been holding in.

But there was no rest for him. Nadia rounded on Kasumi and stuck her tongue out at the kitsune. "So mean!"


Chapter 18

The next day their alarm clock went off for the first time in three months. Somehow it had known not to go off while they were sequestered from the rest of the Academy.

As per usual, Aldric was up and awake long before the alarm went off, though this morning he had decided to stay in bed and enjoy the warmth of his bonds. As such he had a front row seat to see the scuffle that ensued to turn it off.

Jordan, Sha'gar, and Nadia all crawled over each other to get to the alarm. Curses, growls, and claws came out but, in the end, it was Sha'gar who was the one who turned it off. She was actually the responsible one and stopped Jordan from throwing the little box across the room. She pressed the button that turned off the infernal racket and roused Aelania to get up to do their work out.

With those two occupied and Jordan and Nadia both falling back asleep, Aldric took the opportunity to rouse Kasumi from bed, take her hand, and lead her to the library for a private talk. With her free hand she rubbed her bleary eyes, and then reached back to massage her slightly wilted tails.

Aldric closed the door to the library and sat Kasumi down on one of the single chairs. "What's u-u-u-up, Al," she said through a yawn.

Aldric ignored how good she looked, instead sitting down in a seat across from hers and folding his hands over themselves nervously.

Seeing that, Kasumi's head quirked to the side. "Al, what's up?"

"I'm nervous about today, going back. That day, of the field assignment...I was going to attack...probably kill the students attacking us. You stopped me. I..." he swallowed and looked her in her eyes. Her piercing blue eyes searched his face, as he'd seen her do countless times before. "I pushed it to the back of my mind at the time, because we had a job to do. And then we were locked away. But...now...now we're going back out there, without any way to tell who it was, or why. And I fear that I might do the same thing again. I think...No. I know. If it happened again, and someone threatened you or the others, I wouldn't hesitate to cut them down."

Kasumi looked at him, her posture straight, sitting unnervingly still. Then she stood and left the room.

"Umm. What?" He blinked in surprise.

"Everyone, to the library, now!" Kasumi yelled out, the command in her voice clear.

A second later, Jordan and Nadia came through the door, confusion and exhaustion written on their faces. Aldric didn't know any more than they did what Kasumi was doing, so he couldn't offer them any answers.

Then another minute and Sha'gar and Aelania joined them.

Once the two workout-aholics were inside, Kasumi came in and shut the door. Aldric didn't really understand that since they were all in the room, there was no one else in the dorm. But it did provide dramatic effect.

"Al, please tell them what you were just telling me," Kasumi said.

Aldric swallowed nervously again but nodded. "No one knows this, except me and Kas, but the day of the field assignment, I saw the waves of people coming at you all. I didn't see a way out, you guys were pushing people back, but they kept coming. I knew it wasn't going to end, the mood had shifted from angry to violent. So, I was going to unsheathe my sword and unleash a spell, probably to kill or maim them all. Kas stopped me from doing it, which I appreciate. But I don't know how I can go back now...face the people that I was willing to attack and possibly kill. Act like nothing is different, when everything is."

The girls all felt startled at the revelation, and several of them shared looks.

"Why didn't you tell us sooner, Al?" Jordan asked. "We could have talked about this earlier."

"I don't know, wasn't really thinking about it," he murmured. "Okay, that's a lie. I just didn't know how to talk about it. I don't have a lot of practice with this."

"That's okay, it's what we're here for," Jordan whispered, gently laying a hand on his knee.

"It's an understandable response," Aelania declared. "We were in danger, and you felt the need to protect us. We will be vigilant in making sure it doesn't happen again, but given what we were told, I don't think we'll have any issues with the other students."

"Bugger that, if anyone comes near us or Am'rith, I won't hesitate to cut them down," Sha'gar growled. "And Am'rith, you should hold your head high, protecting your mates is what a good mate should do."

Aldric snorted, he always appreciated Sha'gar's perspective. "Yeah, I guess."

Nadia shook her head. "I don't know what to say Al." Her ears bent back slightly, and she clutched her tail close to her chest. "I was sorely tempted to do the same that day. The only thing that stopped me was thinking about how it would affect you. Kas was right to stop you, even if we didn't know it at the time. You're not that kind of person, and they weren't in their right minds. Gabrith and Hydean say so as well and, no matter how big of shitheads they are, I think they're right. We heard from Lorn and the others that no one even remembered what happened. I don't think we'll have any issues."

"See," Kasumi said after a moment, "we'll support you whenever and however possible. Don't worry about what happened, you did what you thought was right at the time. Just be thankful that you didn't follow through. Now all we can do is move forward. Be vigilant, as Ael said, but don't fret over it too much. What's done is done and we should move forward."

"Okay." Aldric nodded. They were right, of course, but he wasn't sure how he'd feel until he was out with the other students.

"Okay," he said again. "Let's get ready and go get breakfast."

"Actually..." Kasumi's eyes flashed with lust. "While we're all here, I know a tried and true stress relief technique..."

An hour later they were all up, showered, and on their way to breakfast. Their slight detour on the way actually helped with missing the hordes of students getting their breakfast, by the time they arrived at the mess hall it was mostly empty. Lorn, She'lar, Ghorza, and Ur'rog were there sitting at their normal table.

"Al!" The big orc yelled out when he saw them approaching.

"Hey, Lorn!" Aldric waved at his orc friend. He and his bonds sat down at the table, mostly across from Lorn and his bonds.

Lorn smiled wide at him. "Welcome back to society, still remember how to use utensils?"

"Mostly," Aldric said and shrugged, then chuckled a little. Lorn shook his head but laughed along with him. Aldric inspected his orc friend up and down, he looked more muscled and slightly bigger. His tusks were certainly more white and almost looked like they had a sheen to them.

That's what having a full-bond compliment did to a mage. Suddenly Aldric was looking forward to finding and bonding his last two bonds. Though, remembering Ember brought a small nagging thought that he might only need one more.

"Hey, quick question Lorn." Aldric suddenly thought of something.

"Sure, go ahead."

"If I, as Orc Friend, called upon the clans to find the ones responsible for the riot. They'd be obligated to help me, right?"

Lorn widened his eyes in surprise, and he wasn't the only one. Everyone at the table reacted the same way. Shock ran through Aldric's bonds and they all gasped, even Aelania. It was funny, but her use of an emotion was a good indicator of when he'd really done something interesting.

"Yes," Lorn said, his tone wary. "The title Orc Friend gives you certain privileges. But I wouldn't suggest doing so. If the Headmaster and Hydean couldn't find anything, it's not likely for all of the orcs at the Academy to."

"Hmm." Aldric nodded, taking the meaning. "Okay, just wondering."

The table all released a breath at once. "Lords," Aldric laughed, "it was just a question."

"It's more than that, Am'rith." Sha'gar put as much meaning into her voice as she could, and the earnestness that flowed through her bond was overpowering. "The clans take these things seriously."

"Okay, I understand!” he put his hands up in defeat.

Sha'gar and Lorn shared a look, with both orcs shaking their heads but not saying anything more. Aldric made a mental note to ask Sha'gar about that later, there clearly was some hidden meaning that he didn't understand.

"Well, we're going to get going, Al, I just wanted to be here to see you actually come down." Lorn stood and held his hand out. Aldric smiled, took his friend's hand, and shook. No matter what, Aldric knew that Lorn would always be in his corner.

"No worries," Aldric replied. "Go do what you have to do."

With a single nod, Lorn turned away and left, his bonds following after him.

Aldric shook his head and chuckled a little, thinking about Lorn and his friendship, it was maybe a little odd, but it worked for them both.

"Okay, let's eat!" Aldric exclaimed to his girls.

They ate breakfast together as peacefully as they could, but they each kept an eye trained on anyone who got too close. Sha'gar openly growled at students, mages and bonds alike, who came within ten feet of them. If this had been a normal day he would have scolded her, but at the moment he was willing to let her be her normal scary self.

When they had finished eating, they returned to their room to relax for a bit. Time eventually came Potion Making and they left for the Grufelt Building.

As they walked across campus, they kept their hands on their weapons, ready to draw them at a moment's notice. For that they received confused stares and whispers.

Aldric could hear some of the whispers. Most wondered where the group had gone and what had happened to make them walk around all jumpy with their weapons half drawn. Others were saying that the group had finally cracked, and it wasn't surprising, given there were so many of them.

He listened, though, to them all for even the slightest hints of agitation or any indication that anyone had it out for them. Only to hear nothing. It was as if the field assignment never happened. They were treated with the same reverence and awe, and a healthy dose of suspicion, as they always were.

Aldric turned back to Aelania, who was walking behind them, so her shield could provide a nominal amount of protection, and she caught his eye and nodded. They both heard the same thing.

"I think," he said as he turned back to the front, "we're okay to ease up a little. Don't let go of your weapons, but maybe don't mean mug everyone we see."

"Okay..." Jordan slowly said. "Clue those of us in who don't have super hearing?"

"The whispers we're hearing aren't out of the ordinary," Aelania answered first. "They are mostly wondering where we've been and why we look like we're ready for battle. Not a single mention of the field assignment or anything that could be construed as hostile."

"Oh, wow...well, that's good?" Jordan's voice turned up into a question at the end of her sentence. And Aldric couldn't blame her. He didn't know how to feel either. He spent the last three months simmering on the feeling that someone at the Academy had orchestrated an attack on him and his, only to find out that no one remembered.

Which was only confirmed by him and his bonds just then, as they walked through campus.

It was a strange feeling, looking over his shoulder, looking for an attack that didn't seem likely to come, earning odd looks from people who had most likely attacked them not that long ago.

He felt at odds with himself. On one hand, it would be nice to go back to normal, relaxing and enjoying the Academy to the fullest. On the other hand, someone had tried to kill him, and he had no way to find out if that person was still there.

That feeling that the Academy was a different place now was still fully present and at the forefront of his mind.

Then there were his own complicated feelings on how he had reacted to the riot. Would he have cut them all down? Killing people he knew by sight, if not by name. How would that have affected him?

Aldric had a hard enough time in battle against other intelligent beings, but classmates? He shuddered to think what would have happened, had Kasumi not stopped him.

"Don't let your guard down just yet." Kasumi interrupted his thoughts. "Someone screwed with all of their minds and even the Imperial Grand Magus doesn't know how. But I think we need to blend in more, be more inconspicuous. Or well, as much as we can," she lightly laughed. "Al will never fully blend in."

"Yeah..." Nadia said from Aldric's side. "We should start wearing some concealed weapons as well as obvious ones. I have some throwing knives I'll start hiding. But Kas is right. Since the person who did this is still out there, we should be working to blend in. Maybe if we present as lax enough, they'll take another shot, and we can find them."

"You have throwing knives?" Was all Aldric took from what Nadia said.

The nekorian just grinned.

"Nay's right," Jordan added. "Some hidden knives, just in case."

"Fine," Sha'gar acknowledged, though she sounded irritated by the suggestion. Aldric assumed that she wouldn't want to use a knife because it wouldn't be big or threatening enough.

Kasumi only nodded in response, touching the belt she had around her waist. When they had first met, Aldric had thought that she must have carried weapons or the like in her belt, and watching her now, carefully fidgeting with each of the pockets, he knew it was true.

They continued their walk to class, in a less hurried and worried manner, but still alert.

At length, they made it to the greenhouse-like building and entered the side building where Potion Making was held.

When they entered the room, the class was full already and every head turned their way. The whispers started immediately, the other students weren't even trying to be subtle, their words could be heard by all of them.

"Where have they been?"

"They've been missing since the first field assignment?"

"They look so jumpy!"

"No, grim!"

"Go talk to them."

"No, you do it."

And so on. Aldric was honestly getting overwhelmed for a second, but at precisely that moment Professor Silverstone strode into the classroom. He spared a glance at Aldric and his bonds, but no more than that.

When the high elf professor reached the front of the room, he turned on his heel to face the students. "Next week is your midterm exam, I trust everyone here is sufficiently prepared, however, should you have missed any lectures…" his eyes fell on Aldric and bonds, "or are unsure of the content, I suggest you seek out my help, or the help of one of the more competent members of class."

He waved his hand and cauldrons appeared in front of each group. "Today and Wednesday will be review days. Practice whatever you think you do not understand, hone the skills you do have, and flag me down if you need assistance. Magus Ironheart, I will be with you and your bonds in a moment."

Aldric nodded. "Yes, sir." The professor likely wanted to speak about their work over the past three months and provide them with feedback.

Aldric waited patiently for the professor, who was walking around to each student talking to them and helping them with whatever they needed. The high elf professor went to every student before finally making his way over to Aldric and bonds.

"So, you're back," Silverstone abruptly said.

"Yes, sir."

The man shook his head and muttered something in elvish. Aldric didn't really know any elvish, but Aelania was laughing inside, despite her blank expression. "I know it's not your fault, Magus Ironheart, but it puts me in a difficult position. Your ability to learn the last three months was hindered, and as such I have no idea on the progress you each have made. As a whole, the assignments submitted were all correct, but the learning bit is what concerns me."

Aldric actually understood what the professor was saying. They could complete the work to perfection, but if they were just memorizing the information and regurgitating it back, they wouldn't have learned anything, despite getting the work done correctly.

"I get that, sir, and if it helps any, we didn't want to be gone," Aldric sighed and gave the professor an apologetic smile.

The man shook his head. "Be that as it may, after midterms I suggest we do spend some time catching up on the work you missed. From the work submitted I believe you will do adequately on the exam, but I need to know, as a professional, that you actually learned something."

"Sounds good, sir."

"For today, make a minor healing potion, and if you have time, Rudda's, understood?"

"Yes, sir!" Aldric saluted, followed closely by his bonds.

"Alright, alright, get to work." Silverstone saluted back.

The rest of class went by quickly, with Kasumi, Aelania, and Nadia completing the minor healing potion and Aldric, Jordan, and Sha'gar completing Rudda's. The two teams worked well together, with their potions being completed just before the end of class. Silverstone came over and inspected their work, nodded approvingly, and then moved on.

Aldric, for the first time in three months felt fulfilled, as did his bonds. Finally getting to do something other than stare at the walls of their dorm, get out and see people, interact with them, made him feel more alive. It was almost enough to make him forget why they were isolated in the first place.

"H-hello, sir...Aldric?" A voice said. Aldric looked towards the sound to see the boy Yancy, or Clay as he preferred, standing at the end of their table, hands fiddling nervously with his pockets.

"Hey, Clay," Aldric answered the boy. He was mildly surprised that Sha'gar hadn't run him off, but when he looked the orc was brandishing her axe threateningly, which explained why Clay was so nervous. Again, normally Aldric would scold her, but this time he didn't. He did, however, gently push the axe head down, and smiled at the orc, but her steely gaze never left Clay.

"Uh, sir, I'm s-sorry to approach you like this, but the rest of us were wondering, if you wouldn't mind answering...and it's entirely up to you sir, but..."

"Spit it out, kid." Nadia rolled her eyes at the younger man.

"Eep! Wh-where were you the last three months?"

"Oh, we were on special assignment from the Imperial Grand Magus," Aldric said the lie that had been concocted for them. No matter how much he didn't want to lie, it made sense to at the moment. He didn't know who or what was against him. Them having a harder time tracking his movements was the best course of action.

"Oh wow!" Clay couldn't hide the awe from his voice. "The Imperial Grand Magus? That's crazy. What did you do for him?"

Aldric smiled at Clay's enthusiasm and wonder. "Sorry, can't tell you. Top secret."

"Aww man."

"Sorry, thems the breaks." Aldric leaned back in his seat, tilted the seat back so the front legs raised into the air, and folded his arms behind his head.

Thems the breaks? What the fuck am I doing?

The truth was it felt nice to have someone look up to him. To think that he was cool and not a freak or was someone to compete with. It felt good to not have to worry about Clay betraying him.

"Okay, anyway, we have to go," Kasumi interrupted, kicking Aldric's chair back to normal, causing him to fall forward and bang his chest on the table, making his bonds burst out in laughter. "See you tomorrow, Clay."

"Yes, ma'am!" Clay saluted and scurried off.

"Ow! Not nice!" Aldric rubbed his chest. "And he got to call you ma'am."

Kasumi glared at him. Aldric responded by smiling back at her.

"Whatever." She grinned despite herself. "We do have to go."

The next day they made their way back to the greenhouse-like building and into the Herb Lore classroom. Professor Moonsong was there already, greeting everyone as they came in.

The wood elf professor's eyes lit up when Aldric and his bonds entered the classroom. "Welcome back, welcome back!" Moonsong's words came out almost song-like.

"Thank you, Professor," Aldric answered with a salute.

"No, no, none of that!" The wood elf waved away Aldric's salute. "We're far more informal here. I trust your time away was...productive?" He shot Aldric a knowing look.

"Not really. I got all my work done, but there was hardly anything for us to do."

"Ah, a shame! Well, take your seats and we'll begin soon."

Aldric smiled at the professor and took the seats they had been using before, far away from their fellow students.

Aldric took the seat second furthest from the door, almost against the wall, while Kasumi and Sha'gar sat next to him on either side, flanking him, ensuring no one could easily get to him. They had decided after Potion Making class that they would do better in insulating Aldric away from the other students.

Aldric didn't really agree with the tactic, but it was for their peace of mind, so he didn't say a word and went along with it.

The other students filed into the room and eventually class started with Professor Moonsong standing in front of the room with his arms wide. "Well, well, my pupils, we are now less than a week away from some of your first midterm exams! Fret not, should you have paid attention the exam will be exceptionally easy," the wood elf laughed at a joke that almost no one got.

Aldric and bonds did, and they groaned appropriately, earning them a smile from the professor. The top score for each of the exams was Exceptional. Obtaining Exceptionals in all the classes was not something that just anyone could do, but during their first year Aldric and Jordan had achieved it separately. Aldric had help from Kasumi and Nadia, while Jordan did it all on her own. They'd missed the final exams that year, in fact the coming exams would be the first exams that Aldric would been taking since his first midterms, as he was exempted from the prior year's exams altogether.

It wasn't really nerve wracking to him, but still something to be mindful of. He was sure Kasumi was already planning on putting them all on a strict study schedule once they were back in the dorm.

"Exams," Moonsong continued, "will be easier if you have bonded, as mages are allowed to bring their bonds with them into the exams, in fact it is encouraged. As such, if you're holding off on bonding with someone, rethink that before exams. Don't rush anything, but if you're for some reason stopping yourself...don't."

A round of whispers went through the room, which Moonsong happily ignored and let pass before he spoke again. "As for what we're doing this week, we're just going to be reviewing the material since the beginning of the school year. I think some, even those who have been here all year, would do well to listen."

The professor then began the lecture, giving a brief but detailed explanation of each of the plants, herbs, and various products used in making potions that they had gone over during their first two months. Aldric and his bonds had been fairly studious during their time away, and were before then, so they knew all of the information presented, but Aldric saw Kasumi, Jordan, and Aelania taking detailed notes anyway.

The hour of class passed quickly and before Aldric knew it, students were shuffling out of the door. He and his bonds lingered though, hoping to talk to the professor for a moment.

Moonsong saw them staying in their chairs and nodded in understanding. Once the class cleared out, the wood elf professor stood before them. "Well, well, Magus Ironheart and Bonds, it’s been quite an exciting year so far, hasn't it?"

Aldric snorted. "You could say that."

Moonsong chuckled a little at the response.

"Sir, we just wanted to thank you for providing the notes for us," Kasumi said. "It helped in more ways than one."

"Not a problem at all," Moonsong said and waved away her concern. "Though, I do suggest you take a trip to the library, as part of the exam will be practical. Identifying certain plants by sight."

Aldric grimaced at that but nodded. "Okay, thank you sir."

"Not a problem. I feel for you, what happened wasn't your fault. You were forced to hide away for your own safety and when you emerge no one directly involved remembers anything."

Jordan shook her head, her golden hair flowing back and forth. "It's not just that, professor. It's the fact that people who weren't involved aren't talking about it at all. It's weird."

Moonsong scratched his chin. "That is interesting, you may want to bring that to the administration's attention, or at the very least your barracks officer."

"Yeah, we will," Jordan added.

"Well, if you have any further questions, let me know, my door is always open."


Chapter 20

Their Potion Making class on Wednesday morning came and went much as the one on Monday had. More exam review, no real substance, but that was fine with Aldric. Mixing potions in front of the professor and having him critique them was the most useful thing that could have happened. Kasumi was far and away their best potioneer, but even she had flaws that Silverstone corrected.

In all it was a well spent hour of their time.

After class they ate lunch in the mess hall, and while they watched the other students warily, their guard was somewhat lessened. The knowledge that no one really remembered what happened was a blessing and a curse. It helped them reintegrate with the Academy without much fear, but also a small nagging feeling maintained at the back of their minds that someone was out to get them.

But time marched on and soon they were on their way to meet with Hydean in his office. Aldric had less than pleasant feelings towards the man at the moment and didn't think that particular feeling would go away after tutoring. Especially if the professor met them with his usual snark.

With those thoughts in his head, Aldric knocked on the door to Hydean's office.

The door swung open, revealing Aella, who was wearing a grim face. "Good afternoon, Magus Ironheart and Bonds. Please, come in."

Aldric and Kasumi shared a look of puzzlement, but moved forward into the room, only more wary.

Once inside, they could see Hydean sitting behind his desk flanked on either side by Adibella and Cyrene. Aella closed the door behind them once all of Aldric's bonds were in and joined Hydean and her bond-sisters behind the desk.

"Aldric," Hydean spoke, his voice serious and grave. He motioned for Aldric to take a seat.

Aldric, not having any reason to refuse, sat down directly in front of Hydean, with Sha'gar and Kasumi taking his immediate sides. With the placement of bonds around him, the feelings he was getting from them made more sense. They were wary, just as he was, and distrustful. Having Sha'gar next to him was just as much a show of force to Hydean as much as it was for her to protect him.

And Kasumi could be his mouthpiece, should the professor verbally assault him.

The fact that they had coordinated that without speaking or having the mental link that he did, was nothing short of astounding. That they recognized the situation and adapted on the fly was amazing to him.

"After our last meeting," Hydean continued, "I did some research on the flames that appear when you're particularly emotional."

Aldric's interest piqued at that. He'd always wondered what the flames were and what they represented. Admittedly he didn't know much about being a mage outside of his lived experience, but he'd never seen anyone else have that happen to them.

"And unfortunately, I wasn't able to dig up any information. I even petitioned the Imperial Grand Magus for information, and he was less than helpful. As such, I believe that the flames are likely something unique to you."

Unique. Of course, Aldric scoffed. Everything about me's been different. Why not this too?

"Okay..." Aldric said slowly. "What does that mean?"

Hydean shook his head, for the first time Aldric saw what looked like uncertainty in the man. "It means that you need to find a way to control it. We don't know what it would do to you if you had it happen long term. Maybe nothing? But do you want to know my guess?"

Aldric slowly nodded. The way Hydean said that made it sound like a bad thing, despite the fact it had only ever helped him.

"My guess is that when you're passionate, angry or otherwise, the mana inside you somehow interacts with the latent mana in the air and burns it up, resulting in the blue flames that surround you. But doing so burns your own mana, draining your personal reserves. It gives you a boost of power but cannot be sustained for long periods of time. Though, that is just my guess, but we've long understood that mana's natural state, for whatever reason, is translucent with a blue hue in it. So I believe my guess is correct."

Aldric nodded along with what the professor was saying. He'd actually had the same thoughts before, but didn't really have any proof.

"If that's true," Hydean continued, "it's a phenomenon that is wholly unique to you. Maybe due to your soul, or possibly whatever trait you innately possess that allowed your soul to be as large as it is in the first place. Either way, before we know anymore, that is what I think."

"I agree," Kasumi spoke up immediately. "I know Aldric has thought the same too. The fact is, when the flames erupt when he bonds, the flames do not burn. It is difficult to describe the actual feeling of them on your skin..." she drifted off in thought.

"Like when you're in water and your hand is floating between the surface and the deep, that in-between feeling," Jordan supplied.

"Yes, that is accurate." Kasumi nodded, but her eyes were focused on her hands which were sitting in her lap. "And it warms us. It feels comforting like...like Aldric's power is wrapping us in a warm blanket all over." She suddenly looked up, her face turning red, and her ears drooped. "I...I mean..."

"Do not be embarrassed," Aella said with a smile. With that simple gesture it felt like the room lightened. For some reason, Aella felt like Hydean's conscience...or maybe his guiding star. The mood of the professor, and thus the room, followed her. Interestingly, that's how Aldric felt with Kasumi. As the one who pushed him forward, he often looked to her for guidance and support. It only made sense, she was his first bond and had been with him the longest.

But Aldric had never considered how those dynamics played out with his professors. It made sense, Aella was Hydean's first bond and as such would play just as important a role to Hydean as Kasumi did for Aldric.

"Thank you." Kasumi met Aella's eyes and her tails and ears pepped up a little, then she looked back to Hydean. "What I mean to say is, that because it is Aldric's power, it does not hurt us. Like a subconscious utilization of his mana. My question, however, is what do we do now?"

Hydean looked at them for a long moment, his hands resting on his desk, steepled and still. "We prepare Aldric as best we can, provide him with the most advanced magical training we can give, and pray that his natural talent and work ethic push him to learn things that are far above his current level."

Hydean leveled his gaze upon Aldric once again. "Your work with your sensis loci has been adequate. I have been searching for your soul, once a week as I said I would, and you were able to change the emotion portrayed each time. The feelings you gave off weren't as complex as time went on, but they worked well enough," Hydean continued. Aldric felt as if there was an implied insult there, but he didn't rise to the bait.

"Okay." Aldric nodded. "I'll continue on and try to think of more complex emotions. But what do we do now?"

Hydean chewed his lower lip, an uncharacteristically nervous reaction. "I think, possibly, of moving on and having you explore your soul deeper, more completely. Every mage's sensis loci is different, but there are enough reported similarities that we can form strategies and theorems. The basic of which is that the mage is placed in the representation of his or her mana soul directly at the center. This is where your mana pool resides and where you can find your bonds. For humans the bonds usually display as an elemental representation, typically fire. Other races have their own representations. For instance, high elves will usually envision their mana souls as luminous balls of white light with their bonds orbiting the light as balls of light themselves, wood elves as a great tree and each bond a branch, dwarves as an ever-expanding cavern with their bonds being separate wings of the cave system, and so on."

Aldric nodded along. "That tracks," he answered the professor. "I see my bonds as balls of green flame over my mana reservoir, they feed into it and it feeds back into them."

"Just so," Hydean acknowledged. "What most students will never do, and never have a need to, is to explore their mana soul further. And normally it would be left until after your military service, if at all. But you, Aldric, need to go further. You need to push harder. So, what we're going to do for the foreseeable future is explore you mana soul, beyond what is in front of you. When you do that, you gain a better understanding of your soul. With time and effort, you will be able to walk the area of your soul and affect the natural world."

"Wait...what?" Aldric was genuinely confused.

Hydean sighed and leaned forward over his desk, his eyes full of meaning. "With enough time and effort, much longer than you will be here at the Academy, you will be able to affect your surroundings. With more practice you will be able to feel others who are searching your soul through their own sensis loci, and protect yourself by banishing them."

"Wait!" Aldric suddenly yelled out. "The Acxiun mage we fought last year, he did that to me. I was searching for information, and he somehow assaulted me within my soul and pushed me out. I didn't know at the time that mages could do that."

Hydean's demeanor changed immediately. He was already leaning over the desk, but his intensity increased tenfold. "What? Why was this not reported?"

"It was a very strange field assignment, sir," Kasumi answered before Aldric could. "That happening early on in the assignment and everything else that came after kind of trumped it."

Hydean's eyes narrowed at the kitsune.

"Besides, you and Giles were more worried about my lack of magic use, if you remember," Aldric answered hotly.

Hydean grimaced, then growled. "That fucking Arch Mage," he muttered under his breath. "You did the Empire a favor by ridding us all of his incompetence."

"Yeah, no kidding," Aldric scoffed.

"Right. Well, tell me more about the Acxiun mage..."

Aldric thought back to the first field assignment from the prior year. There were so many odd things. "For starters, he used focusless, wordless spells. He sent a barrage of fireballs at us. He did seem to get tired after a while, which is when Sha killed him."

"And Bond Bloodaxe was unbonded at the time?" Hydean asked, his eyebrow raised at the orc on Aldric's side.

"Yes." Sha'gar nodded stiffly. Out of all of his bonds, she was the most upset with Hydean and Gabrith. Forcing her into isolation for three months was one of the worst things the men could have done. Not being able to train or fight was anathema to orcs.

"That was the other thing," Aldric said. "I don't doubt Sha's ability or strength, she is far and away my strongest bond. But as a simple bond candidate, she should not have been able to kill a mage with three bonds. She didn't even realize she cut off his head until it was done."

Sha’gar's gaze fell on Aldric and worry seeped through her bond. He knew that bringing it up would likely get that reaction, but he had to find out. He gave her a reassuring smile and pushed his love and confidence back into her but turned back to Hydean for the professor's opinion.

"Well..." Hydean sat back in his seat and studied them both.

"Well..." he said again.

"Well?" Kasumi asked.

"I don't know. You're right Aldric, Bond Bloodaxe should not have been able to kill him so easily. With time and multiple swings of her axe, she assuredly would have been able to, but to do so without even intending on it is an odd thing."

"And," Jordan spoke up, "that was a mage that Giles set up specifically for Al."

"Yes, yes he did," Hydean muttered and fell further back into his chair, mirroring his mood, which fell into thoughtfulness.

"There was clearly something off there," Hydean said at length. "Giles proved to have the ability to create corrupted, so possibly this was another one of his experiments."

"Maybe." Aldric wasn't so sure. The Acxiun mage hated Relladians, so Aldric didn't think that he would have willingly worked with Giles. "But either way, it was a very strange encounter. The mage had abilities that were so much more advanced than me, but he died so easily."

"Also, we asked at the time, but what happened to his bonds?" Nadia asked. "Professor Cottonrose said they were taken care of, but I don't know what that means, and given Giles was included in this..." she trailed off, the implication speaking for itself.

Hydean shook his head in response. "I wish I knew, but I don't. You're correct in that we transported them to Arch Mage Stewart, who then said he was bringing them back to Rellad with him. At the time we didn't have reason to doubt him, but now...who knows."

"That's fucking awful," Nadia growled. "This fucking shit is happening way too often for my liking. Where did those women disappear to?"

"I don't know," Hydean soberly responded.

Nadia cursed under her breath fell back into her chair with a thump, then crossed her arms over her chest.

Aldric shook his head, not at his bond, but at the circumstances. Nadia, more than most in the room, had experience with someone disappearing for nefarious reasons, and it left an indelible mark on her that he doubted would ever go away.

"If it helps, I'll inquire about it, but I will not say I am positive I will hear anything back." Hydean shook his head once again. During the prior year, Hydean had looked tired and worn down by Giles, leaving Aldric worried about the man. Sitting here with him, watching Hydean come to terms with everything that happened because of Giles, Aldric was again moved to sympathy.

Not enough to say anything, he was still furious at his treatment over the last three months. But enough so that he understood none of this was easy for Hydean.

"Thank you for telling me about the mage. I'll look into all of that for you, but it's been so long, and Giles was so secretive, that I may not receive answers."

Aldric and his bonds nodded in response. Nadia was still fuming but Hydean was right, there wasn't much they could do right then.

"Okay, moving on," the professor said. "We're going to start with training you on your soul and how to protect yourself from any unwanted intrusions just as that Acxiun mage did."

"Okay, cool."

"To start, tell me, how do you envision your mana soul? Describe what you see whenever you enter sensis loci."

Aldric closed his eyes to focus and envision everything. "I view it as a wooded area with a lake. The lake is my mana reservoir and above it floats my bonds' souls. They feed into the water and the water feeds into them. With each bond the lake has gotten larger. Now I think of it more like a sea or ocean." He breathed deep and remembered more details. "The waves from the water crash against the shore, it’s not a beach per se, but it's not a sheer cliff and then water. Something in-between. Beyond that, the grass that covers the whole area is blue as are the leaves on the trees. The trunks and arms of the trees are brown though, very vibrant brown."

Aldric opened his eyes and saw them all looking at him. "What?"

"Nothing," Jordan quickly answered. "It's just fascinating. I don't think you've described it for us before."

"No, not that I remember," Kasumi added. The kitsune was looking at him, studying him once again.

"Very good, the wooded area means there is room for you to explore," Hydean stated, interrupting the moment. "And that's what we'll have you do. Your objective for now is to walk into the trees and find what's in them. Don't lose sight of the clearing that the lake is in. We don't want you going too far."

"Okay." Aldric breathed out. He took several deep breaths then closed his eyes again.

Falling into his mana soul was as easy as ever, he felt the usual feeling of his feet standing on grass and opened his eyes. The place that represented his soul looked the same as ever, blue grass, blue water and waves, blue leaves, brown bark.

He didn't want to be in his mana soul and leave his bonds sitting alone with Hydean for too long, so he ventured forth towards the woods.

Aldric had never explored the space before, outside of checking out the water and the flames. He'd truthfully never given the woods around him much thought, thinking it merely a place filler put there by his imagination, but as he got closer to them the trees seemed to grow in size.

He walked and walked for what felt like hours, with each step bringing him simultaneously closer and farther from his objective. With each step he took the trees grew. Until when he finally reached the trunk of one and looked at it, the canopy was as tall as the tallest building at the Academy.

He stared in awe at the trunks that stretched out into the heavens. Placing his hand on the tree, he felt the rough bark, but also a pulse that raced through. Like a vein pumped blood through a body. The pulse raced from the deeply buried roots all the way up to the top and to each branch in-between.

Aldric removed his hand from the trunk and shook his head, he'd tell Hydean about that. Moving forward into the woods, it was more like a forest, now that he was in the thick of it. Rays of light peeked through the canopy at top but came through hazy and didn't provide a great amount of light.

Aldric glanced back, remembering Hydean's warning to not lose sight of the clearing. And despite the distance he thought he had traveled, it looked as if the clearing was still right there, at the edge of the tree he just passed. Honestly it was fucking with his mind, so he turned his attention back to the forest.

Trying to push forward with his other senses, he couldn't hear anything different. But he could feel something. Under his feet, he felt the same pulse that was in the tree, throbbing below his feet. He wasn't sure how that was possible, when he looked down the ground was stable and unmoving. But he knew he felt it.

He walked forward, almost as if in a trance, following the pulse in the ground. He passed tree after tree, rows and rows of them until finally he looked back and the clearing and lake were tiny dots in the distance.

Looking forward to where the pulse led, he thought he could see another clearing, if he squinted. Aldric was torn; should he follow the ground to this possible new clearing, or go back and listen to Hydean? He dithered, rooted on the spot.

Ultimately, he decided to listen to his better judgment and turned back for his point of origination. He didn't know enough about this to risk following and getting lost. If he could even get lost, it was his own soul after all.

But he made his way back, passing the rows of trees and feeling the pulse go against him in the other direction. He wanted to turn back and find out where it led, like a beacon it called to him, but he willed himself forward.

After some time, he found himself back at the first tree he had touched. He placed his hand on it again and felt the pulse thrumming through it.

Stepping back, he left the tree and forest behind and returned.

As soon as he was near the water that was his mana reservoir, he blinked himself back to the waking world.

Aldric's eyes snapped open, to see nine very anxious people looming over and examining him. "Hey," he nervously said. "What's wrong?"

"Al!" His bonds all yelled and jumped on him. He tried to catch them in his arms, only to realize that he was horizontal and not in a chair anymore. In fact, he wasn't in Hydean's office at all.

"Wait, oof!" He grunted as all five of his bonds piled on him and grabbed whatever parts of him they could.

Only after they let up, Aldric sat up and looked around. They were in back in the dorm and he was on one of the couches, but why?

"Huh? What's going on?"

"Al!" Kasumi's voice was harsh, like something was stuck in her throat. "You've been in that state for six hours!"

"Six hours?!"

Surely not, it didn't feel that long...

"Yes, Aldric," Hydean's voice said from close by. Aldric whipped around to see Hydean and his three bonds standing. Aella was the most expressive, with a look of relief on her face. But Adibella and Cyrene had looks of concern too. Hydean's expression was hard to pinpoint. Aldric couldn't tell if it was concern or indifference on the man's face.

"After an hour of you being in sensis loci, we moved here. There was no point in sitting on those uncomfortable chairs. Now, tell me exactly what happened."

Aldric explained everything in detail, not leaving out a single thing. From the distance to the pulse that raced through trees and ground, Aldric relived it all for them. All while Hydean kept an impassive look on his face.

When Aldric finished, he sat back on the couch, and Jordan and Nadia took the opportunity to claim his sides and snuggle in close to him. Kasumi and Sha'gar understandably were a little jealous of the pair, but what really surprised him was Aelania being upset. She didn't look it, her face as even and flat as ever, but inside her emotions were roaring in indignation at not being at his side. He looked at her and quirked his head to the side, that when she noticed, caused a flash of red on her lily white skin.

"That is..." Hydean brought Aldric back to the matter-at-hand, "not all unexpected but also unexpected. I know you've been thinking of the lake as your mana reservoir, but everything in your mana soul, the grass, trees, lake, are all your mana reservoir. If you went into the water, you'd find the same pulse running through it, it guides the waves to crash and pull back. Additionally, because your soul is so large the things you see and interact with are just as large. As represented by the trees, and the distance it took to reach them. And the illusion of distance between the clearing and the trees was just that, an illusion. Mana, in its purest form can warp or bend how we view things. You may be most aware of this from corrupted."

"Oh! Yeah! Lorelei said that, about the first corrupted we fought. We each saw him as our own race," Aldric remembered, excited to have done so.

"Exactly, that was the mana that flowed through him corrupting and warping the reality around him. Your minds filled in the rest, aided by the mana."

"Okay...makes sense. What was the other clearing I thought I saw?" Aldric asked.

"That, I do not know. That was the unexpected part. No other mage I know of has a second clearing. As such, that is your second objective, to make it to that clearing. Though, I caution you to take it slowly and only do so when you're here alone with your bonds. I do not know what finding it will bring, but I believe it will open new pathways for you. Pathways no one has ever tread before."

Hydean closed his eyes and exhaled. "However, I think that is enough for now. We will bid you farewell, Aldric, Bonds. We will continue to have lessons, but I want you to focus on that clearing. Once you do so, let me know immediately so we may explore together."

Hydean considered Aldric for a moment, then nodded and strode out of the room. His bonds bowed to Aldric, then followed their mage out.

Once the door shut behind them, Aldric fell back onto Jordan's soft bosom to rest.

"What a fucked up day."

Thursday went just as quickly as Monday and Tuesday. The only difference was that they had Imperial Foreign Policy with Adibella that afternoon. Thankfully her class was all note taking, so they hadn't fallen behind. They may have missed some nuances on what the dwarf professor had taught but the information was sound.

She kept them after only briefly to praise them for their work on keeping up with everything and then let them go.

Friday, though, was the hardest day for the group. Sorodar, despite knowing their situation, did not go easy on them.

"Again, maggots!" She roared at them. It was near eight at night and Sorodar had already alerted the guards that she, Aldric, and his bonds would be staying out past curfew.

Of Aldric's bonds, only Sha'gar held in her groan. They had been at this for four hours with no end in sight.

"I don't want to hear any complaining!" Sorodar yelled at them. "You missed three months of instruction, and I demand excellence from this group. If you don't exceed my expectations then I'm ashamed to have ever been your teacher!"

"Yes, sir!" They all responded, though without any umph. Sorodar narrowed her eyes but didn't yell at them.

It wasn't that running the drills over and over were physically demanding, though they were, it was the fact that Sorodar was trying to shove three months of learning into one night. During their three-month absence they had practiced as much as they could but, despite the size of the dorm, they didn't have enough room to fully explore the drills that Sorodar left them.

And that lack of space led to their current predicament.

Battle Tactics had been fine, it was mostly book learning, which they were all good at. Some nuances were missed, but Sorodar corrected them when necessary and moved on.

But in the Drills and Maneuvers class directly after, Sorodar had taken them to a field just behind the Malena Building that was used for practicing drills. She ran the class through the basic formations that they all knew, but as they moved forward in difficulty, Aldric and his bonds made mistakes.

And mistakes were not tolerated by Sorodar.

Their orc professor made them rerun each drill that they got even slightly wrong. She made them repeat the drills so many times that the sky turned dark, and she was forced to send the rest of the class home. But not before she caught a guard to tell them that they'd be out late past curfew.

Lorn, Finias, and Grey had tried to stay to help Aldric, but the orc professor just growled at them, and they got the message.

His friends gave him apologetic smiles and ran away as fast as possible.

Aldric did not blame them.

"Sor," Kasumi's voice brought him back into the present. "We know how much we missed and how behind we are, but we cannot possibly learn it all in one night."

The orc glared at her, to which Kasumi glared right back. Aldric swore Kasumi was the only person at the Academy that could have done that and survived.

"Too fucking bad! Again!"

Aldric shook his head and patted Kasumi on the back reassuringly. The kitsune sighed in response and got into formation.

They practiced for another three hours before Sorodar finally called an end to the training. And she only did so because Sorcerer Brandeis came out and told her to wrap it up.

She glared at the man but eventually sighed and nodded. "Go home," she growled at them. "Get rest. But if you're smart, you'll use this field to practice over the weekend."

With that Sorodar stomped away, briefly stopping to salute at Brandeis.

The sorcerer saluted her back then walked up to where Aldric and his bonds stood. "I'm here to escort you back."

"Thank you for saving us, sir," Aldric said, smiling weakly at the man.

"Saving you?" Brandeis raised an eyebrow. "Sorodar has yet to ever give this much attention to a single mage and his bonds. She's favoring you. I expect you should be grateful for that."

Aldric bit back a retort. Of course he knew that. They all did. But asking them to learn everything in one night was unreasonable and not at all practical.

And Aldric wasn't sure how much Brandeis was involved in their isolation, he was sure not a lot, but for some reason he felt unnecessarily mad at the man. Like Brandeis should have advocated for them or kept them more informed. He had always been their ally, and when they needed help the most, he let them down. Or it felt like he had, to Aldric.

It was odd, not even four months prior Aldric would have counted Brandeis amongst his friends and, while he still wanted to, there was a tension there that Aldric couldn't let go of.

"We are grateful, sir!" Jordan jumped in. "But let's go, okay?" She looked around at them all, a pleading look in her eyes. She was tired and hungry and desperately wanted to go home.

"Yeah, let's," Aldric said. He slung his arm around Jordan's shoulders and started walking towards the barracks.

A half hour later they were in their dorm and in bed. Jordan was grumbling loudly about missing dinner, as was Sha'gar, but there wasn't much they could do about it since the mess hall had closed hours earlier.

Aldric finally got both to stop complaining by assuring them he'd get them breakfast as early in the morning as possible.


Chapter 21

That weekend, Aldric and his bonds did practice their drills in the field. They did so, not because it was the correct thing to do, but because Sorodar told them to. None of them, Kasumi least of all, wanted to let her down. And with midterm exams coming that week, they knew they only had those two days to make it right.

By curfew time on Sunday night, they were all feeling frustrated and worn out.

Aldric was shocked by just how frustrated Kasumi was. His kitsune bond was radiating discontent and annoyance at everything.

"He caught her shoulder when they got back into their room. "Hey, what's up?"

She rounded on him and growled. "I'm angry! Angry, and frustrated, and tired! We didn't know when midterms were, so we didn't know to make a study plan. And even if we did know, there were no notes for us to read and compare! This entire situation sucks! I don't feel ready for the exams, and I sure don't feel like we've been given enough time to deal with all this... shit!" Kasumi threw her hands in the air and stomped off to the bedroom. The door slammed behind her, leaving them all behind, shocked at what happened.

"Uhh, what?" Aldric said. Kasumi never cursed, only when she was really, really excited or mad.

Nadia held up her hand and ticked down her fingers, counting something in her head. "No...it's not that," she mumbled to herself.

Jordan's eyebrows scrunched. "No...she gets affectionate, not angry, during those times."

"What times?" Aldric asked.

They ignored him. He looked to Aelania and Sha'gar for answers, but they looked just as confused.

"When was the last...?"

"No, she definitely...a week ago?"

"Oh, right! That's when she wouldn't let go of Al's arm for a week."

"Right."

Nadia turned to him and shrugged. "Sorry, I don't know."

"What was all that about?" He asked, waving his arms in their general direction.

"Girl stuff. But forget that, you should go in there and talk to her. Unless you're afraid," Jordan taunted him with a smile.

"No, no, I'll do it," he answered, still perplexed by whatever had just happened.

"Good!" Jordan turned him around and pushed him towards the door. "Have fun!"

Aldric strained and looked behind him to see Nadia whispering in Sha'gar and Aelania's ears, understanding coming to them both.

At last, Aldric reached the door and Jordan retreated back with the others. He turned the handle and went in.

Once inside the bedroom he saw Kasumi lying down on the bed, the sheets covered her body, but her red, white-tipped, bushy tails were poking out the end of the covers "Hey, my love, is everything okay?" Aldric asked as softly and kindly as he could.

"I'm sorry, Al," she replied, her voice was low and rough.

"Hey, what's wrong?" He made his way to the bed, and climbed on next to her. He wrapped her in his arms and held her close. She snuggled into his chest and sighed.

"Nothing. I just...with everything, I got overwhelmed. I'm sorry."

"No, no, don't be sorry. I'm sorry, I haven't been paying enough attention to you...any of you. I've been so wrapped up in my stuff that I neglected how you all are doing." Aldric sat back and laid Kasumi's head on his chest, her wild red hair flowed all over him. Her ears were drooped but they perked up slightly being so close to him. They perked up so much that the tips of them tickled his nose.

"Hey, quit it," he snorted.

"No." She looked up into his eyes and smiled.

"Ah, I got you to smile, I win!"

She laughed and buried her face in his chest. "Yes, you do."

"Good, now tell me what triggered all that."

She sighed then looked up at him, the blues of her eyes were sad and tired. "It's just everything boiling over all at once. We had no time to prepare for the tests and while I think we've done a good job at everything, there's still so much we missed. Then add in Sor..." she trailed off. She closed her eyes and breathed deep. "I don't like disappointing her, is all."

All he could do was nod in response. She wasn't wrong. "I agree with you, Kas. But. You're putting too much pressure on yourself. The exams are just tests of what we learned in class, and since we didn't go to class, they're not an accurate representation of our knowledge. Do I want a good grade? Of course. But I'm not going to sweat it if we don't. As for Sorodar, I have a feeling she's not as upset as she looks."

Kasumi didn't respond, she only squeezed him tighter and laid on him.

The day of midterms finally came. Aldric and his bonds woke up early, ate breakfast, and went into the examination room as early as possible.

As it had been with the prior exam, a separate room was added, via magic, to the mage barracks tower. In that room was an expansive hallway that had as many classrooms and gymnasiums as needed. Immediately upon entering they were greeted with a waiting area, that looked like a copy of where Brandeis worked.

Inside the room there were chairs set-up for mages and their bonds. The test proctors were wearing white Academy garments, as opposed to the normal black that students and most professors wore. They were supposed to be impartial judges and arbiters of the rules.

Aldric remembered that during his first year, the proctor had been a high elf who literally stuck her nose up at Aldric, Kasumi, and Nadia. He wondered if she would be there again.

But so much had changed in the time between, he could hardly be described as the same person. And he had three more bonds than last time. Two of which were just as studious as Kasumi. Not that Sha'gar and Nadia weren't studious, it's just that their interests were in other areas than academic pursuits.

They sat as a group, waiting for them to be called by their proctor.

Aldric returned his focus back onto what they had to do that day. The first day of exams was their Potion Making class exam. He was fairly confident that they would be okay with that exam. Professor Silverstone had gone over much of what they covered and given helpful pointers.

Besides, Kasumi and Aelania were like a dream-team of potioneers. Despite the high elf's initial disdain for the practice, she had taken to it like a fish to water. And to make it even better, he could feel how happy she was when she was doing it, especially next to Kasumi. So, he wasn't worried.

The next exam was Herb Lore, which Aldric wasn't as sure of. Because of Drills and Maneuvers, they hadn't had enough time to get to the library as Professor Moonsong had suggested. As such, they were just going to have to guess when identifying the plants by sight. But then again, they were mainly ingredients used in Potion Making, so he hoped that it wouldn't be too difficult.

Wednesday would be the Imperial Foreign Policy exam. Aldric knew without a shadow of a doubt that he was going to score Exceptional on that exam. Not only was it his favorite class, but it was a class that relied heavily on notes.

Thursday was Battle Tactics, another exam where he knew the information front and back. He wasn't worried at all about that exam.

Friday was Drills and Maneuvers. As evidenced by their past three very late-night sessions, this was the exam that Aldric wasn't too sure of. They had done their best, given what they had, but too much time with no practical way to apply what they learned could possibly dampen their performance, and they all knew it. Aldric had hoped that it would be the first exam, just so they could get it over with, but no such luck.

Though, when Brandeis had given them their schedule, Kasumi had noted that Drills and Maneuvers being last gave them several more days to practice, since all their classes were canceled for the week.

Aldric and the rest of the bonds begrudgingly agreed. Only Sha'gar was happy about it.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, a proctor came out of the hallway. She had blonde hair, very long pointed ears, and a slim frame. A high elf, like their previous proctors. But she didn't have such an obvious air of condescension and superiority as some other high elves. Aelania instantly hated her.

"Magus Ironheart and Bonds?" She called out. Though, she knew who they were, because as she called for them, she already had her eyes trained on them.

"Here." Aldric stood and held his hands out for whoever needed them to get up.

Once they were all up, she smiled and beckoned for them to follow her. As they walked, she led them into a hallway that was lined with exam rooms. She took them to one that was around five minutes into their walk, opened the door, and ushered them in.

Aldric entered and saw that it was the same set-up as the last time. A desk and six chairs around it, with no superfluous decorations. The desk had several pieces of paper, a quill and ink set, and an alarm.

"Okay, Magus Ironheart," she said once they were all situated and seated. "Your exam will start in a moment. I just have to go over some basic rules. One, only you are allowed to answer the questions, though your bonds may help you with information. Two, you only have an hour and a half to complete the exam. If you have not in that time, you will be graded on the work that was completed, and given no credit for what was left. Three, once finished you can press the 'help' button on the alarm, and I will return to collect you. Does that all make sense?"

"Yes, sir," Aldric answered and saluted.

She smiled kindly at him, fiddled with the alarm, then placed it down on the table. The display showed their time, which had already ticked down to 1:29:56.

"Good luck, Magus and bonds." She left and closed the door behind her.

"Well, she was definitely nicer than the last proctor we had," Aldric said with a shrug.

"That prick Hydean would be nicer," Nadia scoffed.

"She surely couldn't have been that bad?" Jordan asked.

"She was," Nadia answered. "There was a big stick up her ass."

"Am'rith should have removed it for her," Sha'gar chuckled.

"Okay, alright." Kasumi clapped her hands together to get their attention. "As fun as this discussion is, we should get going, we only have an hour and twenty-six minutes left."

"Yeah," Jordan said, "let's get a move on. The sooner we're done, the sooner we're back in our room."

"Right," Aldric said with a smile. He dipped the quill in ink and turned the exam to the first question.

What is the name of the potion that prevents pregnancy, what are the ingredients, and what are the steps to brew?

"Easy," Aelania flatly remarked.

"Yeah, this should be a walk in the park," Aldric said confidently.

An hour later, with a lot of his bravado having been beaten down, Aldric was on the last question.

What is the composition of the sleep draught? Indicate how many ingredients, their measurements, and the precise timing that each is added. Additionally, what are the specific uses that this potion is approved for in the Empire? Where may it not be used?

"Fuck me..." Aldric groaned and slumped down in his chair.

"It's the last one, Al," Kasumi laid her hand on his shoulder.

"Yeah, yeah," he grumbled back.

"Please, Al, this is so fucking boring!" Nadia was currently lying on the ground staring at the ceiling, with her arms and legs sprawled out. "Please just answer this and let's go. I'll even go do drills in that field if we have to. Anything but this torture!"

Aldric couldn't help himself and he snorted at the nekorian's whining. The snort grew into a full-on laugh. "Okay, okay. Let's do this."

Aelania and Kasumi pressed in next to him and began relaying the things that needed to be written down.

An hour later they were sitting in their dorm, having finished the test and eaten a very fast lunch.

Kasumi, as soon as they were settled, took out their notes for Herb Lore. "Break's over, work time!"

Kasumi, Aelania, and Jordan all teamed up to make Aldric, Nadia, and Sha'gar actually study the Herb Lore information.

Kasumi actually found several tomes in their library that contained detailed pictures of the plants that they would be tested on. With that, they studied all night, and Kasumi made them all get to bed early.

Aldric, as per usual, woke up before them all. He wasn't sure why only he needed less sleep, but it was nice to get some quiet time to himself. And by now he was an expert at slipping out of bed without waking any of his bonds. Once he extradited himself from their soft and warm bodies, he went to the library to continue studying.

They would be eating an early breakfast and then getting off to the exam. They needed more time to practice for Drills and Maneuvers, and that's what they'd be doing for the next two nights.

After a while of peace, Aldric's bonds woke up to the alarm and found him in the library. He had been able to get a good amount of studying done, and he felt confident for the exam. Professor Moonsong wasn't as harsh as Professor Silverstone, and Aldric was expecting a bit of an easier exam. Though he prepared for it as if it was going to be harder.

Once they were all showered and dressed, they went down to the mess hall to eat. There they saw Lorn and his bonds, along with Thom and Zach.

"Hey, everyone," Aldric said as he approached.

"Hello, Friend Aldric," Thom said with a tired smile.

"Hey, man," Zach said.

"Brother," Lorn said, grinning at him.

Aldric shook his head at the orc, eliciting a chuckle from him. He sat down across from Zach and Thom, with his bonds taking seats next to him.

"So, what's up? You usually aren't up this early on exam days." Aldric asked.

"Oh, just a few things to discuss," Lorn said, looking at anything but Aldric.

"Things?"

"Y-yes...er...things," Thom nervously said, rubbing his arms and ruffling his own feathers.

"Umm...okay?" Aldric didn't know why they weren't being more forthcoming. He glanced between Lorn and Thom, and the two were sharing looks.

"Oh, just tell him, he could help." Zach rolled his eyes and smacked Thom lightly on the arm.

"Tell me what?"

"Well..." Lorn glared at Zach before looking back to Aldric. The orc's jaw clenched nervously. "We've been following up on leads...on what happened to you all. We haven't found anything concrete, but..."

"But...?" Kasumi asked, expectantly.

"But," Thom answered for Lorn, "we overheard some dwarves–"

"Of fucking course it's the fucking dwarves!" Nadia immediately cut Thom off. "Useless stumpy little fucks."

"Nay," Aldric said, stopping her from the tirade he knew was coming. "Let him continue."

She glared, crossed her arms over her chest, and hmph'd, but didn't say anything more.

"A-as I was saying, we overheard some dwarves and they were talking about the field assignment, how they couldn't believe it worked. Then some things we didn't understand, but the gist was that someone, or something, had directed it to happen."

"Wow..."

"Yes, quite," Lorn grunted. "We wanted to find out more information before informing you because we knew you'd want to get involved. But if you're the one they're targeting, then they'll be alert to your presence."

The orc glared at Zach again, but the wolfkin bond didn't flinch. "Whatever, I was right. Al deserves to know."

The two stayed like that, glaring at each other without either blinking.

"Okay," Aldric cut in, hoping to diffuse the tension. "I appreciate it. But you're probably right, I shouldn't be involved yet. Let me know if you find anything concrete."

"Should we tell the Headmaster?" Jordan asked.

"No," Kasumi replied first. "If we involve them, whoever it was will just go to ground again and we'll have to start over."

Aldric's first bond shifted her attention to Thom and Lorn. "Do you know who they were? Where did you hear it?"

"No, we couldn't get a good look at them before they disappeared into the crowd of students. You know how easy it is to lose dwarves in a crowd," Lorn said.

"Yes," Thom agreed and nodded along. "And it was near the library."

Yes! His heart raced. They had somewhere to stake out. They could set a watch, follow every dwarf that came even close to the library, and with his and Aelania's extraordinary hearing they'd be able to pick up on things from far away.

"Okay, well–" Aldric felt someone grab his hand, and turned to see Kasumi staring into his eyes.

"Let us know if you hear anything else, thanks," Kasumi interrupted him.

"No problem, we will."

Lorn and Thom, and bonds stayed a few more moments, but left soon after, each having more studying to do.

Once they'd left, Aldric turned to Kasumi. "What was with the look and cutting me off?"

"They need to do this, Al. We can't get involved."

"Okay? I wasn't going to."

"That's a lie," she laughed immediately.

"Yeah, come on Al, we all know exactly what you felt," Nadia laughed.

"Yup," Jordan agreed with a nod. "You absolutely were gearing up to forming a ridiculous plan and enact it on your own."

"Oh, come on! My plans always work!"

The group groaned.

"Your last plan put you in the Infirmary for a couple weeks," Jordan pointed out.

"Am'rith, we love you, but you are reckless sometimes. You need to think things through more."

Aldric gaped at Sha'gar, the one person he thought would be on his side.

"Al." Nadia laid her hand on his shoulder. "You can't be everywhere and do everything. Let others help you."

"Besides," Kasumi said, "they need to do something for themselves. You forget, they're powerful mages in their own right. I think you get so lost in your own struggles that you forget that others need to learn and grow as well."

His mouth shut involuntarily, and he stared at the very earnest eyes of all of his bonds. Even Aelania. She hadn't spoken, but she hadn't needed to. She conveyed enough with her feelings and expressions that he knew she agreed with them.

"Fine, you're right. I'm sorry."

The next three days passed in the blink of an eye. The exams for Herb Lore, Imperial Foreign Policy, and Battle Tactics all were exactly what Aldric expected they would be.

He and his bonds were, collectively, sure that the tests had gone well. None of the questions had been all that challenging. Proving that the extra studying Kasumi made sure they did helped tremendously.

However, Aldric was still worried about Drills and Maneuvers. They had taken the time, after each test, to get in some drills on the field. Kasumi, Aelania, and Sha'gar were sure that they'd done enough to prepare but none of them could predict what Sorodar would do. The orc professor was a tough taskmaster and even tougher grader.

However, no matter how much preparation they had done, none of them could predict what Sorodar would have in store for them. And there was no more time to wonder or worry. They were currently standing in a field that had been somehow created in the exam space. The roof and walls were magically done up to look exactly like the Academy outside. Except for a single door that stood seemingly unattached, that connected them to the barracks. Aldric didn't even try to understand how that worked, magic was enough of an explanation.

The proctor for the exam was waiting patiently by the door, tapping her foot to a rhythm no one could hear. That rhythm increased the longer they waited for Sorodar to join them. As with the first year, the practical exams were given by the teacher of the class.

The proctor lifted their head to the 'sky' and sighed deeply. The tapping of her foot became frenzied.

Another few minutes later, Sorodar burst through the door, throwing it wide with enough force that it should probably have been thrown off its hinges. Aldric supposed that magic was the only reason it hadn't.

"Alright all you throbbing pustules of shit, it's time to start!" The orc roared, stomping her way towards the group of students.

Kasumi and Aldric shared a look. Sorodar was actually angry, not just pretending to make them all work harder. Her eyes were ablaze in anger, her fists were clenched, arm muscles tensed, and footsteps heavy.

"Let's go! We don't have all fucking day! Arrow formation, now!"

The students all scrambled to get into formation as quickly as possible. Aldric and his bonds reacted by placing themselves into the familiar formation. During their training they had always practiced the earlier formations and then worked their way up to the newer ones.

"About face!"

The group moved as one, pivoting around on their heels.

"Double march!"

They all, essentially, jogged forward, taking a quicker pace than a regular walking march. Surprisingly, unlike with Weapons Training, in which the commands were in orcish, all of the commands in Drills and Maneuvers were in the Empire's common language.

One of the earliest lessons in Battle Tactics had gone over that the reason for this was the timing of integration into the Empire. The humans and elves were first and though they each had their own forms of fighting they integrated their formations together and created the shared system they used to conquer the rest of the current Empire.

Orcs came later and though they didn't have any formal tactics, usually using their numbers and ferocity to overwhelm their opponents, their hand-to-hand combat tactics were far superior to any of those already in the Empire. So it came to pass that once the orcs were integrated into the Empire, they were used to instruct on their weapons and melee combat. Those orcs, in turn, instructed using the commands in their language, and they were formally adopted into the military structure. Even non-orc instructors used the orc words.

"Halt! Split!"

They all stopped moving immediately and jumped apart, out of the arrow formation.

"Ranks, file!"

The students all scrambled to form several rows of lines, five people per line. This was one of the commands that Aldric and bonds had had issues with, since they didn't have any other people to practice with.

But this time they made it, taking up a row and a half to themselves.

Sorodar's eyes scanned over the group, searching for mistakes. Her gaze fell on Aldric and all he could see was the rage in them. He wasn't sure what had happened, but he knew it meant it would be a long exam for them all.

"Wedge formation!"

That was an easy one for Aldric and bond, but getting there was the hard part. One of the wrinkles that they'd encountered upon their return was going from the orderly lines, mixed with others, to getting into their own smaller formation.

Lorn, Finias, and Grey had helped them out during class, directing them, and helping them get into place, but they weren't in the exam with them.

"Left face turn!"

"Right face turn!"

"Forward, march!"

"Backward, march!"

"Halt! Parade rest."

"Present arms!"

"Port arms!"

"Shoulder arms!"

"March!"

Orders came at them rapid fire, the intensity of Sorodar's roars not lessening over time. If anything, she became angrier.

Finally, after five hours of her drilling them in every single formation that they knew and barking at every single person at least once, she stopped. "Company, halt! Rest. Exam over," her voice boomed out.

Aldric collapsed onto the ground, mentally exhausted from keeping up. He slipped up a few times, they all had, but for the most part he had done well. Better than he had expected, if he was being honest with himself.

Jordan and Nadia fell right next to him, Sha'gar sat on the ground, her legs crossed, Aelania and Kasumi both knelt. The kitsune shook her head in frustration.

He knew why too.

Making the mistakes they did meant that they wouldn't be getting an Exceptional on the exam. But...maybe that was okay. Perfection wasn't always attainable. He knew they all tried their best and that was all he could ask of himself and his bonds. Even Nadia, who seriously couldn't have cared less about the marching and formations, understood how serious it was and did her best.

Sorodar looked over the group one last time, shook her head, and left.

The poor proctor, who had been stoically standing at the door to the room the entire time, visibly slumped and exhaled.

"By the Light, that was intense," Aldric heard her say. "Okay, everyone! Uh...good job? Let's get out of here before she comes back for me."

The students all laughed in response, but the few who had gone to the ground, Aldric included, jumped up and hurried to follow the proctor out of the room.


Chapter 22

With exams finally over, Aldric and his bonds could take a break from studying and start worrying about the plot against them again.

What Lorn and Thom had said was gnawing at Aldric's mind. But, as Kasumi kept reminding him, Lorn and Thom deserved the chance to figure it out. If they couldn't, she made it clear that Aldric could let loose and find the ones responsible.

No one said so much as a word about reporting what Lorn and Thom had found to Gabrith or Hydean. Even if Hydean had been helpful during their tutoring, most of the goodwill the men had bought themselves had run out. Neither Aldric nor his bonds wanted to have to deal with them at the moment.

After a relaxing but far-too-short, weekend, classes started up again. Aldric wasn't as excited for his exam scores this time around, but that couldn't be helped.

Besides, his attention wasn't on class at the moment. Because no matter what Kasumi or the others said, he was going to keep an ear out for anyone plotting against him. Especially any dwarves.

When he first arrived at the Academy, Kasumi had told him that dwarves held grudges, and that was certainly true for Torg and his father, but none of the other dwarves had really bothered him.

Aldric silently wondered if he was being too harsh. Too entrenched in the idea that the dwarves were to blame. They certainly hadn't made themselves popular with him or his bonds, but he shouldn't paint them all in the same light. He liked 'Barry' Barisdrim Largeforge. Marwin Windhelm was a good armorer who hadn't skimped or cheated them in anyway. And despite being Hydean's bond, Aldric actually liked Adibella.

Aldric thought he may have been overly critical of the dwarves, but Lorn and Thom had said it was dwarves who were plotting. So, maybe he wasn't critical enough.

The first week of classes ran smoothly until Friday. Aldric received his grades, Excellent, Exceptional, and Exceptional in Potion Making, Herb Lore, and Imperial Foreign Policy respectively.

If Aldric was being honest with himself, he had expected to do worse. The fact that they scored so high considering the circumstances put them all in a celebratory mood. But Aelania and—surprisingly—Jordan were the first to put any hints of a celebration to bed that Thursday night. They argued that if he received a failing grade, or anything under 'Great', in either Battle Tactics or Drills and Maneuvers then it wouldn't be a cause to celebrate.

After a heated debate, they decided to hold off on any celebration.

Friday came and the day passed slowly, with all of them impatiently waiting for Battle Tactics to start. Finally, they made their way across campus to the Malena Building. Aldric, as he told himself he would, kept his ears open for any hints or whispers of the plot against him. But, unfortunately, heard nothing.

They entered the gymnasium and took their regular seats. Aldric still kept his eyes and ears trained for anything, but once the rest of the students filed in, there was no use.

As soon as everyone was inside Sorodar appeared. Her rage from the midterm wasn't on display and she looked exactly like her normal self. Aldric and Kasumi shared a look but waited for the orc professor to reach the front of the room.

She held a stack of papers in her hand, most likely their grades.

"Good afternoon," she grunted. "Along with your Battle Tactics exams, I graded your Drills and Maneuvers exams and will be handing both back to you in a moment. In short, they were fine. Not as outstanding as I would have liked, but not as poor as I expected."

The orc then began walking towards the students, handing sheets of paper over as she passed each mage and their bonds. When she finally reached Aldric she didn't react at all, placing the exam face down on the desk and walking away to continue handing them out.

Aldric hesitated to lift the paper, but Sha'gar's impatience got the better of her and she took it from him and read it. "It's...fine. Not bad."

Her tone was somewhat deflated, her words not matching what she really meant. Aldric took the paper from her and saw two grades, Excellent on Battle Tactics, and Great for Drills and Maneuvers. He now understood why Sha'gar felt let down. They had tried as hard as they could the past week, but they just didn't have the time with their classmates that they had needed. The mistakes they made during the actual exam led to the lower score. Not a single one of them was fully at fault, as they each had made one mistake.

And it wasn't as if they had received the worst grade, Great was two below the top score. But, for the group they had, they'd all wanted to do better.

"Some of you may be upset with your scores, some of you may be happy. If you're upset, use that as motivation to do better. Use it to push yourself forward and be the best version of yourself that you can be," Sorodar said to them.

"There is no shame in not doing well." That sentence earned a startled gasp from everyone in the room.

"Shush!" The orc yelled. "Let me finish! There is no shame in not doing well, so long as you apply yourself to get better and never make the same mistake twice. The biggest shame that a mage and their bonds could ever earn, is the failure of never trying. You all are being given opportunities and learning that most people in this world could never imagine. If you squander it, if you let your abilities and talents go to waste, then and only then, are you a failure."

Sorodar stared out into the group, her eyes meeting each person's before moving to the next. When she caught Aldric's, her eyes were full of meaning and he understood what she was saying and trying to convey. He nodded in response, eliciting a small head tilt, then she moved on.

A quiet came over the class and no one dared to even move.

"Good." Sorodar stiffly nodded. "Now moving on, we look at the more elaborate tactics that we can use as part of a mage force. The first and foremost of this is the Mage formation. Can anyone tell me what that is?"

Several people raised their hands including Jordan, Kasumi, Aelania, and Sha'gar. Sorodar's eyes swept across the room scrutinizing each person before landing on Nadia. "Bond McKinley, can you tell us?"

Nadia quietly sighed. "Yes, sir. As the name implies, a mage formation is a formation comprised entirely of mages. Their bonds, depending on the number, would form a similar formation behind their mages, in what is called the Bond Formation."

"Good," Sorodar said. "But what form does the formation take? Triangle? Wedge? Square? Rows?"

Nadia hesitated. "It...depends. The Mage formations tend to be looser, not so tight together as mixed formations. This allows for the mages to cast spells without hitting one another. So, it could be all of those or none of them. It is freeform and allows for flexibility and the ability to react to anything that comes towards them."

"Very good!" Sorodar roared. "The perfect answer. Why did you not raise your hand like the others?"

Nadia's face flushed red. "I don't know. I..."

Sorodar grinned at her. "It’s fine but going forward, if you know, I expect you to raise your hand. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

Aldric reached across and patted Nadia on the leg. The nekorian turned and gave him a small smile. She wasn't comfortable with school settings, having done all of her learning prior to this with a master assassin, or learning the books for her parents’ company. It was one of the reasons she was so blasé about learning, the uncomfortable feeling that she got whenever they were in class. Also? Just nekorian laziness. Or so people thought—but it wasn't really that.

Nadia, like the rest of his bonds, was brilliant in her own right, it was just a matter of comfort with the material and the class, and insecurity. Most of the time she covered up her insecurity with jokes intended to throw people off, but Aldric felt it deep inside her.

Jordan had leaned over and was whispering in Nadia's ear, earning the nekorian another blush.

Aldric smiled at them getting along and encouraging each other.

"What, then, is the bond formation?" Sorodar paced the room.

Again, the usual suspects put their hands up. Nadia slowly raised hers too. "Bond Seif?"

The relief that spread through Nadia's face was palpable.

Inara Seif was Grey's second bond. A human girl with slightly darker skin, black hair, and a small frame, whom Aldric had met the prior year. She had turned Aldric down in favor of finding an elf. Aldric, in turn, had introduced her to Grey, and the two hit it off and they bonded sometime before the end of the year. Aldric wasn't sure on the specifics because he had been out of it with everything that happened with Giles.

Inara sat straighter in her seat. "As Nadia said, it can be as freeform as the mage formation, however, typically the bonds form equally numbered rows until all members are accounted for. They march behind their mages and protect the rear and sides. They will break off into groups upon entering combat. Of course, that can be changed if the mages order them differently."

"Very good, Bond Seif. Yes, that is the typical formation that bonds use if their mages are in Mage Formation. And that's what we will be practicing during Drills and Maneuvers."

Aldric suddenly had a thought and raised his hand, remembering first look he ever had gotten when he came to the Academy.

Sorodar nodded at him to speak. "Sir, I just remembered, when I first came to the Academy, one of the first things that I saw riding in was a group of bonds, in full armor practicing formations outside of the Academy, in Etria Forest. Is that the bond only class, or was that the more advanced class for bonds who had mages?"

"That would be an advanced class for bonds who have mages. The mages would have been elsewhere for that exercise, but not that far away. We don't like separating you all for very long, for obvious reasons," Sorodar answered.

"Okay, because the armor looked uniform, but from my experience none of my bonds' armors match. Was that the exception or were they armors provided for them?"

"When you came in, it was summer, so that was a remedial class, or some mages and bonds decided to get more practice in. But, as such, we make everyone wear the same armor. In the field you will all be expected to have your own fitted armor. If you don't, armor will be provided to you, but it will not be fitted and if you have issues with it, the armorer will not care."

Aldric nodded and sat back. That all made sense, and that meant the next year he'd be doing drills away from his bonds, which was a weird thought. Since bonding Kasumi, he hadn't been all that far from them for too long. The one time he had been, he killed Giles and got injured. Not the most positive experience ever.

Sorodar clapped her hands together. "Alright, let's get to the field to practice these formations!"

They all trooped out to the field, and two hours later Sorodar finally called an end to class.

Aldric and his bonds ran as fast as they could to the mess hall, insistent on not missing another meal.

That next Wednesday, Hydean called them to his office for more tutoring. Aldric was wary of this because he hadn't had a lot of time, with midterms, to do what he needed to do for Hydean. He had only gone back to his mana soul once, and the second clearing seemed ever farther away than it had been that first time.

But Hydean had summoned them, so they went.

Aldric knocked on the door and it was opened by Cyrene half a moment later. "Hello, Magus Ironheart and Bonds, please come in, my husband is waiting for you."

Aldric smiled at the woman and followed her inside. He still, even after seeing her several times, couldn't get over the fact that she and Lorelei looked so much alike. But their demeanor was so different it was shocking.

"Come, sit," Aella said with a smile, extending her arm out at the chairs in front of the desk.

Hydean was sitting, watching them closely as they filed in. Once again, Sha'gar and Kasumi took either side of Aldric, with Nadia and Jordan next to Sha'gar and Aelania next to Kasumi.

"So, Aldric, you've gotten through your exams," Hydean started without any preamble. "Did you do as well as you'd hoped?"

"No," Aldric answered simply. "I am not happy with how things turned out. I was at a severe disadvantage compared to my peers. But we worked hard and did our best."

Hydean nodded and closed his eyes. "I happen to know your scores, and I think you did very well."

"Well, having been given no time to practice with our class, we did fairly well in Drills and Maneuvers," Kasumi said, staring a hole into Hydean.

He simply shrugged. "I'd do it again in a heartbeat if it meant keeping you six safe. But I don't expect you to understand or care till you're much older. What I do expect you to understand is that the Headmaster and I, despite how you must feel, will always do what we believe is best for you."

Aldric breathed deep and let it go. For all of the anger he had at Hydean, and how frustrated he was with the situation, it wouldn't do anyone any good to fly off the handle and berate the man. It was far easier to let it go.

"Fine," Kasumi answered, not really following Aldric's vibe.

"Regardless, you did well and should be proud. Now, I know we left you last time a week from exams, and you likely haven't had much time to practice," Hydean said, pushing the conversation forward.

"Yes, sir," Aldric replied, happy to get off his grades and performance. "We've been so preoccupied with studying and practicing for exams that I haven't had time to do much else."

"You're telling me," Nadia whispered unhappily.

Aella and Adibella both cough-laughed into their hands, while everyone else ignored her.

"Anyway." Hydean rolled his eyes. "I wanted to call you here to confirm, but also to give you something else to practice, which should help you along with finding your way in your mana soul."

"Sounds good."

Hydean stared at Aldric for a long moment. Then finally, as if he received the answer he wanted, the professor spoke. "Focusless and wordless casting are two of the most advanced techniques that a mage can learn. A typical mage will not learn them until during their military service, if at all."

The professor stood and began pacing back and forth, his hands clasped behind his back.

"They are typically taught together, because the process to learn either is similar enough, but the magical muscles you must flex are different. Wordless spell casting requires a level of mental concentration that most mages do not possess. Most people actually, mage or otherwise. It requires an intense level of concentration, that once you achieve will come naturally as breathing. However, getting to that point is the hard part."

Hydean turned on his heel and began walking the other direction.

"Focusless spell casting is misnamed, but it's what it looks like to a layman, which is why it is named as such. A spell cannot be cast without a focus. However, in this technique, the focus is your own body. Mages will often designate one certain appendage to focus their will on, the most popular of which is the hand, or fist, because they're the easiest to aim. Either way, you are not focusless, but you're not using an implement, like a sword."

Hydean turned back and stood in front of his chair.

"The answer for how to learn these is simple, but not easily achievable. With enough willpower you can...for lack of a better term, brute form focusless casting. You can channel mana into your hand and send it out. If not done properly you can injure yourself, but it can be done. Wordless spell casting is slightly different, in that you cannot brute force concentration. The easiest way, and most proven way, is to enter your mana soul and use its natural calm to stabilize your thinking. Do this enough times and it will come in battle."

Aldric nodded, he understood the reasoning and was following along.

"Good," Hydean said, sitting back in his seat. "Now, since you're not a mindless brute, in order to not injure yourself when focusless casting, there is a very simple thing you must do. That is, concentrate. Focus all of your will on your mana, feel its movement through your body, and direct it where you will it to be. Again, I suggest hand. Once you've done that you can cast whatever spell you wish. If you utilize too much force, that is when you can injure yourself."

"Makes sense."

"Very. I want you to practice focusless casting first before we start on wordless. Bond Akagi should be able to help you direct the flow in the right direction. It is imperative that you do not cast a spell yet. Practice this way for several weeks until you can do it without hesitation or help from your bonds. Is that understood?"

"Yes, sir!" Aldric replied.

"Good, now get out. And do not forget, keep maintaining your mana soul's facade. I won’t be checking anymore, but given the threat against you, it is wise."

"Yes, sir!"

"Dismissed."


Chapter 23

That weekend, Aldric wanted to try the focusless casting as Hydean had explained it. He also knew he needed to practice the sensis loci technique and walk further in his mana soul.

So, Saturday morning he and Kasumi carved out a time for him to try both. The others would be there, obviously, but since only Kasumi could feel his mana, only she was able to really help.

There was some grumbling from the others, but Aldric made up for it by promising to take them each on individual dates. During their three months of isolation, he hadn't been able to do that. And while quiet nights at home were nice, and they all were okay with one another, they were in a relationship with him, not each other.

Aldric realized early on that in order to keep balance and maintain happy bonds, he needed to make time for each of them. And it was still in the back of his mind that he'd never gone to the Library with Aelania.

"Focus, Al," Kasumi said, snapping him out of his thoughts.

"Focus...less, you mean?" He gave her his best winning smile.

The palm of her hand raced to her head and connected with a loud smack. "No, dummy," she said with a grin. "I mean focus so you don't blow us up."

"Eh, it’s okay. You've blown me plenty of times and vice versa."

"Oh, for the love of the elders, Aldric." This time she wasn't as happy.

"Okay, okay!" He held his hands up in defeat. "Focusing. I promise."

He closed his eyes and concentrated on his mana. He felt it flowing through him, coursing through every part of his body. It raged like a stormy sea, bucked like a wild stallion, yet flowed seamlessly, not overreaching or overflowing in any part of him.

Again, he shut his eyes tighter, intent on getting this right. "Let it flow, Al. You know what Hydean said, you shouldn't brute force it."

Yes, I know. But knowing that didn't make it any easier.

He breathed in deep and exhaled. Pulling on his mana he sent a trickle through to his hand, as he would a spell to his sword. Instantly he felt a strange sensation race throughout his arm. Like goosebumps accompanied by an intense burning sensation.

"Pull back, Al," Kasumi said, but there was worry in her tone.

Hearing that he pulled back, slowing the flow even more, the burning feeling receded slowly, and he heard a sigh come from Kasumi.

He opened his eyes to see her face filled with concern. "How bad was it?"

"Your hand and arm were filling with so much mana I was afraid you were going to hurt yourself."

Aldric nodded. "Yeah, it felt like I had goosebumps, and my arm was burning at the same time."

"Maybe don't do that again." She shook her head.

Seeing the concern on her face, he reached out and stroked her soft cheek with the back of hand. She stressed too much, and he wanted to make her as happy as he could. Flipping his hand around, he cupped her face. "I'm sorry for worrying you."

She exhaled loudly. "You're fine. Hydean gave you practically no instruction. Just to do it and use me to help."

She's not wrong, he thought to himself. Hydean threw him into the thick of it. But that was always what he'd done. Going back to the first field assignment or facing the corrupted. Aldric didn't like it, but he'd come to expect it from Hydean.

Besides, time alone with Kasumi was nice.

A grin crept onto Aldric's face. "Eh, it’s not all bad, I get to spend time with you alone, don't I?" He stroked her face gently, then flicked her fuzzy ear playfully.

She blushed a little. "Stop that."

His only reply was to smile.

"Okay, go again," she said after a moment of enjoying his touch.

"Yes, sir." A grin split his face as he closed his eyes. He could practically hear her eyes roll.

But she was right. Back to work.

Centering himself, Aldric once again felt the flow of his mana. He latched onto it and pushed it, as gently as he could, through his arm into his hand.

As before he felt his arm breakout into goosebumps, but this time in lieu of burning, his arm felt like it was being poked by tiny little pin pricks. Thousands of them, all around his arm and hand. Kasumi didn't stop him, so he held the mana in his palm, then physically gripped his hand into a fist. The mana seemed to constrict as if he had tightened his grip on it as well. It was a weird feeling, like there were tiny ants marching inside of his hand.

But the problem was keeping it there. His mana wanted to course, it wanted to rush out and be expended. He had to hold it back, mostly because he wasn't sure how it would react, and partly because Hydean had told him not to.

"How's it look now?" With more difficulty than he thought it would be, his voice strained with the effort of keeping the mana in place.

"Good, good," she said, more to herself than him. "Okay, I can see it. It's still a little wild but that's to be expected. You can release it now."

He unclenched his fist and willed the mana to recede back into his soul. Thankfully it flowed back gently, as if it was meant to be there.

"Okay, good," she said again, once his mana had settled. "Now you'll do that several more times before we call an end to this. We'll practice every night until you can do it without even thinking about it."

"Fineeeee," Aldric whined, then opened one eye to see Kasumi glaring at him. A laugh escaped him, and she rolled her eyes.

"Again!" She yelled suddenly. Aldric snapped his eye shut and got back to work.

They did that for another hour until Aldric got the basics of the feeling down, enough so that he could fill his arm with mana without hurting himself accidentally.

They then made their way to the bedroom, where Aldric and Kasumi had decided he would practice his sensis loci.

Naturally, the pair of them going to the bedroom attracted the others.

"Ohh! Going to shake the sheets? Roll in the hay? Till the fields? Do the two-backed beast together?" Nadia gleefully yelled as she raced behind them to catch up.

"No," Kasumi answered.

"Wait...what was that last one?" Aldric asked, turning around to see his nekorian bond grinning broadly at him.

"Sex, Al, sex. Anyway, are we?"

"No!" Kasumi answered again. "Al has to practice his sensis loci and explore his mana soul more. And after that he’s taking me on a date."

Jordan, Aelania, and Sha'gar who had come up to see what the commotion was, all stopped dead in their tracks and looked at Kasumi.

Truthfully, so did Aldric.

They hadn't been doing dates since the start of their isolation. Mostly because they weren't allowed outside. They did try to do them individually for a time, by going to a separate room to talk and relax one-on-one, but it was awkward for everyone involved, and the others ended up being able to hear everything that was said. Not that they had anything to hide from each other, more that they wanted that time alone for each other and it felt more like a super awkward group date than solo date.

The kitsune blushed a little in response to their looks but held her ground. "It was my turn before the isolation happened. And don't say the date after that counted, you were all listening in and gossiping afterwards. My ears may not be as strong as Al's or Ael's but they're not just for show."

The group all looked a little embarrassed by that, except Nadia.

"Fine," Jordan said, "I get that, but you're not thinking of going out just the two of you? We may have relaxed a bit, but whoever targeted us is still out there."

"Yeah, Kas, as much as I want to take you out...all of you, how do we stay safe?" Aldric gestured at all his bonds.

"Already taken care of," Kasumi said, standing a little straighter. "I was going to tell you all after Al finished his training. I spoke to Lorn, and he spoke to Cho'gar, and the orcs on campus have agreed to run security for us, when we want time like this."

Aldric's mouth fell open. How? When? What?

"When?"

"A few days ago, we were eating breakfast with Lorn. She'lar passed me the message afterwards."

"Kas..." Aldric said, his thoughts were racing. She did this behind his back and while he appreciated the gesture, he wanted and needed to know about things happening. He had let it go the year prior when she set up the protection from the flirty bond candidates, but this was different. And she hadn't told his other bonds about this either. It didn't sit right with him.

"Kas, I appreciate this. But you have to tell me when you do these things. I know you're smart and capable of making these decisions, but I don't agree with the way you did this," Aldric said. He tried to keep his voice even and not accusatory, but he knew she could feel his feelings as well as he could hers, and it was hard for him to feel happy about it. In turn she was shocked and upset at his reaction.

"I get that," she responded just as evenly, "but...sometimes you won't accept help and I wanted to make sure we all got what we wanted."

"No, I get it, it’s just..." he was searching for the right words, but couldn't come up with them.

"You took away his agency, all of our agencies," Jordan replied, taking over for him. "I appreciate what you did, and we will for sure take advantage of it going forward, but we need to be in the know."

Kasumi's eyes darted between them all. Aelania and Sha'gar were unphased, or seemingly so, but Nadia and Jordan were upset.

"Jordan is correct," Sha'gar spoke up. "At least Am'rith should have been informed."

Kasumi looked at Aelania for either her opinion or support, but that was a bad idea. The high elf shrugged. "I don't really care, but I would have liked to have been informed."

Kasumi shook her head, put her hands on her hips, and didn't say anything for a long while. "Fine. I'm sorry. I should have told you all what I did. But I wanted it to be a surprise, to make up for the horrible three months we had."

Her mood dropped and he felt a deep sadness coming from her. "Hey, no, don't be sorry." He rushed to her side and grabbed her into a hug. The slow rise and fall of her chest on his was comforting. She wasn't crying, thankfully. Just upset.

"Hey, Kas, I'm sorry. You did a nice thing, but given everything that's going on, I just think that we should all know what we're each doing for the time being."

"Yeah, I guess you're right."

Aldric had very little in the way of experience in dealing with a sad Kasumi. She never really allowed herself to be sad. The few times he had seen her cry were usually from other people's circumstances, like Nadia and Claudia. He actually wondered if that was a byproduct of her upbringing. The elders probably squashed that part of her to make her more obedient. And that actually made sense, given her ice queen persona. The persona that only broke when Aldric and her started flirting.

Ah, fucknuggets.

He guided her to the bed and sat them both down, the others following behind them. "Kas, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to come down on you or anything. I was just surprised."

She clung to him tightly, then pushed back and looked him in the eyes.

Her eyes were sad, but not red, her ears were back against her head, and her tails were still and curling around herself. "It's not a problem. I'm sorry for presuming. I just... we don't get very many opportunities to surprise one another. And being... scared is the wrong word, but worried about being out alone, to go buy a gift is annoying. So, I did this."

"And we all appreciate it, don't we?" He looked expectantly at his other bonds. They'd all formed a half circle around the bed where Aldric and Kasumi were sitting.

Jordan was the first to speak up. "Yeah, of course, I've missed my solo time with Al so much, I can't begin to thank you for setting it up."

"Me, as well," Sha'gar grunted.

"Same," Aelania said.

"Well, duh," Nadia said with a grin. "But I don't mind there being others."

Kasumi chuckled and lazily punched Nadia in the arm.

"But yeah," Nadia continued, her tone serious for once, "we appreciate it, but just keep us informed."

"Well...I guess I can do that," Kasumi said, a small grin on her face.

"Good!" Nadia proclaimed. "Now, we've been all super serious for too long and that's annoying. And since we're on the bed already..."

"You're not on the bed," Aldric pointed out.

She looked at him with a look of betrayal, her hand flew to her chest and rested there, in shock at his attitude. "Betrayal!"

"He's not wrong," Sha'gar said, the small grin on her face was getting progressively bigger.

"Wait...what's that look on your face for?" Nadia looked concerned...real concern.

Sha'gar grabbed Nadia and in one motion lifted her into the air and gently tossed her onto the bed.

"Ahhhh!" Nadia screeched, half laughing. "No fair, Shaggy!"

"All's fair in war."

"In love and war is the saying."

"Not to orcs."

Sha'gar jumped on the bed then, rocking Aldric and Kasumi, almost sending them flying in the air.

"By the elders," Kasumi muttered and tried to stifle her smile, failing miserably.

"Oh, come on, it's fun!" Sha'gar laughed.

"You know," Aldric said, looking down at his kitsune bond. "I don't think I've ever thrown you onto bed."

"No. Aldric, no!"

Aldric grabbed her, wrapping her tightly in his arms. She put up a token struggle, lightly kicking him in the shins, and squirmed in his arms.

Aldric looked at the bed, and Sha'gar and Nadia made room for them.

"Sorry, Kas."

"Allllllll," she yelled as they flew through the air. They landed with a soft and pillowy thump on the bed.

Kasumi was laughing hysterical, and once Aldric let go she darted forward and kissed him passionately.

"No time for this Al, you're taking me on a date, remember?"

"Boooo!" The other girls boo'd the kitsune.

An hour later, Kasumi spent time getting dressed in one of her fancy dresses and put a little makeup on. In the meantime Jordan and Sha'gar helped Aldric get dressed in one of the suits they had made him buy the year prior. Then finally, an hour after that, Aldric and Kasumi were on their way to the kebab restaurant that they'd had their first real date at.

Though, this time was slightly different. They were bonded, in love, and being guarded by a group of thirty orcs, ten mages, and their bonds.

Thirty orcs who were taking their guard duty very, very seriously. They formed a tight circle around the duo, squeezing them in so close together there was no space between them, and hardly between them and the orcs. The orcs also growled, threatened, and altogether were unpleasant to anyone who got within fifty feet of the group.

"So..." Aldric said. "This as romantic as you thought it would be?"

Kasumi blushed a red so deep it matched her hair. "Well, no. But at least we're outside?"

If outside smelled like thirty big, angry, sweaty, orcs.

"True," Aldric said and snorted.

"Okay, fine. I didn't envision it going this way, but I'd rather try than not try," Kasumi said, huffing a little.

"No, no, you're absolutely right. I'm sorry, I won't mock," Aldric acquiesced. "Hey, uh...Chak'tar, can we get a little more room?"

Chak'tar was the red haired, brown eyed, mohawked lead orc for this little experiment. Apparently, he was going to be Cho'gar's second-in-command when he took over leadership of the clans. It made Chak'tar one of his most trusted advisors, but also the one who benefitted the most if anything untimely happened to Cho'gar.

Aldric had spent enough time with various orcs to know that Chak'tar wasn't looking to usurp Cho'gar's position.

"If that is what you wish, Orc Friend," Chak'tar said in his deep gruff orc voice. "Give them a few more feet, you shit-for-brains!"

"Yes, sir," the rest of the orcs answered and gave them a few more feet of space. Instantly Aldric felt less claustrophobic and the lingering orc smell abated a little...only a little.

Though Aldric felt a little ashamed at having been the reason for Chak'tar yelling at the others, but Kasumi answered the question he didn't know he had.

"It's an orc thing. When they're on duty, they are very...profane and aggressive. Like Sor, during class."

"That's an orc thing?" Aldric asked, incredulous. "I just thought it was an insane Sor thing."

"Nope, all orcs. You're going to hear a lot of that in the military."

"Hmm, interesting."

They walked for a few more minutes before getting to the kebab shop. The orcs fanned out around them and scared off basically every other patron there. Some very angry people were storming off but not really saying anything. No one wanted to piss off an orc. Much less thirty of them.

Chak'tar waved down the waiter, who came over and nervously sat them down in their seats. The waiter gave Aldric and Kasumi seats across from each other. Chak'tar then smiled at them before returning to the other orcs, presumably to yell at them some more.

"Ugh," Kasumi shook her head. "I swear this was much better in my head."

Aldric chuckled and took her hand in his. "It's fine. I eat more than enough for whatever revenue they may have lost just now."

"I guess." Kasumi was looking more and more like she was regretting this decision.

"Hey, no, while I may not have been happy you went behind my back and did this...I'm glad you went behind my back and did this. Is it super weird and awkward? Definitely. Would I want to do this again with you? Any day of the week."

"Aw." She smiled and grasped his hand tight. "I'm sorry if I'm too pushy, or you know..." she nodded over to the orcs. "It's just how I was raised. No nonsense, get things done. And as leader of your harem, it's been easy falling into that role, but I don't want to control what you do or think. I'm sorry."

"No, hey, I said this earlier, don't be sorry. I'm so happy that you were thinking of our family. Just that I would like to be included in your ideas, at least for the time being."

"Definitely," she replied and nodded.

"Good, now..." he looked around at the now-empty restaurant. "Is there any harem business that we have to talk about? Everyone getting along okay? I know that the three months were hard on all of us."

"Nope, nothing," Kasumi happily replied. "We were all getting a little testy with each other during those three months but that wasn't really about each other, it was the circumstances."

"Yeah, true," Aldric agreed with a nod. "Jordan still doing okay? She seems to have really embraced everything."

"Yup, she and Sha'gar are nearly inseparable now. And Aelania's doing well, minus that one small hiccup in the beginning of the year she's as serious as I thought she would be. And I can tell she loves you."

"Good." Aldric blushed. "I love her too. I love you all." He paused and something from the beginning of the year entered his mind. "I actually thought about that earlier in the year."

"About what?" Her ears pitched forward, an adorable trait she had whenever she was curious.

"About the nature of our relationship, how if I hadn't been a mage and never met you all, would I have been as happy as I am now."

"And what did you decide?" Her voice was soft, but not wary. She knew, probably more than any of the others, how much he loved them. No, she wanted to know what he thought, there was a genuine interest in her voice.

"I decided I could be, but that my life would be poorer for it. You give me my drive. My need to move forward comes from you, Kas, and I don't want to imagine a life without you. I've said it before, but I've only achieved what I have because of you and there's no way I'll be able to fully thank you for that. But I'm going to spend the rest of my life trying. I love you, Kas. More and more every day. You are my world, and I wouldn't want to live a life that didn't have you in it."

"Aw." She pushed herself over the table to kiss him. He met her halfway, leaning in as much as he could, kissing her over the middle.

"Mmm," she said once they both pulled back. "You're still really good at that."

"You are," he laughed.

The waiter came over just then, looking exceptionally uncomfortable, and took their orders. Thankfully for her it was easy, a heaping mound of kebabs and water.

"I love you too, by the way, Al," Kasumi said after the waiter left. "I told myself I was bonding for my tribe and their future...but once we bonded, once I fell in love with you, I realized that wasn't true. I want to live my life as best I can, and do it with you, and the others. But you, you Aldric are my guiding star. You're my reason to be. I want us to live our lives together and without hesitation. That's why I push us so hard, why I push everyone to be their best. Because once we're out of the Academy, things won't be as easy. We'll have enemies we never even knew about. And we'll all need to be on the top of our games to keep up with it all. Just like Hydean said about focusless casting, you can brute force any problem, but it usually doesn't end with the results you want."

Aldric took her hand in his and squeezed. "I know, my love. I know. And I promise, we'll do this together. From now until death parts us."

A deep blush formed on Kasumi's face but she was saved by the waiter coming back with their food.

They dug in and spent the next twenty minutes eating as much as they could. Aldric swore he ate his own body weight in kebabs by the time he finally finished.

"So...walking around the campus seems like a...hassle," Aldric chuckled. "So would you want to get back to the dorm, and I can spend some time pampering you for a change?"

"Yes, that sounds nice, my love."

"Good! Chak'tar, we're ready to go," Aldric called out to the orc.

"Very good, Orc Friend."

The orcs fell into rank around them again, protecting and guiding them back to the mage barracks. Aldric held Kasumi's hand the entire way back, swaying them playfully back and forth. She giggled happily as he swung their arms in more and more exaggerated motions until their hands reached too far high.

They made it back to the dorm in short order with the orcs accompanying them up to their room.

"Thanks for everything Chak'tar, if there's anything you need from us, just let us know," Aldric bid the orcs farewell as he opened the door.

Chak'tar saluted Aldric in orc fashion, with his arm across his chest, which Aldric reciprocated.

"Thank you, Orc Friend. I'm sure Cho'gar will be in contact."

With that the orcs turned and left.

"Okay, Kas, pampering begins now. Go get your brush, you get tail brushes for the next three hours."

Kasumi's eyes went wide and the biggest grin he'd ever seen split her face. "Yes, my love. Yes!"

She raced into the dorm using all of her bond strength, kicking up the wind and everything around her, throwing the couches out of place and blowing all the papers and dust in the room up.

"What the fuck's going on?" Nadia asked, looking at the trail of papers, dust, and furniture strewn about. Jordan, Sha'gar, and Aelania all raced to the middle of the room to survey the devastation.

"Oh, Kas gets tail brushies for the next three hours."

Collectively, his bonds all said "ohhh."

"Well, better get this cleaned up, thanks girls!" Aldric said with a smile and raced after Kasumi.


Chapter 24

The next two months went far smoother than the first few months of the first half of the year. Classes had progressed nicely with the work becoming more complex and Aldric and his bonds were actually understanding it.

More complex was relative, though. Potion Making had progressed to what Silverstone labeled as moderate difficulty potions. Similarly, for Herb Lore, they were learning the lesser known but not entirely uncommon plants and other ingredients. It actually helped Aldric to understand everything better to have the two classes so closely linked together.

Imperial Foreign Policy was the most interesting group of the bunch. Adibella told them they would be spending the rest of the year on their closest neighbor, and biggest rival, Acxiun. Or, more formally known as The Kingdom of Acxiun. They were led by the Acxiun royal family, who had been in continuous control for the last thousand years. Aldric knew from the much-maligned History class that Acxiun and the Empire had a contentious relationship at best. Acxiun and the Empire had been rivals essentially from the beginning for both powers. The true founding of the Empire was mired in doubt, some considered the time before the formal Empire to count as the beginnings and others stated that when Emperor Max I conquered the now capital, Rellad, that was the true beginning. But it didn't change much, because from the start, Max I and his successors were all very expansionist. Successful or not, they all had ideas of conquest.

That led to conflict with the Empire's neighbors, most of whom were absorbed into the Empire, not being able to stand up to the combined might of the Empire's armies.

But Acxiun was different, they resisted. And won more than they lost.

For whatever reason, most of the time, when on Acxiun soil the Kingdom's forces won. When they crossed over into Empire territory, the Empire had the advantage. Which led to an effective stalemate.

Adibella explained that because of that stalemate, neither side had the advantage over the other. Conventional wisdom said that if the Empire committed all of its forces to attack Acxiun that they'd win, but at such a deep cost that other smaller kingdoms nearby could easily take large swaths of land from the Empire. That, probably more than anything, had stopped the Empire from committing to such an attack.

Likewise, Acxiun had their own smaller neighbors who would jump at an opportunity to conquer their land while they were otherwise occupied.

But Acxiun had been more subversive than the Empire, being more willing to use underhanded tactics, like stewing rebellion in the Empire to capitalize on the chaos. They, historically, had especially targeted the beastkin tribes, who were already discontent with how they were treated.

Those uprisings, along with mages refusing to fight, led to the beastkin being given full citizenship and all the perks that went with that.

However, as Aldric and Kasumi both understood, those perks were easily discarded and often overlooked for disadvantaged populations.

This, Adibella said, was all an explanation of their current standing with Acxiun. Not openly hostile, but not overly friendly.

Aldric knew, thanks to Giles, that when the first Princess was older, she was going to be handed over to the Acxiun Prince as a peace offering, in order to bring the two kingdoms together.

While Aldric hated the practice he also understood how useful it would be. It would be mean an end to the petty squabbles of the two kingdoms, like border disputes that happened. Like the raid that had claimed Jordan's parents. If the princess married into the Acxiun royal family and became their queen, then the hope was for no more battles. No more dead villagers.

All at the expense of the one girl. It was a sickening thought, and thankfully for Aldric, one well above his station.

Regardless, it seemed Adibella didn't know about that, or didn't want to divulge the information to a class of mages and bonds who likely would never meet the royal family.

The dwarven professor stuck to the facts, mostly about trade and the few skirmishes that occurred.

After every lecture, Aldric made sure Jordan was okay, considering the way her parents had died. But she sat through the classes, appearing unphased. She told him that she wasn't the first orphan caused by the hostilities, and she wouldn’t be the last, but by knowing this information she could hopefully stop there ever being another.

Still, he asked her after every class. He knew he was going overboard, but he cared about her in a way that she likely would never understand.

Battle Tactics and Drills and Maneuvers moved along just as well. After their less than stellar performance on the exam, Aldric and his bonds worked ten times harder than the rest of the class.

Sorodar also worked them more than any other group. She screamed until her voice was hoarse, every week, to make them the best they could be. The other students always gave them sympathetic looks, but Aldric didn't need them. He understood the orc professor well by now. She wanted and demanded the best from everyone. But because of his soul, and the fact that he bonded Kasumi, she was stricter on them more than anyone else.

In the first weeks back, she caught them up to speed and then ran them as hard as she could to not only make the most of the class, but also surpass everyone else in it.

And, Aldric had to say, it was working. He and his bonds were connecting, just like they had during the summer break with sparring, on a level no one else could match. They worked seamlessly together, matching each other's tempos and rhythm in a way that boggled their minds.

Sorodar never once relented though. Aldric did see, more than once, the orc smirk when she thought they weren't looking. That more than anything, was worth it. Knowing her story with Kasumi, Aldric felt a gratefulness to the orc that he could only repay in hard work and dedication.

Outside of his normal academic pursuits, things were going fairly well. Cho'gar had really come through, letting Aldric utilize the services of the orcs on campus, allowing him to continue taking his bonds on dates. After Kasumi it was Nadia, then Jordan, Sha'gar, and Aelania. The first time with each bond was awkward, but each subsequent date went smoother, and eventually they got to a point where they didn't even notice the orcs.

The girls were so happy to finally get out again that they all easily accepted the presence of the orcs after a while.

The orcs that Cho'gar sent, for their part, took the guard duty seriously. Most were stoic and serious, not taking to talking or chatting with Aldric much. Every now and then Lorn and his bonds would enter the rotation, which gave Aldric a chance to get to know Ghorza and Ur'rog a little better. Ghorza was a little less serious than Ur'rog, but both were still stiffer and more formal than She'lar. Especially if they were on the same rotation as Sha'gar. She'lar naming her as Si'rith had done wonders for Sha'gar's reputation amongst the orcs. Aldric didn't really get orc culture, he understood what it meant, and the significance, but just thought it was a little silly.

The only hiccup in his personal life was that Ember had been missing in action since the last time he saw her. He sent her a message but never heard anything back. Not knowing whether he was relieved or upset, he tried to move on. Aelania was sure she'd come around, and to give her some time. But Aldric had asked the girls to begin evaluating other potential bonds. Aelania said she had another but refused to elaborate and just said she had to check on it.

The others began compiling a list of names from the Leaderboard for them to review, and they then started dwindling that list down. Their ultimate goal was to get Aldric a list of ten bond candidates that could fit into their group.

He wasn't super fond of this, but with them not wanting to do field assignments anymore, and the overall lack of interaction with bond candidates, it made it hard for any other method. There were bond candidates in his Potion Making and Herb Lore classes, but they'd mostly left the group alone. Even the horsekin girl never really bothered them after they had come back from their isolation.

In his magical training, however, things were going very well. He had gotten to a point, thanks to Kasumi, where he could quickly flow mana into his hands without hurting himself. He no longer felt any pin pricks, and definitely no burning. The goosebumps came every time, but that was a minor annoyance at worst. He hardly noticed it half the time.

He hadn't made any progress inside of his mana soul with sensis loci. Every time he felt he was getting close to that next clearing, it stretched just a little further away. He had no idea why, but Hydean had said it was a manifestation of his own thoughts, which made Aldric even angrier. He wanted to find the clearing, to understand what it meant, but his mind was somehow stopping him?

That was frustrating.

But he had felt something, every time he went inside his soul, something beckoning him forward. Something that was aching to get out. That made him all the more determined to get it done.

As for his tutoring with Hydean, they'd had several more sessions. During the last session, Hydean said he was allowing Aldric to move on to actually casting without a focus, not just flexing his metaphorical muscles. Only small spells at first, but slowly working his way up, until it was second nature like it was with his sword.

That led to where they were now. Aldric was with his bonds, and their troop of orcs that followed them everywhere except class. And that was just because they had their own classes. Cho'gar had actually offered to make them follow Aldric and his bonds during class, but Aldric had put his foot down on that one. Those orcs were at the Academy to learn, just as much as Aldric was. Cho'gar begrudgingly accepted it. Though, Chak'tar thanked Aldric several times the next time they saw each other.

"Aldric, concentrate," Kasumi said, standing next to him. They were both looking out at the targets across the way from them. Outside at the target range, with orc guards, and his bonds.

Kasumi was next to him, helping him manage his mana flow. But his other bonds weren't idle. They were patrolling around the half circle the orcs had made around them, looking for any signs of trouble.

It was probably too much, but none of them wanted a repeat of that first field assignment.

"Yes, dear," he said with a smirk. However, he furrowed his brows and concentrated on the targets. Figuring he would follow the same path of progression his actual schooling took, he was going to start with lux, then move on to explodere. He would only do those two for today, unless he was feeling really confident.

Aldric set his feet shoulder-length apart, dug his heels in, lifted his arm parallel with the ground, and opened his hand so that his palm was facing outward. He knew that this was all a bit silly, it was just the light spell, but it was a new thing for him, and he wanted to make sure he was being as safe as possible.

With one last deep breath in, he closed his eyes. They snapped open and he cast the spell, "lux!"

A surge of mana flowed through his arm and into his hand, much like it had during his practice. However, this felt slightly different. A warmth spread through his arm, not burning, but warmth. Comforting, healing. He felt the mana surge through his arm and into his hand, where the light sprung forth from his palm.

In all it had taken probably a second, but to him, with every sensation running through his body, it felt like it had lasted for much longer.

Bringing his hand back to his face, he examined the light that was emitting from it. It was centered on the palm, like a small, white ball of pure energy. As white as the sun on a hot summer day.

"Whoa," he said to no one in particular.

"Whoa, indeed," Kasumi said. She grabbed his arm and examined it for herself. "You know, this would be helpful in spaces where your sword is too long to comfortably hold."

He nodded, still amazed at the spell shining from his hand. The sensation was odd, like there was a constant thrum running through him, vibrating and powerful. And the spell actually felt kind of hot on his palm, not particularly painful, but not super comfortable either.

"Finis," he said. The thrum stopped as the spell was extinguished, and the light disappeared. "That was...odd."

"Odd? How?" Kasumi asked.

He explained how it felt to have the spell channel through him. "I'd never felt anything like that before. It was interesting. Not painful, just interesting."

"Okay." Kasumi twisted her lips. "As long as it's not painful. I didn't see anything different. What you felt was probably just the spell working."

"I think so too, I'm gonna try explodere, lux never takes much out of me. And outside of the first time, I've never really had any issues with it."

"Fair point, I agree, move on."

Once again Aldric set his feet shoulder-width apart and steadied his arm. Raising it even to the target in front of him, he breathed deep before anything else. "Explodere!" He yelled.

The thrum of power that raced through him was exactly like the one that he had felt for lux. It was strong, warm, and fast. But it didn't hurt.

The spell raced out from his open palm, a familiar red wave of magic flew out and sped towards the target. In the blink of an eye it exploded against the target, sending a shower of fireballs screaming to the ground.

"Well," Kasumi coughed and waved the smoke from the explosion away. "That was just as powerful as ever."

"Yup and felt the same as lux. So, as long as I keep my mana flow consistent, I should be good."

"Did it feel like anything on your palm this time?"

"No, it was completely normal. But it’s a spell that races off immediately, so it also didn't have any time to linger near my skin," Aldric reasoned.

"Yeah, fair."

"Think I should try the elemental spells?"

"No, we have another meeting with Hydean on Wednesday, we'll talk about it then," Kasumi replied.

"Fair enough."

"Okay, now we're going to have you drill these until you're comfortable casting them without hesitation, go."

Aldric set himself and went again.

That Wednesday they made their way after class to meet with Hydean and his bonds.

Aldric's anger towards the professor and the Headmaster had cooled greatly in the past few months. He still wasn't happy how it had all gone down, but he didn't feel the need to rage and scream anymore.

The Academy was almost feeling like it had before. Of course, the threats were always in the back of their minds, but with the orc guards they felt a bit more relaxed now.

Jordan knocked on the door to Hydean's office, and this time it was answered by Adibella.

"Good afternoon, Magus Ironheart and Bonds, please come on in," the dwarf said and waved them in, then led them to their normal seats. Sha'gar and Kasumi were still flanking Aldric, though they weren't holding perpetual scowls anymore. But, as they explained to Aldric, there was no reason to change now.

"Thank you," Aldric said as he sat down. "Professor." He nodded at the man sitting across from him. Hydean's hair, as ever, was greased back and slick looking, but the smirk he always wore had been missing the past few meetings. The man was taking these sessions seriously, and it actually helped Aldric not to hold a grudge with Hydean acting that way.

Aldric knew that if Hydean had spent the entire session smirking and being snarky, even if it was just his nature, they wouldn't have gotten far. But so far, Hydean had been attentive and helpful with everything. It was almost disconcerting how different he had been compared to when Aldric had him for regular class.

Echoes of what Professor Cottonrose, the pink haired fairy Professor, had said to Aldric during his first year, rang through Aldric's mind. "I've never seen Thomas this giddy." She intimated that Hydean really was looking out for him and was so excited about Aldric's potential.

But he had a weird way of showing it.

"Aldric." Hydean inclined his head at them. "Now, let us move forward. I take it that you tried out spell casting without a focus this weekend, correct?"

"Yes, sir," Aldric answered in the affirmative.

"Good, good. Those orcs of yours are causing quite a stir. Not that I think it's a bad thing, it's actually quite brilliant. You should thank Bond Akagi for setting it up."

"How did you know–?"

"That Bond Akagi set it up? I didn't but it's the logical choice. Bonds Taylor, Bloodaxe, and Orirel would defer to Bond Akagi on all matters regarding you and the harem’s safety. Bond McKinley wouldn't care."

A rush of embarrassment flooded four of his five bonds. Nadia, as Hydean suggested, didn't care, only shrugging in response.

"But...yes, it was Kasumi's idea." Aldric left out that they hadn't all been happy about it, there was no point in bringing that back up. Let her get the praise she deserves.

Somewhere, Professor Tyrhorn was proud of Aldric and didn't know why.

"Now, how did the spell casting go?"

"It was fine," Aldric said, then explained how it had all gone, how he had felt, and how he planned on moving forward in his list of spells—but wanted Hydean's thoughts first.

"Yes," Hydean said, once Aldric finished. "That is correct, you have done an exemplary job with this task. That, however, was the easy part. Next is wordless casting. As I said before, this requires concentration at the highest level. It is easier, when starting, to utilize your sensis loci technique to center yourself. Then come out of it and attempt it. Not simply because it attunes you to your mana, but because when you use it, you enter a world without worldly distractions. It’s the perfect place to center yourself because you control it."

"Makes sense," Aldric said, following the logic. His mana soul was his. When he was inside, he was blocked from all external stimuli, which made it easier to concentrate. And when he was there, he was in touch with his soul more.

"Good. Now, two things to remember. First, in order to cast a wordless spell, you must have seen the spell in action, what it looks like, how it flies, what the impact is like. This helps form the intention in your kind for what you want the spell to do. Second, you must never break your concentration while casting. Once the spell is away, that is fine, but if you are in the middle of casting and are interrupted, the spell can, and often will, backfire on you. Which depending on the spell, may not be a good thing for you."

"Oh!" Aldric perked up. "Like the chant that we use to discover the mana souls of new mages. Lorelei told us we were never to interrupt her while she was chanting because it would have dire consequences for her."

"Yes, exactly so, though..." Hydean finally smirked. "She may have exaggerated the effect. It would backfire on her, but not kill her. Maybe mildly inconvenience her."

"Oh."

"She probably just wanted you kids out of her hair," Hydean said and grinned.

"Oh...that actually makes more sense...now that I think about it."

Cyrene couldn't help herself and she snickered a little, which turned into a laugh. "Of course she did. So dramatic."

Hydean smirked. "Yes, quite. Anyway, Lorelei's penchant for the dramatic aside. For you, Aldric, it is imperative that you do not mess this up. Any break in concentration could have irreversible consequences for your soul. At least, until you learn how to control it better."

Aldric nodded, he wouldn't do anything to jeopardize his future. "I understand."

"Casting is very simple, and the same thing applies whether you're using your focus or not. You think the spell, will the mana, and let it fly. It's the execution that is difficult, and why when teaching this it is hammered into you that you must concentrate hard."

Hydean closed his eyes, held his hand up to the air, and exhaled. Suddenly a light sprung forth from his open palm, just as Aldric had done. Hydean hadn't put much mana into the spell, likely so he wouldn't blind them all, but it was bright enough to light up the whole room and cast long shadows against the walls. "A simple lux spell, but effective at demonstrating the practical. Finis."

The light disappeared and Hydean lowered his arm. "Practically speaking, wordless casts are the single most powerful weapon a mage has in their arsenal. If your opponent doesn't know what spell is being cast, then they will not know what counterspell to use, or where to use their defenses. If your opponent must see what is being cast and you're casting a spell that moves faster than an eye can follow, you will win that engagement."

"That makes a ton of sense," Aldric replied and nodded. "Screaming the spell at the top of your lungs isn't the smartest thing either, especially if you have this in your pocket."

"Just so." Hydean's eyes danced in amusement. "But remember, this spell requires total concentration. During a prolonged battle you may not be able to focus to do it. Which is fine. Most other mages won't either. But it is a necessity when performing the first strike in a battle to take out your enemy before they know what hit them."

"Yeah, that makes sense."

"Good, now, I want you to practice this, using only the lux spell for now. It is difficult to do, and despite how comparatively easy you've had it until now, you will not manage this on the first try. Maybe not even one-hundred tries. And that's okay, time and dedication to yourself are how we all grow. Now, go. I'll see you back here in two weeks for further lessons."

Aldric stood and saluted the professor, then turned to leave with his bonds following close behind him.


Ember Interlude

The mid-year exams had come and passed. Ember had done reasonably well on them, receiving four Exceptionals and one Excellent.

Fucking bonding, she scoffed and rolled her eyes. "Greengazer really is a bitch," she said to no one.

As ever, she was lying in her bed, looking up at the bottom of the bunk above her. Specifically, she was counting the number of coils that the springs used to keep the mattress attached to the frame and helped to make it bouncy and comfortable. Well, as comfortable as one could be on a century’s old mattress, in a room she shared with three other women, that had only one bathroom.

She groaned loudly. She knew she could be out of this room and into a comfier room if she just tried. But that was the thing, she was trying. Aldric wanted to move slow, glacially slow, for some reason.

Sure, she may have given him shit every time they got together, but she helped him, didn't she? She ran messages to all of his insipid friends. She was going to their dorm at least once a week during their non-incarceration. Didn't that show her interest? Wasn't that enough?

Despite what Greengazer might say, there is no manual in the world that could help Ember with what she was feeling.

And that was the crux of the issue, she didn't know what she was feeling. She was simultaneously interested but not interested. She found him attractive, but his entire existence annoyed her. She wanted to be taken care of...like he did his bonds. But she hated the idea. She was groomed to be a Matriarch for goddess’ sake.

She was supposed to have the harem, not the other way around.

If only. If only there was a way for her to tell him, she needed something more. She craved someone that would care for her but let her be her own person. She yearned and ached for companionship but valued her solitude.

Why was that so fucking hard to express? She had no issues expressing her anger and frustration. She gleefully taunted Aldric whenever they were together. Why, then, was it so hard for her to just woman-up and tell him exactly what she was feeling.

Slam, the door to the room burst open. Ember sat up and whipped around to see two of her roommates rushing in talking rapidly to one another.

"When was the last time you saw her?"

"I don't know, the day after exams, I think?"

"I think it was before then, for me."

"How?"

"She didn't come here to sleep very often, if you know what I mean."

"True, but she always came back to tell us about it after."

"Maybe she bonded?"

"Maybe, but she would have told us, and her stuff is still here. Wouldn't she come back for her stuff?"

"Yeah, true. And bonds don't just vanish. We would have seen her around campus. We, at least, would have seen her at that wood elf restaurant, what's it called?"

"The Great Tree."

"Yeah, that's it. Kind of offensive but whatever."

"True. But she and all the other wood elves love it. She was always there."

The two girls made it to the bunks and sat down on the bottom one across from Ember. "Oh, hey, Em," Flo said, finally noticing Ember's presence. Flo, short for Florence, was a wolfkin girl with shaggy brown fur and hair and normally wore a wolfish smirk, especially when talking about mages. But, right now, her ears were back, and her usual smirk was replaced with worry.

"What's going on?" Ember asked.

"We haven't seen Seta in about a week," Candace answered. Candace was a high elf, with black hair. She had the same sharp features that most high elves had, but without the stick up her ass. She was normally rather boy crazy, at least in comparison to Ember.

"Wait, really? I swear she's been here," Ember responded.

"Do you? Because we actually pay attention, and we haven't seen her!" Flo said in a heated tone. The wolfkin's eyes were angry and her fur was starting to standup by itself.

Ember felt her own anger rise in response.

"Stop! Flo, Em doesn't know what's going on," Candace interrupted, before an argument could really start.

Flo continued to stare at Ember, but didn't bait her anymore.

"Okay, wait, what's going on," Ember said while glaring at Flo. She wasn't sure what the wolfkin's problem was, but she wouldn't take the abuse.

"The last time either of us saw Seta was around the day after exams ended," Candace explained further. "As far as we know, she and her last mage broke up before they could bond. She didn't tell us why, just that he was a prick. But that was around the week before exams. She was here every day during exams, but as soon as they ended, we haven't seen her since."

"How..." Ember wracked her brain for the last time she saw Seta. "You know, I can't remember really."

"Yeah, cause you’re too busy thinking about your boyfriend," Flo snarled.

"What the fuck does that mean?" Ember answered. Her eyes narrowed and she tightened her fists. If Flo wanted to start something, Ember wasn't going to back down.

"Flo! Enough, by the Light, you're being irrational. It's not Ember's fault. And by the way, you didn't notice either because you were hanging out with that elf, whatever his name is."

Flo's snarl faltered then turned into a frown. "Koral," she muttered. "I..." her eyes fell down, staring at a spot on the ground. "I'm sorry, Em, I lashed out because I feel guilty for not noticing either. I've been spending so much time with Koral..."

Ember raised her eyebrows in shock. "Oh, no, it's totally fine, Flo. I have been distracted, it's true. But okay, what are we going to do?"

"I think we should go talk to Sorceress Hallewell. If Seta bonded, she'd know. It'd be shitty of her to bond and not let us know, but not unheard of," Candace suggested.

"I agree." Ember put her hands on her knees and pushed herself up. "Let's go now."

Ember may not be an actual Matriarch, but she had a protective streak over things that she viewed as hers. Her roommates fell into that category. They may bicker, and Ember may find them ridiculous at times, but in the end, she cared for them. And as such, she would do anything to protect them.

Flo and Candace stood and joined Ember, walking out the door together.

They rode the elevator in silence, then entered the waiting room where Hallewell was stationed.

The sorceress was sitting at her desk with her feet in the desk, sitting back in her chair, a book in one hand and a drink in another. The sight was so shocking that Ember didn't know what to say.

"Uh, sir, Sorceress Hallewell," Candace spoke up, her voice wary.

"Oh! Shit!" The sorceress' feet fell off the desk, making her fall forward and partially spill her drink. "Ah, damnit!" After putting the drink down, she flapped her hands trying to fling the wet off.

"Er...sorry, is this a bad time? We could come back?" Flo hesitantly asked.

"No, no! It's okay." Hallewell collected herself finally. She put the book face down with the pages open, probably to not lose her spot. "That prick Brandeis said he reads more than me, which is ridiculous."

"Oh," Candace said, clearly not understanding.

Ember, however, laughed...loudly. She could appreciate doing something out of spite. In fact, that had been most of her life after she ran from home.

Hallewell smirked at Ember but turned her attention to all three of them. "Okay, sorry, moving on. To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?"

Flo stepped forward, holding her tail nervously in her hand. "We haven't seen Seta since the day after the midterms ended. We were wondering if you could check to see if she bonded."

"Bond Candidate Seta Boughrod?"

"Yes, sir," Candace answered.

Hallewell pursed her lips but bent down and started searching in the drawers of her desk. Boughrod, Boughrod..." she muttered to herself. "Ah! Boughrod, got it!" She lifted out a file folder and placed it on her desk. Flicking it open, she leafed through the pages, rapidly skimming the contents.

When the last page turned, she looked up at them confused. "Seta Boughrod has not bonded. We keep a dual record, one here and one in the mage barracks. Once one of our bond candidates bonds, the record is updated to show her as bonded to a mage."

"Shit," Candace muttered.

"There goes that theory," Flo said with a shake of her head.

"What else could have happened?" Ember asked. "None of us have seen her around campus."

Hallewell tapped a finger to her lips. "Let me check something real quick."

She took a piece of paper, scribbled a note, and tapped her hand on it. It flashed with white light, then folded itself up, and zoomed out of the room.

"Still neat," Ember whispered.

Hallewell looked at her quizzically.

"Oh, Sorcerer Brandeis used that spell in front of me, once. It's neat."

Hallewell nodded in understanding. "Gotcha."

They waited a few minutes, Hallewell and her roommates struck up a light conversation, but Ember wasn't listening. She was too tense to engage in whatever frivolous shit they were talking about.

She knew they were talking to fill the void... hold back the gnawing feeling that something was wrong. But that didn't sit right with Ember.

She needed to do something. Be part of the solution.

Ember attributed that to her upbringing. Being groomed to be Matriarch meant that she was tutored on conflict resolution and how to get things done. It was drilled into her mind from a young age that action, not passivity, moved the House forward.

And while she didn't get to make any decisions for anyone but herself, she still carried that philosophy with her. Well, except when talking to Aldric.

Damnit! She cursed herself and clenched her fists so tight her palms and knuckles hurt. Her tutors would be furious at her inaction. She was furious at her inaction.

Just then the letter zoomed back into the room, landing gently on Hallewell's desk.

"Okay, let's see..." she read the note and shook her head. "No, Seta Boughrod did not leave the Academy. She should still be on the grounds."

Candace and Flo looked at the barracks officer questioningly.

"I checked with the front gate guards. They keep a log of everyone who enters and leaves the Academy grounds. Her name was not on the list."

"Ah." Candace nodded her head.

Flo looked between them, her hands wringing around her tail even faster. "What does that mean?"

"That she's still somewhere on campus," Ember answered. "But where, is the question."

"I'll put the guards on notice to look out for her, but there's not much we can do at this point. Do any of you have classes with her?"

"Er...I do," Candace whispered and timidly raised her hand.

"Good, ask around your classmates to see if they've seen her," Hallewell said.

"Wait...you're not doing anything?" Ember asked, not holding the incredulity from her tone.

"I'm afraid there's not much else we can do. If you find evidence or a rumor, we'll investigate but beyond that my hands are tied."

Ember's temper rose at the injustice of it all. "You can lock away Aldric for three months to look for an assailant that no one even knows whether they exist, and interview nearly every mage at the Academy, but can't lift a finger for a missing bond candidate?" Her voice was fiery, and her temper was burning. She didn't hold back on the contempt with which she spoke the words. But she also didn't think about what she was saying.

"What?" Candace asked.

"Huh?" Flo said.

Hallewell stared daggers at Ember. "Nothing," she said to the two bond candidates.

"Forget it," Ember growled, not taking her eyes off of Hallewell.

"Okay..." Candace slowly drew out the word.

"Bond Candidate Narthore, I will not speak on that matter, except to say that it was not the Academy who conducted the search," Hallewell's voice was icy.

Ember didn't stop glaring, though. Her anger was too high. "Fine. Whatever. I'll do it myself."

Ember turned and walked away, straight to the elevator. She heard Candace and Flo saying hasty goodbyes to Hallewell and following after her.

She needed to plan and coordinate searches with her roommates. She would find Seta. She had to.

Two months went by, and Ember still didn't have any leads on where Seta had gone. Hallewell had been less than helpful, and every student Ember talked to didn't know or care. Only she and her roommates cared. The other bond candidates just viewed it as less competition and the mages didn't know who she was.

Ember even tracked down Seta's piece of shit ex, but he didn't know where she was either. Well, he had initially been resistant to telling her, but after Ember put the fear of the Goddess into him, he became surprisingly loquacious.

A smirk formed on her lips, remembering the stuttering mage falling backwards and blubbering for his life.

But, beyond that, she'd had nothing to smile about for the past months. She'd run down every lead she had, talked to everyone that Seta knew, and still nothing. She had run out of options.

And to make matters even more frustrating, she hadn't gotten any farther with Aldric because she'd devoted all of her free time to finding Seta. Meaning she hadn't seen Aldric or his bonds since before midterms. Before all of this happened, she'd been slowly working her way into the group, but without any contact it felt like that progress had been wiped clean.

And worse still, she kind of...missed him. That annoying smile, stupid face, and not-at-all attractive body and muscles. She didn't how or when the feeling started, but she knew that she felt it. A longing to see him. Tease him, make jokes at his expense. Get him all riled up and then walk away, leaving him frustrated.

But Seta. Seta was always at the forefront of her mind now. What happened, where did she go, where was she now?

"Grrr," she growled. What should she do?

Then, a thought struck her, an answer so obvious that she was annoyed at herself for not seeing it sooner.

She jumped out of bed, got dressed, hooked her swords onto her belt, and raced out of the bond barracks.

Her legs took her to her destination as quick as they could, and her breath hitched but she didn't want to stop and lose her steam. She needed to get this done, for Seta and herself.

She flung open the door, ignored the pointed look that the man at the desk gave her, and walked past him to the elevator. Once she arrived at the hallway she needed, Ember power walked to the room and knocked on the heavy wooden door.

Half a moment later, Aelania's familiar face opened the door. A smile cracked on the high elf's usually stoic face, and she wordlessly ushered Ember into the room.

"Ember!" Kasumi called out as Ember walked into the room.

"Hello, Kasumi." Ember dipped her head. Kasumi was sort of a paragon to Ember. Someone who was strong and fierce in battle and formidable when arguing. The kitsune, even after bonding, hadn't lost the qualities that made her her.

"Hello, Ember," Sha'gar, Aldric's orc bond, welcomed her. The woman was just as tall as Aldric and if possible, even more muscled. She had flaming red hair and angry eyes, but Ember saw the orc blush on more than one occasion when Aldric paid her a compliment.

Aelania took Ember's hand and led her to the couches, sitting down next to her. "What brings you to our room today? I'm a bit surprised, we haven't seen you in a few months."

Aelania was probably Ember's only real friend at the Academy. She was a constant in Ember's life, even if the other elf didn't know it. Ember would be lying if she didn't say that at least part of the reason she considered Aldric as a mage at all was because of Aelania. The other part was Kasumi.

But that was before she met Aldric, or...really met him that is.

"I'm here to speak to you all, though probably Aldric most of all. Where is he?"

A knowing smile formed on Aelania's lips. Kasumi coughed into her hand and Sha'gar gave a grunting laugh.

Ember's eyes scrunched, confused at what that meant, only for it to be answered half a second later.

A door swung open at the far end of the room and three, very poorly dressed, figures walked out. The blonde human, Jordan, and the black haired nekorian, Nadia, were walking a little off, their hair was messy, and they both had goofy looks on their faces.

The third figure, Aldric, was just as disheveled, though he was walking with a spring in his step and his smile could have lit up the room.

"Ah," Ember said darkly.

The trio walked over and plopped themselves down on the couch opposite of where Aelania and Ember sat.

"Why, hello, Emberrrr," Nadia purred as she stretched out over Aldric's lap.

"What's up?" Jordan said, nuzzling into Aldric's shoulder.

Ember closed her eyes and counted to ten. Her tutors had suggested that technique for whenever she was overwhelmed with the requests from members of the House. Ember found that it also worked well in stressful situations that she didn't particularly enjoy.

When she opened her eyes again, Aldric and Kasumi were having a silent argument, both gesticulating wildly at each other but not saying any words.

Kasumi was the first to notice that Ember was paying attention and made a cutting motion against her throat while nodding her head to the side at Ember.

Aldric looked over and shook his head, then laughed. "I'm so sorry, Ember. Had we known you were coming you wouldn't have found us like this. But not much we can do about that now. What can we do for you?"

"First, I wanted to apologize for not coming around since before midterms. I've been...preoccupied."

"Oh, I'm sorry, I hope everything is alright?" Kasumi asked, her voice full of genuine concern. Ember's mother would say it was fake concern, but that bitch ran out on her family, so who cared what she might have thought.

"Well, no. That brings me to my second point, and my main reason for being here. My roommate, Seta Boughrod, has gone missing."

That sobered Aldric, Jordan, and Nadia. The nekorian in particular was instantly more focused. She shot up into her own seat and stared at Ember.

"Missing, when? For how long?" She asked. Her voice, too, was earnest.

"Since the day after midterms, that was the last time myself or the rest of my roommates saw her."

Aldric sat forward in his seat, resting his forearms on his legs. "So, a little over two months? Have you gone to the barracks officer?"

"No, in addition to losing my roommate, I also lost all of my faculties and forgot to talk to the barracks officer," she snarked, unsure of why she did. "Yes, it was the first thing we did. Hallewell said there was no record of Seta bonding, and there was no record of her leaving the campus."

"Boughrod...that sounds wood elf, was she?" Aelania asked.

"Yes, Seta was my wood elf roommate, my other roommates are Flo, a wolfkin, and Candace, a high elf."

"Ah," Aelania simply said. Though Ember couldn't fault the high elf. Seta had openly despised Aelania and gone out of her way to be rude to her...mostly because Aelania simply didn't care about her.

"Okay, so..." Aldric said and his voice trailed off. "She's obviously still on campus. She didn't bond. Are there any other leads? Any places that she could be hiding away in?"

"Not really?" Ember answered. "She frequently went to that wood elf restaurant, The Great Tree, but I already searched there, and they don't even have a cellar or attic. All the food prep is done right in their kitchen and stored there as well."

"There are hidden places on campus," Kasumi said, coming to sit down next to Aelania.

"Yes, that little shitbagged assmunch Torg used to frequent that dwarf/halfling only bar," Nadia said with a snarl. Her ears flattened and she gripped her hands into fists.

Ember stared at the nekorian, she only understood about half of what was said, she knew who Torg was, but not much else about him. However, she applauded Nadia's way with words. If Ember bonded with Aldric, she could see herself and Nadia getting close, if only because of their prodigious use of profanity.

Ember laughed into her fist. "Well, shitbagged assmunches aside, it is a good thought to look for hidden places like that."

"Would the Headmaster or Hydean know of them?" Aelania asked the group.

"Hydean definitely does," Jordan finally spoke. The blonde had taken the longest to recuperate from their...session. "He said so after Al burned that bar down."

"Ah, yeah, true." Aldric shared a smile with Nadia.

Sha'gar grunted and sat down on one of the loveseats. "Kidnapping a bond candidate seems like an exceedingly stupid thing to do. Who would be that stupid?"

Aldric and his bonds all shared a look. "Dwarves," they all said at the same time, then burst out in laughter.

Ember sat back and watched them. It was odd, seeing six people so in sync with each other that they could all finish each other's sentences. It was the kind of closeness that she'd been missing her entire life. The kind she had always craved.

When Ember had watched her sister easily flit from person to person, on the day that everything changed, she thought that her sister was a natural at striking up conversation and reacting. But now, thinking back, everything her sister said was rehearsed, pre-planned, like a script from a play. Nothing organic about what she had done.

But Aldric and his bonds? They were natural. Their conversations flowed easily and none of them seemed fake.

That was what Ember wanted. And she knew she could have it, she just had to go for it. Reach out and grab it.

"Sorry, Ember." Aldric wiped a tear from his eye. "We've had more than our fair share of run-ins with dickhead dwarves. But going back to Seta, we'll help you however we can. Whatever support we can provide, you have it."

His words caught her unaware...and somewhere deep inside her she felt that same annoying flutter she felt whenever Aldric addressed her. Fuck off, you fluttering slag!

"Thank you," Ember replied, but her tone was terse, frustration welling up inside of her. Frustration at herself. At the flutter. At Aldric—that one she didn't understand. "How magnanimous of you."

"Er...no problem?"

Ember suddenly stood. Embarrassment flushed her face. But it was too late now. She’d made an ass of herself. All she wanted now was to get out of the situation with a shred of dignity. "Seta Boughrod. Remember her name. If you hear or find anything, let me know."

Without another word she turned towards the door and hastily left.

She slammed the door behind her, urgently getting as far down the hall as she could. Fleeing like she always did. Running away like she was still a scared child. She was downstairs and out of the mage barracks in a blink of an eye.

Once outside she collapsed onto the cold stone of the tower.

What was wrong with her? Just the mere thought of closeness brought out a stupid anger in her. Aldric had said he would help, why did she react that way? Why did the flutter make her feel this way? Why the fuck was she so broken?


Chapter 25

The door slammed behind Ember, leaving a vacuum of silence in the room.

Aldric was left stunned and confused at the turn the conversation had taken.

"What the...?" was all he managed to say.

Aelania sighed and shook her head. "She's...afraid."

"Afraid of what?" He growled in frustration. "I didn't say anything other than I'd help her look for her roommate."

"Afraid of her own feelings, Aldric," Aelania said as calmly as she could. Though, he could feel her own frustration with him increasing.

"But that's so dumb!"

"Yeah, it is," Jordan said, sitting down next to him. "But we both know that people can be dumb. Especially when feelings are involved."

Aldric held himself back from rolling his eyes. She was right but that didn't stop it from being frustrating. A part of him was almost ready to just give up on her, he'd had enough drama for one lifetime, but another part of him knew that was stupid. Ember was her own person, with her own past and her own hangups. He knew that, but he wished that for once a potential bond would just be normal.

"Okay, fine so what should I do?"

Jordan shrugged. "Help her with what she asked. Look for her roommate. But it'll be difficult, we don't have any leads and only Aelania really knows what she looks like."

"True," Aldric said, nodding.

"That reminds me, we haven't heard from Lorn or Thom about our attackers yet," Kasumi chimed in.

"No, we haven't," Aldric flatly said.

"Okay, well, I think it's time we take the matter into our own hands," Kasumi calmly said.

"Oh, thank the gods," Nadia exhaled loudly. "I swear, you all fucking forget what I used to do. Get me a lead and I'll track it down until there's no one left alive that can hurt us."

Kasumi looked at the nekorian in surprise. "Why didn't you say anything?"

"Because! You told us to wait for Lorn and Thom, so we did. They are competent, they are good at what they do. But they are, emphatically, not me. I just hope the trail hasn't run completely cold."

"Wait, hold up," Jordan said, looking at Nadia, "I thought you were just an assassin. Are you a spy and a detective too?"

Nadia rolled her eyes. "No, silly. But in addition to all the super cool assassiny things I was taught, part of my training was the use of subterfuge and deception to get close to my targets and then kill them when the time is right, or when my client, my case my parents, deems it is appropriate."

"Oh."

"Okay, well, that's very helpful to know," Kasumi grumbled, she was annoyed at the nekorian too, for not divulging more of her training.

Lords that's frustrating! Aldric said to himself. He wished she had been more forthcoming on what her training actually entailed, because they could have had her help Lorn and Thom.

"Anyway, let's talk to Lorn and Thom, see what they've found, if anything. Then we need to start finding anything that we can about Seta," Kasumi directed and stood from her seat.

"Do we know where they are?" Aldric asked. "We haven't talked much outside of class because we've all been so busy."

Kasumi checked the alarm clock in the room for a brief moment. "It's five o'clock, so they should be down at the mess hall. We could go see, and if they're not, we could wait for them."

"Ehh..." Jordan said.

Despite how much they'd relaxed, they were all still wary of eating in the mess hall at the peak times. The last two months they had spent a total of maybe thirty minutes in the mess hall, just enough to grab their food and get back to their room to eat.

They had tried, initially, to get back into it. But it was too much for them, having to constantly look over their shoulders while eating. They could probably have asked the orc guards for help, but that felt like overkill.

"No," Aelania said. "We'll send a message via Sorcerer Brandeis asking them to meet us here. And bring food enough for us all."

"Sounds like a food plan to me," Nadia said.

"Wait...food plan?" Aldric said with a smile.

Nadia looked confused. "What, I said good plan." Her stomach rumbled, loudly, just at that moment, giving away where her mind really was.

The girls and Aldric all laughed while Nadia blushed.

"Whatever!" She crossed her arms across her chest.

"Al, write a message to them so we can get it to Brandeis. The sooner we get this done, the sooner our hungry kitty gets to eat."

"I. Am. Not. A. Cat!"

"Anyone have some string?" Jordan asked.

"We have milk, I think," Kasumi added in.

"Oh, really?" Nadia asked, joyfully looking around for...something. Aldric truly wasn't sure what.

Shaking his head, and ignoring the girls’ laughter behind him, he strode over to his desk and wrote a quick note, telling Lorn and Thom what they discussed and to bring food. Lots of it.

A moment later they were all downstairs in the waiting room of the barracks. Brandeis was talking to another mage and his bond. It was someone Aldric didn't know, so probably a first year registering their first bond.

That assumption was proven correct a moment later when the bond pressed her hand to a piece of paper that glowed in response.

"Good luck, Acolyte and Bond!" Brandeis smiled at the two, who skipped away hand-in-hand to the mess hall.

Aldric smiled at the display. Another mage who had, seemingly, bonded with someone he loved. A sigh of longing escaped him. The feeling of a new relationship, the fresh feeling of love growing inside. He would never trade what he had for anything, it was so much more meaningful and impactful, but the early days of a relationship were unlike any other.

Ember wasn't really that type of girl, and while he did actually like her, and her fire, she wasn't one that allowed herself to be wooed. She wasn’t the sweep-me-off-my-feet-and-take-me, kind of girl. Which was fine. But...Aldric was almost hoping for someone like that for his seventh bond.

"Good afternoon, Magus Ironheart," Brandeis' words broke him out of his thoughts. Aldric snapped his eyes to the man, who was staring at him strangely. Also, he could feel all five sets of his bonds’ eyes boring holes straight through him.

Fuck.

"Oh, uh, hi, Sorcerer Brandeis. I hope you're well," he awkwardly said. He glanced over at Kasumi, but she rolled her eyes and focused on Brandeis. Jordan and Nadia too. Sha'gar was looking at him strangely but not angrily, which was nice. And Aelania was giving him an appraising look.

"I'm fine. What can I do for you, Magus?"

Aldric sighed. He hated that there was this space between him and Brandeis now. Whether it was his own fault, or Brandeis somehow blamed him for something, he didn't know. He just hated it.

"I have a note for Mages Bloodaxe and Wainright, if you could deliver it to them if you see them," Aldric said.

"Will do, is that all?" Brandeis stiffly asked.

"You know, sir. It's not," Aldric said, not trying to let the anger get to his voice but finding it hard not to. "I'm not sure what I did wrong to make things so formal between us, but I'm sorry, okay? I apologize for whatever it is that I did. I didn't mean it. I miss being on the same side as you, sir. Drinking and having fun, even if Kas won't let me drink. You know what I mean." The words spilled out of him faster than he knew what he was saying.

Brandeis just looked at him impassively as he spoke. When Aldric was finished, the other mage narrowed his eyes and looked like he was gearing up for an argument, but instead he sighed. "No, you did nothing wrong. I was upset that you were angry at me, along with the Headmaster and Professor Hydean, about your confinement to your room. I didn't have anything to do with it, but when you saw me, you treated me like I was involved. I understand why, and I should have confronted you or told you otherwise, but I didn't."

"Oh...I didn't realize," Aldric said awkwardly. "I'm sorry, I...No, we were very angry, when it happened, and once we were allowed out, it was bad. Nadia flipped off both the Headmaster and Hydean. Told them to fuck themselves."

A small smile cracked Brandeis' stone face. "Really?"

"Yup, and I'd do it again!" Nadia happily bounced on the balls of her feet. "Fuck them for doing that to us. We're not children, we're more than fucking capable of protecting ourselves, or arranging protection. But they didn't give us an option. Didn't even hear us out. Al's already on his way to forgiving them, but I never will."

Aldric looked over at Nadia and there was an intensity in her gaze that only appeared when she was truly pissed off. Probably rightfully so.

"Anyway, I'm sorry, sir, I hope we can move past this." Aldric looked back to the sorcerer. He was smiling back at Aldric for the first time in nearly three months.

"Of course, Magus. Once this all blows over, maybe we'll sneak a few casks into the mess hall and have a party," Brandeis replied and gave them all an impish grin.

"Definitely!" Aldric pumped his fist in the air, and his other bonds cheered too.

Except Kasumi, who was glaring at both of the mages.

After speaking with Brandeis for a minute more, Nadia's stomach rumbled again so they gave him their note and went back to their dorm to wait. Nadia tried to sneak off to grab something to eat but Kasumi dragged her back by the scruff of her neck.

Then they spent what felt like an eternity waiting for Lorn and Thom. In actuality it was only fifteen minutes before the pair showed up with their bonds, and an immense pile of food, but the wait was not fun. If one had listened to Nadia, and Sha'gar too by that point, it was the most harrowing experience of their lives.

"It’s been hours since I last ate, Am'rith, hours! This is unfair to an orc. Especially one with my very large and powerful physique!" Sha'gar said, flexing her muscles to make her point.

"Yeah, Al, I'm starving to death, practically wasting away in front of your very eyes. You are watching me deteriorate in front of you, and you're not doing anything to stop it!" Nadia moaned loudly.

When Lorn, his bonds, and Thom and Zach showed up, Nadia and Sha'gar didn't even greet them, they tore the food out of their arms and took it to the kitchen to get plates.

They proceeded to start eating before anyone else had gotten inside the door.

"Good evening to you too, Nadia, Sha," Lorn chuckled, watching the two devour anything within sight.

Nadia waved a hand without looking and Sha'gar didn't bother responding to her brother.

"Sorry, Lorn, you'd think they were starved or something," Aldric chuckled. "Thank you all for coming."

"No worries, Friend Aldric," Thom said, coming in to sit on one of the couches. Zach followed close behind Thom, a small smile on his face. He looked kind of down, for some reason.

"Everything alright?" Aldric asked, narrowing his eyes in worry.

"Oh, yeah, totally," Zach said with a sigh.

"Love Bond Zach is getting a little disheartened, we have not been able to find another bond. It is exceedingly difficult for people like us to find one. But it's fine, I know we will in due time."

"Babe," Zach cried, exasperated. "We only have a few months left of this year, and then only a year left. Hell, even Lorn found his last two bonds."

Thom had a thoughtful expression. "Yes, I know. I have thought this through. If I only have one bond, I will likely not be given a very serious military posting. Probably writing reports or something similar. And I'm fine with that, I am not made for combat. I hope you understand."

Zach's jaw dropped, and Aldric felt a need to get as far away from this conversion as soon as possible.

"Anyway, everyone get some food before Sha and Nay eat it all!" Aldric yelled out, filling the awkward silence that broke out.

Zach sighed and rolled his eyes, but got up with Thom to get some food.

She'lar smiled thankfully and patted him on his arm as she passed by on her way to the food.

Ghorza and Ur'rog also nodded appreciatively, following in She'lar's wake.

Lorn came up to him and clapped him on the shoulder. "How is my best friend and brother doing?"

"Fine." Aldric punched Lorn's arm playfully. "Worried, hungry, angry, and about a thousand other things. How are you and your bonds doing? Everything settling fine between them?"

Aldric wondered if She'lar had won supremacy over the two newer bonds.

"Yes, actually, we took a page out of your human book and decided that the girls were not to fight amongst themselves, except for practice. No one is dominant over the other. Equal partnership."

"Oh, oh wow! Nice!" Aldric said, genuine shock and appreciation in his voice.

"Yes, it is plain as day with Sha'gar that it worked well for you. And we wanted to try. Ghorza and Ur'rog were fine with it, so we have been trying it. It's working well, none of them seem to mind. There are occasional flares of tempers, we are orcs after all!" Lorn's barking laugh boomed across the room. "But, overall, it's been working."

"Good, good, I'm glad," Aldric beamed. "I’m happy it worked out for you."

"Me too."

Aldric and Lorn joined the others in getting their food, then sat down and talked while they ate. They spoke about small things, like class, or their bonds, things that made them happy.

All good things end, however, and the food ran out, as did a great deal of the good cheer.

She'lar and Sha'gar excused themselves from the group to take care of dishes, and to gossip amongst themselves. Aldric didn't begrudge them that, it wasn't often that Sha'gar got to speak to another orc, especially her own sister-in-law.

"Okay, Al, why did you call us here?" Lorn asked. Everyone, but She'lar and Sha'gar, was settled and finished.

"I wanted to know how your progress with your investigation was going," Aldric responded, his voice taking on a serious tone. "We are past the point where we want to wait anymore."

Lorn grimaced and looked at Thom. The avian man just shook his head and nervously bit his lip.

"We found some things," Lorn said. "It's definitely dwarves. The only problem is that we don't know where or how they're getting around."

"Okay, hold on," Jordan interrupted. "Go back one step. Dwarves are doing what exactly? And getting around where?"

"The dwarves are conspiring about something. We've heard snippets of conversations, as have Grey, Evonne, and Kairn, and his bonds Celia and Drea. We enlisted them to act as our ears for this. They reported back that the dwarves are definitely up to something but weren't able to pinpoint exactly what. And thankfully, like before, it's not all dwarves."

"Yes," Thom continued for Lorn. "There is a clear divide amongst the dwarven population at the Academy. I believe you will find that there are far more that are regular students who just want to live their lives than there are ones that want to tear you down. The former are very much led by Barry Largeforge and his coalition of clans. The others are unsurprisingly the former Frosthammer allies."

"Torg was the only actual Frosthammer at the Academy," Zach added. "But his clan's reach was far, and he had a lot of allies here. And now, even dismantled as it is, because Torg was left alive he was able to pick up the pieces and start their operations again. All the chatter hints at something big coming."

Aldric felt Nadia's glare before he saw it. She was furious...at him, at Torg, and at the idea that the Frosthammers might be up to their old tricks. Aldric knew if their paths crossed again, she wouldn't hesitate to kill him. And Aldric wouldn't stop her.

"Well, that's less good than I had hoped, but more information than I expected," Aldric said at length.

"Yes, that is very informative," Kasumi said, her business-like attitude very much on the forefront now. "One, possibly unrelated question, did any of them mention the name Seta, or Boughrod?"

Lorn scrunched his face, as if he was thinking hard. Thom brought his hand to his chin, and Zach scratched himself. Silence filled the room, and Aldric felt a knot in his stomach form. How were they going to find Seta? Why did he think that the two things were even interconnected?

It was Ghorza who spoke up, however, with the orc's deep rumbling voice breaking the silence in the room. "Seta Boughrod was not a name that was spoken. However, there were a few times that the elves heard them mention her and she and the girls. The elves tried to learn more but said the dwarves clammed up the moment they saw them."

"Wait, girls? Multiple?" Aldric said.

Ghorza nodded. "That is what the wood elf, Kairn, said."

Kasumi scratched her chin. "Hmm. Fine. Thank you all for the information. We're going to do some poking around on our own."

"Very well," Lorn said with a nod. "Most of the time, we were able to overhear them near the library and the northwest tower."

"Isn't the northwest tower the one that had to be reconstructed after Al blew up the bar that Torg frequented?" Jordan asked.

"Yes, it is," Nadia fumed, her was voice strained under her barely contained rage.

Thoughts raced through Aldric's mind, and none of them good. If the dwarves under Torg's command were up to their old tricks, and they were mentioning girls, it seemed plausible that they had continued trafficking bond candidates. Even after having their clan leader beheaded, they still continued with it. It boggled Aldric's mind.

It was one of those times when he hoped he was wrong, because if he wasn't, that was an absurd level of stupidity.

"Okay, first things first, have you spoken to any of the Academy administration or Brandeis about this?" Kasumi asked.

"No, not yet. We wanted to gather more concrete evidence before we did. And we wanted to speak to you first, Friend Bond Kasumi, and Friend Aldric," Thom said.

"Okay, good," Kasumi said, more to herself than anyone else. Aldric knew exactly what she was thinking, and he agreed.

"Yeah, thanks guys. We really appreciate your help." Aldric nodded, sharing a look with Kasumi.

"We're going to do our own investigation, following up on what you told us. We probably won't move to confront right away, but if when we do, can we count on your support?" Aldric asked Lorn and Thom.

Immediately Lorn laughed. "I'd be furious if you didn't include me and my bonds. We were made for this." A feral smile spread across the orc's face. "When we find the ones responsible for this, we're going to make them pay."

"Good." Aldric knew he could count on his orc brother-in-law.

"I-I'm not sure," Thom nervously squawked.

"Because Thom only has me as a bond, we're not the most powerful in the group..." Zach said, letting his mage off the hook.

"Well..." Aldric didn't know what to say, Zach wasn't wrong, and Thom was not suited for combat.

"When we go to confront whoever is behind this, Thom and Zach can stay back and warn the Academy what is happening, if we're gone for too long," Jordan said. She brushed her golden locks out of her eyes, and behind them Aldric saw a deep concern for Zach. She didn't want him any closer to what might happen any more than Thom did.

"Yes, that works," Aldric hastily agreed with her.

"What about Grey, Finias, and Kairn? Would they agree to help?" Aelania asked, causing a murmur to spread through the group. Aldric was just surprised she wanted another high elf there, or multiple high elves, given Evonne was one too.

"Possibly. You know how skittish Grey is. Kairn and Finias would likely come."

"Okay, cool. We'll formulate a more extensive plan when we find out what's going on. All of this planning may be for nothing," Aldric replied, then sat back in his seat and exhaled wearily. "We're getting way ahead of ourselves," he chuckled. "We literally don't know anything yet."

"True," Lorn grunted. "But I know we can all feel it, this feels right. And something is coming."

They all nodded, a little glumly, at the prospect of battle, or at the least conflict. But it seemed inevitable when taking Torg's faction of dwarves into account. They were, seemingly, intent on doing the wrong things at all times. And they were dead-set on ruining Aldric. But he wasn't just any mage, he was on par with the Imperial Grand Magus. He was more powerful than any of them realized.

He looked at his nekorian bond, a hatred blazed in her eyes that she solely reserved for Torg and his ilk. Aldric felt her rage, anger, anguish, over the bond. He couldn't even fault her, because he was feeling the same way. But with as much meaning as he could convey, he nodded at her, earning a nod back.

An unspoken agreement. Torg would die.


Chapter 26

Aldric had hoped that getting some firm evidence on who was behind his attack, or where Seta was, would be a matter of simply strolling out into the wider campus and accosting the first dwarf he saw, a plan Nadia and Sha'gar were fully on-board with. However, Kasumi, Jordan, and Aelania all strongly advised against it, for multiple reasons. The one reason that Aldric had to concede was correct was the fact that if he did that, the perpetrators would scatter and be impossible to find.

So, he waited.

And in the meantime, he had classes, studying, and practice of wordless casts.

And practicing those casts was what he was doing now. It was Sunday, the day after his meeting with Lorn and Thom, and he was sitting cross-legged on the bed trying to center himself.

His bonds were all around him, sitting on the expansive bed, calming him but also making sure he didn't hurt himself.

He felt their apprehension at him doing this. But they knew he needed to progress, and this was one of the most important tools a mage could have. So, they watched and waited.

He shook his head, breaking himself from thoughts of them. They were a distraction. A good distraction, but a distraction. He needed total concentration for this to work, so, as Hydean said he should, he closed his eyes and fell into his mana soul.

When he reopened them, he was greeted by the familiar sight of blue grass, blue leaves, blue water, brown bark, and as always his five bonds' flames flying above his mana reservoir.

Of course, Hydean had said that everything, trees, grass, leaves, and all were all part of his mana reservoir. It was an odd thing, he definitely viewed his reservoir as a lake, and his mana as water, when he casted. But he felt the truth in Hydean's words. The pulse he had felt as he walked the forest could attest to that.

And that was another thing. There was a clearing just outside of reach, like there was something internally stopping him from getting there. Why or how he didn't know.

He shook his head again, as this too was a distraction. He would figure that mystery out eventually, but right now he had a task at hand.

He breathed deep, inhaling the mana all around him, feeling it circulate all around his body.

It was a strange thing, it wasn't really his body, it was a metaphysical representation, but he still felt everything that happened, as real as if it was his own.

That was a mindfuck, truthfully.

Okay, shut up and get to it, he scolded himself.

Centering himself again, he concentrated hard on the spell he wanted to cast, the lux spell, and imagined what it looked like. For this exercise, given he was sitting on his bed in reality, he opted for focusless casting. He had become proficient with it enough that he wasn't worried about it rebounding or failing.

He imagined the light springing forth from nowhere onto the center of his palm, how the glow from the spell lit up the room, emitting the smallest of bit of warmth in his palm. He felt and saw the spell form in front of him. He heard the almost imperceptible hum of the spell. And, oddly enough, he was able to taste the mana coming off of it.

That was a sensation he'd never felt before. Mana was nothing. It didn't have a taste.

But he knew that's what it was. It strangely tasted like...power. Raw, pure, unadulterated power. No actual taste, but the rush he felt from it was exhilarating.

With that in his mind, he knew he could do it.

His eyes snapped open in the waking world, seeing his bonds staring at him, their eyes wide. But he had work to do. He raised his palm to the air and willed the mana to flow.

Lux, he said in his own mind.

And...nothing. No light. No glow. No heat.

"Uh, Al?" Nadia hesitantly said.

Lux, he cast again.

Lux.

Lux.

Damnit!

"Ugggghhhhh!" He flopped backwards on the bed. "Shit assed son of a rakish bitch!" His groan of frustration grew into a loud grunt of anger. He was so sure it would work. The mana coursing through him made it feel like he could do anything. What had gone wrong?

"Al!" Nadia gasped.

"What?" He snapped at her. He didn't mean it, and there was no heat in his voice, but he was annoyed, just not at her.

"I never knew you were so well versed in curses!”

Aldric, despite himself, chuckled. "Yeah...you don't live with Zach and Lorelei for most of your life without picking up a few curses here and there."

"Oh, Al." Jordan shook her head, likely remembering life at the orphanage and Lorelei's prodigious use of profanity that Arhan laughed at but Duncan and Ewyn tried to stop her doing.

He smiled again. "Sorry, I do just prefer fuck, because it's such a versatile word. It can be used in literally every situation. But, I digress...wordless casting didn't work."

"Maybe you weren't concentrating enough," Kasumi offered.

"Possibly seeing us all when you opened your eyes broke your concentration?" Aelania said.

"Or both," Jordan replied.

"Or neither," Aldric grumbled. "I likely never had it. My mind never shuts up. It goes a mile a minute and jumps from topics faster than I can keep up. And I know that doesn't make sense, but it's how it feels."

"Oh."

"Try...like when we first tried the sensis loci," Kasumi said. "That required concentration, and you did that easily, through using meditation. Go into your mana soul and meditate, then cast the spell here."

"Yeah, I could try that."

He hoisted himself back up to a seated position, with Kasumi and Aelania on either side of him helping him up. Once he sat comfortably again on the bed he closed his eyes.

Again, he fell easily into his mana soul. This time he didn't waste any time smelling the roses, or mana, as it were. He sat down, just as he was in his physical body, and closed his eyes. His lungs filled with oxygen, as he took long slow breaths in and out. He did that for several minutes before he felt a sense of calm.

Not wanting his mind to get cluttered again, he immediately began focusing his mana, flowing it through his body and directing it towards his arm. He inhaled deeply and pushed the mana forward, imagining the spell forming in his mind. All of it, every aspect of it.

With a burst of determination, he pulled himself out of his mana soul and back into the real world. Remembering the prior failure, he kept his eyes closed, focused on nothing but the spell. His arm shot out, palm open and up to the sky.

He felt it. He felt the mana channel from his soul into his hand. He knew this time it would work.

Lux.

It happened. He felt the mana release with the spell as the warmth touched his skin, and the darkness of his shut eyes brightened from the light.

"Oh my gods!"

"Al!"

"Am'rith!"

"My love!"

"Aldric!"

All five of his bonds yelled out in surprise and delight. With his task complete, he opened his eyes to see all of his bonds smiling and showing their joy in various ways. Jordan and Nadia were holding hands and bouncing up and down on their seat, with Nadia's tail wagging happily behind her. Sha'gar and Aelania both smiled and nodded in approval. Kasumi had her arms clasped under her head, as if in prayer, and a look of adoration in her eyes. Her tails bounced behind her, showing the joy she felt, and her ears danced back and forth.

"Amazing my love, so amazing!"

"Finis," he said before his lack of concentration hurt them, making the spell instantly end. He truly doubted that the spell would harm them, but he never wanted to take that risk, especially with his bonds close by.

"So cool Al!" Nadia had such a wide smile.

"It truly was, Am'rith," Sha'gar's deep orc voice was filled with wonder.

"Thanks." His arm reached back to rub his neck. It was a little embarrassing to have them making such a big fuss. Even after his time with his bonds, it was still hard for him to receive praise.

"Now, you need to do it until it becomes as natural as breathing," Kasumi instructed. Her smile never faded, but she was keeping them, him especially, on track.

"Yeah, I know," he replied and fell back onto the bed again, this time not from frustration or anger at himself, but rather from the anticipated exhaustion of Kasumi running him through the gamut. But he would do what he had to do.

Monday morning came again, and Aldric was actually glad to be getting back to class. Kasumi had, over the rest of the weekend, pushed him hard on getting his wordless casting perfected as much as he could. It was grueling work, and exhaustive on his mana reservoir, but her pushing meant that by the time they all went to bed Sunday night, he was able to cast lux without needing to go into his mana soul first.

That was a huge step forward, and one that brought Aldric into a separate league of mages. Not in terms of power, he obviously outstripped all mages except one, but in terms of knowledge and ability. Not all mages could do what Aldric had accomplished, and in such a short time.

He knew that it was in no small part due to Kasumi's insistence that he try again and again and again for hours at a time, exhausting himself and boring his bonds.

The basic light spell became less special over time. Their initial exultation of his triumph, slowly but surely, turned into half-hearted 'yays'. And honestly, he didn't blame them. It was boring. But it was necessary.

Finally, they made it to Potion Making and made their way to sit in the back again. Aldric had his bonds flanking him on either side, as they always did now.

Aldric was amped up and ready to start searching for the people who were after him. He didn't want to be in class right then, he was ready to finally do something about it. But his bonds had made it clear that they needed to act as normally as possible.

So, there they sat. Professor Silverstone finally made his appearance after a few minutes.

"Good morning, everyone," he said as he strode to the front of the room, turning on his heel when he did. "With our last lesson, we finished with restorative potions, which if you recall, provide a small amount of healing over a much longer period of time. Today, we will move into moderate healing potions, the grade above minor healing potions. Where minor healing potions will restore vigor and superficial injuries, moderate healing potions can heal deep cuts and broken bones."

He waved his hand and ingredients appeared on all of the tables.

"Moderate healing potions use different higher-grade ingredients than the minor. Except, one ingredient still holds true, the alofolium plant is used throughout the entire series of healing potions, all the way up to greater healing potion," Silverstone explained.

"I want you to try making the moderate healing potion now. Because this potion is more involved than just combining ingredients in a certain order, I will provide you with the recipe." He waved his hand again and papers landed on each table with a ruffle.

"You may work in whatever groups you see fit, but you will only be graded on your individual contribution."

Aldric looked around the room, noticing several things. One, that Clay and the horsekin girl were working together, and getting very touchy with each other. And two, that there were fewer people in class in general. He realized very quickly that all of the missing students were bond candidates, who had likely bonded with their mages and left to join him in his classes. It struck Aldric at that moment how jarring it must be for bond candidates to be pulled out of the classes that they'd been working so hard in, only to be put into classes they weren't really expected to care about or understand.

Having not really had any classes as small as this one with bond candidates, he hadn't put much thought to it. He had been the one pulling his bonds out of their classes, not the other way around. He hadn't really thought much about how much of themselves they gave up.

He looked over his bonds, each were beginning to work on the potion together with Kasumi and Aelania leading the group, and he felt a great appreciation for them...and sadness. When this all was over, he would make sure that they received whatever tutoring or schooling they wanted going forward. He always said, and meant it, that they were their own people. But they truthfully weren't. They were his bonds. And he was their mage. Their leader.

It wasn't the partnership he always thought it would be. At least, not yet.

He vowed he would make it right for them all. But at the moment he couldn't do anything about that. He moved forward on his seat, taking a flask from Jordan, and poured it where and when Kasumi and Aelania directed him.

After an hour they were on their way back to their dorm. Aldric may not have paid the most attention in class, but he listened to the others as they directed him. He knew without a doubt they would never steer him wrong.

That was fine. He had his mind on other things.

Three more weeks went by without them finding a lead on who had planned their assault, or what had happened to Seta. Aldric couldn't shake the feeling that if they found one, they'd find the other. He couldn't explain why, he just had a hunch that they were connected somehow.

But the fact that they still weren't any closer to solving either case was starting to get to them. And they weren't the only ones, Ember had come back every Saturday to check in with them on if they had leads. And every time they were forced to say no, she would throw her hands in the air and then sit down on their couch looking more depressed each time.

It was hurting Aldric to see her that hurt, which surprised him. He was getting attached to the ornery dark elf, even if she was borderline hostile most of the time. But the truth was, he finally could see himself bonding with her and that realization changed something between them. Or maybe it had always been there, and he had finally noticed it.

But because of that, he tried to console her each time she came. The first time he tried she told him to fuck off. The second time she sighed and looked up at him with a deep sadness in her eyes...then told him to fuck off.

It was currently mid-morning on Saturday, and they were awaiting her third visit. She never told them when or if she was coming, but something in her body language said she would be back.

At the moment, they were all sitting around on the couches, feeling a bit despondent that nothing had come up in their searching.

A sudden knock on the door jerked them all awake. It was Nadia's turn to get the door, so the lithe nekorian nimbly rose to her feet and made her way over to it. She held it open, allowing Ember to come in.

"Not even going to look to see who it is?" Kasumi chided.

"Gods no," Nadia said, rolling her eyes in response. "I was sure it was Ember. And honestly, if it had been our enemies, it would make this thing a whole lot easier!"

Kasumi shook her head but let it go, instead choosing to welcome Ember in.

"Hey, Ember."

The dark elf never broke her gait, walking...or more accurately stomping, up to Aldric on the couch. "Any news?" She demanded.

Aldric looked up at her, through her heated words he saw the deep sadness and pain. He honestly wasn't sure why it was hitting her so hard. It made sense for it to affect her, obviously. But for Seta's disappearance to bother her so much, he knew there had to be something else at play.

"No...I'm sorry," he said at length.

"Uggggghhhh!" Ember growled a deep and guttural growl. She flopped down on the couch beside Aldric and put her head in her hands.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck!"

"Ember..." Aldric softly said. "We all want to find her."

She shook her head, defeated. "I know. I just...I was a bad roommate. I didn't treat her right. I was a bitch sometimes. Then I didn't even notice she was gone. All because I was..."

She said no more. But Aldric felt he knew what the words she had left unspoken were. Because of him. Her thoughts had been so stuck on him that she hadn't noticed her missing roommate for several days. It would have been flattering, if it wasn't so tragic.

He looked at Aelania, who offered no help. Kasumi had a puzzled look on her face, Nadia and Jordan both looked as upset as Ember sounded, and Sha'gar was standing with her arms crossed against her chest. None of them made a move to help him. The overwhelming feeling coming off of them was that he needed to deal with her.

In what was possibly the riskiest move he had done since getting to the Academy, he put his arm around Ember and brought her to his chest, holding her close but not very tight. Not as tight as he would his bonds.

But something happened, she didn't rebuke him. She fell into it and wrapped her own arms around him. Her body pressed against his was far more comfortable than he imagined it would be. Maybe he was ridiculous, but he thought her body would be as prickly as her attitude. But it wasn't. She was soft and so, so warm.

A soft sigh escaped from her, and she let herself feel all of him.

And for a brief moment, she was his. The sound of her soft breaths, her chest rising and falling. The feeling of their hearts beating as one. He knew they both felt it, and it was perfection.

Then a knock on the door interrupted them, shattering the illusion.

Kasumi jumped up to get it, but the damage was done. Ember shot up like a spell, glaring at the door for a brief moment before looking back at Aldric, a mix of sadness and fear her in blazing red eyes.

"Ember..."

She shook her head violently then ran out of the room, passing by Lorn and She'lar on their way in.

"Fucking...gods damnit, Lorn!" Aldric yelled.

"Uh, what?" The orc asked, looking bewildered. "Why is Ember running out?"

Aldric sighed. "No, nothing. It's not your fault. I'm sorry." He shook his head and sighed. They had been so close. "What's up?"

Lorn still looked confused, but he came into the room, with She'lar trailing behind him. The female orc made her way over to Sha'gar and ignored everything else.

"Er...sorry." Lorn scratched his head. "Anyway, I wanted to let you know as soon as I found out, Grey overheard someone talking today."

That got the attention of everyone in the room. "What did he hear?" Aldric asked, his voice short. He was ready for this waiting to be over. He wanted to confront his foes and move on from this nonsense.

Lorn smiled. "There is a gathering place for the dwarves. They've kept it a close secret, but Grey and his bonds were walking by the northwest tower today and overheard them say something is happening soon. He wasn't able to stay long, apparently they were suspicious of anyone loitering around the area, but he was there long enough to hear a few words that you might find interesting."

Aldric's attention was fully on the orc, not even bothering to breathe. They were so close. So very close to finding who had set the entire Academy against him. And wiped their minds of any recollection of the events. And forced him and his bonds into seclusion. He was so ready to get revenge.

"What words?" His voice was barely above a whisper. He knew he was being influenced by his bonds, but at the moment he didn't care. He was angry, and it was going to end.

"Aldric. Grand Magus. Hidden entrance. Kill. Bonds."

The room went deathly still. The anger he felt spilled over into rage, with both Sha'gar and Jordan becoming incensed.

"What?!" The blonde exploded, jumping up to her feet. "Are they intending on killing Al and Ulisos?"

"It appears that way," Aelania responded.

It was unbelievable that anyone could be that brazen. Ulisos was the strongest and most knowledgeable mage in history. Who could ever possibly think of taking him down? And besides him, he had five bonds who positively radiated killing intent at anyone who so much as looked at the man wrong.

"That's suicide," Aldric said. "Hell, even trying to attack me is suicide."

"I think you're right," Kasumi said, "but they're dumb enough to try. Or they think they can do it, which might be just as scary."

"Where are they hiding?" Sha'gar's voice was as low and deadly as Aldric had ever heard it. Normally when she was mad, she raged and shouted, like one would expect an orc to. But this was a whole different level of mad.

The only one who didn't say anything was Nadia. She had stood up and started pacing the room.

Her feelings were...concerning. Anger, lust for revenge, but also that cool detachment that she had in battle. She was ready to kill.

"Okay, yeah," Aldric said, prying his eyes off of Nadia and back onto Lorn. "You said it was near the northwest tower?"

"Yup," Lorn grunted. "Grey also said he heard them talking about being there overnight...like they're not returning to the dorms."

"Tch," Nadia spat. "I thought we had that covered? That's where the bar that Torg frequented was."

Lorn shrugged. "We can't exactly get into the bar. And even if we could, they'd stop talking. Grey was lucky to hear that much when the door opened and another dwarf entered. But now we know, they're there overnight, we might be able to get them that way."

Aldric understood all that. "We need more information. Something definite that we can plan around. Nadia." He turned back to his nekorian bond. Her body snapped to his, tensed, coiled, and ready to strike. "Are you able to stake the bar out? See if you can recognize anyone that goes in? Or hear anything else. We need something other than disembodied words."

The nekorian nodded. "Yes. I'll get us what we need."

"Good."

They spent the next twenty minutes going over a plan of action, which was to send Nadia to be as stealthy as possible and get as much information as she could.

The nekorian had a look of determination, the blues of her eyes turned to steel. She was going to provide them the information they needed to take out their enemies. He just knew it.


Nadia Interlude

Nadia slinked through the night, her task set by Aldric.

She had to stake out the tower, gather as much information as possible, hopefully identify some of the conspirators, and then return to him and report. That was the task.

Laughably easy for her, but she took it as seriously as a knife through the heart because she never wanted to let Aldric or her bond-sisters down.

Silently she lifted her hood over her head. Her ears poked through the two holes at the top that served two purposes. One to make sure she could hear without any sound being muffled, and two, so her ears could hold the fabric up so she wouldn't have to put it back on every two seconds.

She had seen that happen during her training with her teacher. In fact, it had been Wade's only weakness from what she could remember; he had never been able to keep the hood up.

But she couldn't dawdle and reminisce about the past. Her present was all that mattered.

The only drawback was that she couldn't have left once night fell because Brandeis would have seen her leave. As such, the only course of action was for her to go out after dinner, evade the guards that made their normal rounds, and wait for nightfall. That was a plan she was fine with. She had more than enough practice being as silent as a shadow and as invisible as the air.

Staying hidden in the shadows of the other towers and buildings, she made her way to her destination.

It felt like more than coincidence that it was the bar that Aldric had destroyed the first year when he removed Torg's mana soul.

Maybe it was a signal that there was something hidden there, something more insidious than a gathering place. That's what Nadia thought at least. Torg had lied about a great number of things, and he had never mentioned anything to her about the bar, so who knew what he had been hiding there.

Once she arrived, she plastered herself against the wall and stayed as still as she could. The lights to the bar were out, indicating that no one was inside, so she decided to wait to see if someone came.

She kept her eyes peeled and her ears sharp. Nothing yet, but she was sure there would be someone.

And it wasn't like dwarves were soft spoken or stealthy, she would definitely hear them coming.

Nerves set in as time elapsed, and eventually she started playing with her collar as she waited. The gift had been so thoughtful and the cat's eye gem, chrysoberyl—she thought Aldric called it—was perfect. And she loved what it represented.

Thinking back, Sha'gar put it best. The gifts were a physical representation of their commitment to one another. The collar was perfect for Nadia because it felt like she literally and figuratively tied herself to him. Which, of course, she did.

So as long she had her collar, they were inseparable. As such, she never took it off, even when she showered. Definitely not when they made love. Absolutely not when he fucked her so hard she passed out, too drunk on her own pleasure.

She felt a warmth spread to her nether regions and she admonished herself. Don't get distracted when on the job. When you're done, Aldric will definitely reward you with a good hard fucking.

Shaking her head out of her thoughts she strained her ears again, listening for the clomping footsteps that usually signaled a dwarf was nearby.

More time went by, she wasn't sure how long, but enough time that the night's sky was pitch black. Only the light of the towers and the moon were visible, casting the helpful shadows all around her.

Then, after what felt like an eternity, she heard it. The foot stamps of approaching dwarves. She listened intently and poked her head out as little as she could while still getting a good view.

Coming up the way were two dwarves. Neither she recognized but it was so dark that she could have been wrong.

They moved into the light of the tower and Nadia could see them more clearly, but it was still too dark to make out any distinctive features, other than short with stupid beards.

She watched intently as they finally got within earshot.

"Fuck this shit, tha' arsehole Torg. Why are we still takin' orders from that shit?"

"I dunno, he said he's gettin' 'is powers back. I'm naw gonna get on his bad side if tha's true."

"Suuuure, deluded ramblings of a lunatic. This better pay more than that last job is all I'm sayin'."

The door to the bar opened, a light instantly came on, illuminating the empty room and the dwarves. One was black-haired, tan-skinned, with a long scar from his scalp through his left eye and down to his chin. The other had auburn hair, his beard was in an intricate braid, and no other distinctive features other than an emblem of some sort hanging off of his coat. She couldn't see the detail, which bothered her, but there wasn't much she could do about it.

They entered the bar, still grumbling to themselves about Torg. She didn't understand what they were talking about, but she heard the pint-sized prick's puny name loud and clear.

Nadia almost ran back that instant to report but she had a feeling that the two dwarves would spill more information if she kept following.

She slowly made her way to the bar. Staying low to the ground, she peeked her head through the windows and saw the dwarves touching random stones on the far wall.

"No, you idgit! It's one up, one up, two down, two down, one left, two right, and then punch the center brick."

"A'right, calm yer bollocks."

"Remember, one up, one up, two down, two down, one left, two right, and then the center."

"Fer fuck's sake I know! I can do this!"

The angry dwarf hit the center stone and then punched each stone in order. Nadia watched the stones light up in a glow each time they were pressed, committing the order to memory. When he hit the center stone again the wall creaked and rumbled, like the stones were shifting.

Probably because they were.

The stones were rearranging themselves, shifting and moving from one side to another until there was a doorway tall enough for the dwarves to get through and wide enough for them to go two or three across. She couldn't see what was behind the new opening, but it looked like it sloped downwards.

The two dwarves cast a wary glance behind them, hoping to ensure they weren't followed. Nadia ducked immediately, holding her breath.

Then heard another deep rumbling sound and she shot back up, only to see the door closing. The stones were rearranging themselves back into a solid wall. Once they were done the light in the bar went out.

"Enjoyin' the view?" A gruff voice said from behind her.

Nadia whipped around to find a group of people at her back. There were two human mages, each with two human bonds. Then a third dwarf mage who only had a single halfling bond. It was he who had spoken.

"Not really," she answered. "You dwarves are really ugly, it's hard to look at you."

One of the human mages laughed at that. Nadia's lips turned up in a grin at her own joke.

"Oy, shut yer mouth," the dwarf said to the human but kept his attention on Nadia. "Did you see anything interestin'?"

Nadia stood up to her full height and shook her head. "Nope, just a couple of ugly dwarves going to a bar, nothing interesting about that."

"For goodness sake," the halfling exclaimed with a huff. "Let's just kill the bitch and be done with it." The woman drew her weapons, two long daggers, which in her hands might as well have been as long as Aldric's longsword.

The humans all unsheathed and unlatched their weapons as well. One mage had a morningstar and the other a maul. The bonds all used swords of varying lengths. If the situation had been different, she may have joked about the bond liking to play with swords. She smirked to herself again at the unspoken joke.

"Well..." the dwarf said with a sigh. "I had hoped to use you as a bit of sport, but my bond says otherwise...and you know, have to keep your bonds happy..." he drew his axe and squared off.

Nadia considered just running, she was exponentially faster than them after all, but what would be the fun in that? No, she had an opportunity and Aldric was counting on her.

"Oh no! Whatever shall I do!" Nadia feigned distress.

Her hands shifted down to her waist, where she kept a few hidden throwing knives at all times ever since their discussion about it. Then, as fast as one of Al's lightning bolts, she grabbed one and threw it directly at the face of one of the human mages.

It flew so fast even she didn't see it, but she did see the head of the human snap back and blood blossom from his forehead. He slumped and crumpled to the ground, dead within a heartbeat.

Nadia drew her knives and crouched into position, ready to surge forward to end the fight as quickly as possible.

"Rod!"

"You bitch!" The mage's two bonds yelled and rushed Nadia, but in their rage, their forms were sloppy and their attacks uncoordinated.

Their rush was cut short when Nadia sprang forward, her knife slashed at the first girl, cutting through her stomach, Nadia then twirled and stabbed the other girl through the neck.

They both fell to the ground, swiftly and mercilessly cut down. The first girl was gurgling out pleas of help. "Help...please...pain..."

The other human mage and his bonds shared looks of shock at the turn of events, and each fidgeted with their weapons, yet none made a move. Nadia saw them shift from confident to uncertain. The kind of uncertain that Nadia felt many times in training: would they come back alive from this? Was this all worth it?

"Velos." A mana bolt rushed out and hit the dying bond in the head, killing her instantly.

"Fuck!" The human and his bonds all yelled and jumped back. Everyone, Nadia included, looked towards the source to find the dwarf with his hand extended at the now dead bond.

"She was of no more use," he glibly answered their shocked looks. But when he turned back, Nadia could see the raging fires of hatred in his eyes.

That was a look she liked to see on dwarven faces. A look that she wouldn't mind wiping off of his face at all.

"F-fuckin' hell, Hoden," the human stammered.

"Let that be a lesson to ye." The dwarf spat on the ground. "Dun be useless."

The human and his bonds all looked at each other, their eyes bugged out and dancing back and forth between Nadia, and the dwarf Hoden and his bond.

"Fuck this!" They turned and ran as fast as they could. Nadia was tempted to go after them, but the dwarf made her decision for her when he lifted his hand to their fleeing backs. "Anvelos."

The hundreds of little blue mana bolts formed and sped off immediately and impacted a breath later, cutting the three fleeing humans down without any difficulty.

Nadia's eyes went wide. She looked at the dwarf, he was only bonded once but he was able to easily cut down a twice bonded mage. Sure, the mage was fleeing and had his back turned. But it shouldn't have been that easy.

And then there was the fact that he was using focusless casting techniques. Al was only just then getting the hang of it, and he was a freaking prodigy.

"Oh, dun look so surprised, nekorian," the dwarf mocked her. "Once you're in the Brotherhood, you're in for good. They chose their fate the momen' they ran."

"The Brotherhood?" Nadia asked. That was a new one for her.

"Dun ye worry yer pretty lit'le head about it," the dwarf said sadistically, fingering the edges of his axe. "'Course, you won't have a head in a mo'."

Nadia grinned, the dwarf liked to talk, which was a good thing for her.

"Sure, I get that." She twirled her knives in her hand. "But since I'll be dead and all, why don't you tell me. I know you're just itching to monologue."

The halfling snickered darkly. "The bitch has that right..you fucking dwarves never shut up."

"Yup, they all love to ramble on and on. So please, go ahead, ramble. I know how much fun it is to taunt someone you're about to kill," Nadia added, a smirk on her face.

The dwarf looked like he was seriously considering it. "Bah, no, you two won' get in mah 'ead. Yer dead, nekorian." He flicked his hand forward and Nadia leapt out of the way, but no spell came. Instead, the halfling did.

The small woman charged at Nadia with a speed that a single bond should not have been able to possess. Still, she was no match for Nadia.

She sprinted full speed at the halfling, closing the distance in a blink.

"What the–" the halfling gasped, unable to finish the thought, because Nadia punched her full in the face sending her flying back and crashing into a building. The sound of the halfling hitting the wall was sickening, and if Nadia wasn't mistaken, the woman may have crashed through the stone blocks.

"Ah, well, she was a bit of fun," the dwarf commented. "Shame. Not lookin' forward ta requestin' another though...he gets so mad..." the last part he muttered to himself.

"No matter." Hoden's attention snapped to her again. "Sorry to kill and run, but the guards prolly heard that racket so..." he lifted his hand and a stream of mana bolts formed.

"Fuckbuckets," Nadia muttered and sighed then drew her knives once again. She sprinted with all of her power towards Hoden in an attempt to get to him before the spell went off.

And it worked, mostly. "Anvelos!"

The mana bolts flew out, hundreds rained down around her, and she felt one strike her shoulder. But most of the rest of the bolts fell behind her, missing her entirely.

She didn't feel any pain, she ignored it all and kept sprinting.

The dwarf's face went from glee to surprise in a blink as she appeared suddenly, knives inches from his face.

"Bye," she said as she slashed across with both knives, like a scissor.

The weapons cut through the dwarf like a hot knife through butter and sliced through his neck.

Nadia leapt back, letting the dwarf's head fall freely...and so she didn't get his disgusting blood on her.

She noticed she had developed a bit of a phobia ever since the first field assignment with the corrupted. She hated getting blood on her, so she minimized it whenever she could.

Nadia stood there for a moment, looking down at the body of the dwarf, wondering what to do. Neither she nor Al had expected her to fight anyone, since the mission had been to stealthily stake out the bar.

But she was broken out of her thoughts by the sound of many boots hitting the ground and whistles being blown.

The Mage Guard, she realized after a second. Immediately she knew she would need Al. She sent a feeling out to him, a feeling of needing him.

He acknowledged instantly and she knew he was going to be there soon.

What to do about the guards though. She could hide from them, but that was counterproductive. Even she knew the Academy needed to be notified of the dead. They'd need to be identified and moved, and while Nadia had never seen a carrion bird around, that didn't mean they didn't exist. In the end, she sheathed her knives and trusted in Al.

She looked around for a place to wait for them and saw the devastation that the short scuffle had wrought. The dead bonds lay unmoving on the ground, and a short distance away the three humans lay face down with gaping holes where the mana bolts had hit them, bleeding profusely.

The building the halfling had crashed into had its wall blown out and rubble was everywhere. Nadia marveled at that more than anything. She didn't think she hit the halfling all that hard. Just a testament to how strong she was now because of Al.

Smiling to herself, she looked back over to see where the last spell had landed and saw that there were large divots in the ground where the mana bolts had struck. Holes also peppered the tower behind where she had been standing. She shook her head. How many times will they need to repair this tower?

She felt for the one that hit her shoulder and felt a hole from the spell that burned through the leather but hadn't reached her due to whatever enchantment was on it. She thanked whatever god governed fate that Al had convinced her to wear her armor tonight. She wasn't going to, since she didn't expect a fight, but Al had insisted on it. And it had done its job.

Regardless, she leaned back against the tower, as it was the only building nearby. She made sure not to be next to the door, just in case.

Finally, after what felt like forever, the guards reached the area: a squad of four in full sets of armor—silver steel plates that covered their entire bodies, with helmets that shielded them and made it difficult to tell who was underneath, leaving only a slit for their eyes.

But even through that, she could see their shock. They slowed and surveyed the damage.

"You may want to look over there as well." She pointed towards the building the halfling had flew into.

"Hands up!" They spun around at her and raised their pikes.

She lazily raised her hands into the air. She almost sassed them but thought better of it. That would only make things harder for Al.

He was on the way, thankfully, she felt him rushing towards her.

"What happened here?" one of the guards, presumably the squad leader, demanded.

"I was out for a nice little nighttime stroll and these people ambushed me. Thankfully they weren't very smart and got themselves killed."

"You admit to murdering them!" The guard yelled.

Nadia sighed and her fingers twitched. She ached to grab her knives and end the stupid questions, but that wasn't productive either.

"No, I only said they got themselves killed. I didn't say I did it."

She kept herself attuned to Al and he was close, approaching quickly.

"What were you doing out this late? This is grounds for expulsion, if not worse," the guard threatened her.

That time she actually laughed. "Please, try it. I don't think my mage would take too kindly to that."

"So, you're bonded, who is your mage?"

"Nay!" Aldric yelled as he approached.

"Ask him yourself," Nadia answered the guard, a wide smile on her face. She looked at Al, seeing him and all her bond-sisters approaching with weapons drawn.

Sorcerer Brandeis and his three bonds were with him, a grim visage painted each of their faces.

"Who are you! State your name and rank!" The guards turned to face the incoming group, pikes raised.

"I am Sorcerer Frederick Brandeis. Lower your gods damned weapons if you know what's good for you!" Brandeis shouted out in response.

"Sorcerer Brandeis, sir!" The guards all snapped to attention, raised their weapons, and saluted.

Aldric and the rest all ignored the guards and Brandeis and ran up to her.

Nadia's heart melted seeing the look of concern on Al's face.

"Are you okay?" he said, worry laced in his voice.

"Yeah, of course. I'll fill you in later, but we need to act quickly."

Aldric nodded, but kept looking her over while Kasumi, Jordan, Sha'gar, and Aelania stood watch over the area.

Brandeis' own bonds were glued to the man's side as he talked to the guards.

He must have finished with them because they all turned towards Nadia and the rest of the group.

"Bond McKinley!" Brandeis and a guard came over. "What the hell happened? Why were you out so late?"

"Well, as I was telling those very kind guards just a second ago, I was out for a stroll. Just clearing my head...you know how it is living with sooooo many other bonds. Constant non-stop chatter. Anyway, I thought I saw some people I knew and I followed them to this bar, just to see what was going on...by the way, the bar should be closed for how late it is, so someone may want to look into that. But, anyway, when I saw the flagrant rule breaking going on I turned to leave. Only when I started on my way back, I was accosted by a group of hooligans."

Aldric's face twisted in worry. "Where are the hooligans now?"

"There...there...and over there," she said and pointed at the bodies, a sly smile on her face.

Aldric broke out into a huge grin. "Good girl." He patted her on the head, making her purr and blush.

"That doesn't explain what the hell happened!" The lead guard yelled.

Nadia sighed and rolled her eyes, losing any good feeling she had gotten from the head pat. "Fine, it went like this..."

Then she recounted the tale, leaving out some key points that were only for Aldric and her bond-sisters’ ears.

"That's...quite the story, Bond McKinley..." Brandeis said slowly. His expression was one of skepticism. His bonds were outright rolling their eyes at her.

"It's the truth, I swear it."

"Hmmm," he said. But one of his bonds, Susan Nadia thought her name was, audibly scoffed.

"She's obviously lying, Fred."

"Yeah, it's ridiculous you're even entertaining this," his other bond...Judy?...said.

The third bond, who Nadia truly didn’t know the name of, appraised her up and down. Nadia obliged the woman by striking a pose. Butt back, tail up, arms forwarded, tongue out, one hand on her hip, and the other held out in a v symbol.

"Nadia!" Kasumi hissed at her. "Take this seriously."

Nadia stuck her tongue out at the kitsune but complied and stood straight like a good girl.

Brandeis sighed, exasperated. "Get back to your dorm now. But I'll have to take this to the Headmaster first thing in the morning. We all know you won't get expelled but loss of rank or other consequences are very much on the table."

"Understood, sir." Aldric saluted, Nadia and her bond-sisters followed suit.

Aldric took her hand and led them away towards the barracks.

"Wait...that's it?" The lead guard yelled out. "Out past curfew, involved in the murder of seven people, and all you say is go back to your room for possible demotion?"

Nadia scoffed. Eight people dead, not seven. They all kept forgetting the poor halfling.

"Do you have any idea who that was, Cullen?" Brandeis shouted at the man.

Nadia almost felt bad. Almost.

She strained her ears to hear the rest of the conversation.

"That boy could kill us all and not even break a sweat. Count yourself lucky you didn't do anything to his bond."

Nadia laughed and looked to Aldric, who didn’t say anything, but there was a small uptick in the corner of his mouth.


Chapter 27

Aldric held Nadia's hand all the way back to the dorm. He was so scared for a minute there that he hadn't known what to do. He had felt when she entered battle, feeling at ease. Then shock and revulsion had come. She never felt threatened, but regardless of how one felt, battle was dangerous.

Logically he knew she was one of the strongest people on campus, and that she was absolutely the fastest. No one should have been able to land a hit on her. But knowing something logically doesn't mean the emotions that happen are logical.

She was out there, in danger, because he had told her to be. She had fought seven people because she was where he put her. And again, logically speaking, she had been in battle plenty of times. And in front of him. But for some reason this felt different.

He hadn't been there, he realized. That was the issue. If she had ever truly been in trouble during a field assignment, he was there to fix it, or one of his other bonds was. But this time she had been all alone and that didn't sit right with him.

Once they were inside the dorm, he let her go and hugged her close to him. "Sorry," he whispered.

"Why?" She sounded genuinely perplexed.

"Because you were all alone."

She looked at him, puzzled for a second, then broke into laughter.

"I'm sorry Al, that's not even in the top ten of stupid or dangerous things I've done. Gods, remind me to recount some of the shit I did for my parents."

"Er...okay?" He felt his cheeks heating up. His bonds’ appreciation for him flooded their connection, but also a fair bit of humor.

"No, I'm sorry for worrying you Al, but you have to know just how stupidly strong we are, right?" Nadia said, her hip cocked with one hand resting on it.

"I mean, yeah, of course I do," he said.

"Then trust us that we can do things," Kasumi interrupted. "The orc guard we have isn't for protection, so much as having more eyes looking out so we can relax for a minute. We're more than capable of handling any threat."

"Okay, I get it. I overreacted. Good job, Nay, killing seven of our enemies,” he said, addressing Nadia again.

"Eight. And I only killed five. The other three were killed by one of their own."

Jordan gasped. "What?"

"I believe it would be wise to start at the beginning," Aelania said.

"Fine." Nadia squeezed herself back into Aldric for another hug before releasing him and sitting down on the couch. "It was a fairly routine mission for me. Stake a location out, find the fuckheads, and return with the information. And boy, do I have information. The bar isn't what it seems. I watched the location for a few hours before anyone showed up. When someone finally did, it was two dwarves. They were talking about Torg, for some reason. One of them said the little shit said something about getting his powers back."

"What?" Jordan yelled again. "How is that possible?"

"It's not," Aldric responded. "His mana soul was deader than dead. I made sure of that, and Hydean confirmed after."

"Maybe he found a way. Or maybe he's bluffing to keep control of the clan after his father's death," Kasumi added.

"Yeah, he wasn't super popular with the other dwarves to begin with," Nadia said with a shrug. "I wouldn't put it past him to lie about something like that to maintain control for a bit longer."

"Anyway, a mundane Torg doesn't scare me. What else?" Aldric replied.

"Yeah, so, the two dwarves were talking about Torg, then they entered the bar. There I saw them press a certain set of stones in a specific sequence on the back wall of the bar. Each glowed when done, and once the sequence was completed, the stones on the wall shifted to reveal a door. I couldn't see in very well, I had to duck so I wouldn't get caught. But if I had to guess, it’s a tunnel that leads beneath the Academy."

A tunnel? That would make sense as to why no one had been able to find them. They were dwarves, they literally went to ground.

And then a realization hit him. Seta. No one had seen her leave. There was no record of her ever stepping foot outside the Academy grounds.

Aldric didn't know whether to celebrate finally figuring it out or burn them all to the ground. They'd likely solved the mystery of where but not why.

His bonds must have realized it all at the same time too, because there was a collective gasp.

The shock wore off and was very quickly replaced with anger.

"The fucking Frosthammers!" Nadia yelled. "They were let off too easy. They shoulda all been killed!"

And it was hard to blame her for her rage. The fact that the clan hadn't been completely dismantled was one of the worst things the Empire could have done. People like Torg and his ilk would never learn their lesson.

Aldric was guilty, too, of letting Torg live. But at the time it was the right option. A decision that someone else had now paid the price for.

If anything had happened to Seta, it would be his fault for letting Torg go. They needed to rectify this, and soon.

Aldric stood and made for the room that they had turned into their armory. The feeling of five pairs of eyes on his back followed all the way up until he entered the room. Grabbing his sword, he breathed in deep. Killing Torg would be like killing one of the monsters during a field assignment. It wasn't glamorous work, but it needed to be done. And maybe, just this once, he would enjoy killing someone.

Aldric exhaled all the breath he had, steadying himself, and fortifying his mind. With a singular purpose, he strode out of the room heading for the door.

"Wait!" Kasumi yelled after. "Al, stop!"

He turned and looked at his first bond, noticing panic in her eyes. "This needs to be done, Kas. This needs to end."

"I know, I agree! But we need to be smart about it. Here, come back. We'll make a plan of action."

He closed his eyes and breathed in again. She was right. Rage couldn't guide his actions or else he could get hurt, or worse, his bonds could. That thought sobered him, and with a nod of his head, he rejoined his bonds on the couch. "Okay. I'm sorry, but it needs to be done and needs to be done soon."

"Yes, I agree, but we need to follow through on our plan. Ael, get your shield, Jordan get your sword," Kasumi commanded.

Jordan and Aelania raced off in a blur of blonde hair to the armory without another word. Aldric tilted his head to the side, wondering what was happening.

"Al, we made plans with Lorn before, remember? Our tactician, Aelania, came up with them. We're just executing those plans now," the kitsune reminded him.

"Right sorry."

"No worries, we all understand."

Aelania and Jordan came back to the living room at that moment.

"Okay, good." Kasumi nodded at them. "We're going to go get Lorn and his bonds, and Thom and Zach. Thom and Zach will rouse the others, Grey and his bonds, along with Finias and his, will distract Brandeis to allow us to sneak out of the tower unnoticed. Once we're out, we'll make our way to the northwest tower, enter the bar, and fucking kill them all."

Aldric actually sat back in his seat, hearing Kasumi curse. That's how he knew just how pissed off she was. Yes, he could feel her anger, but separating her anger from the others wasn't easy, and Nadia and Sha'gar's emotions were far less controlled than Kas'.

"Once first light hits, Thom and Zach will inform the Headmaster or Hydean what happened and where we've gone. Hopefully we'll have completed our objective by then."

"Good. Any objections?"

Everyone shook their heads. "Good, ladies let's go. Al, Nay, Sha, try to get some rest. At least close your eyes. It's going to be a long night."

Kasumi, Jordan, and Aelania left soon after, looking like the fierce warriors they were. Aldric wished he was going with them, but they weren't leaving the tower, only going down a few floors to gather everyone for the first stage of their revenge, and hopeful rescue of Seta.

Nadia and Sha'gar both scoffed at getting rest, but when Aldric leaned back on the couch, closed his eyes, and put his arms over the back, he felt someone move in and get on either side of him. With a small chuckle, he shook his head and brought them both in close.

They would be going to battle soon, and while he still felt the flames of their anger burning brightly, both Nadia and Sha'gar were smart enough to know that going into battle without a clear head was just as dangerous as going unprepared.

They sat like that for a time, holding and feeling their comfort until Kasumi, Jordan, and Aelania came back with Lorn, She'lar, Ghorza, and Ur'rog in tow. Thom and Zach were on their way to wake up Grey and Finias, and their respective bonds.

Lorn grunted at them as he came in, clearly not happy about being woken up, but when Nadia recounted what she heard on her mission, he was immediately more alert.

"Fucking hell, Al, the damn dwarves couldn't wait until morning to pull this shit," the orc grumbled.

"No, I'm sorry," Aldric said with a laugh. "But we need to do this as soon as possible. The longer we wait the more time they have to prepare."

"Fine," Lorn said with a snort. "I want to find them too. I was just getting comfortable though!"

"Take it out on them big guy."

Lorn's eyes narrowed but his face lit up into a smile half a second later. "Aye, I could do that."

Ten minutes later there was a knock at the door. Kasumi answered it, sword in hand. She opened it to reveal Thom, Zach, Grey, Evonne, Inara, Finias, Heather, and Kimi.

Aldric swallowed the sigh that was threatening to escape, seeing Kimi's wide eyes roving around his room, looking at everyone.

"Oh. My. Gods," Kimi squealed. "Isn't that exciting? We get to be a diversion! In the middle of the night! How cool is it that we get to help take down the bad guys!? Who are the bad guys by the way? What did they do that was bad? Why are they called bad guys? Could women not be bad? Why do we default to the mal–"

"Kimi!" Finias hissed. "I love you, but please."

Kimi clamped her mouth shut and smiled at Finias. For whatever reason and Aldric didn't want to know how, the relationship seemed to work. They both looked happy.

"Sorry," Finias muttered.

Aldric waved away his apology. They had much bigger issues than Kimi's penchant for loquaciousness.

He motioned for everyone to take a seat, which they happily did. Once everyone was settled, he turned back to Nadia.

"Nay, can you give everyone a rundown of what you learned?"

"Yup, sure thing." She hopped up off the couch and stood in front of the assembled group. "Okay... here's what I saw, and what we know..."

A few minutes later she had told her story and at that point Aldric jumped back in.

"Thanks, Nay." He smiled at her, which she returned with a saucy wink. "That's what we know for sure. However, what we suspect is that the Frosthammer clan is using this tunnel for their bond trafficking operations. My potential bond, Ember, told us about her roommate, Seta Boughrod, who went missing. She didn't bond with anyone, and she didn't leave campus grounds. I'm willing to bet there are numerous other bond candidates that have gone missing but have been unreported as such."

Evonne, Grey's high elf bond, raised her hand. Aldric motioned for her to ask her question. "Wouldn't Sorceress Hallewell have noticed? For as long as I've known her, she knew the name of every single bond candidate at the Academy and kept detailed notes on their comings and goings."

"I don't know. But beyond telling Ember that Seta wasn't bonded or didn't leave, she hasn't lifted a finger to help us search," Aldric responded.

Evonne's eyebrows raised. "That is surprising. From what I know of her, she would be raising hell along with you. Something doesn't sound right."

"Be that as it may, this is our best shot," Kasumi interjected. "We all know that whoever runs the tunnel is planning to kill Aldric and the Imperial Grand Magus. I think it would be folly to underestimate them. They clearly have the resources to tunnel into the Academy and find a way around the magical barrier. Whether they're trafficking bonds or not, we have to take them down."

Evonne nodded. "Agreed."

"Any other questions?" Aldric asked before continuing. His eyes caught Kimi's but she just smiled and motioned zipping her lip.

He shook his head, glad to have dodged that bullet. "Okay, if there are no questions, we should all know what our roles are. Grey, Fin, Thom, you're all going to be our support. We'll need you to distract Brandeis so we can leave the tower without being seen. Lorn, She'lar, Ghorza, and Ur'rog will be coming with us."

"Should we not come as well?" Grey asked. "At least one of us."

"I'd like that, but we'll need the numbers to completely cover the door," Aldric answered. "And we have no idea what we'll be walking into. It'll be easier to run, if we have to, with less of us."

"Fair," Grey said in response. However, Aldric could still see the gears in Grey's head turning. Knowing Grey, he was likely trying to find way to make Aldric’s suggestion sound suspicious.

Aldric rolled his eyes and smiled at his friend, trying to put him at ease.

But, in the back of his mind, Aldric knew there was another reason. Grey, Finias, and Thom weren't fully bonded. Lorn was, and Aldric was stupid strong to begin with. Aldric didn't think they'd be liabilities, per se, more that their contributions wouldn't be as impactful. It was rude, and a horrible way to think, but it was true. For Thom especially, but thankfully the avian man didn't want to go, which made it easier.

"It's fine Grey," Finias scolded his cousin and rolled his eyes. "Aldric trusts us to get this done. We need to work as a team."

Grey twisted his lips, but finally settled into a smile. "Very well. I wish you luck."

"Thanks, Thom and Zach, you know your part?"

"Yup, distraction, then inform the Headmaster or Hydean once the sun rises. Which is about two hours from now," Zach said, his tail wagging quickly behind him.

Aldric surveyed the two, Thom with his ruffled feathers and Zach with his wagging tail and fur standing up straight. The two were eager but nervous for their part.

"Fine. Anything else from anyone?" After a moment no one said anything.

"Good, let's go."

Aldric led the others down the hall and into the elevator. There was an obvious nervous energy to the group. None of them knew what they would be facing in that tunnel. None of them knew what might possibly be on the other side.

But they all knew they had to find out.

Thankfully, when Kasumi, Jordan, and Aelania had collected Lorn and his bonds, they had brought their weapons. So, the ten of them were fully armed, but they weren't wearing their armor, which Aldric was upset about. They couldn't sneak out very well if they were wearing bright steel armor in the middle of the night, no matter how many people they had distracting Brandeis.

The only one with armor on was Nadia, but hers was hidden under her loose-fitting black top, perfect for stealth. She hadn't changed once she came back from her mission, so she had been wearing it since the evening.

The elevator stopped at the ground level of the tower after a minute. Grey, Thom, and Finias all walked out first, their bonds following after them quickly. Aldric, Lorn and their bonds stayed behind, keeping the elevator door open, but didn't peek for fear of being caught. They'd have to rely on their fellows to do their job correctly.

Aldric heard Brandeis groan in annoyance at the three mages coming towards him at once.

"Of all the shitty nights for this..." Brandeis muttered. "What are you three doing up? Why are you down here with your bonds?"

"Sorry, sir, we just had a few questions," Grey's voice said in his stiff proper high elven manner.

"At this time of night? You weren't up all night partying, were you?" Brandeis asked.

"No, sir," Evonne earnestly replied.

"Fine, then," Brandeis said, clearly not believing them. "What's wrong then?"

"Well, sir," Kimi's voice rang out, happy as ever. "It all started when I lost my mother."

"What?"

"You asked what's wrong, so I'm just telling you. You see, when I lost my mother, I lost the only love from another I had ever known. My father wasn't around, I don't think he ever cared about me."

"...What?"

"You see, my last resort was to come to the Academy, to find love. Before that it felt like I was suffocating in my own depression, like I couldn't even breathe I was so lost. But I did find love! Yay! And he's healed me, so I'm not broken. Heather too! She's been so wonderfully scrumptious, and her muscles, sir! So big!"

"...What?"

Aldric looked at Jordan, whose face was as white as a ghost's. He mouthed what the fuck at her, to which she only responded by shaking her head.

Kasumi tapped his shoulder and nodded towards the exit. They all crouched down low, and moved as carefully as they could, making as little sound as possible, out into the foyer.

Nadia was leading the way, then Aldric, followed by Kasumi, Jordan, Sha'gar, Aelania, Lorn, She'lar, Ghorza, and Ur'rog. The orcs were last because if they got caught, they weren't already in trouble. So, it wasn't as big a loss.

"That's not what I meant, Bond Greensong, and you know it!" Brandeis yelled.

"Oh! I'm so, so, sorry sir! I get ahead of myself so badly sometimes! I don't know why I do that to myself! It’s like there's nothing but questions in my head. Maybe it's a coping mechanism from when I was younger. I never was able to ask my mother all the things I wanted to, and my father was never there. I always wanted someone to confide in, someone to talk to, ya know?"

"Oh my gods..." Brandeis groaned. "What?"

There was a loud thump and even without being able to see it, Aldric knew that Brandeis just banged his head against the table.

Nadia sped up in front of Aldric, and he moved to keep pace with her. Well, as fast as he could while still crouching down. When they were out in the foyer, he saw all of his friends lined up in front of Brandeis' desk. Positioning themselves so he couldn't see the door to the elevator or the door to the exit.

"Oh gods, are you okay sir? I don't know why that always happens to people who talk to me. Oh! I wasn't finished with my story. Anyway, so I started this habit of just talking, and talking, and talking, and talking, and talking, and talking–"

"Bond Greensong!" Brandeis exploded. "Please stop! I meant what's wrong that brought you all here right now."

There was a slight pause. Nadia's hand had just reached for the doorknob to outside. She froze in that position, waiting for the talking to start up again.

"Ohhhh! I see! I'm so sorry, sir! I don't know what came over me..." Nadia turned the handle as slowly as she could. "...I'm such a ditz sometimes! But, like, I don't actually know. Why don't you ask Grey or Fin? They tend to know a lot more about what's going on than I do, ya know?"

Nadia pushed the door open with the smallest of creaks, again she froze. "...but like, I know things too! I know a lot about the alarm clocks. Did you know you can disable them without breaking them?"

"Kimilina!" Brandeis shouted. "Enough! Tell me why you're here!"

Nadia scurried outside into the darkness of the night. Aldric rushed after her, pausing slightly at the frame. "Thank you, Kimi," he whispered low enough for only the elf to hear him, then followed after Nadia.

Once he broke outside, he went to their rendezvous spot, which was on the side of the tower, away from any windows. He ran into Nadia, almost literally.

"Hey," she whispered and held her arms out to stop him from running her over, "I don't mind when you ram into me, but not right now."

He slapped his hand to his forehead but stopped moving and put himself against the wall of the tower. His other bonds followed him soon after, none of them making the same mistake he had, stopping well before they ran into the person in front of them. After a tense minute more, Lorn and his three bonds appeared.

"Everyone okay? No one spotted?" Aldric whispered.

Everyone shook their heads in response.

"Thank the gods for Kimi," Jordan whispered.

"Yeah, she probably could have done that all on her own," Nadia snickered.

"Was any of that story true?" Aldric asked, looking at his blonde bond.

"Oh, lords no. I've met her mom and dad, very lovely wood elves. Somewhat important people, so they were able to visit her once."

"Then...what the?"

Jordan giggled. "She loves making up stories and entertaining people. You really missed the boat with her, Al."

"No, no I didn't. Anyway, let's go."

Aldric started to go, but a hand on his shoulder stopped him. He turned to see Nadia staring daggers at him.

"Wait, Al! We need to be careful. We cannot be caught by the guards this time. You all need to follow my exact steps, is that understood?"

A round of whispered yesses went around the group. Nadia examined them all and nodded after a moment.

She began walking away, beckoning them forward with a wave of her hand.

Starting her way through the campus, she stayed in the shadows of each building. From building to building they moved that way for some time. It took longer than it normally would have because they were still half crouching, and Nadia stopped them all a few times by raising her fist into the air.

Each time her ears would perk up and twist a little, then with a small nod to herself she would start moving again.

But several times after that they'd hear the soft patter of boots on the ground moving away from them.

Aldric had excellent hearing, but he never heard anything that she did, which only served to reinforce to him that she was remarkable at what she did. Without her they would have been caught several times over.

When they were three quarters of the way there, Nadia halted them again with a raised fist. She sniffed the air and her ears wiggled as if trying to find the right air that carried the sound she was hearing.

Then, after a moment, panic shot through her bond and she whipped around to look at the group.

"Someone's coming," she hissed and flung herself against the nearest wall that was covered in shadows. The others hastily made their way to follow her. The building they were near was a small restaurant, not one that Aldric recognized from sight. The building wasn't big, so it was hard to accommodate them all. They made it work by bunching together.

Ur'rog was the last one against the wall, her large orc frame just barely fitting in the shadow of the building.

Not a moment too soon because the soft patter of booted feet against the ground could be heard coming closer. Aldric strained his ears and could only hear one pair of feet, which perplexed him.

The patter slowly got closer and closer until it finally stopped right around the corner from their shadowy hiding place.

"You can come out," said a voice Aldric recognized immediately.

Pushing himself off the stone, he stepped out into the relative light to see Ember standing there. Only it was Ember unlike he'd ever seen her. She was wearing black armor that covered most of her body, but still left a generous view of her cleavage. On her back she wore a red cape that lightly fluttered in the night's breeze. Her blue hair was done up in high ponytail that only took part of her hair, the rest was flowing down past her shoulders, except two bangs that fell in front of her face. Her red eyes glowed in the darkness of the night, so much so that it looked like her face was bathed in red moonlight. The smirk on her face was unmistakable. And neither were the two swords that were attached to straps on her belt.

"Ember," Aldric whisper-yelled. "What are you doing here?"

"I couldn't sleep," she said, her smirk never wavering.

"Ember," Aelania said, a warning in her tone as she too walked out of the shadow.

"Fine." Ember rolled her eyes. "I couldn't sleep, and I didn't want to wake my roommates, so I went to talk to Hallewell, only she wasn't there. I looked around the foyer for her and then looked in the mess hall, but didn't hear her. But when I returned to the foyer, I heard something outside, someone shouting something. I went to investigate, and I saw Sorceress Hallewell being dragged away by three men. I didn't get a good look at them, but at least one was a dwarf."

"What?!" Aldric yelled.

"Al! Shut up!" Nadia scolded him. "Lords it's like you want to be discovered."

"Sorry," he cringed.

Kasumi shook her head and came up to talk to Ember. "Are you sure of what you saw?"

"Yes, positive."

"Is that why you're in your armor?" Aldric asked.

"Yes, I was going to hunt them down, they were going this direction. That was until I saw you all."

"Ah. Wait, how did you see us?"

"I'm a dark elf, Aldric. My glowing red eyes aren't just pretty rubies for you to stare into, they give me excellent night vision. I can see through the shadows, and even Lorn'al and his bonds hiding behind the building still."

"Oh."

Lorn grunted and came forward. "So... what now?" the orc grumbled.

"We follow the kidnappers, and get Hallewell back," Ember said as if it was the most obvious answer in the world.

"They were going that direction?" Kasumi pointed towards the northwest tower.

"Yup, right at the tower," Ember said with a single nod.

"Then I think our destinations tonight are the same." Kasumi folded her arms. "We think we found Seta, and whoever was responsible for the attack on Aldric."

Ember's glowing red eyes widened, and a new gleam entered them. Revenge.

"Finally. Let's get going."

"Wait, Ember, we don't know who or what is there. If they were strong enough to take out Hallewell..." Aldric tried to say as delicately as he could, leaving the unspoken, unsaid.

"No. No. You're not leaving me behind. I am number one on the Leaderboard. I can handle myself," a new kind of heat entered her voice.

"Al, we don't have time," Nadia whispered and put her hand on his arm.

"Yeah. Give her a chance," Jordan said and took his other arm.

Ember, however, just glared at him. Her eyes didn't contain any of the softness they'd recently gained for him, rather the opposite. The old look of hatred had started to shine through once again. She was furious that he even suggested leaving her behind.

It would be for her own good, they had no idea what they were facing. But, if it's what she wanted, he supposed he could allow it.

"Fine, sorry, you can come."

She didn't respond, only glared at him with that same passion.

Gods, you try to help a person...

However, with that matter settled the group started on their way again. Ember joined Nadia at the front of the column, using her night vision to help them avoid any further detection.

And, despite his not wanting her to come, Aldric couldn't help but find the silver lining in her joining. She was crouched right in front of him and his eyes naturally fell onto her behind, shapely and inviting as it was.

A swift whack on the back of the head from Kasumi stopped that thought process quickly enough, and he refocused on the task at hand.

They moved swiftly through the last quarter of campus, reaching the northwest tower, and the bar at the bottom of it. It was, as most knew, hidden from view if you didn't know what you were looking for.

Thankfully, having destroyed it once before, Aldric knew exactly where it was. And, just as Nadia had said, it was dark inside the space, meaning there was no one inside.

"They must have gone inside already."


Chapter 28

Nadia stepped forward, opening the door to the vacant bar. The moment she did the lights came on, making the group all jump and draw their weapons. Except Nadia who was shaking her head at them.

"I told you, automatic lights. A nifty kind of magic. Now...to enter the code..." she strode forward, letting everyone else into the building.

Lorn was the last one inside, in no small part because he was the largest of the group and had no desire to enter the half-sized room. As it was, Aldric's neck was craned so he wouldn't hit the ceiling, and Lorn was a good head taller than him.

"Just crawl, Lorn'al," Sha'gar snickered to herself.

Lorn shot her a withering glare but got on his hands and knees and entered the building.

While Lorn was doing that, Aldric was watching Nadia closely. She skipped up to the wall, examining each stone closely.

"I remember the sequence, but I'm guessing on the start point. Here let me try..." she pressed one of the stones towards the center and...nothing happened.

Then she pressed another to the same result. "Damnit!" She hissed. "I know he pressed a center one first."

She leaned back and studied the wall for another moment. "Oh, damnit. I'm so stupid..." she muttered curses at herself. She bent down a little and pressed a stone that lit up in a soft yellow light.

"Ha! Gotcha you stupid ass fucking dwarves. Think you can outsmart Nadia McKinley, not likely!" She did a small little shuffling dance.

"Uh, Nay?" Aldric said, with one eyebrow raised.

"Oh, duh, right...uh, forget you saw that."

"Nope."

"Never."

"Not a chance."

"Not on your life."

"Ha. No."

"I don’t know you that well, but that is now the only thought of you I will carry forward."

Aldric and his bonds responded, with the last being Ember.

Nadia blushed slightly but shook her head and went back to work. "One up, one up, two down, two down, one left, two right, and then punch the center brick," she whispered to herself as she worked. A glow emitted from each brick pressed in the sequence, until finally she pressed the center brick and the lights extinguished.

Once she did that the stones rumbled and the floor vibrated. "Okay everyone, get ready," Nadia said, drawing her knives.

The bricks rearranged themselves one by one until there was a large open space where the wall used to be. And as Nadia predicted, inside was a dark tunnel that sloped downward with a set of grey stone stairs leading the way.

Without any hesitation Nadia entered the tunnel, followed by Aldric and the rest of his bonds.

Once inside, Aldric lit up his hand with the lux spell. The light cast from his palm revealed the tunnel was much taller than where they had come from. It had an arched ceiling that had enough room for She’lar to stand on Lorn’s shoulders. Even then Aldric wasn’t sure they would have touched the ceiling.

It also showed that the tunnel was much, much longer than they imagined. It went on for so long that the spell couldn't pierce the full length of it, losing itself in the darkness further away.

But at least it revealed that the tunnel was straight, no strange falls, and the steps continued for as far as they could see.

“Okay, everyone—eyes sharp,” Aldric ordered the group. “Nadia, fall back; this isn’t stealth work anymore. Aelania, up front with your shield. Ember, right behind her—and call out anything you see. Everyone else, file in behind me.”’

Nadia stepped back behind Aldric, while Aelania stepped forward with her shield in hand.

"Hey," he whispered to her, "if you see something, get your shield up. The second you do I'll cast my schuld spell, okay?"

"Yes, my mage," Aelania said, her tone flat. She had been better at emoting and putting inflection on her words recently, but Aldric guessed that the seriousness of their situation made her revert back to her comfortable space. That was fine, as long as she was better again after.

"Touching." Ember rolled her eyes. "Let's go, I want to find Hallewell and Seta."

"As you wish, your highness," Aldric snipped at her.

Aelania sighed quietly but started moving forward down the stairs. Her footsteps were light enough, even with her heavy shield, that she didn't make any noise on the stone. Ember, too, didn't make a sound as she walked behind Aelania. Despite her snark, the dark elf's eyes were focused and looking all around them for anything they might see.

Aldric looked back and saw Lorn near the back, looking relieved to be standing up straight. Ghorza was just in front of him, and Ur'rog was behind him. She'lar was at the very back, covering their descent from behind. All of their faces held a visage of fierce determination.

Turning back, Aldric followed after Aelania and Ember, his footsteps falling much harder than theirs. Ember's head spun around, her sharp gaze pointed right at his feet.

"Tch," she scoffed. "Thankfully we're dealing with dwarves, they're going to be much louder than even your clomping footsteps."

"Yup, not all of us move with supernatural grace. But thankfully I make up for that with my beauty, don't you think?" He joked at the elf.

"Tch, whatever," she scoffed again and turned around.

Aelania sighed a little louder and the annoyance that came over her bond was clear. He pushed his apologies back and wised up. No more joking, focus on the task at hand.

They continued to descend into the tunnel in time uncounted. To Aldric it felt like hours that they walked, but for all he knew it could have been five minutes. That was the deceptive nature of the dark, even with his lux spell lighting up their immediate area, though unable to consume all the dark, every second that passed gave him a new sense of foreboding and dread.

But they soldiered on, marching further and further into the deep.

Aldric had never been inside a mountain before, but the tunnel immediately brought to mind what the inside of one might look like. And the longer he thought about it, the more he believed that the deep, dark of the dwarven tunnels is what drives the little runts to insanity. Every footstep, every breath, every sniffle, everything they did echoed louder than it normally would.

Each time a sound echoed through the long dark, Aldric's heart leapt into his throat, sure they'd be discovered.

Because of this they didn't talk at all, which didn't help Aldric's nerves. When he was nervous, he liked to talk to his bonds, let them soothe him, or vice versa. But now none of them dared to for fear of discovery before they were ready.

Finally, after a long while of descending the stairs, the stone steps ended, and the tunnel evened out. Once everyone was on the flat surface, they came to a halt. Aldric lifted his hand above his head, hoping to shine the spell to see further.

The area illuminated, showing a long narrow corridor with roughly hewn walls. Not the kind of work one would typically associate with the master craftsmanship of the prideful dwarves. The walls were not smooth, but rather had an unfinished look, with no flourishes, no decoration. Just rough rock, carved in haste.

Above them the ceiling was still arched but all along the way there were stalactites hanging down.

The ground was the only part of it that had any semblance of finish, but still not up to the standards that Aldric had seen at the Academy. It was floored with the same kind of large grey block stones that had formed the stairs.

"How long did it take them to make this?" Lorn's rumbling voice sounded out. Even whispering, the sound bounced off the walls and amplified it all around them.

The orc grimaced and hung his head, clearly not meaning to do that.

"It's fine," Aldric whispered, his voice carrying as well. "I don't know, but I have a feeling it's a lot newer than it looks."

"Mmm," Lorn grunted.

"Let's go." Aelania moved forward again, her shield still up in a defensive position. Aldric could feel her nerves getting the better of her, but she still pushed on.

They continued that way for a little while before they saw their first clue that they were on the right track.

"Stop," Ember whisper hissed. Aelania immediately stopped and turned to look at the dark elf. Ember moved past Aelania up the tunnel a little bit, then crouched down and picked something up off the ground. With the object tightly clutched in her hand she came back to the group.

Aldric held the light spell above them again so they could see more clearly. There was a collective gasp when they realized what they were looking at. A dark button-down shirt, with the imperial emblem emblazoned on the breast, a uniform of the Academy. The uniform wasn't in good condition either, parts of it were torn and ripped.

"That confirms something from the Academy is down here," Aldric whispered.

A grim feeling poured in from his bonds, and he couldn't blame them. They had an idea of what they were likely to find and not a one of them were looking forward to it.

Ember hadn't let go of the shredded uniform, instead opting to tie it around her arm. Aldric didn't want to know what that was about, and instead turned back towards the front, with his hand still raised.

They began walking again a moment later, trudging ever forward.

As time went by, they passed by several other artifacts that were seemingly tossed aside. Another two uniforms, a badly damaged sword, a pickaxe, and a small mana stone. The mana stone was the oddest thing they had found. None of them could figure out what it was for because it was smaller than the typical mana stone. The one Lorelei had used to awaken his soul was at least twice the size, and the Binding Stone that the Academy used was bigger still.

They let the uniforms go, though Ember kept her eyes glued on them until they were out of sight. They also left the sword and pickaxe, but the mana stone Aldric kept. It felt important somehow.

Their pace kept for a long while until finally, after an interminable amount of time, the tunnel reached an end. They came upon a cave wall, and in the center of which was a brown wooden door, with black hinges, not unlike those they saw at the Academy.

On the door there was a black doorknob with a black circular handle.

"Well," Aldric whispered, "I suppose we're going to have to open that door."

"I'll open it," Lorn said, punching his right fist into his open palm. The orc was done waiting and wanted to cause some chaos.

"Are you kidding?" Sha'gar scoffed. "You're the biggest one here, you're the last person who should open that door."

Lorn rounded on her and glared.

"Lorn, she's correct," She'lar said, putting a calming hand on his shoulder.

"I'll open it," Aelania said, not bothering to wait for anyone to respond. She strode forward, her shield still up, and gripped the handle.

Everyone immediately snapped to attention and brought their weapons to bare.

Aelania pulled, and the door creaked open, the light from inside slowly washing over them.

Light poured out into the tunnel from the opened door, blinding Aldric for half a second. Even with his lux spell active, the tunnel had been so dark his eyes had long since grown accustomed to the lack of light.

Now with the light from inside the door, his eyes were forced to adjust once again.

Slowly the world came back into focus, and what he saw before him stunned him. Inside the door was a well-crafted and well-furnished room. The sides of the room were a mixture of well-polished stone, and wooden support beams. There were lit braziers hanging from the stone wall portions, spaced out enough to light up the entire area as if it were daylight.

The ceiling was similarly made of finely crafted stone, and the floor was a much smoother version of the stone path they had trod to get there.

"What the fu..." his voice trailed off. As he took in more of the space in front of him, the more he didn't understand what was happening. At the far end there was another wall, with the same polish and smoothness as the rest of the walls in the room, but there was a wooden table, and two wooden chairs sat next to it. He could see playing cards and mugs of ale on the table, but no people sitting there to drink the ale or play the cards.

To either side of the table was a wooden door. Then even further it looked like the rooms continued on to the left and right. Aldric couldn't see that far, since the wall was in the way, but he imagined the room to be a "T" shape.

"Oy! Pipe down in thar!" A rough voice called out from one of the side passages. "Any more bellyachin' an' I'll slit yer throat!"

That wasn't very friendly, Aldric thought. He nodded at Nadia, who nodded back, slinking further into the room, crouching down and making her way towards the voice.

When she got to the end of the wall on the left, she flattened herself against it and slowly poked her head around. She whipped it back a beat later, and brought her knives up, ready to attack whatever came around the corner.

After another second, a dwarf with trimmed black hair, and a scar that ran the length of his face rounded the corner. And for a split second he saw Aldric and company.

"Oy! Wha' the fu–" was all he was able to get out before Nadia slit his throat with one knife and stuck the other through his skull.

With control of the dwarf's body, Nadia placed the man down as gently as she could, while blood poured from his neck. As his body hit the ground she yanked her knife out of the skull, making a disgusting sound in the process, and even more blood poured out. She nimbly jumped back, landing on her tippy toes, then examined herself to make sure she hadn't gotten any on her clothes.

With her inspection done, she turned back with a smile at Aldric and motioned the group forward.

Not knowing what to make of that display, Aldric chose to ignore it and moved forward. When he got up to where Nadia was standing, she grinned wide and stuck her head out for him.

That, I understand, he laughed to himself and patted her head. "Good girl."

She smiled even wider, but when he removed his hand, her demeanor changed, going back to that of an assassin.

"Wait here, there should be another guard," she said before going towards the opposite end of where the guard came from.

Aldric let her do her thing, instead choosing to look towards the area where the guard had come from. It was the left-hand side of the room and there was a short hallway that ended with another wooden door. He turned to look to see where Nadia had gone, only to find that that end was the same, a short hallway with a wooden door at the end.

So, now they were presented with four doors to go through. Splitting up seemed like an exceptionally stupid idea that even the dumbest of people would never suggest. But inevitably, in every novel that Aldric read, someone would suggest splitting up and they would and be soundly defeated. It made his blood boil thinking about it.

"We should split up," Lorn said.

"Oh, for the love of the gods!" Aldric threw up his hands. "No! We're not splitting up. We're sticking together and going through each of these doors, one by one."

Lorn stepped back, clearly not expecting that reaction. Aldric winced, he hadn't meant to yell at the orc. "Sorry, it's just...trust me it's better this way."

"Alright," Lorn said and raised a single eyebrow. "If you're so adamant about it, which one do we explore first?"

Nadia came back at that moment, an annoyed look on her face. "The second guard wasn't there, so I have no idea where he is. We may have to deal with him before we move forward."

"Okay, well, we can't wait much longer. The longer we take the longer they have to execute whatever plan they've been making," Aldric said. "We already took too much time getting down here."

"Agreed," Kasumi spoke. "We go left now since we know that is clear, search that room, and then right to search that way."

They all nodded and started towards the left door. Once again Aelania took point and opened the door to the next room.

This time they weren't blinded by the light, and the next room was a long hall with the same make as the previous room. The only exceptions were that it was a single hallway with no separate passageways and that on either side of the walls there were several jail cells. They had long black metal bars and wooden frames that, to Aldric's eyes, shimmered in mana, indicating they were magically enhanced.

"Jail cells?" Jordan said, confused.

The group moved forward to the first cell on the left. "Oh...shit..." Aldric said, upon seeing the contents of the cell.

A young woman lay on a filthy cot. She was emaciated, with her bones showing under her sallow, thin skin. She was wearing a dirt-stained shirt and torn black pants. She had brown hair and long pointed ears.

"Seta?!" Ember screamed.

The elf could barely move, and it took a great effort for her to raise her head up to see who was talking.

"Em...ber?" Her voice was gravelly, likely from the lack of water and food, Aldric thought.

"Oh...shit..." he said once again.

Ember's fists clenched and she raced towards the cell. "Seta!"

"Ember, wait!" He yelled too late. Ember had grabbed on to the black metal poles in an effort to rip them down with her bare hands. But they had some kind of magic on them, because as soon as Ember touched them, a jolt of electricity shot through them, and Ember, making her fly backwards and slam against the opposite wall.

"Ember!" Aldric ran over to her prostrate form. Her body had some smoke rising from it, but when Aldric pressed his hand to her chest, he could feel her heartbeat and the shallow rise and fall of her lungs.

"Get...off..." she grunted, trying to fling his arm off, but she was too hurt to do anything other than just sort of flop her arm out.

"Sorry," Aldric murmured and quickly retracted his hand, instead pointing it at her.

"Wha'? No...I'm fine," she said, struggling to remain conscious.

"Sure, you are," he placated her. "This is for my peace of mind. Cura," he intoned the minor healing spell that Cottonrose had taught them the prior year. He'd never actually needed to use it before. They could have used one of the minor healing potions that Kasumi had, but given the state that Seta was in, they were going to need as many as they had.

He felt the spell flow through his hand, and in contrast to every other spell, this one floated out of his palm like a green mist. It slowly moved towards Ember, until the mist enveloped her body, making her glow in a green light. As the magic worked, vitality came back to her eyes, and her muscles began to work again. Unsurprisingly the first thing she did was clench her fist.

Either the damage wasn't as bad as it seemed, or his spell was stronger than he thought. It was only supposed to be the equivalent spell of a minor healing potion, yet it looked like to Aldric that it had the effect of a moderate. Whatever the cause, he breathed a breath of relief as she became less pale—for a dark elf.

"Oy! What're ye doin' here?" A sudden voice called out. They all turned to see a dwarf with auburn colored hair and a well-braided beard of the same color. He was wearing an Academy uniform, but there was an emblem hanging off his coat that Aldric couldn't place.

"Fucknuggets," Nadia muttered, and raced off.

"Intruders!" The dwarf yelled at the top of his lungs, turning around and sprinting away the way he came.

Nadia caught up with him in a flash and ended his threat by slitting his throat from behind.

His body slumped to the ground with a soft thud. But all anyone could do was pause and wait. They all stood, rooted to their spots, waiting, frozen, and listening.

After a minute like that no reinforcements came, no noise at all. Aldric let go a sigh of relief and turned back to Ember who was now standing, eyes shut in pain and clutching her stomach with her arm.

"Are you okay?" Aldric asked, genuinely concerned for her safety.

"It's fine. I'm fine. I don't need your help. I can manage all on my own."

She stood straighter, only wincing slightly as she did, and took a step forward and flared her arms out, as if to say, see I'm fine.

Aldric looked around for support, but his bonds pointedly ignored his look, except for Aelania who rolled her eyes and turned back to look at Seta.

Aldric put his head in his hands and slid them down his face.

"Fine, but if you need help, don't hesitate to say something."

"Don't worry about me," she snarled at him again.

He shook his head but returned to Kasumi, who was looking at the metal bars of the cell. Lorn gave him a side glance, to which Aldric shook his head. Whatever.

He could feel Aelania's annoyance at her friend, but they all had more important things to worry about than Ember's pride.

"Seta," Kasumi said, speaking through the bars, "are you okay?"

"He...lp..." her voice was weak, and it felt like it was getting weaker by the moment.

"Al," Kasumi said to him, "we need to get the cell open and get her a healing potion, maybe use your healing spell, I..." she trailed off. When she spoke again, her voice was so low only he could hear it. "I don't think she's going to make it, even with healing...she's so frail."

Aldric nodded and moved forward towards the cell. Everyone else moved back as he did to give him some space.

He raised his hand and felt the soft thrum of power coming from the black bars. "We know there's a spell that electrocutes whoever touches these. Even if I unlock it, it may not undo the spell."

"So fucking break it!" Ember snarled. "You're strong enough to break any spell, I'm sure of it. Do it now!"

Ignoring her tone, she wasn't wrong. But...if he did it would make a lot more noise than they wanted to make. However, if he could–

"Why aren't you doing something! Do it now!" Ember interrupted his thoughts.

"Ember! Shut up!" Aelania yelled at the dark elf. "Don't you think anything through? In order to destroy the spell, he'll have to use a more powerful spell, and we don't know how the cell will react to it. If the resulting clash is loud enough then that'll alert whoever is running this place that there's someone here. And any hope we have of finding other captives turns from slim to nil!"

Ember stepped back, eyes wide and mouth open, taken aback by Aelania's outburst. She sputtered a few times before closing her mouth and crossing her arms over her chest with a huff.

Aldric looked to Aelania with astonishment, he'd never heard her yell like that before. Her white skin turned pink, embarrassed at losing control. But all Aldric could think was how far she'd come so quickly, he couldn't have been more proud of her. He pushed that feeling into her and patted her head before turning back to the cell.

"I was going to say," Aldric spoke in as even a tone as he could, "I'm going to try healing her first. I don't think the problem is physical harm, so much as psychological and malnourishment, but it may give her enough strength to answer a few questions. Like, is there a counter spell they used to turn the electrocution off. They'd have to feed her sometimes and that means getting into the cell."

Ignoring the group's reactions, Aldric knelt down, so that he was eye level with the prostrate wood elf. "I'm going to try healing you, Seta," he said, as soft and kind as he could, "if you can, I'm hoping you can answer some questions for me."

The only response he received was a groan from the elf. "I'll take that as a yes."

He stood, stepped back, and extended his hand towards the elf. With a little stronger of a flow of mana than he would normally use, he cast the spell, "cura."

The same green mist that enveloped Ember flowed forth and wrapped itself around Seta. The elf shuddered at the spell touching her but calmed and slumped into the cot as it worked.

His breath caught in his throat while he watched the green mist of the spell wrap around Seta, floating over her, flowing into her nostrils and open mouth.

After what felt like an eternity, she started to stir. Her body was still frail and emaciated, but her skin was back to a healthy color, and she was more alert.

"Thank you," she rasped. Her voice was still gravelly from lack of sustenance, but it was stronger than before. "I'm tired and weak, but I'll help however I can."

"I'm tempted to ask how you got here but at the moment that does not matter. What I need to know is did whoever locked you up here use a spell or anything on the bars when they brought food to you?"

She weakly nodded. "Yes, I think...it was..." she stopped talking and a blank look came over her face.

"Seta?" Kasumi whispered.

The wood elf startled and frowned. "Sorry...it's hard to maintain my thoughts. It was nolite. They said that whenever they came close to the bars."

"Thank you, Seta," Aldric whispered.

The wood elf smiled and closed her eyes.

"Seta!" Ember yelled and ran forward again.

"Shh," Kasumi scolded her. "She's not dead, just resting. You can see her chest rising and falling."

"Thank the Goddess," Ember whispered and sighed in relief.

Aldric didn't waste any time though, and instead of using focusless casting for the counter spell, he chose to unsheathe his sword. "I've never used it before, so I want to be sure," he explained to Kasumi's confused face.

Stepping back even further, he pointed the sword at the bars, "nolite!"

A small, thin arc of lightning shot out from his sword and hit the bars. They buzzed a little but nothing significant happened other than that. He wasn't sure if it had worked, but they would know in a moment. There was one other spell he needed to complete before they could open the cell. With his sword still raised, he flowed a small amount of mana again. "Rintur!"

A small rush of air was all that was seen or heard from the spell, but Aldric was sure that one had worked.

Resheathing his sword, then stepping forward, he made for the bars.

"Al!" Jordan hissed. "What are you doing?"

"Opening the door?" he answered, confused as to why she was asking.

"If the counter spell didn't work, you'll get injured, let one of us do it, you're too important for whatever comes next."

"No, you're not putting yourself in harm's way," Aldric immediately responded.

Jordan opened her mouth again to argue, but She'lar pushed her way past them both, muttering to herself. "By the ancestors, someone must do it."

The orc stomped up to the cell, hesitated slightly, but set herself and grabbed the bars fully with both hands. When no electrocution came, she laughed a deep rumbling laugh.

Lorn stood back, proudly watching his first bond.

"Good, it worked, let's get her out of here," Aldric said. She'lar opened the cell door, allowing Ember and Kasumi to run forward and help the now comatose wood elf.

Ember rushed in and knelt next to Seta, examining her all over. Kasumi withdrew a vial of moderate healing potion, but didn't give it to her.

Aelania joined them soon after. "It's not healing she needs, Aldric healed her. Any cuts and scrapes she had are now gone. She's malnourished and exhausted from whatever she went through."

"What can we do?" Kasumi shook her head and put the potion back in one of the pouches on her belt.

While they discussed their options, Aldric motioned for Lorn and the remaining bonds to join him in checking the rest of the cells that lined the room.

The first they came to was empty, which he was glad about. But behind him, Lorn had found another girl in the same state that Seta had been in. They quickly healed her and unlocked the door, leaving Jordan behind to look after her, then moved on to the next cell.

Five cells later and they had four more girls all in similar conditions.

"This is fucking horrifying," Aldric said. He was leaning against the back wall of the corridor and surveying the cells and the bonds caring for each girl.

"You're telling me," Lorn grunted from Aldric's left. They had left a bond at each cell to watch over the girls who occupied them, leaving the two mages alone. "There is no honor in this. What could the reason have possibly been for this?"

"I don't know, Lorn...and there’s still the hallway across the way, and the other two doors to check. I almost want to go back and get an army in here. But..."

"We can't trust anyone on the surface," Lorn finished the thought. It was one that had been running through Aldric's head since they found the second girl. The deliberately crafted stairs, the well excavated tunnel, and then the rooms they found inside, all pointed at a massive operation that Aldric was sure someone inside the Academy was aware of. The problem was who? Who knew about this and helped?

His thoughts wandered to Hallewell, who they were also looking for. They hadn't found her with these girls, and darker thoughts raced through his mind. But it was odd to Aldric that Hallewell had never looked into Seta's disappearance any further.

With a push, Aldric lifted himself up from the wall, and tapped Lorn on the shoulder to follow him.

The orc grunted in acknowledgement and stood straight. Aldric felt him fall in behind him as they both walked with a purpose.

Once they reached the cell that Seta was in, they found Ember still kneeling next to her with Kasumi, She'lar, and Aelania standing watch.

"How's she doing?" he asked.

"The same," Kasumi replied. "How're the rest of them?"

"The same."

"By the elders, what is going on?" Kasumi sighed and shook her head, her wild red hair swaying behind her.

"I don't know but I intend on getting answers. Can one of you go replace Nadia? I want her with me. Lorn and I are going to search that other hall."

"I'll swap," Aelania said, already leaving the cell to go get Nadia.

He smiled appreciatively at her, which she returned as she passed by him.

Then he turned his attention back to Ember. "Hey, Ember, are you going to be okay to continue?"

The dark elf's head snapped towards him, her red eyes glowed with an intense light that burned brighter than he'd ever seen before, her hands were clenched into fists, and her mouth was formed into a deadly snarl.

"I am...so fucking okay to continue. I'm going to kill each and every single one of the fuckers that did this. I'm going to rip their intestines out through their fucking necks." While she spoke, she slowly rose from the ground, standing at her full height, with her legs apart and bent, ready to pounce on anyone who did this.

Aldric, however, examined her as well as he could. She didn't look like she was harmed still, or if she was, the adrenaline and anger were propelling her forward, hopefully long enough to get through this and come out the other side.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that Nadia was already jogging over to meet up with them.

"Fine, you're coming with me then. We're checking the room on the other side." He turned without saying another word and walked towards the entrance.

He heard a small growl of frustration leave Ember's lips, but then the soft patter of her feet following behind.


Chapter 29

He reached the door and flung it open, his anger getting the better of him. Or, his bonds anger, it was hard to tell. He knew he was angry, but his bonds, especially Nadia and Sha'gar, were incensed and ready to do some damage.

Once out the door, he made straight across the short hall for the other door. He ignored the dead dwarf, stepping over the little shit, and reached the door he was going for.

With a glance back he saw that Lorn, Nadia, and Ember were all behind him.

"Opening it now," he warned them.

He grabbed the handle and flung that door open too.

Aldric's stomach dropped at what he saw when he entered, it was the same as Seta's hallway. A room lined with eight jail cells, but that wasn't the worst of it.

The worst was the screaming that he heard coming from one of the cells.

"Help!"

"Please!"

"Help!"

Several female voices all cried at once. The abject terror, complete despair, and lack of any hope that each voice had, pulled hard at Aldric's heart.

"Oy! Would ye shut yer fuckin' yammerin'?" a loud male dwarf voice yelled out. "Yer never gettin' out an' the faster ye accept tha' the sooner yer life will get better."

At that, Aldric had heard enough. Putting as much power as he could into his legs, he sprinted forward, and in the blink of an eye he was down the hall, face to face with another dwarf. Face to navel, really. This one had frosty-white hair and wasn't as well-groomed as the ones before had been. He wasn't wearing an Academy uniform, but rather was wearing dark blue robes, with the same emblem stitched in the breast. The emblem itself was unlike anything he had seen before, an elongated skull with teeth bared and nine flames rising all around behind.

"Oy, who the fuck–" the dwarf barely got out before Aldric's fist connected with his face. Unfortunately for both of them, Aldric's anger had boiled over and he put far too much strength into the punch. His fist passed right through the dwarf's head, destroying it in an explosion of gore and brain matter.

The dwarf's body flew back from the impact, landing against the far wall of the hallway with a squelching thud.

"Holy fucking shit!" Nadia yelled out. "Al!"

With a glance down at his hand and the residue it held, Aldric felt the bile rise in his throat.

"Oh, fuck!" he dropped to his knees and dry heaved on the ground.

"Fucking hell, Al," Lorn chuckled. "Get up, you've seen death before. And you'll see it again."

Aldric wiped his mouth with his clean arm and stood back up. Lorn took a rag out of his shirt and handed it to Aldric, which he used to clean off his hand.

While that happened, Nadia and Ember walked around to look at the cells.

"You're a paradox, my friend," Lorn said, still chuckling. "Strong enough to punch a dwarf's head clean off his shoulder, but weak enough to be disturbed by it happening."

"It's not weakness, it's humanity, and an involuntary reaction," Aldric grumbled.

"Thank the ancestors I'm an orc then." Lorn laughed a little more. "Okay, enough dawdling, let's go help your bonds."

"Sure."

Aldric threw the bloodied rag back at Lorn, who laughed and put it back where he had taken it from. There was no way Aldric was going to ask why Lorn had that.

Once settled, the two walked over to the first cell where Nadia and Ember were quietly talking to the inhabitant.

"You've only been here a week?" Nadia asked.

"Yeah, I'm not even sure where here is," the voice said.

"What have they done to you?" Ember asked, the anger in her voice understandable.

"Nothing really, they told me that I would be waiting here until I could fulfill my destiny."

"What the fuck does that mean?"

"Damned if I know," the girl said.

Aldric and Lorn rejoined them at that point. The girl was a wolfkin with grey fur and hair, and a drooping grey tail. She was wearing the same kind of clothing that Seta and the other captives had been. A plain white shirt and black pants. Nothing to indicate where she had come from.

"Hello," Aldric said to the girl. "We're going to get you out of here, were you at the Academy?"

"The Academy? Fuck no, I'm from Onyxpaw Village."

"Onyxpaw?" Aldric said, he knew he'd heard the name before.

"I've been there," Ember said. "I hid there for a while before my sister's goons found me. It's an entirely wolfkin village in the forest before the Acxiun border."

"Yes," the wolfkin said and put a hand on her hip. "Are you telling me we're at the Academy?"

"Well, not at the Academy, more...under it?"

"What?!"

"Okay, wait," Aldric said, and put his hand forward. "I'm going to get you out of here, and the rest of the prisoners then we can talk."

"Oh, shit, you're a mage, aren't you?" The girl asked, fear entering her voice once again.

"Yeah, is that a problem?" Aldric asked. Confusion set in on what that tone meant.

"N-no problem, it's just that the elders said..." she sighed and looked down. She was like that for a moment before she brought her eyes back up with a fire in them. "The elders said that mages robbed the wolfkin of their future, making us servants to the Empire. Then the men who brought me here told me that if I served them then I'd be able to get my revenge on the mages. Then they stuck me in this fucking cell for the last week. So, fuck the elders and fuck those men. Get me out of here."

"Fair enough," Aldric said and readied the spell. He pushed all other thoughts out of his mind because if he dwelled on what she said, he was going to spiral and not be able to focus enough to work the magic.

He unlocked her cell and killed the electrocution spell, then after one last look at her, he moved on to each of the other cells, unlocking and removing the wards placed on them. There were another seven girls, four more wolfkin and three elves. No humans, dwarves, or halflings.

That may have been coincidence though. Nadia said there were humans and halflings involved as well.

Nadia and Ember rounded the girls up and gave them a speech about what was happening and where they were. Lorn and Aldric stood back, because some of the girls, the wolfkin in particular, were eyeing the two mages suspiciously.

"Okay, everyone, we don't know where you all came from," Nadia addressed the group. "But right now we are under the Academy. If you don't know where that is, it’s near the Etrian Forest. If you don't know where that is, we're about two hundred miles south of the capital."

A terrified murmur went through the group. The first wolfkin girl stepped forward. "My name is Cordelia Blackfang, from Onyxpaw village. All of the wolfkin here are. There were men who came to our village, wolfkin in fact, that told us the Empire had been keeping us down, under their boot, and that mages were to blame. They said that if we went with them, we would be given the chance at vengeance. Our elders encouraged us, they didn't believe a wolfkin would lie to another wolfkin. The men...they had uniforms on, they looked official."

Aldric and Lorn listened intently to her speech, unsure of what to make of it. They knew there was some kind of plot happening, but to be as widespread as to openly recruit from villages in their uniforms was unthinkable.

"Men, what men?" Ember asked, snapping at the girl.

"They identified themselves as members of the Shadowfang Brotherhood. No idea what kind of Brotherhood, because they only recruited women."

"I've heard of them," Nadia said. "The men who I followed to find this place identified themselves as members of the Brotherhood. Maybe I shouldn't have killed him so quickly..." the nekorian pondered for a moment.

The girls, other than Cordelia, recoiled from Nadia's casual way of describing the man's death. Cordelia, however, didn't seem to care. The girl had a stern look about her, and outside of the one moment of weakness he'd seen when she realized he was a mage, Aldric had only seen the girl's resolve.

And...something about her name tickled the back of his mind, and he wasn't sure why.

"Well, whoever they are, they rounded us up, stopped at a wood elf village that's not far away, and brought those three," Cordelia explained, hooking her thumb at the three elves. "They brought us not far away from that village and then there was a flash, and the next thing I remember I woke up in this cell."

"Fuckers," Ember snarled and spat on the ground. "You were deceived, follow me."

The dark elf's voice was so full of venom and power that the girls all nodded. With all of them behind her, Ember walked out and into the other wing where Seta and the half-dead prisoners were.

Aldric and Lorn took a moment before following behind them, allowing them the space they needed to take in what they were about to see.

Aldric stopped just inside the entrance of the first room and leaned against the wall. He closed his eyes and waited for the outcry he knew was coming.

Sure enough, several seconds later, he heard the wails and yells of the girls as they took in the condition of Seta and the others.

"What the fuck!"

"Who did this?"

"Was this going to happen to us?"

It went on for a bit.

Kasumi and She'lar, as the group's first bonds, kept them in order. After letting them vent their anger, She'lar put a finger to her lips and whistled so loudly it cut through the ruckus that the girls were making.

"Enough!" The orc bond yelled. "We do not know enough about what happened here, but I believe that this is the fate of those who come here. Now. We need to get all of you out of here. Once we get you back to the Academy, we can get this all sorted out."

The group quieted, except for a murmur that ran through them.

"I can promise you," Kasumi spoke in her normal, controlled, tone, "no further harm will come to you on our watch. But we cannot protect all of you while we hunt down those who did this. We have friends at the top of the tunnel waiting for us to return, we'll get you to them and they'll get you to safety. You have my word."

Another murmur went through the group.

"Why should we trust you? You're just a mage's whore," one of the wolfkin said.

Aldric was about to push off from the wall when Lorn put his hand on his shoulder and shook his head.

Kasumi closed her eyes and sighed, and right as she was opening her mouth to respond, Ember walked over to the wolfkin that said it and slapped her in the face.

"Don't you ever talk like that again. That whore rescued you. That whore is the only reason your fate isn't to die down in this fucking place. You had better show some Goddess damned respect or I'll beat it into you!"

The wolfkin took a step back, and her ears flattened against her head. She looked like she was about to bare her teeth at Ember, but Cordelia stopped her.

"Not the time. We need to get out of here, and if that means working with mages and their bonds, then that's what we'll do."

Aldric shook his head and sighed at the wolfkin's attitudes. He wasn't sure what happened in Onyxpaw Village, but they were very misinformed about mages and the Empire in general. Yes, the Empire wasn't perfect, but given the alternative, it was far better.

Acxiun didn't view women as equals to men, and routinely attacked the small villages on the border, resulting in the deaths of poor villagers who had no more say in Empire policies than an ant did. And it was often for no reason, as evidenced by Jordan's parents’ deaths. They died for literally no reason other than the local Acxiun mage wanted to kill some people.

The Empire didn't do that.

"Time to go," Aldric said, pushing himself off the wall and clapping his hands together. "We need to get moving and these girls need more medical attention than we can provide."

"I'm staying with you," Ember said immediately.

Aldric stopped in his tracks, he had intended on sending Ember back with the girls because he didn't know how dangerous the next part would be. But taking in her posture, attitude, and the fire still in her eyes, he knew that would be the wrong decision.

"Okay," he simply responded, then turned his attention to Lorn. "Lorn, can you...?"

The orc huffed in frustration. "Fine. But you owe me a field assignment where I get to kill more things."

"Deal."

Lorn smiled a toothy, tusky grin at Aldric. "Good. Alright!" Lorn, too, pushed himself off the wall. "She, Ghor, Ur, grab two incapacitated girls each. Take special care with them. Ladies," he addressed the girls who had come from the other wing, "follow me back to the surface. It will be dark and boring, but when we come out to the surface we will be in the Academy, where you will receive the best medical treatment in the Empire."

The wolfkin looked dubious but the wood elves looked relieved.

They waited another moment for Lorn's bonds to pick up the injured girls. Ember took one last look at Seta, put her head against hers, and whispered her apologies. She patted Seta on the head, then nodded to She'lar who was holding her. The orc grunted and joined the others.

"Okay, let's go," Lorn said, then left the room with his bonds and the girls behind him.

"Right," Aldric said once Lorn and the others were safely back in the tunnel to the outside. "What do we do now? We have to press forward, but we don't know what we're facing."

"Sensis loci, Al," Jordan said, rolling her eyes a bit. "I swear, half the time you forget you're a mage."

Aldric smiled sheepishly back at the blonde. "You're right. Let me check."

"We'll stand guard," Jordan answered with a smirk.

"Thank you." Aldric sat down on the ground and crossed his legs. He took a deep breath in, then exhaled. His eyes closed, and he pushed himself into his mana soul, as he had done countless times by now.

He felt his feet hit the soft grass of his mana soul, and his eyes sprang open. The familiar sight of blue grass, blue water, blue leaves, and brown bark were before him.

He breathed deep again, feeling the mana in the air enter him and course through his body.

After a mighty exhale, he got to work. He pushed his senses forward and felt for any mages around him. Only to feel...nothing. He pushed again, trying to gain traction into the other room but it felt as if something was blocking his ability to detect anything beyond the room he was in. He tried several times, imagining the doors that entered the section of building they hadn't been to yet, but when he tried to push through the door it felt like it pushed back on him.

Nothing he tried worked. He pushed, pulled, and tried to explode his power through. Nothing. It was as if there was a magical barrier blocking him.

With frustration welling up in him, he snapped back to reality.

"Fuck!" He growled. "For some reason I can't feel past this room. In fact, I couldn't feel outside this room at all."

"That's concerning," Jordan slowly said.

"So, we'll being going in blind," Kasumi stated, more to herself than anyone else.

"We may not know what we're facing, but we can still form a loose strategy," Aelania said. "I should go first, Aldric can reinforce my shield with earth magic, and possibly a shield spell. Then each of you should take an elemental enhancement as well."

"Ohhh, can I play with lightning again?" Nadia said with a near-purr in her voice.

"I want fire this time!" Sha'gar's eyes took on a menacing quality.

"Ice for me.” Jordan shrugged.

"Lightning," Kasumi said.

"What the fuck are you all talking about?" Ember asked, confusion and frustration at being left out of the conversation growing.

"Aldric knows several spells that will enhance your weapon, or weapons in your case, with a magical element," Aelania explained. "They help our weapons gain an edge over our opponents and utilize the element that the weapon is imbued with. For instance, with fire, the sword will cut and burn, and the opponent may even catch fire."

"Goddess," Ember gasped, then turned to Aldric. "Fine. But I don't know what you can do. Pick one for me."

He nodded in response and put his fingers to his chin, contemplating what element was best for her. Fire was the obvious choice, she had a fiery temper that flared...often. But that felt too on the nose to Aldric. Lightning was an option, her fighting style relied on fast attacks that came rapidly in order to overwhelm her opponents. Earth and Ice didn't make much sense. She was a bit frosty sometimes, but that normally was after her fire petered out.

There was one other enhancement spell that he hadn't tried yet. He was loathe to try it on anyone but himself. But Ember was someone that needed to feel special, like she wasn't one of the many. She wanted to feel unique. Her upbringing had literally enforced that into her, her entire life.

"I have a spell, just for you, Ember," Aldric said with a smirk. "Alright everyone, weapons out."

The girls all unsheathed their weapons and formed a half circle, allowing Aldric to go to them one by one and enhance them with their chosen element.

He watched from the corner of his eye, smiling to himself at Ember’s shocked expression getting wider with each enhancement spell applied.

When he finished with his bonds, he stood in front of Ember. "Take 'em out," he said with a smirk.

A light blush peppered her face, but she unsheathed her swords.

"Give it to me," she quietly said, low enough that only Aldric would hear her. Probably Aelania too.

"Okay, now, I have no idea what this element will do, but..." he smiled wide. "It’s always fun to find out, right?"

"Gods damnit, Al," Kasumi sighed and facepalmed.

"Here goes nothing!" He brought his own sword forward and pointed it at Ember's swords. "Emysticia!"

The enhancement spell shot out and hit her swords, which immediately burst into blue flames with a deafening roar.

"Whoa!"

"Oh shit!"

The power that emanated from the blade was palpable, it felt like a torrent of raging mana. His mana.

Ember hastily pushed the swords out so that the flames wouldn't reach her. Fear was in her eyes, and she held her swords stiffly, as if the flame would consume her if she moved a muscle. Aldric was almost entirely sure that wasn't true. Almost.

"What the fuck?" he whispered to himself.

"It's your flames, Al," Jordan said. She came closer and leaned in to look at the flames. "It feels exactly like you do when you burst into flames."

"Wait, wait, wait, hold up," Ember said, physically backing up a little. "You burst into flames?"

"Only sometimes." He shrugged in response.

"That's beside the point." Kasumi also came forward to examine the enflamed swords. "This is definitely your power, Al. What was that spell?"

"The same as the other elemental enhancement spells, only it adds pure mana to the blade," he answered.

"Why is everyone moving past the bursting into flames part?" Ember wildly looked around, garnering shrugs from the other bonds.

"Elders..." Kasumi sighed, ignoring Ember. "You didn't think to test that one out beforehand?"

"No?" He answered sheepishly, rubbing the back of his neck nervously. "I didn't think it would be such a big deal. I thought it would coat the sword in mana, kinda like how I flow mana through to my own sword to enhance it."

Kasumi glared at him but sighed and smiled after a moment. "I know better than to tell you not to do that again, but...don't do that again."

"Yes, sir." He saluted with his non-sword wielding hand.

She rolled her eyes and turned her attention to Ember. "Al's spells never really fail so it should be safe. And if that fire is as strong as Al's flames, then you can bet it'll be stronger than any magic the other side can wield."

"Uh...okay? And we're not going to touch on the bursting into flames bit? Okay then," Ember said, obviously unsure of what was going on. "It won't burn me, right?"

"No, it is completely safe for the wielder of the blades to handle," Aelania answered in her monotone voice. She had calmed down from her earlier outburst, but wouldn’t meet Ember’s eyes. "It is only unsafe for those who it is used against."

"And given the power I feel coming off of that," Kasumi added, "I'm pretty certain that's most people, mage or otherwise."

Ember's fear turned to joy when Kasumi said that, a wicked look came over her face...and for the briefest of moments, Aldric feared for what the dark elf would do. "If this can easily cut down a mage, Aldric, then if we ever find my mother and her mage, I'm going to request that you let me at them with it."

"Uh...." was all he could say in response.

Kasumi rolled her eyes. "Only if you and Al bond. Even then probably not."

"Spoil sport," Ember said with a pout, but when her eyes met Aldric's she blushed again. But she finally lowered her swords and cautiously sheathed them.

"Lords," Jordan muttered, brushing past them both, "we need to get a move on. We don't know how long it'll take Lorn and the others to reach the surface, but when they do I imagine things will change quickly up there."

"She's right," Aelania said, also moving forward.

"Finally," Sha'gar grunted unhappily. "I want to hit something...hard. For those girls. And whoever else they've hurt."

It's hard not to agree with them, Aldric thought to himself. This had been a jarring experience for them already, with finding those girls in the state they were in. Who knew what lay ahead.

"Yeah, sorry, we do need to move. Same formation as before, Ael up front, shield up," Aldric said.

The bonds all moved into formation, with Aelania at the head, Aldric and Ember right behind her, Kasumi and Jordan behind them, and finally Nadia and Sha'gar bringing up the rear.

They left the room and re-entered the main room and made their way to the two doors they hadn't explored yet.

Aelania stood watch with her shield up, ready to protect them, as Aldric gripped the handle. The high elf nodded, prompting Aldric to turn and yank on the handle, busting the door off its frame.

A small sigh from Kasumi told him that it had not been as subtle as she wanted. But he didn't particularly care at the moment. They needed to end this. Now.


Chapter 30

With any chance of subtlety gone, they raced forward into the next room. Upon entering they were greeted with a sickening sight.

The room was much the same as the other rooms they'd been in. Cut from the rock and earth, with braziers, wooden planks, and supports running throughout. But this room was far more expansive than the prior rooms. The walls on either side of the room went on for a long stretch, so far so that the end of the room was just barely visible. The scope was immense but that wasn't all that strange to Aldric anymore, given how many spatial spells were used at the Academy.

No, what bothered him, was that on both walls down the length of the room, cages lined the entire way. Each cage was filled with a person, though from what Aldric saw, they weren't all women. There were men caged as well...and if he strained his eyes to see down the rows, it actually looked like it was mostly men.

Looking further down, he saw at the end of the room sat a golden throne, only visible because of the glare it reflected from the braziers giving off the light in the room. The seat was in the shape of the Brotherhood’s emblem, the skull and surrounding flames. Unlike the emblem they had found on the other dwarf, this was solid gold.

Ostentatious, Aldric thought.

All of that was bad enough, but the room was also home to multiple figures torturing the people in the cages. And, despite Aldric's bias, not all of the torturers were dwarves. There were beastkin, humans, and elves in addition to the dwarves.

Great, a multiracial cabal of psychos, he scoffed.

"Who the FUCK are you?" the closest torturer yelled out, his finger pointed at Aldric and his bonds. The man was about a dozen feet away from Aldric, so he was able to get a good look at him. The man was a wolfkin, from the looks of it, with black fur and a shaggy black tail poking out from the bottom of his robes. He wore the same kind of robes that the earlier dwarves had been wearing, black with the Brotherhood’s emblem on the right breast. In fact, everyone in the room was wearing the same robes.

The Brotherhood members around the wolfkin took notice of the yelling, looking where he was pointing, and they too started yelling.

"Oh, hey," Aldric yelled out. "I was just taking a casual stroll through this secret, underground, miles-long tunnel when I happened to find these rooms. I don't know why, but something seemed off about them."

The Brotherhood members drew their weapons, most of which had been hiding in the folds of their robes. Which seemed very impractical to Aldric, but maybe their fashion sense was more important than the utility a belt provided.

Ignoring the advancing people, Aldric continued on. "So, color me surprised, when I found jail cells filled with girls who were abducted from the Academy or taken from their homes. Which, as you may guess, presents me with quite the pickle."

"By the elders, shut up!" the first wolfkin yelled out. He charged the group, with a large mace in one hand and a dagger in the other. The dagger was curved and wavy throughout, immediately bringing to mind the dagger Giles used to kill Stephanie.

But, as surprising as that was, it wasn't as surprising as someone Aldric had assumed was a mundane, lifting a mace above his head as easily as one would a stick.

As the wolfkin neared, he leveled his mace at Aldric. Wanting to see what would happen, Aldric didn't throw up any defenses, with the exception of Aelania, who kept her shield up in front of them.

A fireball, small at first, formed at the head of the mace and grew larger each second. With a grunt, the wolfkin sent the spell off at them. With fire streaking in the air behind it, it raced towards their group.

"Oh, shit, he's a mage," Ember yelled.

"Schuld," Aldric intoned. The blue shimmering shield formed in front of their group, a split second before the fireball hit them. "That's not ideal."

"Not ideal?" Ember turned, her expression incredulous. "What the fuck is going on?"

"Ember," Kasumi calmly said, "turn around and look."

Aldric shook his head, but he saw what Kasumi meant. All the other Brotherhood members were also preparing fireballs to be sent at them. "Well, we might need to take care of that."

And with the mages near them making a commotion, others were also realizing something was wrong and entering the fray themselves.

If they didn't do anything soon, they would be completely surrounded by enemy mages. Though, it was odd, they didn't see bonds anywhere. That many mages should have at least triple the number of bonds.

Then, as if summoned by his thoughts, a door opened on the far end, and scores of women and some men poured into the room.

Soon there were at least a hundred mages, and three hundred bonds arrayed against them. The fireballs from the first mages had harmlessly died on his shield spell, which he could keep up, essentially, forever. But standing behind the shield would get them exactly nowhere with the crowd, and would only serve to box them in.

"So..." Aldric said, "who feels like fighting hundreds of mages and bonds?"

"Let me at 'em!" Sha'gar roared.

"Yeah! Let's fuck 'em up!" Jordan yelled.

The others were silent, but Aldric could feel their emotions as clear as his own. They, too, wanted to join in the fight, but the situation was a quickly spiraling out of control. And while Aldric had no doubt they could slaughter everyone in the room, that had no purpose. They needed answers, and they wouldn't get it from the dead.

"Okay, everyone, here's what we're going to do," Aldric said. Everyone turned to look at him. They were safe for the moment, with his shield spell essentially walling them off from the mages. Fireballs continued to batter against it, only to extinguish the moment they struck.

"Incapacitate the bonds, if you can. Only kill if you have to. For the mages, I want to keep some alive for questioning. But if we can't, then we'll have the bonds."

The girls all looked at each other. "Al, I understand wanting to keep the bonds alive," Kasumi said. Whoosh, another fireball hit the shield. "But..."

"No, Kas, we're doing it my way. I don't think they're here of their own free will. Remember, no one remembered what happened at that first field assignment? I think whoever is leading this is messing with people's minds somehow. If the bonds aren't here willingly, then it’s not their fault."

"But the mages aren't innocent?" Nadia asked.

Wham, another fireball.

"They might be, but they're going to be a lot harder to take down, especially with their magic. Also, if the mage dies, the bond’s power goes away after a bit, making it easier for us."

They stayed silent for a second. Another few fireballs hit the shield in that time.

"Look, I know it'll be hard, but this is what we're doing," he commanded.

The girls all nodded in acceptance.

"Ember, you're with me," Aldric said to the dark elf. If she was close he would be able to protect her better.

"Fine."

Aldric looked at each of his girls. Their eyes were determined, and their bodies tensed in anticipation for the battle. They were ready.

"Okay, dropping the shield in three...two..." everyone unsheathed their swords and got ready to spring forward. "Finis!" Aldric yelled, ending the shield spell.

Jordan and Sha'gar raced forward first, going towards the left wall. On the way, Sha'gar swung her giant axe to cut down the first wolfkin mage. He fell apart, bisected from his head to his groin. The two halves fell to the ground with a squelch.

Nadia and Kasumi ran off to the right of the room, taking down two mages there that were shooting off fireballs at them. Nadia stuck one with a knife to the throat, while Kasumi slashed another's head off his shoulders. Both targets fell to the ground, their threat neutralized.

"Goddess," Ember gasped.

"There is no Goddess here," Aldric grimly said.

She looked at him, stricken, but there was nothing holy or divine about this place. If there was, it certainly wasn't for a god that Aldric wanted to meet.

"Let's go."

Aelania joined them, and they started down the middle of the room. Aldric's target was to kill as many of the mages and subdue as many of the bonds, as possible and get to the throne. If Aldric squinted, he could see a figure sitting on it, not moving to help with the fight.

Fine by me.

Aelania went ahead of him, and Ember was on his left. "Alright let's go."

They charged forward, but not as fast as his other bonds, in order for Ember to keep pace.

The first mage they met was a wood elf man in the black robes of the Brotherhood, with green eyes, brown hair, and pointed ears. "Die, scum!" he screamed, racing at them as fast as he could, scimitar held high.

When the elf reached them, he swung his scimitar down in an arc, towards Aelania.

She blocked the downswing of the scimitar, rocking the elf backwards from the force, due to the earth enhancement on the shield. The wood elf fell on his ass, allowing Ember to jump forward. She stabbed him straight in the sternum with one of her burning blades.

The elf screamed in pain, not just from the stab. The moment the sword entered his body, the flames spread over him, engulfing him in a blaze of blue in the blink of an eye.

The wood elf's screams became high pitched and harrowing, as the he was consumed from both the inside and outside. The flames quickly started pouring out of the elf's eyes and mouth, causing the elf to convulse and shake, desperately clawing at his own face in a futile attempt to stop the them from spreading.

Aldric, Aelania, and Ember were all taken aback by the violence of the elf’s death.

With one last tormented cry, the elf's body turned to ash, exploding across the ground and extinguishing the flame.

"What the fuck!" Aldric exclaimed.

"What the fuck is right!" Ember yelled. "That was awesome!"

Aldric looked at her, slightly concerned by her glee. Aelania was similarly concerned, but didn't have the time to spend worrying about it, since she was already protecting them from another mage who had rushed towards them. Obviously, the brutal death the wood elf experienced hadn't quenched their fanaticism.

In fact, it seemed to have the opposite effect.

"Die!" A chorus of voices rose up around them. The elf's death had attracted scores more attention to them, taking the focus off his other bonds.

However, Aldric wasn't worried, but rather happy about the change. Any attention taken away from his bonds was better and gave them more time to do what they needed to do.

He wanted to check on their progress, but he couldn't spare the time. Aelania was able to block several spells sent their way, but the oncoming mages and bonds weren't coming at them one by one anymore.

How rude.

Aldric raised his sword in time to block a wild attack from a wood elf bond. She had rushed in before the others, almost catching him unaware. The girl had come too close to hitting him, but that gave him a good look at her. The irises were completely white, and just by seeing her he could tell that her mind was not her own. The elf grunted and strained against him, their swords caught in a lock.

He reached forward, grabbing the wood elf bond by the neck and jabbed her in the head with a closed fist. Her sword clattered and she crumpled to the ground. His punch had been far less than he could do, so he was hoping she was still alive.

Bending down to examine her, he lifted her now-closed eyelids and saw that they were back to the normal wood elf green.

"Pay attention, Aldric," Aelania said with a grunt, shoving off one attacker, then blocking another.

"Their eyes!" He yelled. "Look at their eyes!"

A grunt came from his side, as Ember cut down two mages at once.

"Why should we care about their eyes?" She yelled back at him.

With as much power as he could, Aldric jetted forward into the group of mages and bonds rushing them and grabbed one of the bonds by the head. "What the fuck?" One the mages yelled.

"Terramur," Aldric cast. The ground groaned around him, and he jumped back to Ember and Aelania with the bond still in his hand.

The earthen wall the spell erected sprang from the ground and blocked half the room off, allowing Aldric time to investigate his theory.

The human woman was struggling against his grip, swiping at him with wide punches, but in the suddenness of his attack she had dropped her sword, so she was as effective as a puppy against him.

"Here." He dropped the woman between Ember and Aelania, "her eyes are white."

"Yeah, and?" Ember said. Though Aelania spared a single glance, realization shot through her bond.

Aldric rolled his eyes at Ember and knocked the woman out. The woman unceremoniously flopped on the ground, losing all control of her arms. Aldric bent down and opened her lids, and her eyes were a deep blue color.

"See?" He said.

The realization seemed to hit the dark elf like an out-of-control wagon.

"They are being controlled!" she screamed.

Just then the wall Aldric erected began to shake, bits fell off and cracks formed. The cracks quickly formed into divots and then gaping holes. Through the cracks, he could see mages hitting it with everything they had. It fell, toppling over their own people, burying them in earth.

"Yup, someone put a spell on them. And I bet its him." Aldric pointed straight down the room at the throne.

"Well, fuck that!" Ember roared. "Let's get him."

"Agreed." Aldric smirked. "Ael push forward!"

Wordlessly, Aelania charged, rushing forward, using her shield like a battering ram. She pushed people aside and cleared a path for Aldric and Ember to follow.

And follow they did, Aldric and Ember raced after Aelania, using their swords to cut down the mages.

Ember let Aldric incapacitate any bonds they crossed, since her swords would be deadly to the bonds. But in turn she cut down many mages while they ran straight for the throne.

To Aldric, it felt exactly like the first field assignment with Sha'gar. He and Ember found a rhythm in their work. She spun around him cutting down any who got close; her flaming swords were like an extension of her own arms. He moved with surgical precision to take out any bonds they came across, using either the pommel of his sword or his fists to do the work for him.

He conserved as much of his mana as he could, because something told him that the man sitting on the throne wasn't going to be as easy a mark as these were.

They'd gone through dozens of mages in their mad dash to the back of the room. Dead, broken bodies, ash, and unconscious bonds lay in their wake. Every time a spell came flying at them, Aldric would raise a shield spell to intercept, then dismiss it immediately so they could take out the caster. On the rare occasion that Aldric didn't get a shield up in time, Aelania's earth-enhanced shield was able to deflect most spells or take the hits at least. They might need to get her a new shield after the battle, if the damage it was receiving was substantial enough.

At the moment they had made it nearly halfway through the room, and it felt like there were still hundreds of people to go through. The sheer scope of whatever was happening down here boggled Aldric's mind.

How could so many people go missing without there being an uproar throughout the Empire, he thought. Not all of them had gone willingly. Seta hadn't. Hallewell certainly hadn't.

As they made their way through, he kept his eyes open for Hallewell, acutely aware that they hadn't run into the sorceress in the previous rooms.

The battle became sort of monotonous. Block, shield, slash, punch, block, shield, slash, punch—over and over.

Even with the mages and bonds coming at them all at once it felt like the battle moved in slow motion. Aldric moved like his opponents were standing still, as did Aelania. Even Ember, though not bonded, seemed to be moving far faster than the enemy.

Aldric took a quick glance to his left, and another to his right to check up on his bonds. They were making the same amount of headway that he, Aelania, and Ember were. In fact, all three groups seemed to be even.

Sha'gar and Jordan appeared to have faced mostly mages, with the way behind them littered with cut and torn bodies, pooled in a growing lake of blood. While Kasumi and Nadia had mostly run into the bonds. They too had left bodies in their wake, but there was a distinct lack of blood, meaning they had been mostly successful in their mission to incapacitate and not kill.

It felt like fate that Sha'gar and Jordan had gone the far bloodier route. Though Aldric had concerns about Jordan's will to actually be in the military, when it came down to it, she was always in the thick of it with the others. He'd never doubt her ability.

They continued moving forward, and soon they were much closer to the throne. The mages and bonds lessened, which made their march forward easier.

Though, it had been far too easy. Despite the sheer numbers, Aldric and his bonds waded through them like chafe. And the fact that Ember had been able to take down the mages as well as she did rankled at Aldric. It was like the Acxiun mage Sha'gar killed. All of these mages were using the same spells, the same techniques, that he had used. They all used focusless and wordless casts. It didn't make sense to him, at all. And they died just as easily as he did. Though, admittedly far more gruesome deaths, thanks to the enhancement spell.

Something was off.

Another few minutes of fighting, the mages and bonds finally ran out. The air was filled with groans of the dying and those struck down but not killed.

Worse still were the cries and yells of the people kept in the cages.

"Help!"

"Get me out of here!"

"Please!"

And the like.

Aldric's bonds returned to his side, done with their own battles. They jogged over, each looking warily at the bodies all around them.

"Okay, everyone," he said, once they were all back. Sha'gar and Jordan were bloodied and grim, Kasumi and Nadia were much fresher, but, if possible, more tired than the others.

"We need to end this. The leader is up there." Aldric pointed at the throne. "Once he's dealt with, we need to release the prisoners, and figure out just what the hell is going on here."

"Agreed," Sha'gar said, heaving her axe into the ground head down, and leaning against it. "The sooner this is done the better. There was no honor in this. These weaklings died too quickly, no matter how many spells they sent at us."

"Did any hit you?" Aldric asked, worried he'd missed something.

"Some," the orc said with a shrug. "A fireball hit me in the torso, and it hurt but didn't burn too badly. Jordan was able to evade them all."

Jordan nodded, though there was no smile on her face.

Aldric studied the blonde for a moment before turning to Kasumi and Nadia. "What about you two?"

"Nope," Nadia preened, "I'm way too fast for those slowpokes."

"I was able to knock any spell that came towards me off course," Kasumi said. "Nadia isn't wrong, they are very slow in comparison."

Aldric gave a soft “Hmmm.” He thought for a second, but that just added to the mystery of what was different about these mages. "Either way, let me know if you need healing, Sha."

"No, I am fine, Am'rith."

"Good. Now, let's go talk to the piece of shit in charge."

Aldric turned his attention to the person sitting on the throne. The figure was still a little way away, but it was clear that they were a dwarf. And getting a closer look now, Aldric realized he knew that dwarf.

Torg.

The sight of the pint-sized pile of puss was nearly enough to send Aldric into a rage. His blood boiled and all he wanted to do was rush up there and end the threat permanently. As he should have done long ago.

"Oh, so ye finally noticed," Torg spoke from his seat, his voice amplified with magic somehow. Aldric watched as he jumped down from the throne, landing on his stumpy legs.

"Yes, it is I, the great Torg Frosthammer. Back from the dead, so to speak." The laughter in the dwarf's voice was grating. "I fought an' clawed me way back to power. The family heads wanted to remove me, ye know? Bu' I said bugger tha' and I found a way back, and in doin' so gained more power than I ever had before. More power than even you, Aldric Ironheart." Torg spat on the ground when he said Aldric's name.

"I've done nothing but fantasize abou' this moment, ye know? Months on end. All the pain that the transformation put me through. And now," he started cackling. "Now I get to give it all back to ye! All of my rage, sorrow, hatred, and anger, I give them to ye!"

"Cool story," Aldric said, walking slowly towards the dwarf, his sword gripped tightly in his hand. "But I'm not sure what a mundane intends to do against me?"

"Oh, ho, ho, ho, ho!" Torg's cackle transformed into an unhinged laugh. "Ye 'ave no idea wha' yer in fer."

The dwarf raised his hand at Aldric, closed his eyes, and began mouthing words that Aldric couldn't hear. All of the sudden, Torg's eyes snapped open, and he roared. "Take this, ye FUCKING ASSHOLE! DIE!"

A wall of flames roared into existence around Torg and Aldric, reaching up to the ceiling and circling around them. With that, Aldric was effectively cut off from his bonds.

"Al!"

"Aldric!"

"My love!"

"Am'rith!"

They all yelled in unison. He felt their fear pour into him, nearly overwhelming him. Aldric couldn't let his bonds’ emotions overcome him at the moment, so he pushed back on that feeling, sending hope and confidence to them.

The flames heated the room around them, raising the temperature to an uncomfortable degree. Sweat formed on Aldric's brow, which he wiped away with his arm, not taking his eyes off of Torg.

"Hahahaha, hehehehehe!" The dwarf was deranged. "Oh, how I've waited for this moment."

"How?" Aldric asked. "How did you get your powers back? I destroyed your mana soul, and made sure there was nothing left."

"Through pain and torment. Worse than you'll ever experience," the dwarf said, a darkness passed over his face. "So many people paid for me to get this power. So many sacrificed. But it was worth it. All of them gave their lives for the greater good. Now, ye fucking piece o' shit, taste ma fury!"

A giant fireball appeared at the end of Torg's hand. "Burn, bitch!"

The fireball flew forward, directly towards Aldric. He lunged to the right, rolling on the ground out of the way. This made the fireball miss and hit the wall of fire behind him, absorbing into the flames.

Aldric looked back at Torg. who was already forming another ball.

"Okay, enough of this shit," Aldric muttered. He jumped to his feet, his sword pointed towards Torg. "Mors segmentum!" He roared and slashed the sword through the air.

The thin blue line raced towards Torg, but the dwarf threw himself to the ground, and the spell passed over him, mostly harmless. A bunch of the dwarf's hair fell to the ground, but otherwise the spell flew straight through the fire and hit the wall behind.

"Ha!" Torg yelled. "Ye've used tha' spell tae many times! Ever since that idgit Giles got 'imself killed, we've studied it and figured out the ways around it!"

Aldric stepped back in surprise. "What about Giles?"

"Oh, poor boy-o, didnae think abou' the wider world 'e was stepping intae," Torg cackled. "Didje think tha' he was alone? Tha' he didnae take orders from anyone else?"

"What the fuck do you mean?" Aldric screamed. His breath came in ragged gasps, the heat around him was making it more difficult to breathe.

"Thar's nae point tellin' ye. Ye'll be dead soon," Torg gloated and smiled a wicked smile. "I'm a dwarf o' the Frosthammer clan. We mine and smelt and smith all day. The heat o' this fire doesnae bother me, but it does bother ye."

Aldric opened his mouth to retort, but something behind the right of Torg made him pause. In the vast wall of fire, a spark of blue stuck through. Then another. And soon, a small hole opened up, behind which Aldric saw Ember stabbing her swords through the flames.

He understood, then, what was happening. Just as with the wood elf mage, the mana enhancement on Ember's swords was eating away at the mana fueling the fire wall. Given enough time, the mana would consume the other spell.

Aldric smirked and knew all he had to do was buy time before the wall came down.

"Fine," he said at length. "Though, I think we both remember how our last duel went."

The reminder got Torg raging mad...even more than he already was. "Dun ye dare! Tha' was bullshit!"

"Uh, huh." Aldric levied his sword at Torg. "Velos." The mana bolt formed and raced out, shooting towards the dwarf, sending him to the right.

"Velos."

"Velos."

Aldric cast the spell over and over, forcing Torg to stand in front of the growing hole behind him. Aldric caught the tail of Nadia slipping in, and the flash of steel as she moved silently, closing the gap between them.

But, in order to not give away what was happening, Aldric kept his gaze squarely on the dwarf, and made sure to keep Torg focused on him.

"You know, I don't think this is going entirely to plan," Aldric quipped. "What exactly are you doing here? What is the Brotherhood?"

"Tch." Torg spat on the ground again. "The likes of ye wouldn't understand. We're the downtrodden. The forgotten. Only with each other to lift ourselves up. The Brotherhood took me in after ye took everything from me." Torg's eyes grew furious, and his breath came in hard, deep gasps.

"But they showed me there was another way, a whole other world. One that I could climb to the top of! And I will! Once I get rid of the likes of you!" The dwarf threw his right hand into the air. "Prepare for oblivion!"

In theme, Torg summoned a ball of fire, four times the size of the prior spells he'd used. The fiery inferno continued to grow.

"This is the end, Aldric Ironheart! Once yer gone, I'll get my vengeance on those whores and then...the entire Academy!"

"Sure, you will," Aldric said nonchalantly when he saw Nadia slink up behind Torg, deadly intent radiating off her, "better luck in your next life."

"Huh?"

Nadia's rage and need for vengeance exploded out of her in a yell so primal, so visceral, even if Aldric wasn't bonded to her, he would have felt the breadth of the emotions behind it.

"FOR CLAUDIA!"

Shing, Nadia's knives came down hard, stabbing through Torg's skull from behind, poking out through his eyeballs. The dwarf gasped, but that was the last sound he ever made. Other than the thump his body made when it fell to the ground.

What was left of the wall of fire died out, and the spell he had been powering up dissipated into nothingness. The blazing heat from all the fire receded and Aldric started to be able to breathe again.

"Die! Die fucker die!" Nadia yelled, yanking her knives back. The nekorian pounced on top of Torg's prostrate body and brought her knives down repeatedly into his chest. Blood splattered everywhere, but Nadia didn't stop. She jabbed her knives in a flurry of strikes, eventually getting one stuck in one of Torg's bones.

Instead of prying it out, she let go and started beating the corpse with her fists, hitting him so hard that after several seconds, all that was left was mush and viscera splattered on the ground.

"Nay," Aldric softly said, "stop, he's dead."

She whipped her head around at him, hatred in her eyes. But, heartbreakingly, also tears. Tears flowed down her face like a river, uncontrollably and without shame.

She turned back to the bloodied mush that Torg had become, and Aldric felt her revulsion at the sight.

"Ahhhhh!" she screamed loudly, from the very bottom of her gut. It was a scream of release, pain, anger, and...finality.

She slumped backwards onto her butt, panting heavily.

"It's done," she croaked out, her voice hoarse from the scream.

Aldric looked around for his other bonds, and all of them had come closer. Their faces were shocked and revolted at what Nadia had done, but even then, he felt their love for her...knowing what it meant. And how much Torg and his family had hurt her and her sister.

Revenge wasn't pretty, and it wouldn't change the past, but maybe it would stop someone from being hurt in the future, Aldric thought to himself.

"Nay, it's okay," he quietly said. She stood and ran into his chest with an oomph. Aldric gripped her tightly, sending his love to her, as much as he could. She wrapped her arms and tail around him and sobbed quietly.

"It's over," is all she said.

The others closed in around them, a feeling of relief washing over them.

One by one they joined Aldric and Nadia in an embrace, Kasumi, then Jordan, Sha'gar, and even Aelania. Ember hedged on whether to join or not, but Aldric saw Aelania wave the dark elf over. She came over and hesitantly joined in. But once she did, she fully embraced the feeling.

They stayed like that for a moment, not speaking. Not needing to, just soaking up the emotions, letting it all wash over them.

Clap, clap, clap, the sound of clapping echoed through the large chamber. "How touching."


Chapter 31

They sprang apart like an exploding spell, weapons up and at the ready.

Aldric spun around, looking for who spoke, only to find someone new sitting on the golden throne. The person was leaning back and had their legs thrown over the armrest of the chair. The figure was a human man—or at least looked it. He didn't have fluffy or pointed ears, nor did he have any distinctive color that wasn't typical for humans. He looked like many other humans—brown hair, blue eyes, white skin—and a grin that immediately pissed Aldric off.

If Aldric was being honest with himself, the man almost looked too much like Aldric.

But beyond that, any sense of normalness that people usually had, Aldric didn't feel it. He just felt wrong. When Aldric's eyes fell on him, goosebumps ran up his arms and a sense of this isn't right, came over him.

"Who are you?" Aldric raised his sword and pointed it at the man.

"Oh.” The man lazily swung his legs to the front and sat forward on the throne. "I'm no one of consequence." The humor in the man's voice didn't reach his eyes. They were cold, dark, and calculating. To Aldric, it felt like looking at a lizard's eyes.

"Tell me, now," Aldric demanded.

"Ohhh, aren't you all nice and commanding, I can see why Giles took a special interest in you."

Aldric narrowed his eyes at the mention of his now-deceased mentor. "Torg mentioned Giles too, what's the connection between you all?"

"Ah, Torg," the man muttered and shook his head. "He was a failed experiment, unfortunately. Oh well, you know how it is, back to the drawing board, so to speak."

"Wait, what?" Aldric shook his head. "No, you know what? I don't care. How did you know Giles?"

The man leaned forward in his seat, resting his elbows on his knees.

"Know Giles?" A creepy chuckle came from the man. "I owned Giles. Everything he said, everything he did, everything he was—was because of me."

Aldric stepped back in shock. "What? But the Grand Magus?"

"Oh, yes. That was the perfect cover story, because it was true. Giles was the Imperial Grand Magus' heir apparent until you showed up. And he was chosen by the Imperial Grand Magus to tutor you. But everything else was my doing. Well, with one notable exception..."

"Which was?" Aldric asked. The more they talked, the more his throat felt dry, as if the air around them was being stifled.

"I never told him to kill you." The man's eyes showed life for the first time, raging in anger. "That buffoon got legitimately jealous and ruined all of our plans. He was so sure that the Acxiun mage would kill you, or the corrupted Drelmecian armored scorpion. He used up so many of his favors bringing those in for you, that after you beat them, he must have known his time was up and he hatched his last hairbrained scheme. Pride and stupidity got in the way for Giles, he knew what was at stake, he knew why we were doing it all. But in the end, you surpassing him wounded his pride and he nearly ruined everything because of it."

"What are your plans?"

"Oh, ho, ho, ho, ho...I'm not that gullible, Aldric. No, no. You'll just have to wait and find out with everyone else. Though, I do commend you on finding this place and taking down Torg. Once again, we have had a major setback due to you." The smirk turned into an animal-like grin, like a predator looking at its prey. "This is the second time your direct interference, whether intended or not, has ruined months and months of planning. We're going to be forced to start over. Take pride in that, because this is the last time that will happen."

The man stood and a power radiated off of him. "You were lucky these last two times. Thanks to the incompetence of my underlings, you were able to thwart my plans. Though I thought it was folly to use this as our training ground. But, alas, I was persuaded by Giles and Torg’s argument regarding the proximity to the Academy that would give us a fresh supply of eager and willing bonds." The man's smile grew wide...disturbingly so. A tongue darted out from his mouth and licked his lips. "Many, many eager recruits."

"Ew."

"Oh well," he said and shrugged. "Time to end this experiment. Though, it wasn't without its uses, I learned a great many things." He lazily lifted a hand and waved it with a flourish.

Then he stood and stepped forward, deliberate intent infused in each step.

"No! Everyone, run!" A scream came out from one of the cages.

The scream was joined by many other voices, all yelling in terror or shock. It was like they had all just woken up. Given the state of the room, with bodies and blood everywhere, it was like a living nightmare.

The man looked over at the cage where the voice had come from.

"Ah, yes. Our newcomer, it’s a pity that you weren't treated to our full...hospitality." The disturbing grin returned to the man's face.

"Aldric, Kasumi, Aelania, everyone, RUN!" The person yelled. The voice sounded familiar to him, though he couldn't place it.

"Coris!" Kasumi yelled.

"Hallewell?!" Aldric said.

"Yes! Get out of here! Get help!" The sorceress screamed.

The man rolled his eyes and continued his leisurely pace towards Aldric and bonds.

"So dramatic."

Aldric looked around at his bonds and felt the anger rising in them all. An anger he felt rising too. From the man's responses, and the fear in Hallewell's voice, he was the one responsible for everything. He was the one who had started all of this. He was the one who controlled Giles. He was the one who gave Torg his power back. He was the one responsible for the suffering all around them.

And she wanted them to run.

"FUCK! THAT!" He yelled at the top of his lungs. He embraced his bonds' anger, took their rage, and made it his own.

This time he felt it, the blue flames burst into existence all around him. Blue flashes of flame danced across his vision, but all he saw was the man, wearing a confident smile, not even brandishing a sword.

"Mors segmentum." Aldric slashed twice in the air: one vertical, the other horizontal. Two lines of thin blue magic rushed out of his sword and raced at the man.

The man rolled his eyes and waved his hand again. "Transmissio." He teleported out of the way, to the left. The spells rushed through where he was just standing, slicing through the golden throne, and toppling it into pieces. They fell with a weighty crash on the ground.

"Now, I know Torg told you this, but you clearly didn't listen. Over relying on one spell is a recipe for disaster. Especially when you've already killed one of us with it," the man said.

"Go fuck yourself," Aldric retorted. "Tempelyctro!"

Black clouds formed near the ceiling above them, and thunder rumbled. The first bolt of lightning fell right in front of the man, who just sighed, like the lightning had been nothing more than a nuisance.

The man waved his hand and teleported outside of range of the spell, making the bolts fall harmlessly to unoccupied ground.

"Not very smart, are you?" The man shook his head. "Giles taught you that spell."

"Get fucked. Emysticia!" Aldric enhanced his own sword with the power of the blue flames. "Giles didn't know about this one."

Aldric rushed forward, his sword raised above his head. When he reached the man, the feeling of wrongness increased to a nauseating amount. The air was thick with it, and Aldric gagged.

He swiped his sword across, aiming for the man's head. Where the sword cut through the air, the wrongness dissipated and returned to normal.

The man caught Aldric's sword with his palm, stopping the swing in motion. Aldric struggled to push against it but was unable to do anything and the sword creaked under the pressure. The smirk on his lips was a smug challenge to Aldric.

"Wh-what?"

"You may very well be stronger than everyone, boy, but you lack knowledge and creativity."

But, as he spoke, the blue fire engulfed his hand, in flame, and for the first time, the man showed fear.

"Ah!" He yelled and jumped backwards, letting go of Aldric's sword in the process.

"You were saying something about knowledge and creativity?" Aldric joked.

The man held his hand to the sky, the flames began racing down his arm, and Aldric was sure the fire would consume him quickly.

But in the blink of an eye, the man turned his other hand into a blade and sliced his arm off at the shoulder. Thick blue-green blood sprayed out of the wound and the arm flopped to the ground. The blue flames entirely engulfed it and turned it to ash a second later.

"You..." the man rasped. "You...are much, much stronger than I thought."

"You're damn right, now, die for your crimes!" Aldric raised his sword once again, but before he could strike, the man waved his remaining hand and teleported back to where the throne used to be.

"Coward! Running away?"

"Strategic withdrawal. It'll take me ages to regrow this arm and get it back to feeling normal. I commend you on wounding me, I'd forgotten what it felt like. I will not make the same mistake twice."

Just then the heavy stamp of boots echoed down the hall. Aldric partially turned, keeping an eye on the man, to see the Imperial Grand Magus with his five bonds; Gabrith and three women; Hydean and his bonds; three men Aldric didn't know; and Lorn with his bonds, all running towards them.

"Ah. Yes. Of course he would be here," the man muttered to himself. "Well, it’s time for me to take my leave. I trust we'll be seeing each other again. But, in the spirit of reciprocity, you took something of mine, so I'll take something of yours."

"What?!" Aldric yelled. But it was too late, the man shot his hand out, pointer finger extended, and a mana bolt raced out from it. The spell shot out faster than any spell Aldric had ever seen. He sprinted to get ahead of it, but he didn't have the angle. He watched in horror as the world slowed, time stood still, and the spell struck Ember right in the gut. Shooting through her and out to the other side.

Time started again and many things happened at once.

Ember flew backwards from the impact, landing flat on the ground with blood pouring out of her.

Aldric turned and rage overtook him, and he sprinted as fast as he could at the man. He cocked his arm back, ready to beat the man to death with his bare hands.

Meanwhile, the incoming reinforcements all reached Aldric's bonds, who were watching Ember fall, horror written on their faces.

Aldric made it to the man with nothing but hate and anger fueling him. He threw his fist forward, but the man smirked.

"Till we meet again." Then he disappeared from the room.

"FUUUUUCK!"

"Fuck, fuck, fuck! Gods damnit!" Aldric screamed into the void where the man had just been standing.

"Aldric!" Someone behind him yelled.

"What?!" He spun around to see everyone huddled a few feet away from Ember's prone form.

"Shit," he exclaimed and raced over. All anger drained from him, and all he felt at the moment was fear and self-loathing for not being able to stop the attack.

When he reached them, he saw the Imperial Grand Magus bent over examining Ember's wound from a distance.

"Aldric, I apologize for not being here sooner," his voice was somber, and apologetic.

For what, Aldric didn't know—they hadn't told anyone where they were going. This was all Aldric's fault.

"It's fine," he said, not really caring for the words spoken, all of his attention was on Ember. She was lying face down on the floor, the hole where the mana bolt had shot through her was so large that most of the right side of her stomach and torso were missing. The spell had blasted a chunk right out of the dark elf. Just like the mysterious man said, Aldric had taken something from him, so he was going to take something from Aldric.

There was no way she would live.

Taking the rest of her in, he saw that her blue hair was wild and not contained by the hairclip that ineffectively hung in a bunch of her hair. Her swords were still lit up with blue flames, and were clattered on the ground near her, igniting the ground, making it dangerous for anyone to get close.

In fact, all of the enhancement spells were still up.

"Finis," he said automatically, not taking his eyes off Ember.

The spells all extinguished and the group around Ember breathed a sigh of relief.

Indecision raced through him. Could he heal damage this major? Could anyone? He wasn't sure even Cieve could or Ulisos could stop him. Ulisos hadn't moved a muscle, and Cieve was too far away to even try.

"We couldn't get closer without going into the flames," Ulisos whispered.

"It's fine." Was Aldric's automatic response. Ember was losing blood in such an accelerated manner, Aldric was sure she was already dead.

"We need to get her to the Infirmary," Aldric heard Gabrith say.

"There's no time," Hydean's usually silky smooth voice sounded rattled and afraid.

There was a pause in the conversation, and Aldric didn't have to look to know that both men were looking at Ulisos for guidance, but the powerful mage was silent.

Ember moaned and coughed up blood. "Al...dric..."

That snapped him out of whatever funk he was in, bringing the needed anger back to the surface.

"She's my bond," Aldric said. "Mine!"

Exploding into blue flames once again, Aldric's power soared. There were gasps all around him and he felt the energy of the room shift.

But he ignored it all, focusing entirely on Ember. He closed his eyes and calmed his spirit, while trying to maintain the emotion needed for his dormant power. Placing his palm on what was left of Ember's body, he surged his mana through her, like he would his sword during battle.

Her body jumped from the jolt of power that ran through it. Blood spurted out as her body moved, but Aldric persisted, moving entirely on instinct. Through touch he flowed his mana through her, filling her to the brim. As much as her non-mage body could handle.

When he felt confident she was filled from head to toe with his mana, he started casting healing spells without using words or his focus, only his unyielding need to make sure Ember survived.

He had no idea how much time passed as he worked, but he went into a fugue state, healing, flowing mana, healing, flowing mana, in a repeating cycle. Little by little, Ember's body stitched itself together.

The first sign that everything was going to be okay was when Ember gasped and began coughing.

Aldric upped the pressure and the mana flow then, because it meant her lungs were back together. She could breathe, and he knew that if he kept up at it, everything else would slowly but surely return to normal as well.

Gradually, bit by bit, her blue-grey skin knitted itself back together. It was an odd thing to watch, but Aldric stayed vigilant, making sure nothing went wrong. Thankfully nothing did. Her skin reappeared and reattached like stitchwork, but after a moment blended together with the rest of her skin.

All the while he pumped more and more mana into her. More spells. More everything. He didn't even care if she bonded with him, he just knew that he wouldn't let her die because of his hubris. He couldn't let her pay the price for his overconfidence in coming down to this place with no backup.

Each burst of mana, each spell, drained him a little more. Despite his vast reserves of mana, he knew he wouldn't be able to keep the flow up forever. And even when his head became woozy, he persisted. There was only a little bit left.

Only a little bit.

"Aldric!" Someone screamed.

"Am'rith, no!"

"Al!"

"Magus Ironheart!"

"Aldric!"

Voices all around him called out, but he paid them no heed. Hands and arms tried to drag him away, but he resisted.

Black dots danced in front of his eyes. He shook his head to get rid of them.

Ember stirred beneath him, groaning and lifting herself up. "Aldric?"

Darkness took him.

Bright lights shone in his eyes, causing him to blink. He moved one of his hands in front of his face to stop the light from blinding him, but it was slow and sluggish, not reacting to his command as quickly as he was used to.

"That's enough of that," a voice called out from his side. It was sharp...angry. Why?

He tried moving his other hand, testing to see if it was faster, but no, it was just as sluggish.

Where was he? The last thing he remembered was...Ember.

"If you don't stop moving, I'll be forced to call the Imperial Grand Magus in to restrain you," the voice said.

Aldric shook his head. He knew the Imperial Grand Magus, and he wasn't scared of the man. Not anymore.

Placing his arms gingerly beneath him, he felt that he was on something soft. He sniffed the air, breathing in the distinct smell of the Infirmary.

Ah, makes sense, he said to himself. That meant the voice was Cieve.

"Fine, if that doesn't scare you, I will let your bonds in here. I know for a fact that Bond Taylor is raring to slap you in the face again," Cieve said, a smugness in her voice.

That gave him pause. His bonds. He'd worried them, and they'd be angry. Again.

Great, he slumped back down on the bed.

"Good, finally listening to reason. Now, do you know where you are?"

"Infirmary," he spoke, but his voice came out graveled and his throat was dry.

"Good. Do you know why you're here?"

"Healed Ember...don't know after."

"That's right, because once again, Magus Ironheart, you overextended your mana. You may have vast reserves, but they're not infinite. What you did was stupid and reckless."

"Yes." Then after a pause, "did it work?"

The high elf let out a derisive snort.

"Yes," but her voice was softer, kinder. "Inexplicably so. Though, you're an idiot for trying that, it seemed to have worked perfectly. And after hearing the state Bond Candidate Narthore was in, I'm sure she would have died before she reached me for treatment. While I do not approve of your method..." she paused, "you did a very good job."

A smile crept onto his face. "Good."

He rested again and fell back asleep.

The next time he woke up, he fully opened his eyes. He was still in the Infirmary, and the tall blonde haired high elf healer, Cieve, was standing over him.

"Good, you're awake, and you look better. How are you feeling?"

Aldric sat up in the bed, using his forearms to boost himself up, and took stock of his body. "Sore, but my head is clearer. Can I have water? My throat is dry."

"Good. And yes." She pointed at a pitcher of water and a glass that was sitting on a table next to his bed.

"Oh," he chuckled softly, but poured himself a glass. His arms weren't sluggish anymore, and his head felt clearer than it had before.

"How long this time?" He asked after taking a long drink from the water.

"Only a week. You're lucky you are who you are," Cieve answered, then rolled her eyes. "I'll let everyone know you're awake. Your bonds are just outside, but the Imperial Grand Magus, the Headmaster, and Professor Hydean all wish to speak with you too."

Aldric nodded. He didn't really want to speak with them, but it was inevitable. All he wanted to do was see his bonds and go lie down in his own bed, wrapped in their limbs, hair, and tails.

Cieve left the room and a second later his bonds all rushed in. Kasumi, Nadia, Jordan, Sha'gar, and Aelania all came at him, flinging themselves onto him, like the world's most comfortable runaway wagon.

They all held on to him, kissing him where they could.

"Don't ever do that again, my love," Kasumi chided him.

"Yeah, Al, that was dumb," Nadia said.

"Al, that was incredibly scary. What the hell were you thinking?" Jordan yelled at him, while still snuggling into him and kissing his arm.

"I was thinking that Ember was dead if I didn't do anything," he defended himself.

"We know, Aldric, and none of us want Ember to die," Aelania said, "but not at your own detriment. You passed out and have been unconscious for a week."

"Am'rith," Sha'gar's voice was soft, far softer than he'd ever heard it. "I understand. You claimed her as your own, at that moment. Not physically yet, but you did. I appreciate the lengths you would go to, to save any of us. But Am'rith, do not do that. Bonds are expendable, you are not."

"Don't you dare say that," Aldric growled. "None of you are expendable. I will not lose any of you, no matter the cost to myself. As for Ember, maybe. But I was just reacting, I don't even really remember what happened."

There was a pause after that, they all held on to him and he did his best to reciprocate the feeling. Though, his limbs were all pinned down, so it was much harder to do.

"Okay, my love," Kasumi said after a time. "We understand. But we'll need to be more careful, especially bringing bond candidates with us. They're far less durable than we are."

"Yeah, I know. I didn't want to bring her, but she forced herself in," he replied, wishing he had fought Ember harder on joining them. "Oh, by the way, has anyone seen Ember? Is she okay?"

"She's fine. Head Healer Cieve checked her out once she stabilized you. She said there would be some tenderness on the regrown organs and skin, but that after a week or so she could resume normal activities. And that was the last we saw of her."

"What about the others? Seta, Hallewell, and the other captives?"

"That," Ulisos' voice came from the door to the room, "is why I am here."

Ulisos, Gabrith, and Hydean all entered the room with grim faces.

"Ulisos, Headmaster, Professor," Aldric addressed each. His bonds released him and stood by his bedside, and he felt a tension in them, like they were ready for a fight.

"Good afternoon, Magus Ironheart," Ulisos' voice held a hint of a laugh. "We have to stop meeting like this."

"Agreed, sir," Aldric chuckled.

"This is no laughing matter," Hydean cut in. "Something egregious has been happening beneath this Academy, and we are no closer to finding out what, because Aldric decided to deal with it all on his own."

Ulisos nodded his head and gazed directly into Aldric's eyes.

"Well..." Gabrith wrung his hands nervously. "We don't know the full story, but from what his bonds say, they didn't go looking for that. They stumbled on it by accident."

"Mostly," Aldric said. "There were people conspiring against me and Ulisos, so we followed them and uncovered all of...whatever that was."

"And why didn't you bring this to anyone else? Sorcerer Brandeis, myself, or the Headmaster?" Hydean asked.

Aldric bristled at the man's tone. After everything he had done, everything he had uncovered that was happening right under their noses, Hydean still wasn't cutting him any slack.

"Maybe, sir, because the last time someone conspired to kill me you contained me to my dorm room for three months! Maybe, just maybe, I haven't trusted you...any of you, since then!"

Hydean's eyes narrowed, but Ulisos shook his head sadly, and Gabrith looked down at his hands.

Ulisos was the first to speak. "We did what we believed was right, to keep you safe."

"But at what cost? I barely learned, which is supposedly the intention of this Academy. I only did well on my exams because of my bonds and my professors pushing me harder than I've ever been pushed before."

"Iron sharpens iron," Hydean repeated his favorite motto.

"Oh, shut it," Nadia scoffed. "That only works if we know we're being tested. We weren't. We were put into seclusion and told to sit and wait with absolutely no information coming to us. It was maddening, and you're lucky I like your bonds."

Hydean glared at the nekorian, but didn't say anything.

"Okay, okay. This is becoming too testy. We don't need to pass blame, there's more than enough for each of us to share," Gabrith spoke. "We're not here for that. We're here for information on what you found down there. What happened, minute by minute. We have around a hundred former prisoners, including our own Bond Barracks officer, in these halls healing from wounds so deep and magical, many will never be fully recovered."

"Yes, no more bickering," Kasumi said. "We'll tell the story, from the beginning..."

Aldric and his bonds took turns telling the story from the beginning, from Lorn and Thom overhearing something, to Grey finding the location, then Nadia sneaking out and following the dwarves to their hideout.

When they reached the part where they met Ember, Gabrith looked enraged that someone had been able to subdue the barracks officer and drag her off.

They then explained the trip down through the secret entrance, the tunnel, finding the captives and their suspicion of mages, and then finally the battle that had commenced up until the reinforcements arrived.

"Hmm…Ulisos scratched his chin. "That the villages would so willingly give up their own members to this group is disconcerting. Even worse, Giles was working for them all along."

"Yeah, that was enlightening," Aldric said, "and the way they knew what spells I use the most, and even informed me how to use them, is not good. Giles was in communication with them right up until the end."

"Such a betrayal is inconceivable.” Ulisos shook his head in disgust.

"What will we do with the former prisoners?" Jordan asked. "Like, they still don't trust mages, more than likely even less now. So, what will happen to them?"

"And the magical manipulation that occurred," Aelania said. "Sorceress Hallewell was somehow magically coerced not to report people missing. And no one remembering what happened at the first field assignment."

"That is–" Hydean started to say.

"All of our concern," Aldric cut him off.

"No. We are the adults; you are the students."

Aldric sat up, mouth open, already set to fight the greasy haired Professor but Ulisos raised a hand at him.

"No, Thomas, that segmentation of information is what led to this moment," the old mage said. "If we had been open and honest with each other, none of this would have happened, and we would have apprehended the one responsible. But instead, because of our actions, these young adults didn't trust us enough to divulge information that should have been given to us."

"I understand, sir," Hydean replied, though his eye twitched a little, "but they're still young and inexperienced, they should not be put in this position at all."

"Maybe, maybe not, it may surprise you, but almost seven-hundred years ago, I wasn't much different than Aldric. And while my bonds weren't as...colorful," the old man chuckled softly to himself, "they were just as driven to help. My first major act as Imperial Grand Magus was to break up a similar human trafficking ring operating between Etria and Ebonbrook. They were organized and had a few very strong mages on their side. My first clash with them went far worse than young Aldric's did."

Hydean clearly wasn't happy with the answer but didn't say anything further. Even Hydean knew any retort would do more harm than good.

"So, sir, what do you suggest we do? Bring the boy into our planning sessions? Let him know all of what goes on at the Academy?" Gabrith asked, his voice having a bit of a bite to it.

"No, but if an issue arises, resulting from either this cult or anyone looking to harm Aldric, then bring him in, share information. Don't let him go running off with half the information. And the same goes for Aldric and his bonds." Ulisos rested his gaze upon Aldric once more. "If you hear anything or find yourself in a situation where more people would help, then ask for it. The only reason we will ever get upset with you is if you do this again, understood?"

"Yes, sir!" Aldric nodded, as did his bonds.

"All of that to say, the former prisoners are being housed and fed in the Holt Building," Ulisos explained. "They're all being evaluated and fed by Cieve and the other healers before they return to where they came from. For the villagers, I will return with them to each of their villages. It is my duty to speak with the elders and find out what drove them to this. Unrest is a difficult thing to tackle, and I've often said we should be more understanding and outgoing with the small villages, but that is the one issue our Emperor and I disagree on." He shook his head sadly.

"Tch," Sha'gar scoffed. "Pampered nobles who know less about life outside of their fancy castles should not make decisions for hard-working people who toil in the soil all day, praying that the Emperor's taxes do not come due too soon."

Ulisos raised his eyebrows and frowned. "Too true, Bond Sha'gar Bloodaxe, too true. I have told the Emperor numerous times to tour the countryside, meet the people, walk their lives just for a brief moment, but his other advisors and family all refuse to hear of it, so he listens to them."

There was silence for a moment before Kasumi spoke up. "I'm sorry, sir, but what about the bond candidates and mages that were there? Like Seta Boughrod and Sorceress Hallewell?"

"Ah, yes." Ulisos nodded. "My apologies for going off on a tangent. The bond candidates that were recovered were checked over and magically fixed by the healers. I myself did a once-over on them, as did Headmaster Gabrith, and we could find no lingering effects in their bodies. It seems they were all enthralled with a spell and made to follow the members, based on what we have heard from them. But they were put in the cells for breaking the enthrallment, and they refused to cooperate after that."

"Oh, wait. So, they were magically coerced to follow?" Aldric asked.

"Yes, and they were the lucky ones. Because they broke free of their enchantment, no harm happened to their souls. Only neglect and light beatings, which while not ideal are far better than what happened to the bond candidates...or bonds, rather, whom you subdued during your fight."

"Wait...bonds?"

"Yes," Gabrith answered this time. "We will spare you the details, but they were all bonded to a mage while under the enchantment. They are...not well at the moment. All of their mages are dead, thanks to you, but that alone does enough damage. When you severed their connection to the mage, they regained total control of themselves, but their minds were completely active the entire time they were enthralled. I..." the Headmaster broke off. And Aldric thought he saw tears forming in the older man's eyes.

"They are broken," Hydean succinctly put it. "Many of them were enthralled for a very long time. As you can imagine, that is less than ideal."

"No shit," Nadia's tone was icy, and she looked downright furious. No one begrudged her that.

Aldric just slumped back in his seat. So many horrible things. So many lives destroyed. And all simply for more power. It was a waste.

Already his bonds were feeling feelings of retribution and revenge. Aldric was right there with them, needing to find one responsible.

That man.

"The only bright side is that the Empire is going to take care of them," Gabrith stated, then wiped his eyes clean, "the Imperial Grand Magus here has already promised to have them placed into the best care possible. With round-the-clock protection and service. They will live better than most kings."

"It's the least we could do," Ulisos sighed wearily. "Unfortunately, the bad news does not stop there. The mages that had been captured are being evaluated but..." the man's face grew dim and a raging fire exploded in his eyes. "Some will never recover, whatever those people were doing to them was vile and heinous. Most of their mana souls have been irreparably harmed, disfigured, as much as a metaphysical thing can be, and they no longer feel their mana as a mage does. We're getting bits and pieces from them, but they were tortured for long hours and unconscious for the worst of it, so they do not have as much information as we hoped. This was probably by design."

"That's awful!" Jordan and Kasumi both exclaimed.

"Yes, yes, it is. They used some device or spell to warp their mana souls. To what end, we don't know. But I speculate that it was to siphon power from the mage into a mundane. I don't know how, but that is the only explanation I have for that dwarf regaining his power, and what I felt when I saw that man who Aldric was fighting."

"Oh!" Aldric exclaimed. "I just remembered. I found a mana stone, like the one used in mana soul awakenings, only smaller. Where did that go?"

"Mana stone?"

"Yes!"

Kasumi and Jordan turned and began rooting around in his clothes, which were on a table to the left of him.

"Aha!" Jordan exclaimed, holding up the small stone.

"Interesting," Ulisos said, gently taking it from Jordan's hands.

"That is so small," Gabrith whispered.

"Too small," Hydean said, though his eyes were glued to it.

"Very well, I don't know what significance this plays, but I believe quite a bit," Ulisos muttered, his eyes staring directly into it, like he had been enthralled by the sight. "Very peculiar...very peculiar indeed."

"What about Sorceress Hallewell? She wasn't there all that long," Kasumi asked, breaking the focus of the group.

"Oh, Sorceress Hallewell is doing fine," Hydean answered. "She had been enthralled, as you guessed, and forced not to report the bond candidates missing. Her bonds came with us to the fight. They had lost track of her and were following their bond with her when they ran across us entering the tunnel. I was glad they did because they were indispensable in setting all of the captured people loose. We were otherwise occupied."

Aldric's head tilted to the side. "Occupied?"

"You hadn't checked all the rooms, there were more cultists to cut down, and prisoners to save. And we had you and Bond Candidate Narthore to worry about as well."

"Ah, understood," Aldric said and nodded.

A silence fell over them, each falling deep into their own thoughts.

"Any further questions?" Ulisos asked.

"Can I get out of the final exams?" Aldric smiled.

"No," everyone in the room except Nadia replied.


Ember Interlude

Ever since returning from that damnable dungeon and being medically cleared by the high elf healer, Ember had not left Seta's side for long. Only when the wood elf went to relieve herself or shower did Ember give her space.

She knew she was being stupid. Seta wasn't going to disappear the moment she let her out of her sight, but Ember wasn't ready to stop, either.

The condition the wood elf had been in was atrocious. The only silver lining was that she hadn't been forced to bond anyone. She was only beaten and neglected, which was odd, but far be it from her to question insane people.

At the moment, they were sitting in their room. Florence and Candace were sitting across from them on Candace's bed, while Ember and Seta were sitting on Ember's bed. It had been a week since Seta returned. She had been fed, magicked back to health, and sent on her way after a very intense evaluation by a very old mage—the Imperial Grand Magus.

The display of magic that the old man had performed the moment Aldric passed out, Ember would never forget. The pure, white-hot rage that passed through the man and his bonds was beyond terrifying.

He flew from room to room, slaughtering the remaining cultists in increasingly violent displays of power. Ember thought he was venting his anger a little too much, but she realized afterward, when the man returned with a heartbreaking expression upon seeing Aldric unmoving, that the old man cared deeply for Aldric.

And...who could blame him?

"Hey, Em!" Candace yelled.

"Huh, what?" She asked.

"You were zoned out again," Flo snickered.

"Probably thinking about her boyfriend again," Candace teased.

"He's not my boyfriend!" Ember shouted a little too loud. The knowing looks on Candace and Florence's faces said it all.

"Shut up," she huffed.

"Why haven't you bonded with him?" Seta asked.

"What's it to you?" Ember said, no bite in her tone.

"Nothing. Everything?" The wood elf shrugged. "Ember, I'm flattered you're spending so much time with me. But you're doing it out of guilt that you shouldn't feel. You didn't abduct me. You didn't hit me with a spell. But what you did do was help save me."

"I'm not doing it out of guilt!" Ember blushed a little.

"No, it’s fear," Candace giggled.

"Yup, she's totally afraid to take the plunge," Florence nodded and crossed her arms like a wizened sage.

"Am not!"

"Are too!"

The girls all smiled and started laughing. But Ember knew they were at least partially right. She was afraid. Not of bonding though. No, she knew she could do that, she'd been imagining what it would look and feel like. What...Aldric would look like, and what he would do. Would he be gentle? Rough? Would he cooperate with her fantasy?

She shook her head to clear her thoughts. No, that she was fine with. She was scared of how he would react when she saw him. How the others would see her now. She was scared of just how much he gave of himself to save her.

She knew what he did when he healed her. She remembered what it felt like even now, when his mana had long since left her body. How he forcefully stitched her back together piece by piece with his mana and sheer force of will. She knew just how much of that he had poured into her to save her. How much of himself he freely gave her.

The thought that someone would so willingly give up everything was completely foreign to her. The fact that he nearly gave his entire being to save her made her...uneasy. How could anyone care that much? How could anyone give so freely of themselves?

She had been taught never to give too much, never to let others in, and to be at a distance always, because they would try to use her. And as Matriarch, she had to be above everyone else, no one could take from her, she would always be the one doing the taking. Her mother had taught her than if she gave even a little the family would smell weakness and pounce on that in an instant.

But Aldric... he didn't care about looking weak, so long as he completed his objective. He was wholly focused on finishing what he started.

And in doing so, he weakened himself, brought her back from the brink of death, and put no obligations on her!

How could he do that? How could he put her in that position?

And worst yet, they hadn't even contacted her! Did they expect her to come groveling at their feet? Did they expect that she had nothing better to do than wait around for them to come see her?

She balled her hands into fists, wanted to pound on something.

The injustice of it all. She was Ember Narthore, rightful Matriarch of the Narthore Family. She didn't grovel or beg to anyone. She was owed her own harem, not to join another’s!

No, that's my mother. My sister. Not me. I don't care about that. I don't care about title or anything. I just want to be with someone who will care about me.

That's Aldric.

"Oh, for the good the trees, Ember," Seta said and sighed.

"What?" she snapped, and immediately regretted it. "I'm sorry, Seta. I'm so sorry."

The wood elf rolled her eyes. "You act like I don't know you. I know you don't mean it. But I was going to say, just go. Go to talk to him. Whatever you're thinking is probably wrong. It usually is."

"Wait. What?"

"Oh, yeah," Candace chuckled. "She's as inept in relationships as Flo is."

"Hey!" Flo feigned outrage. "I happen to be talking to a very strapping young human mage."

"Yeah, yeah." Seta rolled her eyes again and laughed.

"And I have Koral," Candace proudly said.

"Why haven't you bonded, if you're so wise, huh?" Ember asked the high elf.

"Ugh, I can't be the first to leave. Besides, I want to get through my finals first. I actually care about my grades."

"Well, I don't. As soon as Clay is down to fuck, I'm making the plunge." Flo shrugged. "He's a bit skittish, but incredibly cute. And his horsekin bond is so hot."

Their eyes all naturally turned to Seta, making the wood elf give them a sad smile. "Don't worry about me. I had prospects, but I'm not sure I'm going to stay at the Academy. This whole experience was...hard. I know I'm healthy again, but I just don't feel right. You know?"

Out of all of them in the room, Ember probably understood the best. Their ordeals had been different but similar. Even knowing she was fully healed, Ember didn't feel right.

She reflexively touched the side that had been regrown. For the first couple of days, it had been tender to the touch, but the healers said that it would probably feel more normal after a few more days. And thankfully they were right, the tenderness was mostly gone now, she only felt it if she pressed very hard on herself.

"We understand, Seta," Candace said, her voice was sad, and she frowned.

"Don't feel sorry for me," the wood elf laughed, waving her hand a bit. "I haven't made any decisions. On one hand I don't want to deal with this anymore. But on the other hand, if I bond with someone, I'll be strong enough to get my revenge."

Ember snorted and started laughing. She, too, was choosing between bonding and maybe getting revenge down the line, or running away...again. She'd already chosen the running away option once before and she'd regretted it ever since. Even if she had died in the attempt, she should have fought for her rightful place.

Deep down, if Ember was honest with herself though, she didn't want to be Matriarch. She hated her sister for what she did, and if she ever saw her again, she would kill the double-crossing cunt. But Ember was almost grateful to her for saving her from a life full of worry of being backstabbed or dealing with the inane issues and petty squabbles of entitled family members. That just did not sound appealing to her at all.

And deeper down, she wanted love. She hated that she did, but she did. And what Aldric did...

"I think you should stay and bond," Flo said with a shrug. "It's the safer option."

"Yeah, why don't you and Ember have a threesome with her mage?" Candace laughed.

"No, I fucking hate that bitch Aelania. I do not want to deal with her for the rest of my life," Seta nearly spat out.

Ember shook her head, she didn't really get why Seta hated Aelania so much, she was just aloof but not really unfriendly.

But that probably was anathema to a wood elf's nature. Wood elves liked to be outgoing and have fun at all times, whereas Aelania would stare a person dead in the eyes with a blank expression until they left her alone. How Aldric managed to crack her, she'd never know, but she was grateful that he had.

"Eh, she's not that bad," Ember said with a shrug.

"Yeah, to you."

"Whatever." Ember smiled at the wood elf, who rolled her eyes in response.

"Besides, I want revenge, but I don't want to do what you all did to save me. From what you said, you were basically wading through a river of blood at the end."

"Not quite," Ember covered her mouth and chuckled. "But not far off."

"Yeah, no fucking thank you," the wood elf laughed.

"It's not for everyone."

The talking stopped for a bit, and Ember thought hard about what she wanted to do. Surely Aldric had saved her from death simply out of guilt. Not from any care. Right?

"Okay, okay, Ember, enough dawdling," Seta said, lifting herself off the bed. "I appreciate all the help and all of the care, but I'm fine. I have these two here with me, and you have a mage waiting for you."

"Tch, waiting," Ember scoffed. Why was he waiting? Did he not want her?

"By the Light," Candace said with a tone full of snark. "Ember, for all of your good qualities, you're as dense as a forest. He drained his mana saving you, from what you said."

"Yeah..."

"Then he likely hasn't been in the position to contact you. Given how special he is, they're probably keeping him in the Infirmary longer to make sure he's completely okay."

"Oh." She hadn't thought of that.

Her three roommates all shared a look, one that pissed Ember off—a look that said they all knew what she had just thought.

"Fine!" She threw her hands in the air. "What do I do then?"

"Go!" All three yelled at once.

"Fine!" Ember yelled and jumped to her feet. She stomped her way to the door, flung it open and walked through. As soon as she was over the threshold someone behind her slammed it shut, and she heard giggling behind it.

She fell backwards against the door, leaning against it, and whispered, "Thank you."

Then, she took off. Not quite running, but walking with all haste, to leave the barracks. She reached the elevator and went down, entering the lobby. When she had come up after the fight a week ago, one of Sorcerer Brandeis' bonds had been stationed at the front desk and had remained there since. It made sense, given what Hallewell went through. Ember wasn't sure if Hallewell would ever return to duty.

As Ember passed, she gave the desk a glancing look, to see the someone else sitting there. It was a man who looked tired and worn; his eyes were sunken and dark bags hung under them. He looked tall, but his back was hunched over the desk as he worked on some paperwork, his quill scribbling furiously.

She wanted to move on, but she couldn't; curiosity got the better of her. She pivoted and made her way to the desk.

"Good afternoon," she said, once she was standing in front of the desk.

"Oh." The man looked up. He had black hair, green eyes, tanned skin, and a large bushy mustache.

"I just wanted to see how Sorceress Hallewell is doing. You're one of her bonds, right? I remember seeing you down...there."

The man studied her and then as if a lux spell went off in his head, his face showed recognition. "Ah, yes, sorry. It was a bad day for both of us, wasn't it?"

"That's an understatement," Ember snorted.

"Yeah," the man chuckled darkly. "But Coris is doing well. She's still being evaluated, we don't know exactly when she was put under a spell, but she definitely was. Now, I'm stuck dealing with the cleanup. Well, me and my fellow bonds."

"I'm glad to hear that," Ember truthfully replied.

"Same goes for you, you seem to be better than the last time I saw you. Ember, correct?"

"Yes, sir. And yeah, I'm on my way to talk to the mage who saved me."

"Good. I don't know what you heard when he was healing you, but he cares deeply about you. His other bonds tried to pry him off of you when it became evident that he was going to go into mana shock, but he just kept on."

Ember's eyes went wide. She knew he saved her, but no one had mentioned...

"He...what?"

"Oh, shit," the man muttered. "Please, disregard that, I wasn't thinking. I'm too tired. If you do say something, don't tell them you heard it from me. Kasumi was very insistent that you never know how much danger he put himself in. She did not want you to feel obligated. Shit."

"What...an ASSHOLE!" Ember yelled.

"Uh, what?"

"Fucking Aldric. What a stupid fucking asshole!"

"You're going to have to fill me in here," he said, sounding even more tired than before.

How dare he. How dare they! They didn't want her to know, like she would fuck him out of pity or some sense of needing to give back to him.

Fuck that!

She turned on her heel and stormed out of the barracks.

"Wait, just remember, it wasn't me, Thierry Hallewell!" Hallewell's bond yelled after her. "That kitsune is fucking crazy!"

Ember ignored him, slamming the barracks door behind her. She ran with as much passion and anger as she could muster right up to the bond barracks.

By the time she reached it, she was winded and out of breath. More from her anger than the running. She threw the door open, gave Brandeis the finger, walked past him, and up to the elevator.


<3 Chapter 32 <3

A loud knock sounded on the door, jolting them out of their rest. They had come back to their room the day before and had spent the entire time since then relaxing. The whole ordeal and aftermath had been so taxing that a good rest was what they needed more than anything.

Aelania made for the door, stopping before opening it to take a deep fortifying breath, and only then did she open the door.

Ember stood in the doorframe of their dorm, looking as angry as Aldric had ever seen her. Aelania stepped aside and ushered the dark elf in. Ember came in without saying a word, stormed right up to Aldric, and curled her lip into a snarl.

"I didn’t need your help, asshole," she growled. "I didn't agree to you doing that!"

Aldric rolled his eyes. She can't seriously be mad, can she?

"And I told you...I wasn't going to let you die down there, Ember. I don't really care if you're mad or not, the second you joined us, you became my responsibility."

Ember snarled and bared her teeth at him. "Fuck. You."

Aldric was getting so frustrated with her attitude. She was so hot and cold with him that he just didn’t care anymore.

He glanced behind her and saw Aelania shaking her head at her friend. Kasumi, Nadia, Jordan, and Sha'gar were all watching attentively, but none of them, not even Aelania, felt alarmed or worried. That was odd.

"Fine!" He waved his hand dismissively. "Want to go to the bedroom then? But be aware if that's what you want, you're mine forever."

He was being flippant but the stricken look on her face told him that he may have gone too far.

She stepped back with her eyes still flared in anger. She hesitated, then launched herself at him with her lips puckered for a kiss.

Aldric stepped back in surprise, but she matched his step and kissed him with fervor. Once he understood what was happening, he kissed her back. They stood there kissing, angrily and rapidly.

"Fuck you, I hate you," she snarled between kisses.

"Same."

Finally, Ember stopped and stood back. Her eyes were wide, and her mouth was open. But she caught herself, glanced around the room, and without another word turned, walking directly into the bedroom.

Aldric stood shocked for half a beat. He had no idea what just happened...but he thought he liked it.

"Do I...?"

"Yes!" All of his bonds responded emphatically.

Shaking his head, he followed Ember into his bedroom and closed the door behind him, looking back at his bonds one final time to see them all smiling—or more accurately smirking—at him.

When he turned back around, Ember was looking down, and she was holding herself. It was such a stark difference from her demeanor just seconds before.

"I..." she started but stopped and stood there, unmoving, as if rooted to the spot. It was the first real look of vulnerability she'd shown.

"Yes?" he asked with as much compassion and kindness as he could.

But she didn’t elaborate. She lifted her head to gaze at him and her visage changed from pensive, to scared, to angry, to furious.

"Look, I'm not sure what's going on, but you're the one who came in here," Aldric said, a little more tersely than intended.

She looked at him with fire in her eyes again. "I was going to explain. Do you have to be such an asshole?"

"I'm not being an asshole. Do you have to be such a bitch?"

"Fuck you!"

"Fuck you!"

Not a second later, they launched themselves at each other, meeting in the middle in a struggle of passion, each trying to outdo the other. Ember kissed him greedily, which Aldric returned with the same intensity. He held her head in his hands, and she his, each holding on to the other so they couldn't disengage.

She smelled and tasted sweet, which was not what he had been expecting. But it was addictive, and he knew he had to have more.

He moved his hands away from her head and roved all over her body, sliding them up and down. He felt her full hips and her shapely ass, then glided his way back up and wrapped his whole hands around her very full breasts. They were akin to how large Jordan was. He didn't mind either way...but large breasts were never a bad thing.

He gently squeezed, causing her to moan into his mouth.

Then her hands shot down and started to undo his belt buckle.

"A little excited are we?" He chuckled.

"Shut up, I just want to see what all the fuss is about," she snarled at him, but didn't stop or slow in trying to get everything off.

She fumbled with it for a few seconds, probably from nerves and adrenaline, but he could tell she was getting frustrated.

"It's easier if you're on your knees," he joked, but surprisingly she did just that. She dropped to her knees and all he saw was her blue hair.

A second later she got the buckle undone and ripped his pants down leaving him only in his boxers. The outline of his very erect member was clearly visible.

"That's..."

"You're welcome," he said proudly and smirked.

"I didn't say thank you. That's way too fucking big. How am I supposed to do anything to that!" She exclaimed.

"I dunno, all my other bonds seem to manage. And they like it. Take off my boxers and see for yourself."

Aldric heard her muttering under her breath as she pulled his boxers down. His dick sprang out and was at full attention, as hard as he'd ever been.

"Goddess..." she whispered.

"If you're not up for it..." he teased.

"Fuck. Off," she snarled. "If Kasumi and Aelania can take it, so can I.”

Tentatively, she reached out and lightly gripped his shaft.

Her fingers delicately wrapped around him, involuntarily making him shudder. He never lacked for attention in that department but having someone new touch him was always a special thing.

"Fuck...it feels so...weird. Hard but fleshy. Veiny but smooth," she was speaking more to herself than anything.

"Do you know what to do, or do I need to teach you?" He teased her again. Though, as with his other bonds, it wasn't really a joke.

"No," she spat out, looking up at him with anger in her eyes again.

"Okay, okay fine. But...just a suggestion, take off your clothes," he said.

She didn't say anything, or move, except to make small lazy strokes on his shaft. But she didn't rebuke him. In fact, after a second of internal deliberation, she released his member, stood, and started disrobing.

First to go was her uniform top. She pulled it off over her head, and her breasts bounced free in a drop that made Aldric stare like he'd never seen a pair of tits before. She hadn't worn a bra, so they fell with an intensity that Aldric liked more than he cared to admit.

They were round, full mounds of perfection. Her blue-grey skin turned black around her nipples. It was all he could do not to lunge at her and suck on her right that instant.

Her taut stomach was lightly muscled, not as much as Sha'gar's, but enough that it was obvious she worked out regularly.

Then she shimmied out of her pants, showing off her toned legs, which were more well-defined than her arms or stomach.

The last to go were her black lacy underwear. She hesitated for a moment before finally bringing them all the way down. They were thin on the sides and just barely covered anything on the front. They were slightly see-through, so he could see a hint of her pussy, which already looked delicious.

"I..." she said before continuing.

"Yes?" Once again he was confused by her sudden timidity.

"I'm not very experienced in this department... for obvious reasons," she sounded like she was pulling each word out with difficulty. "But...I know some people like certain...things. I think I know mine."

"Oh?"

"Obviously my personality isn't the easiest...I try, I really do, but it's so fucking hard sometimes. Anyway..." she waved her hand. "I think I just want someone to...take me. Make me listen to them. I'll give you a hard time when you do try but be forceful and I'll listen. I read a few books with...people like that. And I liked it."

"Okay. Not a problem. Everyone has their own wants and desires, no harm in that. But you're definitely not alone in wanting to be led or told what to do," he answered.

Her eyes perked up, hopeful. "There are others like me?"

"Yeah, and you'd be surprised who. But that's for her to tell."

"Okay..."

"Listen Ember, we'll have a much bigger discussion later because I was not expecting this...but there's one thing you can expect from me. And that no matter what, I will always support you and make you happy. Is that understood?"

She nodded. "Yes."

"Good." He paused and took a breath. "Get on your knees and suck my cock."

This time, he saw the shift in her. Her stance changed slightly, and her eyes went from worry to anger.

"Make me, you fucking asshole."

"Fine."

He put his hand on her head and pushed her down. She made a token sign of resistance as she said she would, but easily went down.

He placed himself so that his still erect member was millimeters from her mouth.

"Go on, it's not going to suck itself."

"Ugh, such an asshole," she answered. But she opened her mouth, and her red tongue darted out, licking the head slightly. She pulled back after a few licks. "Not the worst taste, I guess."

"I'm so glad," he muttered and rolled his eyes.

She rolled her eyes right back at him. "Fine."

It looked like, to Aldric, that she set her nerves and just flung herself at him. In one swift movement, her mouth engulfed his member, and the familiar feeling of warm wetness surrounded him.

Ember looked up, meeting his eyes, and held him in her mouth, unmoving, for a long while. Aldric was starting to wonder if he did actually need to guide her.

"Ember, you have to move your head..."

She took him out of her mouth and glared up at him. "Oh, I do, do I? I'm such a simpleton that I didn't know how to suck a cock?"

"Fuck's sake, I was just trying to help, you brat. You know what..." he grabbed her head and forced it back down on him.

Aldric expected her to resist or fight back, but she didn't. Instead, she moaned once his cock was inside of her mouth.

"That's right, you brat, you're going to suck my cock, and you'll like it." He gripped the sides of her head, taking special care to hold her long ears.

When he touched her ears, she moaned over his cock and began sucking him with a fervor he didn't think she'd have.

Looking down at her in shock, he saw that her eyes were locked on him, unmoving and angry.

For some reason that made her even sexier to him. "Keep looking at me like that. But you're still sucking my cock, aren't you?"

She moaned on him and redoubled her efforts. She started taking him all the way to the base. Each time he felt her throat he wanted to cum.

He wanted to say more but the pleasure he was receiving made it so that he couldn't think anything but fuuuuuucccckkk.

She released him from her mouth and gasped for air but kept stroking him to keep his erection hard. It felt good but was hardly necessary. "Yeah...you like that?" She asked.

"F-fuck yes."

Wordlessly, she threw herself at him again. In one swoop, she took him down to the base, down her throat, and held him there.

"Ahh...ah fuck..." he felt the tightness of her throat and knew he wasn't going to last. "E-Ember...I'm gonna..."

She quickly removed him and pointed him directly at her face. Her mouth was half open, like she was still deciding on whether she wanted to or not. But what she started was not going to wait for anyone. He released, his seed flying out, spraying her directly on the face. Another spurt hit her in the forehead, and another on her mouth.

"Ahh...ah fuck..." he panted and fell backwards onto the bed. "Fucking hell, that was amazing."

"Good. That was a first for me, I'm glad I did it right. They have us practice...but you know, it's never the same as the real thing."

She took some tissues from the bedside table and wiped her face.

Aldric sat up and raised his eyebrow. "Really, that's a thing?"

"Yes," she said, a little more heated. She got up on the bed next to him and laid back.

"I'm sorry," his voice was quiet. "That's despicable."

"No, that's the Academy."

Silence filled the room for a minute before Ember growled. "See, this is what I do. I fucking ruined the moment. We did this sexy thing and now you're all somber."

"You didn't ruin anything. Talking is a good thing, especially about our feelings."

"Grr," she literally growled. "Fine. But fuck, I just want to bond and get it over with. I'm so sick of fucking hemming and hawing. Just stick it in me and get it over with."

Aldric didn't know what to say to that. He let that linger for a moment. "Ember...do you really want this?"

"Yes! Of course. I wasn't sure before but fuck it. Your annoying ass finding Seta...then healing me and saving me in that tunnel..." she sighed. "You just had to be a fucking good person. Couldn't let me die like I..."

Aldric turned at that point and held her face in his hands. "Shh. Stop that."

Ember squirmed her way out of his touch. "Just...bond me. I need it, Aldric. It needs to be done."

She sat up and flipped herself over, putting her knees and elbows on the bed, and pushing her behind up into the air. "Take me."

Aldric had nothing to say to that. Though his little mage was getting excited again.

He did what anyone else would do, got behind her and cozied himself up against her skin. Her breath hitched, and her body shuddered at the contact.

But, remembering Aelania, before he penetrated her, he reached out and began stroking her ears.

"Oh...oh goddess..." she moaned and a chill went through her body.

He smiled at the same reaction Aelania had. With her distracted, he slowly pushed himself into her and felt himself sink to the warmth of her body.

"Oh gods," he moaned. The heat inside of her was unlike anything he had felt with his other bonds.

She grunted in satisfaction with each inch he slid in. When he was fully inside of her, he let it rest for a moment.

"Last chance to back out," he said.

"Just fucking do it!" She snapped but there was no heat to her words. Whether from happiness or being overwhelmed, he didn't know.

But he did as he was told. He started by taking his time. He wanted her to be completely okay with everything. Besides, he was already in love with being inside of her and wanted to prolong the experience.

"Oh goddess, fuck that's so fucking big..." Ember moaned as he pushed in and out in long, slow strokes.

Aldric didn't know why, but he wanted to push her buttons. Maybe it was her general brattiness that brought it out of him or just all the attitude and build-up to this moment—who knew? But whatever it was, it made him want to talk back to her even more than he had already. And he knew she craved it.

"Yeah? You like my big cock?"

"N-no! It's too fucking big..." she moaned.

"Oh, really?" He slid himself mostly out, leaving only his head inside of her.

"Noo....come back."

"Then say it. Say you want my big cock. Say you need it."

Ember tried pushing back into him in an attempt to fuck herself on him, but he pulled back and slapped her ass. Not hard by any means, but hard enough that she shuddered.

"Ow, fuck! Stop that. Just fuck me already!" She turned her head back and looked at him.

Her red eyes shone in what Aldric had always assumed was hatred, but now it was as if he was seeing her for the first time. Now he was seeing that the look was one of pure desire.

"Say it," he gruffly answered.

"No!"

He slapped her on the ass again.

"Fuck! Fine! I like your cock, dickhead."

He slapped her ass again. "Say it right. Beg for it."

She growled at him and maintained her look of defiance. "Please...please fuck me." Her words dripped in sarcasm.

"Good, that wasn't so hard, was it?" He slid back all the way inside of her, making her convulse and moan loudly.

He gripped the top of her ass cheeks with both hands, gave them each a good whack, then started thrusting in and out of her again. A deep and guttural sound of pleasure escaped from her each time he pushed all the way in.

"Yes, please fuck me with your mighty scepter, oh master mage, ruler of the universe," she snarled sarcastically through her grunts of ecstasy.

"Such a brat," he grunted and bucked into her hard, causing her to jolt forward.

"Watch it, asshole," she snarled and turned back. This time, however, she was smiling with her sharp teeth showing.

"Or what?" He bucked into her again, pushing her forward once more.

"Or I won't let you fuck me this way again. I'll lay on my back and let you do all the work. Does that sound fun or exciting?"

"Yes, actually. I'd love to lay you down and fuck you hard. I'd love to watch your face as I enter you time and time again, watching you process the sweet agony of my cock invading and pleasuring you more than you've ever been before. And then finally when I cum inside you and claim you as my own for all eternity, to see the dawning on your face that you are well and truly mine...that you love being owned by me and beg to be used by me."

"H-holy shit," she sputtered and spasmed on him. She cried out a loud, primal yell filled with joy. Her body convulsed and her insides got even wetter, while she clenched on him harder than ever.

When she finally finished, the top half of her body slumped onto the bed. "Shit...fuck...what the hell..."

"How was your first real orgasm, Ember?" Aldric smirked at her.

"I was not expecting that..." she breathed heavily, her voice muffled by the bed.

He pulled out, making her groan once again. "Fuck," she exclaimed as she flipped herself over, lying flat on her back, catching her breath. Her large breasts heaved up and down and her exposed stomach quickly rose and fell. "I've played with myself before, obviously. But that was so much more intense..."

"Glad to be of service," Aldric snickered.

"I...don't know what came over me...the feeling, then the words you said. All of it together just pushed me over a peak I didn’t know I had." Ember looked at him. Her face was shocked, but her eyes were still blazing in lust. "But I need that again. And again. And again. Will your other bonds be upset if we spend the next several days in bed?"

Aldric laughed loudly. "Only if they don't get a turn as well."

"Fine, but it's still my turn, right?"

"Yup."

"Then finish and bond me, then we can go again," Ember growled.

"Yes, sir." He saluted as he fell on top of her. Body against body, skin against skin. Her hard nipples grazed against his chest. He kissed her with a passion, and as he did, he pushed forward, back into her slick tunnel.

She moaned happily as he filled her completely. "Fuck me with that big cock of yours...make me yours..." no hint of sarcasm in her words this time.

"Gladly. You'll be mine forever." He thrust into her.

"Yes!"

He pulled out and thrust again.

"Goddess!"

"You love this, don't you?"

"No..." Thrust. "Yesss..."

He kissed her again, her sweet lips locked on to his. Hungrily they kissed while he pushed and pulled inside of her. He felt himself getting close.

He disengaged from her lips, sat up, and looked deep into her eyes. "Watch me, Ember. Watch me as I fuck you and claim you as mine."

"Goddess..."

And that's what he did. They locked eyes as he slid in and out her. His movements gained speed and intensity, each thrust bouncing them both forward. Out of his periphery, he could see her breasts jiggling beautifully, but his eyes never left hers.

Their shared moans and grunts of pleasure were all that could be heard. And when Aldric felt himself close to release, he placed a hand around Ember's throat without tightening his grip. "Beg. Beg to be mine."

Ember's eyes went wide but she didn't miss a beat. "Please...please Aldric. Claim me. Claim my bond. Cum inside of me. Make me yours forever." This time her tone wasn't sarcastic or mocking. She meant it now. And so did he.

He tightened his grip ever so slightly. And she shuddered around him, but he kept going. He was so close he couldn't stop if we wanted to. "Please...please...I need it...I want it...please cum inside...please..."

Blue flame burst around them, engulfing them both in its warm embrace as he neared his release.

"Wha-what?" Ember moaned but couldn't do much more than that, because at the same time his release finally came. All the tension in his body released at once and his seed flew out of him and into Ember. Aldric grunted animalistically as he came but kept fucking into her. He wanted her to know she was well and truly his now.

"Yes! Yes!" She cried.

Spurt after spurt flew out until finally, he was finished. Ember groaned and shuddered; her own orgasm reached simultaneously with his.

The blue flames dissipated and Aldric slumped on to the bed next to Ember. Her emotions flooded into him, anger, sadness, hate, lust, he felt it all.

"You're mine...now..." he panted.

"Yes, I suppose I am."

"Did I do the whole...thing you wanted, correctly?"

"Yes...very..." she sighed contentedly and nestled herself against him.


Chapter 33

Aldric woke the next morning with his vision obfuscated by blue hair, and something clinging to his arm, tightly wrapped around it. With his other arm he moved the hair and saw its owner, the blue-skinned, ornery, fiery, and sexy Ember.

Visions of her and him from the night prior passed before his eyes and a sigh of contentment left him.

It hadn't been an easy road to get there, but seeing the dark elf almost die, and feeling in that moment just how much she meant to him...he knew he wouldn't be able to let her go.

It was odd, she had declared that she was going to bond with him at the start of the year, but he never really believed her. She hadn't truly been serious, and he thought that even she knew that.

She said she would do it because it was the easy way out for her situation. She hadn't cared for the institution, she certainly didn't care for him, and that's why he made her wait. He wanted a chance to get to know her as a person, to see whether they were compatible, but also to give her an opportunity to accept him, or to change her mind before she got herself into a situation that she would at some point regret.

It was possible she still would, truthfully. But he could feel her emotions now. At the moment, she was happy, but with Ember it was hard to tell how long that would last. He hoped that now she would be better for longer. Or at least learn to communicate exactly what she was feeling.

It was almost like having another Aelania. It was little wonder why the two had become friends.

But, Aelania had opened up, and he would make sure Ember would, too.

He reached his non-trapped arm around and gently stroked Ember's ears. Aelania always liked when he did that, and he figured it would be the same with Ember.

He softly sighed. There was so much they didn't know about each other. So much still to learn, but instead of dread, he felt excited to do so. What he knew he liked, or at least understood. Like anyone, her experiences informed the way she grew up. So, she was emotionally stunted by being subjugated to the Matriarch training, then betrayed by her own family. Hunted by that family. And now, she finally gave into something that she had been dead set against.

Aldric didn't truly blame her for being mad. Her life, to put it succinctly, had been shit.

But he was going to try his damndest to make it better. Even if he had to drag her kicking and screaming to a happy life.

A soft chuckle escaped his lips, and she stirred in his arms a little. She moaned quietly at his fingers stroking her ears.

He continued like that for a while, just enjoying the closeness. But eventually he had to take care of nature, and then he had to start the day. There was a lot to talk about, and he had to get Ember registered as his bond.

He stroked her one last time then pulled his fingers back.

"Mmm," Ember whispered, "don't stop."

He laughed quietly. "How long have you been awake?"

"Since you started rubbing my ears. They're very sensitive and I'm a light sleeper. Comes from being on the run for so long."

"Makes sense."

Aldric threw his arm over her body, which was still wrapped around his other arm, and held her close to him. She yelped slightly but didn't resist, instead she allowed herself to be pulled into the hug.

"Mmm, I didn't think I'd enjoy this kind of closeness," Ember whispered.

"Really?"

"Yes. Sex is one thing, and I wanted that. But I was prepared to tell you I would be taking a separate room once we bonded."

"Really, well, it's not my preference, but that could be arranged," Aldric acquiesced then smiled mischievously.

"Do it and die," Ember growled playfully. "This is too comfortable. I wouldn't have thought that I would enjoy sleeping on a man, or his bonds. I've slept alone for most of my life. It was an odd adjustment, but I can see why your other bonds sleep here as well.'

"Well, I'm glad you're enjoying it. But unfortunately, nature calls and I have to get up."

Ember squeezed his arm one last time and then let go. "Fine, but come back to bed, I've never...snuggled," she struggled to get the word out, "and I liked it."

"Will do," he said with a smile. With an expert level skill, crafted by many mornings just like this one, he slowly made his way out of bed without jostling anyone else awake.

He went to the bathroom, relieved himself, then got a drink of water. He stood in the small kitchen area for a brief moment, taking in the room: their possessions that were strewn about, and the weights and other things that Sha'gar used when she worked out with Aelania, all tucked away in the corner. They had made the room their home, but after next year, they'd be forced to leave it. Live life in an army camp, or another barracks, if they were lucky. But none of those places would mean as much to Aldric as this place did. This is where he formed his family. Where he had so many happy times, too many sad times, and a couple angry times. But he wouldn't trade any of those for the world. He just had to find one more bond in his last year.

Aelania had hinted several times at knowing someone else, but time or circumstance had always pushed that out of their minds.

His mind wandered to the other things that plagued them. Like Nadia's parents, they had given Nadia a deadline of the end of the year, which was rapidly approaching. Everyone said Lorelei could handle herself, but it still felt wrong to make her take care of it. She had enough on her plate.

And of course, there was the mysterious man, the one who led the Brotherhood, and what his plans were. Other than Aldric and Ulisos' deaths, of course. Aldric needed to find a way to stop the despicable things that they had done and would continue to do if left unchecked. But despite all the power his mana soul gave him, he was only a third-year student. He wasn't in charge of an Army, nor did he have the ear of the Emperor. How much could he reasonably be expected to do on his own?

The soft sound of whispering coming from the bedroom broke his thoughts, and with a smile on his lips, he returned to the room to see Ember, Aelania, and Kasumi all sitting up in bed whispering to each other. Nadia, Jordan, and Sha'gar were dozing fitfully, probably because of the whispers.

"Okay, everyone," Aldric said at a normal volume. "Time to get up."

"Urrrggghhhh," Nadia moaned and flipped over, draping her arm over Jordan.

"No, you lazy brat cat!" Kasumi lifted a pillow and whacked Nadia on the head.

"Yeowl!" Nadia sprang up with a loud yelp, bringing most of the covers with her. "Don't do that!"

"Oh my gods, why the fuck are you so loud?" Jordan grumbled.

"Ugh," Sha'gar groaned, but got up and shook her head, already heading off to get her morning workout in.

"Hey, wait, Sha. We're having a family meeting now," Aldric said.

Sha'gar nodded and returned to the bed, sitting next to a still prone Jordan. The orc began to softly stroke the blonde’s hair, not in a sexual way—outside of the one experience neither had brought it up again—but rather in a comforting way a sister or close friend would.

Nadia was now standing on the bed, glaring at Kasumi with her claws extended. Kasumi had her pillow raised and ready to strike again.

"Nay, please sit, Kas, don't whack her when she's not expecting it, or at least can't see it," Aldric said, trying to diffuse the tension.

"Fine," Nadia said with a hmph, then sat down next to Jordan.

Kasumi smiled and placed the pillow down.

"Okay, now that everyone is awake," Aldric said, to which they all pointedly looked at Jordan, who only groaned in response. "Fine, mostly everyone."

Nadia, still a little irritated at Kasumi, flicked Jordan's ear hard. The small thwack sound was audible through the room.

"Ow! Fuck! I'm awake!" Jordan yelled and sat up, looking all around for who flicked her. Nadia smiled and waved her fingers at her. "Oh, you little..." Jordan looked like she was going to lunge at the nekorian.

"Jordan," Kasumi interrupted, "we can whack Nadia to our heart's content later, Aldric called a family meeting."

Jordan's eyes narrowed, frowning at Nadia, but she tore her gaze off the nekorian and looked at Aldric. "Fine."

"Help me, Al! They're double-teaming me, and not in the fun way!" Nadia cried out and covered her head with her hands.

"Oh gods." He slapped his palm to his forehead. "Would it kill you all to be serious for two minutes?"

"Probably."

"Definitely."

"More than likely."

"I am always serious, Am'rith."

"Yes."

His bonds all answered in order.

Ember looked around at them all, an expression of disbelief on her face. "This is not at all what I expected. You're all..."

"Smart?"

"Sexy?"

"Awesome?"

"....so fucking dumb!" Ember yelled. She fell back onto the headboard and started cackling to herself. "Goddess...what have I done."

"Joined the best mage and harem in the world?" Aldric said, putting on his most winning smile.

"Goddess," she mimicked him and slapped her own forehead.

Kasumi smirked at Aldric then turned to Ember. "Ember, welcome to the family."

"Yeah." Nadia wiggled her eyebrows, "We didn't have much time to say a proper hello last night."

Ember blushed a deep red on her cheeks.

"Yes, welcome to the family!" Sha'gar saluted her in orc fashion.

"Welcome," Jordan added. Despite her harsh wakeup she was still nodding off back to sleep and Sha'gar was propping the blonde up with her arm, stealing glances at Aldric to see if he noticed.

Aldric shook his head and ignored it.

"Welcome, Ember," Aelania said. "Benidithia mae ahn a drymun an addi ichi."

Ember gasped and bowed her head towards Aelania.

"Uh, what?" Aldric scratched his head.

"It’s a small blessing, given in high elvish. We do not speak it often anymore, outside of religious ceremonies or official elven business," Aelania responded.

"She's underplaying it," Ember said. "Her words were kind, far kinder than I probably deserve. But the use of high elven is not normal. It's quite an honor. Thank you, Aelania."

"No thanks are necessary."

"Fair enough." Aldric shrugged and made a note to himself to learn more about elvish cultures and languages. He wouldn't have thought that her speaking it was such a big deal. "I appreciate it, Aelania, and I would like to hear more of your language, should you choose to share?"

"One day, my mage."

"I swear I've heard others speak elvish before," Kasumi said, looking confused.

"Elvish and High Elvish are two distinct things. The former is far more colloquial and widespread. The latter is as Ember described, only used in very formal settings," Aelania said.

"Interesting," Kasumi said and nodded. "That I didn't know."

"Yeah, thank you, Aelania," Aldric bowed to her, making the elf blush. Ember opened her mouth little, the shock at him doing that evident.

"Moving on.” Aldric settled his gaze on Ember. "As Nadia alluded to, we didn't have a lot of time to talk last night. I just wanted to know, what made you come just then?"

"Oh." The elf blushed again, which was odd considering how angry she normally was. "I just knew at that moment that you cared for me. Not cared for me in Oh yeah she's hot I'd like to fuck her kind of care or a perfunctory yeah of course I 'care' way. More of...you were willing to harm yourself in such a profoundly stupid way that defied reason. I wasn't your bond at the time. But you brought me back from a breath away from death because you cared. I've never felt that before. Literally, never. Even the family member who helped me escape my House only did so because he thought I was better than my sister, not from love or devotion."

"Oh, well, yeah," Aldric said, suddenly feeling very self-conscious. "Of course I care. It'd be dumb not to."

Kasumi and Nadia shared a look and rolled their eyes.

"What our mage means to say," Kasumi said, "is that once he views something as his, he'll fight tooth and nail for it. Even against his and our better judgement."

"You viewed me as yours?" Ember smirked.

"Well, duh," Nadia scoffed.

They all looked at her.

"What? Even discounting the obvious flirting, which I get, she's hot and said she pledged herself to him."

"I agree," Jordan chimed in, finally waking up a bit. "We all felt Al's hesitance in accepting that Ember actually believed what she said. But the moment she did, Al viewed her as someone to care for— if not for a bond, certainly as a friend. And we don't need to lie to each other..." she stopped to yawn loudly, lifting her arms into the air. Aldric didn't look away, but it ended far too soon for his liking.

"S-sorry. Anyway, the moment that she was hit with the spell we all felt him, Aldric didn't just care for her as a friend. He cares deeply for all of us, and what he felt at that moment was as deep a care for her as he feels for any of us."

They were all silent after that.

"Wait," Kasumi said. "Who told you how badly Al was hurt? You weren't in any condition to know until well after we left that place."

Ember smiled. "Oh, wouldn't you like to know?"

"Yes, I would. I think I just said that."

"I'm not telling. I was told not to tell the...and I quote, 'scary kitsune' unquote."

"Ah!" Kasumi held a hand to her chest in outrage. "I am not scary!"

"Don't lie." Nadia shrugged. "When you want something, you can be downright frightening."

"Surely you're mistaking me with someone else. I am forceful, not scary."

"Tomato, tomato," Jordan coughed into her hand.

"Fine, whatever."

"Kas, I love you with all of my heart," Aldric said and smiled, "but you're scary as fuck when you want to be."

"I–" she started to say, holding a finger up. "You know what, fine. I'll find out on my own."

"See, scary," Nadia giggled.

Kasumi sighed in response.

Sensing another pillow whack coming, Aldric stepped in.

"Okay, we'll talk more later. But for now, everyone needs to get ready. We need to register Ember as my bond and get her things from her room."

The girls all nodded and wandered off, either to get changed or go to the bathroom.

Ember sat still on the bed, watching him.

He raised an eyebrow. "No regrets?"

"No regrets."

They were all showered, dressed, and presentable in short order. Ember wore the same clothes that she had on the day before, opting not to take any clothes from the other girls. Aldric could feel her discomfort with sharing clothes, so after a subtle shake of his head to Kasumi, Kasumi had them drop the topic.

As a group, they made their way down to the lobby and walked over to where Brandeis was sitting behind his desk. He was writing something on a note, but he looked up when they approached.

Aldric saluted. "Good morning, sir, I–"

"Wait, I can guess." Brandeis held up his hand to stop Aldric. "Ember Narthore is your sixth bond?"

Aldric smiled at Brandeis. "Yes, sir."

"Congratulations, to both of you!" the barracks officer grinned at them both. "Let's get it registered, remove Bond Narthore from the Leaderboard, and then you can go collect her belongings from the Bond Barracks."

Kasumi, Nadia, and Jordan all started giggling at that, confusing both Aldric and Brandeis.

"What?" the officer asked.

"We've done this a few times sir," Kasumi said, trying not to smile too much.

"True!" Brandeis pointed a finger at her and laughed. "Fair enough."

The officer opened one of his desk drawers and rummaged through it for a moment before taking out a piece of paper that Aldric knew was his official Bond List.

"Okay." Brandeis placed the paper on top of his desk. "Bond Narthore, please place your signature on this paper, then we'll remove you from the Leaderboard."

Ember nodded and walked closer to the desk, bending over to sign her name. Once done, Brandeis took the list from her and filed it away in the desk. "Right, follow me."

The officer stood up from his seat and walked around his desk, walking towards the Leaderboard hanging on the wall. Ember and Aldric joined him.

"Place your hand here," he said and pointed at the spot just under the actual list.

Ember did as instructed, and the list glowed for a brief moment, then returned to normal. Ember removed her hand and took in the new list.

Bond Candidate Leaderboard

1. Lucy Beauridge

2. Velatha Pinterra

3. Prim Thornrose

4. Nymeria Rosebloom

5. Lylerias Amberscribe

"Wow," Aldric whispered, "Half those names I don't recognize. And did Jaclyn Nightshade bond or just fall off?"

"Bonded," Brandeis replied.

Aldric nodded then shrugged, he couldn't take every number one or two on the Leaderboard, could he. Though that begged the question...

"Wait, how is Lucy number one? Kas said she was an idiot," Aldric asked.

Brandeis raised his eyebrows and looked at Kasumi. The kitsune coughed into her hand and muttered, "she is."

"She's not an idiot, she just..." Brandeis started to say, but his words trailed off.

"She's an idiot," Aelania and Ember said at the same time, making the elves both grin at each other.

Brandeis rolled his eyes. "She's not an idiot. But that's neither here nor there, she's obviously not a good fit for your group."

"No, she is not," Aelania stated, "besides, I believe I found our final. But that is for a later discussion."

"You did?" Kasumi raised a single eyebrow at the high elf.

"Yes, but later."

"Yes."

Aldric watched the two give each other long looks and wondered, not for the first time, if he attracted a certain type of woman.

"Anyway," Aldric shook his head, exasperated. "Ember, let's go get your stuff."

The dark elf had mostly been quiet, only perking up to mock Lucy, but at the moment, her eyes lingered on the Leaderboard. Her bond was wistful, but he felt the underlying feeling of acceptance and the need to move forward.

He put his hand on her shoulder, and she turned her head to look at it, and then him. "I wish my time at the top had been...not easier, because I don't want easy, but less bogged down by stupid shit happening. I would have liked to uplift those below me, but that's not what happened." She smiled contemplatively.

Aldric understood that. She had been raised to lead the next generation of her House, and never given the chance. "There's no reason you can't do that now. Whatever you want, so long as Hallewell or whoever is in charge at the time agrees, I don't see why you couldn't do that."

Aldric smiled and urged reassurance over their bond. Ember gasped and looked wide-eyed at him.

"I feel it so clearly," she muttered to herself.

Brandeis laughed a little. "I told you, Bond Narthore, the connection between a mage and their bond is unlike anything in the world. To know, without a shadow of a doubt, how another person feels is a freeing but also terrifying power."

"I can see that," she muttered, but her eyes blazed with fervor, and she clenched her fists, resolve and determination coming clearly over her bond. "Fine, then, if Hallewell lets me, I'll do whatever I can to support the next generation of bonds."

"Good. If that's settled, you can leave now," Brandeis said, already turning his back to them and walking back to his chair.

"Yes, sorry, sir," Aldric said, rolling his eyes at Brandeis' back.

Kasumi and the others walked out of the tower, leaving Ember and Aldric alone.

"I told you before, no matter what happens, I'll always support you. Now, let's get your stuff and then get back to the dorm, exams are in two weeks so we need to study and bring you up to speed."

The dark elf nodded, her blue hair flew forward and back, and a small smile curled up on her lips. "The one thing I'm excited about is never seeing Greengazer again."

"Ehhh." Aldric rocked his right hand back and forth, "The Academy decided that I need a final counseling session with the male instructor, Tyrhorn, and Greengazer, once I’m bonded the full seven times."

"Oh, Goddess why," she sighed.

Aldric put his arm around her shoulders, causing her to tense up at first, but she relaxed and looked at him with a smile. "Because, Em, I'm so damn special," Aldric barked out in laughter.

"Goddess, what have I done."

They walked out of the tower and met up with the others.

"Okay!" Aldric slipped his arm off of Ember's shoulders but let his arm slip down to squeeze her hand. "How about we try something?"

"Yes...?" Kasumi warily said.

"Let's have some fun with it, run as fast as we can to the bond barracks, see who gets there the fastest," he suggested. "Give Ember a reason to go all out."

"How different is it? You all didn't move that much faster than me every time we trained?" The dark elf skeptically asked.

"Oh, honey…" Jordan gave her a wide grin. "We were holding back, quite a bit."

Ember's jaw dropped and then she mouthed Honey, confused by Jordan's moniker for her.

"Let's do it!" Nadia squealed.

"Yes, though, I know I will be slowest," Sha'gar said and shrugged. "But that is fine, I am strongest."

"Yes, yes, you are," Aldric assured his orc.

"I'm fine with it, it would be wise to test our full strength, given how few times we've been able to," Aelania said, giving a rational explanation.

"Okay, everyone line up and get ready!" Aldric said before Kasumi could stop them. But to his surprise, she lined up first with a huge smile on her face.

They all lined up, with Ember being the last, and most hesitant.

"Okay, on my mark, get set," he yelled, they all tensed and looked like they were ready to pounce, even Ember who felt bewildered and excited. Good. "Go!"

Aldric took off, boosting himself as much as he could, pouring all of his strength into his legs. The wind raced in his face as he ran as fast as he could, feeling stronger and lighter than ever before.

The campus and people around him seemed to slow almost to a standstill. Everyone...except his bonds. Already Nadia was paces ahead of them, but Aldric was hot on her tail. He could feel Kasumi right behind him, then Jordan and Ember, Aelania and Sha'gar brought up the rear.

As he ran, Aldric felt the new strength added by Ember's bond, energizing him more than ever before. He felt amazing. Fast, strong. An unstoppable feeling that he didn't think would ever be rivaled.

The feeling that he knew no one had felt before. No one had more bonds than him. And he had one final bond to add, which would make him leagues stronger than anyone. Even Ulisos. He knew he would be able to avenge Ember and those who were hurt by that mysterious man and his cult.

The towering barracks grew larger and larger as they got closer, until finally Nadia reached the door and skidded to a stop, turned, and gave them all the finger as they got there. Aldric stopped a split second after her and then the others.

"Hahaha," she gloated. "Losers!"

Kasumi rolled her eyes but was smiling too wide to properly admonish the nekorian. "That was amazing. And we have one more bond?" The grin on her face only grew.

"Yup!" Aldric couldn't help it and started laughing.

"That felt really fucking good!" Jordan yelled out.

"Ancestors, yes!" Sha'gar bellowed, letting loose a war cry as only an orc could.

Aelania hardly looked winded and had the tiniest of smiles on her face. "That was adequate."

Ember's head was pointed up, staring into the sky above her. She slowly brought it down and level with Aldric and the other bonds, her expression a mixture of glee and horror.

"Goddess, damnit!" She yelled. "If I knew that this kind of power was waiting for me after bonding, I wouldn't have fucking waited."

"Oh, so it wasn't about me?" Aldric asked, wiggling his eyebrows at her.

"No," she deadpanned. A smile formed, "But, you're a decent second prize."

"Fair enough, I'll take it."

Kasumi opened the door to the barracks and ushered them all in. Aldric let his bonds go first, and when it was his turn to enter, he kissed Kasumi on the forehead and took the door.

"After you, my love."

She kissed him and sighed. "After me, then."

Once they were all inside, they saw Ember talking with the man behind the desk. He was tan-skinned, with black hair, green eyes, and a big, bushy mustache. He seemed skittish and more than a little rattled when Kasumi and Aldric entered the room.

"Good morning, sir," Ember addressed the man. "I'm here to complete my registration as Aldric Ironheart's sixth bond."

"V-very good. I'll have the record here updated, and your new schedule will be sent to your mage's dorm. Though there's not much use in that, there's only two weeks left of class. Bring your personal effects down and I'll make sure they get to your new dorm."

"Thank you." Ember saluted the man and turned. "Okay, let's go. I..." she trailed off, closed her eyes, breathed deep, and exhaled loudly. "I apologize in advance for my roommates."

"How bad could they be?" Aldric raised his eyebrows.

"Can't be worse than Kimi," Nadia muttered.

"Shush." Jordan hip bumped the nekorian.

Ember shook her head. "Maybe, maybe not. I don't know. But I do know they're going to want to meet you." She pointed at Aldric.

"Oh!" Jordan's eyes lit up. "She talked about you!"

"Ohhhh," Nadia said, grinning wide.

"Shut up!" The blush that spread over Ember's face reached all the way to her ears.

"That’s a cute look, Em," Aldric teased.

"Shut up!" She growled.

Aldric sensed her bond to make sure she wasn't crossing over into real anger, but she felt fine. More embarrassed than mad. He could tell that just like Aelania, it was going to be a bit of work to get her to open up.

"Let's go," Aelania murmured, pushing forward towards the elevator, ignoring the squabbling.

Her haste was odd...odd enough to stop the conversation. Aldric and Ember shared a confused look but followed after her.

They rode to Ember's floor in silence, and as they did Aelania tensed the closer they got. She was nervous for some reason.

When they reached Ember's floor, the dark elf took point with Aelania and Aldric soon behind her.

Ember breathed deep before she opened the door.

Once she did, she stepped through leaving the door open behind her. Aelania followed behind her and Aldric did as well. Kasumi, Nadia, Jordan, and Sha'gar all opted to stay outside.

Once Aldric crossed the threshold into the room, he saw Ember packing up her things as fast as she could. While she did that a wolfkin, a high elf, and a wood elf were all sitting on the beds watching her with knowing smiles on their faces, and Aelania was cautiously walking towards the girls.

The wood elf he knew, though she looked far healthier than the last time he had seen Seta. She was smiling and looked like she'd regained all the lost weight and vigor, which was a miracle given how bad she'd looked in the cell.

The high elf and the wolfkin, Aldric didn't know them. The high elf had black hair and the long ears, but didn't look like she was looking down at everyone. In fact, she was wiggling her eyes suggestively at Ember.

"Shut up, Candace," Ember huffed out, in a way that suggested she'd said those exact words a hundred times before.

The wolfkin had brown hair and fur, her tail was wagging a mile-a-minute, and she had a wolfish grin on her face. "Woo, get it, Ember!"

"Oh. My. Goddess. Flo," Ember exasperatedly sighed. "Shut it!"

The wolfkin, Flo, and the high elf, Candace, shared a look and burst out laughing.

Seta, however, only had eyes for Aelania. And they weren't kind eyes.

"I mean, she did?" Aldric shrugged then laughed.

Candace and Flo whipped around to look at him. Their mouths were open but once it registered what he had said, they burst out in laughter as well.

"Goddess, do not encourage them, asshole."

"Meh," Aldric muttered, smirking at the dark elf. She rolled her eyes and continued to get her things packed. "Need any help?"

"No!" She snapped. But Aldric ignored her and started helping her put things in a large wooden chest she had. She didn't tell him off, only quietly grumbled to herself as he handed her things.

"Seta Boughrod," Aelania finally said.

"Yes?" Seta's voice was icy, but had no real bite

"I regret that what happened to you is what it took for me to do this, but...I'm sorry. I apologize for not treating you as an equal."

The air went out of the room, Aldric and Ember stopped working to watch, and Candace and Flo both stopped giggling.

"Are you serious?" Seta asked, her voice hesitant and unsure.

"Yes, I am. My behavior was not acceptable and seeing what they did to you, made me realize that an apology should be given as soon as possible, because even if it's late, so long as it's sincere, it is a good thing. You never know when late will become too late." Aelania bowed at the wood elf.

"Oh...wow. Thank you. It's fine, already forgotten."

Aelania nodded at Seta, bowed to the other two bond candidates, and walked out of the room, closing the door behind her.

"I did not expect that," Seta whispered. She turned her head to Aldric. "Was that your doing?"

"Nope." He shook his head. "I had no idea she was going to do that. But I'm proud of her."

"It is, though," Ember added, "in a way. I've seen her smile. Not smile more. But smile and laugh at all. It’s essentially a miracle."

"Wait. Aelania Orirel knows how to smile?" Flo gasped.

"And she's done it more than once?" Candace added.

"Yes, it is disconcerting the first time you see it, but you get used to it," Ember responded. She smiled apologetically at Aldric then continued packing up the last of her things.

"Aren't you looking for another bond? Care for another high elf?" Candace said with a laugh.

"Want a wolfkin?" Flo snickered.

"Uhhh," Aldric didn't know what to say.

"Ladies, leave him alone," Seta scolded the two. "You both have mages you're seeing. Go bond them. Leave me to my peace and quiet," she chortled, slyly grinning at them.

"Ugh, fine, spoilsport," Candace whined and fell back on her bed. Then she sprang back up. "But if it falls through with the mage I'm seeing, I'm looking you up." She winked at Aldric.

"Uhhh."

"I'm ready," Ember said finally.

"Good, let's go!" Aldric took the trunk from her and walked out of the room. "Nice to meet you all. Seta, I'm glad you're doing well."

Aldric nodded at them all and walked out of the room with Ember's trunk on his shoulder. Ember stayed for a moment to say her goodbyes then followed him.

Aldric's bonds were waiting for him when he came out. They had to wait for Ember to be done, but once the dark elf rejoined them, they began walking down the hall to the elevator.

"Wait!" Seta's voice came from the room. The wood elf came sprinting down the hall. "Wait!"

"Huh, what's up?" Ember asked.

"Sorry! Aelania caught me off guard before, and it threw me off," she huffed, catching her breath a bit, bending with her hands on her knees. "Sorry," she held up a hand. "I still get winded easily."

She breathed a couple of breaths and then straightened up. "Sorry."

"You have no reason to apologize," Kasumi said, her voice filled with empathy.

"Yeah, well," Seta sighed. "Anyway, what I wanted to say to all of you, was thank you. Thank you for rescuing me from that place. Thank you for caring enough to look for me. I'm not sure I'll be staying at the Academy after the year ends. So, if I do happen to leave, I wanted you all to know that. Thank you from the very bottom of my heart. I will never forget what you did."

"Oh, uh, no problem," Aldric muttered. Compliments and gratitude were two things he had never really been comfortable with receiving. He scratched the back of his head and awkwardly smiled at the wood elf.

"What our mage means to say is there is no need to thank us," Kasumi came to his rescue. "We did what was right, and we're just glad you're mostly okay now. What happened was horrendous."

"Yes, it is. I never gave in to them, which made them beat and neglect me more. But the past is the past. I hope to move on, stronger. But anyway, thank you all. Especially you, Em...Candy and Flo told me that you never gave up hope, even when they had. I really appreciate it."

Seta launched a sneak attack hug on Ember, who caught her in surprise. She was awkward about it, but Ember embraced the wood elf and patted her back a few times. "Not a problem."

Seta laughed and wiped a tear from her eye as she pulled back. "Ugh, sorry I'm getting emotional. Anyway, thanks again. I'll see you later."

Seta bowed deeply at them all, then turned and walked away back to her dorm.

They all watched and made sure she was safe inside before turning back.

"Okay, let's go home."


Chapter 34

The next day, after a vigorous night testing out their new bond in a different physical manner than running, Aldric woke up with his bonds pressed close to him. Ember had again taken his left arm, greedily holding onto it while Jordan held on to his other arm.

He let himself take in the uncomfortable comfort of them both. It was always awkward to stay in a single spot to not disturb his bonds, but they were always so comfy that he didn't mind in the least.

The alarm clock, however, did not care and went off exactly at six o'clock, rousing them all.

Ember and Jordan both stirred and wearily sat up, the loose sheets not covering them at all. Aldric was in heaven; he felt his mood shifting, and his hand slowly reached out.

But his alarm had other plans. It buzzed loudly several times before a loud booming voice began emitting from it.

"ATTENTION ALL STUDENTS, THIS IS AN EMERGENCY NOTIFICATION. ALL STUDENTS WILL BE REQUIRED TO ATTEND AN EMERGENCY MEETING OF STUDENTS AND FACULTY OF THE ACADEMY OF MAGICAL ARTS AND BINDING. THE MEETING WILL BEGIN IN ONE HOUR AT SEVEN A.M. OUTSIDE THE HOLT BUILDING. IF YOU ARE LATE OR MISSING, YOU WILL BE PENALIZED SEVERELY. THIS IS NOT A DRILL."

"What the absolute fuck was that!" Jordan screamed.

"Fuck!" Aldric clutched his ears.

The remainder of his bonds did not have any better responses either. Kasumi shot straight up and looked for the voice before realizing it was the alarm. Nadia bolted out of bed, and retrieved her knives, which were stashed suspiciously close to the bed. Sha'gar got up and bared her teeth and her fists, ready for a fight. And Aelania was even faced but annoyed.

"How the fuck are you so calm?" Ember snarled at Aelania.

"Because I'm not an animal driven by emotions," Aelania simply said, then looked at Nadia who had her knives out. "No offense."

"Did you just call me an animal?"

Aelania didn't respond, scrutinizing the nekorian with a flat expression.

The only reason Aldric didn't intervene was because both Aelania and Nadia, despite the jolt to wakefulness, were joking with each other. Aelania's deadpan responses with her bond-sisters were a giveaway that she wasn't serious. And Nadia almost always went silent went she was truly mad. And Aldric had an inkling that the high elf was getting a measure of revenge for what Nadia did during their nightly activities.

"Nope!" Kasumi, though, jumped in between them. "We're not doing this now. We need to get showered and ready before we have to be down at the Holt Building."

"Fine." They both levied their gazes at Kasumi. The kitsune shook her head, grabbed Nadia by the scruff of the neck, and scrunched her finger at Aelania to follow her. She led them to the bathroom to shower and get ready.

Aldric, Sha'gar, Jordan, and Ember were then left to get ready on their own. They took one of the other showers in the dorm, but there was unfortunately very little play during.

The announcement had scared the horny right out of them. And if he was being honest, his heart was still racing, and it wasn't all because of his bonds in the shower. The alarm clock had never done that before, and the emergency meeting they were being summoned to was probably in response to what Aldric had found below the Academy.

They all finished and regrouped around thirty minutes later. They decided to forego eating breakfast yet and made their way down to the hall to the elevator. For the first time ever. They didn't have the elevator to themselves, or their group. Other mages that Aldric only knew by sight were already waiting for it.

They all exchanged chagrined looks and went down together as soon as the elevator reached their floor.

The ride down was quiet and when they reached the lobby, Aldric looked to see if Brandeis could give him any clue as to what was happening, but the man was so frazzled that he was frantically scribbling on a paper and shouting at anyone who approached. Aldric decided it wasn't worth it.

A multitude of other mages and their bonds were making their way to the main building. Not wanting a repeat of the beginning of the year, Aldric’s bonds stated close to him. And while they walked through the throng of students, Chak’tar and his bonds found them and stayed close to offer more protection.

"Hey, Chak'tar, how're you doing?"

"Tired."

"Yup, same."

The orc grunted but didn't respond further, so Aldric didn't push it. It looked like Chak'tar wasn't a morning orc.

They followed the throngs of students and eventually found themselves outside the Holt Building, which held the same dais that Hydean and Cottonrose used to send people off on field assignments. Only there, instead of Hydean and Cottonrose, stood Ulisos with his five bonds and Gabrith with his three bonds.

It was the first time Aldric got a good look at Ulisos' bonds. They were all white-haired human women with pale skin, two had brown eyes, one green, and two blue. But what stood out the most about them was their dedication to being the deadliest bonds on the planet. They radiated killing intent, with their hands resting on the hilts of their swords, and many people—mages or otherwise—rightfully gasped and stayed far away from them. As deadly as they were, Ulisos was the opposite. He smiled kindly at each approaching mage, bond, and bond candidate. One would think he was just a kindly old man who happened to wander on to the Academy grounds, if not for the five deadly bonds and the aura of power that came off of him.

Gabrith looked stern and commanding, standing next to the Imperial Grand Magus. His blonde-haired, blue-eyed bond Claire stood next to him, watching the students pour in. His other bonds, however, were far different. One was a black-furred, dark-skinned wolfkin with green eyes that gleamed in the sun against her darker skin. Gabrith's third bond was a red-haired, brown-eyed, pale-skinned rabbitkin woman. Her eyes traced through the crowd that assembled, falling on Aldric's for a split second. There was a bit of recognition in her gaze, but she quickly moved on.

"Hey, Aldric!" Someone yelled. He looked around to see Grey, Lorn, Thom, Finias, and Kairn with their bonds making their way through the crowd towards them.

Finias had three bonds, as did Grey. Finias' third bond was a wood elf woman with brown hair and green eyes. But different from every wood elf Aldric had met, she looked like she had her nose in the air, more like a typical high elf, which always gave Aldric the impression that they were looking down on everyone. Her eyes widened when she saw Aldric and his bonds. Similarly, Kasumi, Aelania, and Ember all felt shocked.

"Know her?" Aldric asked.

"Jaclyn Nightshade," Kasumi responded, her lips curled into a grin. "Jaclyn!" She said louder, waving at the wood elf.

"Hello, Kasumi, Aelania, Ember," Jaclyn replied and walked over, separating from Finias. Her voice was a little deeper and huskier than a typical wood elf. "Did you bond with Kasumi's mage as well, Ember?"

"Yep, she did, yesterday. When did you and Finias bond?" Kasumi asked.

"Last week. We had done a couple of field assignments together, and it just clicked, and I just adore Heather and Kimi."

"That's good. Finias is definitely a great mage, and one of Aldric's friends. So, we might get to spend more time together."

"Oh, very good."

"Did you see that moron Lucy is number one now?" Ember said and rolled her eyes. "I'd swear she slept her way to the top if that was how it worked."

Jaclyn shook her head. "She's so dumb I wouldn't put it past her to try."

"I hope whoever is second knocks her off quickly," Ember growled. "It's besmirching the honor of being number one."

"You're not wrong."

Aldric stepped forward and extended his hand. "Aldric Ironheart, pleased to meet you."

Jaclyn smiled politely and lightly shook his hand. "Charmed."

"Well, I'll let you four chat…" Aldric looked at her oddly, getting the sense that she was looking down on him—or everyone.

But he did as he said, turning his attention away from them and to Grey and Finias, who were standing nearby talking with Lorn and Thom.

"Hey guys," Aldric said.

"Al!" They all said at once.

"Congrats on filling out your harems, Grey, Fin."

"Thanks! I was so lucky to land Jaclyn. She was top five on the Leaderboard for so long," Finias smiled wide. Heather and Kimi both pointedly looked away.

"Yeah, that's awesome!" Aldric tried to be as supportive as he could. "And you Grey!"

"Yes, Perya Prinwinkle, my third bond, is a very good match for me and my bonds," Grey responded with a side-eye at Finias.

"Yeah..." Aldric chuckled nervously. "Anyway, I wanted to thank you both for all of your help. I never would have accomplished what I did without you guys."

"No worries." Grey waved the thought away. "We're your friends. I actually missed our study group tremendously this year. I do want to bring it back next, especially because it’s our final year."

"Agreed, same here," Finias added.

"We'll make sure to get back to it," Aldric said, "it was...hard this year. And I didn't have spellcasting classes at all."

"Really?"

"Yeah," Aldric explained what his classes were, and both Grey and Finias were shocked.

They stood and talked about their classes for a bit while more and more people showed up. The murmur of the crowd grew and grew, so much so that Aldric was starting to feel a little déjà vu back to the first field assignment.

But there was a major difference in the feel of the crowd from then and now. From what Aldric could see and hear, most people were curious; many were anxious. No one seemed angry or riotous.

Finally, after waiting a little bit, Headmaster Gabrith walked forward and stood behind the dais. He muttered something that Aldric couldn't hear but his next words were loud enough to reach across the entire area.

"Good morning, students, mages, bonds, bond candidates, faculty, and staff to this very early, impromptu gathering. I do hope that the alarm you all received this morning wasn't too loud," the Headmaster chuckled softly to himself.

No one laughed.

"Anyway, we've brought everyone here for a very important reason." Gabrith's normal jovial manner melted away, leaving the man with a stern and serious face. "Last week a group of Academy students uncovered a faction, calling themselves the Shadowfang Brotherhood, committing several heinous crimes against the Empire. The group kidnapped, as well as used magical means to coerce, hundreds of villagers around the Empire. They also perpetrated these crimes against bond candidates and mages from here at the Academy. The villagers and bond candidates were subjected to torture, abuse, neglect, and worst of all, forced bonding. The mages were used for experiments, the reasons for which we are still trying figure out. If not for the few brave students, these crimes may never have been uncovered, and the countless victims would still be suffering to this day.”

A pall fell over the crowd. Gabrith stopped and swept his eyes over the gathered students. "I do not state this lightly. This is the single worst act of treason and violence perpetrated against the Empire in a thousand years, possibly more so. What these people subjected their victims to were the gruesome acts of depraved and sick people."

A wave of acknowledgement flitted through the students.

"What I come before you today to say is that these acts will not go unanswered. The individuals responsible, who are still living, will face swift and immediate justice. However, we cannot and will not be able to do that without each and every person's cooperation here at the Academy. These so-called Shadowfang Brothers used secret entrances into and out of the Academy to avoid detection. If anyone here should know of any place that can be exploited, let your barracks officer know immediately."

Gabrith closed his eyes and breathed in and out. "Additionally, for the foreseeable future, Sorceress Coris Hallewell will be relieved of her duties. She gave me explicit confirmation that I am allowed to tell you what I'm about to tell you. Sorceress Hallewell was attacked, magically, and put under a spell that forced her to ignore any missing bond candidates. She was forced to turn a blind eye to any reports that were filed about missing persons, and as a result, nearly fifty girls were not properly reported."

Aldric gasped, and he wasn't the only one. He knew that more than just Seta had been taken, but fifty? His mind immediately envisioned the girls who fought against them in the subterranean rooms. Or the girls they found in the cells, beaten and abused.

"Sorceress Hallewell broke out of the spell through her own force of will. But after she did, she was abducted, and if not for the timely rescue by brave students, she too would have been tortured and experimented on. Because of this, she is taking time off with her bonds. I am not sure she will return, but I and everyone at the Academy wish her a speedy and successful recovery."

A smattering of applause went through the crowd, but most people were too appalled to join in.

"That is enough of my ramblings. However, I have a special treat for everyone here. He has not publicly addressed an Academy group in nearly five hundred years, so we are very lucky, even with the circumstances. Please welcome the Imperial Grand Magus." Gabrith clapped his hands together, but he may as well not have, because no one joined; in fact, most people looked too scared to even speak.

To most of the mages, it was like the living, breathing boogeyman showed up to speak to them.

Gabrith stepped back and bowed to Ulisos as the old mage walked towards the spot Gabrith had been standing in. Ulisos was wearing his normal long, flowing dark-blue robes, adorned with the imperial sigil. His face held a small smile, like a kindly grandfather, and his white beard fell down to his navel.

"Good morning, everyone," he said in his still powerful voice. "I wish I was coming here to speak to you all for a more positive reason, but alas, that is not to be. I have come to announce three things, then I will leave this fantastic academy back in the hands of its more than capable stewards. One, Headmaster Gabrith and I have spoken at length, and we came to decision that, given the disruption in the school year caused by the atrocious acts, final exams will be canceled this year."

Ulisos paused, anticipating the round of applause that actually did happen this time. The students clapped and cheered because, despite the reason, any chance to skip exams was always welcome.

Mostly, Aldric thought.

"Second," Ulisos continued, speaking over the crowd, which quieted the moment the old man spoke. "Unfortunately, your time will not all be your own. Every student, mage, bond, bond candidate, or otherwise, will be asked to come to the Holt Building and be subjected to a counterspell, designed to remove the effects of any magical geas you may have upon you." A confused murmur went through the crowd at that, but Ulisos held up his hand, silencing the crowd again. "We believe that many of you were put under a simple spell, this spell caused some of you to attack a fellow student and then forget about it afterwards."

The crowd was stunned silent.

"This is a shock, I am sure, to most of you. No one, not even the affected student, blames you. We would have done this far sooner but time was needed to find the appropriate counterspell. Actually, it was fortuitous timing for me. When I arrived at the Academy to administer this spell, the rescue beneath us was underway and I was able to join in. Mana works in mysterious ways, I say. But that is neither here nor there. The counterspell will not harm you, in fact, you likely will not feel anything at all. However, it will return your memories of what you did at that time. I wish I could change that, but I cannot."

Ulisos' eyes scanned the students and stopped when he landed on Aldric. The old man gave him a slight nod, and then moved on. "The third and final announcement I am here to make is that I will be accompanying those that were saved from the Brotherhood back to their homes. Any bond candidates who want to leave the Academy because of this incident may do so, no one will judge you for it, and I will personally ensure your safe arrival back at your home. Now, that is all for me. I..." he stammered and stopped. "I have been gone from the Academy for far too long. My responsibilities at the capital make it too difficult to come as often as I'd like. I am not ignorant to how I am viewed here. The monster hiding under your bed to remove your mana soul should you step out of line. But once upon a time, I, too, was a student here. I had some of the best days of my life here. The Empire has changed drastically since then, and the Academy with it. But what remains the same is the indomitable spirit of the Academy. The spirit of learning, competition, doing better for yourself. All of that is what makes the Academy one of the most important and valuable places in the Empire. It’s not because this is where we train mages and find bonds, obviously that is true, but what truly makes it special is that everyone here wants to move forward. Be better. Strive for more." Ulisos' eyes found Aldric's once more and it felt like the man was speaking directly at him. "That is the spirit we need to take the Empire further. Not be bogged down by dogmatic doctrine that no longer applies to the world. Time marches on, going backwards and staying stagnant is not ever going help you to succeed at life. Honor the past, learn from our mistakes. But embrace the future. Do that and you, and the Empire, will be stronger than ever. Good day."

Ulisos finally broke eye contact with Aldric and stepped back to where his bonds were standing.

Gabrith wiped sweat from his brow then stepped forward.

"When you next return to your room your scheduled time will be waiting for you to receive the counterspell. If you miss your appointment, you will be expected to report to your barracks officer as soon as possible. If you do not you will be considered AWOL and subject to punishment, up to and including, removal of your mana soul. Understood?"

"Sir, yes, sir!" Everyone yelled out.

"Good. Dismissed."


Chapter 35

With the meeting over, the crowd began dispersing, so Aldric and his bonds bid farewell to Grey, Finias, and Kairn and their bonds, and started on their way back to their dorm. Lorn and bonds, as well as Zach and Thom joined them, since they had skipped breakfast and were hoping the mess hall was still open.

They slowly followed the crowd back towards the barracks when Aldric noticed a small contingent of people not going towards either barracks. One of which was a grey-furred wolfkin who Aldric recognized as Cordelia Blackfang.

"Hey, I want to go say goodbye to Cordelia," Aldric said to his group.

Kasumi raised an eyebrow at him and smirked.

"Ugh, no. No offense to her, but she looks exactly like Zach. Besides, she hates mages, there's no way she'd go for that."

"And what's wrong with looking like me?" Zach laughed. "Did you say Cordelia?"

"Yeah, she was one of the ones we rescued," Aldric answered. "I'm hoping that she'll come out of this with a better appreciation of Imperial Mages, considering everything."

Zach's face scrunched and he went silent.

However, Ember scoffed. "I don't. Fuck them. The whole lot of them were ungrateful."

"She's not wrong," Nadia chimed in.

"Well, that's just the attitude I'm trying to break them of. And didn't you hate mages not long ago, Em?"

"Still do," she said and grinned back at him.

He rolled his eyes at her but smiled. "Let's go."

Lorn, She'lar, Ghorza, and Ur'rog all stayed back. Lorn grunted something about spending too much time with them on their trip back. That made Aldric wary to continue on, but he was committed to doing it.

They separated from the group trouping back to the barracks, dodging through mages and their bonds to reach the wolfkin and wood elves that they'd rescued. Only now the group was much larger, with representatives of every race included in the group.

Well, that's one thing going for the Shadowfang Brotherhood, they're not racist, Aldric thought.

"Hello, Cordelia!" Aldric waved to the wolfkin.

She narrowed her eyes at his approach, but didn't recoil. "Good morning, Mage Ironheart."

"Magus," Ember corrected.

"Who cares?"

The wolfkin and dark elf stared daggers at one another.

"Ember, enough," Aldric said, pulling her back. Ember continued to scowl but she moved behind him. "Sorry, anyway, I just wanted to see how you were doing. Were the accommodations provided good?"

"They were..." Cordelia looked like she bit into a bitter piece of food. "Very good. Your Academy does have very good rooms."

"Good, I'm glad. How was recovery? Your group didn't sustain too much torture, correct?"

"Correct, there wasn't much for us to recover from. Given the state of the others you found, that is a very small miracle."

"Yeah, that was fucked up." Aldric shook his head.

"Just another reason to never trust a mage," Cordelia cursed and spat on the ground.

Ember, Nadia, and Sha'gar all growled at the woman, but she met their anger with her own withering glare.

"Wait...Cordy!" Zach suddenly said.

"Cordy? No one fucking calls me tha–" Cordelia rolled her eyes and scoffed, but when she looked at who spoke her eyes went wide and she gaped, unable to form words for a moment. "Z...Zachary?"

Zach ran at the other wolfkin, slamming into her and holding her tight. "I can't believe it," his voice wavered and Aldric knew enough to know Zach was crying.

"Wh-what?" Was all Cordelia could get out for several long minutes. But Zach didn't move an inch, latching on to the other wolfkin and not letting go.

Thom stood tall, for once not hunching over. And Aldric was surprised to see tears forming in the avian's eyes as well.

"Can someone fill me in?" Aldric asked.

"Of course," Thom said, trying to stay calm. The looking of understanding was spreading across his face. When he spoke, he couldn’t hold back the wonder in his voice. "Many years ago, Love Bond Zach lived in Onyxpaw Village with his brother and sister. Cordelia, was his sister’s name. One day he and his parents were out for a stroll in the woods where they lived. Some hunters saw them, and thinking the family was a family of werewolves, killed them–"

"No!" Cordelia screamed, prying herself out of Zach's arms and storming up to Thom's face. "That's not what happened, my older brother told me exactly what he saw. They were cut down by mages! They were killed in cold blood for being wolfkin. My parents and my little brother...Zachary."

Everyone looked between the two, and it was like a lux spell went off in his mind and Aldric realized the surname Blackfang was Zach's name. And the two looked so alike it was odd he didn't realize it sooner.

"Wait, Zach." Jordan stepped forward. "We know this story. You were abandoned by your family."

"No, stop spreading lies!" Cordelia rounded on Jordan with her fists raised. The wolfkin couldn't hurt Jordan, but the threat was enough. Aldric's bonds all came to Jordan's defense, ready to calm the wolfkin down if need be.

Worse yet, was that her yelling was attracting the attention of other people. First the other villagers were watching in not-so-subtle interest. And then Aldric saw Gabrith and Ulisos standing behind the group. He subtly shook his head and they both nodded in understanding.

"Cordy," Zach sniffled. "I was there, I wasn't killed. The hunters...they made a mistake. They weren't educated and hadn't met any wolfkin before and reacted in fear."

"No! Shut up! My brother died!"

"Cordy, listen!" Zach screamed and forcibly turned her to look at him. He used his bond strength to do so, causing her to almost stumble in shock, but he grabbed her shoulders and held her there. "It's me. It's hard to tell, it's been fifteen years. But I'm still me. Zach Blackfang, from Onyxpaw village. My parents were Tiberius and Ophelia Blackfang. I also had a sister, Cordelia Blackfang, and a brother, Sandor Blackfang."

Cordelia screamed and fell to her knees in front of Zach. "How? How? How? He said...he saw your...HE BROUGHT BACK YOUR BODY!"

"Who?"

"Sandor."

A shadow of anger flicked over Zach's face. Aldric had never truly seen Zach angry. Miffed and upset, sure, but not raging mad. Zach also refused to talk about his past. Only revealing that his family had been killed and he was left alone and orphaned. Zach liked to hide his true feelings behind his jokes, choosing instead to make his friends laugh instead of facing anything. In doing so, Aldric was now guessing that he had been repressing a pain, masking it with obnoxious, often annoying, humor.

Aldric always thought it was strange for a people with a pack mentality to not take Zach in after he was orphaned, but the holes in his story were slowly being filled in.

Rage ran through Zach, the wolfkin man balled his hands into fists and he looked like he wanted to punch something.

"Sandor's the reason I wasn't welcomed back to the pack! He said that I had dishonored the family by getting them killed! He killed the hunters, while they begged for forgiveness and offered their homes and gold in payment. He killed them in cold blood. He said the pack would never allow me back after that and left me to die alone in the forest!"

Cordelia's eyes snapped open, and she looked up at Zach. "What?"

"Sandor left me to die! If it wasn't for a mage and her bonds finding me, I would be dead," Zach yelled.

"But that can't be, it just can't be. Whose body did he bring then? Why did he say it was mages?"

"I don't know. I was too young to understand, barely six years old. All I knew was that I had just seen my mother and father killed, my brother appeared moments later, killed the people who killed them, and then disowned and abandoned me!"

"Wait," Kasumi interrupted. "He showed up right after your parents were killed?"

"My memory isn't the best on exact timings, but yeah, pretty much," Zach replied.

"Are your family elders in the village?"

"I don't know, I know dad was important, but I don't know much else."

"Yes," Cordelia said, finally bringing herself upright. She launched a hug at Zach and held on to him for several minutes. When she finally released him, she had fresh tears in her eyes, but the anger was back. "My brother is one of the village elders. A position he took up once my parents were killed."

"Convenient," Ember muttered.

"Yes, this is most suspicious," Sha'gar said with a grunt.

"I don't know if I believe your story, but you are my brother," Cordelia said. "You have dad's face, and mom's eyes. I...I can't believe Sandor would do this just for power. He's always been a dick, but this and so long ago?"

"What kind of elder is he?" Kasumi pressed for more information. Aldric could feel her getting excited and forming connections in her mind. "Good, bad, indifferent."

"Effective," Cordelia answered. "He uses my parents’ senseless death to push an anti-mage agenda in the village. We no longer allow anyone to be tested, and when the dwarves came to recruit for their group, he was the first to encourage us to go. Specifically telling me...to...go..." she spoke, but with each successive word she realized the implications of what they each meant.

Her brother had set her up.

"That mother fucker!" She screamed.

Just at that moment Ulisos popped into existence next to Cordelia and Zach. Everyone around shrunk back and stayed far away from the old mage. Even the non-mages of the Empire had been told many, many stories of his power.

"Good morning, my friends. I couldn't help but overhear your discussion. You said your name is Cordelia Blackfang, correct, young lady?"

"Uh," she gulped, "yes, sir."

"Good! And you're Zachary Blackfang, bond to a Mage Thom Wainwright?"

"Yes sir," Zach meekly replied.

"Very good! Congratulations on finding each other after all this time. That is truly a miracle."

"Yes, it is sir."

"Well, Zachary I apologize but I must insist that you and your mage accompany me on my journey to the villages. I believe your presence would be most helpful. And it will give you ample time to catch up on the last fifteen years of your lives."

"Uh...yes..." Zach stammered.

Thom looked like he was going to faint just by the Imperial Grand Magus knowing and addressing him by name.

"Wonderful! We will depart once all the counterspells are performed. I do not wish to delay this trip any further, but this must unfortunately take precedence."

"Yes, of course sir," Zach responded, regaining a bit of his courage.

"Splendid!" Ulisos said and clapped his hands together. Suddenly his head snapped to the left and his eyes filled with fear. "Ah, bugger. My bonds found me. I thought I fooled them sufficiently this time. I must away. Good luck!"

Ulisos poofed out of existence just as quickly as he had come, leaving everyone who saw him flabbergasted. Even more so when five very angry older women came barreling over, looking like they were ready for a fight.

They homed in on Aldric immediately.

"Where is he?" One of them demanded.

"I don't know, he was just here, but then he teleported out."

"Ugggh, he knows not to do this!"

"We should stab him, that'll teach him."

"Oh my gods, Belinda, we can't just stab away every problem. Seven hundred years of this shit!"

"Yes, shut up, Belinda."

"Fuck sake, no one cares, Belinda."

The bonds, who all looked like they could each take down an army and who all stood with such poise and integrity, bickered endlessly as they ran off back where they came from, looking for their mage.

"Oh Goddess," Ember muttered. "That's going to be us some day, isn't it?"

"One can hope," Aldric proclaimed and grinned at her. She rolled her eyes and turned away from him, but he saw the smile on her face.

"Wait," Cordelia spoke up. "You bonded a mage? And a male?"

"Yes." Zach stood proudly, hooking his arm through Thom's and pulling the avian mage closer.

"Oh."

There was an awkward silence for a moment. "Sorry, I don't care that you're gay. I should have led with that," Cordelia said after a time.

Zach and Thom breathed a sigh of relief. Even at the Academy they had received stares and looks that weren't all friendly. Aldric knew they did their best to ignore it, but it must have been difficult for them.

"I care who you bonded. Look at him, he barely has muscles! I think I'm stronger than him!" A wolfish grin spread across her face.

"I'll have you know he's the strongest gay mage in history," Zach answered her. "At least as far as I know."

"Um, actually, there was a notable gay mage around fifteen hundred years ago named Jonatis Eltinous," Jordan answered. They all looked at her. "What? I looked it up."

"What's with the name?" Aldric laughed.

"Oh, yeah, totally weird name right, Aldric," Ember teased.

"You're one to talk, Ember."

"Ember's a name!"

"So is Aldric!"

"No, it's not!"

Aldric and Ember got closer and closer to each other with each sentence. Ember looked like she was either going to hit him or kiss him, and he was genuinely unsure as to which it would be. Stupidly, that made him excited.

Jordan rolled her eyes. "Names were different back then. They've evolved slightly. He had three bonds and lived to the ripe old age of three hundred and fifty."

"Ohh, interesting. You got some work to do babe!" Zach tugged on Thom's arm.

"Ow, yes, of course Love Bond Zach," the avian squawked.

"We've gotten slightly off track," Kasumi said, pulling Aldric and Ember apart. "Cordelia, Zach, we'll leave you two to catch up. But, please, let us know before you leave for the villages. We'd love to see you off."

"We will. Thank you, Kasumi," Zach yelled.

Cordelia turned to Aldric and his bonds. "Wait, I didn't properly thank you, since I was up my own ass with hatred for mages. Thank you, Magus Ironheart and Bonds. Thank you for rescuing me, not only to save me from a life of servitude to those bastards, but also for reuniting me with my brother."

She bowed low, garnering a gasp from the other villagers, but she ignored them.

"No, please, don't bow. It was only right."

"Fine." She straightened up. "We will make sure to see you before we leave. Good day."

"Good day."

Aldric and his bonds left Cordelia, Zach, and Thom behind. The three of them had enough to talk about without Aldric and his bonds getting in the way.

They caught up with Lorn and relayed what happened, and even the orcs were torn between happiness that the siblings had been reunited and anger that someone had split them on purpose for no reason other than to gain power.

They made their way to the mess hall and sat down at their normal table. Kasumi and She'lar volunteered to go get food for everyone.

With them gone, Ghorza and Ur'rog sat next to Sha'gar, and the three orcs entered a discussion about weapons and how best to subdue their enemies.

Aldric didn't fully appreciate just how much Sha'gar knew about weapons and the art of killing. It made sense though, given her culture and how good at winning tournaments she was before they bonded.

He knew she knew a lot, obviously, and she was more than adept during battle, but the passion with which she spoke on the subject warmed his heart. Sha'gar needed the interaction with other orcs sometimes, he realized. Nadia and even Aelania were always willing to talk weapons, but no one truly appreciates the ways of death in battle as much as an orc.

Nadia and Jordan were deep in a discussion about what to do next, Jordan wanted to eat and go back to sleep. Nadia wanted to eat, go to bed, and then go to sleep. They were discussing, at great lengths, the benefit of both.

"Oh my gods, Jor, I cannot believe you don't agree with me. The sleep after sex is the best!" Nadia cried.

"I do agree, but it’s still early and exams have been canceled so classes don't matter, we can sleep now and have more energy for sex!" Jordan decreed.

"Do I get a say?" Aldric asked.

"No!" Both yelled.

After that he turned away from their conversation and looked at Lorn. The orc smiled a big toothy and tusky smile. "It's amazing, isn't it?"

"What?"

"The fact that either of us found anyone who would talk like that, and mean it," Lorn chuckled.

"Yeah, I know what you mean." Aldric's gaze drifted over to Ember and Aelania who were having a hushed discussion. Ember noticed him looking and gave him the finger, then returned to the conversation.

Aldric chuckled at that. She was odd, and for some reason he found that endearing.

"That one's an odd duck, but to each their own," Lorn laughed a loud booming laugh.

"You're not wrong. But I think she fits."

"Good. Good. And Sha'gar is good?"

"Yes, brother," Aldric said and grinned. "Sha's great."

"Good, because strongest mage ever or not, if you hurt her, I'd have hurt you," Lorn's voice got low, and his expression turned serious.

"Yes, I know Lorn. I will never do anything to hurt her."

"Good!" The orc brightened again and laughed to himself.

Kasumi and She'lar came back with their food a moment later, carrying enough trays to feed an army. Or in this case, five orcs and Aldric, all of whom had voracious appetites. Plus, Aldric's other bonds who had normal eating habits.

They ate and talked and drank a little for the better part of an hour. After a while, though, they had to go their separate ways. Nadia, Jordan, and Kasumi wanted to sleep; Sha'gar and Aelania wanted to get their morning workout in; and Ember wanted to explore the library they had set up. Aldric weighed his options, and given how new everything was with Ember, he decided to join her. Besides, he was in the middle of one of the best books he'd ever read. The main character was fighting a multi-headed dragon that, whenever one head was cut off, two would spring up in its place. It was interesting, he wasn't sure how the hero would defeat it.

They said their goodbyes to Lorn and his bonds and went back out into the lobby.

"Bond McKinley," Brandeis said, as they passed by his desk.

Fear spiked through her bond. Aldric had forgotten all about it, with everything that was happening. But they couldn't ignore Nadia’s parents anymore.

"Yes, sir," Nadia muttered and cautiously approached the officer.

"There's a letter for you." He produced a very thin envelope.

Nadia took it and started breathing heavy. "Al," she looked up at him with a pleading look. "I can't. C-can you?"

"Of course." Though he wasn't sure he could either.

He opened the envelope, slipped the paper inside out of it, and flipped it open.

The note simply had two words written on it: "Time's up."

The End

Aldric and Bonds will return in

Mystic Knight: Unforgotten
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