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    This book goes out to Samuel L Jackson 
 
    for being a true man of culture 
 
      
 
    He sits at home and reads books, you know 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1
[image: ]  
 
   I t was a time of great change in Midgardia. Some changes were broadly seen as positive, but many feared that most of it was for the worst. Old treaties and pacts that had been forged over the centuries had begun to overlap in such a way that it was increasingly difficult to navigate the political landscape. The whispers of war were growing louder. 
 
    The nation of Terth had been on good terms with its neighbors for decades without being forced into any major military engagements. This was a point of pride for its people, from the lowest peasant to the King himself. However, Terth was in an increasingly uncomfortable position: it would need to choose a side in a conflict that could very well swallow up everything—if they chose wrongly. In order to be ready, the royal throne had requested that the military be bolstered with more of its elite units: The Summoners.  
 
    Vulkswain’s School for Summoners was the foremost authority on the strange realms of the Outer Spheres and the mysterious entities that lived amongst them. Summoners forged bonds with these entities, or else bound them against their will to do the Summoner’s bidding. Anyone in the surrounding counties who had a lick of talent for the art was tested by the faculty of Vulkswain’s, in the hopes of attracting more students who would go on to be commissioned officers in the Kingdom’s military.  
 
    All eyes were on Vulkswain’s, as even those without a talent for magic knew that it would be the might of the Summoners that would eventually be called upon to keep them all safe from the coming war.  
 
    None of that mattered to Samuel Eamon as he adjusted the cravat under the collar of his white shirt. It was the only real splash of color in his ensemble—a nice vibrant blue that matched the chroma of his eyes. Once the tightness was to his liking, he adjusted his collar once more before running his fingers through sandy blond hair that shone like gold in the light of the sun. Satisfied with the part and the sheen, he double-checked the buttons of his shirt, smoothing out even the most minor wrinkles in the fabric. He absolutely needed to look his best today.  
 
    “Lord Samuel,” called an older man’s voice from the other side of the door, “Are you up? It’s nearly time.”  
 
    “Come in, Wilson,” Samuel answered without taking his eyes off the mirror. A moment later the latch on the door clicked and his middle-aged valet entered, removing his hat as he crossed the threshold.  
 
    “Still preening, are we, young master?” the valet asked dryly. It was the kind of thing most servants would never have dared to say to their Lords, but which was often the norm between the two when behind closed doors. Wilson was forthright with most people and, being that he had been with Samuel since his childhood, the young man was no exception, even now at the majority age of twenty.  
 
    “You know me,” Samuel chuckled, “dress to impress, as they say.” 
 
    “It’s simply another exam,” the older man advised. “It might not be necessary to be quite so formal.”  
 
    “Perhaps,” the younger man admitted as he turned to face the valet. “Humor me anyway. How does this look?”  
 
    Wilson took a moment to look the young man over, giving him a sincere appraisal with keen, dusky eyes, “Very smart, m’lord.”  
 
    Samuel snapped his fingers happily and turned to grab his cloak, which had been hanging by the window from the post of his rather large bed. Though he had remained at the academy nearly every day of his training, the son of a duke was still afforded some of the luxuries of home. Besides the obvious statement that having a personal valet represented, the interior of his well-decorated room and its various furnishings made it abundantly clear who and what he was…to everyone. 
 
    “You’re awfully sprightly this morning,” Wilson observed as he took a moment to locate the shoes the young man would be wearing and gave them a quick shine.  
 
    “Of course!” Samuel beamed. “It’s the day I’ve been waiting for since I walked through Vulkswain’s front doors. Today’s the day that I finally get my certification and become a fully realized Summoner.”  
 
    “Your father will be proud,” Wilson praised as he finished one shoe and moved on to the next.  
 
    Samuel glanced over at the portrait of his father hanging over the mantle as he felt a brief pang of worry in his chest. He’d not seen his father in some time—the duties of the Duke were extensive, especially in times like these. But he knew that once he had his certification in hand he would be able to join his father, travel with him, and learn what would come next in his life.  
 
    Everything came down to this exam. Once it was all behind Samuel, he would be able to take his rightful place in the world the way his family had always intended. On the far side of the courtyard, the bells in the tower began to toll.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get a move on,” Wilson said, handing the shoes over for the young man to hastily put on. Once they were laced up tightly, Samuel gave himself a final appraisal in the mirror before donning his cloak. There was a saying among the commoners about dressing for the job you wanted that he felt rang true no matter who you were.  
 
    While most of the sprawling grounds of the school were fairly modern, the place where the Proving would occur was decidedly not. It was a tradition to perform the exams in the old, decrepit dungeons of centuries ago. The organization of Summoners known as the Mysterium was famous for its strict adherence to tradition, even as it continued to adapt to the changing times around it.  
 
    The doors to the Cloister of Proof were still closed when Samuel arrived. This mercifully meant that all the time he’d spent getting ready had not made him tardy. He approached the ancient doors, carved with intricate depictions of various Outsiders from the Outer Spheres, as three of his instructors emerged from one of the side corridors. With them were their respective familiars.  
 
    Professor Shizira was a Weald Watcher Summoner, specializing in wood and plant life, though she had demonstrated several times that this was by no means something she was restricted to. She was an elf who, despite appearing to be in her late twenties, was likely a century older. Students often made a game of trying to guess her age, but made certain to do so far away from her keen, pointy ears.  
 
    Shizira was often rather stoic, which made her moments of anger all the more startling. Her long blonde hair was tied into a bun on the back of her head while her eyes, which sparkled like emeralds, scanned Samuel’s attire with distinct approval. With her was a raccoon familiar, a creature with mossy fur and dark, inquisitive eyes.  
 
    Next to her stood Professor Rowley, standing almost two heads shorter than the elf. The Wind Rider was in her forties, but often behaved like she was still in her late teens. She was known among the students for wearing her emotions on her sleeve, as well as an ample bust that could be seen bouncing bountifully as she ran up and down the halls throughout the week, always rushing to something or another.  
 
    The professor was the object of many students’ fantasies over the years. The only thing kinder than her in the world was perhaps her cat familiar, a creature with fluffy, feathery fur that weaved its way between Samuel’s legs as it purred noisily.  
 
    Last, towering over the other two, was Professor Uffea. The Earth Talker had been a shaman of the north for years before she had come to Terth and obtained her certification.  
 
    She was one of the few regular members of faculty who held the rank of High Summoner, though she often asked students not to refer to her as such. Many regarded her as a strict ball-breaker, but she had somehow developed a soft spot for the duke’s son early into his training—a fact that irritated many of his classmates.  
 
    Samuel had always been genuine and respectful with her, and he supposed that must have been what had won her over. Like Rowley, she was middle-aged but with a voluptuous build that had even caught Samuel’s notice from time to time. At her side was the large, lumbering bear that served as her familiar, its body encrusted with stone plates.  
 
    “You’re looking sharp,” Shizira remarked, “Hoping to make a good impression?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Samuel answered with a wide, toothy grin, unable to contain his excitement.  
 
    “Try to curb your enthusiasm,” Uffea cautioned, “You don’t want to get ahead of yourself. You’ve not completed the Proving just yet.”  
 
    “Nonsense!” Rowley scoffed, waving the much-taller woman off, “Don’t frighten the poor boy. He’s going to do splendidly!”  
 
    The young man straightened his expression and shook his head, though. “No. She’s right. I need to remain focused until it’s all over. There will be plenty of time to celebrate later.”  
 
    Shizira and Uffea exchanged glances before giving Samuel nods of approval. He had to assure them that he wasn’t going to trip at the finish line now that he had come all this way. He’d been nothing but completely dedicated to the craft of Summoning for years, as far back as he could remember. It was in his blood, practically part of the title his family carried. He didn’t just want to become a Summoner—he needed to. He had to. Failure simply wasn’t an option.  
 
    “Will you be in the gallery?” Samuel asked, his eyes darting between them. Normally, Apprentices weren’t aware of the identities of most of the people in the gallery, or even those who would be sitting in judgment of them. It was a tradition meant to preserve a degree of impartiality, but usually it didn’t take a genius to figure out who some of the individuals would be.  
 
    Professor Rowley nodded emphatically, “Of course! I wouldn’t miss this for the world, Samuel.”  
 
    “Have you a plan for your approach to the ritual?” Uffea asked, changing the subject.  
 
    “I do,” Samuel answered, though he offered no additional details. If she was going to be a little coy, then he could be too. It’s not as though the answers wouldn’t be made plain shortly.  
 
    From beyond the doors came the deafening sound of a gong, signaling for the Apprentice Summoner to prepare his entrance. The three professors each wished Samuel good luck, with Professor Rowley even getting a little teary-eyed as she threw her arms around him to embrace him. He put the softness of her warm, ample chest out of his mind in order to remain focused on the task at hand. After the three vanished down the corridor they had emerged from, the doors in front of him opened.  
 
    Samuel glanced back at Wilson for a final nod of encouragement. The valet had remained as silent as the grave the entire time he had been speaking with his professors. As casual as their relationship often was, the man knew to mind his manners in public, lest he cast his lord in a bad light.  
 
    “Good luck, m’lord,” the man said quietly, his posture straight and still like a soldier at attention.  
 
    “Thank you, Wilson,” Samuel replied, just above a whisper, before stepping into the darkness of the Cloister of Proving beyond the doors.  
 
    After he had gone several steps in total darkness, magical lights overhead began to slowly illuminate, casting a well-lit circle onto the floor below. Samuel stepped into the circle, knowing what to expect from the countless hours of preparation he had done for this single moment.  
 
    “Lord Samuel Eamon, son of Duke Eamon,” a strong, clear male voice addressed him from somewhere beyond the circle. “You stand here an Apprentice Summoner, seeking to become a fully licensed Summoner. Do you believe yourself ready for the Proving?”  
 
    “I do!” Samuel answered confidently, despite his heart threatening to leap out of his chest. Up until now he had experienced only anticipation for this moment, but now that the words were being spoken and he stood here at the precipice, he was actually quite jittery.  
 
    “Excellent,” the voice acknowledged. “Then it is time for you to call your familiar. What creature have you chosen?” 
 
    “For my familiar, I have chosen the rabbit,” Samuel stated confidently, though he had very nearly used the word ‘bunny’ instead of ‘rabbit.’ There was a sort of quiet that answered him from the darkness for a long, agonizing moment.  
 
    Many Apprentices made the mistake of initially shooting too high. It was incredibly common for a hopeful Apprentice Summoner to fail the proving the first time for exactly this reason, rejoining the student body as a mere Caller rather than a fully-realized Summoner.  
 
    But Samuel had given it a lot of consideration and thought. He wanted something simpler, something he could keep with him regardless of where he went. He regarded Uffea highly, but he had to imagine that walking around with a bear in some places had to be more than a little inconvenient.  
 
    The silence was broken by the sound of Rowley whispering somewhere in the gallery beyond the light. She was explaining the mystical significance of the rabbit to someone. It was impossible to tell if it was one of the other professors, or the person who had been addressing him this whole time. Fertility, sensitivity, and haste were among the things that he heard her say before someone shushed her abruptly.  
 
    “Very well,” the male voice finally said, “You may begin.”  
 
    Another circle of light illuminated a table to Samuel’s right. On the table were all the things that a Summoner would need to call an Outsider, the creatures who lived in the Outer Spheres beyond the physical world. The process was intricate and complex, no matter how simple he told himself he had made things. Even something like a rabbit would require significant energy to reach and bring forth into the world.  
 
    Approaching the table, Samuel took quick stock of what they had provided him. There were many standard components, as well as some more exotic ones for Apprentices who felt they might try for a specific sphere to pull from. Some thought of themselves as hotshot Flame Sculptors or whimsical Wave Shapers already, and would aim to draw from the Spheres aligned with that element. Again, this often led to numerous failures, as students tried to tell the familiar what it must be rather than let the familiar choose its own form. It was about knowing oneself and one’s own limitations, surrendering to the will of the Spheres and accepting what your first Outsider saw in you. It would, after all, be the companion that remained at your side for the rest of your life.  
 
    Samuel was going with a safer approach, picking components for something a bit more generalized. Once he had what he needed in hand, he returned to the first lit circle and slowly knelt down on the stone floor. Here he began to draw his circle, carefully measuring it out to ensure the energies would be circulated and bound correctly. He paused to glance into the dark when he heard whispering. It stopped as soon as the whisperer noticed he was looking in their direction. Sounded like Professor Rowley again.  
 
    Focusing his attention back to the circle, he continued to work, drawing a secondary circle within the first and then carefully measuring out the lines he would need for the array. Despite his stated goal of a rabbit and his intentions to keep things simple, Samuel never half-assed a summoning circle. Ever. That was how many cocky Summoners had met their ends and how many Apprentices had failed the proving as well. By keeping the objective simple but the execution detailed and sophisticated, Samuel hoped to obtain his ideal familiar on the first try.  
 
    After the lines were drawn and secondary nodes added to the array, Samuel placed his components. Standing up and stepping out of the circle, he checked and double-checked the array. Satisfied that everything looked good, he circled back around to the other side and placed his hands out to begin the recitation that would kick off the ritual.  
 
    The words rang out clear and true, despite it being a language that was only spoken by a small portion of the entire population for the sole purpose of magic. It was the language of the spheres and, when spoken aloud, carried mystical weight that echoed forth beyond this world into the next.  
 
    Each completed phrase brought greater power with it, which could be felt tangibly in the air even by someone without a drop of magic in their blood. It was like knowing when a storm was coming, or when someone was standing behind you in a dark room—it was pure instinct, the kind that made the hairs on the back of your neck stand on end. With each repetition of the words, they grew louder, despite the fact that he’d not raised his voice in the slightest. Wind gathered. The ground shook. The lights flickered.  
 
    And then nothing.  
 
    He’d spoken the final phrase of the spell, and he had been certain that he had felt something. But there was nothing there in the circle. For a moment his heart sank when suddenly the lights flickered once more and went out entirely. Despite the lights being of a magical nature, it was as though someone had simply blown them out like a candle. Was that normal?  
 
    A few words of magic were spoken from the dark and the lights reignited, though this time the gallery was lit as well. There were more people by far in attendance than he had expected, all of them staring unblinkingly down at his summoning circle. Slowly, his gaze followed theirs.  
 
    There, in the center of the circle, was an unexpectedly humanoid figure of decidedly female shape. The creature’s legs were long and powerful, her eyes like shining rubies, and her skin as white and pure as the driven snow. On her back was a pair of large black wings like that of a bat, and atop her head, poking through her milky white hair, were long rabbit ears. Were it not for the simple leather bindings around her ample breasts and the long cloth that hung between her sinfully thick thighs, the creature would have been standing before them completely naked.  
 
    The Outsider said nothing and remained motionless save for her eyes darting around at the individuals looking on in dumbstruck awe. Finally, the red eyes settled on Samuel and narrowed slightly, seemingly just as confused as he was with the turn that events had taken. It was so silent within the Cloister of Proving that he could have heard a ghost queef.  
 
    “Uhm,” Professor Rowley interjected hesitantly. “Congratulations on your familiar, Samuel…”  
 
    Samuel’s brow furrowed as he looked up at the woman giving him an awkward thumbs-up with both hands before his eyes went back to the creature staring at him from the circle. He couldn’t be certain, but had he somehow just summoned some kind of…succubus?  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2[image: ] 
 
   A n awkward silence had draped itself over the chamber, creating an atmosphere so uncomfortable that Samuel wanted to crawl right out of his skin. Each of the people gathered in the gallery above stared down at him as if he was the one that would have the answers to the situation—admittedly a reasonable assumption.  
 
    But he didn’t have any answers. He couldn’t think of what to do or say. His gaze shifted continuously between them and the oddly sexy bunny girl standing in the circle before he tried the only thing he could think of. 
 
    “Who are you?” Samuel asked the creature. “What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    The creature stared back at him wordlessly. Though it looked mostly human, those large eyes, along with the ears and wings, were most assuredly not human. It made no indication that it even understood what he was saying for the moment. 
 
    “Lord Eamon,” the headmaster began, his voice jerking Samuel out of his stupor. “What is the name by which your familiar will be known?” 
 
    Samuel stared wide-eyed at the bearded man before slowly looking down at the circle. A keen eye could have spotted the name within the circle itself—it was part of the array, after all. But part of the ceremony was announcing the familiar, declaring its name for all to hear. The only problem with this was that Samuel had chosen the name when trying to summon a rabbit. Not a rabbit girl, just a regular magical rabbit from the Outer Spheres. 
 
    He opened his mouth to answer but found that the name just didn’t want to come. His face grew hot with embarrassment as he became keenly aware of the fact that all eyes were on him. Taking a deep breath, he resolved to speak the answer firmly and clearly. 
 
    “Snowball,” Samuel croaked pathetically. 
 
    “What was that, Lord Eamon?” The headmaster asked, leaning forward over the railing of the gallery. 
 
    Samuel cleared his throat before speaking up with a confidence he certainly didn’t feel. “Snowball, Headmaster. My familiar’s name is Snowball.” 
 
    Rowley snorted somewhere in the gallery before catching an elbow from someone else. Samuel kept his eyes fixed upon the creature in the circle as the heat from his face spread all the way to his ears. He knew which part of the process came next, and he wasn’t at all ready for it. It was time for him to be left alone with the creature, completely isolated from everyone else. The isolation was to become a time of bonding for the two of them, a process that would solidify her as his new familiar and allow him to call her again at any time in the future—should the bonding succeed. 
 
    Samuel grunted with irritation. He was already beginning to think of the creature as a “she” rather than an “it.” Blurring lines like this with a summoned entity that looked like she did was not something that would serve him well in the slightest.  
 
    Above him, the headmaster spoke less to him, and more to the rest of the room as the process moved along. There was a separate chamber, off of this one, where the isolation and bonding would occur. He would have to remain with her for roughly twenty-four hours before they could come to retrieve him. He would have to remain focused on her and their bond for that entire time. If she slipped back to where she came from, he would fail his Proving. It was exceedingly rare for someone to fail at this point in the process, but when it did happen, it became a cautionary tale shared in hushed whispers. 
 
    The headmaster spoke a word of magic in a booming voice, causing the doors to the isolation chamber to open seemingly of their own accord. Samuel looked down at the summoning circle as he placed his foot close to the outer barrier of it. His gaze shifted to the succubus creature inside it, “You’re to come with me—is that understood?” 
 
    Again, she only stared back at him. He had a vague sense of her confusion in the back of his mind, which was an interesting sensation. His own feelings on the situation were complex enough as it was, but now he had another set of emotions to consider. 
 
    “I’m going to break the circle,” Samuel explained, leaning down to point directly at the line, “And then you will come with me.” He tried to gesture in a way that she might understand. 
 
    Snowball’s eyes went down to the line when he pointed, then looked back up at him, staring expectantly. He was about to speak louder, with more spacing between his words, the way people always seemed to try when there was a language barrier, when she finally nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Samuel whispered as he returned the nod. “That’s good. Good…job, I guess.” 
 
    With the bottom of his foot, he rubbed out a gap in the line. All of the magic that had been held within the complex array began to falter and fade. The invisible pillar of binding that had formed shimmered in the air before slowly fading out of sight once again.  
 
    He moved on to the next ring in the array and rubbed a gap out of that one as well. With a brief crackle, the gathered magic dispersed harmlessly into the chamber, slowly leaking out of this plane of existence through the innumerable cracks in reality to return to whence it came. 
 
    Those gathered in the gallery were already beginning to file out through exits on their level, leaving him and Snowball to make their way to the isolation chamber. Usually, Samuel would be polite and offer a lady his hand when leading her somewhere…but she wasn’t a typical lady. She wasn’t even human, despite how she may have looked. Samuel did his best not to spend too much time looking. Every aspect of her body seemed to be expertly crafted for purposes most charitably described as “sinful.” 
 
    Instead, he waved vaguely for her to follow as he trudged across the chamber to the waiting doors, unaware of how long they might remain open for him.  
 
    The isolation chamber was much smaller than the chamber used for the Proving. It was also more comfortable, though only slightly. There was a soft carpet instead of bare stone, and instead of furniture, pillows had been strewn about the floor. On the far side of the room was a low table with a wide array of food and drink for the both of them, all set out on platters. He wondered if this, in itself, was a test. There was no bathroom in here, so any relieving of himself he would have to do would be in front of his familiar. 
 
    Snowball crossed the room to look over the food, her nose twitching and sniffing in a distinctly rabbit-like way. Behind him, the heavy stone doors to the chamber slid closed, with another set of heavier doors slamming shut in the distance. Everything was closed up now. It was just him and Snowball for the next twenty-four hours. 
 
    Samuel flopped down on one of the most-oversized pillows available, letting a long exasperated sigh escape him in the process. He ran a hand through his hair, completely disregarding all the time he’d put into looking his best earlier that morning. “Fantastic,” he grumbled. 
 
    Snowball’s ear twitched before she turned her head to look at him. Her expression turned curious, thinking he was attempting to communicate with her again. 
 
    “Sorry. Wasn’t talking to you,” Samuel grumbled as he slumped. “Go ahead and eat. I’m not hungry.” 
 
    With a wave of his hand, Snowball returned to her inspection of the table with all of the food. With another deep breath, Samuel closed his eyes to focus his thoughts on the delicate connection between him and his new familiar. It existed as a thin thread between them in his mind; though fragile, it didn’t appear to be under any strain.  
 
    Sometimes, a familiar’s own nature would compel it to resist or tug at the thread. Either it resented being summoned or was scared by the surroundings it suddenly found itself in. In rare cases, the familiar found the Summoner’s personality utterly antithetical to its own and would actively rebel until the connection was broken. Thankfully, none of that seemed to be a problem for him at the moment. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, Snowball was hunched over the table on all fours, her shapely humanoid ass wiggling from side to side, the fluff of her bunny tail twitching. She rifled through a plate of vegetables, stuffing a few of them into her mouth with a thoughtful look, as if testing the flavors for the first time. Samuel couldn’t help but chuckle a little at the strange child-like wonder she was showing over a plate of produce. Again, her ears twitched as she looked over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “Sorry,” Samuel apologized as he waved a hand with a laugh. “You just…um…” She stared back at him blankly, his chuckle of amusement swiftly becoming an awkward one of embarrassment. “Nevermind.” 
 
    With a sharp sniff of her nose, Snowball returned to the food, methodically testing each item one by one. Samuel closed his eyes to return his focus on the taut but weak connecting thread that was strung between them. His training had taught him that it required intense focus to maintain the connection, that the thread should feel strong and sturdy like a silk rope by the time everything was over. But the thread was not strengthening, nor did it seem to require his focus for its continued existence. 
 
    Samuel had no idea what that meant. He hadn’t read of anything like it. Judging by the looks he had received from those gathered in the gallery, nothing about this situation was normal. He imagined that the faculty had already assembled to discuss the predicament, as something like a succubus should have been far and away beyond his current level of skill to be able to call.  
 
    That is, if she actually was a succubus. It was the distinct impression that he got from her, but he’d never heard of a succubus looking so inspired by a rabbit in its appearance. He liked to think that he had prepared himself for everything possible to him regarding the subtle variations that summons could take, but this was a surprise. 
 
    In his mind’s eye, he imagined running his finger along the thread to test its tautness. As he did, he felt a distinct tingle run through his hand. The feeling brought a smile to his face as he followed the thread’s length. The farther along the thread he moved, the stronger the feelings of his familiar became in his mind.  
 
    Intensely interested in this development, he moved a little further and found that Snowball was absolutely ravenous. There was a hunger inside of her that was so prevalent that it shifted quickly from the back of his mind to the very front. It was difficult to describe, as it wasn’t just a hunger for food but rather for some other nourishment he couldn’t quite place. 
 
    Whatever it was, it set his stomach to rumbling as if it were his own hunger. He pulled back along the thread, easing away from her feelings as gently as possible for fear of putting too much strain on the connection. His stomach continued to growl despite returning to his own end of the thread.  
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t just her, after all. Perhaps he had been hungry before and just hadn’t realized it amid all of the confusion and embarrassment of his Proving. He considered grabbing something from the table to snack on, but he had to ensure he wouldn’t overdo it. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, Snowball was mere inches from his nose, staring at him expectantly. Samuel leaned back an inch or so from the succubus as a sudden blush filled his cheeks. “Eh, excuse me?” 
 
    He couldn’t help the wandering of his eyes, which slipped down her slender neck to the swell of her breasts beneath the rudimentary cloth that barely preserved her modesty. He swallowed hard as he tried desperately not to imagine the softness of them in his hands, juxtaposed against the firmness of her nipples as he— 
 
    Snowball shoved an apple in his face, immediately breaking his train of thought. He stared at her in surprise before slowly reaching up with one hand to take it. “Did… you sense that I was hungry?” 
 
    The familiar pursed her lips thoughtfully, the feeling of which came through their connection very clearly. He tilted his head to the side before offering her a smile.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Though she had no understanding of his words, she did understand the general feeling of gratitude that he shared. This was much more in line with Samuel’s studies. A Summoner and a familiar typically communicated through emotional impressions or vague mental images. Sometimes, a connection was so strong that it could manifest as both, forming an almost rudimentary language all its own. A mental body language was how some referred to it.  
 
    This must have been what that was like. He could speak all he wanted, but if there wasn’t some form of mental image or emotional weight to the words, she wasn’t likely to understand a lick of it. It was a good thing to keep in mind. 
 
    Satisfied that she had assisted him with what he needed, Snowball went back to the table to look over some more of the fruits on the platter where she had obtained the apple. Samuel watched her curiously, putting the lewd thoughts out of his mind for a moment as he bit into his apple. The satisfaction he felt with the juicy crunch confirmed immediately what he had suspected earlier, that he had actually been much hungrier than he’d realized. Within moments he’d taken the apple down to the core and tossed it into the small trash receptacle in the corner of the room. 
 
    The Summoner observed his familiar as she continued to sniff and paw at the food on the table. Her choices would have been obvious to him even if there hadn’t been a connection between them. She could eat a few fruits but generally passed on them. The meat and grains were of no interest to her at all. There hadn’t been one she’d tried among the vegetables yet that she didn’t like.  
 
    It seemed to him that her diet was to be composed almost entirely of vegetables. He theorized that if there was any grass or hay present, she might have been keen on that as well. He made a mental note to test that later. 
 
    This was another thing that had managed to go in his favor despite everything else that seemed to have gone wrong. One of the reasons he had chosen a rabbit was the creature’s diet. Many people who did manage to summon fearsome beasts as their familiars quickly discovered how difficult it was to provide a complex diet for such a creature.  
 
    Even those who had chosen simpler carnivores often found how challenging maintaining a steady supply of meat could be. While still on school grounds, the dietary needs of familiars were met just the same as those of the students. But when a licensed Summoner finally went out into the world on their own, it was a whole different story. 
 
    “Fuck,” Samuel muttered as the thought of going out into the world with Snowball imposed itself over everything else. What were people going to think about him walking around with such a sexually-charged creature attached to him at the hip? Once the bonding process was done, he could dismiss her to the pocket of space that such creatures resided in after they became bonded familiars. However, keeping a familiar in that space indefinitely was detrimental to their connection and happiness—not to mention it would be bad for her health after a while. 
 
    “What am I going to do?” he groaned as he ran his hands through his hair. Who would take him seriously as a Summoner when he had a scantily-clad wench hanging off his arm? Everyone was going to think he was some kind of pervert, another one of the nobles who used their power and privilege for sexual gratification above all else. 
 
    Snowball was on all fours in front of him once again, this time with a pear that she offered to him. What appetite he’d had was suddenly gone. He gently brushed the fruit aside, sighing, “No, I’m not hungry anymore. Thank you.” 
 
    Once more, Snowball pursed her lips as she set the pear to one side. He could feel her considering what it was that he wanted, tangibly confused by his refusal of the food. What he was experiencing was probably too foreign or too complex for her to understand just yet. 
 
    Snowball looked down before placing a hand between his legs, a smile curling the corners of her lips. Samuel froze as she groped around, then nearly jumped through the ceiling when she found what she was looking for, giving him a firm squeeze. 
 
    “Hey, HEY!” He swatted her hand away from his crotch. Though the contact wasn’t particularly hard, she jerked back as if he had prodded her with a hot iron. He felt a surge of fear and confusion travel through the connection and down to the base of his skull. Reflexively he reached out to take hold of both of her hands to try and calm her. 
 
    “Shh, shh, no. It’s not like that,” he hastened to assure her. “I’m not mad or anything. It’s just not something that is done. It’s not appropriate.” 
 
    Her fear and shock ebbed, but what remained was pure confusion. His half-hearted explanation lacked the emotional clarity she needed, namely because it was a touch that had excited him a little, and yet he seemed to hate it. She stared back at him with large, blank, red eyes. The wings on her back folded a little closer to her body as if to offer herself a comforting hug. 
 
    “I’m not angry with you,” he repeated, squeezing her hands softly. “You just can’t go groping people like that is all.” 
 
    Again, she didn’t appear to understand, but she seemed to be picking up on what was in his tone. 
 
    “You surprised me,” he explained, trying to keep the sentiment as simple as possible. Slowly Snowball nodded, as if understanding the idea of being taken by surprise and simply overreacting. He smiled as he returned her nod, “That’s it, you got it. I was just surprised, that’s all! You’re fine. It’s fine.” 
 
    A smile spread across Snowball’s face, satisfied with his explanation now that it had been made as simple as possible. She reached down and took the pear back as Samuel gave her another reassuring nod. The connection between the two of them remained. Indeed, it felt as though it had strengthened. 
 
    Snowball leaned back onto the balls of her feet and shrugged. “Sorry.” 
 
    Samuel nearly choked on his own spit. “D-did you just fucking talk!?” 
 
    The familiar looked down at the pear with a puzzled look on her face before glancing at the table. She couldn’t seem to figure out what he’d just asked her. Instead, she shrugged again and smiled. “Sorry?” 
 
    “…What the fuck?” Samuel gasped in amazement. “What is going on?”  
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    ow is this even possible?” Samuel wondered aloud, and though he wasn’t speaking directly to Snowball, she seemed to think he was. The familiar tilted her head to one side, one of her ears twitching a little in her confusion. 
 
    Samuel raised a hand, trying to signal that he wasn’t speaking to her specifically. The fact remained that she had spoken and had done so entirely on her own. It wasn’t impossible for a familiar to speak, but those that did had required years of training or magical alteration in order to have just a few dozen words at their disposal in most cases. He’d been with Snowball for less than a few hours, and she had already spoken a word, entirely on her own, without him intending for her to do so. She had arrived at her first word independently. 
 
    “Can you say other words?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied with an excited smile, apparently pleased that she had understood his question. The sense of satisfaction she had with herself practically radiated off of the familiar. 
 
    Samuel leaned forward from his spot on the overstuffed pillow, “Incredible!” 
 
    “Incredible,” Snowball agreed with a nod, though this word felt more like parroting than a true response to his statement. 
 
    The Summoner put a hand over his mouth, absolutely astounded at what he was hearing. Three words, even if all she was doing was copying him, was unprecedented. He couldn’t think of a single instance of this occurring in all his studies.  
 
    Not only was his familiar some kind of sexy humanoid who may or may not be a succubus, but she was also capable of talking to him. Snowball was learning at an alarming rate, and he couldn’t keep the goofy smile that stretched from ear to ear from his face. 
 
    Sensing his renewed interest, Snowball scooted back over to him with narrowed eyes. He had the distinct sense that she was examining him more closely now, that she too had a renewed fascination for the situation. 
 
    “Um, hi,” Samuel croaked nervously. 
 
    “Hi hi,” she replied, lifting her eyebrows and wiggling them slightly. What was that supposed to mean? Was she attempting to come on to him? 
 
    “Are you just copying me now?” he queried skeptically. 
 
    “No,” Snowball whispered as she leaned in close to him, her lips brushing against his cheek. “Am learning. Keep talking.” 
 
    Samuel’s face got warm at the intimate contact. Her lips were soft and inviting, something that he never thought he would even be considering when it came to a summoned creature. She gently placed her hands on his shoulders as she rested her weight against him.  
 
    “Don’t stop, Master,” she sighed close to his ear. He knew what she meant, but the suggestive way she said it made it difficult for him to process the request. 
 
    “Er, uh, right. You need me to talk more in order to learn more words?” he stammered. 
 
    “Yes, more,” she whispered gently. “More, Master, more.” 
 
    Samuel swallowed the lump in his throat as she pressed against him. The soft swell of her breasts against his chest made it difficult for him to think of anything worth saying. Indeed, it made it difficult to think of anything at all.  
 
    Snowball wiggled her hips a little, and he felt a wave of anticipation come through the link from her. He couldn’t be sure, but his familiar’s current focus didn’t seem to be entirely concerned with the prospect of learning words. 
 
    “You know, you don’t have to be this close,” Samuel suggested weakly. 
 
    “No?” Snowball asked, a smile coming to her face. “Master sure?” 
 
    It had been only minutes since she started talking, and now the two of them were exchanging ideas vocally. Granted, her speech was a little broken and had a thick accent he couldn’t place, but it was hardly something to quibble over, considering the circumstances.  
 
    There was also the fact that she was more interested in exchanging more than mere words. A wave of desire washed over him, not born of his own mind. Behind it came the mental image of her sucking hungrily at his cock, which caused him to put her at arm’s reach hurriedly. 
 
    “No like?” Snowball asked with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “What? No, I mean yes, but no. Not like this,” Samuel tried to explain in his flustered state. “It’s not proper, not to mention incredibly unethical. Summoning something to stick my dick in would be pretty scummy, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Mmm, dick?” Snowball inquired as she nibbled her bottom lip, large eyes fixating on the growing bulge of his crotch. 
 
    “Yes, dick,” he said, clarifying what it was called. 
 
    “Want Master dick!” Snowball declared proudly, reaching with one hand toward his crotch once again. 
 
    “No!” Samuel protested, crossing his legs as he turned away from her. “Cut it out! We’re not doing that, alright?” 
 
    Unlike last time, Snowball didn’t appear to be offended. She wasn’t deterred, either. The familiar stepped back toward the food, a sly look in her eyes as she shrugged. “We’ll see.” 
 
    Samuel breathed a sigh of relief as she occupied herself with a head of broccoli, but realized almost immediately that it was a bit of a ploy. With how Snowball was bent over, the rudimentary loincloth that she wore shifted to one side, revealing the generous majority of one ass cheek. Did she wear underwear? If the loincloth moved farther, would he see everything?  
 
    He was jarred from his perverse musings by Snowball snickering over her shoulder, mouth full of broccoli. She teased him with a wiggle of her ass, causing him to look pointedly at the ceiling in protest. 
 
    “Not funny,” he protested, crossing his arms before closing his eyes to focus on the connection between them. 
 
    “Is funny,” his familiar argued with a defiant sniff. “Is very funny. Master Samuel cute.” 
 
    The mental image of the thread strung between them within his mind became a little more vibrant. Her teasing him a little strengthened the bond. He could also feel the desire there, adding an interesting shade of red to the thread.  
 
    Well, at least all the clowning around wasn’t just a waste of time—it was doing the job he usually would have been doing with mental focus and meditation. 
 
    Ultimately, that would be the route he would have to take. Each time they interacted, she had found ways to make it sexual. It lent a lot of weight to the idea of her being a succubus, but her heavy-handed attempts at seduction weren’t something he could just give in to. Still, a part of him rationalized that the bond between them would indeed be strengthened by giving her exactly what she wanted, by bending her over and… 
 
    No, he couldn’t do that. Ignoring the ethics of it entirely, there was the matter of whether or not it was even safe. He knew there were those, especially nobles, who would essentially use summoned creatures as sex toys. But that was the kind of thing he had learned from loose talk around the school and not from the archives themselves.  
 
    In fact, there had been little mention of succubi in the archives outside of a relatively sanitized assessment of their powers and abilities. Likely the faculty kept most of that information in the restricted section, in hopes that it would keep students from attempting such summons for the wrong reasons. 
 
    Samuel lowered himself into a deep state of meditation, tuning the familiar out so that she wouldn’t be able to tempt him. As much as he wanted to converse with her some more, if for no other reason than to understand more about what she was and where she came from, he would have to let it wait until their time in isolation had elapsed.  
 
    He was vaguely aware of her continuous crunching and munching on the vegetables for a time. Still, it eventually fell away from his conscious mind as he fell deeper into his meditation. 
 
    The sound of the door opening behind him jarred him out of his trancelike state. Though it had felt like only minutes that he’d been focusing, hours had actually passed. The mental image of the thread, now a thick, vibrant rope of light, faded from his mind as he began to focus on the physical world around him. Snowball looked curiously at the open door, her nose twitching. Samuel got to his feet slowly with a groan as he stretched his arms and legs. Beyond the doors stood the slender form of Professor Shizira. 
 
    “Professor,” Samuel said with a respectful nod. “I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon. Is everything alright?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” the elf replied dispassionately, her gaze shifting subtly from him to Snowball. “It would seem as though your bonding was a success.” 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed with a smile. “A little easier than I thought it would be, actually.” 
 
    The professor said nothing, though her quirked brow made him feel like she was assuming something unwholesome about the bonding process he took.  
 
    He cleared his throat before changing the subject, “What brings you here?” 
 
    “First, dismiss your familiar,” the elf instructed, “then I’m to take you to the headmaster. He would like to have a word with you.” 
 
    It felt like someone had thrown a wet blanket over him. What did the headmaster want to see him for? He’d seen the man perhaps a handful of times during his stay at the school.  
 
    Though Samuel thought of himself as a good student, he had to remember that he probably wasn’t all that remarkable in the grand scheme of things. Certainly not noteworthy enough to merit an audience with the headmaster, himself a High Summoner of the Mysterium. This spoke to just how strange his situation must have been. 
 
    Samuel nodded absently before turning his attention to Snowball, “Alright, time for you to go for a little while.” 
 
    Snowball frowned, though she seemed much more shy about speaking in front of the professor. She shook her head, itself a gesture that interested Shizira, making the professor’s eyes widen with awe. 
 
    “It won’t be for long,” Samuel assured her as he raised his hand and spoke the words of dismissal. Snowball’s physical form glowed slightly before suddenly dispersing into motes of light, like fireflies scattering to the wind, each of which flickered out of existence after a second or two. Instead of being returned to the Outer Spheres from which she’d been drawn from, her essence was placed in an extra-dimensional bubble that existed between there and the physical world.  
 
    Samuel wondered briefly if she would be lonely there, or if it would even be to her liking. The theory went that the bubble was formed from the bond and the nature of the familiar itself, ensuring that it was an environment best suited to the creature. But no Summoner had ever been inside such a place, so it was impossible to know for sure. 
 
    “Come along,” Shizira beckoned as she turned on her heel briskly to lead the way. Samuel broke into a brief jog to catch up with her, slowing once he was moving along beside her. He tried to think of something to say by way of small talk to break the tension and silence of the trip, but each time he opened his mouth to speak, nothing wanted to come out. Instead, they went the whole way without a word exchanged between them.  
 
    The headmaster was waiting for him when they arrived in the large courtyard at the center of the school grounds. 
 
    “Headmaster Udozhal,” Samuel greeted with a respectful nod. “You honor me with—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the headmaster said with a dismissive wave of a gnarled hand. “You may skip the formalities, dear boy. There’s no need to stand on ceremony at the moment. We are simply two Summoners now, meeting to speak on a matter of magical theory.” 
 
    “We are?” Samuel asked tentatively, thrown off entirely by his elder. 
 
    “Indeed, we are,” the headmaster confirmed before waving a hand gently in Shizira’s direction to dismiss her. “Walk with me, Lord Eamon.” 
 
    The headmaster wasn’t a large man, nor a particularly imposing one. He commanded respect through a multitude of ways that had nothing to do with bringing it constantly to people’s attention. Seeing the faculty regard him with such respect said a great deal, when each student had day-to-day experience with just how powerful each faculty member was. If the headmaster was the one they all turned to and respected, surely his power must dwarf their own. Still, Samuel found it strange that this was the man they all deferred to, himself included. 
 
    Udhozal was smaller than Samuel and of such wizened years that he wouldn’t know where to begin guessing his age. He had a large snowy white beard running down the front of his robes, bound at the end with a metal ring inscribed with some arcane writing. A pair of old spectacles balanced on a large, reddish nose. Udhozal also wore an ancient floppy cap that looked about a century out of style, and his robes appeared as though they had been laundered continuously for the better part of a century as well.  
 
    Still, something about his unassuming nature seemed like it was mostly a misdirect that would make rivals and enemies underestimate him. Either that, or it was a concerted effort to seem less intimidating to the student body when they were in his presence. 
 
    “What did you want to see me about, sir?” Samuel inquired as he walked alongside the High Summoner. 
 
    “I first wanted to congratulate you and commend you on your proving. Your approach was practical, and your summoning circle highly efficient. The focus and control you demonstrated with your array was most impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir, that’s high praise indeed.” Samuel couldn’t help but feel his head swell a little bit. Receiving such a compliment from the headmaster himself was not something he expected. 
 
    “Well deserved, at that,” the older man said. Samuel realized that although he was taller and younger than Udozhal, he was actually having a hard time keeping up with him. The man seemed to glide down the path instead of shuffling the way one might expect of the elderly. 
 
    “Secondly,” he continued, “I wanted to inquire as to how your time in isolation with your familiar went. Clearly, it was successful, but perhaps you would be so kind as to illuminate me on the details?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, of course, sir,” Samuel agreed, “It was rather strange, actually. The whole situation is. But after a brief period in the chamber, my familiar actually spoke.” 
 
    The headmaster’s pace slowed as he looked up at Samuel over his spectacles with a raised brow. “Spoke?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Samuel confirmed, “fully-formed words. One after the other until she was combining them for coherent responses.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Udozhal commented as he resumed his usual pace. They had crossed the courtyard now and were exiting through the east gate into the gardens. Birds sang in the trees, bathed in the sun’s rays that shone through their canopies. 
 
    “It was surprising, to say the least. I can’t say I’ve ever read about something like this happening,” Samuel added. 
 
    “No,” the headmaster said as he shook his head. “Not in a generation, at least.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Samuel asked, confused. Something like this had happened before? Why had he not read about it somewhere? Did that mean they had some insight into what was going on? 
 
    “Your familiar—Snowball, was it? What did she say to you, exactly?” the headmaster asked, blowing past Samuel’s question entirely. 
 
    “Oh,” Samuel said with a bit of warmth in his face. “She uh… well, she was able to make clear what it was she wanted from me.” 
 
    “Which was?” The headmaster looked again at Samuel as they passed one of the larger garden fountains. 
 
    Samuel hesitated for a moment as he tried to think of the phrasing he wished to use. “It was of a sexual nature, sir. She tends to skew our interactions in that direction.” 
 
    The headmaster chuckled a little bit as he nodded. “Yes, succubi are indeed known for such behavior. I take it you did not give in to her advances just yet?” 
 
    Samuel stared back at the headmaster in complete shock, “N-no, sir!” 
 
    Udozhal raised a hand to calm the young Summoner, “Relax, Lord Eamon. I am not offering commentary nor judgment on decisions you may or may not have made in pursuing your bond. I am merely trying to gain an understanding of the sequence of events.” 
 
    “O-of course,” Samuel stammered, glancing around the garden now to see if anyone might have been listening in on the conversation. The two of them seemed to be the sole occupants of the space for the time being. 
 
    “When you performed your summoning, your intention was for a rabbit, yes?” The headmaster asked as he continued past the fountain. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I figured something relatively simple with a denser array would ensure a successful summoning. I also wanted a creature that would be easy to feed and carry around with me in order to keep a low profile.” 
 
    “Very practical of you,” the elderly man observed. “And yet you ended up with a succubus. A rather unorthodox variety of succubus as well. Have you any idea as to why that is?” 
 
    “Hmm, no sir, I don’t. I was hoping someone would be able to tell me,” Samuel confessed. “It’s my understanding that a creature like that should be well above my current skill level. In fact, I’m not even sure what the practical application of such a creature would be outside of the obviously sexual. It was the farthest thing from my mind at the time, I assure you.” 
 
    “Espionage,” the headmaster answered in a matter-of-fact tone. “Succubi, and their seductive abilities, have often been used for espionage in the past. They can be inserted into an enemy’s bed chamber to extract secrets or bend them to the Summoner’s will from a distance.” 
 
    Samuel stared back at the older man in complete silence for a moment before he glanced over at him.  
 
    “The practical application outside of the obviously sexual,” Udozhal clarified.  
 
    Samuel nodded once in vague understanding. The headmaster waved a hand.  
 
    “We’re getting off track a little bit.” 
 
    “We are?” Samuel wasn’t even sure what track they were supposed to be on. 
 
    “Indeed,” the headmaster replied, “Because of the unusual circumstances of your proving and how your power has manifested itself, we are forced to take a few unorthodox steps from here.” 
 
    They arrived at the far end of the garden, where it met with the cobblestone road that passed by in front of the school and eventually joined with the main street further south. Pedestrians walked past them, seemingly unaware or uninterested in who either of them were.  
 
    The sound of the busy road wasn’t something Samuel had been so close to in quite some time, he realized. His studies had kept him within the school walls for nearly the entire time. A motor car rattled past them, briefly honking its horn to alert pedestrians of its presence. 
 
    “What sort of unorthodox steps, sir?” Samuel asked as he followed the headmaster off the curb and into the street. 
 
    “First, we’ll be waiving the first year of missions that you would normally be required to perform to upgrade your license from probationary to ratified,” Udozhal explained. “Instead, you will be undertaking a rather specific task. You will journey north to the city of Eldruna, where you will seek out the Runescribe Elantrica Ilmora.” 
 
    Samuel’s brows furrowed as they arrived at the other side of the street. “Sir, with all due respect, I was hoping to join my father as soon as possible. I’ve worked very hard to get to this point, and he’s been expecting me for quite some time now. I was told I might do my year of missions with him.” 
 
    “I understand,” the headmaster acknowledged, placing a wrinkly hand on Samuel’s arm. “I would not be sending you on such a journey if I did not think it of the utmost importance. Birds have already been sent with messages to your father on the change of plans and to the Runescribe to expect you presently.” 
 
    “As you wish, Headmaster,” Samuel fell back on formality to suppress the frustration he was experiencing. “What am I to do once I’ve arrived?” 
 
    “That,” Udozhal held up a finger, “will be between you and Runescribe Ilmora.” 
 
    “Alright,” Samuel sighed. “Then when do I leave?” 
 
    “As soon as possible,” the headmaster returned immediately. “And to that end, I have arranged for you to be accompanied on your journey.” 
 
    Samuel raised a brow as the headmaster motioned toward the stairs of the Cathedral they now stood in front of. At the top of the stairs was a nun of the faith, waiting for them with both hands clasped in front of her. Once the headmaster had gestured in her direction, she began to descend the stairs toward the pair. She wore the standard habit of the Synod, complete with the large medallion around her neck, but the usual coif and veil were absent at the moment. She had golden-blonde hair tied into a tight bun on the back of her head and clear blue eyes that pierced through him as her gaze settled upon him. 
 
    Samuel knew those eyes. He had withered under that gaze for years of his schooling and endured untold hours of torment and mockery at the mercy of those delicate-looking hands. Seeing her in a nun’s habit, though surreal, did nothing to conceal the cold cruelty of the woman he had known growing up. She had bullied him time and again at every opportunity. It had only been the last couple of years that he had been free of her, and now—here she was again. 
 
    “Sister Aurora,” the headmaster explained, “has just finished her year of small missions and been given her first major assignment. She has been assigned to escort you to Eldruna.” 
 
    Samuel adjusted his posture to stand up more straight, squaring his shoulders in preparation for whatever scornful remark she might have for him. He was surprised to see that, in the presence of the headmaster, she thought better of speaking out of turn and held her tongue.  
 
    But much like him, her displeasure with the arrangement was plain as day on her face. Samuel imagined that his face looked much the same now that he knew he would be spending the whole journey with his childhood bully.  
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    o the journey will take roughly two weeks,” Wilson instructed as he looked over some of the paperwork sent over by the headmaster. “They’ll supply you with everything you need, either out of the school’s stock or through an agreement with the Stonetalons.”  
 
    Samuel made no reply. In fact, Samuel made no indication that he’d heard a single word of what his valet had even said. Instead, he stared into the fireplace of his room while remaining slumped in his overstuffed chair like a sulking child. It was the effect that Aurora had on him. The mere thought of her was enough to place him back in the mindset of a nervous young boy. Dealing with her in person, much less the prospect of having to travel with her for two weeks, was several degrees worse.  
 
    “M’lord?” Wilson pressed as he set the paperwork aside, “Are you listening?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel grunted. “I’m listening to every word, though I wish I were deaf right now.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Wilson sighed. “It is a rather unfortunate arrangement, but you can’t allow it to get you down like this.”  
 
    “Down?” Samuel scoffed. “This isn’t down, Wilson. I feel like I’m being punished.” 
 
    “What could the headmaster possibly be punishing you for?” Wilson asked, adjusting how he sat in his chair at the small table in the corner.  
 
    “Well, not him specifically,” Samuel clarified. “Just…you know, the universe or something.”  
 
    “How melodramatic. The universe?” Wilson couldn’t help but sound slightly amused by such a declaration.  
 
    “The universe,” Samuel repeated, almost pouting as he stared at the dying flames in the fireplace.  
 
    “You don’t think perhaps the universe has better things to do than to meddle in your journey of self-discovery?” Wilson teased.  
 
    Samuel shifted in the chair to look over at his valet. “You don’t know anything about all of this, do you?” 
 
    “Afraid not, m’lord,” Wilson answered. “Summoning and magic have never been my area of expertise. Can’t say I recall anything particularly unusual about your father’s experience, either.”  
 
    Samuel let a silence linger between them for a moment before pressing the man. “And my mother?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know, m’lord,” Wilson replied as he shook his head. “I was not terribly close to your mother. I was with your father in the service until I was wounded. Then, once I was back on my feet, he took pity on me and gave me a job in the house.”  
 
    Samuel sat up, briefly looking over at the cane the man carried with him. He had known Wilson had suffered some injury but didn’t know the rest. “You never told me that.”  
 
    “It never came up, m’lord,” Wilson said. “My time in the service is not something I like to remind people of—especially because I was wounded in battle. I’d prefer people not give me different treatment with that knowledge in mind. Better to earn what I can under my own power, with my own merits, rather than through pity.”  
 
    “Like with my father?” Samuel asked.  
 
    “Well,” Wilson pursed his lips as he leaned back in the chair a little, thinking back to a time long ago. “That was a little different. I was in a bad place back then. I can’t say for certain I ever would have come out of it if your father had not called. Since then, I’ve spent every day endeavoring to earn the opportunity he granted to me. First as his valet and then, eventually, as yours.” 
 
    Samuel let out a long, deep sigh. “I suppose my complaining seems a bit pathetic compared to what you’ve had to deal with, huh?”  
 
    “Respectfully, yes,” Wilson answered with a suppressed smirk.  
 
    Samuel laughed a little and pulled himself out of the chair. It was one of the things he always appreciated about the man. He was consistently honest with him but never cruel. He could be respectful while still being humorous. “Well, I shall endeavor to follow your example and make the best of the situation.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit, m’lord,” Wilson said with a twinkle of approval in his eyes.  
 
    Samuel felt a lot better about the task before him. The valet always had a way of putting things into perspective. He wished he could take the man with him on the journey, but it wasn’t permitted when it came to Vulkswain business.  
 
    Once all of this was over, and he was free of such obligations, he looked forward to having the man’s wise counsel with him everywhere he went. He might not have been a Summoner, but that had never mattered to Samuel in the grand scheme of things.  
 
    The two spent the rest of the day running through Samuel’s plan of action, poring over maps and inventory to carefully manage the resources for the trip. With the rough terrain, a motorcar was out of the question—that new technology wasn’t able to handle long distances yet, nor was the infrastructure there to connect cities in paths those vehicles could travel.  
 
    As wonderful as motorcars were, they were best-suited to city roads and not the rugged terrain of the wilderness that he would be crossing. So instead, the Stonetalons were providing him and Aurora with a pair of varo. The large flightless birds were exceptional mounts in nearly every environment and could defend themselves when pressed. It also helped that the adventuring guild specifically trained their mounts to be comfortable around things like magic, so casting a spell didn’t risk sending them into a panic. 
 
    Keeping off the roads was essential on this trip. Even though Midgardia was not at war, things on the main roads were far from safe. Reports were coming in from all over the realm of enemy soldiers crossing borders without realizing it, or brigands taking advantage of the chaos and confusion everyone found themselves in.  
 
    Many were even posing as soldiers specifically to avoid detection, be it another country’s or Terth’s own. But it didn’t seem to matter to them so long as it got the job done. There were game trails and logging trails that they could follow most of the way through the wilderness, so at least they wouldn’t have to cut their way through dense brush the way Samuel had initially worried.  
 
    Of course, before they embarked on the journey, the farewell ceremony was the next morning. It was a tradition for new Summoners going out on their own to be sort of “presented” to the world and wished luck. It was mostly a formality but one which Summoners typically looked forward to.  
 
    The city likewise looked forward to it, especially in times like these, where all the news they heard seemed negative. Most important were the families. It was the final opportunity for many Summoners’ loved ones to be able to see them for what could be an extended period.  
 
    Even knowing all of this, it was much more than Samuel expected when he stepped out of the school’s main entrance the following day. Members of the Stonetalons had come to escort him from the school grounds to the edge of the city, all atop varo in a decorative caparison. Samuel had only been riding a few times before in his life, but it thankfully turned out that everything he had learned had stuck with him. He eased into the saddle of the large, dark bird as Wilson checked the bags to see that they were properly secured.  
 
    “You’re all set,” Wilson said with a confident nod. “Good luck, m’lord.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Samuel said, extending a hand to the valet. Wilson took it and gave it a firm squeeze before stepping back. Somehow, it made it harder for Samuel to say goodbye to Wilson like this. From there to the edge of school grounds, Samuel encountered more people who’d turned out to wish him well. Professors, classmates, old friends, and even students who had merely heard of him offered him words of encouragement and warm waves.  
 
    Professor Shizira and Professor Uffea were both there, regarding him calmly, as was their way. Professor Rowley bawled like a baby. It was only a little embarrassing when she called after him, waving her arm in wide arcs as she blew her nose into a handkerchief.  
 
    The first stop after leaving school grounds was the cathedral just across the way, with a much smaller gathering of people at the front steps. Aurora descended as the building came into view, surrounded by clergy speaking blessings and offering her their prayers. Samuel noticed almost immediately that there was a startling lack of personal well-wishers for Aurora outside of those present in an official capacity. Nevertheless, she climbed onto her varo with practiced ease, no doubt having had much more time to ride than Samuel.  
 
    The young nun brought her varo over with the gentle guidance of her reins. “I was beginning to think you’d chickened out, Sammy.”  
 
    There were only a few people in his life that called him Sammy. She was the only one who did it condescendingly. “Well, I thought we’d have to send someone to roll you out of bed, it being before noon and all. So I guess we’re both full of surprises today.”  
 
    “Oh, he’s got jokes, now.” Aurora gave him the appraising look of a predator. “Grown a spine since I graduated, Sammy?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Samuel answered as he scanned the shifting crowd around them. “Where are your folks?”  
 
    Aurora’s lips pressed together in a thin line. “I’m sure they’ll be along presently. Pity, they’ll have missed me.” 
 
    The headmaster emerged from the crowded street to stand at the base of the cathedral steps to address everyone gathered. Though Samuel imagined what he was saying was probably inspiring or profound, he didn’t take his eyes off Aurora for a moment.  
 
    The annoyingly pretty blonde stared straight ahead coldly, ignoring everything around them. He glanced at the crowd again, eyes darting around those who had been here before his own procession had overtaken everything. Samuel realized that aside from those of the clergy, there was truly no one there for her. Suddenly his question seemed incredibly insensitive, especially if she thought that he had asked it specifically to call attention to it.  
 
    “Uh, look, I didn’t mean—” Samuel stammered a little.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Aurora cut him off sharply. “Don’t worry about it.”  
 
    Samuel sighed as the crowd erupted into cheers and applause at something the headmaster had said. Now he was stepping aside to give the Conduit, the senior clergyman of the cathedral, an opportunity to speak. The man had a voice that carried, echoing off the surrounding buildings, but Samuel couldn’t latch on to a single word.  
 
    Instead, his focus was entirely on how distraught Aurora was. He couldn’t remember a time when he had seen a look like that on her face. She had always appeared strong and confident, even if it was just to tease and belittle other students. Aurora had always seemed like she was on top of the world, the master of her own domain. The girl he was looking at now was unsure, miserable, and distressed. She was doing everything she could not betray those feelings, but the stiffness of her posture and the glassiness of her eyes told him everything. It was a sobering experience for him, casting his childhood adversary in a new light.  
 
    “I don’t think I’d come out if I were them,” Samuel said.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Aurora asked, looking over at him with knitted brows.  
 
    “I wouldn’t,” he continued with a little wave of his hand, “with a crowd like this. It’s going to take us forever to get out of here. I can’t imagine what it would be like for everyone in attendance. And listening to this guy?”  
 
    Aurora’s expression softened slightly as she stared at him. She couldn’t seem to decide what to make of what he was saying.  
 
    “I’d just skip it and wait until you returned to have some kind of celebration at home.” Samuel shrugged and then looked out over the crowd with a slight frown. “Maybe I’ll do something with my family when I get back, as well,” he mused. 
 
    “Yes,” Aurora said quietly, steadying herself as the crowd broke into cheers and applause once more. “That sounds nice.”  
 
    A band that had been waiting quietly nearby broke into a celebratory song, nearly drowning out the sounds of the cheering entirely. Samuel felt a wave of anxiety wash over him at the spike in noise, realizing just how much truth there was to what he’d said to the nun 
 
    He eased his varo into a trot, eager to put some distance between himself and the brassy music of the band. The Stonetalons escorted them for a few blocks before breaking off, allowing them to make the rest of the trip out of the city on their own. The deep silence between them stood in stark contrast to the noise of the city behind them.  
 
    They veered off the main road roughly a mile outside the city when they saw the first game trail. Samuel had memorized the first few turns they would take, so consulting the map wasn’t something he would have to do on varoback often. Instead, he had decided to check the maps each night or at meals and commit the information to memory as needed.  
 
    It surprised him how quickly civilization gave way to the wilderness. If they hadn’t been on a crowded street earlier that morning, he might not have known they were near a city at all.  
 
    “So you’ve ventured out into the wilderness like this before, right?” Samuel asked as Aurora removed the coif and veil of her habit and shook out her hair. Her blonde hair fell down her shoulders like a sheet of gold, and Samuel found himself trying not to look. 
 
    “Yes, but I went south. Not north,” she muttered as she stuffed the hair coverings into one of her saddlebags.  
 
    “How different do you think this will be?” Samuel asked curiously. 
 
    “Look,” Aurora sighed. “Just because you were a little nice to me earlier doesn’t mean we’re suddenly friends, alright?”  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Samuel acknowledged. “But that doesn’t mean we have to sit in silence the whole way, right? We’ll be out here for two weeks. I’d like to know a little more before we get blindsided.” 
 
    “Blindsided?” Aurora scoffed. “Are you afraid of something in particular, or is it just a general anxiety of being so far away from valets and books?”  
 
    “No need to be so snide,” Samuel grumbled. “I just want to know what to expect.” 
 
    The trail descended a shallow hill before following along a wide gully. Two large trees had been felled and sawed down to make a sturdy footbridge over it. Even though varo stood about nine feet tall, the size of the trees that had been used looked like they were more than enough to accommodate the weight. Samuel noted that the gully wasn’t particularly deep as they crossed, but a fall into it would not have been pleasant.  
 
    “You just can’t turn it off, can you?” Aurora said, glaring over at him. 
 
    “Turn what off?” Samuel’s face screwed up a bit.  
 
    “The insufferable nosiness!” Aurora snapped. “Always with the incessant questions, like an annoying child, all the time! Literally exactly as I remember you.”  
 
    This was starting to feel more familiar to his experiences with the woman he knew earlier in life. Samuel felt as though she had reached out and slapped him in the face using words alone. Staring at her dumbfounded, he immediately regretted any of the compassion he had felt for her that morning. Her outburst silenced the forest around them, as if her biting words had cleared the area of life. 
 
    After sitting in that stillness for several moments though, Samuel wasn’t so sure she had been the cause. It had a strangely oppressive quality—even the birds had gone quiet.  
 
    “Finally!” Aurora sneered. “He shuts the fuck up so I can have a little peace and—” 
 
    “Quiet,” Samuel muttered, holding up one hand as he glanced back across the bridge.  
 
    “How dare—” Aurora started, but Samuel shushed her immediately. He turned his attention to the treeline and then leaned over the side of the varo to peek down into the gully. He didn’t see any movement, nor could he hear anything besides the breathing of his companion and their mounts.  
 
    Aurora began to understand what he was doing and looked around as well. She was suddenly on high alert, her head moving like it was on a swivel. Then, without taking her eyes from their search, Aurora shook out a Praetian rosary from around her wrist.  
 
    A stand of trees to their right suddenly exploded, scattering brush and debris in all directions. A massive boar the size of a small elephant had appeared, and it was charging in their direction. The tusks of the beast glowed orange, radiating intense heat. Its eyes, a deep crimson, had the same terrifying effect as the tusks from the hatred Samuel could see there. All along the back of the creature were protrusions of bone, each of which glowed the same orange as the tusks. 
 
    Aurora brandished the rosary and spoke with the same volume she had with Samuel. “Protecka!”  
 
    A shimmering circular field of magical light sprang into existence between the two of them and the boar a split second before it would have gored them both. The massive beast collided with the light as if it was a solid barrier. The magic burst into motes of light under the creature’s might, but its momentum had been so drastically reduced from the impact that the pair had time to turn their varo away and kick them into a gallop.  
 
    Varo were incredibly swift, but the thing that made them so effective in rough terrain, such as a forest, was their large eyes. Varo eyes were highly-sensitive to light and movement alike, capable of seeing over two miles or so on clear level terrain. While moving at their impressive speed, the large, dark birds could make split-second decisions based on their surroundings.  
 
    “Legs away from the wings!” Aurora shouted as they descended into a sharp turn down another hill, the boar crashing through the trees behind them.  
 
    “I know, I know!” Samuel responded, pushing his legs forward in the stirrups to allow more room for the varo’s wings. Though they were flightless birds, varo had found another use for their wings: rudders. As they leaned into a left turn, both of the varo fanned their wings out on the left side to create drag, forcing them into a tighter turn that the massive boar couldn’t match. The boar hurled its considerable weight down the hill, destroying trees and scattering embers as it went. Samuel felt a hot wind behind them as the boar continued down the hill, scrambling to halt its momentum to continue its pursuit.  
 
    “What the fuck!?” Aurora screamed in horror at how close they’d come to being trampled.  
 
    “It’s a kindleback,” Samuel shouted over to her, “a kind of spherestained—”  
 
    “I know that, Professor Dipshit,” the foul-mouthed nun spat back, “but what the fuck is it doing here!?”  
 
    Right, of course. That made a lot more sense, actually. Despite sleeping through plenty of classes, Aurora had graduated with high marks from the same school as he had. Of course she would know what a kindleback was.  
 
    The creatures were a terrifying type of spherestained beast typically found deep in the wilderness, building lairs around volatile rifts or magical ley lines. A creature with this kind of destructive footprint so close to a town was practically unheard of. They were a solitary breed, preferring to remain far from densely-populated areas. So, in the end, Aurora’s question was completely valid, despite how she’d posed it.  
 
    The kindleback erupted behind them once more, scattering dirt and debris in all directions as the heat on its tusks and spines grew in intensity. Samuel turned in the saddle as best he could, taking aim with two fingers.  
 
    “Crydat!” From his fingertips, a dart of cryomagic erupted in a bright blue flash, streaking through the air in a fraction of a second before bursting on the kindleback’s face. The spattering of frost that resulted on the creature’s flesh immediately melted before evaporating in the hot wind clinging to the boar.  
 
    “You’re just pissing it off!” Aurora reprimanded.  
 
    “If it keeps up like this, it’s going to set the whole forest on fire!” Samuel pointed out. The look on Aurora’s face shifted from fear to concern. She knew he was right, even if she wasn’t willing to admit it aloud.  
 
    The kindleback leapt through the air toward them in an attempt to crush them under its weight. Aurora jerked back on the reins, and Samuel did the same. The beast flew over them as the varo doubled back, the creature’s heat blasting them like a desert wind as it sailed past them. Now retracing their steps, they could see a scorched trail of leaves and underbrush where the kindleback had been.  
 
    “I have an idea!” Samuel shouted as he guided the varo back toward the bridge. Aurora didn’t question it, though Samuel was sure she wanted to. There just wasn’t enough time to second-guess things at the moment.  
 
    “Sumafamus!” Samuel shouted as he focused his will on the pocket of space where Snowball was kept and directed it to open alongside them as they rushed back toward the gully. Snowball popped into existence in a burst of light, landing gracefully in the churned-up soil, a look of complete confusion on her face. Samuel couldn’t help but notice the jiggle of her breasts when she landed.  
 
    Aurora noticed as well, scowling at him with disapproval. Ignoring her, Samuel motioned for Snowball to catch up with them. With a quick look around to assess the situation, Snowball took note of the kindleback charging up the hill behind them and bolted after her master. The power in her legs was astounding, with her stride resembling one-legged jumps more than a sprint. She caught up to them easily, an anxious look in her eyes.  
 
    Samuel focused on her and the connection that ran between them, imposing a sense of confidence and calm on her as best as he could. He had a plan, and she had to trust the plan. Everything would be alright.  
 
    He immediately saw the effect of his effort, despite the kindleback gaining on them once more. Dry leaves and branches burst into flames with its passing.  
 
    “The bridge,” Samuel directed with a motion of his hand. Aurora pulled ahead of him, turning onto the bridge and crossing it in the span of a couple of seconds. Samuel bid Snowball to fall behind a little and do what rabbits did best: evade predators with their speed and agility. He hoped she would catch the kindleback’s attention and keep it busy. 
 
    Snowball did as commanded as Samuel crossed the bridge, the familiar darting further up the hill and then back down, running circles around the enraged kindleback. Its attention shifted entirely on her—the creatures had foul temperaments and were reasonably easy to goad. With its size and weight, there was no way that it would be able to keep up with the speed and grace of the familiar. While Snowball held the kindleback’s attention, Samuel dismounted and got to work.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Aurora demanded.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Samuel said as he ran out to the center of the bridge and dropped to his knees, hastily carving crude glyphs into the wood with a small knife from his belt. It wasn’t his best work, but it didn’t have to be under the circumstances. Glyphs didn’t lend themselves to carving into hard surfaces the way runes did, but glyphs were better suited to empowering brief magical effects rather than holding magic indefinitely like runes.  
 
    “Alright, Snowball,” Samuel muttered, speaking across the connection that ran between them. “Come to me.”  
 
    Bouncing off the side of a nearby tree trunk, Snowball came about and sprinted in his direction, crossing the bridge in a single leap. Samuel backed off the bridge as the kindleback turned to give chase. The earth beneath his feet trembled as the kindleback charged, but Samuel didn’t move from his spot. Instead, when the immense beast reached the halfway point of the bridge, Samuel focused on his glyph and the spell he had readied.  
 
    “Ru!” he shouted with both hands extended outward. The glyph flashed briefly, causing the structure of the improvised wooden bridge to weaken immensely. The bridge, in its usual state, could easily support the weight of the boar. In this state? The whole thing snapped like so many twigs, folding up around the beast as it plummeted into the gully at full speed. Though the fall was not far, the speed and weight of the creature against the jagged rocks at the bottom would be more than enough to put an end to its rampage.  
 
    Aurora looked away with a gasp as the kindleback belly flopped onto the sharp rocks below. “Praetia’s mercy!” she whispered. 
 
    Samuel also averted his gaze, but it did nothing for the pained sounds of the dying boar below as it wheezed out its final breaths. Snowball stood nearby, panting gently with her gaze fixed on him. Samuel gave her a reassuring nod.  
 
    “Good work. You did great.”  
 
    Snowball smiled proudly, understanding the sentiment, if not all the words themselves. Samuel’s gaze shifted toward Aurora on the back of the varo. “You alright?”  
 
    “I-I think so,” Aurora stammered a little, staring back at him wide-eyed. “You?” 
 
    “Give me a minute, and I’ll let you know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5[image: ] 
 
   N ot much was said between Samuel and Aurora for the remainder of the day. They spent a couple of hours tracking down and extinguishing the small fires that had started to catch, but rarely spoke. Once he was convinced that the forest wouldn’t burn down around their ears, he dismissed Snowball back to her pocket dimension. She pouted at him as she turned into motes of light, but he was painfully aware of the looks Aurora kept giving his familiar. 
 
    Thinking back on the kindleback’s appearance, Samuel realized he had been right to worry about the sudden silence of the forest, but there was no vindication in how he felt about it. Likewise, he imagined that Aurora didn’t feel too proud about how she’d acted in the moments leading up to the appearance of the beast. The fact that she hadn’t apologized didn’t surprise Samuel. The idea of being wrong was probably so foreign to her that she had trouble coping with it when it happened.  
 
    The two covered some more ground before deciding to make camp for the night. Luckily, the process wasn’t nearly as daunting as it would have been for other travelers. With a few magical words of prayer, Aurora was able to erect the whole camp herself within moments.  
 
    Each of them had their own tent, each capable of housing a small family. Between the tents was a fire pit, which Samuel was responsible for lighting and supplying with enough wood to burn through the night.  
 
    It wasn’t until they sat down to eat that evening that anything of value was said. 
 
    “What is this?” Aurora asked, looking at the bowl of stew that Samuel had handed her.  
 
    “Stew,” he answered, motioning to the bowl with one hand. “It’s a lot like soup, only it tries harder.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” Aurora ground out. “I know what stew is. I mean, where did you get it?”  
 
    “I..made it?” Samuel said, clearly confused.  
 
    “I’ve been here with you the whole time,” Aurora argued, “and the only thing I’ve seen you heat up was a kettle of water.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Samuel agreed, spooning a bite of stew into his mouth. It tasted much better than he had expected it to. Aurora stared at him incredulously, brows furrowed, as if he hadn’t just answered her question.  
 
    “The water was for the mixture,” Samuel explained. “To make the stew.”  
 
    Aurora looked down at her bowl and seemed to realize what he was telling her now. He hadn’t made the stew from scratch. That would have taken hours and a lot of prep time with all the vegetables. Instead, he had used a special mixture from a pouch supplied by the Stonetalons that became stew when combined with hot water. It was preferable to hunting, gathering, or carrying the food along with them in large packs.  
 
    Aurora looked down at the stew and finally decided to try a bite. The look on her face mirrored his sentiment when he’d tried it. “That’s actually not bad,” she admitted quietly.  
 
    “I was told that the stews were probably the best of all the mixtures they had.” Samuel ate another spoonful of the stew and let out a satisfied grunt.  
 
    “What were the other options?”  
 
    “Some kind of roast pheasant, chowder, and a few others I don’t remember right now. But they assured me the stew was the only one they’d essentially perfected.” Samuel suddenly paused, looking up at Aurora with a sudden realization, “You didn’t have anything like this when you went on your missions?” 
 
    “No. I had to make do with trail rations,” Aurora scoffed as she continued to eat. 
 
    “Oh,” Samuel said noncommittally. “Why?”  
 
    “It’s a Church thing,” Aurora replied with a little shrug. “They’re not really big on decadence and indulgence.”  
 
    “Now see,” Samuel began, “that’s the part that confuses me. You never struck me as the type for such an ascetic lifestyle.”  
 
    Aurora’s face screwed up resentfully. “Just because you live like some degenerate pervert doesn’t mean we all do.” 
 
    “Pervert!?” Samuel scowled. “What the hell are you talking about?”  
 
    “Oh, give me a break,” Aurora snorted. “Have you seen your familiar?”  
 
    Samuel’s face grew hotter as he blushed. He supposed it wasn’t an unreasonable conclusion for her to have arrived at. It was likely to be the conclusion that many people were going to arrive at, for that matter.  
 
    “Snowball is sort of an anomaly, actually,” Samuel explained a little sheepishly.  
 
    “I’ll say, with a rack like that?” Aurora laughed. “You must have been dreaming that up for years to get the proportions just the way you liked, huh?” 
 
    “No, dammit!” Samuel snapped, surprising Aurora with how flustered he’d become. “It’s not like that. Listen to me—I was trying to summon a rabbit. Just a plain, small, white, fluffy rabbit. Instead, I got a succubus-rabbit thing, and no one seems to know why.”  
 
    Aurora’s brows went up in surprise, “Are you serious? What did the headmaster say about it?”  
 
    Samuel sighed, stirring the stew in his bowl around idly, “That’s why we’re on this trip. I’m supposed to talk to someone who might have answers about all of this, I guess.”  
 
    Aurora nodded thoughtfully before eating a few more bites of food. Once again, silence settled in between them as they ate. But Samuel couldn’t let it be. He really felt like he had to clarify something. 
 
    “I’m not a pervert, Aurora,” he said pointedly. “I haven’t even been with that many women, alright?”  
 
    “Well, it’s always been my experience that the ones who haven’t been with anyone are the worst about that stuff.” Aurora laughed as she set her empty bowl aside. 
 
    “What? No, I’ve been with some—just not many!” Samuel protested.  
 
    “Yeah?” Aurora leaned forward, smugly resting her chin in one hand. “Like who?”  
 
    Samuel stared at her for a moment, caught between not wanting to kiss and tell and needing to wipe that holier-than-thou look off her face. “Tenisha,” he muttered.  
 
    “Oh, r-i-i-ight,” Aurora nodded skeptically. “I’m sure. So a shy bookworm like her, who studies all the time, managed to find the time to date you?”  
 
    To be clear, Samuel hadn’t actually said they had dated. It was something that sort of happened during a study session late one night. He couldn’t even remember how it had come about, but she ended up riding him vigorously by the fireplace in her room. As sensual as he had found Tenisha to be in private, he realized that she would be a tough sell, based on how everyone else saw her. No one seemed to believe that the nerds were having sex with each other, which was strange, even when they both told their friends.  
 
    “Eliza!” he said with a smirk.  
 
    “Bullshit,” Aurora cackled, “there is no way you got with Miss Prim and Proper herself!”  
 
    Samuel’s brow furrowed, “Prim and proper? What are you—No! Elves are much more open about sex than humans! It’s not this weird, secretive, private thing to them, I’m convinced they’d use it as a handshake if it didn’t take so long. They don’t care who knows, I promise. If you asked her, she’d verify it happily.” 
 
    Aurora raised a brow, considering that statement for a moment. If it were true, it might explain a lot of the interactions she’d had with Eliza over the years, “Eh, I’m still not buying it. Just because she might be more open about sex doesn’t mean she’d be with you of all people. She could have her pick of anyone. So why would she pick you?”  
 
    It was a question that Samuel had asked himself several times over the years whenever he thought about it. Eliza was popular, controlled, disciplined, and even admired by some faculty. Although he was well-known and relatively well-liked by most, Samuel ran in totally different circles than she did. Not to mention, she was out of his league by far.  
 
    But it had happened, seemingly out of nowhere, over winter break. Neither of them had gone back home for the holiday, and she had been rather upfront with him about what she wanted from him one evening. He would have been a complete idiot to say no. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Samuel said, holding up one hand. He needed to resort to the partner who was perhaps a little more believable. Otherwise, he wouldn’t hear the end of it for the rest of the trip.  
 
    He snapped his fingers and pointed. “Fine, then. Nadine!”  
 
    Aurora’s mouth came open to argue but fell into a silent pause instead as she considered it. “Hm, okay, that one I’ll buy.”  
 
    “You don’t have to say it like that,” Samuel snorted. 
 
    “What do you want?” Aurora smirked, “She’s kind of a slut.”  
 
    “How the hell would you know?” 
 
    “Well, come on. I love her to death, but everyone knows she’ll fuck anything on two legs. It’s no secret,” the nun said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “She’s not like that, though,” Samuel argued, “not really. She’s very flirty, sure, but that doesn’t mean anything. You should hear what some people say about you regarding that stuff.”  
 
    Aurora bristled as she sat up straight, “What do you mean? What do they say about me!?” 
 
    Samuel was half-tempted to regale her with the stories of all the popular guys she had been with. Or the stories of how she’d get inebriated at weekend parties and take anyone on, male or female, two or three at a time. But if people were so wrong about Nadine, he had to figure that such stories about Aurora were likely not completely accurate either. Looking at her now in the habit of a nun, sans the veil and coif, it did seem rather hard to believe.  
 
    “It’s not important,” Samuel said carefully. “The point I’m making is that gossip is just gossip. People can say whatever they want, and there’s no accountability. It’s not like we have someone on the student council who fact-checks things like that. I could say the most outlandish thing in the changing room, and someone will repeat it to someone else. Then that person repeats it, and so on. It doesn’t matter how dumb it is.”  
 
    Aurora visibly calmed, picking up her water skin to take a long pull from it. Samuel decided to do the same. Having something to drink might prevent him from saying anything else to offend her. As much hell as she had put him through earlier in life, he didn’t want to make the trip harder than it needed to be.  
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” Samuel assured her. “I’ve only been with five women, total.”  
 
    Aurora’s brows went up as her cheeks became a distinct shade of pink. “Five?” 
 
    “Yeah, not that much—right?” Samuel said with a shrug. “My original point was just that I’m not some weirdo pervert virgin or something, you know?” 
 
    Aurora’s ears matched the shade in her cheeks, which now looked a bit more red than pink. The nun avoided his gaze, looking off into the trees as if she had only just noticed their existence. Finally, it dawned on him that, despite all of her teasing and skepticism, she probably hadn’t been with that many people. In fact, maybe it was more drastic than that.  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Samuel said, holding up both hands. “Are you telling me, after all your ball-busting, that you’re a virgin?”  
 
    Aurora’s head whipped back to look at him, “What? I didn’t say anything of the sort!” 
 
    “You are!” Samuel pointed at her like he’d just cracked the case. “You’re a virgin! What are you giving me such a hard time for?”  
 
    “Because you’re the one with the scantily-clad bimbo familiar!” the nun retorted.  
 
    “And I told you—!” Samuel was becoming annoyed all over again. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled dismissively, cutting him off. “It wasn’t what you intended. I remember.” 
 
    “So your familiar is perfect? It’s exactly what you wanted?” Samuel fumed. 
 
    “Sumafamus!” Aurora said suddenly, gesturing to a spot beside where she sat. From a shower of sparkling light emerged a small pig. Its body looked partially see-through, shimmering iridescently with its own light. Samuel felt a sudden need to scoop the little pig up and cuddle with it.  
 
    “It’s adorable,” Samuel admitted defeat with a small smile. 
 
    “Fucking right it is,” Aurora said as she got to her feet, storming out of the camp and into the trees. “Perfect little fuckin’ piggy.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” he called after her, taken off guard by her sudden departure.  
 
    “To piddle, do you mind!?” She shrieked back over her shoulder.  
 
    Samuel looked over at the pig she had left behind with him. “Piddle?” 
 
    The pig stared back at him for a moment before it began to snuffle around the bowl Aurora had set aside before licking it hungrily. She hadn’t even told him the pig’s name, though given how cute it was, it didn’t matter. He still had a few spoonfuls of stew in his bowl, so he decided to share. “You hungry, little guy?” He set the bowl down on the ground. 
 
    The pig turned to look at the bowl, its little snout twitching. “It’s alright,” Samuel urged. “Go ahead.”  
 
    The shimmering familiar scampered over to the bowl and buried its face in it, scarfing the remains of his meal down happily. He was pretty sure pigs didn’t wag their tails, but somehow the creature still managed to give the impression that it was.  
 
    There were worse things to do while waiting for Aurora. He doubted very much that she was actually peeing. Instead, it was likely she was just taking time to calm down. The conversation had been unusually intimate for them and had taken some odd turns, but the result was somehow still the same.  
 
    The little pig’s head shot up, looking off in the direction Aurora had gone. A moment later, he heard a scream coming from that same direction. Without a second thought, Samuel jumped to his feet and rushed off into the trees, the tiny glowing pig leading the way. Every step the little creature took left behind footprints that glimmered for a second or two before fading away. Sparkles trailed off of it, like it was covered in a layer of them that continually refreshed over time.  
 
    They found the scream’s source in a small clearing not far from their camp. Aurora’s arms and legs were pinned to the ground, each being held by a small, gray goblin. The goblins were a little taller than a human toddler, with mostly bald heads and large bulging eyes. Their teeth, sharpened to points, were capable of ripping into flesh with ease. Besides these four, half-a-dozen more circled her, each with drawn blades that looked like oversized butcher knives or meat cleavers.  
 
    The pig sprinted toward a goblin holding one of Aurora’s legs, igniting like a shooting star and slamming into it with surprising force. The goblin was knocked away from the nun, but the three others held on tightly. One of the goblins restraining an arm barked something in Gobbish at its companions, who all whirled around to see Samuel standing there awkwardly.  
 
    “Umm…” Samuel’s gaze shifted quickly from one gnarled, pustule-ridden goblin face to another. Each of the goblins took a cautious step toward him, unable to know how much of a danger he might pose. Samuel chewed his lip nervously, as if he were being forced to address a crowd without a single note card in hand. “Hey?”  
 
    The goblins shrieked and threw themselves at him in a reckless charge, causing the Summoner to scramble backward clumsily. Something about their little maws of sharpened teeth was much more terrifying to him than the kindleback had been. The heel of Samuel’s boot caught on a twisted root, causing him to lose his balance and fall back onto his ass.  
 
    “No, no, no!” Samuel stammered, kicking at the ground under him. “Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off!”  
 
    Raising a hand with two fingers extended, he fired off the first spell that came to mind in his panicked state. “Crydat!” 
 
    The bolt of blue magic collided with the lead goblin, causing a significant layer of solid ice to form across the front of its torso. The sudden shock of the spell caused the goblin’s body to contort slightly as it fell to the ground, howling. The rest continued to advance over it in their haste, trampling it underfoot in the process.  
 
    If he’d brought one of the varo with him, he would have been able to crush the creatures under its talons, but he’d left them both tethered back at the camp like an idiot. With mere feet between him and the small horde, Samuel spread his arms before bringing them together in a dramatic clap. “Galfa!”  
 
    The magic in his palms became an explosive blast of wind, leaping from where he stood and slamming into the small creatures. They scattered like bowling pins, with many bouncing off tree trunks in an almost comedic fashion. Others, lucky enough to avoid striking any of the trees, tumbled through the air like rag dolls before hitting the ground with a rugged bounce. Samuel breathed a little sigh of relief before settling into a more-focused state known as battlemind.  
 
    With the extra time and room he had created for himself, Samuel was able to center himself and focus on the magic flowing through him. He went to work hurling arcane bolts from the fingertips of both hands, one after another, in rapid succession. Each one that found a home in a goblin tore a chunk clean through it. The nasty little things were squishy and durable against blunt force, but against sharp arcane energy, there wasn’t much they could do. They tried to scatter but, in Samuel’s current focused state, he was not about to allow them to regroup only to come back and slit their throats in the night. So all of them had to go—every last one.  
 
    By the time he was finished, none were left standing. Each little lifeless body lay smoking in the dense undergrowth of the forest floor. Samuel pulled himself slowly out of his focused state for combat and turned his attention to Aurora, rushing over to her side.  
 
    Samuel’s heart thudded wildly in his chest. He had no way of knowing what damage had been done to her before he’d arrived. He didn’t know any healing magic, so if she was wounded, he didn’t know what he could do about it—she was the healer between them. In fact, that’s probably the main reason she was sent along with him. 
 
    When he got to the nun, she stared up at him, terrified. She was shaken and had a smudge of dirt on her face, but otherwise looked fine. Samuel had managed to get to her before the goblins had sunk their blades or teeth in her.  
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked, extending a hand down to her to help her up.  
 
    “Y-Yeah,” Aurora stammered as she took his hand. “You two got here just in time.”  
 
    Samuel gave a firm pull to lift her off the ground and felt a strange vertigo. He’d expended much more effort than he realized, and had not given himself much time to regain his strength after emerging from the battlemind.  
 
    As she got to her feet, Aurora’s foot caught against one of the many tree roots, and she stumbled forward. Both of them, with their balances compromised, went tumbling. Luckily, the tree behind Samuel wasn’t far and caught him before they’d both taken too hard of a fall. Instead, the Summoner was propped up awkwardly against the tree, with the nun looking as though she’d pinned him there herself, her body pressed against his.  
 
    It was the closest he had ever been to Aurora, not to mention the closest he’d been to a woman in months. The two were near enough to feel each other’s breath on their skin, to make out all of the small details in the irises of each other’s eyes.  
 
    Aurora’s body was against his firmly enough that he could feel the shape of her, revealing that the nun had a body built for sin under that holy habit she wore. The warmth and softness of her awakened a new awareness within him.  
 
    Aurora flushed a little, a sign she was possibly struggling with the same sudden physical curiosity about him.  
 
    “Er, uh..” Aurora muttered, her gaze flickering from one of his eyes to the other. He had never realized how beautifully blue her orbs were, like a clear summer sky. She had lush lashes and plump pink lips that he might have given a great deal to taste at that moment.  
 
    Her weight settled against him, and he became suddenly aware of the erection that she had coaxed out of nowhere. He couldn’t be sure, but perhaps she’d noticed it too.  
 
    “S-sorry,” Aurora whispered awkwardly before pushing off of him. “I didn’t mean to...”  
 
    “No, no,” he assured her as he struggled to stand up straight in a way that didn’t showcase the bulge in his trousers. “My fault entirely. I was in battlemind and—” 
 
    “I wasn’t watching where I was stepping,” Aurora offered. Each of them was trying to let the other off the hook for the uncomfortable moment. It was a strangely refreshing departure from the bitter interactions they usually shared.  
 
    “You were just rattled pretty bad, is all,” Samuel pointed out sheepishly. 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded, willing to accept that explanation. “So many goblins, right?”  
 
    “Mhm,” the Summoner motioned to the bodies strewn about the area. “Whole hunting party by the looks of it. Much scarier in person, too.” 
 
    Aurora took a sharp breath before brushing past him toward camp. “We should go.”  
 
    Samuel nodded in agreement. The nun patted her thigh quickly to beckon to the pig. It fell right in behind her, a satisfied twinkle in its eye with the service it had provided for the both of them.  
 
    Samuel wouldn’t have thought such a tiny little thing could pack such a hefty punch. But he’d seen it with his own eyes, so there was little doubt on the matter now—it wasn’t a creature to be trifled with, no matter how cute.  
 
    Returning to their camp, Samuel dropped some more wood into the fire pit before picking up each of the bowls to set aside for the morning. “I, uh, fed him…by the way.”  
 
    Aurora looked down at the pig, some remnants of the stew still on his snout. “Bigsby,” Aurora said in a small voice before clearing her throat. “I named him Bigsby, after an imaginary friend I had as a child.”  
 
    It was an oddly charming admission coming from her, and it brought a smile to Samuel’s face. He thought it was also the kind of thing someone might use as ammunition against a former bully. He, however, would not stoop so low, especially when the pig was growing on him so quickly. Samuel gave her a reassuring nod before motioning to her tent. “You should get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Aurora asked, a fleeting note of concern in her voice.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Samuel waved a hand awkwardly, “I’m all charged up now and need a little time to settle.”  
 
    “Ah, alright,” the nun agreed, brushing a stray strand of golden hair out of her face. Before recent events, Samuel would never have noticed how vibrant or lovely that hair looked. But, he’d gotten a whiff of something smooth like vanilla from her, and he wondered if it had come from her hair. 
 
    “I’ll wake you in a few hours,” Samuel said as she retreated into her tent with Bigsby. He flopped down next to the fire, staring into the dancing flames. The fire’s heat was almost chilly in comparison to how hot he’d felt himself get with her soft, supple weight pressing into him. As the minutes passed, it dawned on Samuel that he’d not only become aroused by his former bully but was looking forward to seeing her again as soon as possible.  
 
    “…Shit,” Samuel groaned in self-disgust. 

  

 
  
   

  

 
   
    Chapter 6[image: ] 
 
   T he next few days came with no new surprises for the traveling pair of Summoners. Samuel was grateful for that fact, having already had his fill of random wilderness violence. Between the kindleback and the goblins, he was looking forward to some well-deserved rest. Despite the comforts of his tent at the end of each day, he longed for an actual bed and a nice, hot bath. Thankfully, the tension between him and Aurora, sexual or otherwise, did not worsen over time.  
 
    Instead, the two of them remained focused on whatever came next. The first part of their journey had taught them to move more quietly and cautiously through the forest. Samuel couldn’t be sure if they were actually avoiding more trouble through these methods, or if there was simply nothing out there to encounter. Either way, he couldn’t let it go to his head. Getting sloppy could get them killed. 
 
    Looking at the map one night showed that the trail they had been taking was going to lead them close to a travelers’ lodge of some kind. It looked like it was an inn specifically for those who traveled these backwood paths, be they hunters, trappers, or loggers.  
 
    There was a trail that connected the lodge to a more-established road, so there was the possibility that there was some business coming in from there as well. For Samuel, it presented an opportunity to get the bath he was craving, not to mention a meal that wasn’t borne of some alchemical process.  
 
    As excited as he was to reach their first significant landmark on the journey, he did not mention it to Aurora. There was a part of him that thought that if there were stray kindlebacks and roving goblin raiding parties out here, it was possible that the establishment wouldn’t even be there anymore. It could be a smoldering ruin by now, and finding it in such condition after days of looking forward to it could be a harsh blow to their morale. It was best, Samuel decided, to manage expectations and remain cautiously optimistic.  
 
    In the end, his concern was unwarranted. They arrived at the Dainty Dwarfmaid without further hardship. Aurora was pleasantly surprised by the appearance of the inn where the trails converged.  
 
    “Did you know this inn was going to be out here?” Aurora asked, unable to contain her excitement as she dismounted from her varo.  
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel admitted. “But I wasn’t expecting something this nice.”  
 
    “No shit,” Aurora agreed as they approached. Out front, a man stood guard, dressed kind of like a doorman. He noticed them as soon as they emerged from the trail but made no move to intercept them. Instead, the guard seemed content to observe them from a distance for the moment.  
 
    The establishment was well-kept, not at all the rough-shod logging camp Samuel had half-expected to find there. On the contrary, the timber was clean-cut, the foundation’s stone expertly laid, and the surrounding grounds were cleared and meticulously kept. Around one side of the building was a stable where a young man cleaned a few stalls in preparation for new guests. Then, of course, there was a place for wagons, carts, and carriages. Such things were common out here for the fur traders and loggers; having the extra space was a boon that no doubt caused word of the place to spread like wildfire.  
 
    “Should we leave these two with you?” Samuel called out to the stableman, referring to the varo. 
 
    The young man looked at the two of them and nodded briefly, “Yeah, for now. But you’ll need a room before I can give you a stall.”  
 
    “Understood,” Samuel acknowledged as he handed the reins of his varo off to the stableman. Aurora did the same, though she was practically vibrating in place at the prospect of getting inside at that point.  
 
    The doorman, much larger and rugged-looking up close, stepped aside wordlessly as they approached the entrance. Samuel quickly noted the mean-looking cudgel the man kept leaning against the wall just out of view. He wondered if there was a pressing need for such a weapon, or if it was merely a precaution. Aurora remained oblivious to the club’s presence as she pushed the door open into the entry hall, where a wizened dwarven woman awaited behind a counter.  
 
    The moment they entered, a rotund woman looked up at them over a pair of battered spectacles. “Afternoon,” she said politely. “Welcome to the Dainty Dwarfmaid.”  
 
    Samuel smiled brightly, much happier to be speaking to someone new than he thought he’d be. “Good afternoon. Are you the Dainty Dwarfmaid herself?”  
 
    The Dwarf scoffed as she removed the spectacles from her face and spread her hands. “Do I look like much of a maid to you, kid?”  
 
    Despite her rebuke, a shade of pink had crept into her face along with a mirthful twinkle in her eye. Samuel had only ever spoken to a handful of dwarves in his entire life, and usually only in passing.  
 
    He’d read a lot about them, though. As the source of runic magic, the history and sociology of their people should have been required reading for anyone back at school. But, as it stood, all that was required for school was learning the system of runes itself.  
 
    “I’m Samuel, and this is Aurora,” Samuel said, continuing cheerfully. “We’re Summoners. We’ve been on the road for a few days now and would love to get a room and get washed up.”  
 
    The dwarven woman brushed a silvery lock of hair from her face as she replaced her spectacles. She reached for the book she’d been looking at earlier and turned one of the pages. “Well, you’re in the right place,” she replied. “I’m Hilda, by the way. It’s nice to meet you.”  
 
    “Pleasure is all mine,” Samuel said, earning a sour look from Aurora.  
 
    “Ha!” Hilda laughed. “Keep it up, and you might just earn some personal services tonight, boy!”  
 
    “After all the walking we’ve done? I don’t think I’d be able to keep up,” Samuel grinned. Hilda’s entire demeanor had now shifted to radiate a welcoming warmth. He did not doubt that what she said was true, either. Even at her age, she was still spry enough to take any young man through his paces and put in a full day of work.  
 
    “Praetia deliver me,” Aurora grumbled with a little roll of her eyes.  
 
    Hilda gave Aurora a sharp look to warn her about ruining her fun before turning her attention back to the book. “It looks like we’ve plenty of room.”  
 
    Hilda gave Samuel the room price, which the young Summoner found beyond reasonable. He couldn’t be sure if it was the standard price or if his flirting had somehow earned them a discount.  
 
    A bath was also included in the rate, along with a meal for the evening and another in the morning. Anything else ordered off of the menu would have to be paid for separately. Once the price for stabling was factored in, Samuel settled the fee with a few coins from the pouch he carried on his belt. He was sure to include a tip generous enough to be split between Hilda and the stableman if that was how they did things. 
 
    The entry hall let out into the main taproom, with a few other travelers already in it. A group enjoyed a meal at one of the tables, there was a couple sitting by the fire, and several more were chatting at the bar with the barman. He, too, was a dwarf, with a large, well-kept beard divided into two braids. Despite his completely bald head, he appeared to be a few decades younger than Hilda.  
 
    Each of the patrons was friendly enough, engaging in casual conversation with each other and the pair of Summoners. Those by the fire were the most curious about what the Summoners were up to, noting that a Summoner had not been seen venturing on foot in the area for perhaps years.  
 
    Witches and sorcerers were a more common occurrence, though not by much. It wasn’t until Samuel made mention of the kindlebacks that others in the room began to take notice of them. As Samuel had suspected, it was an anomaly, but sadly not an isolated one. Others had seen more of the creatures roaming the forests nearby, along with other monsters not known to venture too close to civilization.  
 
    Around nightfall, one of the newcomers joined the conversation, informing them of a troll somewhere off one of the logging trails that had driven him and his companion from their camp earlier that day. Both looked like seasoned loggers, and neither was confident in their abilities to repel the creature with wood cutting axes alone.  
 
    “This is the kind of thing we should be looking into,” Aurora whispered to Samuel irritably. “Not running errands up north.”  
 
    “I agree,” Samuel replied, seemingly to her surprise. “But the ink isn’t even dry on my certification yet. If I were to go against orders and wander off…”  
 
    Aurora could see the disdain for the situation on Samuel’s face. He had a strong sense of duty, but it was pulling him in two different directions at that moment.  
 
    He didn’t want to leave these people to their own devices. Hell, he hadn’t even wanted to embark on this journey to begin with. He’d wanted to join his father, helping people like these whenever possible.  
 
    “Maybe we can come back,” he offered, trying to set her mind at ease. “I’m sure whatever they’re going to tell me in Eldruna won’t take that long.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Aurora agreed, though she didn’t seem entirely convinced. “Come on,” she said, taking his hand. “I want to check something.”  
 
    Aurora guided him out of the taproom and down the hall to the room with the number corresponding to their key. Once inside, Samuel couldn’t help but notice the presence of only a single bed.  
 
    “Guess I’ll take the floor,” Samuel announced, glancing around the room for extra blankets.  
 
    “What?” Aurora asked, confused, before looking around the room, her eyes settling on the bed, “Oh, don’t worry about that right now.”  
 
    The blonde guided him to the center of the room, rolling up the sectional rug and setting it aside. Samuel’s brow furrowed as she pushed a few more items to the edge of the room, including a wash basin, a storage chest, and a few chairs with a small table.  
 
    Nearby there was a changing screen, along with a large bathtub that appeared to be empty. He supposed it would be an excellent idea to let Hilda know they would like to have their bath soon. 
 
    “Pay attention,” Aurora instructed as she began to draw a summoning circle on the floor.  
 
    “Pay attention to what?” Samuel asked, “What are you summoning?”  
 
    “I’m not summoning anything,” she replied as she finished the basics of the circle and sat back. “You are.”  
 
    “Me?” Samuel asked, “I can’t, not right now. It’s too soon; I could disrupt the bond with—”  
 
    Aurora waved a hand dismissively, “Nah, that’s all bullshit. I was summoning stuff two days after my Proving, and nothing bad happened. They just don’t want people neglecting familiars.”  
 
    “What, really?” Samuel couldn’t help but be a little surprised.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s an outdated tradition from when less was known about summoning, bonds, and all that. Now the only ones that need to follow that practice are the ones that struggled just to squeeze out a familiar.” Aurora raised a brow and stared at him expectantly. “I didn’t. Neither did you, right?”  
 
    “Well,” Samuel began, “not technically. I mean, it didn’t exactly go as intended.”  
 
    “Precisely,” Aurora said, pointing at him. “But your bond is strong with her. Even I could feel that from the brief time you showed her to me. When a summoning fails, it just fizzles. It’s not replaced by something else. Have you ever heard of someone getting a consolation prize? Ever?”  
 
    Samuel shook his head a little, though he hoped Aurora wasn’t referring to his familiar as a ‘consolation prize.’ It wasn’t like that. “So what do you want me to summon?”  
 
    “Anything, I guess,” she replied with a vague gesture to the circle. “I’m curious to see what happens. Choose something basic.” 
 
    “Something basic,” Samuel repeated, kneeling at the edge of the circle as she handed him her chalk. He fleshed the circle out a bit more as the nun looked on with a critical eye. Like the circle at his Proving, he included more refined detail than was strictly required for the basic level of summoning he would be doing.  
 
    “You don’t use any implements?” Aurora asked, though he could tell it was her guess as to why he created such a sophisticated array. Most Summoners had some kind of magical implement they would use to help channel their focus and intent, particularly with non-summoning spells. Less detail was required to get results when used in conjunction with an array. Aurora herself had settled on the prayer beads around her wrist as her implement, which made it easy for her to respond quickly to a situation—the way she had with the kindleback.  
 
    “I never found anything that felt right for me,” Samuel replied, dissembling slightly. He’d left out the part where he’d blown through multiple wands, amulets, staves, and other implements—often in a very literal sense. The implement would often explode on him while he was trying to perform a spell. It wasn’t uncommon, but it wasn’t the sort of thing he felt like divulging to someone who had bullied him all through school, either.  
 
    “Ivras’ methodology, then?” Aurora said as he put the finishing touches on the array. He couldn’t help but feel slightly surprised at her recognition of the process and symbols. They were more obscure than most.  
 
    “Yeah, you recognize them?” Samuel asked with a bit of a curious smile.  
 
    “Much of Saint Rafora’s methods are based on Ivras,” she explained without looking up.  
 
    “Huh, I didn’t know that,” he admitted. He hadn’t studied much on the Church’s summoning tradition, but perhaps it was worth taking a second look at sometime.  
 
    Samuel held a hand out to the circle and closed his eyes, reciting the standard invocation of the Outer Spheres as he did so. He decided to try something simple, non-destructive, and non-gendered.  
 
    With the second repetition of the phrase, water welled up within the circle but did not extend past the perimeter. From the center of the puddle, the fluid twisted and extended upwards, forming a roughly humanoid shape before gaining detail.  
 
    The floor creaked as the summoning was finalized, revealing what appeared to be a pale blue-skinned succubus with translucent wings, wet hair, and a soaked sheet plastered to her ample chest. The outline of the erect nipples caught Samuel’s attention briefly before he managed to avert his gaze. The creature ran her lithe fingers down her chest, eyes brimming with lust as they drifted over to Samuel.  
 
    “Hrm,” he grunted noncommittally.  
 
    “What was this supposed to be?” Aurora said with only a slight hint of irritation in her voice.  
 
    “Water weird,” Samuel answered, glancing briefly at the creature that was definitely not any water weird he’d ever encountered.  
 
    “A water weird?” Aurora repeated as she eyed him critically. “Does this look like a water weird to you?”  
 
    “Ha,” Samuel chuckled as the succubus moved her hips sinuously in an attempt to entice him, unable to leave the circle without his help. “Definitely not.”  
 
    Aurora raised the hand with the rosary around the wrist and snapped her fingers. The summoned creature instantaneously erupted into a burst of light and water as it was sent back to the Outer Spheres. The water left in the circle slowly vanished, appearing to soak into the grain of the wood floor until it was gone. Samuel stared at her silently, impressed with the power of Aurora’s Dismissal spell.  
 
    It was easily on the level of a much more-seasoned Summoner than either of them combined. He doubted that he would have been able to perform one nearly as precise and powerful as she had. Then again, she had been the one to draw the primary circle. 
 
    “Again,” she said, nodding at the circle, “Try something else.”  
 
    “Alright,” he sighed as he restarted the process with a new summon in mind. He erased a few symbols with his sleeve and replaced several components before reciting the words. This time he went simpler, the way he had intended to do with Snowball when he had first summoned her. He reached out for a simple creature—a bird.  
 
    Instead, he got a long-legged succubus with wildly vibrant feathers along her arms and framing her large, heavy breasts. He couldn’t help but stare as she turned to face him, golden eyes meeting his as she approached the edge of the circle. The creature reached down between her legs, running a long slender finger along her slick pink slit before bringing the finger to her mouth to suck on. Her gaze never once left him as she moved.  
 
    “The fuck is wrong with you?” Aurora exclaimed, a little flustered now.  
 
    “I was trying for a colorful bird!” Samuel explained, finally able to look away from the succubus briefly. This one was much more overt in its desire for him than the others had been. He could feel the lust rolling off her like heat against his libido.  
 
    “That’s not a bird!” the nun growled, jabbing a finger in the succubi’s direction.  
 
    “Beautiful plumage, though,” Samuel said sheepishly.  
 
    This time, when Aurora dismissed the creature in the circle, it felt almost spiteful and violent. He couldn’t explain how that was possible, but the sense he had for magic seemed saturated by it. A few feathers from the succubus drifted down to the floor where the creature had stood just moments before, dissolving entirely after settling.  
 
    “Alright, maybe it’s your secondary circle,” she suggested, running a frustrated hand through her long blonde hair. “Maybe there’s something about Ivras’ methodology that you’re getting wrong.” 
 
    “It’s not the circle,” Samuel countered, a little of the amusement he had with the situation draining from his voice. “Inspect it all you want.” 
 
    “Try it without the circle, then,” Aurora suggested as she grabbed one of the washcloths next to the basin and wet it. “You can do that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that,” Samuel grumbled as she leaned down to wipe the circle away quickly so he could use the same space.  
 
    Samuel cracked his knuckles as he brought his mind down into a state of focus he seldom needed when it came to summoning. Without circles, implements were usually the only way of providing the proper focus for an improvised summon. They’d already gone over why that wasn’t an option, so he had to resort to another method of hand movements that were more typical of sorcery and witchcraft.  
 
    “Wait!” Aurora interrupted, holding a hand out to him. “Try for something pure. Something innocent.”  
 
    Samuel could see what her logic was there. Invoking something pure and innocent might be a way to counter the obvious nature of a succubus.  
 
    But it couldn’t just be something that was either of those things. It had to be something that existed as a symbol of those things to people who thought of them. It had to be something that evoked a sense of purity and innocence when Samuel pictured it in his mind. He would focus more on the nature of the thing and its symbolism rather than its specifically-defined form.  
 
    He formed a complex set of symbols with his hands, called kinesics, in time with the words he spoke. Though he could perform the gestures, he had always found them awkward while summoning. With standard spells, it was different because you only needed one or two before the magic was discharged.  
 
    But those gestures required for a summoning were like speaking lines of incantations themselves while simultaneously saying the words aloud. This was in addition to holding the image of what he was trying to summon in his mind, focusing specifically on the nature of it rather than its form.  
 
    To Samuel, there were few things purer than gardens and the flowers contained within them. But rather than settling on that vague idea, he focused on the specific symbolism of the white rose, which was considered a symbol of youth, innocence, purity, and loyalty.  
 
    Instead, he got a tall, slender, nubile young succubus with pointed elven ears, whose white flesh was petal soft. Unlike the other two, this one was not constrained by a circle on the floor. She approached Samuel immediately, fully nude and moaning gently like she might be in heat.  
 
    “Aw, come on!” Aurora shouted angrily as the succubus leaned seductively against her master.  
 
    The creature’s wings enveloped him like an embrace as she traced along the side of his face with the soft velvet of her tongue. “Fuck me,” the succubus whispered gently, jarring Samuel briefly from a mental fog of arousal.  
 
    He leaned away from her slightly to look her in the face, making no effort to conceal his shock. Her eyes locked with his, penetrating deeply into his mind, filling him with an intense desire to mount her like an uncouth beast right there on the floor. Then, with a furious snap of Aurora’s fingers, the creature evaporated into a shower of rose petals, scattering as if cast into the wind.  
 
    “Did you…?” Samuel stammered, glancing between the fuming nun and the vanishing petals.  
 
    “Everything you summon is some kind of horny succubus!” Aurora exclaimed, cutting him off as she walked past him. “Unbelievable! I need to wash up just having seen that.” 
 
    “It’s not as though I’m doing it on purpose,” Samuel defended himself as she went to the changing screen and pulled it over to the bathtub before vanishing behind it. A moment later, articles of her clothing were thrown over the top of the screen, draping haphazardly.  
 
    “Watuma,” Aurora said from behind the curtain, followed immediately by the gentle sound of water as it filled the bathtub. It was a standard non-combat spell for filling empty receptacles with water—it was usually used to fill canteens and wash bins, though, not entire bathtubs. He supposed that repeated castings could do it, but she had done it in one. Impressive, he noted.  
 
    “Are you going to heat—” Samuel began to ask before Aurora shushed him from behind the screen.  
 
    “I know what I’m doing, Sammy,” Aurora said, bristling. “And don’t get any ideas about peeking, or it’ll be the last thing you ever see!”  
 
    “Ugh, fine. I wasn’t going to,” Samuel said defensively, taking a few steps away from the screen as an added precaution. He didn’t want to give her even the slightest excuse to think of him as a pervert. Thinking back to their experiment, he realized he’d already provided her with a few.  
 
    Aurora’s hand came out from behind the screen to grab a large metal pitcher from the floor, likely to fill the tub or to rinse once someone was done scrubbing up. 
 
     “Hemital!” Aurora said as she tossed the pitcher into the water. There was a flash of magical light behind the screen, the illumination of which cast a silhouette of her nude body for a fleeting second, making Samuel’s eyes go wide. A hiss followed the splash of the pitcher in the water, as the metal it was composed of became extremely hot almost immediately. Steam rose from behind the screen as the intense heat radiating from the metal pitcher quickly warmed the water.  
 
    It wasn’t how Samuel would have done it, but he had to admit, it was pretty clever. Aurora waited a few moments for the heat to dissipate before sinking into the tub with a long groan of relief. Between the groan, the brief glimpse of her sensually-shaped silhouette, and the procession of semi-nude to nude succubi prior, Samuel considered perhaps taking his bath cold when it was his turn.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7[image: ] 
 
   S amuel took the time to search out the extra blankets and pillows he would need to sleep on the floor. There were plenty of bed linens in the storage chest, but only one pillow to spare.  
 
    That would probably be enough for him, he internally noted. He couldn’t help but recall how he’d longed for a room at an inn in order to avoid sleeping on the ground for a night. But, it seemed Hilda had assumed they were a couple for some reason and given them a room with just one large bed. 
 
    He used his bedroll as a base for the improvised bed and layered on a few of the blankets to make it a little softer than normal. Just as he was putting the finishing touches on his little project, he heard water shift from behind the screen.  
 
    Aurora had been almost entirely motionless the whole time he’d been working. He assumed she’d just been content to soak in the hot water for a while, which he empathized with. Now it sounded like she was finally beginning to wash up. He’d be able to get into the tub once she was finished. There was something else Samuel would need to attend to first, though.  
 
    “You want me to run down and grab us some dinner?” He asked Aurora from his side of the screen.  
 
    “What are they serving?” Aurora responded, not taking her attention off her scrubbing.  
 
    “Does it matter?” Samuel laughed. “It’s bound to be better than what we’ve been getting by with, right?” Aurora didn’t make a sound in the affirmative, but he got a distinct sense somehow that she agreed with him.  
 
    He took that as his cue to get going and excused himself to go down to the taproom. Several of the guests who had been there earlier had either left to return to their rooms or gotten back on the road. Samuel spoke briefly with the barman to get the meal that came with their room. Then, after a short trip to the kitchen, the dwarf returned with two generous plates of roast pheasant and potatoes with some braised carrots.  
 
    “This smells incredible,” Samuel praised as he gawked at the meal, his mouth watering in anticipation of devouring it in their room.  
 
    “Just wait ‘til you get a load of breakfast,” the dwarf chuckled as he set the plates on a large platter with a small decanter of ale and two empty cups. “Enjoy.”  
 
    Samuel took the platter, carefully balancing it so as not to drop anything, and returned to their room. He fumbled awkwardly to get the door open when he arrived but managed to keep the platter level with no small amount of luck. Inside, Aurora was brushing her golden hair on the edge of the bed, wrapped in a fluffy white bathrobe, looking no less gorgeous than a fairy tale princess. His brow furrowed briefly as he set the platter on the table. “Where did you get that?”  
 
    “What?” Aurora asked, the pace of her brushing not faltering in the slightest. 
 
    “The robe,” Samuel said, pointing at it. “I didn’t see any when I was rummaging around.”  
 
    “It’s mine, Sammy,” she said with a mean laugh.  
 
    “You brought…a bathrobe with you?” Samuel frowned, a little confused. “On a trip like this?”  
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” Aurora asked plaintively.  
 
    “Just seems like something you wouldn’t want to waste space in your pack for.” Samuel shrugged as he sat at the table.  
 
    “I didn’t have it in my pack,” Aurora chuckled as she switched to another part of her head to brush. “Do I look like an idiot?”  
 
    Samuel picked up his flatware before stopping and thinking about that for a moment. Where else was she stuffing big fluffy bathrobes if not in her pack? 
 
    “Bigsby,” Aurora explained, as if to a child. “The little pocket of space that familiars go into? They can store things in there, remember?”  
 
    Samuel turned his attention to his pheasant, carving into it with the knife on the platter. “Right, yeah. Of course.” He cursed himself for forgetting. He could have used Snowball’s space for comfort items as well. 
 
    He had totally forgotten that fact amid all the other strangeness that had transpired around Snowball. Some Summoners even put in extra effort to expand that space, using it either to further their studies on the Outer Spheres or to give their familiar more to work with. But storage wasn’t an uncommon use either—he’d merely forgotten.  
 
    He took the first bite of his pheasant to put the lapse out of his mind and was taken aback by how incredibly flavorful and aromatic the food was. Rosemary, thyme, and some other herbs he didn’t immediately recognize danced across his taste buds, riding on the moist juices of the meat.  
 
    “Oh, damn,” Samuel muttered as he closed his eyes. “That’s fantastic.”  
 
    Aurora’s brushing stopped immediately, and she watched him quietly as he savored the flavor. Then, after just a moment of consideration, she abandoned the brush on the bed and slid quickly into the chair across from him. She was more ravenous than he’d realized, digging into the pheasant almost brutishly.  
 
    “Fuck me,” the blonde groaned as the flavor hit her with all the same power it had with Samuel. But her appreciation of the meal wasn’t what had grabbed his attention. Instead, it was the choice of words combined with the fluffy white bathrobe and how her hair fell to one side while still damp.  
 
    He swallowed hard as the image of the white rose succubus that had spoken to him earlier flooded his mind. He could almost feel her breath against his skin, the heat of her supernatural lust as it rolled off her body. His mind began to wander immediately into speculation, particularly of what Aurora’s breath would feel like against his lips. What would her skin feel like, for that matter? 
 
    Samuel’s gaze snapped back down to his food as he shoveled some of the carrots into his mouth. The flavor barely registered for a moment as the imagery in his mind persisted. He dared not exchange any more words with her for the rest of the meal, lest he risk her saying something else that would send his mind into a perverted spiral.  
 
    Every bite of the meal brought him further out of it as he used one indulgence to drown out another. It was almost a distant memory by the time he finished his meal, which had not just sated his hunger but practically given him new life.  
 
    “Bath time?” Aurora suggested as he rose from his chair. “Should still be warm.”  
 
    Samuel nodded as he pulled at his sleeves to unbutton the cuffs. “Yeah, I probably should. I supposed I’d rather smell like your used bathwater than whatever I currently reek of.”  
 
    “Again with the weird jokes,” she scoffed around a mouthful of potatoes as she pointed at the tub with her fork. “I already purified it, smartass.”  
 
    Samuel smirked as he crossed the room and stepped around the changing screen. A purification spell on the water was enough to cleanse it of any filth that had washed off the woman during her bathing.  
 
    Many people still couldn’t bring themselves to use supposedly dirty water even after casting the spell, but Samuel knew that there was no more effective way to get such clean water without access to a spring. The Church’s clergy used this magic all the time in their services. He supposed it had to be almost second nature for most of them.  
 
    The clear water was, in fact, still warm. Indeed, it was the optimal temperature he preferred back home. He glanced over at the screen where Aurora sat at the table on the other side. “Did you reheat it for me too?”  
 
    “Maybe,” Aurora answered coyly. Samuel decided not to press the issue, even by thanking her. As the silence stretched on, he realized it had been the correct way to handle it. He hoped that acknowledging that he noticed would show gratitude enough. 
 
    Samuel didn’t soak for nearly as long as the nun, though he allowed himself a few moments to relax his muscles in the heated water. Once satisfied, he reached down to the miniature crate next to the tub to retrieve some soaps and elixirs to give his hair a good scrub. Walking through the forest for days had done a number on his scent, but it had also somehow made his hair more drab and lifeless. It felt much better when he was drying it out after the bath. 
 
    Once his trousers were back on, he stepped out from behind the changing screen. He was surprised to see Aurora curled up on the bed, still in her fluffy white bathrobe. She’d been more tired than he’d thought. He was careful not to make any noise as he skulked around the room to tidy up, blow out the candles, and settle down in his improvised bed on the ground.  
 
    He’d only just started to get comfortable when he heard Aurora shift some blankets around on the bed. 
 
    “You don’t have to sleep on the floor,” Aurora whispered gently. “You can come up here. Share the bed with me. It’s huge. There’s plenty of room.”  
 
    Samuel held his breath as she whispered, noting an almost hesitant shyness in how she spoke. It made her seem more vulnerable in a way he hadn’t seen since the farewell celebration at the start of their journey.  
 
    He froze, thinking briefly about what it would be like for them to share a bed, lying next to each other, slowly creeping toward each other throughout the night until they were comfortably spooned together. It sounded nice, but that was just a misguided fantasy. It would almost certainly end in disaster. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Samuel replied sheepishly.  
 
    “What? Why?” Aurora’s head popped up from the bed as she propped herself on her elbows. He noted that she was no longer wearing the bathrobe. Instead, she wore a white silk sleeveless chemise that cast the swell of her breasts in the most flattering light he could have possibly imagined. He could just slightly make out the perky nipples pressing against the thin fabric from beneath, thanks to the moonlight cast through the windows.  
 
    “You don’t think that might get a little awkward?” Samuel suggested tentatively.  
 
    “Aw-awkward!?” Aurora sneered, “Why, because I’m not one of your succubuses with ginormous tits!?” 
 
    Aurora motioned toward her breasts, which Samuel mentally noted weren’t exactly small. Why she would feel insecure about them was beyond him. 
 
    “Well, I roll around a bit in my sleep. And it’s, ‘succubi’, actually,” Samuel corrected in a nervous murmur.  
 
    “What!?” Aurora spat.  
 
    “The plural of succubus is succubi,” Samuel explained with a shaky smile. “You said succubuses.”  
 
    The attempt at humor to break the tension was an utter failure. Her hair practically stood on end with how absolutely furious she had grown with him now. “You. Stupid. Jackass.”  
 
    It wasn’t even close to the worst thing she’d ever called him, but somehow it felt like it. It wasn’t just anger in her eyes. There was something else there as well. Was it shame? 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that,” Samuel explained. “I was trying to make a joke. I really do roll around in my sleep, you know.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Aurora said dismissively through her teeth. “I offer you a nice place to sleep for one night before we’re back to sleeping in bushes and dirt, and you take the opportunity to correct my fucking grammar? Fucking classic Sammy. Bravo.”  
 
    “Well, hold on—” Samuel began, trying to mount a defense as she crossed the bed like a satin-clad fury. 
 
    “No!” Aurora snapped, pantomiming a mouth shutting with one hand. “I don’t want to hear it from you! You’ve always been a snooty little know-it-all! I was a moron to think that anything had changed between us! I just didn’t want to hear His Highness Prince Sammy bitching about how he didn’t get to sleep in a nice comfy bed for the next several days, but you can forget that shit now.”  
 
    Now things were beginning to feel more familiar to Samuel. But her voice was breaking even as she laid into him, and he realized that he’d crossed a line that he hadn’t even been aware of.  
 
    He’d somehow disappointed her deeply, and he had no idea what to do about it. Defending himself seemed less important now than trying to undo whatever damage he had done. But the words caught in his throat, and his mind was blank. Few things disarmed him of his mental faculties and voice the way the hurt in her eyes had.  
 
    “Sleep on the floor, for all I care!” Aurora seethed, turning her back on him and returning to her spot on the bed. She brusquely pulled the blankets over herself in a pointed display of ignoring him. He stood completely still in the quiet, dark room for what felt like several minutes before he managed to pull some clothes back on and leave. He needed some fresh air. He needed to clear his head and get away from her before he fucked things up even more.  
 
    The two of them had never gotten along, and they had always been known to fight. Usually, it was her with the upper hand either by her position within the academy’s social hierarchy or the number of people accompanying her in her little clique. But he couldn’t remember it ever being like this. This was deeper and much more personal, and he had no idea how it had gotten to that point. 
 
    For a moment, he entertained the fantasy that maybe she was offended because she wanted him to join her in the bed, maybe even wanted him to try something. After all, they’d had a moment after the goblins, right? Maybe the attraction he felt toward her was reciprocated to some degree? Maybe that’s why she felt compelled to compare her pretty awesome tits to those of his succubi? 
 
    Samuel snorted at the idea, scolding himself for the foolish wish. It seemed painfully unlikely. 
 
    “Trouble with the missus?” The doorman asked as Samuel stepped out into the open, his words jarring Samuel from his internal puzzling.  
 
    “Uh, no,” Samuel said, clearing his throat. “I mean, yes. But we’re not a thing. We’re not together, I mean.”  
 
    “Hm,” the large man grunted, lifting an eyebrow. “Could have fooled me. You certainly looked like a couple.” 
 
    Samuel blinked. “She’s a nun.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Plenty of young women dress as nuns on pilgrimage to avoid questions when traveling alone or in small company.” 
 
    Samuel sighed and conceded the point with a nod.  
 
    The doorman pointed toward the treeline. “Well, don’t wander too far, alright? It’s been pretty active out there the last few nights.”  
 
    “Right,” Samuel said with a grunt. “Thank you.”  
 
    The doorman grunted back and returned to leaning against the corner of the building like he was keeping it standing entirely on his own. Samuel noted how much different it looked out here, though, now that night had fallen. Perhaps it wouldn’t be smart to wander too far after all. 
 
    So instead of going for the stroll he had initially intended, Samuel turned off toward the stables to check on the varo. The large, dark birds that belonged to the two of them were among several that were all sleeping in their stalls, curled up into feathery balls.  
 
    Samuel sighed a little as he watched the sleeping mounts, the words exchanged between Aurora and himself echoing in his mind on repeat. He had to do something to get his mind off it, so he found an empty stall where he could call Snowball out. He’d kept her hidden for far too long.  
 
    “Master!” she exclaimed happily as she leapt from the magical light of the summoning and into his arms.  
 
    “Heh, take it easy,” Samuel laughed a little. “It hasn’t been that long.”  
 
    “Is long since alone,” Snowball replied, nuzzling her cheek against his affectionately, the rest of her soft body pressing just as firmly against his. “Samuel…Master.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose it has been,” he agreed as he slowly eased her a step backward. “Have you been doing alright?” 
 
    “Lonely. Hungry.” Snowball stuck out her lip in an exaggerated pout. 
 
    “Sorry, I’ll get you a whole bunch of veggies as soon as I can, and you can take them with you,” Samuel offered, scratching her ears gently.  
 
    “Hungry now,” the familiar insisted.  
 
    “I don’t have anything to give you right now,” he sighed. “I can check inside and see if anyone’s up, but I think it might be too late in the evening.”  
 
    Snowball’s head tilted to one side as she stood and took a few steps back as if putting herself on display. She hooked her thumbs under the straps of her top and slid them down her shoulders, exposing her perfect, perky breasts. “Hungry for Master.”  
 
    Samuel felt like a deer in the crosshairs, having almost forgotten that she, too, was a succubus and not just a humanoid rabbit. The connection between them began to burn in his mind with the hunger and lust that blazed within the familiar herself as she stripped off the loincloth and cast it to the side with one hand.  
 
    “Bonded,” Snowball said as she stepped closer with a sultry swing of her hips. “Need Master.” 
 
    Samuel didn’t have a means of rejecting her ready and could not halt her advance. Before he realized what was happening, her lips were pressed to his to steal a kiss. Despite him still being dressed, her nudity lent her body a distinctly softer feel. The smooth velvet of her tongue slid into his mouth, pushing his lips apart in the process. His tongue met with hers as if by reflex. He could feel the surge of power in the bond through this one simple act, a feeling that was as pleasant as it was surprising.  
 
    His qualms about this kind of interaction with his familiar were beginning to wither in the face of that power and the feelings that came with it. It wasn’t just his own relief at a fraction of his sexual frustration being sated, but hers as well. It was a potent cocktail of experience that swamped his brain.  
 
    Their tongues danced with one another as Snowball drank deeply of the lust bubbling up from deep within her master. Her excitement was readily apparent to Samuel by the stiff nipples pressed firmly against his chest, her hands grasping at his shoulders in vague desperation.  
 
    When the familiar finally broke the lip-lock, letting out a small gasp when she did, Samuel found an immediate sense of longing begin to set in. It was remarkable how quickly his attitude toward her had changed with just one kiss.  
 
    Snowball giggled a little as she wiped at the corner of her mouth, her eyes gleaming with mischief. Before he’d had a chance to read her intentions, the familiar’s fingers were fiddling with the buttons on his trousers. She was going to go for it.  
 
    “Whoa, whoa!” Samuel sputtered as his hands seized hers. “That’s not where this is going. It’s too much.”  
 
    Snowball leaned in, her face a mere inch or so from his. “No want?”  
 
    “It has nothing to do with want,” Samuel tried to explain.  
 
    “Then is no problem,” Snowball shrugged with a smirk as she tried to free her hands from Samuel’s.  
 
    “No, Snowball,” Samuel pressed. “You need to listen to me.”  
 
    As he stared into the eager eyes of the familiar, the color shifted to that of another familiar hue. Astonished, Samuel leaned back to see that Snowball now wore Aurora’s face. Despite it being a seamless likeness, the expression of mischievous lust was most definitely Snowball’s. Samuel’s mouth opened and closed like a gasping fish, utter confusion preventing him from finding the words for his familiar.  
 
    “You like? Think of nun so…suck dick with nun’s face, eh?” Snowball wiggled her eyebrows as she pantomimed a blowjob with one hand.  
 
    “Wh— No! Noooo!” Samuel stammered as he stepped back, waving his arms a little frantically. “No way in hell. That’s so wrong!” 
 
    “No good?” Snowball frowned, though he could tell she was talking about the quality of the change rather than the ethics of it. Somehow he was able to glean that from her strange way of speaking.  
 
    “Well, no, it’s actually quite accurate,” Samuel admitted with a motion to her face. “But that’s hardly the point! It’s not proper. It would be highly unethical to…do that.” 
 
    “Hm,” Snowball grunted as she pursued him, trying to make an effort to understand why this did not please him. 
 
    “I don’t even have an interest in her like that,” Samuel lied. “So it would be pointless. Better to just use your own face at this point, right?”  
 
    Snowball’s lithe fingers ran over the bulge in his trousers, her eyes gleaming knowingly. “Sure.”  
 
    Samuel’s head tilted to one side as his brows furrowed together incredulously. For a creature that was supposed to be acting as his loyal familiar, she could be awfully snarky and sarcastic when she wanted to be. Snowball’s face melted back into its original shape as she pulled the length of his hard cock from its hiding spot in his trousers with a single deft motion.  
 
    “Suck with my face then,” she said with a smirk. She sank to her knees and ran her tongue along the head of his turgid shaft.  
 
    Samuel gasped, the will to resist her melting away all over again. “Alright, fine. But just the blowjob this one time, alright? Nothing more.”  
 
    “Mmm,” Snowball moaned as she licked along the underside of his cock, teasing the tip expertly. “We’ll see. Am succubus with master. Succubus need feeding by master.” Her hand wrapped firmly around the base of him to tug gently at his length, her head turning up to look into his eyes. “Need master cum to grow, to thrive, become strong. Succubus way.”  
 
    Snowball’s head turned down again, wasting no more time as she took the throbbing erection into her mouth. He tried to absorb the implications of her statement as she took him down to the hilt, the swollen glans of his dick pushing into her throat without eliciting even the slightest gag from her.  
 
    “Shit!” Samuel moaned, realizing suddenly that he would need to make an effort to remain quiet. If the varo were disturbed, it would get the attention of the stableman, and then he’d have a lot more explaining to do. Moreover, the doorman would likely be summoned once a commotion was raised.  
 
    The Summoner bit his lip as Snowball’s head continued to bounce up and down on his cock, turning from side to side in subtle motions as her tongue cradled his flesh lovingly. The bond between them was ablaze with sexual satisfaction as the desire surging within him slowly nourished the succubus. Samuel kept his mouth closed to ensure he didn’t make a peep, and Snowball seemed to pick up on the need to remain silent as well. What little moans she had been giving around the cock in her mouth ceased, leaving them with only the wet sounds of her suckling and occasional slurping.  
 
    “S-Snowball,” he whispered desperately. “You’re going to make me cum.”  
 
    “Mm,” was her only reply as the vacuum seal of her mouth tightened and her rhythm grew more intense. She wanted it as much as he did. He could feel the voracious hunger within her as if it were his own, mingling with the fierce desires of the both of them.  
 
    Samuel closed his eyes as he turned his head upward, the tension he felt suddenly releasing in a furious rush like a broken dam. Each thick spurt of hot cum he fed her was met eagerly with gulping swallows. He wanted nothing more at that moment than to fill her belly with his jizz, which she gratefully accepted. His orgasm stretched on forever, crashing upward through his body as it crushed the remains of his inhibitions underfoot. The Summoner’s body quaked and tensed under the succubi’s attention, unable to prevent his hips from thrusting forward two or three times in the process.  
 
    When it was over, and he’d given her a final spurt of his seed, the familiar removed her mouth from his twitching cock with a little popping sound.  
 
    “Ahhh,” Snowball sighed contentedly, opening her mouth to show him the last of his pearlescent cum on the tip of her tongue before swallowing it dramatically. She licked up and down his fading erection, removing any remnants of his ejaculate as though she were licking a plate clean.  
 
    “Wow,” Samuel muttered, running a hand through his hair. The link between them provided him with an understanding of her growing sense of satisfaction and fullness. It was as though she had orgasmed when he had. The hints of that afterglow were accompanied by the vivid feeling of being full after a delicious meal.  
 
    “Is good?” Snowball asked, looking up at him with sly satisfaction.  
 
    “Uh, yeah!” Samuel nodded enthusiastically, buttoning his pants up hastily. “Yeah, it was.”  
 
    It was a feeling that stuck with him all the way back to the room. He hadn’t intended to go out and get his dick sucked by his familiar. He only just now remembered that his reason for calling Snowball out in the first place was to inquire about using her space for additional storage the way Aurora had done with Bigsby, so he’d have to ask her the next time he called upon her. Then, hopefully, he would be able to get a little more utility from her outside of the sexual kind now that she had been fed.  
 
    Samuel was as silent as the grave upon entering the room. He crossed to his spot on the floor, pausing as his eyes fell on Aurora, fast asleep in bed. He took a moment to admire how sweet she looked when she was sleeping, framed by a golden halo of her hair as it rested on the pillow surrounding her face.  
 
    He’d lied to his own familiar about his growing attraction to this woman. She was a nun. She was a bully. She had tormented him for years, but he found himself thinking about her more and more, caring about how she felt about the words he spoke and what he did. Caring about her. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grunted in a moment of self-awareness, sinking to his bedroll. He needed to find a faster way to Eldruna before all of this got to be too much and blew up in his face.  
 
    Of course, that is, if it hadn’t already.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8[image: ] 
 
   T he barman had been right about breakfast. As impressive as the dinner had been, the breakfast that came with the room was much better. His mouth had watered at the smell of sizzling bacon that had drifted up to their room. The plate set before him had been packed with potatoes and eggs, all set beneath a blanket of sausage and bacon. Faced with so many delicious choices, he actually froze up, unsure which to taste first. 
 
    “You should try the bacon,” Aurora suggested after swallowing a mouthful of eggs. “It’s so good.” 
 
     The tension that had formed between them the night before had not vanished entirely, but the breakfast had gone a long way in setting it aside for a while. The blonde was just as impressed with the meal as Samuel was.  
 
    “Yeah?” Samuel asked as he reached over and forked one of the bacon strips off her plate. 
 
    “Not mine, you ass,” Aurora protested, trying to snatch the bacon back with one hand. She was too slow, though, unable to get her food back before he shoved it into his mouth. Samuel grinned a little as he chewed, staring back at the nun smugly. 
 
    “Alright. If that’s how it’s going to be,” Aurora snorted as if accepting a challenge. Her hand darted out quickly, forking up one of his sausages before chomping down on it in a fashion that mocked how he’d done it.  
 
    Samuel wasn’t offended in the least. On the contrary, he found the gesture to be uncharacteristically playful of her. He chuckled as she chewed it crudely, unable to finish it before breaking into laughter herself. She held a hand up to keep from spitting the link out in the process. 
 
    “You’ve got a little something,” Samuel teased, pointing to a spot on his chin. “Right there.”  
 
    Aurora wiped her chin, then looked down at her hand to be sure she’d got it. It took her a few tries before she did, eventually getting a napkin to ensure nothing remained. In the meantime, he managed to finish off the bacon on his own plate. It really was good. 
 
    “You got it,” he assured her with a chuckle.  
 
    “Jackass,” Aurora griped, but her eyes remained strangely mirthful. “You owe me bacon.”  
 
    “Yeah, but,” Samuel shrugged, making a vague gesture toward the kitchen. “I’d have to walk all the way over there to get you some.”  
 
    “Just as lazy as ever,” she commented as she resumed her meal. There were only a couple of other individuals in the taproom with them at this hour enjoying breakfast as well, so their goofing off mainly went unnoticed.  
 
    “I think you’re getting us confused,” Samuel countered, “I’m not the one that slept through classes.”  
 
    “I only slept through a few,” Aurora shot back defensively. “And it’s not as though I was really missing anything. Every class I slept through was covering shit that I already knew.”  
 
    “So sleeping through them was the best you could come up with?” Samuel wondered. 
 
    “Well, I also had a job in the archives keeping me up late, so I had to pick up the sleep somewhere. Fortunately, all the reading kept me ahead of the coursework.”  
 
    His fork lowered a little as he tilted his head to one side. “What, really?”  
 
    “You seem surprised,” Aurora said a little smugly, keeping her focus on her food as she continued to eat.  
 
    “A little bit,” he admitted. “But less so than I would have been if you’d told me this a month ago. I’ve seen you in action now, and your dismissals have got some serious juice to them.”  
 
    Aurora’s mask of smugness cracked a little as she shot him a brief glance. Now it was her that was on the back foot. “Sorry to disrupt your preconceptions of me. I think you’ll find I’m full of surprises.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” he admitted with a playful smile as he finished his eggs. He couldn’t help but notice a little pink in her cheeks now. 
 
    “How was sleeping on the floor last night, you bastard?” Aurora asked as she smeared jam on her toast, the last thing she had left to eat.  
 
    Samuel chuckled. “It was fine,” he lied as he pushed his plate to one side, completely stuffed. Sleeping on the floor had been terrible. It had little to do with the blankets and the bedroll, though, and more with the lingering guilt he felt over their exchange earlier that night.  
 
    “Good,” she said. “So there won’t be any complaints from you when we’re traveling?”  
 
    “Not at all,” Samuel assured her. He couldn’t tell if these were meant to be barbs she was trading with him or genuine concern. He supposed that it could be a little bit of both. 
 
    Aurora didn’t say anything else until she finished her toast, wiping her mouth and fingers of any jam or crumbs that might have eluded her. “Are you all packed to go?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel answered. “I did all my packing earlier before we came down.”  
 
    “Well, then I’ll leave the varo to you while I get my things,” Aurora declared as she got to her feet and pushed in her chair. 
 
    “When did you get appointed the boss?” Samuel scoffed.  
 
    “You forget, Sammy,” Aurora smirked, patting him on the head as she walked past. “I’ve always been the boss.” 
 
    This time it didn’t bother him when she called him Sammy, though he couldn’t say exactly why. It bothered him even less to have her pat him on the head so familiarly.  
 
    He turned to watch her vanish back up the stairs toward their room. He couldn’t help but admire how the habit framed her backside before stopping himself. He couldn’t allow himself to lower his guard with her after one light-hearted breakfast—he was still on pins and needles and should remember as much. 
 
    Samuel left a couple of coins on the table as an added tip for the exceptional breakfast and took his leave of the taproom. The stableman greeted him as he approached, exchanging pleasantries as he brought their varo out to begin loading. Aurora came down soon after with their bags to add what was left to their mounts. Bigsby trotted behind her, leaving glowing footprints wherever he went. The stableman leaned down and patted the little magical pig on the head, marveling at the scintillating colors of the creature.  
 
    “You should probably have Snowball come out to stretch her legs a little bit,” Aurora said as she patted her varo along the neck.  
 
    Samuel raised a brow and gave her a curious look. “You sure? I wouldn’t have thought you would suggest that.”  
 
    “Your situation with your familiar is still weird, but now that I know it’s not your fault, it’s not so bad,” Aurora explained. “Besides, it would be profoundly unkind to keep her cooped up all the time. You shouldn’t let your familiar think you’re ashamed of her.”  
 
    Samuel resisted the urge to comment about Aurora’s history of being unkind and chose to take the win. The stableman stood to head back inside for something, waving to Bigsby one last time as he left. Samuel decided there was no harm in having Snowball out for a little while since he had allowed her to feed the night before. He figured the chances of Snowball making things weird now were pretty low.  
 
    With a brief word of magic and a motion of his hand, Snowball emerged from her extradimensional space to prove Samuel completely wrong. The familiar was just as nude as the last time he had seen her, having never put her clothes back on apparently. As Aurora let out a wordless shout of surprise, one of Samuel’s hands went up to his face. He wasn’t sure if there was a time in recent memory that he’d been this mortified.  
 
    “Snowball, where are your clothes?” Samuel grumbled.  
 
    “That’s a damn good question!” Aurora yelled as she rifled through one of her packs, quickly retrieving a spare habit, not unlike the one she wore.  
 
    “Left clothes over…” the familiar’s gaze shifted to the stables. Samuel realized she’d just left them there when she’d undressed the night before. His heart skipped a beat at the imminent reveal of their time together the night before. Luckily, Aurora cut her off before she could say any more.  
 
    “What in the blue hell!?” The nun exclaimed in disbelief. “She can talk!?” 
 
    Samuel brought a finger to his lips. “Shh, shh! Yes, she talks a little. It’s not a big deal.”  
 
    “Is big deal,” Snowball argued, placing her hands on her hips indignantly.”Master say is big deal.”  
 
    “It sure as shit is a big deal,” Aurora confirmed as she scrambled to pull the habit over the familiar’s head. The process was further complicated by the nun trying to avoid touching Snowball’s naked breasts or even looking at her nude body. 
 
    “Alright, calm down,” Samuel said quietly as he assisted her with the habit. He was far less bashful about touching her like this after what they’d been through the night before.  
 
    “Snowball talks?” Aurora asked Samuel more pointedly as the familiar finally got the habit on. It was mostly correct in how she wore it, though the fabric managed to cling to her in all the places necessary to accentuate her curves.  
 
    “Yeah,” he repeated. “She does. I don’t know how, alright?” 
 
    “You didn’t teach her?” Aurora asked with a screwed-up expression.  
 
    “Not really,” Samuel shook his head as Aurora added a traveling cloak to Snowball’s ensemble. “She picked up a handful of words almost immediately after I first summoned her. The more we interact, the more she learns.”  
 
    “Ha, look like nun now,” Snowball chirped as she appraised her new outfit. She twirled briefly to let the habit and cloak billow out before extending her arms out to either side. “How look? Is good? Master’s type now?”  
 
    “Looks great,” Samuel assured her as he tucked her wings under the cloak and her ears into the cap and veil. He tried to ignore the questioning look from Aurora that emerged after the latter part of Snowball’s question. 
 
    “Hurts ears,” Snowball complained as she tried to pull away and free her ears. “No like.” 
 
    “I know, but we have to keep them concealed for now,” Samuel explained gently. “At least you can be out with us, right?” 
 
    Snowball whined again but didn’t object any further. Instead, she lifted one shoulder girlishly as she tilted her head to one side. “Look cute and innocent?”  
 
    Samuel forced himself to ignore her blatant attempt to flirt, remembering when there was a time that such a thing might have repulsed him. Now, the familiar was actually quite endearing when she was trying to get his attention.  
 
    He wondered if his change of heart had anything to do with their sexual encounter the night before. When Samuel turned around, Aurora was standing there, eying him suspiciously.  
 
    “What?” Samuel grunted defensively.  
 
    “Oh, nothing. Nothing,” Aurora replied dismissively, “Snowball rides with me, though. Bigsby’s with you.”  
 
    “What?” Samuel protested. “Why?” 
 
    “Why?” Aurora repeated, leaning closer to him. “Because I don’t want you feeling her up or groping her while we’re supposed to pay attention to our surroundings. Not the time or the place for you and your toy.”  
 
    Samuel took a breath as his temper rose, prepared to tell her off. He was getting sick and tired of how she continued to refer to his familiar in such a derogatory manner.  
 
    “Is funny,” Snowball laughed a bit, motioning between them. “Thinks Master is groper, not me.”  
 
    Aurora’s brows shot up as she glanced between Snowball and Samuel. “E-Excuse me!?” 
 
    “She’s joking,” Samuel brushed Aurora off dismissively before looking over at her familiar. “Bigsby, buddy. It’s me and you, I guess.”  
 
    The pig’s head tilted to the side as Samuel motioned for him to come along. With a flick of Aurora’s wrist, he was given the go-ahead to follow. Samuel picked the small pig up under one arm before climbing onto the back of the varo. It took him a moment to reposition the creature in the saddle in front of him before he was able to bring his steed around to join Aurora and Snowball, who were ready to go.  
 
    Snowball had her arms wrapped around Aurora with a smile, looking over at Samuel with a sly look. “Is soft.”  
 
    Aurora turned her head slightly. “Excuse me?”  
 
    The succubus gently squeezed her with both arms. “Pretty Aurora soft. Like very much.”  
 
    The nun’s face turned a little pink, her expression shifting into an uneasy, crooked smile. “Uh, thanks, I guess?”  
 
    “Want soft too?” Snowball asked as she pressed herself against Aurora’s back. Even in the loose fabric of the habit, Samuel could clearly make out the familiar’s breasts squished between herself and the nun. Snowball’s hands crept up the front of Aurora impishly, causing the nun’s face to turn red with embarrassment.  
 
    Aurora slapped Snowball’s hands gently. “No,” she said firmly, “There will be none of that. You heard what I said earlier. We need to remain vigilant of our surroundings while we’re traveling. Understand?” 
 
    Snowball sighed and placed her hands back on Aurora’s waist. “Understand.”  
 
    “Good,” Aurora muttered as she eased her varo into a trot back toward the trail. Though she refused to make eye contact with Samuel, he could still see that her face was a little rosy.  
 
    As Samuel followed on his varo, he looked down at Bigsby and whispered, “Wait, so does that mean that if we weren’t on the road, she would have been alright with Snowball feeling her up?”  
 
    Bigsby looked up at Samuel and snorted.  
 
    “Not helpful,” Samuel replied.  
 
    The Dainty Dwarfmaid vanished into the forest behind them as the group proceeded onto the trail. Samuel settled in behind Aurora and Snowball, content to take up the rear. Aurora was more than capable of protecting them from the front. Despite Snowball’s ears being stuffed into the cap of the habit, he was pretty sure they could hear anything that might attempt to sneak up on them from the trees on either side of the trail.  
 
    They didn’t stop to take lunch, electing instead to eat some of the trail rations while they were moving. It wasn’t until the sun began to set that they made camp a short distance off the beaten path. Samuel and Aurora had a routine that typically saw the camp erected in short order, complete with a fire in the center. Snowball and Bigsby didn’t have much of a role to play in the process and ended up sitting around on a fallen log and watching their masters work. Snowball would often speak to Bigsby, but Samuel wasn’t sure if she was communicating with him or if she merely thought that she was.  
 
    “Did she manage to keep her hands off of you?” Samuel asked Aurora as they finally settled down for the night.  
 
    “She behaved herself,” Aurora said with a slight smirk. “She’s rather sweet, actually. Despite being a creature of lust, she has a pleasant demeanor. I don’t know if there’s a mean bone in her body.”  
 
    Samuel set a pot of water to boil over the fire so they could brew some tea. “Becoming fast friends then, are you?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” Aurora objected with a sideways glance. “But she’s alright. Not what I thought she would be.”  
 
    “What was that you said earlier about preconceptions?” Samuel asked as he stretched out his legs. 
 
    “That’s a little different,” Aurora replied quickly. “I’m a person, a human being. She’s not.”  
 
    Samuel shrugged, looking over at Snowball, who was still occupied with Bigsby. “Why isn’t she?”  
 
    “What kind of question is that?” Aurora laughed. “Are you being serious?” 
 
    “Yes,” Samuel said with a nod, looking over at the nun. “I’ve had to think about it a lot because of what she is. She has a different set of rules that she goes by, and priorities I guess, but in the end, she has feelings and she talks. Her sexual desire is just one facet to her as far as I can tell.”  
 
    Aurora turned to face him, looking thoughtful now. “Is this just an excuse to bang her?”  
 
    “No, no,” Samuel waved his hand. “I’m saying her desire to bang is sort of the tip.”  
 
    “I bet you want to give her much more than just the tip,” Aurora scoffed a little bit.  
 
    “Aurora,” he said with a more level tone. “Stop.”  
 
    The nun’s expression became a little more serious. “Do you realize what it is you’re saying? As Summoners, we call these creatures from the furthest reaches of the Outer Spheres. Some think they manifest spontaneously of its energies while others may dwell there. But saying that they’re people is a bit much.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Samuel conceded. “I’m not professing to know the answers. I’m merely suggesting that we take the time to ask the question. I can’t say whether or not every creature we pluck from the Outer Spheres is a person, but what I can say is I think Snowball might be one.”  
 
    Aurora looked back at the fire, staring into it silently for a long, thoughtful moment. She didn’t look as though she was entirely convinced, but she was giving it some thought, and that was all he could ask of her, considering the circumstances.  
 
    “That being said,” he continued, “I’d appreciate it if you stopped referring to her as a toy, or a thing, or any other degrading remark to that effect. You take shots at me as much as you like. I can handle it. But Snowball is off limits, alright?”  
 
    Aurora’s head turned to look at him again. He could see a conflict in her eyes that he wasn’t accustomed to. Clearly there was some inner debate, and he wondered if she was choosing between kindness or cruelty.  
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, her face looking a bit shameful all of a sudden. “I didn’t realize it would be such a big deal to you. Even if she isn’t a person, she’s a sweet creature that doesn’t deserve to be disrespected, I guess.” 
 
    Samuel smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”  
 
    Once the water boiled, he pulled the pot off the fire and fixed some tea for both of them. Aurora took her cup, expressing polite gratitude and blowing lightly into it before taking a few small sips.  
 
    “So,” Aurora began awkwardly. “Have you fucked her?”  
 
    Samuel took a deep breath to steady himself as he looked over at her over the top of his cup. If she had asked a second later, he might have spit out his tea. “Really? So we’re back to this? Why does it matter to you?” 
 
    “It’s an academic question this time,” Aurora replied. “She’s a succubus, after all. They need what they need. It’s like you said, they have different rules than we do. The same is true about their biology, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel admitted as he took a sip of his tea.  
 
    “So, then, have you been keeping her fed?” she asked, leaning a little closer as she lowered her voice.  
 
    “Before I answer that, let me ask you something,” he said as he shifted his weight where he sat. “Would you?”  
 
    “Me?” Aurora asked, looking almost scandalized. “I’m a nun.”  
 
    “Right, but let’s say you’re in my position. You summon your first familiar, and it’s not what you expected, but it’s very sweet and bonds with you immediately. It’s a succubus, and it needs you to engage with it sexually for it to survive and prosper.”  
 
    Aurora took a deep breath in through her nose, suddenly rethinking her desire to follow her initial line of questioning. Now that the shoe was on the other foot, she was less inclined to talk about it.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted, which told Samuel more about her than she may have realized. A callous person, like the one he had assumed her to be in school, would have had an easy time saying no if it served their prudish convictions. This would be especially true if said individual didn’t consider the succubus a person. She didn’t say yes either, but she was giving the matter serious thought. Samuel was actually impressed. 
 
    Snowball’s mischievous face suddenly appeared between them with a smirk. “Sucked Master’s cock.”  
 
    Samuel’s eyes widened as Aurora turned her head to scowl at him. The seriousness and gravitas of the moment were utterly lost with his familiar’s little interjection.  
 
    “All that philosophical nonsense to justify getting your dick sucked?” Aurora scoffed. “I have to admit, you almost had me there.”  
 
    “Was delicious!” Snowball exclaimed, leaning closer to Samuel. “Thick and creamy! You can tr—” 
 
    “Snowball,” Samuel warned.  
 
    “Ugh,” Aurora groaned, blushing as she dumped her tea into the fire. “I’m going to bed.”  
 
    Samuel watched as Aurora stormed off to her tent, leaving the small cup behind where she had sat. Slowly he turned his gaze to look at Snowball, who was beaming proudly. About what, he had no idea, but he wasn’t particularly pleased with the interruption. As that realization set in for her, she began to frown. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized, “Thought would like. Thick and creamy is good.”  
 
    “Yeah, I realize that you think that, but…” Samuel shook his head. He had no idea where even to begin explaining this sort of thing to a creature of lust. “Look, I’m putting you on the night’s first watch, seeing as you have all this energy. If you hear anything dangerous approaching, let me know, alright?”  
 
    Snowball’s hand went to her head in a vague salute. “Will do. No worry.”  
 
    Samuel finished his tea and got to his feet, stretching before heading off to his tent. He could only hope that Aurora’s momentary disgust would give way to what he’d actually been trying to say to her. That it wouldn’t all be lost on her because of Snowball’s singular lack of tact.  
 
    He’d gone so long not giving a damn about what she or any of her friends had thought of him. He’d had a singular goal he was focused on, and everything else had been treated as a distraction. Now, he cared what she thought and couldn’t explain why. 
 
    He sighed as he lifted his tent flap when Aurora suddenly called to him from inside her tent, “Goodnight, Sammy. Sleep well, okay?” 
 
    Samuel lingered there in stunned silence before replying, “Goodnight, Aurora. Sleep well.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9[image: ] 
 
   T he Summoners and their familiars set out the next day just after daybreak. Breakfast was simple and quick, though Samuel could sense that Snowball would need to feed again soon. For now, she would have to get by on veggies and what she could graze.  
 
    They were all back on the road assuming the same formation as they had the day before. Samuel hadn’t traded barbs with Aurora yet—the two had only spoken a little while they broke camp. Somehow he had the sense that she was as eager to avoid another argument today as he was. That suited him just fine, considering all the ground they had to cover.  
 
    A brief review of the map over breakfast had shown him that they were approaching the Rosheim River. He’d heard some other travelers in the Dainty Dwarfmaid talking about the Rosheim and how its waters tended to rise by several feet around this time of year due to the snow melt joining the seasonal rains further upriver. Bridges being washed out was not uncommon, so now Samuel was trying to get them to the bridge as quickly as possible before they had to contend with the cresting river.  
 
    It wasn’t part of their original timetable, but Samuel was confident they would be able to make it in time, so long as they took lunch on the road again and waited until a little later to make camp that night. His calculations proved to be accurate. Just a couple of hours after lunch, the trail they were on joined with another, widening as it approached the bridge.  
 
    Ahead, there was a small group of people gathered. Some were mounted, while many others waited around on foot or in the backs of wagons.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Aurora said as they approached one of the riders at the back of the group. “What’s going on?”  
 
    The rider, a redheaded woman in her mid-forties with a sword on her hip and a rifle holster on the side of her steed, looked Aurora over carefully before speaking. “You’re a little far from Church, aren’t you, sister?”  
 
    Aurora smiled, but Samuel could tell just how brittle that smile was. “The Lady’s work is never done, and it takes us all over.”  
 
    “Mhm,” the rider replied skeptically before nodding toward the group. “Looks like the bridge collapsed, so we’re all stuck here for the time being.”  
 
    “Has the river risen that much already?” Samuel asked, surprised.  
 
    “No, no.” The rider shook her head, adjusting her position in the saddle. “Nothing like that. Bridge was just old, I guess.”  
 
    “Some idiot tried to bring a whole team of oxen over the damn thing.” A gruff, bearded man on the back of a nearby wagon interjected. “Bridge wasn’t made for all that weight. But you get these traders with massive shipments or loggers with full loads trying to take shortcuts, and this is what happens.”  
 
    “Wonderful,” Aurora grumbled as Samuel dismounted, making his way to the front of the group to assess the damage. Aurora and Snowball followed soon after.  
 
    When Samuel reached the front of the crowd, there wasn’t much of a bridge left at all. Pieces of it were still attached by old ropes, thrashing around in the rushing white water of the river. It might not have been enough to wash the bridge out completely, but it was certainly too much for them to attempt to ford or swim. Aurora emerged from the crowd beside him a moment later, letting out a low groan.  
 
    “I don’t suppose that we could try to mend it magically?” Aurora asked, though Samuel was sure she already knew the answer.  
 
    “No, there’s not enough of the original bridge to work with,” Samuel replied. “Whatever we come up with would be stretched structurally too thin to handle anything with any real weight.”  
 
    Aurora nodded in agreement, glancing back at the trees behind them. “What if we added some lumber to it?”  
 
    Samuel glanced back for a moment and then looked at her with a smirk. “Do you know anything about logging? Or bridge building, for that matter?”  
 
    Aurora shook her head with a little sigh. Mending was one thing, but the spell wouldn’t be enough for them to fabricate something entirely new. The river was too wide for them to drop trees across and fuse together, and the water was running too swiftly for them to erect proper supports for a bridge, anyway.  
 
    The nun looked at the nearest person in the group. “What happened to the people who were crossing when it gave out?”  
 
    “People made it across,” the young blond man said as he motioned vaguely to the other side. The steep riverbank was torn up by whoever had scrambled up the side of it. “Of course, they lost almost everything. They only managed to save one of the oxen.”  
 
    “Well, where are they now?” Aurora asked irritably.  
 
    “They left about an hour ago to get some help. Earliest I think they could be back is nightfall, but tomorrow morning is more likely. Maybe later.”  
 
    “That’s too long,” Samuel grumbled as he looked up and down the river, as though an alternate route would suddenly reveal itself.  
 
    “We could probably summon something that might be able to carry us across,” Aurora suggested.  
 
    “We’re not able to summon something quite that big,” Samuel answered. Whatever they called would have to be capable of swimming against the river while carrying them or otherwise flying over.  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Aurora scoffed. “Just because all you can summon is busty women doesn’t mean I don’t have a few tricks up my sleeve. You have no idea what I’m capable of.”  
 
    Aurora glanced at the young man they had been speaking to, who had suddenly taken an interest in their conversation when she’d mentioned busty women. She turned her back to him with a frown to signal that it was a private conversation.  
 
    “Do you have any idea how large something would have to be for that?” Samuel said with a bit of a laugh.  
 
    “What are you talking about? Just make sure it’s strong enough, and we could have something fly us over.”  
 
    Samuel sighed as he waved both hands. “No, birds don’t fly because of wing strength. It’s hollow bones. The big ones even have trouble getting off the ground. They usually have to leap from great heights or catch wind currents to achieve the lift they—”  
 
    “Alright, alright, alright,” Aurora cut him off loudly. “I get it. Birds are out.”  
 
    “Swim?” Snowball said as she looked at the water. “Something big?”  
 
    Once again, Samuel shook his head, “No. Again, it would need to be very big, but also, there would be the matter of holding on to it and not getting swept away in the current. If just one of us were carried down river, we’d be in big trouble. Assuming no one was hurt, we’d still end up with a lot of time that would have to be made up.” 
 
    “Alright then,” Aurora groaned. “What do you propose instead, Mister Negativity?”  
 
    “Well, the bird thing isn’t a terrible idea,” Samuel considered, “just not for what you were thinking. First, we can have it scout the area. Then, once it’s had a look around, it can tell us where we might be able to cross—where the water narrows, or perhaps where a more obscure bridge is located.”  
 
    “Alright, that’s a start,” Aurora agreed as she produced the rosary around her wrist in preparation for a summoning.  
 
    “It needs to be me,” Samuel said, putting a hand over hers to stop her from calling anything. “My summons can usually speak. Yours can’t.”  
 
    “They all do?” Aurora asked with a look of surprise. “Oh! I didn’t even think about it, but that flower one said…” Her voice trailed off as she recalled its indecent words and grimaced. 
 
    “Some speak better than others,” he admitted, his thoughts also briefly going back to the white rose succubus he had summoned. She had seemed capable of speaking with much more direct intent than Snowball had when initially summoned. “But it should be enough to get us what we need.”  
 
    The nun glanced back at the small crowd who were sorting out what they would do for the rest of the day while they waited for someone to come back and repair the bridge. It would create quite a spectacle for him to summon a succubus around so many people, but he didn’t see that they had many other options.  
 
    “Alright,” she said with a short laugh. “This is going to be interesting.”  
 
    Samuel nodded in agreement, briefly considering his options for summoning. If he kept the bird small enough, he wouldn’t need a circle to bind it. At least, he was pretty sure that would work. However, sinking more time into constructing a circle and getting all the proper components together wasn’t an attractive idea, so he was going to wing it.  
 
    He formed the idea of what he wanted firmly in his mind, spoke the words in the language of the Spheres, and formed the proper gestures with his hands. All he needed was a pigeon. He knew that it would result in a weirdly sexy succubus pigeon of some kind, but he hoped it would be compliant if he kept it simple enough. When the creature appeared, she instantly caused a stir in the nearby crowd.  
 
    Despite being covered in gray feathers, the parts of the pigeon succubus that were the lewdest barely had any feathers at all. Strips of fabric made up an impractical swimsuit that looked like a sling and were all that concealed the creature’s nipples and sex from the gawking bystanders. She had large, full breasts that seemed to defy gravity, along with several other laws, as they bounced and swayed with every little movement. The moment she got her bearings, she turned her large, inquisitive eyes on Samuel with clearly lustful intent.  
 
    When she placed her hands on his chest, the succubus made a cooing noise, just like a pigeon. Samuel put his hands on her shoulders in an effort to keep her at arm’s length. “Can you speak?”  
 
    “I can,” she trilled. “But why?”  
 
    Around them were men who had taken a keen interest in the odd pigeon lady. Some of the women looked on in disapproval, but others were visibly curious about what they’d just witnessed. Thankfully, no one approached. 
 
    “I need you to fly up and take a look around,” Samuel explained. “I need you to find us another bridge nearby or some way to get across the river.”  
 
    “Can it wait?” the pigeon replied, running her hands down his arms. “I’m hungry.”  
 
    Samuel sighed, wondering briefly if every succubus he summoned would be famished when they appeared. Was it possible to summon one that had recently fed and would hear what he had to say without any pushback? Only time would tell.  
 
    “Your bunny can join too,” the pigeon said in a dusky coo, glancing at Snowball. “More efficient that way.”  
 
    Samuel pursed his lips, realizing he had to take control of the situation before it got out of hand. “Listen to me. You’re not going to get anything if you don’t get a hold of yourself and do as you’re told, understand?”  
 
    The succubus was stunned by his dramatic shift in demeanor, but it seemed to do the trick. She stepped back, spread her feathering wings, and leapt into the air with a few strong beats of her wings and was off. A few appreciative whistles were heard from the crowd as everyone got a good eyeful of her in the air before she vanished from sight.  
 
    “That could have gone better,” Samuel grunted.  
 
    “Could have gone worse, though,” Aurora countered. Samuel nodded in agreement. It could have gone a lot worse. However, he was able to get control of the pigeon succubus before she did anything too drastic in front of everyone.  
 
    Beside the nun, Snowball was giving him bedroom eyes. Aurora glanced at the familiar as she batted her eyelashes before turning her attention back to Samuel. “They seem to respond to a more assertive attitude,” she noted with an irritable growl.  
 
    “Unfortunately, I think you’re right,” Samuel said as he glanced back at the river. “It’s not something I’ve become very comfortable with yet, but I’ll have to figure it out, I guess.”  
 
    Aurora regarded him silently before joining him to look out at the river. “Is this because of the whole ‘they might be people’ thing?”  
 
    Samuel shrugged, “Sort of, I guess. But I can’t say for sure if they were just pigeons and rabbits that I would be able to do it either.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” Aurora said with a shrug. “You don’t have to be a jerk about it. If you think they’re people, you just need to speak with more confidence.”  
 
    “Confidence?” Samuel scoffed a little. “You don’t think I’m confident?”  
 
    “Oh, I think you’re cocky as hell,” Aurora laughed, elbowing him. “But that’s not quite the same as exuding confidence. There’s a fine line between confidence and arrogance.” 
 
    Samuel looked over at her incredulously. Did she really think she was the right person to advise him in this area? She was quite possibly one of the most stuck-up individuals he had ever met—or at least she had been.  
 
    “Confidence and competence,” she continued, heedless of the look he was giving her. “If you can project those, women will respond. Considering that the creatures you summon are already predisposed to obey you when they emerge, the bar should be much lower for them. You don’t have to command them like a dictator. Instead, you can lead them…or guide them.”  
 
    Samuel’s brows furrowed as he turned the rest of his body to face her. “You’ve been thinking about this for a little while, haven’t you?”  
 
    Aurora waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t flatter yourself, Sammy. Just because I’m a nun doesn’t mean I stopped being an academic. On the contrary, your situation is a rather unique one that requires further study.”  
 
    “Right,” Samuel suppressed a laugh. “Further study.”  
 
    It was quite some time before the pigeon succubus returned, leaving the two to chat idly. The conversation was amicable, for the most part, but continued to circle back to how much daylight they were losing. Then, finally, the succubus returned to give them news of what she had seen, fluttering down onto the path with ruffled feathers.  
 
    “I saw only one bridge,” the succubus cooed. “It was many miles off.”  
 
    “Damn it,” Samuel snorted. They’d lost so much time already. Diverting by such a distance was going to cost them much more, especially considering they would have to go through the forest or backtrack along the trails. He couldn’t decide which was worse.  
 
    “Also, there is a storm coming,” the succubus added before she spaced out and started looking around absently, noticing the crowd of staring people.  
 
    Samuel snapped his fingers a few times to get her attention. “Focus! Were there any other ways to cross the river? Perhaps you could see somewhere shallow or more narrow than this?”  
 
    The pigeon succubus glanced over at him and waved vaguely to the east. “That way, yes. Somewhere narrow enough for varo.”  
 
    The succubus ran a finger down the side of Samuel’s face, her other hand going to the strip of fabric covering one of her nipples to pull it to one side. She had him—all that was left now was for her to close the deal to get what she wanted. Samuel cleared his throat, pulling her attention from her meal once more.  
 
    “We’ll need you to guide us,” Samuel said firmly. The succubus glanced over at Aurora, who looked just as resolute as him. Finally, she shrugged in agreement.  
 
    “Alright. Let’s go.” Again the succubus took to the air, circling overhead as she waited for her master and his companions to saddle up and follow.  
 
    Samuel was pleased to be underway, leaving the group of gawking horny men behind in the process. They were forced to follow the riverbank going east, remaining careful not to slide off and into the rushing waters of the Rosheim itself.  
 
    Occasionally, Samuel would glance up to ensure she was still gliding overhead. He had to admit, the view was quite spectacular. Her form while flying was very open and exposed, providing his imagination with a plethora of sordid scenarios involving himself and the succubus.  
 
    He snapped out of his daydreaming abruptly, realizing the impracticality of it. What was he supposed to do, take the succubus off into the bushes for a quickie while Aurora waited for them to finish up? Should he keep her around until nightfall when they made camp again and have her spend the night with him? How would Snowball respond to being left out in the cold while he banged the bird’s brains out?  
 
    No, he’d have to dismiss her before she could collect on her feeding. It made him feel strangely guilty to go back on the implied agreement they had between them about her getting fed when the job was done. He would soon have to reconcile with the facts at hand. He would eventually have to start providing the succubi with what they wanted if he wished to keep performing his summonings. With luck, he would be able to push it out until after they reached their destination, where he wouldn’t have Aurora constantly scowling at him in disgust, her pretty blue eyes judging him endlessly.  
 
    Ahead of him, Snowball and Aurora conversed on the back of her varo, though he couldn’t determine precisely what they were saying. He glanced down at Bigsby sleeping in his lap and smiled.  
 
    It was akin to the experience he had expected when he had gone through the proving. He’d imagined what it would be like to relax with his familiar, to have it fall asleep on him like a house cat. He wondered if he would ever be able to summon things like the small pig or if it would be an endless procession of horny, sexy women for the rest of his life.  
 
    Samuel supposed there were worse fates, now that he thought of it that way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10[image: ] 
 
   W hen they finally arrived at the spot the pigeon succubus had guided them to, it wasn’t really what Samuel had in mind for them. They had climbed a steep incline in an extended winding circle before coming to what was essentially a ledge that overlooked a chasm with the river below. Granted, it was narrow, but it was probably almost as dangerous as trying to ford the river at the site of the broken bridge.  
 
    The pigeon sat down on the other side of the gap, her chest proudly puffed out as her master surveyed the results of their detour. Samuel looked at her as he considered a reprimand or scolding. He decided against it, mainly on the grounds that he should have known better than to ask a bird about this sort of thing.  
 
    Instead, he dismissed her without a word. He would have to deal with the fallout of it whenever he next summoned the creature. For now, he didn’t want to deal with her rampant lustful hunger while also trying to conquer the gap.  
 
    After a moment of observation, Samuel decided it was probably something the varo could jump. They were bred for this sort of thing while carrying riders, so he saw no reason why now would be an exception.  
 
    “I think, so long as we get a running start, we should be able to clear this easily,” Samuel explained as he turned to face Aurora. The young nun was backing away from the chasm as he spoke the idea. Her posture was hunched and timid as she shook her head wildly.  
 
    “No,” she sputtered. “No way. There’s no fucking way. You’re insane.”  
 
    “What?” Samuel asked, a little stunned by the horror in her eyes.  
 
    “I said no,” Aurora repeated in a higher tone. “What’s difficult about that? Are you an idiot? I’m not jumping off a damn cliff with you.”  
 
    “We’re not jumping off a cliff,” Samuel spat irritably. “We’re not jumping at all. The varo are. It’ll be easy for them.”  
 
    “Well, good for the varo,” Aurora replied snidely. “I’m so happy for them.”  
 
    “Come on, Aurora,” Samuel pleaded, “it won’t take long at all. We can be on the other side of this thing, putting it all behind us in under a minute if you just climb back into the saddle.”  
 
    Aurora’s eyes flashed instantly from terror to rage as she stormed up to him. Her nose was mere inches from his when she spoke.”Fuck. No.”  
 
    Without a word, Snowball passed behind Samuel and leaped across the chasm. She had barely needed to gain any speed before doing so, and her landing was as graceful as a cat’s. The familiar bounced a few times on the balls of her feet as she turned to face them.  
 
    “See? Is easy!” Snowball called back to them.  
 
    “I don’t have magical horny rabbit legs!” Aurora shrieked back at her. Samuel could explain her tone only as terrified desperation. It sounded very out of place from the usually confident and brash girl he had known growing up. However, their exchange had given him an idea.  
 
    Samuel returned to the varo, taking both reins, and lined them up toward the chasm. He slapped them on the flank, one after the other, to send them into a sprint. Both of the large dark birds cleared the gap. Not only were their legs powerful enough for the jump, but they made use of their wings to give them an extra boost while moving through the air.  
 
    “What are you doing!?” Aurora shouted. “Now we’re never going to get them back!”  
 
    “Not if we stay here,” Samuel agreed. “We’re going to go over there to them.”  
 
    “I’m going to start hitting you now,” Aurora said in a low, threatening growl. “I don’t know when I’ll stop.”  
 
    “Ah, cut it out,” Samuel waved a hand dismissively. He remembered a time when a threat like that from her would have been cause for genuine concern. Now he’d spent enough time with her to know better, and at this moment, the woman was scared. She was acting out solely from fear. The best antidote to fear was knowledge.  
 
    “You just said you don’t have magical rabbit legs, right?” Samuel asked.  
 
    Aurora squinted at him, raising a fist menacingly, parallel with her chest. “I know what I said.”  
 
    “But what if you did?” Samuel pressed with a wiggle of his eyebrows.  
 
    It took Aurora a moment to realize what he was getting at. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No. That’s crazier than jumping it with the varo!”  
 
    “Not really,” Samuel argued. “I’d say it’s actually safer. The distance you can get with one of those spells is extraordinary.”  
 
    “Yeah, if you’re an alterationist!” Aurora exclaimed. “Are you an alterationist, Samuel? Last time I checked, your scores in alteration were only so-so.”  
 
    “I’m not,” Samuel admitted. “But you took advanced alteration, didn’t you? And don’t they have a focus on alteration in the Church?”  
 
    Aurora jabbed a finger in his direction as she backed up. “No! I’m not doing that. It’s for defense and protection, not feats of derring-do!”  
 
    “Think of it as protecting us from a fatal fall,” Samuel suggested with a shrug.  
 
    Aurora looked over toward the ledge. Snowball waved at her from the other side as if to encourage her to make the jump. Even at this distance, the familiar could hear everything they were saying to each other. The nun looked at the ledge and then back to Samuel, trembling, her eyes going wide, and her voice turning vulnerable and shaky. “I—Sammy, I can’t! I can’t, Sammy, I can’t, I can’t…”  
 
    Samuel sighed with defeat, placing a hand on her shoulder to calm her. If the gap had her this rattled, she was probably right. Magic wouldn’t do anything for her if she couldn’t muster the courage to use it. All the strength and speed in the world were useless if she froze and tumbled down into the river below.  
 
    “Alright,” Samuel relented in a more gentle tone. “Cast it on me, and I’ll carry you across.”  
 
    Aurora looked stunned by the suggestion. Her gaze shifted from him to the ledge a few times as she considered whether or not she had the confidence in him to pull such a thing off. Eventually, she decided and shook her head. 
 
    “It’ll be alright,” he assured her. “I’ll get a running start, and we’ll hop right over.”  
 
    “I can’t,” Aurora stammered, tears now streaming down her face.  
 
    Samuel regarded her with tenderness, speaking gently to her. “Well, it’s that, or we’re going to have to go back down to the bridge and wait for whoever is going to repair it,” Samuel explained. “It would cost us a few days, at least, and we really would lose our varo and lots of supplies.” 
 
    The blonde shook her head, letting out a childish whimper. Wherever this fear came from, it was somewhere deep inside her that didn’t just paralyze her body—it paralyzed her mind. Any rational argument or discourse was useless with the iron grip that fear had on her. It would be up to him to handle the situation himself.  
 
    It wasn’t as though he didn’t know the spell. It was a relatively standard type of alteration spell. He hadn’t pulled down the exceptional grades in the class that she had, but he had still passed it. Alteration wasn’t a focus for many Summoners because it had a limited utility with summoned creatures until you had a certain mastery of summoning itself. Many learned the basics of alteration and would circle back to it later if they had an idea of how they wanted to use it as post-grads.  
 
    The main drawback of him casting the spell himself was the physical tax of entropy on his body. Moving energy around resulted in a slow loss of that energy over time, regardless of where the energy came from. When it came to magic, this tax took the form of physical or mental fatigue as it passed through the body and mind.  
 
    Similarly, having one’s body changed by magic was taxing as well, though it was usually delayed to the end of the spell’s duration. Casting a spell of which one was also the subject of the change wasn’t a simple matter of one plus one, as each factor was multiplied by the additional physical load. Alteration spells provided significant short-term advantages that resulted in what felt like a full day of hard physical labor.  
 
    Samuel hadn’t taken advanced alteration, so whatever techniques they had for reducing that fatigue were unknown to him. Praetian clergy also had their own proprietary methods for using it while drastically reducing the entropy that occurred in the process.  
 
    “Alright,” Samuel gently placed a hand on her arm. “I got you. Don’t worry.”  
 
    Samuel placed his other hand in front of him with two fingers extended before lowering it slowly as if pushing something down. Then, he closed his eyes and formed the intent of the spell in his mind before speaking aloud. “Lonjum.”  
 
    The channeled magic surged through his muscles from his thighs to his toes. It felt like the muscles were swelling despite his legs looking the same as they always did. His joints had an intense sensation of wound-taut energy, like a compressed spring. The stored energy wouldn’t last for long, so he had to make use of it as quickly as possible or risk losing it entirely.  
 
    “Ready?” He asked the nun as he shook his legs one after another, trying to get used to the sensation. 
 
    “I guess?” Aurora replied with a guilty frown, examining him closely. He’d executed the spell without any trouble, though he was sure she’d have notes for him when they got to the other side.  
 
    Leaning over, Samuel lifted her into his arms, like a dashing knight of old about to rescue a princess from certain peril. Aurora let out a little squeak as he gathered her up and held her surprisingly light body to his chest.  
 
    “Alright, here we go!” Samuel declared with the intent of psyching them both up.  
 
    “W-wait!” Aurora stammered as she braced against his body, hurling her arms around his shoulders, “I changed my mind! Put me down!” She buried her face in his neck and let out a girlish squeal as her feet kicked wildly. 
 
    But it was too late. Samuel was already running toward the chasm, well past the point of no return. His stride was long, not unlike Snowball’s when she broke into a sprint. Each step caused the panic level of the nun in his arms to spike as she thrashed around and beat on his chest to be let go. He held her as tight as he could, knowing that if she slipped free now, the momentum would likely send her over the edge. 
 
    “I’ve got you, Aurora,” he whispered as he prepared for the jump. “You’re safe.” 
 
    The wind through his hair was exhilarating as he leaped through the air, his cloak flapping behind him like a flag in a storm. Aurora didn’t scream the way he thought she might. Instead, she emitted a continuous high-pitched whine as she squeezed her eyes shut, clutching tightly to Samuel with all her strength.  
 
    He landed more heavily than he had intended, slightly misjudging the effect of Aurora’s added weight. Despite this, he kept himself from falling forward with her in his arms.  
 
    Snowball clapped excitedly as Samuel carefully set Aurora down. The nun’s veil had gone a little askew, and her hair looked unusually frazzled, but otherwise, she was no worse for wear.  
 
    “Good jump,” the familiar exclaimed, impressed with her master’s magical ability that had nearly matched her previous leap. “So sexy.” 
 
    Aurora moved back a few steps, staring at Samuel in disbelief. He couldn’t tell if she was surprised to have made it or if she was upset that he had scooped her up the way he had. Of course, now that she was safe, it didn’t matter much to him if she was a little upset with his method. He supposed he should apologize, considering how terrified she had been.  
 
    All at once, things went completely sideways. Just as he felt the magic draining out of his muscles, replaced by a wave of dizzying fatigue, the ground under his feet was suddenly gone. The few feet of rock nearest the ledge had given out, clearly due to the heavy impact of his and Aurora’s landing a moment ago. Samuel caught a glimpse of Aurora and Snowball diving for him before they vanished behind the new ledge.  
 
    His exhaustion went beyond the muscles of his body, saturating his mind with a thick mental quagmire that he was having no luck slogging through. He was only distantly aware of the fact that someone was holding his hands. Slowly, he looked up to see the nun and familiar once again, this time straining as they struggled to pull him back up from over the edge. 
 
    “It won’t hold,” Samuel muttered, fearing the ground would continue to collapse with all the extra strain on it.  
 
    “Then you better stop screwing around and pull yourself up,” Aurora said through her teeth, pulling at his arm as hard as she could with both hands.  
 
    “Come, Master!” Snowball pleaded. “Climb up!”  
 
    Samuel glanced down at the long drop that awaited him should he fail to do as they said. The shock of fear that ran through him was enough to cut through the mental fog momentarily. Placing one foot on the side of the cliff face, he pushed himself upward slowly as he pulled with both arms. Going too quickly could result in him accidentally pulling them over.  
 
    “That’s it,” Aurora breathed, “just like that. Slow and steady, Sammy. Please be okay!”  
 
    The further up he moved, the further back they could move with him, increasing the amount of leverage they had available. Finally, after just a few moments, he was back up over the ledge, scrambling to his feet to move as far as he could from it. He did everything he could to catch his breath, but the fatigue of the spell’s after-effects was making it difficult.  
 
    A pair of arms wrapped around him and pulled him close. Before he had a chance to tell Snowball to give him a little space, Samuel lifted his head enough to see that it was Aurora and not his familiar. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t even know what to do, considering how tightly she hugged him.  
 
    It wasn’t the type of gesture he would have expected from her in a thousand years. So he stood there, slightly hunched, for a long, silent moment as she buried her face in his chest, fighting back the urge to sob.  
 
    “A-Aurora?” Samuel coughed with a ragged breath.  
 
    As if she had been stuck with a hot poker, Aurora jumped back from him with a look of mortified surprise. “You idiot! I told you not to, didn’t I? But you had to go and talk me into such a stupid idea!”  
 
    Samuel could hear Snowball snickering somewhere on his left, though what precisely she found so amusing eluded him at that moment. Aurora jabbed a finger in his direction, “You could have died! We both could have been killed, but if just you died, I’d have to live with everyone knowing I let you fall to your death on some hair-brained scheme you cooked up two minutes prior! Did you even think of that?”  
 
    The fact she would try to make this about herself began to enrage Samuel, as it had been him that would have been splattered across the rocks below and carried downriver, not her. But before he could get caught up in his anger, he recognized something in her eyes—genuine concern for him. After all, that tearful hug had been no accident. This was a mask she was showing him—a shield, nothing more. His face broke into a dreary smile at the realization. 
 
    He had half a mind to call her out on it when the ground seemed to roll like a wave on the ocean, and shadows at the edge of his vision began to form. Before he knew it, his vision had tunneled to nearly nothing, and the broad, heavy impact of the ground hitting his skull plunged him into total darkness.  
 
    It was impossible for him to tell how much time had passed when he became conscious again. First, he was aware of the cool breeze, followed immediately by the cold hard ground underneath him. A shiver ran through his body in an attempt to warm itself. Then, opening his eyes, he saw Snowball and Aurora both kneeling over him, worry plastered over their wickedly gorgeous faces. It was a hell of a sight to see upon opening his eyes.  
 
    The familiar was furiously fanning him with one hand while Aurora looked on with worry, her brow furrowed, holding her rosary beads firmly against her bosom.  
 
    “Ugh,” Samuel grumbled as he tried to roll over. Aurora placed a hand gently on his shoulder to keep him in place.  
 
    “Try not to move yet,” she said in a soft, sweet tone that was balm to his tired soul. “I just finished a small healing spell, and I need time to assess your condition.”  
 
    “Right, okay,” Samuel said agreeably, though it had more to do with the pain he felt in his head when he moved than anything else.  
 
    “Master is okay?” Snowball inquired as she chewed her lip.  
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel assured her, though he didn’t know that for a fact. “I’m fine.”  
 
    The familiar smiled down at him, her eyes slightly dewy. She would have been able to tell if he was flat-out lying, but his intentions weren’t to mislead her. Instead, he was trying to offer her a little comfort. She seemed to appreciate that, at least.  
 
    “I guess we must have taken a pretty rough tumble on the landing, huh?” Samuel speculated. The last thing he remembered was the wind in his hair as he shot across the chasm under the power of the jumping spell.  
 
    “Uhm,” Aurora tilted her head, a little confused, exchanging glances with Snowball. “I suppose?” 
 
    “Were you hurt, too?” he groaned as he propped himself up on his arms to look at them in a less awkward position. The pain in his head was fading by the second, but the soreness in his legs was taking more time—but he shot up like a lightning bolt when he noticed a startled look on Aurora’s face at the question. “Oh, fuck, did I drop you?!”  
 
    “You don’t remember?” the nun asked with a quirked brow. “You didn’t drop me, don’t worry.”  
 
    Samuel squinted, realizing that if he took a blow to the head, it was probably messing with his ability to recollect. “No, I don’t remember much about that whole scenario.”  
 
    “Oh,” Aurora said, suddenly dropping the hand she had been holding. She had a look on her face like she was trying to decide if she was happy or disappointed about this new information. “Well, we made it. But, as I said, you’re not an alterationist, so it took a heavy toll on you. You fell in a wave of vertigo and hit your head.”  
 
    Samuel pouted sheepishly. He had been sure that a spell like that wouldn’t have taken that much out of him. He’d overestimated himself by the looks of it. “Sorry. I’m glad we made it, though.”  
 
    Snowball tilted her head to one side as she shot a silent accusation at Aurora, ending with an evil smirk. As Samuel got to his feet, he glanced between them, wondering what weird exchange was taking place in that silence.  
 
    “What’s the problem?” he inquired hesitantly.  
 
    “Nothing,” Aurora said quickly, crossing her arms over her chest. She turned away from him to return to their mounts, which had been kind enough to remain close by while nibbling at some berries on a bush.  
 
    Snowball placed her hands on her hips, a surge of indignation running through the link between the familiar and Samuel. His brows knit together in concern. “Snowball?”  
 
    “Don’t believe anything she has to say,” Aurora called over with a wave of her hand. “She’s just going to lie in order to make me look bad!”  
 
    Samuel’s eyes narrowed as his gaze darted from one to the other. Something had caused a great deal of tension between them, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to get involved, especially if Snowball had said something wildly inappropriate while he was out. Even with the pain of the fall quickly vanishing, Samuel didn’t think he had the energy or the will for that conversation.  
 
    “Master just command truth from me,” Snowball remarked. “I cannot refuse.”  
 
    Aurora shot a warning glare in Snowball’s direction as she settled into the saddle of her varo.  
 
    Snowball shrugged with an impish twinkle in her eyes. “Only saying.”  
 
    “Unless that itself is a lie,” Aurora countered. “Familiars talking like you is mostly unexplored. We have no idea what your capacity for deception is, succubus.”  
 
    Snowball’s expression was nothing short of scandalized as she looked to Samuel for support. “Master! This bitch!”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Samuel raised both hands. “I really don’t want to hear it. Whatever it is, it can’t possibly be that important.”  
 
    He could sense how upset Snowball was by this, but he had to remain firm. Not just with her but with Aurora as well.  
 
    “Master!” 
 
    “I can’t have you two bickering while we’re out on the road like this. Not only does it pose a risk to our safety, but,” Samuel spread his hands, “It’s just too much stress for me right now. I’m still drained—mentally, spiritually, emotionally.” 
 
    Snowball gasped. “Not sexually?” 
 
    “That too.”  
 
    Aurora took a deep breath to steady herself, and Snowball did the same. Then, with a nod, the two silently agreed to set things aside, at least for the moment.  
 
    “Sorry,” Aurora muttered. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Samuel assured her, “Let’s just get going before this storm hits us.”  
 
    A long deep rumble of thunder rolled overhead as if in direct reply to what Samuel had said. One of the reasons they needed to find an alternate route in the first place was to avoid being caught by the river in a storm in case of flooding. Aurora led the way, easing her varo into a brisk canter as Samuel followed close behind.  
 
    He wondered briefly what had gotten the two of them so worked up while he had been out—perhaps there had been some disagreement about how to handle the situation. Whatever it was, it still weighed on Aurora’s mind, as evidenced by the nun’s repeated glances over her shoulder back at him. She had an anxious look in her eyes that he couldn’t place and that, he hoped, was merely concern about his recovery.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11[image: ] 
 
   T he weather didn’t hold for much longer after the crossing, but it was just enough time to locate a copse of trees they could use for cover as they set up camp. Spare canvas was stretched between the branches of the trees and secured to offer extra coverage, while redirecting much of the runoff to the edges of the newly-made camp. A small fire was made in a pit Snowball happily dug that provided them a little warmth and a means to heat their food.  
 
    As the sky grew darker, the storm worsened. Sleep was fleeting for both Samuel and Aurora. A combination of high winds, thunder, and lightning made it impossible to stay asleep for long. By morning, the rain had slowed to a drizzle, and the wind had died down entirely. Neither of the Summoners was in a great mood due to the lack of restful sleep. The first half of the day was spent in almost total silence, with only a few words being spoken over the course of hours. Aurora’s anxious looks in Samuel’s direction when she thought he wasn’t paying attention continued, though they grew less frequent with time.  
 
    By noon the rain had stopped, but the cloud cover threatened to resume at any moment.  
 
    “I need a nap,” Samuel grumbled as they approached a fork in the trail. They were traveling over mostly open ground, but the logging and hunting trails they had been following were still their best bet for reaching their destination unharassed.  
 
    “That sounds lovely,” Aurora agreed, though she understood that he was speaking hypothetically. Stopping now, even for a short nap, would cost them additional time and expose them to further risk. Still, an afternoon nap outdoors made for a pleasant daydream to lift their spirits.  
 
    Somehow, the familiars managed to sleep through the night without any trouble. Both were eager for some attention and a chance to blow off a little steam. Of course, Samuel knew the nature of Bigsby’s restlessness was quite different from Snowball’s. In an effort to fill the time and redirect their attention, Samuel decided it was best to try at some conversation.  
 
    “So, your fear of heights,” Samuel began as both varo plodded alongside one another. “That was a little unexpected.”  
 
    “Sorry to inconvenience you,” the nun grumbled.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Samuel clarified. “What I meant is you never made any mention of it. Had I known, I would have tried to come up with some other solution.” 
 
    Aurora turned her head slightly to glance over at him. “Such as?”  
 
    Samuel shrugged, “I don’t know, but I think with enough time, I would have been able to come up with something.”  
 
    “What difference would it have made?” Aurora snorted uncomfortably.  
 
    “Well, it would have been less traumatic for you, for one.” Samuel adjusted his position in the saddle. “Obviously I hated seeing you like that.”  
 
    “Like what?” Aurora asked defensively, her eyes flashing with a hint of anger—but curiosity was there, too. 
 
    “Distraught,” Samuel answered. “Afraid. I’d go so far as to say hysterical.”  
 
    Aurora looked conflicted, unable to determine whether or not she should be offended by his assessment. “Well, now you know. I am terrified of heights.”  
 
    “How come?” Samuel’s brows went up curiously. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Aurora demanded. “You don’t think the idea of becoming human jam is horrific enough? How about the idea that you have just enough time to know it’s about to happen before impact?”  
 
    “Of course, it is,” Samuel acknowledged, “but it’s not a thought that crosses everyone’s mind. Even when confronted with the prospect of a long drop, the concept is still just that…a concept. It doesn’t provoke such a visceral reaction unless someone has a better, more personal understanding of the consequences of such a fall.”  
 
    “My, my, yet another field of study that you’re an expert in?” Aurora said sarcastically. “Will wonders never cease?”  
 
    “Come on,” Samuel chided, “don’t be like that. I don’t mean anything by it at all, and you know it.”  
 
    Aurora sighed, realizing that perhaps she had gone too far with the cold shoulder. She chewed on her lower lip for a moment, then sighed. “When I was a kid, maybe ten years old, some friends and I were goofing around on one of the balconies at school.”  
 
    “How high up?” Samuel asked with morbid curiosity.  
 
    “Nothing crazy,” Aurora said with a short laugh and a wave of her hand. “It was only one of the second-floor balconies. But we would take turns walking on the railing like a tightrope. As a ten-year-old, it seemed so rebellious and daring. We would stand on one foot, do a dramatic turn, or maybe do something with our hands simultaneously.”  
 
    “Real thrill Seekers,” Samuel chuckled a little—but then a look of recognition lit up his eyes. A smile tugged faintly at the corner of Aurora’s mouth as she noticed the look, misinterpreting it for something else.  
 
    “Well…ten years old,” she reiterated. “So it was me, Tenisha, and Nadine up there. Usually, there were a few more of us, but I don’t remember why they weren’t there that day.”  
 
    Aurora took a deep breath, her eyes downcast as she fidgeted with her hands. “So anyway, it was my turn. I had to beat Nadine’s time, so I got up and started counting in time with my steps. This gust of wind came out of nowhere. It wasn’t enough to sweep me off the balcony or anything, but it was enough to startle me. My hair got in my eyes, and I slipped, so off the railing I went.”  
 
    The story had sparked a faint recollection in the back of Samuel’s mind. “You broke your arm.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Aurora confirmed. “You remember me coming to class in that cast? I wasn’t in it long, but it was still embarrassing. Everyone wanted to know how it happened, and I didn’t want to talk about it.”  
 
    “No, no,” Samuel shook his head. “I mean, yes. I remember that, but I mean that I remember seeing you after you fell.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Aurora tilted her head to one side as she brushed some of the hair from her face. “You mean right after?”  
 
    Samuel nodded, “Yeah, I was….” His voice trailed off as he tried to recall. “Actually, I don’t remember what I was doing. I think I was on my way to a class, maybe? I remember I didn’t know where I was going—I’d gotten turned around somehow. But there you were.”  
 
    “I don’t remember seeing you,” Aurora said skeptically.  
 
    “No, you were either out cold or just sobbing silently on your own. I thought you were dead, actually. So I ran as fast as I could to fetch the Binder.” Samuel wondered how this event had slipped through the cracks in his memory for so long, only to feel as vivid as it did now.  
 
    “I thought Tenisha and Nadine had done that,” Aurora said with a frown.  
 
    “Pretty sure they took off before I got there,” Samuel speculated. “I didn’t see anyone else when I found you.”  
 
    “Probably to save their own asses,” Aurora chuckled. “We’d been reprimanded for that a few times before. Neither of them could take the risk, I suppose.”  
 
    “Oh,” Samuel shrugged. He’d not been aware of any of this at the time. Once he had led the school Binder back to her, he was sent on his way with several questions unanswered. Madam Fitz had never been known for her conversational nature at the school, but she had been particularly short with him then.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re the one that saved me,” Aurora muttered in disbelief as she stared off into the distance. “Of all people, it was you, and I never knew.” 
 
    “Well, technically,” Samuel quibbled, “I didn’t really save you. I just went to get help. Madam Fitz is the one who did all of the saving.”  
 
    “Don’t,” Aurora said softly with a shake of her head. “Don’t do that.”  
 
    “Don’t what?” Samuel asked a little defensively.  
 
    “Don’t be dismissive about it. Don’t minimize it. Don’t do the whole ‘well actually’ thing that you do, alright?” Aurora’s eyes looked glassy as her gaze shifted to meet his. “I thought my friends had gotten help for me, but instead, they abandoned me. It was you the whole time. You never said anything. You never took credit. We even got into a spat the very next day, and you didn’t use this against me.”  
 
    “Did we?” Samuel asked, a little confused. The question was another ploy to deflect a little of where the conversation was going. Snowball was giving him a shifty look that was beginning to make him a little uncomfortable as things started to skew more toward the intimate.  
 
    “You don’t remember?” Aurora looked at him incredulously. “It got rather heated.”  
 
    “I mean no offense when I say this,” Samuel said as he raised a hand defensively. “But the truth is, you were laying into me so often back then that it all sort of blurs together.”  
 
    Aurora’s gaze faltered briefly before looking away from Samuel entirely. “That’s fair, I suppose.”  
 
    Samuel was sure she would have tried to defend herself or make some excuse. But instead, she was in a reflective state of mind that made her a little more receptive to his point of view—a rare position to find her in.  
 
    “What was it about?” Samuel pressed, feeling a need to keep things moving for some reason.  
 
    “Hm?” Aurora looked over at him again, realizing what he was asking after a moment. “Oh. It was…”  
 
    Aurora stared off toward the horizon as she tried to recollect. A smile crept onto her face when it came back to her. She ran a finger over one blonde eyebrow in an attempt to conceal some of her embarrassment, “It was something along the lines of being able to out-duel you with one hand?”  
 
    “Ohh, that’s right,” Samuel chuckled with a brief nod. “I remember now.”  
 
    “I was very sensitive about the arm—I’d been hearing about it all day up to that point. I think you asked if I needed help with something in kind of a shitty tone, so I just lashed out,” she explained. The nun even managed to sound apologetic, even though she hadn’t specifically said the words “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “It’s not as though I was innocent,” Samuel conceded as he scratched his jaw. “I would get just as vicious. And yeah, I remember being a bit more enamored with my father’s status at that point and quick to tout it.”  
 
    “While I totally hated that about you, I was usually the one that started shit,” Aurora admitted with a blush. Snowball’s smile continued to widen behind Aurora, grinning toothily as she made eye contact with Samuel. Snowball slowly nodded as if urging him toward some wildly improbable outcome to this conversation. 
 
    Samuel raised a brow, watching the impish familiar silently before turning his attention back to Aurora. “We should have a duel.”  
 
    The blonde looked stunned by the sudden shift in the tone of the conversation. “What?”  
 
    “Practice,” Samuel said with a shrug. “Friendly, of course, nothing serious. I figure when we get to Eldruna, I will need to account for my abilities and show what I’m made of to Runescribe Ilmora. So I’ll need you to help me be as sharp as possible.”  
 
    Snowball shot him an accusatory stare as Aurora seemed to consider his proposition. He shot a smirk back at her. If she was going to sit back in the cheap seats and lazily mock him, he would put her to work.  
 
    “You have a point. It wouldn’t hurt to review some of our notes as well,” Aurora nodded in agreement. “So, how do you want to do this?”  
 
    Samuel could tell that Aurora was suppressing her excitement. One thing most Summoners had in common was their love of the duel. There was nothing quite like pitting your knowledge and strategy against another Summoner and seeing who would come out on top.  
 
    “Maybe we make camp a little early today before it gets too dark,” Samuel suggested. “Then do something quick. One or two summons maximum—otherwise, we follow standard rules. I’d really like to see what Snowball can do and what tricks you might have up your sleeve.”  
 
    Aurora laughed cheerfully. “Just remember, you asked for it, Sammy, alright?” 
 
    “Hold on now,” Samuel grinned. “Remember, you can only use one hand!” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the nun argued, brushing a blonde lock of hair from her face. “I don’t see any reason to go easy on you now.”  
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re not so confident anymore,” Samuel teased. “What was it like, anyway?”  
 
    “What?” Aurora chuckled, “having a broken arm?” 
 
    “No, I mean Madam Fitz,” Samuel replied. “I was never hurt badly enough at school to need anything more than a salve.”  
 
    “Really?” Aurora looked at him curiously. “The duke’s son doesn’t have a Binder on retainer back home?”  
 
    Samuel could tell that she was teasing, poking fun at his privilege, but it was much less malicious than it had ever been in the past. He decided to answer it sincerely instead of getting defensive. “No, he has one under his command when he’s out in the field, but that’s more for the military than it is for him. They can reassign the Binder anytime, and he has to abide by the decision.”  
 
    Aurora’s expression turned slightly more serious. “But he’s a duke. Surely he has some say?”  
 
    “Nope.” Samuel shook his head. “Binders are such a valued asset even in peacetime that their assignments are determined solely by the King and the Grand Summoner.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Aurora admitted with a shrug. “I suppose then, if I had to describe it, it’d be like a warm blanket wrapped around my arm. Or like having swallowed a whole bucket of warm tea.”  
 
    Samuel raised a brow. “It felt like that all the time?”  
 
    “Not all the time,” Aurora admitted. “It was mostly just when she first performed the binding. It was like she opened me up and just poured something down inside me.”  
 
    “That’s unsettling,” Samuel cringed.  
 
    “You would think so.” Aurora giggled, her eyes on a distant memory. “But somehow, it wasn’t. It doesn’t make a lot of sense, I know. But when it happens, it replaces all your fears and doubts with a sense of relaxation and well-being.”  
 
    “Does the outsider speak or communicate with you at all?” Samuel pressed.  
 
    Again the nun shook her head, “No, nothing. Of course, you have a vague awareness of it, sort of like with your familiar, but it’s fainter, more distant. But most people say they don’t even feel that much.”  
 
    Samuel remembered reading something along those lines. Binders didn’t typically make use of outsiders the way other Summoners did. Instead of calling upon them for assistance on a task, they would summon the entity directly into the flesh of a living person. The technique interrupted the standard process that allowed the ethereal existence of a being from the Outer Spheres to take on a physical form.  
 
    With every fiber of their being saturated with that of the outsider, people could borrow their supernatural healing abilities. Binders focused almost entirely on outsiders known for their preternatural healing skills and ability to stave off deadly maladies. It was a delicate process, though, and few Summoners were ever cut out to be Binders.  
 
    Samuel wondered if, theoretically, Binders could use or bestow other abilities possessed by outsiders. Considering the difficulty that came with just the healing abilities, the risk for anything more extraordinary must have been too high. Moreover, he’d not read anything about Binders even attempting such feats. Indeed, Binders didn’t even make use of outsiders in their treatments if the injury wasn’t particularly serious. Instead, they were trained in a multitude of lesser techniques and magic they could rely on before calling upon an outsider without due cause.  
 
    “You know,” Aurora mused, “the Church doesn’t have any Binders, as far as I know.”  
 
    Samuel quirked a brow. “That can’t be right.”  
 
    “If they have one,” she said, holding up a finger. “They’ve never mentioned them once. All the healing we do is through restoration magic.”  
 
    He wasn’t sure what the implications were, but it was still an interesting bit of knowledge to have. Samuel was always eager to learn new things about summoning and magic, but everything the Praetian Church taught was exclusive to its clergy.  
 
    However, Aurora didn’t seem to have a problem sharing it with minimal prompting. He only now realized the wealth of knowledge she represented, and here he had been bickering and squabbling with her for a large part of the journey. With Aurora cast in a new light, he gained a new appreciation for her entirely, adding it onto the growing list of things he’d started to appreciate about her.  
 
    A drop of rain pelted his nose, pulling him from his thoughts. Samuel turned his head skyward, surprised to see dark clouds overhead. He had been so caught up in the conversation with Aurora that he hadn’t seen them coming.  
 
    Aurora, too, noticed a few drops of rain and put out a hand to catch a few more, then stared at the offending droplets in her palm. 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to postpone our duel, huh?” Aurora lamented.  
 
    “That’s alright,” Samuel said cheerfully. “But it can’t rain every day, right?”  
 
    Aurora’s expression softened as she regarded him with a disarmingly cute smile. “No, I suppose it can’t.”  
 
    Within moments, it was like the sky had been sliced open to allow a downpour. The rain was cold and soaked through their cloaks quickly, but somehow it didn’t bother either of them.  
 
    Snowball, on the other hand, was visibly miserable. The familiar shivered with a scowl, teeth chattering as she tried to pull every last inch of her cloak tightly around her. Samuel looked down at Bigsby, still curled up in his lap under his cloak. He didn’t seem to be faring much better.  
 
    The cold would get to the Summoners soon enough, Samuel was sure. But there was no reason for the familiars to suffer if they didn’t have to. So he waved a hand in Snowball’s direction, “Get some rest. I’ll let you know when it clears up.”  
 
    Snowball managed a nod before vanishing off the back of Aurora’s varo, returning to the pocket of space she called her own. The nun followed his example, dismissing the small glowing pig back to his own space.  
 
    So now it was just the two of them on their varo trudging through the rain, churning up mud on the trail as they went. It should have been a miserable situation, but as the pair exchanged warm looks with one another, Samuel couldn’t find it in him to feel that way about it. Without realizing it, he had made great progress with his former bully. And in turn, the nun appeared to be more content with his company as well.  
 
    Perhaps what he’d said applied to relationships the same way it applied to the weather—it couldn’t rain every day. He found himself hoping that the storm between them had indeed passed and that an extended period of clear skies lay ahead.  
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     “M 
 
   
 
    ake the circles,” Samuel said as he pulled off the still-damp cloak and tossed it onto the grass. Now that the sun was out, he was ready and eager to feel the warmth of it on his skin.  
 
    Aurora followed his example before retrieving her pack and pulling out a length of rope inscribed with a series of runes. “All I have is a twenty-footer. Is that alright?”  
 
    Samuel nodded, nobly resisting an obvious dick joke, then pointed to a large flat area in the grass that could easily accommodate them. “Yeah, that should be fine. Set up over there.”  
 
    The rope was already notched to hold two stakes. One was sunk into the middle of the center circle, while the other was used to draw the perimeter in the ground. The runes inscribed on the rope would allow the stake to draw the barrier of the central dueling circle, so it wasn’t as though she had to carve it out under her own strength.  
 
    They had reached the main road around midday, the halfway point of their journey, and decided then was as good a time as any to have their duel. It was solely for practice, so there was no need to deviate from the standard rules, even if the circle they used was a little under tournament regulation size.  
 
    Aurora sank the central stake, stretched the rope to its maximum length, then dragged the second stake around in a large circle. The twenty-foot rope gave them a forty-foot diameter circle for the duel. The creatures they summoned would have to remain in the circle. Being pushed out of the circle resulted in the loss of a flag.  
 
    Once the central circle was drawn, Aurora brought the stakes up and handed the rope off to Samuel. He folded the rope up twice and added a circle on his side that was only ten feet in diameter and overlapped the central circle by a couple of feet. This was his home circle, which he himself had to remain inside of at all times. The only space he and his summoned creature could occupy was where the central circle and his home circle overlapped. Otherwise, they remained separate for the duration of the duel.  
 
    Finished with his circle, he tossed the rope back to Aurora, who drew her own home circle on the opposite side. He customized his immediately to form an array. In standard matches, only a few nodes were allowed in arrays to limit the amount of power being hurled around. Once the two had chosen their nodes and finished their setup, they empowered their circles with magic at the same time.  
 
    The lines of the smaller circles glowed first before spreading to the central circle, which ignited with a flash of light. Along the left-hand side, large illusory flags appeared along the edge of the circle, three red and three blue. Samuel was on the red side, Aurora on the blue. Each time a legal hit was struck, one would lose a flag. When one lost all their flags, their opponent was the victor.  
 
    Legal hits were those which were struck against the Summoners themselves. The construction of the home circles reduced the severity of every hit. It was enough to be felt and knock a person down but not enough to cause any lasting injury. Some duels were fought with higher stakes, fewer protections, or more flags, but the standard rules were generally considered safe for participants and efficient on time.  
 
    When Samuel turned his attention back to Aurora, he saw that she had stripped down to a white sleeveless tunic, leggings, and boots. Every other layer of her habit had been discarded to ensure mobility. Samuel had similarly discarded as many layers as he could, but he didn’t look as wild and rowdy as she did, with her blonde hair falling loose around her face. 
 
    “You ready, Sammy?” Aurora called, ignoring the fact that a few travelers along the main road had slowed to a stop to see what was going on. 
 
    Samuel nodded. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    The nun took a deep breath to steel herself, shaking the hand with the rosary to ensure it was loose and ready. Without an implement, Samuel would typically be expected to be slower at manifesting his combatant to the field, but he’d been summoning without such tools long enough to have compensated. He dropped into a crouch when Aurora brought her rosary up for her first summoning, placing his hand on the node directly in front of him. He’d sacrificed one of the nodes specifically for Snowball’s rune, allowing her to appear instantly in the central circle.  
 
    Snowball burst into being with a flash of light, leaping clear across the circle with a kick ready for Aurora. The nun stepped back to the furthest point of her home circle, just beyond Snowball’s reach, despite how impressively long her legs were. Aurora wasn’t rattled, completing her summoning spell while maintaining her footwork. Much to Samuel’s surprise, a towering figure of metal emerged from the Outer Spheres right behind the succubus. 
 
    He had thought he was going to see Bigsby in this fight. Instead, Aurora had summoned a ten-foot-tall verndari. It was mostly humanoid in shape with limbs covered in bulky metal resembling armor. Its disproportionately large gauntlets were almost comical, matched in size only by the verndari’s massive boot-like feet. Yet, despite how clunky it looked, the verndari was quick to turn and bring a massive fist down in Snowball’s direction.  
 
    Snowball was still faster, darting to one side and then leaping up to slam the heel of her foot into the side of the verndari’s head with incredible force. Samuel cautioned Snowball through their link not to get cocky. All the verndari needed was one good hit to take her out of the fight entirely.  
 
    While Aurora was distracted by the fight so close to her home circle, Samuel tried to line up a shot from his side of the ring. Unfortunately, the verndari was too big and took up too much space. He realized this was likely the reason Aurora had chosen it.  
 
    Aurora had the advantage of knowledge. She had seen how Snowball moved when they had fought the kindleback, so had been smart enough to pick something that could take the hits while also becoming a defensive wall between herself and Samuel. But with a purely defensive strategy, how was she planning to score an attack of her own? Or did she have some other plan? 
 
    Snowball hopped around the circle, darting and leaping around the verndari to strike it from multiple angles. Samuel felt her fatigue setting in through the link. His bunny beauty was going to tire herself out long before an opportunity to get a hit on Aurora presented itself.  
 
    “You just going to have her dance around all day, Sammy?” Aurora taunted from behind the verndari. “I thought we were dueling here!”  
 
    “Hmmm,” Samuel grumbled, kneeling to place a hand on one of his other nodes that contained the rune for ruin. Once it glowed, he slid his hand over to Snowball’s rune to junction the two. Doing so allowed him to combine an aspect of the first rune with the form of the second, even at a distance. In this case, Samuel had granted Snowball the ruinous strike ability, which significantly increased the damage she dealt to inorganic objects for a short time.  
 
    “Center mass!” Samuel called out to Snowball. Planting both her feet, Snowball sent a flurry of punches into the breastplate of the verndari. Each strike hit with power far greater than she possessed, denting and warping the breastplate in several places and forcing the verndari into a staggering retreat. Samuel had his opening.  
 
    “Crydat!” He shouted, pointing two fingers toward Aurora. Caught off guard by Snowball’s change in tactics, Aurora hadn’t noticed that her defender had moved away, leaving her open. The dart of cold struck her in the shoulder of her main casting arm, and one of the flags on her side instantly vanished. She cried out in pain, causing Samuel to wince.  
 
    “You okay?” he asked, unable to hide the note of concern in his voice.  
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Aurora laughed, shaking the numbness out of her casting arm as she pulled the rosary off to slip it onto her other wrist. “I’m not left-handed.”  
 
    “W-what?” Samuel raised a confused brow as she brandished the rosary and activated one of the nodes of her circle. Every piece of metal on the verndari suddenly began to glow red-hot, forcing Snowball to fall back or risk being burned. Even with the ruinous strike ability, she couldn’t land a single hit on the verndari without incurring severe damage.  
 
    Samuel’s familiar was forced back into a pattern of evasive maneuvers, darting around her foe in a desperate attempt to stay out of its reach. Of course, the metal of the creature wouldn’t remain hot indefinitely, but in a duel, even short spells felt like they lasted forever.  
 
    Before Samuel could consider other options, the verndari spread its arms apart before bringing the gauntlets together in a mighty clap. The impact was deafening, blasting Snowball with a hot wind in mid-leap. The familiar’s ears pressed firmly back against her head in an attempt to protect them from the sound, but she’d already lost her equilibrium. Unable to keep her footing, Snowball took a tumble at full speed, causing her to roll right out of the circle. The resulting ring-out cost Samuel a flag. Up on the road, the spectators applauded, impressed by the nun’s tactic. More had gathered since last he’d looked.  
 
    “That’s alright, Snowball,” Samuel said encouragingly as he clapped his hands a few times. “Let’s get back in there.”  
 
    The grass of the central circle was beginning to scorch under the verndari’s heat, causing the area to fill rapidly with smoke. It would make direct strikes at Aurora difficult to perform if he didn’t wrap things up quickly.  
 
    The score was one-to-one, so it was still anyone’s duel. Even as he had that thought, Aurora dropped down low in her circle, vanishing behind the rolling smoke between them. As Snowball leapt back into the central circle, a ray of scorching heat shot through the smoke, striking Samuel in the shin. Even with the safeties in place, the pain that shot up his leg was something worth writing home about. He fell into a partial crouch, his injured leg no longer capable of supporting his weight. 
 
    As another of Samuel’s flags dropped, he threw himself to the side, rolling across the ground toward the edge of his circle. A second ray tore through the area he had occupied, causing steam to rise from the wet grass. Aurora had gone for a double strike, clearly expecting him to be distracted by the last hit.  
 
    “Nice try,” Samuel laughed. It had been an excellent strategy, honestly. He probably should have done something similar when she had swapped her rosary over. With the summon as her shield, Aurora just had to wait for the right moment to strike. He had only hit her the first time because he had done something unexpected. Watching the steam from the ground curl around his feet, he suddenly had a crazy idea. While the ground directly beneath the verndari was dry and burning, the area around it still had plenty of moisture. If Aurora was going to use the terrain to her advantage, then so was he. 
 
    Snowball’s footing still wasn’t great, but she was a little steadier than before being knocked out of the ring. Samuel focused his mind on transferring the mental image of his plan through the link between them. It was risky, considering that outsiders could often misinterpret such mental images, but Samuel was confident that Snowball’s increased capacity for communication could be an asset here. Their link was certainly strong enough to justify the attempt.  
 
    The familiar’s ear twitched, indicating that she’d received the message and understood. The smoke continued to spread through the central circle, now obscuring Aurora entirely, though the glowing verndari was still visible. It advanced on Snowball, pressing the advantage it believed itself to have.  
 
    Samuel placed his weight on his uninjured leg as he slid his foot back onto the rear node of his array. The intensification rune glowed briefly before vanishing under his boot. His injured leg was placed on the final node to his left, activating the synthesis rune within it as he brought both hands together. Extending two fingers on each hand, Samuel loosed a pair of cold darts, combining and intensifying them in the process. The result was a powerful line of cold that nearly caused Samuel to fall backward from his home circle.  
 
    The bright blue beam of magic struck the verndari heavily in its chest, temporarily extinguishing the heat it had built up so far. Parts of the metal in its body buckled and cracked under the intense temperature differential. However, Samuel had made sure to aim the beam low, the excess magic creating a layer of frost along the top of the grass. 
 
    Snowball, at the ready, leapt through the air, slamming her feet into the cooled section of the armored entity. She’d given everything she had in tandem with the ruinous strike, sending the verndari backward. Locked up by the cold, the verndari tumbled backward and helplessly slid into Aurora, who was immediately ejected from her home circle. The impact and the ring-out resulted in the loss of two flags, leaving Samuel as the victor.  
 
    Applause and cheering rose from the small group of onlookers by the road as Samuel jogged over to Aurora with a grin on his face.  
 
    “You bastard.” Aurora laughed as he offered a hand to help her up. She took it, quickly pulling herself to her feet before brushing dirt and grass off herself. Beside her, the verndari rolled over slowly, struggling to stand.  
 
    “And to think,” Samuel crowed, “Snowball’s not even the strongest thing I can summon!”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure she’s the only thing worth a damn that you can manage,” Aurora scoffed, though their jabs at one another were light-hearted—much different in tone than exchanges had been between them in the past. Samuel couldn’t help but read into the coy smile Aurora tossed him as she fiddled with her hair. 
 
    “I still have a few tricks left up my sleeve,” he assured her, regaining focus. “I can’t show you everything the first time out.”  
 
    “You’re much better at junctioning than I remember,” Aurora noted, gesturing toward the array of his home circle with one hand. “You mind if I take a look?”  
 
    “By all means,” Samuel agreed, motioning graciously toward his circle.  
 
    Snowball wiggled a finger in one of her ears as she approached the two Summoners. Aurora looked a little sheepish as she placed a hand on the familiar’s arm. “Are you alright? It was nothing personal, I promise.”  
 
    The familiar nodded, though she seemed unconvinced. Finally, her gaze shifted to Samuel, who was still beaming with pride, now directed toward her. “You did wonderfully, Snowball. You’re the best.”  
 
    Whatever discomfort Snowball was suffering in her ears seemed to be forgotten with the praise from her master. She bounced a few times on the balls of her feet, resulting in a noticeable jiggle of her breasts as she did. Samuel’s cheeks grew a little warmer, but Aurora paid it no mind, focusing her attention on the array instead.  
 
    “I like this,” the nun said, pointing at the node with Snowball’s personal rune. “I don’t think I’ve ever used something like this.”  
 
    “When you have an implement like yours, it’s pretty easy to overlook,” Samuel admitted. He’d adopted the technique out of necessity more than anything. “Besides, sacrificing a node for a rune modification like this is a big risk.”  
 
    Aurora nodded her agreement as she walked around the circle. “Yeah, but being able to junction in the other nodes at a distance like that is really nice.”  
 
    The nun counted the connections he had made in his array. “Pentacle instead of Pentagonal,” she observed. “That’s old-fashioned of you.”  
 
    “Can’t mess with the classics,” Samuel chuckled. “It gives me plenty of options for junctions without overcomplicating things.”  
 
    “Evidently,” Aurora conceded with a nod, glancing over at the small crowd they had attracted as it finally began to disperse.  
 
    “So, a verndari?” Samuel mused.  
 
    Aurora turned to face Samuel again. “I wasn’t about to subject Bigsby to your nonsense.”  
 
    “Nonsense?” Samuel snorted. “My nonsense did just fine, thank you.”  
 
    “What is the strongest thing you can summon, anyway?” Aurora pivoted, raising both brows curiously.  
 
    Samuel thought about his answer. The strength of an outsider could sometimes be subjective. Snowball was fast, but her physical power wasn’t extraordinary. Still, she would have received a fair ranking in the texts if anything like her had previously been observed. Her comprehension and strange ability to change her appearance made her incredibly versatile. Many factors went into deciding strength and what level of mastery was required for each summoning.  
 
    “I’d have to go with the hellhound,” he finally said as he picked up his discarded clothing. 
 
    “Bullshit!” Aurora spat. “There’s no fucking way.”  
 
    “You know,” Samuel said with a level tone, looking over his shoulder at her. “You’ve got a very foul mouth for a nun. Has anybody ever told you that?”  
 
    “There’s no way you can summon a hellhound,” the nun pressed, ignoring his observation entirely.  
 
    “I can,” Samuel insisted. “Do you want me to show you?”  
 
    Aurora’s eyes flashed with excitement and curiosity. Of course she was intrigued—a hellhound would have been right in her wheelhouse since she was a Flame Sculptor Summoner. But because she was a member of the clergy, she was forbidden from summoning one herself. The Praetian priests frowned on the summoning of such fiendish entities but only had the direct power to ban it from their own ranks.  
 
    “Absolutely,” the nun said with a nod as she tried to rein in her excitement. “But we should probably wait until we’re away from prying eyes.” 
 
    Though there wasn’t much left of the crowd that had gathered to watch them, Samuel didn’t want to startle whoever was left. Especially because he and Aurora both knew that it wouldn’t be a typical hellhound that he would be summoning—it was inevitably going to be some variety of scantily clad succubus hybrid.  
 
    “You’re probably right,” Samuel snickered a little. “Let’s finish clearing all of this and be on our way. I’ll summon the hellhound later when we make camp.”  
 
    “Later?” Aurora asked suspiciously. “Don’t think I’m going to forget.”  
 
    “I know,” Samuel said, lifting his hands defensively. “It was your suggestion, after all.”  
 
    “Yeah, but if our match has taught me anything, it’s that you’re awfully tricky.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to trick you,” Samuel insisted. “I’ll summon it later.”  
 
    “Alright,” Aurora giggled, jabbing a finger in his direction. “We’ll make a wager, just to be sure.” 
 
    “A bet?” Samuel scoffed. “What kind of bet?”  
 
    “Slave for a day!” Aurora exclaimed as she spared a moment to dismiss the verndari, allowing it some time to recover in its home space.  
 
    “Forget it,” Samuel waved a hand dismissively. “There’s no way I’m agreeing to that.”  
 
    “Because you can’t do it!” Aurora accused with a snap of her fingers.  
 
    Samuel glared back at her with a heavy sigh. “Alright, alright, but you asked for it. Slave for a day.”  
 
    It was a fairly standard bet that many of them had made when they were in school. There wasn’t a lot of coin that changed hands at the academy, so they had all become more creative with the things they would wager. There were slap-bets, slave for a day, homework bets, and a multitude of others. Slave for a day was a nice all-encompassing one that got you a little of everything, so it was always a popular option.  
 
    After a few more hours of travel on the main road that afternoon, they made camp. Aurora had seen to their minor injuries from the duel and set anything still wet by the fire to dry, while Samuel began to construct a new circle to summon the hellhound.  
 
    He figured if he was going to spend the time and energy to call something so powerful, he might as well forge a bond with it in the process. Though not the same as the bond with his familiar, it would allow him to recall the hellhound later without error. Otherwise, there was a very high chance that each time he summoned a hellhound, it would be a different one. Establishing the bond would allow him to properly familiarize himself with her talents and abilities, increase their efficacy, and spend less time and effort later on communication issues when summoning her again.  
 
    Samuel opted for Ivras’ methodology, since he and Aurora had determined that it had nothing to do with the succubi he kept summoning. It took a little longer to set up, but it was more robust and efficient when circulating magical energy from the Outer Spheres. With all the components in place and the array completed, he called Aurora over to observe. He recited the incantation of the Outer Spheres, holding the image in his mind of a hellhound, and eased it into reality with his will.  
 
    Flames burst within the circle, followed by a pillar of smoke and the distinct smell of brimstone. Smoke rose and dissipated, though with the circle unbroken, it was unable to leave its confines entirely. Inside the circle stood a humanoid creature with jet-black skin striped with red. Her impressive muscle tone, combined with a flaming tail and wings, gave her a distinctly intimidating presence. Even the floppy dog ears and happy smile did little to detract from her aura of power, mainly due to the sharp canines on display.  
 
    Samuel smirked over at Aurora, who stared at the creature in stunned silence. Then, with one foot, he scuffed the circle’s edge, allowing the smoke to vanish, freeing his hellhound succubus.  
 
    “I told you I could—”  
 
    The creature pounced on him the moment she was able, slamming Samuel with all of her weight and pinning him to the ground. He managed to keep himself from having the wind knocked out of him but couldn’t help but feel a surge of pleasant desire run through his body as the succubus licked the side of his face, grinding her hips against his in aroused desperation.  
 
    “Hey!” Aurora shouted. “Get the fuck off of Sammy!”  
 
    The nun brandished the rosary on her wrist in a display of aggression, letting the succubus know she wasn’t bluffing. Even so, the hellhound ignored the nun and continued to lick Samuel’s face, large round breasts pressed firmly against his chest as her tail wagged excitedly.  
 
    “Okay, alright,” Samuel finally managed, placing his hands on the hellhound’s shoulders. “That’s enough. Let me up.”  
 
    The hellhound sprang to her feet, glaring defensively over at Aurora. Behind them, Snowball looked on curiously, trying to get an accurate impression of the newcomer. Aurora’s fiery gaze shifted from the succubus to Samuel as he got to his feet and then to the sizable bulge in his trousers. It wasn’t as though he had been on the verge of fucking the hellhound right then and there, but his body had responded as though he would.  
 
    The nun’s hands balled into fists, though the rest of her looked conflicted about how to feel before finally averting her gaze. “Seriously, Sammy? A boner?”  
 
    Samuel’s face turned red with embarrassment as he scrambled to adjust his trousers discreetly. “It just sort of happens, alright? I get connected to their needs, so there’s really no helping it.”  
 
    “Whatever you say,” Aurora grumbled, clearly not knowing anything about dicks and how they often had minds of their own. “So that’s the kind of woman you’re into, huh?” 
 
    “Should I kill?” the hellhound growled as she moved closer to Aurora.  
 
    “What?” Samuel exclaimed in astonishment. “No!”  
 
    The hellhound didn’t seem as though she was about to back down, but Aurora looked like she was more than ready for a fight. 
 
    “Hecate!” Samuel said, jarring both of them from their focused aggression. The hellhound’s tail began to wag as she turned to face him again, pleased with the sound of her new name. 
 
    “Master?” she asked in a more chipper tone.  
 
    “Aurora is not my enemy,” Samuel explained. “She’s my...” 
 
    Samuel paused to consider his choice of words. Just because they were getting along better than they had been didn’t mean Aurora saw him as a friend. As much as he would have liked that idea, merely wanting it didn’t make it true. “Traveling companion. She’s my traveling companion.”  
 
    Aurora looked insulted, which immediately proved to Samuel that he should have gone with his first instinct. Turning on her heels, the nun stormed back toward her tent. “Hey, traveling companion! I’m going to bed. Fuck your dog all you want.”  
 
    Broken-spirited, Samuel glanced at Hecate, “I’ll call you back in a little bit,” he assured the hellhound before dismissing her. Once she was gone, he followed briskly after the cranky nun.  
 
    “You’re going to bed already?” He inquired. “Hey, listen, I didn’t—” 
 
    “Yeah,” she fumed. “Sweet dreams.”  
 
    “But you still have to make us dinner,” Samuel interjected.  
 
    Aurora turned, her expression a potent mix of fury and disbelief. “And why in the blue hell would I make you dinner?”  
 
    Samuel fought the urge to grin as he shrugged and spread his hands. “Slave for a day.”  
 
    Aurora’s eye twitched before she turned away from him. “Yeah, alright. Fair enough.” 
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   S amuel had Aurora as his personal servant for a whole day, but didn’t have much of a plan to utilize the opportunity. It was originally her proposition because she’d been so sure of her victory, but he hadn’t given it much thought.  
 
    It wasn’t like it was back in school, where an extra set of hands was an incredible boon for nearly every task. Just having someone tag out with you to get some rest could make it a worthwhile endeavor. Unfortunately, Aurora was already pulling her weight on the journey, and there wasn’t much of his work he could give her that wouldn’t end up slowing them down or making everything more difficult than it needed to be.  
 
    So it was a whole day that went by with Samuel having only small menial tasks for Aurora. He had her handle breakfast, lunch, loading the varo, and a few other things, but these were all tasks that one would usually do while the other tended to something else. To her credit, the nun didn’t complain about any of it. On the contrary, she seemed almost eager to prove that she could keep up with any task he gave her.  
 
    It was only when they had settled down that night by the fire that she revealed what the unusually upbeat attitude had been all about.  
 
    “That was an incredibly disappointing day, I have to say.” Aurora sat heavily on the log on the other side of the campfire. Instead of making camp in the woods or a random place off the road, they had come across a proper campground set aside for travelers. Numerous parties had set up in nearby campsites, creating a low murmur of dozens of whispering people and the crackle of multiple campfires.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Samuel asked as he finished off the last of his stew. 
 
    “You,” the nun scoffed with a wave of her hand, “have absolutely no imagination. You get a slave for a day, and you can’t come up with a single creative or interesting thing for me to do. And you actually had servants growing up!”  
 
    “Not exactly spoiling for things to do out here, you know,” he replied brusquely. “We have magic to help us along, but we’re essentially roughing it. If one of us doesn’t do our part, it costs us daylight.”  
 
    “That’s what I mean, right there,” she griped, jabbing a finger in his direction. “No creativity, no imagination. No sense of fun, Sammy.” 
 
    Samuel smiled. He had grown oddly fond of the sobriquet she used for him, even despite its condescending past. Even now, after their spat about Hecate, he could swear the nickname was still used with some affection. More than anything, he’d grown to love the sound of her voice saying some version of his name with any warmth at all, almost getting lost in it. 
 
    He glanced over at Snowball, sitting next to Bigsby on a separate log. The little pig was nuzzled up against the succubus while she stroked his head. Both familiars stared back at him helplessly, unable to offer him any advice on how to respond to the amusingly bossy nun. He turned his gaze back to Aurora once he saw that he wasn’t going to get any help. “Okay. I’ll bite. What would you have made me do if you won?”  
 
    “Oh, lots of things,” Aurora said wistfully, biting her lip. “The son of the duke doting on little old me?” She cackled wickedly. 
 
    “Come on,” Samuel chuckled along with her contagious laugh, unable to help himself. “Seriously?”  
 
    Aurora’s eyes widened as she nodded enthusiastically. “Absolutely. Spoon-feeding me at mealtime, washing and rubbing my aching feet, setting up the camp all by yourself while I relax with a drink in the sun? I could go on and on.”  
 
    “Would that be with my shirt on or off?” Samuel asked sarcastically. 
 
    Aurora shrugged, averting her gaze. “Depends on how hot it was out. I can be a benevolent mistress to those whose service is satisfactory.”  
 
    Samuel couldn’t help but break into uproarious laughter. “Her Highness, Queen Aurora! I didn’t realize you had put so much thought into my hypothetical servitude!”  
 
    Aurora pouted indignantly. “Yeah, real shame it all went to waste on you.” 
 
    Samuel noticed a few individuals from the nearest campsites look over in his direction, curious about what could have been so funny. One of the guards had wandered up the trail between the campsites to check on people.  
 
    There was a little guard house closer to the road where they resided most of the time, sending out a one-person patrol every so often, also serving as a rest stop for the men who were building the nearby rail network. The fact that such campsites had some measure of protection in place was perhaps their main draw, but once that railway was complete, there would be almost no purpose for places like this anymore.  
 
    The guard approached their camp, standing at the edge of it as he called to Samuel. “You folks doing alright? Anything you need?” 
 
    Samuel waved him closer to be polite, “Yeah, we’re doing just fine.” 
 
    The camp guard took a few more steps into the firelight, the metal surface of his breastplate reflecting the dancing flames in warping curves. He glanced at Snowball and then to Aurora, both still dressed in their habits. “On some kind of pilgrimage?” 
 
    Samuel glanced at the two women before shaking his head. “No, actually, they’re escorting me. We’re on our way to Eldruna on Mysterium business.”  
 
    The guard nodded in understanding. “Quite the journey, even from here.”  
 
    “It is,” Samuel agreed, his gaze shifting to look across the fire at Aurora. “After a hard day of riding, I’m rather sore.”  
 
    Aurora finally realized what Samuel was doing. It was one thing for her to do whatever he said when it was just them on the road alone, but the stakes were higher once they had an audience.  
 
    “I usually get it in my lower back,” the guard commented, seemingly oblivious to Samuel’s ploy. 
 
    “See, I usually get it in my shoulders and upper back.” Samuel had to fight the urge to smirk or snicker. He didn’t want to risk ruining the moment by breaking too soon. So instead, he shrugged his shoulders dramatically a few times to illustrate where he needed the most attention.  
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes discreetly before forcing out some cheerful words. “I could help you with that, Sammy. Perhaps a back rub?”  
 
    Samuel turned to her in a theatrical gesture. “Why, that’s so kind of you! But I’d hate to be of any trouble.”  
 
    Aurora’s jaw clenched as she spoke through her teeth. “No trouble at all, you bitch.” She mouthed the last two words silently. 
 
    As the nun got to her feet and came around to Samuel’s side of the fire, he couldn’t help but notice how impressed the guard seemed to be. “Wow. I’ll have to talk to the captain about getting a nun like you out here. Would really help the morale of the boys, I think.” 
 
    “The mercies of Praetia are myriad, both big and small,” Aurora said in a way that sounded as though she were reciting it from a note she’d scrawled on her palm.  
 
    The nun settled in behind Samuel and went to work on his shoulders, gripping a little too tight at first. Snowball and Bigsby stared intently as an uncomfortable silence began to loom. Realizing it for himself, the guard cleared his throat and jerked a thumb back over his shoulder, “Well, I’m going to go finish the rounds. You lot have a good night.”  
 
    Samuel waved cheerfully as the guard left. Snowball did the same, assuming that if he was doing it, then she should too.  
 
    “How’s that for creativity?” Samuel muttered as the guard returned to the trail.  
 
    “A little better,” Aurora admitted through an audible smile, the firmness of her motions easing a little. “There might be some hope for you yet, Summoner Eamon.”  
 
    Samuel chuckled as he adjusted how he sat to make the process a little easier on Aurora. Though it had all been a joke, something to get a rise out of her, he found that there had been some truth to it. There was a soreness in his muscles he had just begun to accept as his new normal. However, now that she was getting into the knots in his back, he was starting to feel a semblance of relief.  
 
    “So cute,” Snowball said, clasping her hands together happily. Bigsby snorted his agreement.  
 
    “Give us a break, Snowball,” Aurora said. “A deal is a deal. That’s all it is. Don’t go reading too much into it.”  
 
    “Can’t read, though…” Snowball admitted, clearly not understanding what Aurora meant.  
 
    “It’s a figure of speech,” Samuel clarified for her. “It means that there is no deeper meaning than what you see on the surface level.”  
 
    “Oh,” Snowball acknowledged thoughtfully. “So, who is doing the reading? Her or me?”  
 
    “You,” Aurora grunted.  
 
    “Actually, what I think she means is that you were the one to assume a deeper meaning to what she said first,” Samuel explained, offering a little translation for Snowball’s unusual way of speaking.  
 
    Samuel could practically feel Aurora’s glare boring holes through the back of his head to get to Snowball, who grinned with satisfaction. His body tensed as he sensed the focus of the conversation shift. Snowball was always looking for a way to move things in that direction. Whether it was for her amusement or out of some strange sense of service to him, he couldn’t say.  
 
    A sudden smack against the back of his head jolted his attention. “Cut it out,” Aurora chided. “If you don’t relax I can’t do my fucking job back here, idiot.”  
 
    “That’s no way for a slave to talk,” he chuckled a little. rubbing the back of his head. “Especially when this is probably the worst massage I’ve had in my life.”  
 
    Glancing back at her, he caught a glimpse of her cheeks getting a little pink as she sheepishly averted her gaze. Her hands paused briefly before returning to work with a noticeable shift in pressure and rhythm.  
 
    “Sorry,” she murmured gently. “Got a little carried away.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Samuel assured her, letting his eyes close slowly to enjoy what was becoming a genuinely pleasant experience. When she put the effort in, she wasn’t bad at massages at all. A distinct silence fell over their camp, interrupted only by the crackle of campfires and scattered words in distant whispers.  
 
    He would have been content to let her work on him like that for the rest of the night until they were ready for bed, were it not for the soft breathing on the back of his neck. It caused the hairs there to stand on end and the ghost of a shiver to run through him.  
 
    Whenever Aurora adjusted her positioning to get to other points along his shoulders and back, her body often brushed against his. He could feel the subtle softness of her breasts beneath her habit. Had he still been wearing his own cloak, he likely wouldn’t have noticed it, but the fabric of his shirt alone was not particularly thick. As his arousal crept up on him, he realized he needed something as a distraction.  
 
    “So,” Samuel said, breaking the silence. “What made you want to become a nun, anyway?” 
 
    “I didn’t have much choice,” Aurora confessed flatly. “My parents are both wealthy merchants obsessed with the pursuit of coin. They tend to think of most things in life from a monetary standpoint. Even their marriage and having children was done to pursue wealth and influence.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with being a nun?” Samuel asked, resisting the urge to turn his head again to look at her. He felt she might be less forthcoming if he looked her in the eye while on this particular topic.  
 
    “Nothing,” Aurora admitted with a sigh. “That’s sort of my point. My brothers already had things covered with the business by the time I came around. My parents put them to work at the earliest opportunity.”  
 
    “And you?” Samuel asked in a hushed voice.  
 
    “Instead, they thought the best profit to be extracted from me would be to marry me off to some lord.” Aurora sighed sadly, clearly revisiting a bad memory.  
 
    “You didn’t want that,” Samuel guessed.  
 
    “No,” Aurora answered as her hands moved lower down his back. “No little girl ever does. I tried to be positive about it. I tried to convince myself that I could do it. But I hated every single one of those nobles they paraded me in front of like a piece of meat.”  
 
    “It made you bitter toward the nobility,” Samuel observed quietly. A lot of the conflict in their youth made more sense now. Aurora’s parents had been so profit-hungry that they’d been ready to sell their daughter off to the richest noble to extract whatever wealth they could from her existence. Mentally, she’d seen little difference between those she’d been offered to and him.  
 
    “It did,” Aurora said. “I decided I would never agree to that sort of thing. But, despite that, my parents tried a few things over the years to persuade me.”  
 
    “Oh?” Samuel quirked a brow. 
 
    “Most of them had to do with varying levels of cutting me off from the family accounts,” Aurora grumbled. “So despite the family’s status, I was still struggling financially during the school year.”  
 
    “That seems very petty,” Samuel snorted.  
 
    “Not nearly as petty as dropping me off at a convent because I ‘seemed so comfortable with my ascetic lifestyle,’ as my dear mother put it.” Aurora’s hands paused their massaging for a moment.  
 
    “Oh,” Samuel replied a little sheepishly. At that point, petty felt like an understatement.  
 
    “Yeah,” Aurora affirmed. “So that’s the story. I didn’t go along with my parents’ schemes to get rich, so they threw me in a convent to get rid of me. That simple, really.”  
 
    There were a lot of questions that Samuel felt he could have followed up with there, but he decided against it. The minor details of how she went from graduating from a prestigious school to being forced into the clergy could wait for another time. It didn’t feel that important, and he didn’t want to come across as too nosy.  
 
    “Do you regret your decision?” Samuel asked, turning to face her, finally. “Do you regret standing up to them, to not marrying some rich noble?”  
 
    Aurora pursed her lips thoughtfully before shaking her head. “Not even a little bit.”  
 
    Samuel chuckled. “I guess that makes you a person with integrity, despite your parents’ best efforts.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Aurora shrugged. “If being a person with integrity means being someone who only wants to marry for love, then I guess that would be me.”  
 
    “Love, huh?” Samuel mused. Behind him, Snowball snickered. Samuel turned to see the familiar clap a hand over her mouth, desperately trying to hold back her laughter. Unfortunately, the two of them looking at her was enough to sabotage her efforts, leading her to cackle uncontrollably. 
 
    “What’s she laughing about?” Samuel wondered, glancing between the two.  
 
    “Nothing,” Aurora grumbled irritably. “Nothing, shut up. It’s nothing.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14[image: ] 
 
   T he days that followed that night were more active for the pair than the whole journey before it, thanks in no small part to the new addition of Hecate. Aside from somehow speaking more fluently, the hellhound succubus was also more rambunctious than Snowball by a large degree, which both delighted and exhausted Samuel’s familiar at times.  
 
    There were many instances where the familiar wanted someone to keep her company and occupy her time, and there were many in which she resented being forced to vye for the attention of her master. The fact that Hecate seemed to be capable of forcing herself out into the physical world without being summoned, seemingly on a whim, further complicated things.  
 
    After a few occasions of Hecate appearing spontaneously, Samuel and Aurora were able to determine that the unusually-constructed tether between them allowed her to respond to things he was feeling. If Samuel felt stressed, anxious, or threatened, Hecate would make an appearance.  
 
    Whether this was out of a genuine concern for his well-being or some exploit of the magical connection on her end remained to be seen. Whenever she appeared, Hecate was just as likely to rub her near-nude form against Samuel in pursuit of attention as she was to break into an aimless sprint across an open field. 
 
    “She’s like an unruly hound,” Aurora observed from her varo as Hecate tore across a prairie one afternoon. “But I doubt the same approach to training is going to work for you here.”  
 
    “Seems unlikely,” Samuel agreed as Hecate changed directions to sprint in another straight line to nowhere. He could swear that he saw her tongue flopping out as she did.  
 
    “Are actual hellhounds generally like this?” Aurora asked as she glanced over at him. “Like…dogs?” 
 
    Samuel shrugged as he spread his hands, “No clue.” Then, the Summoner looked over to Snowball and snapped his fingers in Hecate’s direction. “You know what to do.”  
 
    Snowball grinned as she sprung into action. So far, the only thing they had determined that could get Hecate to heel, even in the slightest, was to give her something to focus her energy on. Snowball was highly effective in this regard. The familiar was much faster than the hellhound, who couldn’t resist chasing her once they got going. As soon as Hecate caught sight of Snowball bounding through the field, she redirected in an attempt to try and catch her. Like nearly every other time, it was a fruitless endeavor, but it did keep Hecate closer to them as they traversed the main road.  
 
    With the worst terrain behind them, the road was much easier on their travels than the wilderness trails had been, though challenges still lay ahead. Motorcars were much more frequent now than Samuel remembered them being, and as highly-trained as the varo were, they didn’t care much for the presence of the sputtering machines with their honking horns. Aurora wasn’t particularly fond of them either, scowling each time one would force them off the side of the road to pass by. 
 
    “Damnable things somehow manage to take up more of the road than a carriage with a full team of horses,” the nun grumbled as she struggled to keep her mount calm.  
 
    “Yeah, can’t say that I’m a fan either,” Samuel admitted. When carriages or other mounted travelers passed, the varo hardly noticed them. Nor did those who passed them in such a way make much of a scene. On the other hand, the motorcars seemed to be driven only by those who wanted everyone to know they had the wealth and the means to have a motorcar.  
 
    “Want me to bite them?” Hecate asked with her chest puffed out. She didn’t have the same apprehensive attitude toward the machines that Snowball did, who clung a little tighter to Aurora on the back of her varo.  
 
    “As amusing as it would be to see you make that attempt,” Samuel said with a laugh, “no, I don’t want you to bite them.”  
 
    “Melt them?” Hecate’s ears perked up, the flames of her tail swishing around with her excited wagging.  
 
    “What? No,” Samuel grunted as he waved for her to get away from the road. He didn’t want to risk her losing control of herself with temptation so close by.  
 
    “Minor burns?” Hecate pressed with a pout. “Little ones? They would probably survive.”  
 
    “Hecate,” Samuel growled in a level tone, locking eyes with the hellhound. “I said no.”  
 
    The hellhound wasn’t like Snowball. She would eventually obey, but it required more. She would argue, pout, and even throw tantrums from time to time. But today, she didn’t seem interested in any of those things, relenting fairly quickly before wandering off ahead of them with a bosom-bouncing shrug.  
 
    Luckily, Hecate had been resting in her pocket space the day that a military convoy had forced everyone from the road for the better part of an hour. Samuel wasn’t sure he would have been able to keep her in check for the entire time. The soldiers marched in lockstep with cleanly pressed uniforms, clear signs that they hadn’t been on the road for very long.  
 
    “Are they going to Eldruna?” Samuel wondered aloud.  
 
    “I wouldn’t think so,” Aurora replied, unsure about her answer. “I hadn’t heard any concerns about Eldruna. Is there a crossroads further north?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel answered, though it did nothing to set his mind at ease. This was a lot of soldiers moving around for a kingdom that was not officially at war with anyone. There were several rows of infantry, all with rifles slung over their shoulders and swords hanging from their hips. A large great amount of cavalry had been present, too, as well as artillery being moved in carriages. Each of the soldiers on the back of a varo bore a deadly heat lance, capable of cutting through armored soldiers like butter once ignited.  
 
    “Samuel?” A familiar voice called from the back of one of the wagons passing. “Is that you?”  
 
    Looking up, Samuel saw a couple of familiar faces riding on the back of the wagon. “Nadine? What are you doing here?”  
 
    The young Summoner scooted a little closer to the edge of the back of the wagon as Samuel and Aurora kept pace alongside it on their varo. “I finally got my commission!” The strawberry blonde leaned a little to show the bars on the red collar of the uniform under her cloak. “See?”  
 
    “Second Lieutenant,” Aurora observed with a nod. “Congratulations.”  
 
    “Aurora?” Nadine exclaimed, leaning a little closer. “Praetia’s mercy! I hardly recognized you in that habit. Balun’s here too, look! Say hello, Balun!” 
 
    “Hello, Balun,” the tall male said from the other side of the cart, a wry smirk on his face as he gave each of them a wave.  
 
    “They gave him to me as my warrant officer. Isn’t that wild?” Nadine grinned at him before turning back to her former classmates. All of them had been in school with each other for a time, albeit in different years.  
 
    “What are you two doing out here?” Nadine asked with interest. “And together, no less?” 
 
    Samuel glanced at Balun, who remained seated, lounging in a way that gave him an air of disinterest. Samuel could tell that he was just as curious as Nadine was, deep down. The man had always been a fly on the wall when they were growing up. He wasn’t much of a gossip, but he did like being in the know on things.  
 
    “I have to escort this idiot up to Eldruna,” Aurora said with a chuckle. “He finished his proving, so that’s where they’re sending him first.”  
 
    “Oh, who did you piss off?” Nadine joked, knowing that the two had never gotten along. There was a distinct lightheartedness to the question, though, as she offered Samuel a little wink. 
 
    “Everybody, I think,” Aurora answered in a strangely earnest way.  
 
    “What about you?” Samuel asked, changing the subject. “Where are you heading?”  
 
    “Nadine,” Balun cautioned as Nadine had been about to answer. 
 
    “Oh, it’s not a secret,” Nadine waved a hand dismissively at him without looking at him. “Everyone on the damn road is going to be gossiping about it by sundown, anyway!” She leaned toward them conspiratorially, despite her dismissal of her warrant officer. “We’re on our way to Prylyn.”  
 
    Samuel felt a chill run down his spine. Prylyn was on the border to the northeast. A build-up of forces like this near the kingdom’s border meant only one thing to him. “You’re going to war?” 
 
    Nadine shook her head, some of her curly locks coming loose as she did so. “No, nothing like that. The brass is making a little show of force just so everyone knows that our neutrality isn’t mistaken for weakness.”  
 
    “A show of force?” Samuel repeated, catching a skeptical look from Balun, who didn’t seem as convinced as Nadine was.  
 
    “Yeah, maneuvers and exercises,” she assured him. “Out in the open so they can see we’re not sitting on our thumbs down here.”  
 
    “With Summoners?” Aurora commented, giving voice to Balun’s look of skepticism.  
 
    “Can’t have them thinking we’re running low, right?” Nadine chirped to Aurora. “After they see what we can do, they’ll be glad they haven’t started anything with us yet.”  
 
    “Of course,” Samuel answered with a brittle smile. “How long do they have you out on maneuvers?”  
 
    “A few weeks,” Nadine shrugged. “That’s all. How long will you be in Eldruna? Maybe I could come to see you after?” 
 
    Aurora’s lips pressed into a thin line in response to the question, not realizing that it had been directed at both of them, not just him. Samuel cleared his throat before replying. “Well, we’re not sure. Neither of us has much information on what the next steps for us will be.”  
 
    “Oh,” Nadine muttered with a shrug. “Well, I’ll swing by and see. If nothing else, there’s a lovely pastry shop called Martino’s that my father would have us stop at whenever we went there.”  
 
    “Sounds great,” Samuel said as the convoy veered to the right at the crossroads for the turn to Prylyn. Unfortunately, this was where they had to part ways.  
 
    “Take care, you two,” Nadine called as the distance grew between them. Beside her, Balun lifted a lanky arm to wave goodbye as well, though he remained silent. Samuel and Aurora had to stop to wait for the rest of the convoy to pass before they could continue north.  
 
    “The nerve of her,” Aurora muttered a little bit, her face scrunching up. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Samuel asked, confused. “Did she do something?”  
 
    Aurora glanced at him as Snowball’s face slowly grew into a grin behind her. “Nothing, I guess,” Aurora grunted. “Just that she was so damn flirty with you. It can be a little irritating, you know? She should have more dignity when in uniform like that.”  
 
    Samuel quirked a brow in confusion at Aurora. “I didn’t even notice any flirting.”  
 
    “Of fucking course you didn’t,” Aurora murmured under her breath, crossing her arms and earning another giggle from Snowball. 
 
    Samuel could tell that was a barb meant for him, but his thoughts were with Nadine and Balun at that moment. He sighed darkly, looking back toward the crossroads that separated them. “Let her have her fun while she can. They’re both in for a rough time, I think.” 
 
    “You think it’s more than maneuvers?” Aurora wondered, catching onto the seriousness of his tone.  
 
    “I think it’s a distinct possibility,” Samuel replied. “Besides, any flirting she might have been doing with us is harmless. I think Balun’s got his hooks in her.”  
 
    “What?” Aurora said, a little stunned. “What do you mean ‘us?’”  
 
    “She’s bisexual, Aurora,” Samuel chuckled a little, trying to get his mind off the soldiers vanishing over the hill. “You didn’t know that?”  
 
    Aurora’s face turned a deep red as numerous memories of her and her classmate were instantaneously re-contextualized. “Oh.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel confirmed. “Just let that sink in for a minute.”  
 
    “Well,” Aurora said, sidestepping the subject. “What makes you say that about Balun? He hardly speaks enough for me to guess what his opinion on breakfast is.”  
 
    Samuel gestured vaguely to the east as they continued on the road north. “His rank. Summoners are offered the rank of second lieutenant by default. If he’s only a warrant officer, it means he would have had to request it, the task, and her command specifically.”  
 
    “No!” Aurora gawked, glancing off toward the east despite the soldiers being well out of sight now. “You think?”  
 
    “Mhm,” Samuel answered. “He’s always been the chivalrous type, so he probably wants to protect her.”  
 
    “That’s terribly romantic,” Aurora noted with half a swoon. “I had no idea.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel sighed. Snowball, sensing the conflict through their link, looked at him, perplexed. There was no way for him to really express his growing concern for both of them as they marched to the border. Of course, the show of force might have been meant defensively to keep other nations off their lawn, but something about it didn’t feel that way to him.  
 
    He spoke no more of it in the following days as they continued north. Samuel couldn’t afford to occupy himself with the what-ifs and could-be of other people’s lives when his own fate was yet to be determined.  
 
    He wondered, if things worked out, if he might be able to request joining them in Prylyn. It was the first time he’d considered taking his talents somewhere besides his father’s side. He hadn’t been very close with Balun, but he had always been a fair and even-handed type. He reminded him of a taller, more awkward Wilson, in a way. But, of course, he and Nadine had also been close for a time. The feeling he had that the army might be preparing for an imminent incursion with the two of them near the front lines didn’t sit right with him.  
 
    Samuel and Aurora spared some time each evening to do a short match, analyzing each other’s styles and techniques when they were done. Though Samuel had outsmarted her in their first match, she wasn’t the type to fall for the same thing twice. She was victorious more than a couple of times, while he took a few more wins for himself.  
 
    All told, the two of them were more or less evenly matched—and rarely talented to boot. If ever they were in a doubles match or had to do the real thing together against a serious enemy, he had no doubt they would be unstoppable. It was a surreal feeling regarding her in such a way. He’d been forced to feel like a loner for so much of his formative years due to her bullying, but now he felt as though he didn’t want any other Summoner at his side if things got bad. She felt like a genuine…partner.  
 
    He realized with a sharp pang that he would be supremely sad when they ultimately had to part ways—unless there was some way around it. He would certainly look into the matter, assuming, hoping that the beautiful blonde nun had started to feel the same way as he suspected. 
 
    Samuel had likewise continued to forge the bonds between himself, Snowball, and Hecate. Hecate, though difficult to control at most times, strictly adhered to orders when in a fight or a high-pressure situation. It was a refreshing break from her usual nature, but presented a different problem when the fight ended and she was much hornier as a result.  
 
    The thrill of battle essentially served as an aphrodisiac for the hellhound, and it was everything he could do to keep her at bay while they were still traveling. The reality that he would have to give both her and Snowball what they wanted sooner rather than later continued to loom over him as the days wore on. He couldn’t ignore the problem forever. He could tell the same thing was on Aurora’s mind, flustering her from time to time. It was the largest obstacle between them. 
 
    As they neared Eldruna, they encountered more traffic on the main road. Nevertheless, they could pass much of the time in conversation with some of the people they traveled beside in the slow-moving parts of the day. One afternoon, they stopped for a few hours to help repair a wagon that had broken an axle. Not only did they assist in the repairs, but they shared some of their food with the people, who had barely enough to get to Eldruna. They’d suffered mishap after mishap on their travels and were more than happy to be shown a bit of kindness.  
 
    It was at times like these when Samuel had the opportunity to see a different side of Aurora. Their relationship had lost much of the edge it once had, but he had never seen her act in her capacity as a nun. The difference was like night and day as she offered healing, food, water, and other kindnesses that he’d never witnessed her give, even to her friends in school, doing so with profound grace and the warmth of a sincere smile.  
 
    Aurora may have been forced into the vocation, but it seemed to Samuel as though she had taken to it like a duck to water. He wondered if perhaps there had always been that side of her, with a desire to be charitable and show mercy that had been suppressed by the greed and machinations of her parents.  
 
    He’d find himself staring at her in those quiet moments when she went to work. She seemed to notice him watching, too, occasionally acknowledging him with a blushing grin that melted his heart and made him sweat. 
 
    The closer they got to Eldruna, the more her services were required. The situations ranged from the skinned knee of a young boy who had been fooling around too close to the drainage ditch on the side of the road, to some wounded soldiers returning from an encounter with monsters in the wilderness. Though she never went to the lengths that a Binder might, the things she could do with her suite of restoration and alteration spells were impressive.  
 
    Unfortunately, too many Summoners would regard other forms of magic as simple stepping stones to the supposedly “higher” art form of summoning. It had never been an idea he had ascribed to, but watching the beauty of her work would have been enough to change his mind if he had.  
 
    “What’s that look all about?” Aurora teased as she sat down in their camp to clean her hands. 
 
    Samuel handed a clean rag to her as she scrubbed the blood from her fingers. “What look?” He decided to play dumb. 
 
    “That look you’re giving me right now,” Aurora insisted, smirking as she rubbed between her fingers to ensure she got everything.  
 
    “I wasn’t aware I was giving you a look,” Samuel lied. “Shall I stop looking at you altogether, just to be safe?”  
 
    “Look wherever you want,” Aurora giggled. “I don’t have the energy for our usual witty repartee tonight.”  
 
    “You were at it for a few hours,” Samuel noted as he prepared some food for her. “Must have been pretty serious.”  
 
    “I don’t think they would have made it to the city, to be frank.” The nun finished scrubbing and rinsed her hands in the basin he’d readied for her earlier. It wasn’t hot anymore, but it didn’t make a difference to her.  
 
    “What did that kind of damage to them?” Samuel asked as he sat the stew down next to her. “Is it something we should go check out?”  
 
    “It was a small group of mountain drakes,” Aurora answered as she dried her hands and took the bowl of stew. “They managed to get them all, but the cost was high. They lost two men in the fight, and you saw the shape the rest of them were in.”  
 
    Samuel nodded, his brow furrowed in concern. “It’s a bit of a journey to the mountains from here.”  
 
    “Well, that’s the thing—they encountered them only a day’s ride from here,” Aurora clarified.  
 
    “Aw hell,” Samuel spat as he set his bowl aside. “Just like the damn kindleback and the goblins from the start of our travels—more monsters way outside of their usual habitat. With the damage they could be doing, it’s madness.”  
 
    “Damage that they did,” Aurora corrected. “Those soldiers were called out due to a distress message. When they got there, there wasn’t much left of the town, but they managed to save a few residents.”  
 
    Samuel looked over at Snowball, who was listening to the conversation quietly. He didn’t expect her to offer her input on the matter. Rather he felt her unease at not knowing what any of it meant. The familiar could feel his growing level of anxiety, but had no clue how she was to assist. He raised a hand slightly to indicate for her to remain calm. There was nothing she could do right now, so she shouldn’t feel like there was.  
 
    After dinner, Aurora bedded down for the night without much else to say. She had put on a brave face, but he could see that even her newly-revealed compassion had its limits.  
 
    Samuel supposed everyone had a limit to how much bloodshed they were comfortable with. In an ideal world, it would be low because of how rare it was. But, unfortunately, conflict was creeping slowly back into all facets of their society, even with Terth remaining completely neutral in the disputes of its neighbors. Life had changed drastically, even in the time it had taken Samuel to get through school.  
 
    He took care of everything in the camp that night without her needing to ask. She’d put in a full day, and he saw no reason that she should give any more.  
 
    The next day she was in higher spirits when she finally woke. Samuel had not pushed her to wake close to dawn and had seen to making breakfast, while he had Snowball and Hecate get things ready for their departure. Hecate was still learning many of the menial tasks but was much easier to handle when she had something to focus her attention on. The secret with her was to keep her from getting bored.  
 
    “You didn’t have to let me sleep so late,” Aurora scolded as she poured herself some tea and drank slowly.  
 
    “It’s not a problem,” Samuel assured her. “I’m teaching these two new tasks. We’ve made good time the last few days, so I didn’t see any harm in letting you recover your strength.”  
 
    “Well, that was nice of you,” Aurora said with a skeptical look before realizing that the soldiers had packed up their camp and departed. “They left already? I told them not to move those three too much.”  
 
    Samuel spread his hands. “They seemed to think they had it under control. The officer stopped by to express his thanks and dropped this off.” He produced a small pouch of coins. “I told him that you hadn’t asked for any payment, so he said to consider it a donation to the Church. They took up a collection for it.”  
 
    “Fools,” Aurora grumbled, though Samuel wasn’t clear on what part of the situation she was referring to specifically. “After I finish my tea, I’ll get ready to go. We’ll probably need to ride a bit later today to make up the time.”  
 
    Samuel smirked and shook his head. “No, I realize it’s been quite exciting with me and the time has just flown by, but we should be to Eldruna by mid-afternoon.”  
 
    Aurora’s sipping came to a sudden halt as she stared into space for a moment or two. “Oh. I see.”  
 
    “You’re not excited?” Samuel asked with a laugh as he drowned and buried the remains of the fire. “The journey’s almost over, and you’ll be able to return to your cushy new station at the Eldruna convent. As an added bonus, you won’t wake up to me every single day anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Aurora muttered. “Sounds…” For whatever reason, she let her words trail off, staring sadly into the distance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15[image: ] 
 
   G olden light stabbed between the pale, stone spires of Eldruna castle, casting mile long shadows on the mountains that rose behind it. Illuminated by the setting sun, Samuel gazed at the structure in awe. Even from outside the city, he could make out the intricate stonework of the castle walls. The only other buildings that competed for attention were the guild halls, many visible over the city walls themselves. Many of them sported a guild symbol visible from where they stood, or even just a flag with the guild colors. 
 
    The Summoners had finally arrived at their destination, and Samuel couldn’t have been happier to reach the journey’s end. Since the Proving, he’d been without a proper plan for his future. He didn’t even know which of the summoning traditions he belonged to, a fact that was typically revealed through the acquisition of the familiar or announced upon emergence from the bonding. Instead, he’d been sent here to meet with a Runescribe who would have the answers he’d sought two weeks ago.  
 
    The comforts of civilization also held a certain appeal to him as well, considering how sore he felt all over. A hot bath to loosen his muscles and a proper bed for a full night’s rest would do wonders. The gates to the city were still open for a few more hours. The main thoroughfare was congested with crowds of people trying to finish their regular business, but many moved aside as the Summoners approached on their varo. It was a new experience for Samuel, being recognized as someone who was supposed to command an air of authority simply for being a Summoner.  
 
    The mild reverence was to be expected, he supposed. They even had classes that attempted to prepare students for it when they became full Summoners. The power they commanded was awe-inspiring to most regular folk. Summoners often tried to act in the people’s interests, assisting them wherever they could, the way Samuel and Aurora had done on the road. The institutions that Summoners were part of were so entrenched in their society that much of their procedures, protocols, and traditions were known to the people on the street. But the Summoners’ induction into the military had already begun to cast them in a different light. For some, they were now living weapons.  
 
    Fortunately, it wasn’t fear that Samuel saw in the people’s eyes. Nor was it respect, even of a grudging sort. It was more of an apathetic acknowledgement of their identity and a polite courtesy to move aside for them.  
 
    Samuel suspected that any new Summoners coming to town had the same destination: Runerock Hall, the Mysterium guildhall for Eldruna. It had a singular tower of white brick surrounded by a few smaller ones, all topped with vibrant teal-shingled spires. A few of the towers made no contact with the ground and floated almost entirely independent of the main structure, save for singular connecting corridors that held them tethered in place.  
 
    Runerock Hall was renowned for its training of exceptional Runescribes and its vast library of old texts, tomes, and scrolls that went back to the earliest days of the Mysterium. It was said that some of the information contained within its archives even predated the Mysterium’s establishment, but they were only readable in ancient runic script.  
 
    “I think we should see about some lodging for the night before it gets much later,” Aurora advised.  
 
    Samuel’s brow quirked slightly. “Lodging? I was going to head right to Runerock. I don’t want to keep the Runescribe waiting, especially if word of our arrival reaches her before we do.”  
 
    Aurora looked away from him with a scowl. “I suppose you have a point. I wouldn’t want her to think you were blowing her off. It would make for a terrible first impression.”  
 
    Though the nun appeared to be in agreement with him, Samuel had the impression that she was deeply unhappy about the fact. She was practically fuming, so Samuel decided to keep his mouth shut rather than risk being the target of her ire. He didn’t have to say anything though, because she added more context on her own. 
 
    “It’s just—it could be our last night together.” 
 
    Samuel looked at her in surprise, his brows knitting as though he didn’t believe what he’d just heard. 
 
    “I mean—we should probably, uhm, talk things out or something. Make sure we get the story of our journey straight. We should put together a report about the monsters, right?” 
 
    Samuel exhaled deeply and nodded, wanting so badly to interpret her words favorably and respond in kind, to believe that they had turned a new, sweeter corner in their relationship—but he couldn’t afford to. One way or another, their paths split here. At least for now. 
 
    “Sure,” he muttered. “All the same, our journey ends at Runerock, and I think they’ll be waiting for us when we arrive, Aurora.” 
 
    She nodded sadly and discreetly wiped her eye on her cloak when she thought he’d looked away. “Right, of course. You’re right.” 
 
    Runerock Hall had dedicated stabling for Summoners and their guests, with a stableman to take their varo with proof of membership. Samuel and Aurora produced their medallions that marked them as official members who had gone through the proving. Samuel often forgot that Aurora carried the same credentials he did, even though she was a member of the Church. Despite being a nun, Aurora technically outranked him within the Mysterium.  
 
    “How many guildhalls have you been to like this?” Samuel asked as they circled to the front of the building to ascend the stairs.  
 
    “Like this?” Aurora asked as she glanced up at the floating tower overhead. “None. But I’ve been to plenty of other Mysterium guildhalls.”  
 
    “They’re not all like this?” Samuel glanced up as well as they approached the front doors.  
 
    “No,” Aurora replied. “Most of the ones I’ve been to are like any other guildhall. Sometimes with a bit of embellishment in the iconography, but nothing so ostentatious.”  
 
    “What do the Praetians have like this?” Samuel wondered. “Are they just called guildhalls?”  
 
    “Churches, usually,” Aurora said with a wry smirk. She let Samuel stew in awkward silence briefly before she continued. “Or convents. Some are called cloisters.”  
 
    Samuel grabbed the handle on the door and pulled it open, allowing her to go in first. “Hilarious. What’s the difference?”  
 
    “Churches are places of worship available and open to the public. The focus is ministering to the masses,” Aurora answered as she brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Convents are typically to train nuns, particularly those who are already licensed Summoners with the Mysterium. You learn new focuses and specializations, and how to commune with the spheres; Inner or Outer, it doesn’t matter.”  
 
    “They study the Inner Spheres there?” Samuel was a little surprised at that. The Inner Spheres were those that existed within the physical world and could be observed transiting the sky. Celestial bodies were almost universally spherical, which meant the name was much more literal than the Outer Spheres, which was a more metaphorical label.  
 
    “Stargazing is very popular with the monks,” Aurora admitted. “As for cloisters, they’re more for private study and contemplation. It’s similar to an archive or a laboratory, but much more spiritual. More focus is placed on building a connection with the Praetian Host.”  
 
    Samuel nodded his understanding as he became aware of their new surroundings inside the guildhall. The floor of the main atrium was intricately decorated with the iconography and colors of the Mysterium. The vaulted ceiling had a vast fresco depicting important Summoners of the past. From what Samuel could tell, nearly all of them had served as Grand Summoner at some point. Behind a large marble counter stood a single male elf, watching them expectantly as they approached.  
 
    “How can I help you?” the elf said as they reached the counter. He stood at about Samuel’s height, with finer features and dark hair that cascaded freely down past his shoulders. His sapphire blue eyes, like all elves, had a distinctly ethereal quality.  
 
    Once again, Aurora brandished her Medallion. “Sister Aurora, delivering Summoner Samuel Eamon to High Summoner Ilmora.”  
 
    Samuel suppressed a surprised glance at Aurora when she mentioned that Elantrica Ilmora was a High Summoner. He didn’t know how that had managed to escape his attention, but it made sense now that he knew. High Summoners commanded much more authority than standard Summoners, both in the Mysterium and the military. The lowest-ranked High Summoners still held an equivalent rank of major in the military’s command structure—none were to be taken lightly.  
 
    The elf’s brow twitched as he took the two in before pulling a large book from the shelf directly behind him. “Alright, let’s see.”  
 
    He flipped through the pages, occasionally scanning the lines of script with one finger. “Would that be: Samuel Eamon, Earl of Cathil?” 
 
    Aurora gave Samuel an awkward sideways glance, unfamiliar with the courtesy title he held under his father, since he’d never used it in school. “Sure,” she answered, slightly irritated. “How many Summoners named Samuel Eamon do you get here, exactly?”  
 
    The elf stared blankly back at her for a moment. Either he didn’t pick up on her tone and joke, or he didn’t care. It was hard to tell as he turned his eyes back to the book and made a note in it with a long quill. “I do see we are expecting you, yes. We have a room for each of you set aside.”  
 
    “Really?” Samuel asked, a little surprised.  
 
    “Of course, Lord Cathil,” the elf said, straightening up. “We reserved the space for you and your escort the moment we received word of your departure.”  
 
    “Uhm,” Samuel waved a hand dismissively. “We don’t need to use the title—it’s really not necessary. I just go by Samuel, if you don’t mind. And you are?” 
 
    “Summoner Liandan,” the elf bowed his head respectfully in acknowledgment of Samuel’s request. “Tanyth Liandan. High Summoner Ilmora has a similar aversion to honorifics, preferring to be addressed as more plainly. She identifies much more with the title of Runescribe than that of High Summoner, if the titles are required.”  
 
    Samuel blinked a few times as he digested the information. Titles and forms of address were never something he missed about his life at home, but it seemed as though he would need to acquaint himself with the protocols again. “Good to know, Tanyth. Thank you.”  
 
    The elven clerk gave Samuel a brittle smile, evidently not liking the use of his first name, but being unwilling to correct someone with a noble title. He motioned for the two to follow him as he stepped out from behind the counter, guiding them up a grand staircase to the upper level. “The guest dormitories are right this way.”  
 
    “After you, m’lord,” Aurora said with a mockingly excessive bow.  
 
    Samuel suppressed a laugh as he followed after Tanyth, and the nun brought up the rear with a slight giggle at her own joke. Now that the animosity between them had been put to bed, the mocking of his titles and rank had a softer tone that they both found amusing.  
 
    The staircase split in two directions at a landing before continuing upward in a long curve. They veered to the right, and ascended to a corridor that ended at a pair of ornate double doors. Beyond them was a large circular common room with a half-dozen doors to private bedrooms. The common room furniture was old but well-kept, likely through magical means. The couches and chairs both had a distinctly dated look to them, but looked as comfortable as the day they were made. At the far end of the room lay a hearth with a small fire already burning.  
 
    “We don’t have anyone else currently staying in these rooms with you,” Tanyth explained, gesturing to two of the doors opposite each other. “This room is yours, sister, and that one there is for you, my lord.”  
 
    “When will we be meeting with Runescribe Ilmora?” Samuel asked. He had thought they would have been taken right to her rather than to their own rooms. He supposed the other advantage of coming here instead of getting a room at the inn was that they didn’t have to pay for the accommodations.  
 
    “She’s engaged with something at the moment and cannot be disturbed,” Tanyth said apologetically. “But I will inform you as soon as she becomes available.”  
 
    “Of course,” Samuel sighed. Even when he was this close, he faced more delays.  
 
    “In the meantime, you’re welcome to rest, wash up, or have something to eat,” Tanyth continued. “We’ve provided everything in your rooms.”  
 
    Samuel nodded, glancing at Aurora before retiring to his room. The upside of the delay was that he would have an opportunity to wash up before meeting with a High Summoner. Being on the road for so long, he was sure he’d gone a little nose-blind to whatever scent he’d managed to acquire in that time. He didn’t want to subject anyone else to that if he didn’t have to.  
 
    “See you later, Sammy?” Aurora said as he placed his hand on the door latch. He looked back over his shoulder, seeing a hopeful look in her eyes.  
 
    Samuel beamed at her, unable to help himself. “Of course.” Something about how she looked at him made him feel a little lighter. The delays and his personal stench were minor concerns now that felt far away when he looked into that gorgeous face framed by honey-golden hair. “I’m just going to get washed up. I’m a little ripe.”  
 
    Aurora’s smile grew. “I hadn’t noticed, but I’ll take your word for it. I guess I should do the same.”  
 
    After they’d parted ways, Samuel dropped his pack onto the large four-poster bed and summoned Snowball. He and Aurora had dismissed their familiars as they had approached the city, not wanting to overwhelm them with how busy they knew the streets would be. But, of course, the risks that Snowball presented in a crowd were very different from those of Bigsby.  
 
    “Nice room!” Snowball exclaimed as she spun around to take in her surroundings, arms spread wide to enjoy how spacious it was. “Big!”  
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel agreed. “It’s a lot more than I expected.” 
 
    As the light outside faded, Samuel lit the magical lanterns of the room and drew the curtains closed. Snowball sniffed around, curiously picking up anything that wasn’t nailed down to examine it. While she was distracted, Samuel stripped down to his underclothes and went over to the bathtub. There was a small set of runes inscribed on the inside of the tub that he found interesting. One indicated water, one indicated heat, and one indicated cold. A rack next to the tub had a small assortment of soaps, salts, and elixirs. Pressing two fingers to the water rune and speaking it aloud, the tub filled rapidly to a preset fill line.  
 
    “Neat!” Snowball said from over his shoulder.  
 
    Samuel couldn’t help but smirk as he did the same with the heat rune, which instantly brought the water to the perfect temperature for bathing. “Yeah, it’s not bad. I’ll have to get one of these for home.”  
 
    He tested that water with one hand briefly before slipping out of the rest of his clothes and into the bath. The relief that washed through him as he sank low into the water was almost enough to put him right to sleep. Then, with his eyes closed, he rested his head against the tub’s rim and let out a long groan. “I really needed this.”  
 
    Samuel’s head shot back up as he felt Snowball’s leg against his. The familiar had stripped out of the habit she had borrowed from Aurora and joined him in the tub. He’d almost forgotten how sensually built the creature was, how enticing every aspect of her physique had always been. She looked down at him, sensing her master’s appraisal and basking in it as she lowered herself into the water. The tub was big enough for the two of them, but she had no intention of giving him his space.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Samuel asked in a low murmur. 
 
    “Am good familiar. Am helping,” Snowball answered, reaching down into the water between his legs to find him already erect. She grinned, pleased with the effect that her naked display had on him. Then, leaning closer, she whispered gently against his lips. “Is working?”  
 
    The only response he could manage was a low grunt of approval as her lithe hands moved up and down his shaft, kneading at the hard length of meat with a hungry look in her eyes. He realized it had been a while since she’d been able to feed, and she’d been much more patient about it than Hecate had been.  
 
    “You’re hungry too, hm?” he asked, his hand caressing the inside of her thigh. Snowball responded with a brief nod. He’d gone over this several times in his mind, knowing it would have to happen eventually. His fingers crept higher up her leg to find the warmth at the center of her legs. Even under the water, he could feel the distinct heat of her excitement and anticipation made manifest.  
 
    He felt the eager nub of her clit against his finger before pushing further inside her. She was unexpectedly tight, gripping his finger as if it were possible to milk it for what she desperately needed. The Summoner and his familiar rubbed and pawed at each other with increasing urgency, the water hindering their progress rather than aiding it. Finally, she offered her breasts to him, which he gladly accepted, sucking at the erect nipple while not losing the rhythm of his hand in the least.  
 
    As the intensity grew, Samuel realized that it wasn’t Snowball that he was seeing. In his mind’s eye, he imagined Aurora, a thing that he felt slightly guilty about but couldn’t place precisely why. Fantasizing about someone else seemed wrong, but he knew Snowball wouldn’t have cared. In fact, it was even possible she had received that mental image herself and knew all about it. But did that make it right, somehow?  
 
    “Just do it,” Snowball whimpered into his skin.  
 
    Without thinking, he pushed her up and against the other side of the tub before turning her around. He felt a flash of excitement through their link as he held her in place and guided himself to her entrance from behind, noting her adorable twitching cottontail.  
 
    It was impossible for him to hold back anymore. His familiar had been goading him into this precise act since he’d first met her, and now he had a great deal of sexual frustration mingled with various other emotions he still had to work out.  
 
    Her tail wiggled with anticipation as her wings folded tightly against her body. She angled her ass upward, arching her back to grant him the easiest entrance possible.  
 
    Samuel was certain that the link was influencing his behavior based on his approach. It was unusually aggressive for him as he slammed his cock into her, sinking directly to the hilt. The force seemed to push the cry of ecstasy out of her as her body shook with carnal delight.  
 
    “Yes, Master!” Snowball exclaimed. “More this, please!”  
 
    Samuel was an animal as his hips worked in furious strokes, coring out the slick heat of the familiar’s interior. He grunted brutishly in time with her cries of delight and satisfied moans, reveling in her begging and bargaining for more.  
 
    “Harder,” she pleaded. “I be so good for you tomorrow, Master, I promise.” Though he thought he had already been giving it to her as hard as he could, he somehow managed to find the strength inside of him to go further as the water splashed around and lapped at the edges of the tub.  
 
    It felt like mere heartbeats later that he was filling her with cum, painting the inside of the succubus’s piping hot depths with his seed. He let out a long groan of satisfaction upon release despite himself. It simply couldn’t be helped.  
 
    The familiar’s own orgasm racked her body from head to toe, her wings spreading and trembling as she basked in her climax and the rush of vital energy within her. Then, as he pulled out, he saw that everything he’d given her had already been consumed. She hadn’t let a single drop escape.  
 
    Samuel sank back into the water on his side of the tub as Snowball stretched like a cat. He was a little surprised with how quickly his reservations had left him the moment that Aurora’s presence in his mind had become involved. It had been a lot faster and more aggressive than the time in the stables.  
 
    “Was wonderful, thank you.” Snowball sighed as she sank into the water on her side of the tub. She looked almost drunk with how her eyelids fluttered, playing footsie with him as they both relaxed. Samuel let her bask in the afterglow while he quickly got washed up.  
 
    Rather than get dressed immediately, Samuel took his time to dry off as he spread out on the bed. Whatever tension remained in him after the hot bath and the long overdue orgasm oozed out of him into the comfortable mattress. Snowball joined him soon after, curling up next to him sweetly. The smell of her was slightly different now that she had bathed—more floral. Samuel guessed she had picked a different scent among the soaps on the rack and found that it suited her.  
 
    “How does it feel?” Snowball asked. The strange accent that she spoke with had diminished a little, and her grammar construction seemed to have suddenly improved. Samuel noted the change but said nothing about it for the moment. 
 
    “How does what feel?” Samuel responded with his eyes closed.  
 
    “To be alone again,” she clarified, nuzzling into his neck. “With me.”  
 
    “Oh.” He shrugged slightly. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”  
 
    “Mhm,” she nodded gently. “Quiet without her here.”  
 
    Samuel opened one eye to look at her slowly. “It would be if you weren’t talking.”  
 
    The familiar’s eyes gleamed as she tilted her head to meet his gaze. “I saw it, you know. You might fool yourself. You won’t fool me.”  
 
    His face scrunched up as he looked away from her. “Shhhh, no talking.”  
 
    “Yes talking,” Snowball objected, propping herself up on her elbows. “Important. You know this. Why do you deny?”  
 
    “I’m not denying anything,” Samuel huffed. He knew what she was trying to do. He could tell what she was angling for—it just wasn’t something he wanted to discuss right now. He had a lot of other things he needed to process and couldn’t afford to add one more stress to it.  
 
    There was just too much on his mind to contemplate his shifting feelings toward Aurora. He couldn’t spare the time to think of that beautiful smile or the warmth she radiated when she was truly in her element. Not to mention the softness of her against him when she gave him the massage or the way she had hugged him when he’d narrowly escaped falling to his death. 
 
    He remembered it only just now, and it made his heart ache, knowing that he had somehow allowed himself to forget. Snowball could feel the echoes of what he felt. She knew the longing in his heart and the conflict that came with it.  
 
    The woman had tormented him for years growing up, though now he understood why. He knew the pain that had caused her to lash out. She was also a nun, which meant she was off-limits, didn’t it? He actually didn’t know what the restrictions on intimacy there might be for clergy.  
 
    “You do deny!” Snowball pouted. “You deny then. You deny right now! Deny deny deny. So bad.”  
 
    “Enough, Snow,” Samuel grumbled as he pulled away from her. “We’re not discussing this today.”  
 
    “Then, when? Hmm?” Snowball raised both brows expectantly, her rabbit ears perking up as if prepared to listen intently. “The longer you wait, the more it hurts. Soon she gone. You lose your chance.”  
 
    Something about that struck a chord with him deep inside. It felt like pressure on a massive bruise, and he acted reflexively without even thinking about it. With a wave of his hand, she was dismissed back to her little space, leaving Samuel alone in the quiet room.  
 
    Finally, he could have some peace and relaxation. Maybe he would be able to mull through everything after some real rest. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to check on Aurora before settling in for the night.  
 
    Samuel quickly dressed in a clean pair of clothes and told himself he would check in on her briefly. He wouldn’t overstay his welcome and wouldn’t allow himself to get pulled into a conversation. A quick in and out, and he’d come back for some sleep.  
 
    He opened the door, and to his surprise, there was Aurora. Her hand was raised in a way that indicated she had been just about to knock.  
 
    “Oh!” She said with a surprised squeak. “Hey! I was…just coming to check on you and stuff.”  
 
    Samuel cleared his throat, trying to avert his eyes in a way that wasn’t obvious. She was dressed in a chemise and bathrobe, her wet hair pulled back in a tight ponytail to dry. She was barefoot, just like him, and he imagined that he was blushing in a way similar to her as well.  
 
    “That’s funny. I was going to check on you, too,” Samuel admitted.  
 
    A silence fell between the two of them as neither seemed to know what to say next. Samuel chuckled a little bit, prompting the same from Aurora in return. He hoped that he didn’t sound quite as nervous as he felt all of a sudden.  
 
    “I uh,” Samuel said, “suppose it’ll take some time to get adjusted to all of this, huh?”  
 
    “To what?” Aurora asked. “Here?”  
 
    “No, no,” Samuel replied. “I mean, not having you around. It’ll be…it’ll be tough.”  
 
    Aurora’s eyes went a little wide as they began to search his own for something. He had a feeling he knew what it was or that she somehow knew what he was trying to work himself up to saying.  
 
    “Excuse me, my lord,” Tanyth said, interrupting Samuel’s train of thought and deflating every ounce of his courage. “I’ve come to inform you that the High Summoner is ready to see you.”  
 
    Samuel sighed, exasperated, “Isn’t it a little late now?”  
 
    “I am merely informing you of Runescribe Ilmora’s desire to meet with you, my lord.” It was a polite way of saying that he had been sent for and not to kill the messenger. He could tell from the look on the man’s face that he sensed he’d interrupted something delicate.  
 
    “Alright,” Samuel sighed. Aurora stepped back in an effort to fade into the background. “Just give us a few minutes. Sister Aurora just got out of the bath and will need to get dressed.” 
 
    Aurora stopped and looked back at him again, that same hungry, searching look still in her eyes. His confidence was damaged, but he was sure it would return if he could keep her close for a while longer.  
 
    “It’d be a shame for you to come all this way and not get to see it through to the end,” Samuel offered. “You want to come along and see if she lets you listen in?”  
 
    Aurora beamed at him. “Y-yes! Of course!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16[image: ] 
 
   S amuel and Aurora were brought to an observatory in one of the floating towers to meet with the High Summoner. Each part of the short trip was more breathtaking than the last. The corridor that crossed over to the tower was lined with thin windows that allowed them to look out over the cityscape. With the street lanterns lining the streets and the twinkling lights in each of the establishments, it was a view that both of them would remember for a while. The double doors that led to the observatory were intricately decorated with celestial markings that glowed in places.  
 
    Through the doors was a vast circular room with a domed ceiling. A rectangular opening on one side of the dome allowed an intricate, polished metal telescope to see up into the night sky. The dome was decorated with various magical inscriptions symbolizing constellations or other celestial bodies. Samuel couldn’t be sure what all of them meant, as astronomy and astrology were not his strong points. Beside the telescope stood a tall, slender woman with long, flowing white hair and vibrant blue eyes. With a subtle gesture of one hand, she dismissed their escort, who departed without a word. 
 
    “Good evening, Summoner Samuel,” the woman said as she glided across the floor toward them, her sparkling gown and robes trailing behind her like a fog. “My apologies. It was not my intention to keep you waiting upon your arrival. I was supervising a project here, with a particular window of time with which to work in.”  
 
    Glancing at the telescope, Samuel realized what she meant. Whatever they had been observing had required a specific time of day to see properly. “That’s alright. It was no trouble.” It wasn’t the delay that had been a trouble, but the interruption that ruined his moment with Aurora. 
 
    “Excellent,” the woman said with a nod, glancing between him and Aurora. “I am Elantrica Ilmora, High Summoner, and Runescribe. You may call me Ilmora.”  
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you,” Samuel said politely before gesturing to Aurora. “This is Sister Aurora, another Summoner who graduated before me and just completed her year of missions. She escorted me here through the wilderness.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the High Summoner replied, her eyes settling on Aurora. “Well, it would seem as though your job is complete.”  
 
    Samuel frowned a little, “Is it alright that she remains with me for a while longer? The idea of separating from her before my journey feels truly over is—well, it’s unbearable.” 
 
    Aurora’s eyes lit up at that, but she kept quiet. Ilmora nodded slowly. “If that is your wish, then it shall be so. The information you seek here is yours to do with as you desire once imparted upon you—but be careful with it.”  
 
    “I’ve been looking forward to this very much,” Samuel confessed. “There can’t be much the headmaster doesn’t know, so I have to wonder why coming here was so important.” 
 
    “It’s not that he didn’t know,” Ilmora explained. “It’s that he did not believe it safe for the truth to be revealed to you there under so many watchful eyes. He had to play dumb and send you to someone who could confirm his theory with finality. There are many whose reactions to this news would cause trouble for you and the academy.” 
 
    Samuel stared at the ethereal woman with a stunned expression. “What are you talking about? How could you know this without having ever met me?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Ilmora admitted. “It’s an educated guess at this point, but one that I am rather confident in.” 
 
    Samuel glanced at Aurora, who seemed equally as concerned as he was. He had not expected something quite so ominous. “Alright, so what is this all about?”  
 
    “What do you know of the Lost?” Ilmora asked, her eyes remaining eerily focused on him. Her whole presence was otherworldly, in fact.  
 
    “The Lost Traditions?” Samuel clarified. Ilmora nodded in the affirmative. “Not much documentation exists of them that I know of. They were supposedly traditions that existed before the establishment of the Mysterium, mostly. A few survived for a little while afterward but ultimately died out.”  
 
    “Died out?” Ilmora said, the ghost of a smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. “A quaint notion.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Samuel asked with a raised brow. “Did they not?”  
 
    “Dying out would suggest a natural process, would it not?” Ilmora asked. “Almost like natural selection. It evokes an idea of them having merely run their course, slammed into a developmental dead end.”  
 
    Samuel nodded slowly before tilting his head to the side. “You’re saying that’s not the case?”  
 
    “It is not,” Ilmora confirmed.  
 
    Again, Samuel looked to Aurora, who offered him a confused shrug with a frown on her bewitchingly pretty face. 
 
    “If the Lost were still around, they wouldn’t be called the Lost. Surely the Mysterium would have noticed them walking around, right?” Samuel suggested. 
 
    “Who’s to say we haven’t?” the High Summoner responded cryptically. “What if I told you I was one of the Lost?”  
 
    Samuel felt a chill run down his spine as Ilmora lifted a hand. With a graceful flick of her wrist, the gem of the ornate ring on her finger gleamed, summoning something behind her. It formed first as a dark, slick pool of red. Then it began to stretch upward, twisting and contorting into a roughly humanoid shape on the top half with a spider-like configuration on the bottom half. It was made entirely of the viscous red fluid that Samuel realized after a moment was blood. The creature was made entirely of blood.  
 
    The creature of blood moved like spilled oil, looming over the Runescribe protectively as its head turned from side to side to observe the two Summoners.  
 
    “You’re a….” Samuel snapped his fingers a few times, trying to remember what the texts had referred to them as.  
 
    “A Blood Whisperer,” Ilmora finished for him. “Yes. An ancient tradition that predates the Mysterium by a considerable degree. Driven underground to escape extinction at the hands of the Church.”  
 
    Aurora blinked in surprise as if she’d just been struck in the face. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Do they not still speak of their victory over us?” Ilmora asked with that faint smile at the edge of her mouth again. “Pity.”  
 
    “Why would they have done that?” Samuel asked skeptically despite knowing that it was a credible accusation. Binders were the product of Church intercession in the business of Summoners, so he doubted that it had been the first or the last time they had meddled.  
 
    “Blood whisperers challenge the authority of the clergy by our very existence,” Ilmora explained. “Our role among the Summoners competes directly with theirs.”  
 
    “What role is that?” Aurora asked with a bitter edge to her voice.  
 
    Samuel shot her a quick look to calm her down. Ilmora wasn’t attacking her specifically. Even if she was, she was a High Summoner, and it wouldn’t be wise to start anything with her. Samuel and Aurora together would not be enough to beat her in a duel on their best day, despite their impressive chemistry.  
 
    “Guidance,” Ilmora said calmly, not taking issue with Aurora’s tone. “With our talents, we can see the power within other Summoners. We can see the power in all magical traditions, in fact, and view it back generations into the past. With this information, we offer guidance and training.”  
 
    “You keep saying “we,” Samuel pointed out. “How many Blood Whisperers are there?”  
 
    “Not many,” the Runescribe admitted. “I know of only a few, myself included. Each of us maintains only a few connections with our own kind to minimize the impact it would have on us should one of us be compromised.” 
 
    “Compromised?” Samuel asked, crossing his arms.  
 
    Ilmora nodded as the creature behind her finally settled down and eased into a more relaxed posture at her side. “If we were found out, the search for us would resume.”  
 
    Aurora’s expression was conflicted. “A new crusade.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Ilmora agreed. “We would be eradicated under false pretenses, just as before.”  
 
    “The Mysterium knows?” Samuel inquired. “The Veiled Council?”  
 
    “Of course,” Ilmora replied. “We have not kept our presence secret from our own. The Mysterium often appears to be complicit with the decisions of the Church in all things, but that is not always the case.”  
 
    “I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Aurora huffed incredulously. “You’re talking about heresy within the Mysterium! Are you telling us that Samuel is a Blood Whisperer as well?”  
 
    Ilmora shook her head, “No. But he is another of the Lost. It falls to me to confirm which one he is.”  
 
    Samuel glanced at the creature of blood, its featureless face focused in his direction. “So, what do you need from me?” 
 
    “Your permission,” she answered simply.  
 
    “Alright,” Samuel said with a nod. “Then you have it.”  
 
    Ilmora gestured toward him with two fingers, silently instructing the creature to begin. The creature reached out at lightning speed with one of its spidery legs to pull Samuel close.  
 
    Samuel and Aurora both let out a cry of surprise as he was seized and spun swiftly into a cocoon of bloody webbing from the creature’s body. The more it wove, the smaller it became, eventually becoming the cocoon itself. Samuel’s sight went red before going dark entirely. He held his breath but felt the coppery blood forcing its way into his nose and down his throat, suffocating him.  
 
    “It will not harm you,” Ilmora’s voice echoed in the dark. “Breathe normally.”  
 
    What she was asking of him was insane, a leap of faith that could very well kill him. But Samuel had come this far so he chose to believe that the Runescribe was not trying to end his life. Instead, he had to believe that she intended to help him.  
 
    After a moment of hesitation, he took in a deep breath and found that, to his surprise, he did not begin choking on the fluid. Instead, the coppery taste faded to a fleeting scent as the darkness around him expanded in all directions and the floor vanished from underneath him.  
 
    He drifted freely now in what felt like an endless void as a warm feeling began to spread throughout his body. “What’s happening to me?” he asked, his voice echoing in the dark.  
 
    “I am using it to read you,” Ilmora answered. “As it spreads through your veins, it reaches further into the past of your bloodline.”  
 
    “Why?” Samuel frowned.  
 
    “What do you know of your mother?” the High Summoner asked, ignoring his question.  
 
    “Just that she died when I was very young,” Samuel replied. “It was some kind of accident. I don’t remember much about her, and my father hardly ever talks about her. I assume because it’s too painful for him.”  
 
    “I see,” Ilmora mused. It sounded like she was conversing with him while reading a book. “In your studies, have you ever come across any reference to the Lust Reapers?”  
 
    Samuel’s head jerked to one side as something slithered up into the base of his skull. He felt nauseous for a moment or two, then answered when the feeling finally passed. “Ugh, no. Nothing like that, why?”  
 
    “It is one of the Lost Traditions,” Ilmora explained as the darkness around Samuel began to distort. “It was made up of Summoners with links to succubi and incubi in their family trees. It was eradicated in the earliest crusades, along with any of the creatures that had come to reside in our world.”  
 
    Samuel felt a pit in his stomach as Ilmora explained. It wasn’t just a Lost Tradition. It was an entirely dead one. “The tradition faded over a thousand years ago,” she continued. “But every few generations, one will emerge. However, such individuals are never permitted to practice summoning. That is, assuming they do not meet with a premature end due to some supposed accident or another.”  
 
    “My mother!” Samuel gasped. “She was a Lust Reaper?” 
 
    “No,” Ilmora said quietly, as a figure emerged from the distorted darkness in front of Samuel. She was beautiful, just as Samuel remembered, with milk-white skin and wild, fiery red hair. Her eyes were the green of the brightest emerald as they bored into him.  
 
    But it was not malice that he saw in those eyes. Instead, it was love and warmth. His mother stood before him in a dark silk gown that seemed to merge with the darkness at her feet, distinctly bat-like wings folded against her back. A thin prehensile tail idled slowly from side to side behind her.  
 
    “Your mother was a succubus.”  
 
    The bottom went out of Samuel’s whole world as he stared back at the succubus version of his mother in disbelief. He shook his head, though he was unable to avert his eyes. It had been so long since he had seen her. Memories he thought were long forgotten began to flood back to him, before quickly playing out around him in a chaotic mess that filled the darkness.  
 
    He saw his father holding his mother in his arms as if he was looking up at them from a crib. He saw his mother, looking completely human and dressed in noble clothing, leaning down to pick him up. She held his hand as he took his first steps, sang him back to sleep after waking from a nightmare in the night. The woman didn’t look or behave at all like the creature Ilmora said she was. There was such warmth in her eyes as she read to him by the fire. There was genuine love in her face when she looked at his father. She was a person, absolutely, not just a monster. 
 
    Hot streaks of tears began to run down his face as the memories moved past him at a faster rate, in vivid detail. Her laughter rang like a bell as Samuel discovered her in a game of hide and seek, or his father lifted her into his arms and spun her around upon his arrival from a long trip.  
 
    He pushed at it with his will, trying to shut it out. But he felt the words of Snowball, of all people, echoing in the back of his mind. Denial would only hurt him. Could it possibly hurt more than seeing her face again? Could it hurt more than the wrenching of his stomach as he felt the cold wind of that day move through his hair?  
 
    He hadn’t been able to find her after she’d gone out to meet the men who’d come calling. It had been a long time since he’d seen her, so he went looking. He’d been the one to find her body. He remembered how unnatural she had looked, how broken her body had been as it lay lifeless in the rain. They said it had been a fall. No one could have survived it.  
 
    Samuel knelt next to her body in the pouring rain, not as the child he had been, but as the adult he now was. He lifted her soaked head gingerly. Blood ran from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Mother,” Samuel sniffled, his voice that of his adult self as he spoke the words of a child. “Mom, wake up. Please. Please wake up.”  
 
    She gave no response as he held her close to his chest, rocking back and forth without an idea of what to do. She was gone. Behind him, the distant voice of his father called to him before rushing over. His strong hands took hold of Samuel by the shoulders to pull him away from his mother. Samuel didn’t fight the man. He didn’t even scream. He simply grew detached as his father held him while calling for help.  
 
    “Someone!” his father’s voice cracked. “Anyone! Come quickly!” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” Samuel protested, turning away from the memory. “If she were a succubus, a fall like that from the tower would not have killed her, even without her wings.”  
 
    “Is that so?” Ilmora questioned from beyond his sight. “You’re certain of this?”  
 
    “Yes,” Samuel said confidently. “Those that I have managed to summon wouldn’t have. If she was truly a succubus made real, living in our world, it would have taken a lot more.”  
 
    “I agree,” the Runescribe responded. The memories faded into the darkness, giving way to the fluid as it pulled out from within him. Then, a moment later, he was standing in the observatory. Aurora stood in shock and horror as the creature pulled back away from him, first as a puddle before retaking its complete form at Ilmora’s side.  
 
    Samuel’s legs buckled, and Aurora immediately rushed to his side, throwing her arms around him protectively while holding him up. There was something reassuring about her being there for him after running a gauntlet of emotional memories like that, and for the life of him, Samuel couldn’t think of anyone he’d rather have to support him in that moment. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Aurora whispered shakily. “Is he hurt?” She whipped her head toward the High Summoner for the latter inquiry.  
 
    “No,” Samuel assured her. “No, I’m alright. I’m just a little disoriented. It’ll pass.”  
 
    “How could his mother have been a succubus?” Aurora asked, turning her attention back to Ilmora as the Summoner dismissed the bloody outsider back to its home space. “You said they were all wiped out. Church texts even confirm as much.”  
 
    Elantrica Ilmora frowned. “That I don’t know.”  
 
    “Well, if you can go back generations, just go back to her and find out!” Aurora responded impatiently.  
 
    The High Summoner spread her hands. “I tried.”  
 
    “What?” Samuel steadied himself as he pulled away from Aurora hesitantly. “What do you mean you tried?”  
 
    “Something is preventing me from going back further,” the High Summoner clarified. “Some manner of magical barrier is in place. However, with time, I should be able to bypass it, if you wish.”  
 
    “How much time?” Samuel frowned.  
 
    “Well, before your training is completed here,” Ilmora assured him with a soft wave of one hand. “Don’t worry.”  
 
    “What training?” Aurora responded indignantly. “He’s gone through the Proving with flying fucking colors. He’s already certified.”  
 
    Samuel felt a strong protective instinct coming from Aurora. He reached out to her arm and gently squeezed it to calm her down. She was championing his cause, but he didn’t feel he needed one. Not yet, anyway.  
 
    “He is,” Ilmora agreed, “but none of the training he received at school can prepare him for the power in his blood. The Lust Reapers are extinct. He’s the first one in nearly 200 years that I am aware of. So the fact that he has somehow escaped detection is a minor miracle. Even if his initial examination didn’t reveal it, the first time he summoned a wisp should have.” 
 
    “Everything was normal until my Proving, when I called my familiar,” Samuel said, remembering all of the minor summonings he had performed in classes up to that point. Before the proving, things like wisps were how they had completed most of their lessons. Wisps weren’t conscious entities. They were composed of the essence of one of the Outer Spheres and could only respond to basic stimuli.  
 
    “More research is certainly required,” Ilmora agreed. “But if you wish, I would be more than happy to train you. I would make you my personal Apprentice here. You would have standard duties for everyone to see you doing while I tutor you in private.” 
 
    “You?” Aurora asked quizzically. “You can do that as a Blood Whisperer?” 
 
    “I can,” the High Summoner confirmed. “Having access to the knowledge and power in the blood of Summoners places us in a unique position to train any tradition. I was the one who trained your headmaster, in fact.”  
 
    Samuel’s brows shot up in surprise. The High Summoner looked perhaps old enough to be his mother, but older than the wizened headmaster of the school didn’t make any sense.  
 
    “Another benefit of blood magic,” she clarified, sensing his silent question.  
 
    It was no wonder that clergy viewed the tradition as such a threat. Not only were they capable of seeing into the past of any given bloodline and training any tradition, but they also had extended lifespans that allowed them to accumulate a great deal of additional knowledge through personal experience. They lived through history, observing it for themselves rather than experiencing it secondhand. It was certainly formidable in the body of a human like her, but what of longer-lived people? A tradition like this that could extend the life of an elf would have been unparalleled in terms of longevity.  
 
    “Incredible,” Aurora breathed. As conflicted as she was about some of the revelations put before them, she couldn’t deny how impressive many of them were.  
 
    “Alright,” Samuel resolved. “I’ll remain here. I’ll become your Apprentice. I want to know more about my abilities, but I’d also like to know more about my mother and what happened to her.”  
 
    “Of course,” Ilmora agreed. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. But before we begin, we’ll have to get you a proper implement in the interests of reducing risks, both to you and to the rest of us.”  
 
    Samuel frowned. “Unfortunately, I’ve attempted to use every kind of implement available at school, and it never quite worked out.”  
 
    “I know,” Ilmora said with her characteristic ghostly smile. “I saw it. Rather unfortunate occurrences, but some implements lend themselves to certain traditions more than others, yes?”  
 
    Samuel nodded in agreement before realizing what she was saying. Often implements were a matter of personal choice and comfort, but there were strong trends observed in certain traditions. Some preferred wands and others preferred rings or amulets. But the implements best-suited to the Lust Reaper tradition had never been presented to him. His eyes lit up at the prospect of finally having something to ease the additional difficulty he had learned to live with.  
 
    “You know the implements of the Lust Reapers?” Samuel asked hopefully.  
 
    The Runescribe smiled warmly as she held a hand out in front of her, palm up. Then, in a flash of magical light, she took hold of the shaft of a partizan with her outstretched hand. She hadn’t said a word, and Samuel hadn’t seen if her ring had glowed. Runes covered the black blade of the partizan, many of which he didn’t recognize. She spun it around with practiced ease to hold the hilt of the weapon out to him.  
 
    “Let us give this a try,” she suggested, “I have a good feeling about it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17[image: ] 
 
   S amuel didn’t know much about wielding spears, but Ilmora assured him that he would pick it up quickly. They had trained with various staves during school, hoping that many of the students would find them suitable implements. Those who didn’t still became adept at using one in a pinch and making a decent weapon from what others regarded as nothing more than large sticks. The weight was different, but the Runescribe quickly instructed him on how to accommodate the discrepancy in balance while applying some of the lessons of the staff to it. All that was left was to test it with his spellcasting.  
 
    The magic Samuel had felt in the spear when he’d first touched it was perhaps the only reason his first attempt did not destroy the thing entirely. He was so accustomed to compensating for resistance or lack of conduit that he foolishly used the same amount of power that he always did. An arcane bolt so powerful that it knocked him off his feet blasted a hole in the side of the observatory the size of a motorcar. Ilmora stared at the hole in silence before turning her attention back to Samuel.  
 
    “Perhaps a little less,” she suggested politely.  
 
    “Might want to adjust your stance too,” Aurora chimed in. She was pretty amused with the spill he’d taken but was in no hurry to see him injured in such a way.  
 
    “Right,” Samuel agreed as he got to his feet, brushing himself off. The fact he’d not destroyed the spear quite amazed him. There was still time, though.  
 
    He went through several tries, using much less power than before and trying out different stances. Eventually, when he got a handle on his preferred casting stance, Ilmora dismissed them for the night.  
 
    “We’ll continue tomorrow morning,” she said with a smile to Samuel. “There’s a great deal to learn, but after watching you tonight, I have every confidence that you will pick it up quickly.”  
 
    Samuel smiled bashfully. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”  
 
    Ilmora placed a hand gently on his shoulder. “Get some rest, my Apprentice.”  
 
    For the entire trip back to their rooms, Samuel could not take his eyes off the spear. Something about it felt right. It felt like no matter how much he channeled through it, it would be able to handle the power. He hadn’t executed a summoning with it yet but knew that when he did, it would be just as impressive as it had been with his standard spells.  
 
    “Quite the implement you’ve got now,” Aurora complimented him. Samuel forced himself to ignore the innuendo that could have easily been attached to such a statement.  
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed with a nod. “I wonder why Ilmore had something like this just sitting around if she wasn’t using it herself.”  
 
    “Waiting for someone like you, I suppose,” Aurora speculated. It felt strangely poetic to him.  
 
    “Maybe,” Samuel replied with a smile. 
 
    As they approached the dormitories, Aurora looked over at him with a shift in her tone to one of concern. “Why did she tell us all that stuff, do you think?” 
 
    “I needed to know,” Samuel said simply.  
 
    “Sure, but why me?” Aurora asked.  
 
    “Because I said you could be trusted,” he answered with furrowed brows. “And I guess that was good enough for her.”  
 
    “Okay, but you’re not seeing my point,” Aurora ground out, a little flustered. “In this scenario, I would technically be the enemy, wouldn’t I? So even if a small portion of what she said about the history of the Lost is true, that would make me an incredible security risk.”  
 
    Samuel thought about that for a moment. He had been so focused on the magical discoveries at hand that he’d not considered some of the broader implications. “But you’re a Summoner too. You’re my partner, and I trust you.”  
 
    “And that’s enough?” Aurora frowned. 
 
    “It is for me,” Samuel assured her. “And that’s really all that matters in the end. It would be me that would be potentially exposed to danger, after all.”  
 
    Aurora nodded gently with a sheepish smile. He didn’t know how, but for once, Samuel had answered precisely the way he needed. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” a woman with dark, cropped hair said as they entered the common room. She was adorned with armor emblazoned with markings of the Church, regarding them both with piercing green eyes. “I was just about to come looking for you.”  
 
    Aurora blinked a few times in surprise. “Can I help you?”  
 
    “I am Seeker Joceline Lumis, and I am here to transport you to the nearest convent,” she announced in a formal tone. “Gather your things, please.”  
 
    “W-what?” Aurora stammered. “I’m sort of in the middle of a mission!”  
 
    “You were,” the Seeker corrected, “but now it is done.”  
 
    Aurora’s head tilted to the side as she became more defensive. The blonde hated when people talked down to her like that, but Seekers were not to be taken lightly. They were the right hands of conduits, known even outside the Church as being particularly fierce. Their training was focused on combating the kind of magic Summoners typically learned.  
 
    “I still have a lot of work to do here,” Aurora said in a haughty tone. “Return to the conduit and inform him that I will be along when my business is concluded.”  
 
    Samuel was impressed by how Aurora could sound like a noble at the drop of a hat—more so than he had in his whole life.  
 
    “You forget your place,” the Seeker replied crisply. “This is not a request. It is an order. One with which you will comply, one way or another.”  
 
    Aurora’s hair practically stood on end at the thinly veiled threat as she stepped forward. Samuel reached out to pull her back as he interposed himself between the two. “Alright, let’s take it easy.”  
 
    Seeker Lumis raised her chin and a brow as he stepped in but said nothing. She was not the type to waste words.  
 
    “It’s been a long day,” Samuel pressed. “We’ve both had a lot to tackle, and we’re tired. I’m sure Aurora just wants to get some rest.” Samuel gave a pointed look to Aurora before turning his attention to the Seeker. “And I’m sure the Seeker has likewise come a long way and is just doing her job. Right, Seeker?”  
 
    The Seeker pursed her lips before giving the slightest of nods.  
 
    Samuel spread his hands. “Great. So, no need to get worked up.”  
 
    Aurora’s eyes pleaded with Samuel to help her out of the situation. She wanted to stay with him, and he knew it, but there was nothing he could do. Now that she had finished with the assignment as a Summoner of the Mysterium, her obligations to the Church resumed. He offered her a comforting smile, knowing it was all he could do for her.  
 
    “I’ll come see you the first chance I get,” he said in a hushed tone. “I’ll tell you everything when I do. I’ll keep you in the loop.”  
 
    Aurora’s expression was conflicted, but eventually, she bowed her head in agreement. It would have to do until they could figure something else out in the future. Despite this being the Praetian Church’s right, Samuel was left wondering why there was such an urgency. Why did they need her to pick up and go at this hour instead of waiting until morning?  
 
    “It’ll be alright,” Samuel assured her to unstick her from where she stood. Aurora heaved a heavy sigh before shooting a scowl at the Seeker on her way to fetch her things. Samuel and the Seeker were left alone in the common room in silence.  
 
    “So,” Samuel began awkwardly. “How far away is the convent?”  
 
    “I’m not in a conversational mood,” Lumis said curtly.  
 
    “Clearly,” Samuel agreed, observing her dour expression. “You know if you—” 
 
    “If you’re about to suggest that I smile more,” the Seeker growled. “It will become the most pathetic last words uttered by a Summoner in history.”  
 
    “I was going to suggest a hot bath for the stress,” Samuel corrected nonchalantly. “Armor like that can’t be lightweight.”  
 
    Lumis’ eyes shifted to look at him finally. She couldn’t decide if he was mocking her or giving a genuine suggestion.  
 
    “Have you even eaten this evening?” Samuel pressed.  
 
    “Er, no,” the Seeker answered, as if suddenly realizing it for herself. “I haven’t, actually.”  
 
    “Here,” he said, fishing one of the alchemical meals from the pocket of his cloak to hand over. “Just add hot water to that, and you’re all set.”  
 
    Lumis looked down at the pouch in disgust, unsure of what he was offering her. Samuel lifted it a little higher to encourage her to take it. “It’s an alchemy thing. I promise they’re actually pretty good. At least this one is, anyway.”  
 
    “Uh, thank you,” the Seeker replied hesitantly as she took the pouch.  
 
    “Alright, I’m ready,” Aurora announced as she emerged from her room. She glanced between the two of them quickly to see the rigid Seeker looking more awkward than before. Samuel offered Aurora a sly smirk. Easing the Seeker’s mood was less for the woman herself than it was to make Aurora’s trip a little less stressful.  
 
    Aurora awkwardly initiated a polite hug, a gesture that Samuel felt was far too brief for his tastes. He wanted to really embrace her, so tightly that he could almost lose her in his arms. There would be time for that later, though. Once she was settled in, he was sure she would send for him, and he’d go seek her out.  
 
    Samuel remained silently in the common room for several minutes after the pair had departed. He stared down the corridor, as if expecting Aurora to come darting back up the stairs to reveal that she’d given the Seeker the slip or that it had all been some kind of miscommunication. But the moment never came. Finally, Samuel pulled himself away and returned to his room. The weight of Aurora’s sudden absence was going to ensure that he slept well past his usual time tomorrow morning—or perhaps not at all. 
 
    Just as he was settling in, there came a knock at his door. Samuel’s heart soared as he realized that he hadn’t waited long enough for Aurora and that she’d returned after all. But when he opened the door, it wasn’t the blonde nun that stood before him. Instead, it was three Summoners he didn’t recognize, dressed entirely in black and white. The lead one pushed his cloak aside to reveal a well-tailored vest, from which he retrieved a medallion of the Mysterium—only this one was made of polished onyx and carried the crown’s mark.  
 
    “Deputy Fassbender with the Justicar’s Office of Summoning,” he said in a dry tone before gesturing to the other two behind him. “Deputies Johnson and Johnson.”  
 
    “No relation,” one of them said quickly.  
 
    “Right,” Samuel acknowledged hesitantly. “What’s this all about, now, gentlemen?”  
 
    The Justicar’s Office of Summoning was the official department for Summoners who worked closely with the crown, specifically with the royal council’s spymaster. They often functioned as secret police who focused specifically on magical matters. Their orders were often in conflict with the Mysterium’s actual policies on certain matters—it had recently been settled that the Justicars would concentrate their efforts on things related to the crown.  
 
    Fassbender pushed past Samuel to enter his chamber, glancing around as if he was expecting to find someone else. “Big room. Nice room, ain’t it, Johnson?” 
 
    “Very nice,” the two Johnsons agreed as they stepped inside as well. 
 
    Samuel nodded again as the other two deputies stepped in as well. “Yeah. Surprised me too.”  
 
    Deputy Fassbender was neither a tall man nor a short one. Indeed, very little about him stood out except for the burn scars that ran down one side of his neck. He was perfectly average and nondescript in every other way. The other two were similar, in fact. It wasn’t as though they were related, just like they said, but each seemed to groom in a way that made it difficult to tell them apart at a passing glance. 
 
    “Gather your things,” Fassbender commanded as he motioned vaguely around the room. “It’s time to go.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” Samuel asked as he stepped around to look him in the eye, trying to maintain his manners. “Respectfully, I can’t really go anywhere with you until you tell me what this is all about.”  
 
    “You’ll be briefed in full when we arrive at our destination,” one of the Johnsons said.  
 
    “We’re taking custody of you until then,” Fassbender insisted. “Suffice it to say, the crown is calling upon you—time to buck up and be a patriot, son.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Samuel raised his palms, trying to slow them down.  
 
    “Don’t worry, it’ll all be explained soon,” Fassbender assured him as he motioned to the other two, who immediately began to gather Samuel’s things for him instead of waiting for him to do it. “This is what you wanted anyway, isn’t it? You’re moving up, just like your father. You may very well end up reunited with him soon.”  
 
    Samuel’s brow furrowed, wondering how this man could have possibly known about his desire to join his father after his Proving. He glanced back as the other two packed up his belongings and frowned. There wasn’t anything he could do right now, but once he got in front of someone in a position of authority on these matters, he intended to raise his concerns and insist upon his right to receive Ilmora’s tutelage.  
 
    “Has the Runescribe been informed?” Samuel inquired as he took the pack handed to him by one of the Johnsons.  
 
    “Everything’s been taken care of,” was the only reply he got before they left the room behind. It wasn’t until they got down to the lobby that someone else spoke. It was the Runescribe herself.  
 
    “Excuse me,” she said from atop the staircase behind them. “What is the meaning of this intrusion?”  
 
    Fassbender turned to face the Runescribe. “High Summoner Ilmora, well met. We’re taking custody of Summoner Eamon. He’s been requested by representatives of the crown. You needn’t concern yourself.” 
 
    Samuel’s teeth ground together as the Johnsons moved into a vaguely flanking position around him. So they hadn’t spoken with her about this?  
 
    The tall, white-haired woman glided down the stairs, eyes fixed on the lead deputy with hands folded neatly in front of her. “Of course,” Ilmora replied. “I trust you have the paperwork in order?”  
 
    “It’ll be along shortly,” Fassbender said dismissively. “We really must be going.” 
 
    “The hour is late,” Ilmora observed with a frown. “Perhaps you and your men would like to rest for the night and set out in the morning once the proper protocols have all been followed? We have plenty of space here for all of you, including the soldiers you have waiting outside.”  
 
    “That’s rather kind of you,” the lead deputy noted. “But unnecessary. We have our orders.”  
 
    “As do I,” Ilmora countered. “I’m afraid I must insist on the requisite paperwork before I release a Summoner into your custody, apparently against his will, no less. Mysterium rules, you understand.”  
 
    “The Mysterium doesn’t have a say on the matter,” Fassbender snapped, his irritation growing.  
 
    “On the contrary,” Ilmora replied with the calm tone one used on a temperamental child. “You are under my roof. More accurately, you are under the Mysterium’s roof, which gives us clear jurisdiction to enforce the appropriate protocols.” 
 
    The deputies exchanged glances as they waited for Fassbender’s decision to either press the issue or back down. With lightning quickness, Fassbender produced a wand from up his sleeve and hurled a spell toward the High Summoner, taking Samuel entirely by surprise. Ilmora, on the other hand, had expected the move and deflected the spell effortlessly with an almost-bored gesture, her ring glowing gently.  
 
    Almost as quickly as their commanding officer, the other two deputies drew on Ilmora with wands of their own. Flashes of magical light illuminated the dimly-lit atrium as spells were hurled at the woman. The High Summoner wasn’t pressed, deflecting each spell as if she was batting at flies.  
 
    “Get him out of here!” Fassbender roared as he began working on a summoning.  
 
    Ilmora raised her other hand, revealing a second ring as she pulled Samuel to her side with unseen force, much to the surprise of the Justicars. “Go,” she spoke plainly, indicating the stairs with a brief motion of her head. “Get to safety, Samuel.”  
 
    “Ilmora,” Samuel gasped, clutching his spear tightly, “I can help!”  
 
    “No need,” she said as three outsiders leaped into existence, called forth by the Justicars. Two were lizard-like creatures composed of ice, while the third looked like a creature of the deep, wielding vicious spiked chains. “I only wish I’d stretched earlier.”  
 
    One of the men tried to sneak a spell, the same one she had used a moment before to bring Samuel to her side. She deflected it with one hand as she hurled Samuel further up the stairs, away from the fight. The wide, sweeping motions of her arms reminded him of the graceful elegance of elven dances. She managed to create space for herself as she advanced to the base of the stairs, earning just enough time to perform a summoning of her own. It was a hellhound, properly formed, the way Samuel had intended when he’d initially called Hecate.  
 
    “Hecate,” Samuel whispered as the front doors burst open. Soldiers in black uniforms poured in, brandishing rifles and spears. The lobby erupted into chaos and discord as orders were shouted back and forth. Samuel didn’t see a way that Ilmora could survive this much pressure.  
 
    Positioning himself on the landing, Samuel fell to one knee and used the tip of the spear to carve a rune into the wood of the floor. He placed one foot on the rune as he got to his feet and brought his spear up to brace on his shoulder as if it were a heavy rifle.  
 
    “You’re up, Hecate,” he muttered as he amplified the summoning through the rune and spear simultaneously. The hellhound succubus screamed into existence as a streak of hellfire, as if she’d been launched from a cannon. The conflagration of her body collided with the first of the ice lizards, which exploded in a burst of ice and water. Hecate hit the ground running, her muscles rippling, as she made for the second of the creatures.  
 
    A storm of gunfire drowned out the sound of Hecate and the other hellhound. Ilmora could respond now that her attention wasn’t quite so divided, using both hands to conjure a potent gravity spell. Each round of ammunition that came her way was funneled to a central point in space before she turned them all aside. The windows at the front of the building exploded into shards of glass, which she seized out of the air with one hand and hurled back at the advancing soldiers.  
 
    It was like nothing Samuel had ever seen before, as the soldiers were cut down in a gale-force wind of glass shards, blood spraying the men behind them and pooling on the floor. It didn’t remain long, though, as Ilmora swept one arm toward the blood for a second summoning—this time, a scorpion-like creature composed entirely of blood. Fassbender’s summoning was much stronger than the other two, commanding the fish creature in chains as it roared in the direction of Ilmora’s hellhound, causing it to explode into burning coals.  
 
    Samuel nearly fell backward as the ground shook under the weight of the spells and power being exchanged. Ilmora turned to look at him with a frown, minor cuts and burns on her body. “I told you to go.”  
 
    “I won’t abandon you,” Samuel yelled as Hecate engaged the soldiers with the rifles. She was struck several times, but the aura of empowered hellfire he’d conjured around her shielded her from most of the damage while also dishing out intense heat. As dire as the situation was, the hellhound succubus appeared to be having the time of her life.  
 
    The giant fish creature turned his attention to Hecate, forming some water spell between its hands as Fassbender tied Ilmora up in another assault of spells. The other two Justicars, suffering only minor wounds, began new summonings of their own.  
 
    Samuel brought the spear up in the same casting stance as before, holding the tip of the spear level with the giant fish creature. “Crydat!” he cried, calling an intense blast of cold blue light into existence to strike at the back of the outsider. Every bit of moisture along the creature’s skin was instantly frozen, as was much of the floor around it. Anyone unfortunate to be standing within ten feet of it was instantly glazed with frost as well. 
 
    One of the Justicars cried out in pain as one of his arms was engulfed in ice and frostbite, causing him to fumble the summoning he had been working on. The fish creature also let out a roar of pain, but instead of falling prone or losing its concentration, it turned on Samuel and made him the new target of his spell.  
 
    Ilmora moved to intercept with a spell of her own but found it abruptly canceled by Fassbender. Through the fireworks of clashing magic, the tremendous force of the water spell overtook everything in his direction like a crashing wave. Ilmora was thrown back against the steps, bracing herself on the banister, as Samuel was hurled backward where his skull collided with the wall.  
 
    Samuel coughed and sputtered as the water receded, the world spinning around him as black spots danced in his vision. The sound around him was muffled by the water still in his ears, but he was fairly certain Ilmora was calling his name. He found her coming toward him, a broken piece of wood from the railing sticking out of her abdomen. She got him to his feet as quickly as possible while defending against another volley of spells hurled their way. Hecate was doing a fine job of occupying the enemy’s attention, but she wouldn’t last much longer.  
 
    “We have to go,” Samuel said to Ilmora, holding her tightly.  
 
    The High Summoner shook her head, “No. They will continue to pursue you if they’re not stopped here.”  
 
    “Stopped? What—”  
 
    Ilmora wrenched the wood from her flesh with both hands, drenching them in her own blood as she did. She cast the debris to one side and then hastily drew runes on the back of her wrists in blood.  
 
    “Ilmora!”  
 
    The Runescribe placed a thumb on his forehead, where she inscribed a crude rune. Samuel saw tears in her eyes as she met his gaze. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice breaking, “but this is how it has to be.”  
 
    In a flash of magic, Samuel felt the world turn upside down as it rushed past him in the span of a heartbeat. He fell heavily to the floor of the observatory, the sounds of battle now very distant from him. Hecate stood only a few feet from him, whirling about in confusion as she tried to get her bearings. Ilmora had transported them here—to protect them. Now that he was up close to his hellhound, he could see how wounded she was.  
 
    “Where?” Hecate asked, confused. “What happened?” 
 
    Samuel stared into the middle distance, feeling the low rumbling of the battle unfolding on the ground floor even from here. “We have to get back.”  
 
    His body screamed in pain as he dragged himself to his feet, using his spear to assist him as he did.  
 
    “Which way?” Hecate asked but answered her own question as her eyes settled on the exit. Samuel sprinted to the doors, his hands settling on the handles to pull them open.  
 
    Locked. 
 
    “No,” Samuel whispered as he tried the latches and tugged at the doors. “No, no!”  
 
    “Master,” Hecate said, grabbing his attention. Looking back at her, Samuel saw her holding a hand out toward the door. Heat began to gather in her palm. “Let me.”  
 
    Samuel stepped aside a moment before she blasted both doors clean off their hinges with an explosion of fire. The empowerment he’d bestowed on her was still going strong, it seemed. The two sprinted down the corridor toward the stairs. By the time they reached the lobby, the sounds of battle had ceased. He stood at the landing on the stairs, staring in horror at the carnage of the lobby below. There was blood everywhere. Ilmora had turned the blood of her own wounds and those of the soldiers against them, wielding the blood in its raw form to fuel her spells and summoning. None had survived, not even her. It was…such a mess. 
 
    “Ilmora,” Samuel whispered as he knelt beside her lifeless body, her eyes still open and cast upward. The light had gone out of them completely, and her lips had lost their color.  
 
    “Lord Cathil,” Tanyth managed to croak as he approached from behind.  
 
    Samuel looked up at the elven Summoner, his eyes wild and horrified, “I didn’t—I mean, it wasn’t….”  
 
    “Samuel,” Tanyth said in a tone of forced calm. “I know.”  
 
    Placing a hand on Ilmora’s head, Samuel felt a sudden surge of sorrow wash over him. She’d given her life for him, and he didn’t even know why. He didn’t know what the Justicars had come here for or why they wanted him. He didn’t understand why Ilmora had been so adamant about preventing Samuel from leaving with them, but she had believed in it so much that she had given her life for it.  
 
    “I couldn’t save her,” Samuel confessed.  
 
    “I know,” Tanyth said, kneeling beside Samuel, placing one hand on his shoulder. “It’s not your fault.”  
 
    Samuel’s eyes moved back to Runescribe Ilmora, High Summoner and Runescribe of the Mysterium, lying lifeless before him. Reaching out, he gently pushed the lids of her eyes closed. 
 
    “She said she was sorry,” Samuel sputtered, fighting the sobs welling up inside of him. “I’m the one that should be sorry.”  
 
    “You need to go,” Tanyth said suddenly to him. “Before anyone else comes. A battle like that will not have gone unnoticed.”  
 
    “W-what? Where?” Samuel looked back at Tanyth. “Where the fuck am I supposed to go!?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the elf admitted. “But lie low until the smoke has cleared, and then you must get out of town. Soon. This will become a circus before long, and you can’t be around when it does.”  
 
    Samuel glanced over at Hecate, who had remained uncharacteristically quiet. She gave him a nod to indicate her agreement with the other Summoner—it was time to leave. Samuel stood, dismissing Hecate before he turned away from the carnage and shuffled toward the front doors like a zombie. He didn’t know what to do anymore. He was lost.  
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   P hysically, Samuel wasn’t in bad shape, but mentally, he was a wreck. He’d checked into a tavern soon after departing Runerock Hall. Tanyth had stopped him just outside to provide him with some provisions—in particular, a basic disguise, so he might have a better chance of going unnoticed. Everything about him that gave away the fact he was a Summoner was concealed or stored out of sight. His cloak now was of plain drab wool, completely indistinguishable from the dozens of other cloaks seen on the street every day.  
 
    Initially, Samuel had decided to leave at once but quickly realized it wasn’t an option. Not yet, anyway. With the hour as late as it was, there was only one gate to the city open that he was aware of. No doubt the Justicars would be watching the exits, tapping local guards to bolster their eyes and ears while they figured out what had gone wrong at Runerock Hall.  
 
    The reward for his caution would likely be heavier patrols the following day, with every exit from the city set with checkpoints. This was, of course, with the assumption that anyone knew to look for him.  
 
    There was simply too much at play for Samuel to figure out the best course of action. He’d wandered the side roads and backstreets of Eldruna for an hour or so before finding the inn whose name he’d already forgotten. They asked no questions and were within his limited price range. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been at Runerock Hall long enough to make arrangements for more coin. As a result, he was still working with what he had left over from the journey with Aurora.  
 
    Aurora. Praetia be praised that she’d not been there when everything had happened. His heart stopped beating for a moment as he imagined her caught in the crossfire. He didn’t know what he would have done if she’d been hurt in the battle by people looking for him. Worse still was the prospect of her ending up among the many dead.  
 
    Samuel buried his face in his hands, fighting back the urge to sob and feel sorry for himself. No matter what he did, he wouldn’t be able to get the image of the High Summoner’s lifeless body out of his head. He couldn’t forget the look in her eyes when she sent him away. Formulating a plan would be a more efficient use of his time than sitting there bawling like a babe. He couldn’t allow himself to be the same helpless child that had found his mother. He had to be better this time.  
 
    A knock at the door jerked him abruptly back to reality. He stood quickly, leaning over to turn the lock under the door’s latch. His body ached and protested the sudden movement, but he ignored it, listening as best he could for who might be on the other side of the door.  
 
    “Mr. Young?” a muffled female voice asked through the wood. “Mr. Young, I have your ale here. You left it at the bar earlier, so I thought I’d bring it up. It’s part of the meal, sir.”  
 
    Mr. Young, right. He’d had the presence of mind at check-in to use a different name. He’d also booked the room for a few nights. Whether he would end up staying that long remained to be seen. Of course, he would take the opportunity to leave as soon as it presented itself. Samuel looked over at the plate of food he’d left untouched on the bedside table before turning his attention back to the door. Would it be more or less suspicious for him to leave it unanswered?  
 
    “Just a moment,” he called back through the door. He didn’t know what to do in situations like this. He had no point of reference for such clandestine activities. Finally, after a moment’s more hesitation, he unlocked the door and opened it slightly to look out into the hall.  
 
    The short woman waiting for him with a broad smile. She had red hair tied back into a messy bun, and a low-cut bodice that allowed patrons to get an eyeful of her ample cleavage. She wasn’t as cute as Aurora, but the smattering of freckles across her cheeks had an undeniable charm. She would have done well in the dating scene at the academy with that sweet, smiling face of hers.  
 
    “Hello,” she greeted him softly, holding up the tankard of ale. “I didn’t mean to disturb you, Mr. Young.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Samuel mumbled, glancing down the hall in either direction before reaching out to take the tankard off her hands. “It’s no problem at all.”  
 
    “Are you alright?” The redhead moved closer to the door, but Samuel didn’t budge.  
 
    “I’m fine,” he answered. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You don’t seem alright,” she noted, her eyes moving over him quickly before gesturing to a bruise along the side of his face. “Were you in a fight?”  
 
    Samuel touched his cheek with his free hand, the dull ache of the bruise protesting even the slightest contact. “Oh, thrown from my varo. Lost it in a warg attack on my way into town.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s awful,” the wench fretted with a punctuating pout. She had a look that clearly showed she wasn’t convinced, however. Samuel wasn’t a practiced enough liar to get past anyone with more life experience, like her. But, despite how transparent his lie was, she was apparently willing to let it be.  
 
    “Well, we get people in here all the time looking for privacy,” she said with a smile. “No matter their business, so long as it’s not doing any harm, we don’t ask questions.”  
 
    “Seems to me you’ve asked a few already,” Samuel said dryly.  
 
    The redhead laughed, a mirthful sound that caught Samuel off-guard. “Oh, you’re funny!” The endearing sound of her giggles seemed out of place, like he’d forgotten already that joy could exist in Eldruna. 
 
    A ghost of a smile played at the corners of Samuel’s mouth for a moment before he gave her a parting nod, raising the tankard briefly. “Thank you for this, by the way. I appreciate it.”  
 
    She leaned in closer to prevent the door from closing. “Um, I can bring your breakfast up tomorrow morning as well, if you prefer?”  
 
    Samuel stared at her as he wondered what about him specifically had captured her attention like this. Did she go to these lengths with everyone who stayed here that was roughly her age? “Sure,” he said shortly. “See you then.”  
 
    He let out a sigh after he closed the door, taking a sip of the ale before locking it once more. It wasn’t bad, considering the low price he’d paid for it. He glanced around the small, bare room before dropping heavily onto the bed again. He supposed eating would be a good idea to keep his energy up. It seemed unlikely that he would get much sleep, anyway. 
 
    Noticing the carrots included with the roast, he decided to call Snowball into the room while he ate. She appeared as quickly as always, glancing around the tight space with a disappointed frown. Last she had seen, they’d been in a much larger and nicer room than this one.  
 
    “What this place?” Snowball asked with apparent disgust in her voice.  
 
    “One night of luxury, and suddenly you’re a critic?” Samuel scoffed, motioning to the carrots on the plate. “Here, your highness, these are for you. I hope they’re up to your exacting standards.”  
 
    Snowball’s frown grew, unable to explain the concept of sarcasm but knowing it clearly through the link she shared with him. “Where Aurora?”  
 
    Samuel’s fork paused halfway between the roast and his mouth. “She’s not here.”  
 
    “Where go?” Snowball pressed as she plucked a carrot from the plate and shoved it into her mouth. A brief expression of approval moved across her face. The carrots weren’t bad, at least.  
 
    “Away,” Samuel said with an irritable sigh. “Just eat, please.” 
 
    “Master,” Snowball moved closer, leaning down to look him in the eyes. “What happened?”  
 
    Tears began to well up in his eyes, and he suddenly was unable to hold them back any longer. Her concern for him shouldn’t be rewarded with his ire, no matter how much it hurt to talk about. So he talked about it at length, explaining to Snowball everything that had happened since last he had seen her in bed at Runerock Hall.  
 
    The familiar listened quietly and attentively, eating a carrot from his plate every so often throughout the tale while sitting in his lap and rubbing his shoulders. When he was finished speaking, she reached out to place her hand on his cheek and kissed the opposite one.  
 
    “Sorry, Master. For loss,” Snowball said quietly. “So terrible.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Samuel said, but the sentiment felt a little empty on his part. He was grateful that she could show him such empathy, but it didn’t change what had happened. “I don’t know what to do now. I don’t know this city well enough even to formulate a plan.”  
 
    “Aurora?” Snowball suggested as one ear perked up.  
 
    “I told you that they took her,” Samuel protested.  
 
    “Go to her,” Snowball suggested. “At convent. She know what to do. You need her.”  
 
    Samuel’s frustration grew as he tried to think of a way to explain to her how bad of an idea that was. But as he thought of it a moment longer, he began to think that perhaps it wasn’t. The Justicars and Seekers were not on the greatest of terms. The Mysterium was often a go-between for any communication between the two, working in the interests of diplomacy for both sides. If he could somehow get to Seeker Lumis, perhaps he would be able to tell her what happened. Regardless of what she had personally felt about Ilmora, the Seeker would no doubt recognize the gravity of the situation.  
 
    If she believed him, that is. On the other hand, it was entirely possible that the Justicars had already sent someone out to see if Aurora knew where he had gone. The risk-to-reward ratio was high, depending on which version of events had transpired in his absence.  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Samuel relented. “I don’t know enough about what’s going on out there yet to decide either way. It might not be a bad idea, though. We need time to gather information.”  
 
    “How?” Snowball asked curiously.  
 
    Samuel glanced over at the spear in the corner of the room and got to his feet. “We need spies.”  
 
    “Spies?” the familiar repeated, looking over at the pile of his belongings, the spear sticking out of it. Her ears went back as she stared at it in awe, sensing the magic resonating with him as he approached.  
 
    “Spies,” Samuel said again, taking the spear up in one hand and twirling it around. Every time he picked up the implement, he felt more sure of himself, more in control of his power. “Someone loyal to me, and only me, who can move swiftly and discreetly.”  
 
    “What kind?” Snowball tilted her head to one side. She knew she was swift but not particularly discreet. None of his summons really were due to the form they always took.  
 
    “It needs to be something that people would overlook in a city.” Samuel pondered what that would be as he began to draw the circle on the floor. He wasn’t going to take any chances with this summoning. Everything was going to be spelled out, focused, and appropriately bonded, so there was no room for error. “Something they might see every day and ignore while also being something that can gain access to places without much trouble.”  
 
    “If sexy, everyone notice,” Snowball pointed out dejectedly.  
 
    Samuel nodded in agreement, “True. So I need to make sure to compensate for that.”  
 
    Now that the wheels in his mind had begun turning again, he could put the horror aside and focus. He finished the circle, which he’d made sure to make large enough to include more than one creature. A single spy wouldn’t do him any good, but three was a start. He went to work on the nodes, reaching into his pack for components and reference material as needed. Technically he could have used the spear to summon something and send it on its way, but it wouldn’t be as precise. He wouldn’t be as efficient. He couldn’t allow his new implement to become a crutch that made him forget everything else he had learned. It needed to be integrated seamlessly into what he already knew, to enhance his abilities further rather than break even with a lateral move of methodology.  
 
    Performing a summoning for multiple things at once usually required extensive preparation, practice, and multiple circles if a Summoner expected it to be done right. Samuel was going to do it with one circle, extra nodes, runes, and his spear. By tying them together, with a link similar to the one formed between a Summoner and a bonded outsider, he hoped to decrease the amount of energy required dramatically.  
 
    Samuel didn’t rush the process. The longer he had something to focus on, the longer it would be before he had to think about everything he’d lost earlier that night. Not only had Ilmora given her life for him, but he’d lost perhaps the only means he had to gain answers to the many questions he had about himself. His mother wasn’t who he had thought she was, and his father had perhaps kept that from him this whole time. He was a member of a Lost Tradition that the Church, a fixture in modern society, had hunted.  
 
    The work drowned all of that out. It presented to him a series of problems that had to be solved in sequence, one after another, until he solved enough problems to complete the array. It became his world as he worked, etching the circle with the tip of the spear rather than the usual chalk. Everything was interlinked in the array, including the newly-acquired implement. An even distribution of energy was vital in achieving his goal.  
 
    Snowball paid close attention to what he was doing, though he had no idea if she knew what any of it meant. She remained quiet and didn’t distract him, which was all that mattered right then.  
 
    Once the array was finished, he took a break, finishing the ale that had been brought up and shedding a few layers of clothing. He’d broken a sweat due to his and Snowball’s combined body heat raising the temperature in the poorly-ventilated room.  
 
    Samuel climbed onto a chair to look down at the array, checking and re-checking his work several times. No mistakes—that was his goal. If he was going to get what he needed to make his next move, he couldn’t afford to be sloppy or to cut corners. Summoning had come a long way, enough to sometimes neglect one piece or another for an approximation of intent rather than being exact. This needed to be exact.  
 
    Finally, Samuel nodded with approval and jumped back to the floor quietly. “I think it’s ready.”  
 
    Sitting cross-legged on the bed, Snowball looked up at him excitedly, with both ears perked up. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he confirmed, taking hold of the spear and placing the tip on the circle’s edge.  
 
    He began reciting the language of the outer spheres in a low voice as he began to feed energy to the circle in a slow, metered fashion. Anything that was too sudden or too strong ran the risk of being detected by anyone nearby with the means to sense magic. It meant the summoning took longer than usual, but it worked to his benefit with how he had designed the array.  
 
    When Samuel was sure he’d gathered the requisite energy needed, he concluded the summoning with a final push of power like the punctuation at the end of a sentence. Thick silken webbing spread from the edges of the circle into the center before stretching upward. There, hands began to break through, and three feminine figures pulled themselves out of the floor as if stuck in slow motion. He’d been inspired by Ilmora’s summon that had helped him, but there were few similarities between the two.  
 
    The three spider succubi were shaped humanly, albeit with much longer legs, pale purplish flesh, and black chitin. Sheer fabric hung from their bodies like the webbing they had emerged from, under which every aspect of their nubile physiques could be seen. This included their breasts, nipples erect with arousal. They wanted to waste no time in bedding their master, as they fixed their rows of gleaming red eyes upon him.  
 
    “Master,” they hissed obediently as one, a disquieting effect if he’d not known to expect it.  
 
    “Welcome,” he said, taking a step back to examine them. “I have a special task for you.”  
 
    “We are yours to use however you like,” the sisters hissed.  
 
    “Excellent,” Samuel responded as he dragged the tip of the spear across the circle to release them. “Then let’s not waste any more time.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19[image: ] 
 
    
     “T 
 
   
 
    he bishop is ready to see you.” 
 
    Aurora sat up straight all of a sudden, jarred from her tired daydreaming. She’d been planning when and how to call for Samuel next when she heard that one of the higher-ups wanted to speak with her that evening. “Huh? What?”  
 
    The priest that had just spoken looked a little annoyed with the nun. “The bishop,” he repeated, “he’s ready to see you now.”  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Aurora apologized. “I’ve been awake for a long time.”  
 
    The priest exhaled through his nose and offered wordless forgiveness with a nod before motioning back toward the rectory at the end of the hall. Aurora got to her feet, smoothed out her habit, and proceeded down the hallway. She cast a parting glance back at the Seeker who had remained with her while they had been waiting.  
 
    Aurora did her best to put the irate thoughts about the priest out of her mind as she knocked gently on the door at the end of the hall.  
 
    “Come,” a strong, clear voice called from the other side.  
 
    Aurora swallowed back a bit of her anxiety and pushed the door open. The room beyond was not unlike the common room that had connected her and Samuel’s rooms at Runerock Hall. There was a writing desk against the wall on the right, where a robed man was placing his signature and seal on a few documents. The nun remained patiently by the door until he was finished. Once he was, he turned to face her with a broad smile.  
 
    “Ah, Sister Brandt, welcome.” Aurora bristled at the rare use of her surname as the bishop approached, extending a hand for her to kiss his ring. Respectfully, she did as was expected of her before being directed to the stuffed chair nearest her.  
 
    “I don’t believe we have ever met,” the bishop said. “Your reputation precedes you.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Aurora agreed. “We haven’t.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what reputation she had garnered for herself already that a distant bishop would have heard about it.  
 
    “I am Bishop Lyall,” he said with a brief motion of one hand to the fireplace behind them. In an instant, a roaring fire sprang to life there as if it had been burning this whole time. “I am the conduit here.”  
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Aurora lied. She didn’t give a shit about who he was or what he wanted, really. She only cared about two things at the moment—getting some sleep and figuring out when she would see Samuel Eamon again.  
 
    They had been so close to casting off the last remnants of the baggage from the years of conflict between them before she had been pulled away. She had instigated the bulk of the conflict, but somehow she felt as though he had come to understand why she’d done it. She’d been young and in constant mental and emotional pain. She took it out on the wrong people. Yet the person she had been the worst to had somehow come to regard her as someone he could trust. It evoked a powerful sense of peace and redemption that she was eager to pursue with him further. Well, pursue that and…perhaps other things. 
 
    “And you,” Lyall nodded back to her. “How was your journey?”  
 
    Thank Praetia, maybe he was simply checking in on her before sending her off to bed. “Exhausting,” she said with a short laugh. “I’m looking forward to turning in.”  
 
    “Of course,” the bishop nodded, raising a hand gently with a smile. “But I do have a few questions for you first, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    Fuck, Aurora internally groaned. She’d gotten a little ahead of herself for a moment there, and now it had her in an even worse mood. “Your Grace?”  
 
    The bishop smiled. “I became aware of your mission through a missive we received, and I found myself rather curious about the Summoner that you were escorting to Runerock Hall.” 
 
    “Oh,” Aurora replied. “Well, there’s not much to report. We had a few hiccups along the way, but Samuel is a capable Summoner and a good companion, and we were able to hold our own together just fine. I did want to mention that there seems to be a spike in monster activity—” 
 
    “Sister,” the bishop interjected. “I’m sure your formal report will suffice regarding your encounters in the wilderness. What I would like to know has more to do with the Summoner himself.”  
 
    “Right,” Aurora acknowledged as she scratched an itch just behind her ear. Report? They wanted her to write an essay about everything over the last few weeks? She would have been taking notes along the way if she had known that. Why would such a report matter to Lyall, anyway? He hadn’t been the one to assign it to her in the first place.  
 
    “So?” The bishop pressed as he sat back and steepled his fingers.  
 
    “With all due respect, Your Grace,” Aurora began, trying her best to make it sound as though it was actually with respect. “I don’t see how it’s relevant.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” Lyall asked coldly, raising a brow.  
 
    “You didn’t give me this mission, nor was it given to me for any other reason than to escort a newly-licensed Summoner from one point to another. So I don’t see how it’s relevant to you.”  
 
    “You don’t see it because it’s not your place to see such things,” Lyall admonished her cooly.  
 
    Aurora blinked a few times in surprise. She’d dealt with her fair share of high-and-mighty types within the Church, but Bishop Lyall raised the bar.  
 
    “Forgive me,” the blonde said, lowering her eyes with a bow. “The hour is late and I didn’t expect such a question. I meant no offense.”  
 
    The bishop’s face split into a smile again. “And so none is taken. But I’m afraid I must reiterate my inquiry.”  
 
    “What would you like to know about him, precisely?” Aurora asked, lifting her gaze to meet the bishop once more. A pit formed in her stomach. She didn’t like where this was going.  
 
    “Well, the message seemed to indicate there was some confusion as to his Proving?” The bishop squinted slightly. “That they did not identify or announce with which tradition he had manifested. Is this true?”  
 
    Aurora nodded in the affirmative. “Yes, Your Grace. Runescribe Elantrica Ilmora was to provide him with additional instruction and details in that regard.”  
 
    “I see,” Lyall answered. Aurora tilted her head slightly to the side as the bishop danced around what it was he was truly angling for. “High Summoner Ilmora received him earlier this evening?”  
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” Aurora confirmed once more. “She was engaged at first but eventually sent for him.”  
 
    The bishop’s steepled fingers clasped together more tightly in his lap. “Were you present when she did finally receive him?”  
 
    “I was,” the nun shifted in her chair uncomfortably as the pit in her stomach grew.  
 
    “How did that go?” The bishop sat up slowly.  
 
    “Well enough, I suppose,” Aurora answered, trying to stay away from any of the specifics of what had been revealed. There was too much that she had seen and heard to avoid it entirely, but she wasn’t going to give anything up freely that wasn’t absolutely necessary.  
 
    “Let me remind you,” Bishop Lyall warned her. “That your loyalty to the Mysterium ends when it comes to the matters of the Church. Your loyalty is here with us, first and foremost. Am I clear?”  
 
    “Of course, Your Grace,” Aurora agreed. “I guess I’m just failing to understand. Perhaps it’s simply out of my field of view.”  
 
    The bishop couldn’t decide whether or not she had intended to throw his words back in his face but settled on giving her the benefit of the doubt as he forced a brittle smile back into place. “Ah, my mistake then. I shall speak plainly then, and then you will do the same?”  
 
    “If it pleases you,” Aurora agreed.  
 
    “Did High Summoner Ilmora provide Summoner Eamon with the information he sought?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And what was that?” The bishop eyed her intently for anything that might give him more information.  
 
    Aurora didn’t see a way to avoid answering the question without lying altogether. So instead, she tried to hedge her answer. “He’s one of the Lost Traditions, Your Grace. This was why they could not recognize it at school after the Proving.”  
 
    “Ah, I see,” the bishop said smugly as he sat a little straighter. “What tradition did the High Summoner eventually identify him as, then?”  
 
    Aurora’s discomfort continued to grow, knowing that if she told the bishop, he could identify Samuel as some kind of heretic. She had thought such spurious accusations to be a thing of the past, but Lyall’s interest in all of this was telling her that it was likely not. 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m comfortable speaking on such matters,” Aurora began, but the bishop raised a hand to cut her off.  
 
    “Are you, or are you not, loyal to our Lady and Savior?” the bishop ground out.  
 
    “I assure you, Your Grace,” Aurora sounded indignant. “I have always been true to my vows of service to the Church.”  
 
    “Then you must realize why it is so important that we handle this situation with all due haste.” The bishop got to his feet and crossed the room to the writing desk.  
 
    “What situation is that?” Aurora swallowed hard.  
 
    “Heresy, sister,” the bishop answered quietly. “Heresy.”  
 
    He opened a drawer out of view of Aurora and took something from within before turning to face her again. Whatever he held remained concealed within one hand, so it had to be relatively small.  
 
    “We cannot allow such heresy to take root. Long has the Church struggled to weed it out and to free the hearts and minds of the people of its corrupting influence.” The bishop approached her much slower this time, regarding her with a critical eye. “Debauchery of such a Summoner tradition will only serve to lead the people down a path of darkness. It would cause our precarious society to slide back into dark ages best forgotten.”  
 
    Aurora could not believe what she was hearing. It was worse than she had initially thought and far more ominous than she would have ever imagined. Her steadfast faith in her own vows wavered for the first time as she watched this strange man declare Samuel—her partner—a heretic. 
 
    “You speak of debauchery,” she said. “I take it you already know his summoning tradition, then?” 
 
    “I do. Even if it wasn’t Lust Reaper, the very worst of them, all the Lost Traditions are lost for a reason, dear sister. They are not compatible with our way of life or with the love and light of Praetia. This tradition, in particular, has a storied history of corrupting the minds of great leaders and heroes. They have turned many from the light to indulge in carnal pleasures in the dark, forsaking all that is good and holy.”  
 
    “What?” Aurora squinted. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “King Alexander IV,” the bishop said blandly. “The conqueror who brought order to the southern kingdoms and united the east. Everything from here to the sea had fallen under his banner until he became occupied with the pleasures of the flesh. He was brought down by a succubus agent of his enemies. The man grew increasingly complacent and self-indulgent until the day of his assassination. Then, in the power vacuum, his young sons turned on one another, and the known world at the time was plunged once more into bloody war over petty notions of territory.”  
 
    “I-I didn’t know that,” Aurora stammered. 
 
    “No, because the Church has seen to it that it remains unknown,” the bishop explained. “Such things were once common among humanity. Even the elves and the dwarves have struggled with such lustful creatures destabilizing their ways of life. That king was not the first, nor the last, to succumb to such temptation. Offenses were committed at the highest and lowest levels of every kingdom, country, and realm in the world.” The bishop’s steely eyes locked with Aurora’s. “Until we eradicated them.”  
 
    A chill went down the nun’s spine as the bishop stopped a mere foot from her, forcing her to look up at him from where she sat.  
 
    “Unfortunately, a few emerge every so often due to a quirk in the magic of their blood or some other reason. Like weeds, they’re never truly gone. It is only through stalwart vigilance that we will prevent their full return.”  
 
    Finally, the bishop extended his hand to Aurora, holding out a vial of a milky green fluid to her.  
 
    “What’s this?” she asked, eyeing it uncomfortably. 
 
    “You will be the one to do the weeding this time, sister.”  
 
    Aurora’s eyes shot up from the vial to look the bishop in the face. “Your Grace?”  
 
    “You have one last mission regarding Summoner Eamon,” Bishop Lyall continued. “You are to locate him and dispose of him with this. You need only place a small amount in his food or drink, and the toxin will do the rest. It’s a subtle kind of poison, mimicking more common wasting ailments. But it accelerates much faster and does not respond to the magic normally used to treat the ailment. As a result, his death will remain a tragic mystery to all who know him and become less than a footnote in history.”  
 
    The nun’s blue eyes sank back to the vial in the bishop’s hand, her stomach twisting. She felt the sudden urge to scream and throw up at the same time. She was being ordered to assassinate Samuel. After everything they had been through, everything she started to fantasize about, this was how it was supposed to end between them?  
 
    How was she to refuse the direct order of a bishop? Especially something this dark and secret. There would be consequences—grave ones. 
 
    Aurora was always told that Conduits were closer to the will of Praetia than someone like herself. They knew more of Her desires and Her will than she could. But murder? It didn’t feel right. Praetia would never condone such a thing. Certainly she wouldn’t ask a girl to kill a boy who she… 
 
    “I imagine this must come as some relief to you.” The bishop interrupted her thoughts as he bid her to rise by holding out his hand. She did so automatically without even thinking, her eyes wide with fear and trauma.  
 
    “Relief?” Aurora asked in a daze, her voice tremulous. “What could you possibly mean?” 
 
    “As I recall, this was the same boy with whom you came into conflict during school, wasn’t it? Another one of the nobles who coasted through while you were forced to fight for your place?” 
 
    It wasn’t precisely how it had been, but the fact he knew even that much meant that the bishop had been researching her. He had access to her records at school and whatever records the Church had kept on her down south. Aurora dumbly nodded once.  
 
    “Well, there you go,” the bishop said as he placed the vial in the nun’s hand. “Praetia provides.” 
 
    Aurora turned the vial over in her hand a few times. It felt unusually cold, like the grave it would carry Samuel off to once it got into his system. 
 
    “Your Grace,” Aurora swallowed hard. “Is this necessary?”  
 
    Lyall’s brows knit together. “There is nothing more necessary.”  
 
    “But,” Aurora pressed as the bishop turned away from her in frustration. “I’m certain that if we just explained all of this to him, he would forsake the power in his blood, or swear off having offspring to continue the tradition. Samuel doesn’t want to hurt anyone. He’s not like that. He’s kind and gentle. He just wants—” 
 
    “The corruption has already taken him!” The bishop yelled as he turned on her again, his face now red with fury. “Don’t you see that!?” 
 
    “No,” Aurora protested, her hand closing around the vial. “I don’t accept that. He is open to reason. He has a good soul.”  
 
    “A good soul!?” Lyall scoffed. “No more than two hours ago, someone massacred two military squads at Runerock Hall. Three deputies of the Justicars were killed! High Summoner Ilmora is dead! Summoner Eamon is in the wind. Is that the kind of soul you would characterize as ‘good,’ sister!?” 
 
    It was as though the bishop had knocked the wind clean out of her as she stared back at him in silent shock, shaking her head weakly.  
 
    The bishop nodded and pointed at her hand holding the vial. “I do not take such tasks lightly, sister. But such violence must be met with the same, lest we endanger those who cannot defend themselves. Do you understand? It falls to us to save their souls. We must deliver them from such evil.”  
 
    Aurora trembled with despair and denial. How was this possible? How was any of this even remotely possible? Samuel wasn’t the kind of person to resort to violence without cause. Even then, it would take a great deal to rile him up—of that she was sure. He wasn’t a brute. He was level-headed and wise. 
 
    “Two squads,” the bishop repeated more quietly. “All those lives lost. A High Summoner is dead. Their bodies were broken and torn to pieces. I’m told the scene is the bloodiest—”  
 
    “Stop!” Aurora sobbed suddenly. “Please, Your Grace! No more.”  
 
    The bishop frowned and exhaled slowly. “Forgive me—I just want you to understand what is at stake here. It vexes me to put you in such a position, but you may be the only person right now who might be able to get close to him. This could be the last chance to avoid fighting in the streets and the bloodshed of innocents.”  
 
    Lyall lifted her chin with one finger, making her shiver with disgust. “It speaks to your character that you recoil at such unseemly business, truly. But this is not about us. We must act in the interests of the public, in the name of Praetia.”  
 
    Aurora nodded her agreement, no matter how conflicted she felt about it. She just wanted this conversation to end. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation,” the bishop said sympathetically. “This burden of yours will earn you a place as a conduit.”  
 
    Aurora’s face became one of surprise and confusion now. The bishop patted her hand gently and nodded. “Yes, sister. The papers have already been drawn up, and need only be signed and sealed.”  
 
    The nun’s eyes briefly wandered over to the desk where he had been writing when she had first entered. The bishop stepped back and spread his hands. “You could choose a posting of your choice, anywhere you want. The sacrifice you are making, the hardship you are about to endure, is deserving of such a reward.”  
 
    Aurora’s mouth went dry as she imagined a peaceful life out by the coast, just as she had dreamed of as a young girl. But instead of lazing her days away as a beach bum or an ordinary merchant, she would be there as a conduit of the faith. She would be known and respected by all for miles and miles around. Her parents would be forced to swallow their pride and acknowledge her success despite the abhorrent upbringing they had forced upon her for so many years.  
 
    Only it wouldn’t be with Samuel as she’d scandalously started to imagine. Instead, it would be at his expense, and she would be alone. 
 
    “Understand, sister,” Bishop Lyall continued, “that this task is a sacred one. Should you stray from the path or fail in your duty, you can expect the next clergy member you see to be a Seeker.”  
 
    Fear seized the young nun’s heart once again. Seekers had specialized training to deal with rogue clergy and any magic user who stood against the Church, including Summoners. If a Seeker like Lumis was sent after her, she wouldn’t have much means to defend herself if they aimed to put her in the ground beside Samuel.  
 
    “Do you understand?” the bishop asked pointedly.  
 
    Aurora nodded.  
 
    “Say it,” Lyall insisted, “Say the words.”  
 
    “I understand, Your Grace.”  
 
    “Good,” he nodded, satisfied. “Then go. Go with Praetia, and may She bless your efforts.”  
 
    Aurora’s feet carried her out of the rectory and back down the hall to where Seeker Lumis waited, arms crossed over her chest as she leaned against the wall. As Aurora approached, the Seeker raised her head and met the nun’s gaze.  
 
    “All set?” Lumis asked.  
 
    “Y-yeah,” Aurora whispered. “All set.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20[image: ] 
 
   S amuel was jostled awake the next day by Hecate, who’d pulled the blankets off him to run her fingers over his bare chest. When he’d finished with the black widow succubi, he’d laid down to see if he could get a couple of hours of sleep, and was out before he had much time to even think about it. Now, after what amounted to a nap, Hecate was harassing him awake.  
 
    “Hecate,” he grumbled, putting his hand on her face to push her away. “Let me sleep.”  
 
    He rolled over onto his side while attempting to pull the blanket back over him, when it occurred to him that he hadn’t summoned Hecate at all. Instead, Snowball had been the one he’d summoned the night before. His head snapped back over to look at the hellhound, who was rolling him onto his back, kissing and licking at his chest as she made herself down toward his abs and points beyond.  
 
    “Hecate,” Samuel grunted. “What are you doing here? Where’s Snowball?”  
 
    “She’s on break,” Hecate said dismissively, even as Samuel pushed her head away again.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Samuel asked as he sat up to look the succubus in the eyes. “I didn’t call you. So where is she?”  
 
    “I thought you’d want to spend a little time with me,” Hecate answered with a naughty look. “Especially after how well I did in that last fight. Surely you want to reward me, riiight?”  
 
    Glancing quickly around the room to get an idea of the time of day, Samuel determined that the sun had only been up for perhaps an hour or so. “Hecate, you can’t keep doing this. You come when I call, not before.”  
 
    “But I’m hungry,” she whined, as she ran her fingers down his body once more, hooking under the band of the pants he’d fallen asleep in. “I’m low on energy, and you have so much of it in the morning.”  
 
    “Yeah, when I actually get to sleep!” Samuel exclaimed, a little annoyed. He realized she was referring to his morning wood, but he wasn’t in the mood for a sexual encounter right now. If he had been, Snowball had been there the whole night, and he would have just done it with her.  
 
    “Master,” Hecate said, lifting her chin to look down at him as she rubbed at the bulge in his pants, “You still haven’t seen what I can do for you. It would be a shame to waste this meat, wouldn’t it?”  
 
    Samuel sighed tiredly—all he wanted to do was sleep. But he realized that she must have felt much the same way, considering how much she’d done in the fight back at Runerock Hall. He didn’t want to think about the battle, but there was no getting around the fact that she’d really pulled her weight and was just asking for what she needed to keep doing so.  
 
    Hecate could sense his resolve weakening and grinned, pulling his pants down with a single jerking motion with both hands. His cock, honed to perfection by the phenomenon of morning wood, sprang to life as if freed from a thousand-year prison. It was ready for action even if he was barely scraping by.  
 
    “Yes!” Hecate whispered, her eyes glowing with a renewed fire behind them. It was strange, Samuel noted, that no matter what part of her appeared to be on fire at any given time, it never seemed to harm him. Indeed, it never seemed to produce more heat than a mild warmth unless she wanted it to. She took hold of his throbbing cock with one hand and dove onto it with her mouth, dispelling any speculation or thought about the unique properties of her fire.  
 
    “Ah! Take it easy,” Samuel said, feeling a rush of desire run through his body as she sucked the tip of him first before bringing him further into her mouth.  
 
    Her head moved up and down his shaft voraciously, as if he were already leaking enough cum for her to feast upon. He gripped the sheets of the bed on either side of him while she worked on him, but there was a growing sense of frustration he felt from her with each passing second.  
 
    “Not enough,” she said as she pulled off him with a bit of a popping noise. “I need more.”  
 
    “M-more?” Samuel laughed in disbelief. “You’ve already taken some liberties, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I need to fuck you,” she said with a toothy grin. “And you’re going to let me do it.”  
 
    “Oh, am I?” Samuel retorted with a smirk. “You forget who the master is here, Hecate. I don’t have to do anything.”  
 
    “But you want me to, don’t you?” Hecate countered as she threw a leg over and straddled him, the underside of his shaft grinding into the incredible heat of her drooling slit. She had him there. Despite his protests, he was fully awake now, and his body had already signaled its desire to proceed.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Samuel relented. “Let’s see what you can do then.”  
 
    Hecate lifted her hips, an elated expression in her eyes as she pressed his tip to her hungry entrance and sank onto it. There was no hesitation, no trepidation in her movement. Instead, she sank down to the hilt in one confident stroke, letting out a whorish moan of relief.  
 
    “Ohh, Master,” she gasped, placing her hands on his chest to support her weight as her hips came crashing down on him again and again. Samuel couldn’t believe how ready she was and yet how tight at the same time, gripping and stroking at him in all the right ways.  
 
    “Don’t cum yet, Master,” Hecate cautioned with a glow in her eyes. “I’m just getting started.”  
 
    She was much more aggressive with her desires than Snowball, but Samuel found it to be a nice change of pace. There was something strangely gratifying about a woman that knew what she needed and was willing to go for it with such fervor. His hands went up to her dark breasts, swinging just inches from his face as she bounced heavily on his dick. He gave them a rougher squeeze than he would have had it not been her, pinching down to the nipples and tugging at them.  
 
    “What makes you think I’m the one that’s close to cumming?” Samuel said as her eyes rolled back and her tongue fell from her mouth. She looked like she was about to lose it altogether, but the furious focus in her hips told another story entirely. This was her element, and no matter how much he responded to her aggression in kind, she would not suddenly become submissive to him.  
 
    “I could do this all day,” Samuel lied, knowing for a fact that he was as close as she had guessed. Every tug of his cock within the slick velvet of her pussy and the crashing slap of her against him brought him ever closer to climax. Of course, she was a succubus, and he had to remind himself that such creatures were built for this exact purpose. But then, what was the role of a Lust Reaper like himself? Was he not to be the master of such entities?  
 
    “Fuck,” Hecate whispered as he tugged at her tits again, wisps of smoke escaping through her teeth.  
 
    “Perhaps you need a little help,” he boasted, struggling to parse off enough focus to summon Snowball. The familiar burst into existence at their bedside, a look of surprise painted on her face. She didn’t know what to make of the situation until Samuel released Hecate’s chest and motioned for Snowball to come closer.  
 
    “I saved you a seat,” he said, tapping his mouth with one hand, thinking himself terribly clever. Snowball, for her part, seemed to enjoy the corny joke, and wasted no time discarding the scant clothing she was wearing to leap up and straddle his face.  
 
    “We don’t need her,” Hecate protested weakly. “I can do this on my own.”  
 
    “Stop,” Snowball said, leaning closer to Hecate and caressing her gently. “Is what master wants.”  
 
    It was a simple explanation, but it seemed to be enough. What most people didn’t know about threesomes was how they divided your attention. Servicing a hungry pussy riding your face created just enough of a distraction from the one bouncing on your dick, helping you to keep from cumming too quickly. It was a shrewd strategy, not to mention a bit of a gamble, but judging by how the succubi writhed and moaned on him, it was paying off.  
 
    Hecate, for all her protests, seemed to be firmly behind the arrangement now as Snowball’s hand slid between her legs to furiously toy with her clit as she plunged onto their master with renewed vigor. As gruff as the hellhound succubus often was, she was quick to return the favor, working her master’s familiar as best she could in the sex-drunk state of mind that she was in. Her body began to tense, her back bending like a bow being strung as she thrust her chest forward. Snowball dove onto her breasts without a thought, suckling at her erect nipples as the hellhound spilled over into a crashing wave of orgasm on her master’s cock. 
 
    [image: ]Downstairs, the wench that had visited him the night before finally had a window of time she could use to bring breakfast to the oddly private young man holed up in his room. She was careful to arrange the plates on the platter just so. She wanted to make an impression on him that she rarely gave a second thought to when it came to other patrons. She’d found him unusually handsome, and she hoped to make a connection with someone other than the aged drunken criminals that usually breezed through the establishment on a nightly basis.  
 
    She climbed the stairs, her heart beating faster with anticipation. Perhaps after a full night’s rest, he might be interested in more conversation than he had been last night. Whatever kind of scuffle he had been in had left him in a guarded state that she had no hope of bypassing, even at her warmest. When she neared his door, she heard the faint sound of voices and what sounded like something banging around. Then, a heavy thud and a scraping of wood caused her to set the platter down and rush to the latch.  
 
    The keys to the rooms were only supposed to be used in emergencies, and she had only ever had cause to use them twice in the entire time that she had worked here. But with the sound of a struggle just beyond the door, she rationalized that this surely qualified. She was quick to get the door unlocked, bursting into the room with a steak knife in hand as her only weapon.  
 
    The scene that welcomed her wasn’t even remotely close to what her fearful mind had conjured just seconds before. As she brandished her cutlery, the man she had become so smitten with was in the small bed with two other women. At least they appeared to be women, despite their otherworldly features. He had one with dark skin and fiery eyes bent over, his cock buried deep in her ass while a rabbit-like woman lay on her back with her legs open as if presenting a feast to him.  
 
    “Uhm,” she choked. Everyone had frozen in place, the two women looking at her with wide eyes as the man calling himself Mr. Young stared at her, torn between resuming his acts of debauchery or covering up.  
 
    “I…I thought you were in trouble,” she stammered a little bit, gesticulating with both hands frantically as if she could offer more context to her suspicions with them than with words alone.  
 
    “Well,” Samuel said, glancing down at Snowball’s glistening pink slit. “I’m not.”  
 
    “Ah, yeah,” the girl nodded, on the verge of some kind of hysteria. “I see. I see that, yes.”  
 
    “What did you say your name was?” Samuel said, tilting his head to one side, doing his best to remain patient with this intrusion.  
 
    “Jenifer!” she squeaked. “Jen. Jenny. Whatever you want, I, uh—” She swallowed hard, clasping her hand. “Anything you want.”  
 
    Samuel raised a brow at the particular phrasing she had chosen before motioning with one hand toward the door. “Do you mind, Jenifer? This is sort of private.”  
 
    “Oh!” Jenifer jumped as if someone had leapt at her from the shadows. “Yes! Of course, so sorry!”  
 
    The redhead closed the door behind her quickly, locking it deftly with one hand—herself remaining in the room. Samuel’s brows furrowed at her improbably clueless interpretation of his words. 
 
    “Jen, that’s uh…not what I—”  
 
    The wench reached back to the tangle of hair she’d tied back and pulled it free, letting the fiery red curls cascade down her shoulders. She pulled her top down to expose her pale bare breasts, pretty pink nipples erect with excitement. “Okay!” she said enthusiastically. “I’m ready.”  
 
    Samuel stared, momentarily dumbfounded, as the woman loosened her bodice and hurriedly discarded her skirt. He slowly turned his eyes to Snowball and Hecate, who looked just as shocked. The three exchanged glances with one another before the succubi finally offered a shrug. The consensus was ‘the more, the merrier,’ he guessed.  
 
    He had only just become accustomed to the idea that he might be able to get sex at any given moment with his summons. Knowing that it was part of who he was both in tradition and by blood had helped him find peace with that fact. But never before had it been so quick and sudden with another human.  
 
    As Jen joined them, placing her hand on his sweat-streaked chest and staring awestruck at the center of Snowball’s spread legs, Samuel wondered if they were producing some kind of magic that had excited her. Then again, this could have just been who she was, and she may have been waiting for an opportunity like this to fall into her lap. There was much to be said for recognizing such opportunities and jumping on them before they passed you by.  
 
    Jen turned Samuel’s head, capturing his lips with hers as she moaned helplessly into the kiss. The analytical part of Samuel’s mind was pushed to the side once again as he let one hand return to Snowball’s needy clit while the other ventured downward between the horny redhead’s legs.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21[image: ] 
 
   A urora returned to town almost immediately after she met with the bishop. Seeker Lumis escorted her the whole way. Despite the potential for very little danger between the convent and Eldruna, the Seeker got the two of them through the checkpoint that had been set up as part of the city’s lockdown. There was already a name for the night’s earlier events that Aurora was struggling with even now—they called it the Massacre of Runerock.  
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Aurora muttered to herself as they passed the squad of city guards at the checkpoint. “No way was this Sammy.” 
 
    “It’s never an easy thing to accept,” Seeker Lumis consoled her, a note of sympathy in her voice. “When someone we think we know turns out to have a side we never could have imagined.”  
 
    “Frankly, I don’t buy it,” Aurora said with a shake of her head. “Whatever happened in there, it wasn’t Samuel’s doing.”  
 
    The Seeker didn’t comment but breathed deeply as they passed a guard patrol linking up with those at the checkpoint to make their report. No one bothered to stop a Seeker and ask anything of her. The symbols of her order and station were emblazoned plainly on her breastplate, which some considered slightly dated. Aurora had agreed, once upon a time, that it was an antiquated look. But in her current state of woe and despair, she found the shining knight aesthetic to be of great comfort to her. The Seeker felt strangely like a beacon of hope, a pillar of strength that wouldn’t fail.  
 
    “Perhaps you should rest before you begin your mission,” the Seeker suggested in a hushed voice, like she knew the words she was saying wouldn’t be received well. “Were you given a deadline of any kind?”  
 
    Aurora shook her head, blonde hair falling into her face to conceal the tears welling up in her eyes. Her task was a ghastly one, and she couldn’t bring herself to process what her plan from here even should be. This wasn’t self-defense to her, nor was it justice. It was murder, plain and simple, but it was a murder demanded of her by Aurora’s Goddess through her representative on this mortal plane. The bishop was wrong about Samuel, she knew. She also knew he wouldn’t care if she proved it. 
 
    “No,” Aurora choked. “But there was a sense of urgency to my task when it was assigned to me. I should probably begin immediately.”  
 
    “What could possibly be so important that you would need to forego sleep and not be at your best?” the Seeker wondered. Lumis waved her hand. “We’ll get you a room somewhere. Wandering around at night isn’t going to do you any good anyway.”  
 
    From a practical perspective, the Seeker had a point. There wasn’t much she could accomplish at this late hour. More important to Aurora, however, was that Lumis didn’t seem to know what had been asked of Aurora. She thought perhaps the Seeker might have been there to ensure Aurora went through with it. That apparently wasn’t the case. Once Aurora had a room at the nearest inn, Lumis announced her departure.  
 
    “I wish you luck, Sister Brandt,” Lumis said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Stay strong in your faith, and you will find the strength to do whatever you must.”  
 
    “Aurora,” the nun said with a sad smile. “It’s alright if you just call me Aurora.”  
 
    The Seeker nodded, “Jocelin, if you so wish.”  
 
    “Thank you for the escort,” Aurora said as they parted ways, leaving the nun alone with her thoughts in her modestly-sized room. As small as it was, it felt much emptier without Samuel there to take up some of the space. She was quiet as the Church itself as she moved about the room to store her things and get washed up.  
 
    She’d been provided with fresh clothing at the convent before departing, and took the time to strip down and launder the habit she had been wearing for far too long. Her mind was awash with the memories of Samuel, Snowball, and their shared travels.  
 
    It was impossible to reconcile those memories with what was said about Runerock Hall. A massacre like that wasn’t in Samuel. Even if he had been attacked first, she knew he wouldn’t resort to the reckless killing of so many people. And Ilmora was poised to help him with the answers he had been seeking. So why would he have killed her as well? Perhaps she had turned on him? It didn’t make sense. Not to mention that Ilmora was a High Summoner, capable of so much power, and the ink on Samuel’s license had barely dried. 
 
    Aurora brushed her hair out after washing it in the basin, staring at the wall across from the bed where she sat, her mind going in circles with the same information. Eventually, when her scalp began to hurt, she set the brush aside and slid naked under the blankets. Everything she had washed was drying on a line, while the fresh clothes were folded on the end table. She had no intention of going to sleep just yet—she just wanted a barrier against the draft of the room. 
 
    Her eyes fell upon her copy of the Song of the Spheres, the holy text of Praetia she had been given when she had first joined the Church. Hoping she might find guidance within its pages, she took the book with one hand and flipped it open.  
 
    Unfortunately, the words contained there offered only a fraction of the comfort that they once had. Still, she continued to flip through chapters and verses that contained stories with only the faintest similarity to her situation.  
 
    Many had been tested by the Goddess in the past, though that was ages ago. There were several instances where faith was rewarded not only by the love of the Goddess but by Her mercy as well. It was not often Her way to smite those who may yet be redeemed. Samuel could be redeemed. She was sure of it, and that was assuming there was anything wrong with him to begin with.  
 
    Even if he was summoning succubi, something that many would consider a definitive sign of deviancy, Aurora knew better. It was in his blood. He didn’t turn to it by his own will. He had sought the knowledge of the Outer Spheres like any Summoner, only to have his power change on the eve of his Proving. None of this was his fault. 
 
    Moreover, evil was a choice that was made, not something inborn. She had never witnessed an instance of Samuel choosing evil. Even when it came to her and her constant berating of him over the years, he had never chosen evil or even anything particularly mean or petty. He would defend himself, sure, but he had never escalated. He never sought her out, even if she had wished he might some days. 
 
    Fuck—had she always felt this way for him and buried it? Why? Why did she do this to herself? For the first time, she wondered what life they might now have together if she’d treated him better from the beginning. 
 
    Embarrassed by her own thoughts, she settled back on the matter at hand. Was Samuel evil? No. Aurora had some context that others lacked. For that matter, she quite liked Snowball for the most part. She was sweet, affectionate, and funny. She had a personality, and for the life of Aurora she’d never witnessed any cruelty from the girl. The worst she could say was that the bunny succubus was a bit feisty at times. So that begged another question—were succubi even inherently wicked entities?  
 
    Aurora clapped the book shut heavily and tossed it back onto the end table. If she were a scholar of the text, she might have found what she needed from it. But as proficient as she was with matters of the Church, inside and out, it was never something she had really wanted for herself. There was always a part of her that would be held back by that fact.  
 
    Being elevated to the status of a conduit and given a post somewhere on the coast had an enhanced appeal to her because of this. She doubted that it was a degree of mastery she would attain outside of such an arrangement.  
 
    “If it’s not something you can get through fair means, then you shouldn’t have it at all.” So Nadine had once said to her in school. Through no fault of her own, Aurora had the answers to that semester’s final exam fall into her lap. They’d been circulating among some of the more-popular kids, but Nadine disapproved of their use when they finally came to Aurora. She had argued that if others were using them, surely the noble children were as well. Things like that were just handed to them anyway.  
 
    “No, that’s silly,” Nadine argued as she rolled her eyes. “Maybe some, but I think most of them are working for it. It’s not the sort of thing you can fake. Samuel’s been tutoring me, for Praetia’s sake, so I doubt he’s using a cheat sheet.”  
 
    Aurora would like to think she would have made the right decision no matter what. That her higher self would have overcome her temptation, but it would be a lie to believe such a thing. It was anger that had driven her past it, and foolish pride. If Samuel could do it, then she could do it too! She’d burned the answers in the fireplace that night and lied about having ever received them. Only Nadine had ever known that she’d possessed them.  
 
    As the nun lay there in bed, staring at the ceiling in the dark of the room, she remembered how she stared into the fire that night. She couldn’t stand the idea of Samuel having anything on her. What if he discovered she had cheated and held it over her head? It was unacceptable to her. From that day on, she never even considered such shortcuts, often thinking about what Samuel would do in the given situation. In that way, he’d always had power over her. She’d just never realized it.  
 
    Even now, he still had power over her. Without realizing it, her hands had begun to wander over her naked body. It had been so long since she had touched herself like this, since she had felt her breasts in her hand or the wetness of her sex between her legs. She had debated it when she had been alone in the forest that night the goblins attacked. She’d leaned against a large oak, well out of sight, and struggled with the urge to finger herself to completion just to regain her composure with her companion. The attack had cut her inner debate short.  
 
    “Bastard,” she whispered to herself as she rubbed at the glistening nub of her clit with two fingers. “Only one who does this to me. Making me sin like this...again.”  
 
    And he’d never laid a hand on her, at least not with the intention she wanted him to. He probably knew what she wanted and refused to give it to her—playing dumb, like he didn’t know she hugged him so desperately after the cliff incident. Like he didn’t know how badly she wanted him to hug her back, and more. Pretending not to notice how jealous she got when he spoke with Nadine. Acting like he had no idea why she was always looking his way. “Fucking bastard. What’s wrong with me, huh? Aren’t I pretty enough for you, Sammy?” 
 
    A hidden desire had always sat in the dark recesses of her mind during their journey. She’d always prayed he would take some initiative and steal her virginity one night in her tent, delivering her from a life of servitude to the Church in the process.  
 
    If he had, it wouldn’t have been seen as her fault. She wouldn’t have had to be the one to renounce her vows but would have been free to pursue a life without them nonetheless. It would have been a life with him instead, and perhaps some new vows to go along with it.  
 
    But Samuel didn’t come to her rescue. Instead, he sat back, smug as fuck with his growing harem of summoned whores to service his every desire. Like she couldn’t? 
 
    She could service him just as well as any succubus—she was sure of it. The nun’s eyes closed as the hand kneading hungrily at her breast slid up her body to meet the warmth of her lips. She imagined the finger she sucked on was his thick cock, which she’d seen bulging through his pants. She pictured it pushing its way down her throat, his desire for her swelling so large that she almost choked on it.  
 
    Lust Reaper indeed, she thought. She would be the one reaping his lust, making him squirm and writhe with desire for her while his pathetic sluts sat hopelessly on the sidelines, neglected and ashamed of their lack of devotion and prowess. 
 
    The nun’s fingers slid inside herself without even planning to, causing a spiral of ecstasy to surge through her sore body. She gasped as the near-forgotten sensation overtook her, moaning as she writhed against the palm of her hand. She sucked harder on her finger, desperately wanting it to be the real thing, for the writhing to be his instead of hers. Aurora just wanted a chance to prove it. She wanted to be herself, forever paired with Samuel, instead of whatever it was the Church was twisting her into.  
 
    The nun bit her knuckle as the pressure within built, her wrist aching with how out-of-practice she was at fucking herself like this. Tears formed at the corners of her eyes as her orgasm approached, her fantasy now casting the fingers inside the hungry grip of her cunt as Samuel’s cock.  
 
    “Give it to me, Sammy,” she moaned as the imagined figure hunched over her, rutting into her like a beast. “Give me release, you bastard. Set me free, dammit!”  
 
    Her climax hit her like a crashing wave, the intensity of which arched her back and sent her thighs to quaking. She bit down hard on her hand to keep from moaning lewdly. Her breasts, freed at some point from the blanket, quivered and shook in time with the pleasurable quakes racking her body. Then she collapsed suddenly back to the bed, her chest heaving with the effort it had taken to remain quiet in the face of her first orgasm in what felt like ages.  
 
    A bit of shame began to sneak in amid the silence. She shouldn’t have done that—it went against the teachings of the Church in so many ways. But as she pulled the fingers from herself and tasted of her own lust, she couldn’t be bothered to give a single squirt of piss about those teachings. Not right now, anyway. Aurora asked for so little for herself that no one should begrudge her a moment of sexual fantasy late at night.  
 
    That’s all it was, though: a fantasy. Exhausted from her last sliver of energy, Aurora drifted off to sleep with that as the final thought going through her mind. Sadly, it was also the first thought when she woke up the following day. It was the thought that followed her through dressing for the day. It was the thought that tainted her breakfast. The thought followed two steps behind her as she stepped out into the streets of Eldruna to begin her search. Only a lost girl’s silly fantasy. 
 
    “Alright, Bigsby,” Aurora said as she called her familiar to her, much to the delight of some passing children. “You’re on.”  
 
    The sparkling form of the little pig turned to face her as he emerged into the physical world, his nose snuffling and snorting in a way that told her that he’d probably been napping. She looked at him apologetically as she leaned down to stroke his head. “I’m sorry, but we’ve got work to do.”  
 
    Bigsby snorted, signaling his acquiescence. Aurora smiled. “We have to find Samuel.”  
 
    The pig tilted his head to one side, confused. He couldn’t speak the way Snowball did, but communication with her familiar was still possible through impressions and emotions. The last Bigsby had been aware, Samuel was still around. He didn’t understand why he had to be found.  
 
    “It’s a long story,” she sighed. “But we got split up, and now I have to find him. I was hoping you would be able to sniff him out.”  
 
    Bigsby’s head turned one way and the other, his nose working to catch a scent that might start him on the trail. Aurora didn’t know if this was how it worked with actual pigs, but it’s how it worked with Bigsby. His ability to sniff out almost anything was supernatural, rather than a function of any real-world physiology. Even so, he seemed to be struggling with getting the scent.  
 
    “It’s alright,” Aurora assured him. “I’m sure if we walk around for a little bit, you’ll catch a whiff of something.”  
 
    They walked up and down the main roads together for a while. Aurora tried to enjoy the morning walk as much as Bigsby did, but her thoughts kept returning to her dilemma and what she would do when she found Samuel. Excommunication was the least of her problems if she failed to carry out the task given to her by a bishop. Seeker Lumis seemed nice to her, but she didn’t want to see her again under unpleasant circumstances. She hadn’t become a Seeker by questioning orders or going against the grain.  
 
    The smells of the city, especially the marketplace, made it difficult for Bigsby to focus. Finally, Aurora stopped at one of the stalls to purchase a few apples for her familiar, which he gobbled down as soon as she offered them.  
 
    “Always thinking with your stomach,” Aurora sighed with a smile as she petted him. Maybe Samuel wasn’t in the city at all—perhaps he had fled in the night. Aurora wouldn’t know where to look for him if that were the case. Surely the bishop wouldn’t hold it against her if those were the circumstances. She considered telling him that anyway, but if he were discovered by someone else, the lie would be revealed. Of course, that was assuming that she wasn’t subjected to magical interrogation just to be sure she was being truthful.  
 
    Bigsby’s head turned as he finished the last of his final apple, staring into the distance as his nose wiggled and sniffed. Then, without warning, he turned and trotted off, leaving her to catch up with him. The small pig weaved down a shadowy alley which became illuminated by his glowing body and sparkling footsteps when he entered it. She feared he might stop at a pile of refuse where Samuel’s lifeless body would be, but instead, he sniffed a spider’s web strung along a rain gutter.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Aurora asked as she reached out to pull him away from it. In the center of the web rested an unusually large widow spider, with bright red markings contrasted against its shiny black carapace. “You want to get bitten?”  
 
    Bigsby looked up at her, his nose still twitching and wiggling. Tilting her head to one side, Aurora got the impression that the spider itself had drawn his attention. It was magical and smelled similar to the magic that accompanied Snowball and Hecate. Aurora frowned, gazing at the spider before looking back at her familiar.  
 
    “He can’t summon normal creatures,” Aurora said, gesturing to the spider. “Even if he could, why would he have it just hanging out idly in an alleyway? That would be an awful waste of energy.”  
 
    Bigsby turned his snout back toward the spider, which remained motionless in the center of the web. Aurora shuddered a bit as she looked at it again. Spiders were a little unsettling to her, though not as much as they had been when she was a girl. Widows, though, were much more dangerous and worthy of the feeling that ran down the nun’s spine.  
 
    Bigsby was sure of it, though—this was Samuel’s work sitting in an alleyway, just weaving a web. If Samuel were trying to hide, it would have been a foolish thing to do. The residual magic it would emanate would allow anyone to hone in on it. Aurora closed her eyes, whispering the spell for magical sight before opening them again. To her surprise, not only was the spider magical, but so was the web itself. The webs above them, winding along the top of the alley and onto the rooftops, glimmered with traces of arcane power. 
 
    Turning, Aurora could see thin gossamer lines with faint magic all over the market she had just stepped out of. Anyone attempting to track magic would be forced to walk in circles, pulled left and right without rhyme or reason. If she’d set Bigsby to tracking that magic rather than the scent of Samuel specifically, they could have been out here all day and gone absolutely nowhere.  
 
    “Clever,” Aurora muttered, looking back at the web. Not only would it function as a sort of smoke screen, but the creature under Samuel’s control would be able to monitor activity through the webs, she bet. No one was going to get close to him without him knowing. No one but her, of course.  
 
    Aurora was positive that none of the webs would lead back to where he was staying. That would have defeated the whole point. What it told her, though, was that he was still in the city, and he didn’t want to be disturbed. Then, out of the corner of her eye, she could see the widow begin to dash from its web up a line that ran along the wall of the building. She wasn’t sure how, but he had managed to finally summon something that wasn’t a succubus, and now it was going back to warn him that someone was onto him.  
 
    With a flick of the wrist, she kept her rosary on, and with a sharp whisper of “Deslee,” the widow slowed in its ascent before coming off the wall to fall to the ground. Aurora approached slowly, ensuring it was under the full effect of the sleep spell before bending over to scoop it up. But before she could do so, it suddenly grew, taking the form of a long-legged, attractive spider succubus.  
 
    So he hadn’t started summoning other things. Instead, he’d found a workaround by granting them the ability to take the form he required. It would have seemed ingenious if it wasn’t so frustrating for her. Now she had to find a place to stow a fully-grown, nearly-nude woman in the alley.  
 
    Before she did anything, she placed a hand on the head of the succubus and wove another spell down into her, a dream of her own making. It was nothing special, just a day of sitting in a web and staring into space, waiting for something to eat. This way, if Samuel attempted to monitor what the spider was up to, he would get the impression of nothing particularly noteworthy. Of course, it wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny if he had cause to be suspicious, but the idea was that she would find him before then.  
 
    After dragging the sleeping succubus to the back of the alley and covering her in trash, she and Bigsby were off again with renewed optimism at their odds. It wasn’t much longer that Bigsby caught the scent that led them to a seedy back-alley tavern with rooms available and no questions asked.  
 
    Aurora smirked as triumph welled up within her. He might have been clever, but he wasn’t smart enough to elude her. Wherever he went, she would always be able to find him. She was sure of that now. It gave her a sense of hope to feel that way. With it came a sense of clarity.  
 
    Aurora wasn’t a tool of the Church and wasn’t about to behave like one. She was her own person, and no one would force her into committing such a heinous sin, even if it were in the name of Praetia, and the threat of death. If she spared him and explained what was happening, perhaps he would repent and they could make amends with the Church together. Better still, he might finally grow a pair and deliver her from a life of servitude as a nun, and they could leave all of this behind together. The options available through an act of mercy were more appealing than those available through wrath. 
 
    Aurora didn’t bother with anyone trying to speak with her when she entered the inn. Instead, she followed after Bigsby, who made for the stairs immediately with an excited wiggle of his tail. She took the stairs two at a time, her heart soaring as the conviction of her choice began to take flight within her soul.  
 
    At the top of the stairs, she heard the faint sound of screaming in the distance. Her elation turned to dread instantly as her familiar dashed in that direction. Had someone found Samuel before her? Without hesitation, she ran after Bigsby.  
 
    “Help him!” she called to her familiar. “Take the door off the fucking hinges if you have to!”  
 
    Bigsby glowed as he dashed down the hall, gaining speed beyond what such little legs would normally be capable of. He knew exactly where to go, and she just had to follow with a spell at the ready. The streaking comet of a pig slammed into the door at the end of the hall, knocking it inward, where it banged against the wall and slowly began to swing shut again.  
 
    Aurora’s hand propped the door open as she brandished the rosary around her wrist into the room. “Don’t you dare hurt him, or I’ll—” 
 
    Samuel and three women were stacked on and against a small bed on the far wall of the room. Two of them were his own summoned creatures, and the third was a human woman she’d never seen before in her life.  
 
    “Again?” Hecate said with a laugh, looking up from Snowball’s breasts. “We don’t have any more room.”  
 
    Braced against the bedpost, the human woman scrambled to get a blanket to cover herself with. Samuel looked as though he had been caught in the headlights of a motorcar.  
 
    The rage that boiled up from within Aurora was like the divine wrath of Praetia herself, a thing the likes of which the world seldom saw without falling into the category of ‘natural disaster.’ 
 
    “You sonuvabitch!” Aurora screamed hotly, every bead of the rosary around her wrist flashing to life as it crackled with overcharged magic.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22[image: ] 
 
   S amuel didn’t know how he was still going after so long. He’d gone several rounds with the women now, filling multiple holes with his cum in a lustful haze that had robbed him of his sense of time. But when the door slammed open and Aurora was standing there, magic seething around the rosary on her wrist, everything came into focus quickly.  
 
    “Do I kill her?” Hecate asked sardonically.  
 
    “W-what?” Samuel looked at her, surprised. “No!”  
 
    Aurora’s hand lashed out in Hecate’s direction like she was backhanding someone.”Crydat!”  
 
    Samuel spread his arms quickly to dismiss Hecate and Snowball, causing the dart of cold magic to narrowly avoid striking his summoned hellhound. Instead, it collided with the wall just behind where she had been, causing a large cluster of ice to form on its surface. The sudden appearance of the ice caused Jenifer to leap out of bed with a yelp, clutching the sheets to her chest frantically.  
 
    “Aurora, stop!” Samuel pleaded as he hastily pulled his pants on. “This isn’t what it looks like!”  
 
    “Oh, what a relief, Sammy,” Aurora growled as she pointed at him, the rosary beads glowing brightly. “Because it sure looks to me like you’re having an orgy with three other women not one day after getting rid of me!” 
 
    Samuel’s face screwed up a little as he looked around the room. “Alright, okay. So it’s a little like that, but it has nothing to do with you. It was completely unplanned!”  
 
    “Right, because Hecate just summoned herself for a quickie, and this wench just couldn’t help but join in on the fun.” Aurora grimaced, her words dripping with sarcasm. Samuel glanced over at Jenifer, who stared back at him, terrified of the crazed nun hurling magic around the room.  
 
    “Uh, well…now that you mention it,” Samuel said, motioning for Jen to pipe up and give some context to the situation. Jen shook her head, too terrified to say anything.  
 
    Aurora’s eyes narrowed as she considered which spell she could use to teach his stupid face a lesson. Samuel could see the unfettered rage there and spread his hands slowly. “Hey,” he began calmly. “Let’s just talk first before you kill me, alright?”  
 
    “You’re just going to try and ‘um, actually’ your way out of this like everything else,” Aurora snarled. “It’s not going to work this time you...I thought.” Tears were forming visibly in her eyes, and her hand was growing shaky.  
 
    Samuel glanced at Jenifer and then raised his brows toward Aurora. “What about everyone else?”  
 
    Aurora blinked as the fog of rage began to clear slowly. “Do you really want to hurt this woman, too?” Samuel pressed. “What about the people in the next room over? Or the one below this one? What becomes of them when a full-scale Summoner battle breaks out in such an enclosed space?” 
 
    The nun shook her head in disbelief, and the power held in the rosary began to ebb slowly. “You fucking dummy,” she whimpered.  
 
    Samuel knew that even if she was furious with him, she still had a part of her that didn’t want to hurt bystanders. She wasn’t that kind of person.  
 
    “Out,” Aurora muttered toward Jen.  
 
    “Go,” Samuel agreed when she didn’t move immediately. “It’ll be alright. Just go.”  
 
    The redhead closed the door as best she could when she left. Unfortunately, it didn’t sit cleanly in the frame anymore with the damage that Bigsby had done to it. The tiny glowing pig snorted in Samuel’s direction before focusing on the leftover food on the plate from the night before.  
 
    “Hey, buddy,” Samuel said with a slight wave.  
 
    “Don’t you talk to him!” Aurora said as she started to cry, on the verge of a full-on sob. “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    He nodded and took one slow step toward her. “I’m sorry. Let’s talk. I’m really happy to see you.” 
 
    She snarled at him, shaking her head, tears flinging from her eyes. “Why, why would you do that?” she asked. 
 
    “Aurora,” Samuel said gently as he approached, spreading his arms in the hopes of embracing her. “Let me explain.” 
 
    The nun pushed him away with a ferocity he had not seen in her. Losing his footing, Samuel half-stumbled backward before colliding with the wall. 
 
    “Don’t you touch me, you filthy pervert!” Aurora sobbed angrily. “After everything we went through, and this is the first thing you do as soon as we’re separated? So two weeks—it meant nothing to you. Everything the bishop said about your kind was true. You have absolutely no regard for others. You want to corrupt everyone and everything around you!”  
 
    “What?” Samuel recoiled. “What the fuck are you even talking about? Bishop? What’s going on?”  
 
    “Shut up!” Aurora spat as she paced back and forth along the opposite wall, lowering her rosary. “I can’t believe I trusted you. I should have known better. Nobles with power are all the same, but a noble with your kind of power could only be infinitely worse! I let my guard down, and you crawled inside me and left a needy little hole that only festers with every passing hour. I don’t know who I am anymore. I’ve lost my way and can’t stay on a path, caught forever in an agonizing moment between damnation and salvation. And it’s your fault!”  
 
    Samuel slowly stepped away from the wall, holding his hands to either side so she didn’t think he would try anything. “Aurora, just tell me what to do. What happened to you? Who did this?”  
 
    “You!” Aurora pointed at him accusingly. “You happened to me! And then you happened to Runerock Hall and Ilmora! You destroy everything everywhere you go! No one is safe from the corruption in your blood, you pompous, self-righteous fuck-face!”  
 
    “Whoa, now,” Samuel said, raising his hands defensively. “Who’s being self-righteous?”  
 
    The fact that he hadn’t disputed anything else caused a brief glimmer of amusement in her eyes. But she wasn’t going to be distracted from her tirade so easily. “I should have never trusted you, Samuel. Maybe it’s not your fault entirely. Maybe you can’t help but be what you are. I was the one foolish enough to be blind to that. I should have left right then when Ilmora told us what you were. I should have known.”  
 
    Samuel’s shoulders slumped as he hung his head. Everything good between them seemed to have gone up in smoke. They were back to being bitter, shitty children with one another. But she knew that sex would play a central role in his magic. So why was she only now angry about it? Perhaps knowing it and seeing it were two different things.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Aurora?” Samuel muttered. “I thought you were recalled to the convent.”  
 
    “Oh, funny you should ask,” the nun exclaimed. “I was ordered to come here and kill you! Funny, right?”  
 
    Samuel’s head shot back up in surprise. “Excuse me?”  
 
    Aurora nodded excitedly. “Yep! Straight from the bishop’s mouth, in fact.” 
 
    “Why?” Samuel demanded, horrified.  
 
    “Because of shit like this, Sammy!” She yelled with a quick gesture of one hand to the room where he’d been starting a little harem. “Because they don’t want you getting influence over people and fucking them senseless to the point they stop going to Church or whatever. The bishop told me exactly what Ilmora said, that they hunted all of you down and took you out because of your influence over people.”  
 
    “H-holy shit,” Samuel stammered as a chill ran down his spine. He glanced around the room, realizing what he’d been doing might have looked like that, instead of performing certain duties to his bound summons or burying his sorrows in sexual acts. 
 
    “Yeah,” Aurora sighed, wiping the tears from her face. “Holy shit.”  
 
    The nun sniffled a few times as she turned things over in her mind, unable to reconcile certain facts with one another. Samuel licked his lips before speaking. “Look, you know me. This wasn’t some weird ritual of heresy—it was just…a lot’s happened, and I needed to escape it. I’m lost, Aurora. They killed Ilmora. I saw her body afterward.”  
 
    Aurora’s tone shifted all of a sudden, swinging wildly from anger to concern. “You didn’t do it, right?” the nun said with a sniffle, ignoring everything else he’d said. “There’s no way my Sammy killed all those people.”  
 
    “Is that what they’re saying?” Samuel asked with incredulous shock. “Holy fuck!” 
 
    “Yeah, but you didn’t, right?” Aurora repeated, hot tears beginning to form at the corners of her eyes again.  
 
    “No!” Samuel replied. “For fuck’s sake, Aurora! Of course, I didn’t! What the fuck, do you actually think I could do something like that?” 
 
    Aurora shook her head. “Of course, you didn’t,” she sighed, wiping her eyes on her habit. 
 
    “They attacked Ilmora when she refused to hand me over,” Samuel explained, leaning a little closer. “I was going peacefully when it happened. Hecate defended me, but I didn’t fucking kill anyone, I swear.”  
 
    “Wait, what?” Aurora said, wiping her eyes again. “Going peacefully where? They were taking you?”  
 
    Samuel nodded, “Yeah. The Justicars showed up almost right after you left. They said I had to go with them, packed my shit, and escorted me out.”  
 
    “And Ilmora?” Aurora looked confused. “What did she have to do with it?”  
 
    “She came and basically said that they were in breach of protocol, and she wanted to know why. So she asked a few too many questions, and this dickhead named Fassbender just opened up on her.”  
 
    “He attacked her,” Aurora clarified. “Completely unprovoked?”  
 
    “She was just standing there,” Samuel continued. “They didn’t take her down right away. It was a whole battle. She tried to protect me, but they brought in a bunch of soldiers. I tried to help her, but I’ve never been in a situation like that before.”  
 
    “You’ve been in fights before,” Aurora said, entirely beside the point. “I’ve seen you battle. You’re amazing.”  
 
    “It’s not the same,” Samuel replied with a shake of his head. “It’s different with lives actually on the line. It’s different with soldiers of your own country. It’s…it’s just different.”  
 
    Aurora nodded a little, noticing she wasn’t the only one distraught now. His explanation seemed plausible, and the reasoning for his impromptu orgy did have a ring of truth to it, now that she had more of the story.  
 
    “After all that, I was—I was fucked up and exhausted. I checked in here, and Hecate demanded a reward for the fight early this morning. One thing led to another and Snowball joined in. Honestly, I went along with it easily, just to put my mind off all this shit.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Aurora admitted begrudgingly. “I—wait, what about that red-haired slut?” she asked, crossing her arms. “Why the fuck was she here?” 
 
    He shrugged limply. “I don’t fucking know. She walked in to deliver breakfast and kind of invited herself to the party. I should have said no but—it didn’t occur to me I guess.” 
 
    Aurora’s brow twitched. “Didn’t occur to you.” 
 
    Samuel took a few steps back and leaned against the wall, the adrenaline dying down. Aurora noticed just how very tired and traumatized he looked, noticed the wound on his neck, her eyes widening. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the blonde sighed. “I didn’t know.”  
 
    “You should have asked first,” Samuel frowned, still unsure if moving from where he stood was safe.  
 
    “Maybe,” Aurora agreed. “I’m just so torn and twisted up. I’ve got all this stuff going on inside me, and I don’t know how to explain it. Seeing you with that woman just…it set me off.”  
 
    “Why? Just the woman?” he asked. 
 
    “Just don’t,” she murmured, raising a hand. “I can’t even begin to go into the blasphemous thoughts I’ve been having lately—certainly not in front of you of all people.”  
 
    “Blasphemous?” Samuel cringed. “Really?”  
 
    “Shut up,” Aurora grunted. “Just—let’s both agree that we handled this badly and move on.” 
 
    Samuel waved his hands and nodded. “Alright, sorry.”  
 
    “Me too,” the nun repeated. “I didn’t want this. I didn’t want any of it. I don’t even know why I’m telling you.”  
 
    “I thought it was because you’d decided not to kill me,” Samuel speculated. “Is that not why you’re telling me?”  
 
    Aurora raised a brow and heaved a sigh. “I could never kill you, Sammy.”  
 
    The nun reached into her cloak and pulled out a small vial, then tossed it to Samuel. Catching it with one hand, Samuel frowned before turning his attention back to her. So they’d wanted her to poison him, he realized. 
 
    “If I were going to kill you,” Aurora said. “It wouldn’t ever be with that, though.”  
 
    “Why not?” Samuel asked morbidly.  
 
    “Because it’s dishonorable,” she answered. “The Church doesn’t want anyone to know you were murdered. They want it to look like an accident, so it gets swept under the rug—nice and neat so they can go about their business.”  
 
    Samuel turned the vial over in his hand several times. “You’d leave the evidence? Make them answer for it?”  
 
    “Yes,” Aurora said confidently. “The bishop told me this was for the greater good, that it was a terrible thing that must be done in the name of Praetia to preserve the peace. If it’s truly something She wants, then why would it need to be a secret? If it’s so righteous, why not just do the damned thing?”  
 
    Samuel’s head bobbed from side to side as he considered her logic. It had decent reasoning. If everything said was indeed on the level and sanctioned by the goddess herself, wouldn’t everyone get behind it?  
 
    “So you’re sure you’re not going to smite me or something?” Samuel asked, resisting the urge to chuckle. “You’ve certainly put a lot of thought into this.” 
 
    “You know what, I just might,” Aurora threatened. “I still can’t get over that fucking redhead.”  
 
    “Well, we can’t stand here all day staring at each other,” Samuel countered, though he was smiling at what he was sure was a display of overt jealousy. “We’re going to have to do something.”  
 
    A pregnant silence settled between them as Aurora turned things over in her mind, becoming visibly frustrated. Finally, after thinking it over, the nun stormed across the room to where Samuel stood. The sudden aggression in her stride forced him to back up against the wall once more. A hard slap crossed his face with such speed that he hadn’t even seen it coming. There was a slight ringing in his ear as the searing hot pain spread across the side of his cheek. His mouth fell open in protest when suddenly she grabbed him by the chin and pulled him into a kiss.  
 
    A happy fog of confusion dominated Samuel’s entire existence. He rejoiced as her lips pressed hard against his with fiery passion, his head simultaneously still reeling from the strike. Then, as quickly as it had begun, it was over, barely affording him a chance to savor the kiss he’d recently realized he so craved.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Aurora growled, pushing his head back against the wall with a thud. “Get your shit and let’s go.”  
 
    The nun stormed out of the room without another word, leaving Samuel alone to gather his things. He did so, changing into clothes more appropriate for travel in the process. He had already been working on an exit strategy from the city before everything had taken a wild turn. He hadn’t expected to have Aurora with him for it, but he found himself quite pleased to have it be the case. His plan didn’t change with her being part of it, though he was sure she would protest.  
 
    He met her downstairs, where he saw Jen busying herself about the taproom, pointedly not looking in their direction even though the handful of patrons there were all staring. The scuffle and screaming between them had not gone unnoticed.  
 
    “So what’s her story?” Aurora asked gruffly with the hood of her cloak over her head.  
 
    “Uhm, she works here?” Samuel said sheepishly. “We didn’t have a very deep conversation.”  
 
    “Will she be in danger if we leave her here?” the nun asked hesitantly, clearly torn between wanting to help her and wanting to leave her twisting in the wind.  
 
    “So long as she doesn’t say anything,” Samuel theorized. “She should be fine.”  
 
    “Alright,” Aurora answered as she whirled around to the door and stepped back out onto the street. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”  
 
    “About that,” Samuel said as he followed quickly behind her, “the city is locked down pretty tight, so going out through the main gates isn’t really in the cards.”  
 
    “So we take some side road,” Aurora grumbled as she continued briskly.  
 
    “Aurora.” Samuel took hold of one of her shoulders to turn her around. She glared at his hand with such intensity that if looks could kill, it would have been erased from existence. He held the hand up in a silent apology before continuing. “They have it all buttoned up. All of it. But I have a plan.”  
 
    “Yeah, brilliance? What’s your plan?” She scoffed skeptically. “You put something together while balls deep in your whores?”  
 
    “Before, actually,” Samuel corrected, much to her surprise. “I put together a special summoning to give me a lay of the land while providing me with an early warning system if someone stumbled too close to where I was.”  
 
    “Yeah, I found the spider,” Aurora smirked. “Not as smart as you think. She’s sleeping it off in one of the alleys.”  
 
    “What about the other two?” Samuel asked, quirking a brow.  
 
    “Other two?” Aurora looked horrified. “You summoned three of those things? And no one noticed?”  
 
    “I summoned them at the same time,” Samuel explained. “They’re interlinked. What one knows, the others know. They can communicate silently through their webs and with me if I let them.”  
 
    “No,” Aurora said with a look of mild curiosity in her eyes. “So because they’re linked, you were able to treat them as a single entity upon summoning instead of three?”  
 
    Samuel nodded like an enthusiastic child.  
 
    “Incredible!” Aurora exclaimed, clearly impressed. Her interest in their shared art form temporarily repressed the anger and frustration she was experiencing. “Did you use the spear?”  
 
    “I did,” Samuel confirmed. “I used it to carve every part of the array. Interlaced with runes in each node to conserve energy and re-circulate any bleed.”  
 
    Aurora smiled.”That’s really amazing. You’ll have to draw me a picture of what it looked like.”  
 
    “Absolutely. I think you’d be able to duplicate it easily once you see it,” he replied. The melancholy feeling that had settled into his chest began to lift, knowing there were still positive things they could share.  
 
    “Alright,” Aurora waved a hand abruptly. “Stop distracting me. What’s this plan of yours?”  
 
    “I had the widows comb the area for a way out,” he explained. “And they discovered a series of waterways that run under the city that we can—.”  
 
    “What? No. Nope,” Aurora shook her head vigorously. “I’m not crawling around any damn sewers. Especially not for you. I’m still mad at you.”  
 
    “They’re not sewers,” Samuel countered. “At least, not all of them. And they have access walkways for maintenance.”  
 
    “Ugh,” Aurora groaned as she ran both hands through her hair in frustration. “How? How do you always find a way to make shit worse, just when I’ve thought we’ve hit rock bottom?”  
 
    Samuel shrugged, “Some people would consider that a skill.” 
 
    “Some people are idiots,” Aurora muttered before waving an arm. “Alright, well, let’s go find a sewer to crawl into because I’ve lost all sense of self-respect.”  
 
    “I still respect you,” Samuel offered, which earned him a harsh scowl from the nun. “Really, I’m not just saying that to be facetious.”  
 
    “Really?” Aurora sounded skeptical.  
 
    Samuel nodded as he took the lead, turning onto one of the roads he knew was currently devoid of patrols. “A very powerful person has given you a difficult choice. Not killing me is not something they’ll just let slide, right? Even so, you’re making a decision based on what you feel is right. No matter how angry I’ve made you, just know I respect you for that…among other things.”  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Aurora waved a hand with a slight blush on her cheeks. “Let’s not get all mushy, OK? I’m not about to suck your dick no matter how much you butter me up.”  
 
    Samuel couldn’t help but laugh a little bit. Under her cloak, he was fairly sure he saw her smirk. 
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    his way, Master,” the sisters said together as they crawled along the tunnel’s walls and ceiling. The head of Samuel’s spear glowed gently with a light spell that illuminated the tunnel around them, but it was only with the guidance of the widows that they would know which turns to take.  
 
    “Do they always do that?” Aurora asked with a little sneer.  
 
    “Talk at the same time?” Samuel chuckled. “No, not all the time, but they can tell it bothers you.”  
 
    “Ah, I see,” Aurora said, looking at the one she’d put to sleep earlier. “Ha. Ha. Hilarious.”  
 
    The widow glanced back at Aurora as she crawled across the ceiling. Even though each of them was in their humanoid form, they could stick to surfaces as easily as any arachnid could. Samuel noted that the view was much better this way, with their supple asses, long legs, and elegantly-hanging breasts on display. It made the fact they were crawling through an old waterway tunnel much more tolerable. Aurora being at his side also helped lift his spirits, regardless of the conditions.  
 
    “They’re very different from the others,” Aurora noted, seeing where Samuel’s eyes kept wandering.  
 
    “I didn’t leave as much room for the magic to sort of fill in the blanks,” he explained with a vague gesture of his spear. “I detailed them as specifically as possible to conserve energy and get the desired results. How they looked was part of that.”  
 
    “So this is how you like your women?” Aurora said cooly with a raised brow. “Leggy, dark, and deadly?”  
 
    “Uh,” Samuel hesitated, thinking about it momentarily before shrugging. “Not particularly. I just thought it was suitable for the spider thing. I was sort of going off of what I imagined Ilmora’s spidery summon might look like if I were the one to perform it.”  
 
    Aurora nodded a little sheepishly. “Oh. Sorry.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Samuel replied with a wave of his hand, motioning for her to take the turn in the tunnel ahead of him carefully. “I mean, what happened isn’t alright. But I’m not holding any of that against you.”  
 
    “That’s big of you,” Aurora responded sincerely. “I don’t think I’d be alright with you bursting into my room and freaking out like that.”  
 
    “Well, if it helps, you’ll probably never find out.” Samuel laughed a little.  
 
    “I do like the legs, though,” Aurora mused as she watched the widows skittering along. “Very spidery, very sexy.”  
 
    “Sexy?” Samuel said, a little surprised. “Is that so?”  
 
    “I’m a nun, not a corpse,” Aurora scoffed. “I know what’s aesthetically appealing and what isn’t.”  
 
    They reached a junction that looked, to Samuel, like it served as a pump station of some kind. There were numerous pipes and tunnels that connected together, though he had no idea what any of them were for. Thin beams of light filtered down to them through holes in an access hatch far above. The water here moved faster, churning and frothing as it was redirected to new destinations.  
 
    “Can we get out through there?” Aurora said, motioning up at the access hatch.  
 
    “Yes, but you don’t want to,” one of the widows replied. “We’re not outside the city yet. It’s further this way.”  
 
    Samuel motioned for the widows to proceed. It would be a while before they would require a break, so there was no point in stopping.  
 
    “I probably should have asked this before,” Aurora hesitated as she approached the new tunnel. “But does anything dangerous live down here?”  
 
    “Not anymore,” one of the other widows commented. The other two snickered as they proceeded down the tunnel. Even Samuel had to admit that was a little creepy. So long as they were his, though, he couldn’t argue with the results.  
 
    Aurora glanced at him, her expression one that begged to know if they were being serious. Samuel’s lips pressed together in a straight line. “I don’t think it was as bad as all that.”  
 
    “It was,” the third widow assured him. “We handled it.”  
 
    Aurora and Samuel exchanged glances as they continued in silence down the dark tunnel. Instead of traveling with the water flow, they appeared to be going against it. Wherever the tunnel’s terminus was, it fed into the system rather than out of it.  
 
    “Where does this let out?” Aurora asked as if she’d been listening to his line of thought.  
 
    “A lake,” the widows said together. “We know not its name.”  
 
    Samuel thought momentarily, trying to visualize the local map in his mind to combine it with the information the widows had fed him in their web map. “Virtry Lake, I think,” Samuel guessed.  
 
    “So that would be,” Aurora pointed her finger in a couple of different ways as she reckoned their direction. “North?”  
 
    “Ish,” Samuel said with a shaky motion of one hand. “North-ish.”  
 
    “Will that be far enough?” Aurora asked, looking over at him. “Where does this plan of yours take us?”  
 
    Samuel shrugged. “The plan only takes us out of the city. After that, we’ll have to figure out what option presents the least risk to us.”  
 
    Aurora sighed and went silent, unsatisfied with his answer. Unfortunately, Samuel didn’t have a better one to offer her. He’d been spending most of his time on other things, and there was only so far he could plan ahead with the information he had. When they’d first found an access hatch underground, a newsboy was selling papers on a nearby corner. Samuel had been the headline with the word “massacre” in all capitals. It was a chilling experience that had almost knocked him off his feet.  
 
    If he’d had a plan for what came after the escape from the city, it would have been forced to change at that moment. Now that the story had hit the papers, news of him would reach much farther than it would have by simple word of mouth. Aurora’s picture would undoubtedly accompany him in a matter of days when the Church realized what she had done.  
 
    “I’d considered just going back home,” Samuel said listlessly.  
 
    “That’s a terrible idea.” Aurora scowled. “That would be one of the first places they would look for you.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Samuel agreed, but the idea that he couldn’t go back home even if he wanted to weighed heavily on him. “What about your parents?”  
 
    “Tch!” Aurora shook her head. “If there’s a reward being offered, they’d sell you out in a second, no questions asked.”  
 
    “What about you? Would they really sell you out?”  
 
    “With a smile on their faces,” Aurora growled. “There’s nothing they wouldn’t do to make money, Samuel. I thought you understood that by now.”  
 
    “I thought maybe that would be the line,” he said with disgust.  
 
    “There isn’t one. Not for them.” Aurora replied sadly.  
 
    “Sorry I mentioned it.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Aurora said dismissively. “I’m going through a lot, and I’ve blamed you for most of it. But just like when we were kids, it was never about you. It all goes back to them. All of it goes back to their rampant greed and desire to break or dispose of me.”  
 
    His look turned to one of surprise as he looked over at her. She waved a hand, so he didn’t press the issue or try to follow up on it. She just wanted to state it rather than have a long discussion about it. Samuel made a motion of surrender and let them continue quietly.  
 
    The sound of rushing water was heard long before they actually reached it. When they finally did, it had a strange sort of beauty to it. A pipe was funneling off some of the water from the lake, pouring it into a large pool that continued down the tunnel they had emerged from. The water had a fresh, clean smell to it that made Samuel momentarily forget that they were somewhere underground, crawling through pipes.  
 
    “The ladder,” the lead widow said, motioning to the steel rungs that ran up the wall to an access point. “That goes to the surface.”  
 
    Samuel thanked the widows before dismissing them, allowing them some well-deserved rest while he and Aurora emerged into the countryside again. Looking back, he could see the city of Eldruna, the view of which no longer instilled a sense of hope within him, as it had when they’d first arrived.  
 
    “We still have several hours of daylight,” Aurora noted. “We should keep going until it gets dark.”  
 
    Samuel nodded, following after her as she led the way. The primary concern was the distance between them and the city for the time being. If they had their varo, he would have felt better about the possible waste of time that such wandering represented, though.  
 
    “Where do you think we should go?” Samuel asked after several minutes. 
 
    “If it wasn’t for our faces in the papers, I’d say Prylyn,” Aurora answered. “It would have been nice to see Nadine and Balun before we had to go into hiding.” 
 
    “Wonder what they’ll think when they hear the news.” Samuel frowned. He was confident that neither of them would take it at face value, but that they wouldn’t be able to voice their dissent around other soldiers. Aurora offered only a shrug. She didn’t want to think about that aspect of the situation just yet. 
 
    “Mirfield,” Aurora suggested. “It’s a few days’ travel this way.”  
 
    “I’m not familiar with it,” Samuel admitted. “Why there?”  
 
    “Well, I figure that if what you say is true, the only people not out to get us right now are probably the Mysterium, right?”  
 
    Samuel nodded. “They have a guildhall there?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Aurora confirmed. “But more importantly, the Church only has a little chapel there. It’s practically abandoned.”  
 
    “Abandoned?” he asked, confused. “Why is that?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Aurora admitted. “But there’s only one person assigned to it, and he’s not even clergy. He’s just an elderly caretaker. So he’s not someone we would need to be concerned about.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Samuel shook his head. “I’d prefer if we were as far away from anything to do with the Church as possible.”  
 
    “Chapels sit empty all the time,” Aurora explained. “I’ve recently come to find out that where we get sent isn’t always based on the needs of the people or where the word of Praetia is most needed.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Samuel’s pace quickened just a little as he tilted his head to get a look at her face under the hood. 
 
    “In exchange for taking your life,” Aurora sneered in disgust. “The bishop was going to give me any post I wanted, anywhere I wanted to go. Promotion to conduit included.”  
 
    Samuel’s brows went up in surprise. “Really?”  
 
    Aurora nodded stiffly. “So it would be foolish for me to assume that deals like that weren’t being offered to others as well. And who would choose to be placed in a lonely chapel in a town way out here?”  
 
    The revulsion Aurora had for this sort of corruption was palpable to Samuel. Every step they took that brought them further from Eldruna, the more her discontent grew.  
 
    “Alright,” Samuel said quietly. “If you say that’s where we should go, then I trust you.”  
 
    Aurora glanced over at him but said nothing. He had trusted her before, too, and she had come in like a tempest prepared to kill him on the spot in her anger. But her rage, it wasn’t about him. It wasn’t even about the women. Was it?  
 
    “So, about what happened at the inn,” Samuel began cautiously.  
 
    “It’s not my business where you stick your dick,” Aurora huffed. “I shouldn’t have reacted that way.”  
 
    “Okay, but I mean the part after that,” he pressed. “When you kissed me.”  
 
    “I also slapped you,” Aurora countered. “Would you like to revisit that as well?”  
 
    Samuel slumped, a little exasperated with her deflection. There wasn’t a person around them for miles at this point. Not even their familiars were present. Yet she still could not bring herself to talk to him about such intimate things. Perhaps it was too soon. With all that she’d been through in the last few days, it might not have been something she considered worthy of her attention just yet.  
 
    “I just,” Aurora mumbled, “don’t want to talk about it now. Maybe later.”  
 
    “Why?” Samuel coaxed. “Why not talk about it? Why wait?”  
 
    Aurora shook her head. Her lips pressed into a thin line as she forced herself to remain silent. 
 
    “Have you considered maybe I feel the same way about you?”  
 
    The suggestion earned him a surprised look. Her big blue eyes were glazed with an intense mixture of emotions.  
 
    “Yeah?” Aurora croaked.  
 
    Samuel nodded. “I was going to tell you at Runerock Hall when you came to my door. But things got out of hand quickly.”  
 
    The nun pushed the hood of her cloak back, signaling her willingness to hear what he had to say. It was a start, anyway.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it, turning it over in my head, and I don’t know if it would work with this Lust Reaper shit. I can’t be summoning creatures and then starving them out just because I’m in love with you. They require sex not just to get more powerful but to thrive at all. They’d waste away without it.”  
 
    Aurora had frozen at his candid use of the ‘L word’, her heart thumping in her chest like a drum. She stared at him, still walking, not even watching where she was going. Her lips parted to say something, but she didn’t—her mouth just dried out instead. 
 
    “Aurora?” Samuel muttered sheepishly. “I’m kind of being vulnerable with you here.” 
 
    She snapped out of it and shook her head forcefully. “I really don’t care about the succubus stuff. I just said all that stuff about your perversity because I was hurt. I didn’t really mean it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Samuel grunted, suddenly losing his train of thought with this admission.  
 
    “I still would have preferred not to walk in on you,” Aurora confessed. “It’s kind of like walking in on someone jerking off. It’s not my place to be there during someone’s alone time.”  
 
    “So,” Samuel pursed his lips. “Not a problem at all?”  
 
    “You shouldn’t be doing that with other human women though,” Aurora scolded him. “That girl had no idea what she was getting involved with, and you just let her jump into bed with you. It’s irresponsible. It’s inconsiderate of her safety and of—”  
 
    “You?” Samuel finished her sentence.  
 
    “Yes,” Aurora admitted with a slight blush. “My feelings. I understand you are what you are and you need to take care of your summoned creatures. I can accept this. But other humans? It’s off limits.”  
 
    “Huh?” Samuel asked, adjusting his cloak as the breeze picked up a little. “What are you trying to say to me?” 
 
    Aurora sighed. “You’re not the only one who’s been thinking about the Lust Reaper thing. You’re a reaper of lust, which would seem to indicate that it’s not just the succubi that need sex to grow in power. You probably do too.”  
 
    That was possible, Samuel supposed. If the name were any indication, then sex would become a central aspect of his life. The fact he came directly from succubus blood only lent weight to her reasoning. 
 
    “You know when we were—” Aurora glared at him. She didn’t want to hear about his sexcapades. He spread his hands defensively before pressing on. “During that, I noticed that there seemed to be some kind of metaphysical effect it had.”  
 
    Aurora’s brows rose. “You mean magical?”  
 
    “I didn’t stop to scrutinize it, but maybe.” Samuel lifted his hands. “I hadn’t even thought about it, but it might be something that can be wielded itself. Your bishop said he was concerned about the influence I might have. Maybe that’s part of it. If it was just the succubi, a whole host of options are available to thwart their use without murdering the Summoner.”  
 
    “That was basically what I said,” Aurora agreed. “I had argued that if we just explained the situation and investigated, we wouldn’t need such drastic measures.”  
 
    “He didn’t go for it, huh?” Samuel chuckled.  
 
    “Not even for a second,” Aurora laughed a little. “Prick.”  
 
    Samuel smirked, pleased they could laugh together, even if it was just for a moment. The tension from their situation was not gone entirely, but it felt like they were already beginning to heal the relationship. With any luck, it would continue to grow. 
 
    “The summons aren’t a problem for me,” Aurora repeated. “Let’s just take it one step at a time.” 
 
    Samuel’s head tilted to one side at how that sounded. Aurora blushed, quite aware of what she had said as well. It was a tacit admission of her desire to pursue something more with him. Either out of pride or embarrassment, she couldn’t bring herself to say it aloud quite yet.  
 
    Samuel didn’t press it. He didn’t want to apply pressure to something so fragile as the concept of a romance between them. It was so new, so delicate, that he feared the mere whisper of it would be enough to undo it now.  
 
    They said nothing for nearly the rest of the day, treating their flight from Eldruna like a pleasant afternoon stroll through the country. They passed rock walls that marked borders of farmland here and there, with a sprinkling of trees and fences to break things up, but otherwise, there was nothing out there with them. They could see rolling green for miles, with clouds on the horizon that took on vibrant hues as the sun sank lower.  
 
    That night, they made camp just for the two of them and kept it as small as possible. The traveling gear they had used on the journey was still in their packs, though much of the supplies had been depleted or were close to it. Instead of two tents, they erected only one, deciding that one of them would need to be on watch while the other got some rest. Keeping everything as minimalistic as possible would allow them to pick up and go much faster when morning came.  
 
    Aurora volunteered for the first watch, having gotten much more sleep the previous night than he had. He didn’t want to admit it outright due to the sensitive nature of what he had been doing when she found him, but she was correct. He was exhausted and had expended a lot of additional energy in summoning the widows as well. Finally, he relented, curling up on the bedroll with a blanket, while she sat nearby in complete silence.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Samuel to drift off. Whatever worry he had that he wouldn’t be able to sleep from the anxiety he was experiencing turned out to be completely unfounded. It was a dreamless sleep that he woke from sometime in the middle of the night. Aurora was with him in the tent, somehow having entered it without him waking. Not only that, she’d placed his head in her lap as she stared out into the darkness, listening for even the slightest disturbance.  
 
    The nun looked down at him when she noticed that he was awake. A tiny smile played on her lips as she gently ran her fingers through his hair. “Everything’s alright. Go back to sleep.”  
 
    Samuel closed his eyes without argument and drifted off with his head resting gently atop the runaway nun’s thighs.  
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    his is bullshit,” Aurora seethed, looking up over the top of the newspaper at Samuel.  
 
    “I told you not to read it,” Samuel replied regretfully. They had only been in town for a few hours and had spent most of that time waiting in Holbeck Hall, the local guildhall for the Mysterium. In her desperation to stave off boredom, Aurora had reached for the folded-up newspaper in the waiting room. The room was comfortable, with a roaring fire and plenty of chairs and refreshments, but sitting in place for such a long time was wearing them thin. Samuel guessed this was probably one of the only buildings in the entire town that even received a newspaper.  
 
    “Sister Aurora Brandt,” the nun read aloud, “fled the convent in the night to rejoin Summoner Eamon, who is believed to have seduced her through debauched magic and physical temptation.”  
 
    Samuel bit his lip to keep from commenting, though it was impossible to conceal his amusement entirely at how ridiculous it was.  
 
    “When asked for comment,” Aurora continued, “Bishop Lyall said, ‘It is with a heavy heart that we are forced to excommunicate Sister Brandt. We cannot be sure how much the criminal mind of Eamon has corrupted the poor girl. She had such a promising future ahead of her, but if we have reason to believe she acted against her will, we will be happy to reverse this decision at a later date.’ When asked if the Church had dispatched a Seeker to retrieve the nun, Bishop Lyall declined to comment.”  
 
    Aurora glared over at Samuel, though it wasn’t him she was furious with. At least, it wasn’t him entirely. “Can you believe this cocksmooch?”  
 
    “Cocksmooch?” Samuel repeated with snorting laughter. “Why don’t you tell me how you really feel?” 
 
    Aurora crumpled the newspaper into a ball with both hands before standing and tossing it into the fire. It burst into flames immediately and burned quickly due to the type of paper they used to print the news on. Was it called newsprint? Samuel couldn’t be bothered to check.  
 
    “That was the property of the guild,” a bored middle-aged man announced as he entered the room. “Are you going to pay for that?”  
 
    “You’re joking, right?” Aurora scoffed. “You’re going to hassle me over a newspaper that prints crap like that?”  
 
    The gray-haired man adjusted his thick-rimmed glasses with his gnarled fingers. “I don’t joke,” he said dryly.  
 
    “She just got a little carried away,” Samuel capitulated. “It won’t happen again.”  
 
    “See that it doesn’t,” the Summoner said. At his age, Marl shouldn’t have still been working menial jobs for the Mysterium, but Samuel doubted there was a lot of upward mobility this far out in the country. Holbeck Hall was lovely, but it was much smaller than Runerock, smaller than any guildhouse Samuel had visited before. It resembled someone’s country home that had been converted to suit the needs of guild business. Samuel wouldn’t be surprised if that turned out to be the truth. The man who had established it had done so after most of his career was behind him, and he wished to return to where he’d grown up as a child while remaining a practicing Summoner.  
 
    “I was excommunicated,” Aurora said defensively to the older man.  
 
    “Who cares?” Marl waved a hand dismissively. “I’ve been doing this for a long time, kid. I’ve seen some weird shit. Things you wouldn’t believe, shit that would curl the hairs on the back of your neck or drive you mad. You know what I haven’t seen in all that time?”  
 
    Aurora stared at him, crossing her arms over her chest stubbornly.  
 
    “Gods,” he said flatly. “Not your Praetia, nor any of the ‘one true gods’ that came before Her or which exist in the lands of the Enlightened East. I doubt that even one of them exists, but if they do, I think it’s safe to say at this point that we are so beneath the notice of any deity that no amount of prayer to it would make a difference one way or another.”  
 
    “Alright, take it easy,” Samuel cautioned the cantankerous Summoner with a raised hand. “That’s her faith you’re talking about, and she’s been through a lot.”  
 
    The elder’s words clearly upset Aurora, and she huffed and puffed in her seat quietly, crossing her arms over her bosom. What bothered her most about what the man was saying was that it rang annoyingly true after recent events. The corruption at the highest level of the Church, which she herself had witnessed, seemed to suggest that even the clergy didn’t believe in Praetia like she did. If they did, why would they ask her to do such heinous things in Her name? 
 
    “Why should I stop?” Marl asked as he shuffled across the room to replace a book on one of the shelves. “Better to come to terms with it now rather than later.”  
 
    “It’s a little harsh,” Samuel replied. “Don’t you think?”  
 
    “No,” Marl answered. “As Summoners, we must be clear-eyed regarding the mysteries of the universe and the Outer Spheres. Those who venture too far out and encounter entities they can’t explain are the likely sources of these fanciful stories of gods. It’s a rationalization to remain sane. Such entities may be more powerful than us, they may even shape the magic we wield, but they are not gods.”  
 
    “Nor am I,” Samuel countered. “But for all intents and purposes, I might as well be compared to an insect. I hold the power of life and death over it and the ability to change the world around it.”  
 
    “And has a pleading insect ever changed your mind on any course of action?” Marl raised a bushy gray brow. “Have you ever heard an ant pray?”  
 
    “I’m not in the mood for this debate,” Aurora mumbled. “But who knows, he might be right. Considering what the bishop did to us and that the Church as a whole is complicit, maybe it’s all an intricate ruse to grab the reins of power.” 
 
    Only now did Marl look like he might regret a little of what he said. “If it’s any consolation, you’re free of that abuse now. You can write your own story without adhering to the Church’s tenants.”  
 
    Samuel knew better than that. He was not hostile toward religion, but he’d never been what he would call devout either. He was more agnostic than anything, but even he was bound by the conventions and trappings of the Church due to its influence. He didn’t have to be a believer to feel its thumb on the scales of things.  
 
    “Did the High Summoner say whether he would see us?” Samuel asked, changing the subject.  
 
    “Yeah,” Marl said with a jerk of his thumb. “You can head in whenever you’re ready.”  
 
    The aged Summoner could have led with that, Samuel thought. But the old-timer probably had yet to have such a captive audience to listen to his cranky musings. He motioned for Aurora to come along as he stepped out of the waiting room and proceeded down the hall.  
 
    He knocked gently at the oak door at the end of the hall before opening it slowly, “Excuse me, High Summoner Ketan?”  
 
    An elderly elven male looked up at them over a pair of spectacles, motioning to a couple of seats across the desk from him. “Come in,” he said indifferently.  
 
    Samuel pushed the door open wider to let Aurora enter before he closed it behind them and had a seat next to her. Ketan didn’t look like the stereotypical elf. He was more haggard and had cut nearly all his hair off in a final surrender to hair loss. His eyes, perhaps once sky blue, had become a spooky silver.  
 
    “Summoner Eamon, Summoner Brandt,” Ketan began, “I’ve been reviewing the information forwarded to us by Runerock Hall. While these are unusual circumstances, we should be able to accommodate you here.”  
 
    “W-what?” Samuel stammered in surprise. “Really? Just like that?”  
 
    “Provided you adhere to some rules and guidelines, yes,” Ketan said, removing his spectacles slowly. “I’ve no reason to doubt the account of Summoner Liandan. It corroborates everything in the written statement you provided for us.” The High Summoner tapped a pile of papers on the desk with one finger.  
 
    “What sort of guidelines, sir?” Aurora asked respectfully. 
 
    Ketan looked at Aurora. “Well, we’re going to assign new identities to both of you. You’ll have to do a few things to change your appearance, and also remain out of contact with anyone you knew before today unless you see them in this office with me.”  
 
    “New identities?” Samuel’s brow furrowed in concern.  
 
    “Correct,” Ketan said as he placed his spectacles on the bridge of his nose to examine one of the papers before him, scanning it briefly. “We’re going to have you pose as a married couple staying here in a room we’ve set up for you.”  
 
    “Married?” Aurora exclaimed as her cheeks turned red. “Really?”  
 
    “Well, if neither of you is single, it will help reduce the number of people your age who will inquire after you, don’t you think?” Ketan said dryly as he set his spectacles back on the desk. 
 
    Samuel and Aurora exchanged glances.  
 
    “Joking,” the High Summoner said with a slight curl at the corner of his mouth. “Apologies. We only have the one room we can spare, and we can’t pass you two off as siblings, so you’ll have to be a married couple.”  
 
    “Right,” Samuel agreed. “No, that makes sense.”  
 
    “I know,” Ketan agreed. “I’m not High Summoner for nothing.”  
 
    Samuel stared back at the elven man, surprised at the offense he’d inadvertently caused him.  
 
    “Messing with you,” Ketan said as he stood from behind his desk with a wave of his hand, “You kids need to relax. We’re not going to feed our own to the wolves here.”  
 
    Samuel watched as Ketan strode over to the large windows and stared out. “No, this sort of thing has been a long time coming.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Aurora inquired, shifting in her chair. “With the Church?” 
 
    Ketan glanced back at them briefly and nodded before turning his attention to the garden outside. “Yes.”  
 
    “Why?” Samuel had a hard time getting a read on the man.  
 
    The High Summoner heaved a sigh, clasping his hands behind him. “Let’s just say this isn’t an isolated incident and leave it at that. I don’t want to overwhelm you with information before you’ve even had a chance to settle in.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” Samuel agreed. Unfortunately, the High Summoner was right. They hadn’t had much time to adjust since they’d left Eldruna. The entire trip here had been the two of them walking non-stop during the day while crouching in the dark all night. The stress alone had been enough to make them forget their hunger until they arrived.  
 
    “To help maintain your cover, we’re going to put you to work as well,” the High Summoner continued. “If we have you sitting around here all day, it’ll certainly raise suspicions. Plus, we’ll be able to pay you money—which buys food and stuff like that, as it happens.”  
 
    “What can we do to help?” Aurora asked courteously.  
 
    Ketan snapped his fingers and pointed at her. “That’s what I like to hear. Perfect.”  
 
    Samuel watched Ketan as he crossed the room to another set of windows. He wrapped on the glass with the knuckle of one finger, “There’s been a spike in monster activity in the area. I haven’t seen anything like it in quite a long time.”  
 
    “Not just here,” Samuel added. “South as well. We ran into a kindleback right after we’d left home.”  
 
    “Interesting,” the High Summoner said, looking back at Samuel briefly. “Well, perhaps this is fate. We’re going to be investigating the cause of the influx. To start, I want you two out in the field helping people out. It’s not densely populated, but the people here are good, honest folk. They don’t deserve to have their livelihoods stripped away by a freak encounter in a single night, you understand? We’re here to do a job, and we’re going to do it.”  
 
    “And then?” Samuel asked.  
 
    “And then what?” the High Summoner replied as he turned to face the two of them by the window. “And then nothing. This is your life now. You solve the problem, and then the next, and the next. Eventually—.”  
 
    “—When we’ve solved enough problems,” Samuel continued with a sigh. “We might attain a higher understanding of what’s truly important.” One of the core beliefs of the Mysterium that had been repeated over and over to the two Summoners for years.  
 
    “Look at that,” Ketan said, pointing at Samuel. “They’re both sharp—excellent.”  
 
    Samuel exchanged looks with Aurora as he tried not to let his disappointment show. He had hoped for an answer that would have assured him this wouldn’t be long-term.  
 
    “Son,” the High Summoner said as he approached Samuel. “Listen to me. I know this isn’t how you wanted any of this to go, but it’s the best you’ve got right now, and it’s definitely the best I can do. I would have preferred that you’d been able to stay with Ilmora as well. She was a dear friend of mine for many, many years, and it breaks my heart that she’s gone. If she wanted you as an Apprentice, I know she must have seen something special in you.” 
 
    Samuel’s eyes rose to meet with Ketan’s. Knowing this and knowing that she had lived such a long life only to die because of him was hardly of comfort. The High Summoner placed a hand on his shoulder. “You just have to keep going. Keep going like she never left, like she’s watching over you and evaluating your performance. Do her proud, alright?”  
 
    Samuel answered with a faint nod. Ketan patted his shoulder before returning to his desk. “I’ve got some homework for both of you to take with you. It contains everything you need to know about your new identities, the area, and what we have on the monster movements thereabouts.”  
 
    Aurora and Samuel got to their feet simultaneously, the blonde reaching out to take the thick file the High Summoner had indicated.  
 
    “You’ll need to get rid of that, too, Summoner Brandt.” Ketan gestured briefly to her habit as he placed his spectacles back on. “You’re not a nun anymore, nor is your new identity.”  
 
    “Oh,” Aurora looked down at her clothing and the rosary around her wrist, “Right. That makes sense, I suppose.” 
 
    Ketan’s eyes followed hers to the rosary thoughtfully, “That can probably stay if you like. People carry rosaries all the time, especially out here.”  
 
    Aurora looked up at the High Summoner, who offered her a shrug with one shoulder. “If you want, it’s up to you.”  
 
    “Which room will we be in?” Samuel asked as he took the file from Aurora gently.  
 
    “Upstairs,” the High Summoner answered, indicating the directions as he gave them. “Left off the stairs, all the way at the end. You can’t miss it.”  
 
    “Thank you, we’ll go get settled and take some needed rest,” Samuel said with a respectful bow of his head.  
 
    “Good luck Summoner Eamon, Summoner Brandt,” Ketan replied. “This’ll be the last time I use either of those names with you for a while, but hopefully not for too long.”  
 
    Aurora’s shoulders slumped as they exited High Summoner Ketan’s office. She reached up with one hand and pulled the veil off of her head, a forlorn look in her eyes.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Samuel asked, concerned.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Aurora confessed. “I’m sort of relieved to be freed of it, but sad at the same time. It might not have been something I wanted initially, but I feel like it was something I was good at.” She paused. “It’s also not how I wanted to be freed of it.” 
 
    “Well,” Samuel reasoned as they took the stairs. “Just because the Church has turned its back on you doesn’t mean you have to turn your back on the most important teachings that have given you so much comfort over the years.”  
 
    Aurora looked over at him, a slight pout on her lips.  
 
    “You were good at it,” Samuel continued. “And you can keep being good at it. Just because you have to put the habit away doesn’t mean you can’t keep helping people the way you did before. That’s the part that really mattered, and I think it’s your calling, in a way. Instead of doing it for the Church’s glory, you’re going to be doing it for you and the people you help and no one else.”  
 
    Aurora rubbed at the corners of her eyes to fight back the tears. “You’re such a sentimental little bitch, you know that?”  
 
    Samuel put his arm around her shoulder and rolled his eyes as they came to the door of the room they would be sharing for the foreseeable future.  
 
    “If I knew you’d end up ruining my life,” Aurora continued as she composed herself. “I’d have bullied you a lot harder when we were kids.”  
 
    Samuel couldn’t help but laugh at that. Even now, she wanted to try and keep up the tough girl act. That was fine with him. He knew what it was all about, and he knew enough about her to see beneath it to the things she really meant and truly felt. If this was how she wanted to deal with the conflicting emotions within her for now, he saw no harm in it.  
 
    He reached out, suddenly scooping her into his arms just as she was about to enter the room.  
 
    “Sammy!” she squeaked in surprise. “What are you doing!?” 
 
    “Think I’m gonna do a little bullying of my own for once,” he answered playfully as he crossed the threshold, closing the door behind him with one foot.  
 
    “You?” Aurora scoffed, holding onto him tightly, her heart thumping violently in her chest. “Bully me? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Samuel said as he leaned close to her face and pressed his lips to hers. He felt her whole body go rigid with shock, causing the desire for mischief within him to grow. He moved away from her lips, down the side of her face, and to her neck. She was still tense in his arms even as her grip on him relaxed slightly.  
 
    They were across the room in the blink of an eye, ignoring everything besides the bed, which he dropped her onto. There were hardly a couple of seconds passed between the two before they locked lips again, tongues playfully exploring one another.  
 
    The anger and tension between them for so long suddenly seemed like a distant memory of another life. In a way, it was. Now that they were here, they would be living totally different realities. They were husband and wife now under those assumed identities and were taking on the duties of seasoned Summoners. Samuel noted that seasoned Summoners typically saw less conflict and turmoil than the two had in the last couple of weeks.  
 
    As Samuel ran his hand through her hair, Aurora returned the gesture with an added moan of appreciation. Out here, they would get real experience as Summoners outside the typical bureaucracy, and would be better for it. Eventually, with time, the truth about what happened would come out, and they would be vindicated. Just as the truth about Samuel and Aurora had come out during their journey.  
 
    The truth had a way of coming out. It was just the way of things.
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