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 Chapter 1 
 
    Nia Kenefick flung a fireball at my face, and while I dodged it easily, she swiveled on her heel and came at me with a savage roundhouse kick. As her blow smacked me painfully in the ribs, I grabbed onto her leg, shifted my weight, and flung her to the ground.  
 
    “You’re still too slow to catch me with an attack like that, Kenefick,” I said as I watched her, ready for her signature counterattack from the ground. 
 
    “I could have gone faster, I just didn’t want to hurt you.” She blew a lock of ashen hair out of her face and glowered at me. 
 
    I smirked. “Says the girl who’s lost to me twice.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Once. The first time doesn’t count.” She offered me her hand, and I took it and hauled her to her feet. “And neither does this one.” 
 
    “Uh, they both count,” I replied with a snort. “I had you beat before the rift opened up and interrupted my victory.” Which was true. I’d had her pinned, but then a rift, a portal to the Shadowscape, the demonic realm home to monsters, had opened up in the middle of the school. Obviously, we had to put our fight on hold, but either way, I’d been about to win. 
 
    She laughed, her full lips revealed a brilliant smile that never ceased to take my breath away. “Whatever helps you sleep at night, summoner.” 
 
    I put my fists on my hips and pumped out my bare chest. “It does help me sleep at night, actually.” 
 
    Nia scoffed, but her smile didn’t leave her face as she swiped loose strands of her ashen hair from her eyes. Her cheeks were red from exertion, and she took a couple deep breaths in an effort to recover.  
 
    Still, even as covered in dirt and sweat as she was, she was a vision of beauty in her usual training garb, a pair of skintight black breeches that hugged her thighs and accented her curvy hips and a snug fit sleeveless shirt that was tight against her chest.  
 
    Her gaze trailed from my eyes down to my chest and then my stomach. Her brows furrowed, and she lightly bit her lip as she studied me.  
 
    “You okay?” She lifted her hand like she was going to touch my side. “I didn’t hit you too hard, huh?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine.” I swiped the sweat from my brow and sucked in a deep breath as she dropped her hand. “But we should probably stop with all the rib shots though. We’ve bruised and broken an entire set of ribs between the two of us.” I shrugged. “Between our sparring and practice fights, our fights with others during class, and our encounter in the Shadowscape, I think we’ve gotten into more fights than the rest of the first years combined.” 
 
    “Mostly you, I think.” She grinned.  
 
    “Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “And while I agree the ribs are a good spot to attack an opponent and take them out of the fight, I think Meriden is getting concerned with how often we’re going to the infirmary.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed. “Anyway, I’m ready for a break. You?” 
 
    “I could take a break,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Great,” she said with a roll of her eyes before she flopped down on the grass by her stuff and patted the space beside her. “Here seems good.” 
 
    “Well, there is lots of shade,” I agreed as I sat down in the grass and leaned my back against one of the beech trees that surrounded the courtyard we trained in.  
 
    It was still warm even though the sky was the deep purple of twilight. That was the summer at Varle Academy for you, warm nights and even hotter days, and since each night was filled with a cacophony of cicadas and crickets, I found myself missing the silent cold of winter more and more.  
 
    Nia seemed content with the din and the heat though. She laid in the grass in front of me, her arms and legs splayed out around her. A peaceful breeze passed over us as she took in deep breaths and stared at the stars overhead. I couldn’t recall having ever seen her as relaxed as she was right now with the light of the rising moon casting a silver glow over her. 
 
    When we’d first met a month or so earlier, she’d practically hated me, and well, everyone else too. That had all changed though. Now Nia Kenefick sat beside me, comfortable in a way that she was with no one else. I was a lucky man. 
 
    She turned her attention to the bag at her feet. She sat up and rummaged through it until she produced a worn waterskin. Undoing the top, Nia chugged a few gulps of water before she stopped to catch her breath and wipe her lips on her arm. 
 
    “You want some? I brought you one too,” she said as she pulled another skin from her bag. “I noticed you never remember to bring any for yourself.” She offered it to me, and I noticed her cheeks had a touch of pink that hadn’t been there before. 
 
    “Sure, I’d love some. Thanks. Honestly, I don’t really think about it,” I said with a smile. Our fingers brushed briefly as I took the waterskin from Nia and paused to savor the soft touch of her slender fingers against mine. Then I gripped the waterskin and drank my fill while Nia laid back down. When I was done, I tossed the skin over to her. She caught it easily and shoved it back into her bag. 
 
    “You know, moments like this make me really glad you beat Gawain in your duel,” Nia said, and her cheeks and neck flushed a deeper red as she spoke. “Otherwise, I’d have to find a new training partner.” 
 
    Only three days ago, I’d entered the Academy arena and fought Gawain Maddox in Rashni Kae, the Dance of Wills. It was an ancient tradition, a duel between magic users. Most people hadn’t thought that a mere summoner who could conjure and control monsters could ever best an exceptionally gifted fire mage like Gawain. However, I’d not only beaten him, but I‘d absolutely conquered him and won our pre-duel wager. Now, I would take his place on the monster response squad and go out into the world to save people from rift attacks. 
 
    Oh, and of course, I could still keep speaking and being friends with the one and only Nia Kenefick as per our wager. So, my victory had been threefold. 
 
    “Speaking of Gawain, have you seen him recently?” I asked as I stared up at the sky. I’d almost forgotten about him since I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen him. Had it really been at the fight?  
 
    Nia sat up on her elbows and looked at me. “No, he was absent from our elemental class, and I’m sure you saw he wasn’t at dinner.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “He’s hiding, too embarrassed to show himself.” Nia sighed and shook her head. “It’s isn’t as if he fought poorly. He didn’t. It’s just that you were better.” 
 
    A compliment from Nia Kenefick? That was a shot of pleasure that I hadn’t expected. “Maybe he dropped out. That would certainly make me happy.” 
 
    “I think most of the school would be happy with that,” she said with a smile, and then shook her head. “But not a chance. His family would never allow that. They have a reputation, an image, and he must uphold that, as all mages must. We are heroes to the common people. We must be more.” 
 
    Nia wasn’t wrong about that.  
 
    “That’ll be hard for him,” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. “There’s a lot of pressure on him.” 
 
    I leaned my head back against the tree. “Not nearly as much as you though. You’re a Kenefick, after all.” 
 
    Nia scoffed. “Thanks for reminding me, farm boy.” 
 
    I smirked. “You can handle all the pressure, though. You’ll be fine.” We’d had this conversation before. Nia didn’t need any more words of encouragement from me. She was doing more than fine. 
 
    “You know, you’ll have a lot of those expectations and pressures thrust on you too,” she said with a sly grin on her lips. “Assuming that you become as strong as the Headmaster thinks you will, and you single-handedly change how the world views summoners. Now, that’s pressure.” 
 
    She was right of course. I’d proven what I could do, though I was sure that there were probably plenty of people that still needed convincing. That wasn’t a problem though. What I needed to do was show the world that all summoners, not only myself, could be great. And that meant bringing my fellow summoners up to my speed.  
 
    That was my new goal. I’d need to whip them into shape, mentally, emotionally, and physically so that they could fight as well as I could. 
 
    “I guess we’re both in deep,” I replied with a chuckle, and she smiled with her eyes still on the stars. We both had pressure on us, and I knew we could both handle it and exceed the expectations thrust upon us by those around us. 
 
    “Yeah, it seems so.” She hopped to her feet in one fluid motion and walked up to me, her hand out. “Come on, let’s go again.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    Nia tackled me around the waist without so much as a warning. Then we were at it again for another half hour, drilling and practicing until we were covered in sweat.  
 
    We panted as we faced each other, our fists raised, and our shoulders tensed. Nia’s movements slowed, so I took my chance. I threw a punch and a jab. She deflected them with little effort as I knew she would, but as she blocked my jab, I twisted my body and swept her leg. She stumbled and fell, but as she hit the ground, she rolled through the movement and bounced back onto her feet. 
 
    She grinned wickedly a moment before she charged me. I took a step back to brace myself for the attack when she threw a fireball at me. I raised my arms to block, and as the blast hit me, my breath caught in my throat, and the impact sent a jolt of pain through my bones. Before I could do anything, Nia jumped on top of me and knocked me to the ground, her knees around my ribs and her arms on mine. 
 
    “Ha! I got you that time,” she said through labored breaths. 
 
    “That’s what you think,” I cried, and before she could take full control of the situation, I erupted with all the strength I had as I flipped her over and pinned her beneath me. Then I smiled down at her. 
 
    “Feels like déjà vu eh?” I said as I remembered our previous fight. This is exactly how it had gone down. Of course, this was a harmless sparring match, much less intense than a fight in the practice arena in front of Major and the rest of the class.  
 
    Nia sneered at me. “Maybe, but I never put any stock in those situations. Case in point.” Then she did something I’d never seen before. She launched a fireball with her mouth. The blast caught me full in the face right before she brought her knees up, planted her feet on me and pushed, flipping me over her head. As I hit the ground, still dazed from her magical attack, she grabbed my wrist, driving me into the ground as she twisted my arm.  
 
    She leaned in close. “I win this time.” 
 
    I would have argued, but I couldn’t find the words. Nia was so close to me. The tip of her nose grazed my own, her bangs tickled my forehead, and our breaths mingled. Her bright blue eyes stared into mine, then trailed the length of my face. We kept our gazes locked as we each caught our breath. She licked her luscious lips. Her body was pressed against me, her breasts against my chest. They were soft, despite how tight her shirt was. I could feel her heartbeat against my skin, hammering out a frantic tune. 
 
    She kissed me. 
 
    It was a whisper of a kiss, her lips barely grazing my own, but I felt it, and it practically sent a jolt of electricity through both of us. 
 
    Nia seemed to focus all of a sudden. Her cheeks flared red, and she pushed off me and onto her feet. She was practically shaking, and she scooped up her things before she stood over me. 
 
    “I-I… uh, I think that is enough for tonight,” she stammered as she smoothed down her top and pulled her hair over one shoulder. “You need to start using your magic when we fight, or you’re never gonna beat me again.” 
 
    I sat up on my elbows. “Y-yeah.” I’d never seen her so flustered. 
 
    She offered me a slight smile. “Good night, Gryff.” Nia turned then and strode out of the courtyard in a flash. She was gone, and I still lay in the grass. I shook my head and chuckled to myself, my fingertips against my lips. 
 
    “That was something.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Gryff, you’re here!” Layla said as I walked into my class still sore from the previous night’s training with Nia. “I’ve been waiting forever for you to show up.” She gave me a sly smile that made me wonder if she was up to something. 
 
    “Layla,” I said as I walked into class a little later than usual but still on time. “You’re looking damn near chipper.” I smiled at her. “That’s kind of shocking.” I smirked. “Almost as shocking as you actually being here.” 
 
    “Well, what can I say, you’ve made an impression on me, and I’ve decided I’m going to be a good student like you.” She gave me a mock salute. “Also, you should know I’ve had a lot of caffeine,” she added as she came over and gave me a hug. “A lot.” She did a delightful little bounce. “Maybe too much.” She frowned. “I tried to talk to people, but everyone else is so boring.” She grinned at me again. “But you’re never boring, Gryff.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you showed up,” I said as we walked to our seats. “And on time no less.” 
 
    “You act like I never come. I do, but only when it suits me.” She stuck her tongue out at me, and I laughed. 
 
    “Fair enough, Layla. Fair enough.” I gave her a serious look. “But know that if you keep this up, you are dangerously close to becoming a good student.” 
 
    “Fat chance that will ever happen.” She smirked.  
 
    Despite her words, I was happy she’d shown up. If I was going to make her better, she needed the drive, the want and the will to do so. Going to class consistently was a good start. 
 
    And I was going to say something to that effect when our teacher, Miss Arwyn Hamner finally arrived, and she looked as stunning as ever. She wore her usual tight skirt that hugged her hips like a second skin and a white blouse that she left mostly unbuttoned so that her ample breasts could have more room to sway with her confident stride. Her high heel shoes make her long legs seem impossibly longer, and I could tell every man in the room held their breath when they turned toward her.  
 
    They would all shit themselves if they knew that the beautiful flame-haired teacher and I were lovers. 
 
    Arwyn smiled brightly as she entered, her large dimples obvious in the morning light. Her long wavy red hair was tied back in a messy bun, and her amber, almost golden eyes scanned the room.  
 
    “Alright, let’s have a review today since you have one more test this week before you have your exams.” She gave us a warm smile. “And for those of you who know the material, try to help your fellow students.” 
 
    So for the rest of the period, we reviewed everything we went over the last few weeks. It was a long and, if I’m being honest, monotonous class, since I kept up with my studies and was well prepared for all the tests and exams that were to come. But I didn’t complain, and I participated when called upon. Once the review was over, we were dismissed for lunch. 
 
    After lunch, it was time for summoner class, and it was a perfect day. I walked with my chin out and a large smile on my face as the sun shone brilliantly in the mid-day sky and bathed me in its warmth. Clouds drifted lazily, their shadows casting long shapes over the large magic-resistant xanyarstone walls of the Academy. Beyond were the immense walls of Varle Enclave. It was one of the wealthiest free cities of humanity and boasted the largest xanyarstone walls on the planet. They’d have monsters beating down the doors every day otherwise. 
 
    My friends walked on my sides, their strides almost as excited as mine. Our blue summoner robes flowed in the warm breeze. Braden was all bulk and muscle and towered over me. Layla was the opposite, petite and lithe. 
 
    Layla smiled at me as she swiped a hand through her short auburn hair. “You’re awfully cheerful now, Gryff. Where was this at breakfast or lunch?” 
 
    “I was tired this morning.” I shrugged. 
 
    Braden snorted beside me. He didn’t turn his large square head to look at me. “That’s because you were up all night excitedly muttering to yourself like a madman.” 
 
    Layla choked on a laugh. “You were what?” Her hazel eyes twinkled with amusement, and her smile was bright. It never failed to make me smile as well. 
 
    “Hey, I was excited, alright?” I replied. 
 
    “Well, it’s not every day you beat an arrogant ass of a prodigy like Gawain Maddox in Rashni Kae,” Braden mused as he scratched at his brown chinstrap beard. “I guess I’d have been in the same boat, but it’s been three nights.” 
 
    We laughed. 
 
    “I wonder where Gawain was for three days,” Layla wondered, her golden skin bright in the morning light. “Missing breakfast is one thing but missing all those classes is another.” 
 
    I shrugged. “He was probably still nursing that wounded pride of his. Must be an insult to his family that he got beat by a lowly summoner.” 
 
    Braden laughed, his thick neck tensing with each loud cackle. “I bet it is.” 
 
    We all chuckled. Personally, I didn’t give a damn what Gawain did after our duel. I’d proven my skill. He could drop out for all I cared. I’d live a happy and content life knowing I’d never see his sneering face again or smell that stench of perfume that he always wore like a thick suit of armor. But he was back at breakfast this morning, which was what I expected. As long as he left me alone going forward though, I’d be fine with him. 
 
    The summoner training grounds rose before us, a large warehouse-like building that looked as if it was made from brick on the outside, but on the inside it was lined with more xanyarstone. 
 
    Braden held the door open for Layla and me, and the three of us entered and took our seats at one of the many small desks lined in rows around the room. There were about twenty of them, but we were the only three summoners in the class. There were other summoner classes in the years above us, but I doubted any of them had anywhere near twenty people. So few people turned to summoning due to the bias against it, a bias that we were going to change. 
 
    I didn’t mind the small class size though. I liked the intimate relationship between us students and the teacher. 
 
    Surprisingly, our teacher Rori Brevens was already present. When I’d first met him, he’d been a sloppy drunk who didn’t care about taking care of himself, much less teaching his students. Years of being belittled and beaten down by his peers for being a summoner could do that to a person. But since I’d come and shown how different summoning could be, Rori had found a new font of enthusiasm within himself. He wore a light cologne now, kept his clothes and robes clean, and I’d even noticed that he’d lost a little weight. Not a lot, compared to his immense gut and the three chins he had, but it was progress. He was still a drunk, but some things would take time. I was simply glad he didn’t get hammered before coming to class anymore. 
 
    As it was, he had a mug of coffee on his desk and poured something, alcohol I assumed, from a flask into the coffee as we walked in. 
 
    “Ah, good,” he said. “Right on time.” 
 
    Layla chuckled. “Shouldn’t we be telling you that?” 
 
    “Maybe, Bethel, maybe,” Rori conceded. “Suffice it to say, you were right on time. I, on the other hand, was early.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes as I put my bag down. “Should you really be drinking this early, sir?” 
 
    “I need a pick-me-up, Gryff,” the teacher scoffed. “Don’t you worry, it’s just a little bit of whiskey to liven up my coffee.” 
 
    Braden snorted. “I’m sure it will.” 
 
    Rori ignored that. “By the way, Gryff, congratulations on your victory in Rashni Kae. It’s rather belated since I’d forgotten… but congrats. It’s not often that summoners participate in them, let alone win them. And over that arrogant little--” 
 
    “Are you allowed to talk about students like that?” I asked with a smile. 
 
    He waved that off. “Eh, I don’t teach him, and from what I’ve heard, he’s an ass, anyway. You are adults. I can say what I wish.” 
 
    I laughed. “Well, Gawain is certainly a rich prick, that’s for sure. He needed to be knocked down a peg or two.” 
 
    Mr. Brevens chuckled and then took a gulp of his whiskey infused coffee. “That you did. And in spectacular fashion, I might add.” He adjusted his tie and ran a hand through his whitening hair. “I hope you know what you’re getting into joining that response squad.” 
 
    “Is there something wrong with that?” I asked with a frown. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Rori shrugged. “It’s just dangerous, though I suppose you have vastly more experience than the majority of first years, what with what you did at Ralor’s Stead and then again when that rift opened up on campus. Those two events are essentially what you’ll be doing on the response squad. So if you’re up for that constant danger, then I am not the one going to deter you.” 
 
    I nodded. “I appreciate that, sir.” 
 
    “I know you’ll do well, Gryff.” He took another sip of coffee, capping it with a satisfied sigh. “Now, let’s begin the lesson, shall we?” 
 
    We drilled for a couple of hours in the main training room, which was a wide-open space like a warehouse, accompanied by dummies and obstacles and replicas of towns and such for practice. I didn’t do much this time though as it was mostly Layla and Braden trying to control the new grade E monsters that they’d bought from the school store. Well, Braden bought them, as Layla didn’t have a lot in the way of funds and Braden was a rich boy. I offered to let them use some of my own, but they declined. 
 
    Rori and I went over ways that basic monsters like speed slugs and bullet bass could amplify other monsters, like give them speed, make them metal, grant resistance to fire, lightning, and so on. The concepts were easy to grasp, but Braden and Layla weren’t used to controlling so many monsters at once, so they needed to learn how to regulate their mana and exert their will over so many creatures. 
 
    This was the first time they were trying this, so I wasn’t overly concerned about their slow progress. I hadn’t always been a great summoner either. I was confident that they would get to my level with time and practice. 
 
    “How do you make it look so easy?” Layla cried as she grabbed her hair in both fists and grunted as she struggled to control all her monsters. 
 
    “You’re still new to summoning so many monsters at once.” I shrugged and grinned at my friend. “It takes years of practice to learn how to regulate your mana and exert your will over so many creatures.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry though. You’ll get there, soon.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Gryffie.” She sighed, clearly frustrated. “I’m not against this method of summoning, but can I still summon my bigger monsters?” 
 
    “Of course you can, Bethel,” our teacher Rori said as he stepped between us. “We are trying to make you a better mage. Gryff’s techniques are meant to supplement the skills you already have.” 
 
    Layla didn’t look convinced, so I put my arm around her. “Summon your monsters, Layla. Let’s see what we can do with it. I mean, I’ve never seen one of your more powerful ones.” 
 
    She shrugged. “If you say so.” 
 
    Her fingers gripped a large essence crystal from the belt around her waist that hung low on her left hip, just above the edge of her skirt. The crystal was wide and a swirling dark blue, nothing like any of my own. The largest crystal I had was the sun giant, my mentor, Maelor had given me before I came to the Varle Academy, and I doubted I had the mana to use it. Whatever Layla had, it was strong. The larger the crystal, the more powerful the monster inside, after all. 
 
    She chucked the crystal. With a brief flash of light and a puff of smoke, her monster appeared, and I took an involuntary step back before I could stop myself from retreating any further. 
 
    It was a hyppocrans. It had a large body like an elephant, with massive, muscled front legs that were practically arms. Huge fists as wide as a horse’s torso sat on the end of them. It was hunched on its back legs, which were bent, knees folded, ready to leap what I imagined was a terrifying length. Its skin was rough and thick like a rhino but dark blue, with yellow dots riddled throughout the length of it. Finally, it had a snake-like head, wide and thin, with a flat snout that I knew housed a long, coiled tongue. 
 
    Hyppocrans were some of the wildest and most dangerous monsters one could encounter, and it took a lot of mana and skill for summoners to tame. Still, my friend must have had a great deal of control over it because it stood there silently, head cocked as its orange eyes stared at me curiously. It was unnerving, to say the least. 
 
    “Layla, this is amazing,” I told her. “Where on earth did you get one of these?” 
 
    She wagged her finger at me. “Ah-ah, mages don’t reveal their tricks.” 
 
    My roommate Braden snorted beside her. “No, it’s ‘magicians don’t reveal their tricks,’ but those are harmless street performers.” 
 
    “Oh, hush, Flint,” she said before she stuck her tongue out at him. A moment later, she turned back to me. “What do you think?” 
 
    I stroked my chin and studied the magnificent beast. I knew a lot about them already for I’d read about them in one of the books Arwyn had asked me to read. 
 
    “They’re incredibly strong and can leap tremendous distances,” I began. “They’re fast if they’re going in a straight line, but they can’t move laterally very well, nor can they turn quickly. They have a long tongue too.” 
 
     “How can I make it better?” she pressed with a devilish twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    “Well…” I paused. “Hyppocrans are already immensely powerful though I’ve read that they’re not good when fighting multiple opponents, especially if those opponents are bigger.” I turned to Rori. “Mr. Brevens, do you have three of anything that’s big?” 
 
    He grinned. “I have just the thing, actually.” He pulled out three essence crystals from a pouch on his robe and threw them clear across the room. They disappeared in a flash and a puff of smoke, which is what happens whenever a monster is summoned. What came out were three giants, nearly as tall as the ceiling, all long, lean limbs and weathered skin. They had white skin with patches where it almost blended into gray and brown. Long muscular arms stretched down almost to their knees. They had stubby noses, huge fangs that stuck out of their lips, and long scraggly beards. They groaned like old dying men, their voices gravely and coarse like sand. 
 
    “You want me to fight those?” Layla asked incredulously. 
 
    “No, I want you to beat them,” I told her. “Don’t worry, I’ll help you.” 
 
    “D-d-don’t giants h-have near d-d-diam-mond hard skin?” Braden asked meekly, and I could tell his fear of monsters had cropped up in the presence of these petrifying beasts. 
 
    “They do, but I have a plan for that.” I nodded. “We’ll do this together okay?” 
 
    “Sounds good, Gryff.” She smiled at me. “What’s the plan?” 
 
    I whispered to Layla, and she grinned. “Got it.”  
 
    With that, her hyppocrans was off in a sprint, its huge arms propelling it forward. I summoned a speed slug and attached it to the hyppocrans back. It suddenly blurred, too fast to see, but that wouldn’t help its lateral movement, though that wasn’t what I wanted it to do, anyway. I summoned a couple of ice imps, their stubby little bodies only barely held up by their small leathery wings. 
 
    As the hyppocrans dove in between the giants’ legs, narrowly avoiding their slow, sweeping swings, Layla’s creature came back and scooped up the imps. Then the hyppocrans used its powerful back legs and newfound slug speed to launch itself onto the nearest wall. As soon as it touched the xanyarstone surface, it propelled itself to the next one, and then the next. Soon, it was bouncing from wall to wall like a ricocheting bullet. 
 
    The giants stood around confused. They tried to attack, but the hyppocrans was moving too fast. Now it was time to see if my plan worked. As the hyppocrans whirled around the giants, I had my imps, still clutched in the monster’s grip, unleash their ice magic. Slowly, the giants began to freeze despite their struggles to lash out at the bouncing hyppocrans, their long limbs freezing over with ice until they were finally frozen solid. 
 
    Once they were immobilized, the hyppocrans ceased its mad dash and dove for the closest target. It released my imps, reared its fist back and punched the giant with the force of a train. The giant exploded in a spray of broken ice and guts. The guts thankfully evaporated almost immediately, or else we would have been covered in giant goo. The hyppocrans repeated this with the other two until the floor was covered with shards of melting ice and chunks of blood and viscera. 
 
    Layla whooped and pumped her fists in the air. Rori laughed and clapped enthusiastically. “Well done,” he said. 
 
    “Now, that, is what we can do.” I turned to Layla and put a hand on her shoulder. “What you can do.” 
 
    “That was awesome,” said Braden with an awed smile. He didn’t look as scared as he had at the beginning of the fight. 
 
    “It was.” I dropped my hand from Layla’s shoulder. “To do what you did took incredible control and concentration. If you can do that, you can do what I do.” 
 
    Her smile was bright. Her cheeks flushed with pride. “I sure hope so.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I know so.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    After lunch the following day, instead of continuing to train with the Major, Nia and I were excused for our first training session with the monster response squad. I was happy to have a break from our usual workouts though I wasn’t quite sure what we would be doing at this particular training session. It could be far more grueling than the regular training. 
 
    As we walked, I asked, “Do you have any clue what we’ll be doing today.” Nia and I hadn’t spoken since she’d kissed me briefly two nights ago. There was a tension between us now, and I didn’t like it, but at least we had something else to worry about for the moment. 
 
    “I do not know. This is my first time too, remember?” She ended that with a smile which made me exhale a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. 
 
    “True,” I said, “I just figured you’d have some insight since all your family has done this.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I know what goes on when we actually go on a mission, but the training leading up to it is a mystery to me. I know it can vary from squad to squad. The squad leader has a lot of say in what goes on, so it’s up to Miss Arwyn.” 
 
    I nodded. “I see.” 
 
    Nia nudged me with her elbow. “Don’t worry, little yokel. She won’t teach you anything that will hurt that tiny brain of yours.” 
 
    “My little brain can handle plenty, Kenefick,” I replied with a chuckle. We both smiled, and my heart pounded heavily in relief. I was glad that things were starting to get back to normal between us, or so it seemed. I wasn’t about to ask her about the kiss though. That could wait. For now, we had work to do. 
 
    We walked to the southern end of campus where the response squad training grounds were located. They had been established in a wide, open-air building that looked a lot like the school arena, though a lot less flashy in its architecture. There were no arches or intricately carved columns like the arena had. It was large and practical, not flashy and ornate. 
 
    The entrance was little more than a pair of plain double doors that opened to reveal a dark tunnel. Through it, I could see Arwyn and the other members of our squad already waiting for us. I swallowed hard and lengthened my stride, my mind and body full of determination. I had to make a good first impression. 
 
    Our footsteps echoed off the brick tunnel and announced our arrival for Arwyn and the rest of the team. They turned as one when they heard us. Arwyn smiled and put her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Ah, Nia, Gryff. There you are.” 
 
    We emerged from the tunnel and into the bright practice arena where the sun reflected off the golden xanyarstone. It was blinding, so I shaded my eyes with my hand until my eyes adjusted to the light. Then I saw that though the training arena looked as wide as the official arena from the outside, it was actually larger, for there were no cumbersome bleachers taking up space. Here, it was only the outer wall and nothing else but a flat surface filled with simulated debris, walls, and obstacles like the summoner training room. 
 
    Once I took it all in, I waved to Arwyn and my two new squadmates. “Hello.” 
 
    Nia stood next to me, rigid and stiff, and waved awkwardly at the two other students. Arwyn chuckled at this. 
 
    “Welcome to monster response squad 46,” she said with a wide smile that made her cheeks even more defined than usual. “Allow me to introduce--” 
 
    “Orenn Vascarti,” one of the men said as he put his hand out for a shake. He was a hair shorter than me, with bright gray eyes and a strong stubbled jaw. His hair was thin and receding above his forehead though he couldn’t have been more than a few years older than me. He wore an adept’s white robes, with bronze trim that told me he could manipulate his body in some way. 
 
    I shook the offered hand as Arwyn put a hand on Orenn’s shoulder. “Orenn is a metallogue, so he can do virtually everything your bullet bass can do.” 
 
    “Except I’m not fireproof,” he said with a smirk. “Plus the transformation enhances my strength.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m Gryff. I’ve heard some of you can make weapons from your arms and legs. Can you do that?” 
 
    He frowned and shook his head. “Unfortunately, no, but perhaps one day my skills will advance to that level. I can encase my body in metal like you did in your fight with Gawain. Once I do that, I’m impervious to most non-magical damage, plus the strength I mentioned.” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” I said with a smile that Orenn matched. 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    Then Nia pushed past me. “Nia Kenefick,” she said, extending her hand. They shook, his face stern and smirking, while he greeted her with a nod, though she didn’t seem interested in chatting. Around these people, she’d reverted back to the cold and reserved woman I’d first met. We’d have to coax her out of that. That shouldn’t be too hard, not with me here. 
 
    The other student stepped forward, his arms behind his back. If Orenn was a metallogue, then this man must be the banisher. 
 
    “This is Varleth Prost, our banisher,” Arwyn announced. 
 
    Varleth was short and broad, his shoulders bulging through his gray robes that were trimmed in black. I’d never seen robes like his, but as he was the first banisher I’d ever met, I wasn’t too surprised. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I said, and we shook hands.  
 
    His narrow eyes pierced through me for a moment. They were dark brown, almost black. His thin lips were set in a severe line, his angular cheeks were as sharp as knives. 
 
    “I’m sure,” he said in a low, monotone voice that sounded like he didn’t care at all. Just what I needed, someone else who was cold. At least I knew Nia had some fire and a personality though I’d had to work hard to make it appear. I didn’t know if I wanted to work that hard on Varleth.  
 
    Nia introduced herself. “I’m--” 
 
    “Nia Kenefick, I know,” he cut her off. “A pleasure, I’m sure.” 
 
    She scowled at him, and I didn’t blame her. His emotionless voice made it hard to tell if he was sincere or being sarcastic. I hoped for his sake that he was sincere. Neither Nia nor I would put up with a bad attitude.  
 
    Arwyn clapped her hands together, all smiles. Her attitude was infectious. “Okay, now that we’re through with introductions, let’s begin.” She walked past us all to the center of the arena, so we followed suit. Our boots echoed against the stone floor and filled the silent air. Arwyn clasped her hands behind her back before she stopped and swiveled back to face us. 
 
    “Miss Kenefick,” Arwyn began, “I assume you pretty much know everything about how a response squad operates, considering your lineage?” 
 
    Nia bristled for a moment before nodding. “Yes, ma’am,” 
 
    “As expected. Now,” she said and turned her gaze to me. Her smile was gone, replaced with a stern expression. “That leaves you, Gryff. Orenn and Varleth are veterans so we’ll have to bring you, and Nia to a lesser extent, up to speed.” 
 
    I inclined my head, my hands flat against my side. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Arwyn snickered, and that made me feel better. “Don’t worry, you’re not starting from scratch. You two have essentially been through what we typically do when you went into the rift here at school. When a rift opens in or near a town, we arrive and enter. We keep monsters from crossing over while Varleth searches for and destroys the Catalyst.” 
 
    “Okay, so what’s our general strategy for that?” Nia asked. 
 
    Orenn cleared his throat and answered. “If I may, Miss Hamner?” Arwyn nodded, so he continued. “In general, we’ll have a vanguard enter first and deal with the bulk of the monster threat.” 
 
    “And that would be…?” Nia interrupted before he could answer. 
 
    He smiled. “You can probably guess, but to save you time, the vanguard for this squad will be you and Gryff.” 
 
    Arwyn cut in. “We know what you did with the rift, as well as what talent Gryff has displayed at Ralor’s Stead and in his fight against Gawain. Truthfully, what you went up against a month ago was much more than what we’ll usually face, and you did it with only the two of you.” 
 
    I smiled, my face flushing with pride. Nia had a small smirk too. Not very noticeable, but I could pick up on her small mannerisms by now. We had every reason to feel proud and confident. Not arrogant, like Gawain, but we had accomplished things that first years never did. At the time, I hadn’t realized how incredible my fight with the fire-eye was or how astounding it was that Nia and I fended off a hoard of monsters in the Shadowscape, but it proved how skilled we were. 
 
    “You should be able to handle most of what we encounter,” Arwyn continued. “Obviously each rift is different, and we can’t predict what we will face on the inside, but going off past experience, what you have dealt with already is more than usual. And besides, as team leader, I’ll be right alongside you.” 
 
    I frowned. “But you’re a healer. Wouldn’t it be dangerous for you?” 
 
    Arwyn chuckled and gripped my shoulder. “What we do is always dangerous, Gryff, no matter how magically gifted we are. Do you think Headmaster Sleet would put me in charge of a squad if I had to be coddled in the middle of battle?” 
 
    “N-no,” I stammered and hoped I hadn’t accidentally offended Arwyn in my desire to keep her safe. “Probably not.” 
 
    She smiled wide, and that put me at ease as always. “Precisely. I appreciate your concern, but you needn’t worry. I can handle myself just fine.” At that moment, she slapped her hand onto her left arm, gripped it, then slid her hand down her forearm. As she did, her arm glowed, and suddenly she seemed to pull a sword from her arm. 
 
    Nia and I gawked. “You’re a fabricator?” I asked, astonished. 
 
    Arwyn nodded with a smirk. “Not a strong one. This is all I can create, and it takes a lot of concentration and mana.” She stepped back and flourished her sword around her masterfully. It was obvious that she was a gifted swordswoman. “But this is enough, I assure you. As I said, I can handle myself.” 
 
    “Amazing,” I said again. I loved seeing other people’s magic.  
 
    Nia cleared her throat. “Please continue,” she pressed, clearly to steer the conversation back to strategy. 
 
    “Yes,” Arwyn said, a smile still on her lips. “You and Gryff will be the main defense against the monsters trying to escape into our world. I will be there to keep you healthy. Meanwhile, Orenn will escort Varleth as he searches for the Catalyst.” 
 
    “That’s all the protection he needs?” I asked, puzzled. Banishers didn’t have any offensive magic, and though metallogues were strong, I didn’t know how well Orenn would handle himself while protecting Varleth against a crowd of monsters, especially if it were a powerful one like a gray prowler, a dracon, or a fire-eye. “No offense,” I added in Orenn’s direction. 
 
    He shrugged, a grin on his lips. “It’s fine.” 
 
    Arwyn thought of an answer for a brief moment. She ran her slender fingers through her wavy red locks and threw them over her right shoulder. “I don’t know if you know this or not Gryff, since we haven’t taught it in my class, but monsters are almost always drawn to magic.” 
 
    “So the vanguard...” I began. 
 
    “... is like bait in a trap,” Nia finished, her lips pursed and brow furrowed. 
 
    “Precisely,” Arwyn agreed, hands on her hips. “It’s a double-edged sword. You draw the monsters away from Orenn and Varleth, but that means more monsters will try to cross the rift, making your job more difficult.” 
 
    “And the plans can change,” Orenn added. “Monsters are unpredictable. So, though they’ll usually focus on the immense magic of the vanguard, sometimes they’ll simply attack anything that moves, or some of the smarter, higher grade monsters will attack Varleth and I. At that point, our plan will have to change.” 
 
    I scratched my chin and scowled. “Smart monsters?” 
 
    Arwyn nodded. “Not all monsters are mindless beasts. It’s usually the higher-grade ones that are smarter, more than what you’ll most commonly face.” 
 
    “But the possibility is there,” Nia commented as she crossed her arms. 
 
    Arwyn nodded. “Yes, it’s always there, but that is why we train, to attempt to predict and be able to react to all of these situations.” 
 
     The whole time we talked, I noticed Varleth hung back, his chin inside the neck of his robes, like he didn’t want to be seen. I guessed the conversation didn’t matter all that much to him. After all, he had one job to do and one job only, and that didn’t change regardless of the enemy. 
 
    We turned as footsteps echoed through the entranceway behind us. A moment later, two people emerged from the dark tunnel, bathed in light. One was Mr. Brevens, our summoning teacher, who didn’t look at all pleased by the brightness. I saw sweat already glistening on his head, and his breath was labored. We were fairly far from his classroom, but I didn’t think he’d get so winded so easily.  
 
    Next to him was a woman I didn’t know, but I was drawn to immediately because she also wore the blue robes of a summoner. She was impossibly tall, standing a head and a half taller than Rori, with perfectly straight sandy hair that fell down her back like a silk curtain. Her eyes seemed too small for her face, and her nose a little too pointy, but she had a pleasant if stern smile that put me at ease. Three jagged scars ran the length of her right jaw from her ear to her chin, and a chunk of her ear was missing. She appeared to be a few years older than Arwyn, so I assumed she must have been a teacher. 
 
    Arwyn smiled and walked over to them and shook their hands. “Ah, glad you could make it.” 
 
    “Always,” said the woman, her voice soft and meek. 
 
    Still smiling, Arwyn put a hand on the woman’s arm and turned her attention back to us. “Miss Kenefick, Gryff, this is Mrs. Joiner, the third year summoning teacher. She teaches advanced mechanics.” 
 
    “Hi, a pleasure to make your acquaintances,” she said, her thin lips curled into a reassuring smile. 
 
    I waved. “Nice to meet you too.” And it was. I always enjoyed meeting other summoners, on the rare occasions that it happened. 
 
    “You’re doing things that even my students struggle with,” she praised, which made me flush with pride. “A few of my students get together with me for study sessions. I’d appreciate it if you could come by some time to give them pointers.” 
 
    I was taken aback by her earnest request. I hadn’t expected to be seen as a teacher already by other teachers. But I wouldn’t say no to that. “Uh, yeah sure! I’d love to.” 
 
    “Good,” she smiled, then turned to Nia. “And of course, charmed to meet you too, Miss Kenefick.” 
 
    “Hello,” Nia added, sounding not so enthusiastic. Mrs. Joiner didn’t notice or didn’t care either way. Arwyn then extended her hand to Rori. He cleared his throat and did his best to stand straight and composed. I had to stifle a laugh at his trouble to do so.  
 
    “Gryff, you two are already acquainted. Nia, this is Mr. Brevens, first-year summoning teacher.” 
 
    Rori smiled and put out his hand to shake. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Kenefick. I’ve heard only good things.” 
 
    Nia narrowed her eyes at that comment, but did her best to offer him a slight smile. “Thanks. I should hope so.” 
 
    Brevens nodded and then turned his gaze to me. “Hey there, kid.” 
 
    “Good to see you sober, Rori,” I said with a cheeky smile. 
 
    He bristled, and his face turned red with anger. “What did I tell you about calling me by my first name, you little shit?” 
 
    I only smiled in response, and Arwyn put a hand between us. “Anyway,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “These two will help us train. Going over strategy verbally is all well and good, but it’s better to experience it firsthand.” 
 
    She clapped her hands together with glee, and then we trained in earnest. 
 
    Rori and Mrs. Joiner threw a lot at us, beginning with waves and waves of grunt level monsters, though it was nothing compared to the real thing we’d faced in the Shadowscape. The first part of our training was to make sure that we could handle such things, a formality really, but Arwyn was doing her job diligently, so we couldn’t fault her for that.  
 
    Nia and I hardly had to exert ourselves. As soon as the enemy beasts were unleashed by our teachers, I threw out an essence crystal as Nia began to weave a spell in the air around her. As electricity began to course up her arms, my crystal burst into a flash of light and smoke as a bullet bass flew out. Nia threw her arms outward and sent the lightning down them while I added a speed slug to the bass. By the time her bolt launched out toward the bass, it was fully sped up and hurtled toward the enemy. As we had seen before, the electricity jolted through the bass, conducted along its metal body, and burst outward to fry the entire horde as the bass rocketed through their midst. 
 
    From there, we went over different strategies. Arwyn, with her hands folded behind her back, asked, “If there is a large number of grunts attacking the rift, but a stronger yet smaller number of monsters peeling off to find Orenn and Varleth, what would be our best strategy then?” 
 
    Nia stroked her chin briefly. “It should be me. My magic is perfectly suited to clearing out scores of weaker enemies in quick succession. Crowd control is what elementals are good at, especially since I can use several elements.” 
 
    That last bit would have sounded like arrogant bragging to a person who didn’t know Nia, but frankly, she was speaking honestly. She was only a first year, but she was already one of the most capable and powerful mages around. She didn’t brag, she simply stated facts. It wasn’t arrogance if her words were true. 
 
    Arwyn nodded with agreement. “Very good assessment. You are correct. Most squads employ at least one elemental as the primary combatant. Gryff, you will be with Nia at the vanguard too.”  
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    “However, in the likely event that strong monsters focus their efforts on Varleth and Orenn, you will cover them,” she continued. “Your monsters excel at slowing others down, so even if they couldn’t completely defeat a group of strong monsters, which I have full faith that they could, your cementrolls, ice imps, and a plethora of others should be able to buy Varleth enough time.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, he’ll have all the time in the world,” I said confidently. Varleth, still so silent, scoffed and rolled his eyes. That didn’t matter though. I didn’t need his faith in me as long as I produced results. 
 
    Orenn crossed his arms as he was deep in thought. I knew that look. He had an idea. “Couldn’t--” He paused, then gathered his thoughts. “Couldn’t Gryff give Varleth and me two of his speed slugs? That way, we can quickly find the Catalyst, and he could focus his efforts with Nia?” 
 
    Arwyn was about to respond, but she hesitated when she saw me shake my head. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s not so simple,” I began. “It could prove an efficient plan which could work if the Catalyst isn’t too far away, but the farther my monsters are from me, the less control I have over them. Untamed speed slugs aren’t necessarily lethal, but they are similar to leeches. Instead of blood, they sap mana. Without my control, my slugs would suck you two dry, then we’d be in real trouble.” 
 
    Orenn considered this as did Arwyn. She frowned. “So that’s a move we should only use in emergencies.” 
 
    I nodded. “That would probably be wise, yes.” 
 
    “Then it’s decided,” she said with a confident grin. 
 
    Before we could get further into more detailed strategies regarding different monster grades and types, the school bell chimed five times, the sun sinking low in the sky, ready to fall below the school and Enclave walls. 
 
    Time had flown by. 
 
    Arwyn’s lips curved into a satisfied, beaming smile. “Great work today, everyone, you showed a lot of promise.” That made us smile, Varleth excluded, who didn’t smile for anything it seemed. Rori gave us a thumbs up, and Mrs. Joiner smirked shyly. 
 
    “We’ll meet again in two days, same time as before,” Arwyn continued. “Nia, Gryff, I want you two reading up on monster anatomy. Go over their strengths and weakness, on different types, and how to combat them.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Nia and I said simultaneously. 
 
    “Perhaps you can use the book I recommended for you, Gryff.” She gave me a knowing smile. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, right.” I looked at Nia, who stared back at me with a grin before rolling her eyes. 
 
    Arwyn clapped her hands excitedly. “Excellent. Again, great practice today. I look forward to seeing your progress going forward. Now, go and get ready for dinn--” 
 
    A siren blared from a cone-shaped horn mounted on one of the walls of the training ground. The whine of it pierced the air and made me want to cover my ears. I recognized it though. I’d heard it from other areas of campus many times since I’d been at the Academy. Arwyn looked up at it and frowned before sighing. 
 
    “I guess dinner will have to wait,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What does that horn mean.” 
 
    Rori cleared his throat. “That’s the alarm calling for the aid of a monster response squad to close a rift.” 
 
    “And I know for certain that the other Varle response squads are all out on their own missions,” Arwyn said, her hands on her hips. “So that means you’re up.” 
 
    “Are you sure that is wise, Miss Hamner?” Varleth asked, his voice a little condescending. 
 
    She gave me a brief smile before answering. “If it were any other first years, maybe not. But I have faith in these two.” 
 
    Nia inclined her head next to me, so I did the same. “Do not worry, ma’am. We will not let you down.” 
 
    Arwyn’s smile filled me with pride and confidence. “I know you won’t.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Time was not on our side, and Arwyn rushed us, so I didn’t get to dwell on the sensation of donning my combat armor for the first time. It wasn’t anything special, a boiled leather chest piece with a deep blue hooded cloak, designed to be easy to move in for the weaker mages among us. On top of that, I was given steel gauntlets and leg guards for added protection, since we were the front line of defense against the monster threat. 
 
    The others were dressed much the same. We all wore the same leather armor, gauntlets, and leg guards over our gray military uniforms, made from a tight, breathable material. As always, our cloaks denoted our magical abilities. Orenn had a white cloak with gray trim, Arwyn’s also white but with red trim. Nia’s was like her school robes, blazing gold, with no trim. Unlike the rest of us, Varleth wore full plate and mail armor under his black banisher cloak. As he was essential to closing rifts with no offensive magic of his own, I supposed the extra armor was not only wise, but also necessary.  
 
    Once we were ready, we quickly mounted up on horses from the Academy stables that Nia and I had cleaned nightly for a fortnight after we’d recklessly jumped into the rift that had opened on school grounds. We tore out of the gates at a gallop so we could get to the closest of the large military airship docking towers spread throughout the city.  
 
    Excitement rushed through me. I’d never been on an airship before, so this was a new experience that I’d been dying to have for a while now. 
 
    I marveled at the airship as we approached the docking tower. It was similar to the one that had come to Ralor’s Stead those months ago to deal with the fire-eye and the rift, only to find that I’d already dealt with it. This airship seemed a tad smaller than that one, but still resembled a fat fish, a hulking round shape with large rudders that extended on the tops and sides of the airship.  
 
    The slick, shiny steel of the hull and the copper rudders glinted in the afternoon sunlight. Large exhaust ports lined the belly of the ship, with a cluster of them situated at the back. A large domed window filled the head of the ship where the pilot sat though there were smaller viewing ports spaced evenly throughout the body of the ship. 
 
    The inside of the tower was bland and nondescript, a mostly empty lobby that housed a large metal lift that would take us up to the ship. We shot up the lift, far faster than the other lifts I’d used. This one was completely encased in metal, not like the gilded cages of the others. 
 
    When we came to a halt, and the door slid open, I stepped out with the others and into the cargo bay of the airship, right above the exhaust ports. The bay was packed with crates and barrels of supplies strapped down for flight. At the aft of the bay were a large loading ramp and an angled door that swung down when opened to become a step down for the ship’s personnel. 
 
    Seats lined the walls to my left with a dozen soldiers packed into them, already strapped in, their packs and guns in hand. They gave us nods and went back to their individual conversations as Arwyn led the way past them and up a stairwell cut into the space between the walls.  
 
    The next level was another world compared to the cargo bay. It was a wide-open space lined with the portholes I’d seen from the ground. The walls were accented with polished wood that gave the room a warm and comforting feeling. Rows of leather seats lined either side of the stairwell against the walls. They looked far more comfortable than the metal benches the soldiers had been strapped to.  
 
    Arwyn made her way past us through an open passageway at the fore of the ship to the cockpit where I could see light streaming through the large windows. She paused at the doorway, a slender hand on the metal frame and turned to address us. 
 
    “Take your seats, we’ll be lifting off shortly.” 
 
    Orenn took a seat between two portholes, strapped in, and pulled out a book from his pack. Varleth sat right next to the stairwell, rigid, faced forward, as if he were ready for action at any moment. He was a standoffish sort of man, but I could appreciate his obvious seriousness and dedication to closing rifts. I supposed that was essential for a banisher. 
 
    I sat down beside Nia even though she still hadn’t talked to me about that kiss we’d shared. Even if I didn’t know where things stood between us, I wouldn’t let that interfere with our mission. On the plus side, she smiled faintly when I sat down beside her and our arms brushed.  
 
    “I feel like this room is too nice for just a small response squad,” I commented as I took in more of the luxury. The lights on the ceiling were trimmed in gold, paint, I hoped. There was a bar at the back with a wide assortment of alcohol fastened behind a glass cabinet. Nia didn’t seem at all fazed or surprised by that though. 
 
    “Airships aren’t only used by the military,” she answered as she crossed her arms and leaned her head back. “The wealthy use them too, though usually they hitch rides with high-ranking military officials. There are smaller airships for squads like ours, but I assume they were unavailable.” 
 
     “Ah, I see,” I said with a nod. Like trains, it was rather ridiculous that regular people couldn’t use them. It would make travel immeasurably easier, but I understood that trains and airships weren’t exactly common. Their advantages needed to be used appropriately. 
 
    A staticky buzz echoed through a speaker above the passageway to the cockpit, and Arwyn’s voice came through it a moment later. “We’re taking off. Be sure to fasten in.” 
 
    This was it, my first flight experience. I strapped myself in place. The belt went over my arms like the straps of a backpack and then fastened across my chest. It kept me in place, but I could still move my neck and look out the porthole next to me. I licked my lips and gripped my pants tightly. My heart was racing, and my palms were sweaty. I didn’t think anything would go wrong, but still, my body hummed. 
 
    Nia noticed this and smirked at me. “You have never flown before,” she stated. It wasn’t a question. 
 
    I chuckled. “As you like to point out, I’m a wilder yokel. So no, I haven’t.” 
 
    “Hm, true,” she said with a smile, “but I would have thought that you would have been brought to Varle on an airship after what you did at Ralor’s Stead.” 
 
    “I would have,” I explained, “but I passed out right after Headmaster Sleet arrived and woke up the next day. They couldn’t spare the airship for that long to wait for me.” 
 
    Nia nodded, sighed, and looked out the porthole between us. “You are in for a treat then.” 
 
    “Good.” I smiled. “I’ve wanted to fly for a long time.” 
 
    The ship suddenly jerked. There were a loud groan and a click, and then we rose.  
 
    I felt heavier. My heart raced as I readied myself. As we rose higher and higher, my stomach seemed to drop, and my ears popped. And then we were zooming over the landscape.  
 
    It took my breath away. It was like running with a speed slug, except I could actually appreciate the scenery below. We were birds, gliding on the air, not a care in the world. The view was like a dream, too beautiful and perfect to properly describe. We glided at a leisurely speed that let me take it all in without missing a thing.  
 
    The only thing that could beat this was if I could sit atop the ship and let the wind whip through my air and blow against my face. 
 
    Nia laughed at my awed smile. “I take it you are enjoying this so far?” 
 
    “Definitely.” I didn’t take my eyes off the view. “It’s… it’s breathtaking.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” she agreed, and I could practically hear the smile in her voice. “It never gets old.”  
 
    I grinned wide, my cheeks straining. No, no, I didn’t think I would ever grow tired of this. 
 
    Before long, Arwyn returned from the cockpit and took a seat near Nia and me. She ran her fingers through the tangle of her red hair before she tied it back in a ponytail. With that, she cracked her fingers and smirked. 
 
    “Okay, time for our briefing,” she said. We all leaned forward, eager for the information. “We’re headed for a river town west of the Enclave, Helvetia. It is a quaint little town with a decent port and a timber mill half a mile down the river. Rather large, though not big enough to warrant having a train track built through it.” 
 
    I nodded as she spoke. My mind flew to what I could remember about Helvetia. I’d passed through it once a few years ago with Maelor, though we’d only stopped to buy more supplies and grab a bite to eat. From what I could remember, it was as Arwyn said, a nice, quaint town, despite its size. A good place to live. 
 
    “From our intel,” she continued, “the rift is located inside the cathedral there, in the center of town. So far, it hasn’t spit out anything higher than a grade C, and only a few of those at that, but the reports say that there are dozens upon dozens of grunt level monsters which means clearing out the whole town might prove time-consuming.” 
 
    I supposed it was for the better that it was a bunch of weaker enemies rather than a few strong ones. Grade D and E monsters like goblins, trolls, and the like could be lethal, but they were at least fairly easy to kill, even for regular civilians, and they wouldn’t destroy half the town either. That just left the grade C as the real threat to them because I knew those could take out trained soldiers pretty easily. 
 
    “We’ll land, sweep our sector of the town while the soldiers take theirs, and we’ll close the rift, easy as that. Any questions?” When none of us offered one, she stood and smiled. “Good. We should land in about an hour or so. Be ready.” She turned to go back to the cockpit, but she swiveled back to Nia and me instead. 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot,” she said. She dug into her pack and produced two small devices.  
 
    “What are these?” I asked as Arwyn pushed one into my hand. 
 
    “They’re communicators. They allow us to communicate over long distances.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” It looked like a wrist watch, with an adjustable black leather strap. The top was not a watch though, but a round blue crystal that reminded me of an essence crystal, but I didn’t sense any magic in it. I strapped it to my left wrist. 
 
    “You press and hold the crystal in the center and speak into it,” she said. Nia put hers on, but she didn’t seem like she had any questions. That made sense since she’d been around response squads all her life.  
 
    I looked at the device with great interest. “How does it work?” 
 
    “Well, it’s a combination of magic and science,” Arwyn explained, “so I don’t know all the specifics about it, but the essence crystal, when activated, records your words and sends them out using a special radio wave frequency to any nearby communicator. We’re still working on being able to send it to individual devices instead of the group.” 
 
    “Neat,” I replied with a nod. I only had a marginal clue of what she was talking about, but I trusted that it would work. With that, she turned and returned to the cockpit. 
 
    After that briefing, we flew on for a little under an hour. The sun was low on the horizon, but we still had a few hours before sunset. The light only made the scene even more beautiful as it painted the countryside in brilliant golden light. Eventually, the ship began its slow descent. 
 
    Arwyn’s voice crackled over the speaker. “We’re approaching Helvetia. Get ready for landing.”  
 
    As we decelerated and descended, we circled around the town, and I caught a glimpse of Helvetia from the window. It was large, perhaps a tad smaller than Barrec’s Crossing. It sat on the edge of a large grassy plateau that dropped steeply at the eastern end of the town. A river cut through the middle of the town though not quite as wide or fast moving as the White River that ran around Varle. Where the river plunged down the hill, a water wheel churned, the heart of the lumber mill that flourished at the bottom of the hill, surrounded by piles of timber. 
 
    The buildings were made of thick gray stone and steep metal roofs, with larger windows than most towns. Trees bloomed throughout the town, the differing greens in stark contrast to the rest of the town and the bright colors from their flowers. 
 
    That was Helvetia, a beautiful place to visit. We had to make sure that it stayed this way. 
 
    As Arwyn had mentioned, a large cathedral to the One True Maker stood at the center of the town with large stained-glass windows and a towering steeple that doubled as a bell tower. It sat against the river and also had a water wheel built into it. 
 
    That was where the rift was. 
 
    As I looked closer, the stained-glass windows were cracked and broken. The massive wooden doors at the fore of the cathedral had been ripped from their hinges. Smoke billowed from the inside as monsters streamed from the entrance and milled about outside or chased down anything that moved.  
 
    Things didn’t look good at all. 
 
    Our ship rushed past the cathedral and landed on the outskirts of the town. Arwyn joined us from the cockpit and led us down the stairwell to the cargo bay without a word, her gait long and determined. Her usually rosy and joyous face was set into a serious expression, fierce and determined. This was combat Arwyn, a side of her I’d never seen. Once the bay doors opened, we rushed out, ready for action.  
 
    I had flashes of my first combat experience at Ralor’s Stead. I remembered all the smoke, and the stench of blood and the sight of all the bodies, good friends, that were dead. Above it all, the ever-present stink of the rift, like rot and death, pervaded it all. That was all here too. The stench hit immediately and invaded my nostrils though it didn’t bother me as it once did. There wasn’t as much fire or smoke thankfully, but that would change if we didn’t stop this invasion. 
 
    This town was a lot bigger than Ralor’s Stead.  
 
    Arwyn barked orders at our armed escort. “Soldiers, rescue as many civilians as you can. Direct them back here. Only bring the wounded here if they can be saved. Beyond that, you know your assignments. Fan out!” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” the soldiers exclaimed in unison, then they filed out ahead of us.  
 
    After they split into squads of four, they started their sweep of the town. It wasn’t ten seconds later before I heard the pop of gunfire. A moment later, one of the soldiers that had rounded the corner with his squad was thrown back against a wall and smashed through it with bone-crunching force. 
 
    That wasn’t a good start. 
 
    What rounded the corner after him sent a chill down my spine. It was a shadowcat, a grade C monster. It resembled a tiger or jaguar, but its fur was so black that it seemed to engulf all light. Its eyes were orbs of bright gold without pupils, and jagged spikes ran down the length of its spine and legs. It appeared that shadows rolled off of it like tendrils of smoke. 
 
    Shadowcats were said to be incredibly strong, but what made them so dangerous was the magic that seeped off of them like a smell or aura. It affected people’s emotions and made them panic or feel depressed, made them cry and give up. It wasn’t something that you would want to feel while fighting the already formidable beast. 
 
    That’s what I felt then, a sense of dread that engulfed me like a physical wave. Thankfully, my knowledge of the monster had prepared me for it, and my strong will helped me push away the fear that tried to clutch at my very soul. 
 
    As the shadowcat eyed us, it started to trot our way. I took a step forward, but Orenn pushed past Arwyn and me as he strode toward the monster. In mid-stride, the metallouge slammed his fists together, and a crackling spark of magic ran up and down his form. As it passed over his skin, it shifted from soft, weak flesh to unflinching metal. Orenn’s transformation complete, he sprinted for the beast.  
 
    The shadowcat roared at the adept, a sound very much like a jaguar, but Orenn wasn’t fazed in the least. It pounced at him in mid-charge, but Orenn met that charge with a big metal fist. It smashed against the cat’s face and sent it flying into the wall of the adjacent building. The stone cracked before its body slid down to the street in a heap. The shadowcat tried to get back up, but Orenn was on it before it could. He pounded its face with his fists, punch after punch until it was dead and his metal arms were coated in the slick sludgy blood of the beast. It was over in seconds, the shadowcat’s body decomposing into nothing but the loot it left behind, such as its fangs and claws, and clumps of its shadowy fur. It looked like a writhing mass of darkness. 
 
    Orenn shook the blood off his arms before he changed back into his regular self and flashed us a smile. 
 
    I blinked. “Wow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nia said next to me. “Definitely a wow.” 
 
    Three soldiers came into view at that point to check on their squad-mate that had been tossed by the shadowcat, and Arwyn strode toward them.  
 
    “I’ll look after him,” she commanded. “You go do your duty.” The soldiers were reluctant, but they complied.  
 
    We formed a defensive circle around Arwyn as she saw to the fallen soldier. There was a lot of blood amidst the cracked stone and debris, and the look on her face told me everything I needed to know. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she said, her voice solemn. “We need to move on.” We steeled ourselves and followed her command. As we moved down the street, Arwyn pointed to our left. “Orenn, Varleth, clear our left flank. Nia, take the right.” She pointed to the other street down an alley. “Gryff, you’re with me. If there’s a high-grade monster in your path, double back to me. Got it?” 
 
    I nodded, as did the others, and they went on their way. I understood why she split us up. As the other soldiers had gone to different sections of the town, this one was left open to us, so we needed to clear out any monsters that they didn’t and do it as quickly as humanly possible. The longer the town was filled with monsters and the portal left open, the worse it would be for everyone involved. 
 
    We battled through the next few blocks to the city center where the cathedral sat. We didn’t face much in the way of truly dangerous monsters, mostly grunt level grade E monsters like goblins, trolls, and imps. I matched them with my own summoned beasts, and they brawled, claw for claw. As I pressed forward with Arwyn at my back, I could hear Nia as she tore down the adjacent street, the zap of her lightning spells and the roar of her flames. Even though she was alone, I didn’t worry about her. She was a one-woman army. 
 
    While Arwyn was a healer and didn’t have offensive magic, she was a master swordswoman with the blade she magically created, and she showed it here. She stood side by side with my monsters as she sliced through waves of grunts with ease. They combined to form a defensive wall in front of me, and only a few of the enemy got through them to come at me. 
 
    A couple of axe goblins were the first to rush me, but I summoned a cementroll and pinned their legs in place. With a throw of a crystal, I summoned one of my wallerdons in mid-air, flat side down, and crushed them into a pulp. A minute later, a large mountain troll, its muddy skin covered in rock-like armor, smashed through my own axe goblins. Each of the troll’s long strides let out a crash of thunder as it charged me.  
 
    It swung one of its huge fists at me, but I had a bullet bass summoned, and it coated me in metal right before it hit home. The blow smashed me full in the face, but it didn’t hurt my metallic flesh, though the force did send me flying through a window. I surged to my feet right as the troll pounded through the wall of the kitchen that I’d landed in. While its eyes adjusted to the dust and debris, I sprinted and ducked through its legs and back to the street.  
 
    Wasting no time, I snatched a pair of crystals from my bandolier and tossed them down. As they hit the ground, the crystals disappeared in a flash and a flourish of smoke, and two drillmoles appeared in their place. They resembled regular moles, only their skin was brown, rough, and jagged like rock, and huge dagger-like buck teeth extended from their snout that helped with digging. However, the most dangerous things about them were the large claws on each foot and the large drill-like horn that jutted out of the crown of their heads. For obvious reasons, they were employed frequently by mining companies. 
 
    As the mountain troll shrugged off debris, I ordered the drillmoles to dig, and they dove into the earth like it was water. The troll recovered from its confusion and spun to face me, its ugly face turned into what appeared to be a sneer. It took a large, bounding step toward me, ready to grab me, but I didn’t move because I didn’t need to. I only smiled at the ugly brute as its feet hit the street once more. 
 
    Suddenly, the earth beneath the troll gave way as if it had opened up wide to eat him whole. The troll roared as it fell in a cloud of dirt, and by the time the dust cleared, the monster was buried up to its shoulders by the earth. It struggled to free itself, but it couldn’t manage, at least not quick enough to avoid my drillmoles who burst from the earth on either side of it.  
 
    They tore into the sorry troll, their claws and horns rending it to pieces as blood and viscera flew. Once the head was gored away in a spray of brain matter and skull fragments, one of the moles dug into the spurting mess of the neck and shoulders and clawed its way down to the submerged rest of the troll. It was already dead, but drillmoles could be right vicious monsters. 
 
    I recalled them. I didn’t need to see anymore, and besides, the troll had already begun to decay into dust and bones. Its skin faded away, leaving a few organs behind to harvest as well. Gross, but luckily I wasn’t the one who was going to use them. 
 
    I turned back to Arwyn who roared and slashed her sword through the skull of a daggerdillo. That was the last of that wave, so I recalled my monsters and strode toward her. 
 
    She gulped down air and swiped at the sweat on her brow. Her eyes took me in.  
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked, always the concerned healer. 
 
    I grinned. “I reckon I’m feeling great right now, Miss Hamner.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” she said as she returned my smile and started forward to the cathedral square once more. The clamor of battle still echoed all around us though I didn’t hear any of the telltale sounds of Nia’s magic. She might have already been waiting at the square.  
 
    “Keep pushing forward everyone!” Arwyn said as she spoke into the communicator on her wrist. Her voice echoed a half a second later at my wrist which made me jump. I guessed they worked. “We’re almost there!” she added. 
 
    It turned out that there wasn’t much left to push through before we got to the square. Arwyn and I emerged into the wide-open square as Varleth and Orenn came at the same time from the street to our left. Debris littered the square: destroyed stalls, broken wood, glass, and brick everywhere with bodies and blood splattered around. Nia was already there as she stood before a massive monster. Her body crackled with lightning, and her gaze was strangely at her feet, but it was the massive behemoth of the spider that stood at the entrance of the cathedral that drew our eyes.  
 
    “Stay back,” her voice urged from our communicators. Her tone was urgent and nearly panicked, and I understood why. 
 
    The monster was an arachness. They resembled spiders from a distance, but when they stared at you, you knew it wasn’t, for instead of the small head, bug eyes, and pincers of a spider, it was the face of a beautiful woman. This one was mostly black flecked with spots of brown through the torso while the legs were more brown than black, the tips stained red with blood. Her human head had golden skin, round cheeks and large lips, a button nose, short red hair, and the eyes were-- 
 
    “Avert your gazes!” Arwyn hissed. “If you look it in the eyes, you’ll be paralyzed.” 
 
    Ah, yes. That was the most dangerous parts of these monsters, their paralyzing gazes. That was why Nia had already been looking at her feet. We did as Arwyn said, and I snapped my gaze to the creature’s spider legs.  
 
    But battle had already been joined as the arachness lashed out with lightning speed at Nia. It was very fast and nimble, and Nia, with her gaze averted, had her hands full. It was all she could do to dodge its attacks. Her spells needed time to be cast, and the monster wasn’t giving her a second of time or the space to do that in. Nia cursed from across the square as she dove in time to avoid the swipe of the arachness’ massive front leg.  
 
    That’s when Orenn ran forward, his metal skin glinting in the sunlight. He used his enhanced strength to close the distance between him and the monster.  
 
    “Wait, Orenn!” I yelled, but he either didn’t listen to me or didn’t hear. “You can’t--” 
 
    He reared back to swing, and swing he did. His fist slammed home against the side of the beast which made it roar but not much else. Before Orenn could even react, the arachness whirled onto him and swatted him aside with its massive legs. He fell back in a heap, his pride hurt more than his body. While I was sure he was fine, his metal skin and strength wouldn’t work against this monster.  
 
    See, I knew from my readings that arachnesses, along with their massive size and strength and their paralyzing gazes, had nearly impenetrable torsos. Orenn could punch through a brick wall, but he couldn’t punch through the arachness unless he used all his mana, and frankly, he shouldn’t risk that. If Nia had time to cast one of her more powerful spells, she could kill it, but the monster simply wouldn’t give her a chance. I had that time though as the arachness was wholly consumed with trying to murder Nia and Orenn, and I knew that the arachness’ weakness was the small soft spot of its underbelly. 
 
    So, my attack was simple.  
 
    I summoned my drillmoles again, had a bullet bass make them metal for good measure, and told them to dig. With Nia and Orenn distracting the monster, it didn’t sense the attack coming. Moments later, the drillmoles erupted beneath it and drilled through its stomach. It screeched, a cry that made us cover our ears, and then it collapsed to the ground as my moles broke through the top of its torso in a spray of yellow blood and spider guts. 
 
    Arwyn laughed sharply. “Well done, Gryff.” 
 
    “That was simple,” Orenn called with a smile as he dusted debris off his metal flesh. 
 
    “Smart strategy,” Varleth added cooly. With his demeanor, that was a damn good compliment. 
 
    “I tried to tell him his attack wouldn’t work,” I said to Arwyn and Varleth, “but I suppose he didn’t hear me.” 
 
    Arwyn studied the massive spider. “We’ve never fought one of these before, so it’s not a surprise to me that Orenn wouldn’t know his metal isn’t very effective.” Then she turned her smile to me. “Did you learn about the weakness from the book I picked for you?” 
 
    I smiled and scratched the back of my neck. “Indeed I did.” 
 
    “See what academia can do?” she said with a laugh. “And look, I think you’ve been well rewarded for the trouble.” She bent down and picked up an essence crystal. It was dark as coal with the faint silhouette of a woman inside. “It’s all yours.” She offered it to me. 
 
    “Can I just take that?” I asked, surprised as I took the essence crystal from her. I wasn’t sure if I’d actually be able to summon the creature, and here wasn’t the place to try, but I would later. 
 
    “Of course. You killed it, and you’re the summoner.” She shrugged. “Even though essence crystals are rare drops in the real world, there aren’t many summoners skilled enough to use one like this.” She winked at me. “Besides, you earned it.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” I smiled as I tucked the new crystal into my bandolier. “I’ll make sure I make you proud.” 
 
    “You’ve already done that many times over, Gryff.” Arwyn gave me a long look. “Many, many times.” 
 
    While we talked, Nia wasted no time after the monster was dead. She moved past the decaying spider and approached the river. With an elaborate twirl of her arms that seemed like a beautiful dance, she collected a huge stream of the river water with a single spell and whipped it through the air. The water coiled around her, down her arms and around her chest and waist. Her arms bent and grooved, her body spun, and a faint bluish radiance cascaded about her as she smiled brightly. The whole image of her right then made my heart thud loudly against my chest wall. She was breathtaking, and so was her magic. 
 
    She continued her dance, and with it, the water wove from fire to fire, extinguishing everything. The rushing waters traveled through the church and then along the circumference of the square until the burning buildings smoldered with smoke, charred but no longer burning. When the last of the fires were out, Nia spun to a halt and dropped her arms. Her dance had ended, and with it, her spell. The remaining river water splashed to the ground. We jogged over to her now that the square was safe from flames. 
 
    “Excellent work, Nia,” Arwyn enthused as she put a hand on Nia’s shoulder. “I like your initiative.” 
 
    Nia flashed her a modest smile. “Thank you, squad leader.” 
 
    “Are you injured?” the healer asked, not only to Nia but to the rest of the squad. 
 
    “I’m fine, just a tad winded.” Nia shook her head along with the others, then her eyes found mine She gave me a nod and a smile. “Good work, summoner.” 
 
    I flashed her a wide grin. “I do my best.” 
 
    “Yes, great job so far everyone,” Arwyn added as she turned her attention to the cathedral proper, “but the hard part starts now.” 
 
    With that, she strode through the blasted cathedral doors, and we fell into formation behind her, Orenn and Varleth behind her and Nia and me at the rear. Nia sweated profusely, and her cloak was torn in a few places. Her breathing was a little harsh, but she had just used a lot of magic and must have expended a lot of her energy and stamina to dodge the arachness. 
 
    I hoped she was truly alright and not simply putting on a brave front to hide a real wound. 
 
    That thought was pushed out of my head when I entered the cathedral. The pews were all scattered about and some still smoldered from the fires that Nia had put out. Through the acrid smoke, at the head of the church and right at the altar of the Maker, was the rift. It was large, a shimmering and shifting veil of black and purple, a portal to the hellish expanse of the Shadowscape, and we had to go in there and close it. 
 
    Arwyn marched right up to it fearlessly. “Nia, Gryff, even though you two are the vanguard, we’re going to send Orenn in first since he’s made of metal. That way if something is right on the other side, you won't get blindsided. You’ll be right behind him, and we’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    We nodded and stepped forward. This rift was a lot bigger than the one that had opened on campus. The stench was terrible, but I knew it was nothing compared to the smell of the Shadowscape itself. 
 
    Nia sucked in a breath and cracked her knuckles. “Are you ready?” 
 
    I shrugged and gave her a confident smile. “We’ve done this before, remember? And by ourselves. We can do this easily.” 
 
    Her smile in response was soft but no less lovely. “I suppose you are right about that. Let’s do this, Gryff.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s.” 
 
    And so we readied ourselves, plunged into the murky void, and once again entered the home of monsters.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The first thing that struck me was the all-consuming nasty odor of the Shadowscape. 
 
    It was like every terrible smell in existence coalesced into one tremendous weapon. Rot, decay, blood, excrement… all mashed together. It was on record that prolonged exposure to the Shadowscape’s stench could drive a person mad, assuming one survived long enough to get to that point.  
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t need to worry about that because response squad members were equipped with small gas masks for when they entered this hell. So, I took in a breath, relieved that the smell and taste of the filtered air were mostly clear. The filters wouldn’t last forever, but the masks gave us time. 
 
    “It’s clear here,” Orenn said as he glanced at the two of us. “I’ll hang back while you two go forward.” 
 
    “Right,” I said and took a few long strides forward with Nia at my side.  
 
    The Shadowscape was a dark and broken mirrored version of our world, so while we were still in the cathedral, the roof was now caved in, the walls were broken and torn down, and a gaping hole was right where the entrance should have been. The exposed sky above us… it was a dark gray, devoid of any light.  
 
    The Shadowscape truly was a hell, and I wasn’t even accounting for the monsters. 
 
    Nia snapped her fingers and summoned small little fireballs to light the room. I peered around her and looked out the ruins to the town beyond. The air out there was murky and foggy, but I could see shadows moving within the mists, monsters on the prowl. We’d have company soon enough, I feared. 
 
    The rift whooshed behind me, signaling the arrival of Arwyn and Varleth.  
 
    “Okay,” Arwyn declared as she combed a hand through her long red locks and cracked her neck. “Let’s get to it.” She and Varleth already had their filter masks on as they spread out. Arwyn turned back to Varleth and put a hand on his shoulder. “Is it close?” 
 
    Violent shivers racked the banisher’s body as he closed his eyes and breathed in deep. “Yes,” he finally said, opening his cold eyes. “It’s not in the cathedral, but it is very close.” 
 
    “Good.” Arwyn nodded. Her cheeks rose with what I thought was a smile beneath her mask as she turned her gaze to Nia and me. “We’ll play this by the books. You two are the vanguard, and I will help you hold this position while Orenn and Varleth search for the Catalyst.” Her eyes surveyed us. “Any questions?” 
 
    We all shook our heads. Arwyn’s orders were clear, and our strategy sound.  
 
    “Good.” Her gaze turned to Orenn. “Do you have your flare gun?”  
 
    He nodded and rifled through his pack for a moment before producing a short little pistol that was as shiny as copper. “We’ll use it only if we’re in some deep shit.” He placed the flare gun in the loop of his belt. 
 
    My brows pinched together. “Wait, couldn’t they use the communicators?” 
 
    Orenn shook his head. “We can, but the Shadowscape can make them act all screwy, especially the farther away we get from one another.” 
 
    “The flare gun is just an extra precaution,” Arwyn said. 
 
    “Okay, that’s fair.” 
 
    Arwyn nodded, satisfied. Then she unsheathed her sword. “Alright everyone, you know what to do. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” we responded as one. 
 
    We strode out of the rubble and to the damaged square beyond. Varleth led Orenn to our right and over the bridge to the other side of the river. The dense fog of the realm started to thin, and that made the approach of the incoming monsters clear. Nia gritted her teeth, cocked her fist back, and punched forward. A ball of flames rocketed from her fist toward the monsters that raced after our banisher. The flames burst against Nia’s target and illuminated both the fog and the monster briefly before the fire destroyed it.  
 
    It was only a box troll, but the other monsters with it turned our way, drawn to Nia’s magic. Arwyn stepped between us, sword at the ready.  
 
    “Nia, do you think you could take care of this fog?” Arwyn was all business now. “And, that should draw all the monsters to us and keep them off our banisher.” 
 
    Nia smirked. “Of course.” 
 
    She clenched her jaw as she readied her magic, muttering a spell under her breath, and then pounced forward and swung her hands together in a tremendous clap. A shock wave of wind burst forth from that and blew the fog away. The gust of air was so strong that it knocked Arwyn and me back, and I heard glass shattering across the square. When I recovered my wits, I found the square clear of mist and covered in debris, the stone cracked and teeming with monsters. 
 
    “Well done,” Arwyn added with a grin.  
 
    Of course, now we could see what was waiting to fight us, and it wasn’t pleasant.  
 
    Ahead of us was a legion of ghouls, gray skeletal fiends that resembled mummified corpses, only these were still very much alive. They didn’t have any claws, teeth, or eyes for that matter, just hollow sockets. What they did have was a gaping maw of a mouth that could drain the life force from your body with a bite, and there had to be dozens of them. With them were the usual assortment of grade E grunts: goblins of all types, trolls of all types, imps, a few wallerdons, and more. 
 
    While it seemed as if the horde had been waiting around before like an army waiting for marching orders, when the fog was blown away, all of their attention snapped to us. Immediately, they let out their various roars and cries which filled the air with a terrifying din that clamored for our death. 
 
    “You two ready?” Arwyn asked. 
 
    Nia and I nodded. We’d done this before, and we would do it once again. Only this time we wouldn’t be alone. 
 
    I ran forward and threw a handful of my monsters, axe goblins, box trolls, and daggerdillos, and sent them at the incoming horde. I fixed them with speed slugs and bullet bass metal. Then they collided with the army of attacking monsters and cut through them. I looked over just in time to see Nia weave her hands after muttering a spell and a layer of hard stone enveloped her body in a suit of rock armor.  
 
    I smiled at that new trick as she charged into the thick of the monsters. Her rock armor would do well against these grunts, but higher grade monsters would smash right through it. I hoped she was aware of that. 
 
    No sooner did the battle begin when a new challenge appeared and a blaring roar cut through the air. The ground rumbled as something began to stomp our way. Monsters flew out of the way as whatever was coming pushed through the fodder of smaller beasts, and then what turned out to be two immense beasts broke through the front ranks of the monster army and revealed themselves to us. 
 
    They had bodies near identical to a rhinoceros, only they were almost double the size, and the bottoms of their legs were covered by a thick, bone-like shoe. And their head looked like massive wads of bone, two huge skulls that I knew were as tough as steel. The glowing red orbs of their eyes swam on either side of their heads. These were ramblers, mindless rampaging monsters that could run straight through a mountain if given the opportunity.  
 
    “Gryff…” Arwyn started beside me. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I’ll take these two.” 
 
    “Gryff, you can’t just--” Her voice was almost pleading, but I thought she needed more faith. I had dealt with much worse before.  
 
    I ran to my right, away from her, and waved my hands over my head. One of the ramblers was already eyeing me, but the other had its sights on Nia, who was busy with the brunt of the horde.  
 
    “Over here, you big ugly fucks!” I yelled. I kept at it until the second one turned my way too. It roared and cast its murderous gaze on me. As dimwitted as they were, their eyes sent a chill right down my spine, and I gulped. 
 
    The two ramblers charged me. The first one knocked aside my box trolls like they were children trying to jump onto a moving horse.  
 
    I didn’t have a lot of time, but I had a strategy that had worked for me before. As I threw a couple of my crystals, I focused my mana through them and activated them. The creatures within roared to life. Two of my wallerdons emerged through the smoke of their summoning. While their wide girths blocked my view of the approaching ramblers, that was okay. Next, I tossed six smaller crystals, summoning all my daggerdillos, their hard, segmented shells riddled with long and deadly spikes. They scampered up and attached themselves to the wallerdons. 
 
    I sent the wallerdons charging toward the ramblers, only seconds away now. Wallerdons were terribly slow runners though. At the speed they were moving, my now spiked wallerdons wouldn’t have the power to crush the ramblers, but I wasn’t done. I fished two of the smallest crystals from my bandolier and threw them at my wallerdons. With the usual flash, two of my speed slugs appeared and fixed themselves to my wallerdons. With a lurch, those lumbering spiked shields shot forward. 
 
    The first smashed head-on with the lead rambler. The rambler’s rocky skull was like steel, but even it couldn’t stop this attack. My wallerdon exploded into it and caved in the rambler’s head with a pop and a spray of blood and brain matter. I pumped my fist and whooped as my lips broke into a smile. I hadn’t been sure that would work with the ramblers, but now I could take the other. 
 
    Except my second wallerdon missed.  
 
    The second rambler was a few paces behind the first and had barely enough time to veer out of the way with an angry wail. I cursed as the spikes grazed the rough skin of the rambler and drew blood but not enough to kill it. The rambler cried with rage and pain and kept on its collision course with me, far too close for me to dodge. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” I cried and fumbled for my bandolier, produced a small rounded crystal with a faint gray light, and then flicked it over my head. It flashed, summoning the bullet bass within.  
 
    I still tried to dive out of the way as the rambler came crashing down on me. Between that and the cut from my wallerdon which slowed it down, I didn’t take the hit dead on, but I was far from unscathed. The side of its head pounded into my stomach and sent me flying. I yelped and landed in a heap, rolling over debris until I finally settled in a sprawling heap but was otherwise unscathed.  
 
    But the beast wasn’t finished with me yet. The rambler closed with me before I could get up and reared onto its hind legs, ready to stomp me into a pulp. The beast’s deadly feet clanged against my now metal body.  
 
    The force of the blow cracked the cobblestone beneath me, but I was alive. However, the rambler wasn’t about to let me get up or move. It reared back and stomped aggressively toward my prone body, but I rolled out of the way in the nick of time. I climbed out of the mini crater that the rambler had crushed me into. Loose dirt and broken cobblestone tumbled upon me as I scampered out from between its legs and onto my feet. 
 
    It continued to smash the space where I’d just been with a grunt, too dull to realize that I was no longer there, but it would figure it out quick enough. As it was distracted, I fumbled for a sharp essence crystal with a pale green glow.  
 
    “Let’s try you out, shall we?” I muttered to myself. This monster was new, bought from the Academy store only a few weeks ago, but I’d yet to find a suitable time to try it out. Truthfully, now wasn’t an ideal time, but what better way to find out how effective it was in combat than to use it against this brute? 
 
    So, I gave it a good luck kiss and chucked it back toward the rambler. I pushed my mana out, coursing from me to the crystal. When it reached it, the crystal pulsed and activated. 
 
    It flashed briefly and exploded in a small poof of smoke that was less than most summonings. What appeared was the farthest thing from a terrifying monster as you could get. It looked like a butterfly, with long, glowing green wings that gleamed with a silvery sheen that made the tips look sharp and metallic because they were. The little butterfly on its own wasn’t very dangerous. They were like speed slugs in the fact that one had to go looking for them in the Shadowscape to acquire it. They didn’t usually come through rifts. 
 
    Though it looked innocent, and dare I say beautiful, it was still a grade C monster. 
 
    Swarm, I thought. The magic kicked in. The butterfly whirled around the rambler which had turned back to me, its confusion now gone. My beautiful summon fluttered frantically as it picked up speed and began to glide effortlessly. As it did, it glowed bright and started to multiply, one at first, then four, then eight more, and so on, growing exponentially until there were hundreds of them, no, thousands of them swirling around the rambler. 
 
    Gusts of wind followed with each and every butterfly as their orbit picked up speed and force until they formed a funnel, a column of swirling wind so powerful that it literally created a small tornado.  
 
    The butterfly monster on its own wasn’t strong, but when it multiplied, it was terrifying, and that was why the store manager at the Academy had told me it had many names: the gale, bladewings, kalgori, and the storm of knives.  
 
    And a storm it was. The kalgori were wind element monsters, so soon the vortex it created was strong enough to lift the immense rambler off its feet and into the air. It roared in alarm but was helpless to break free. On the ground, the rambler was a force of power, a battering ram, but now it was nothing but a leaf blowing in the wind. 
 
    My brow pinched in concentration as I reined in the kalgori. With each subsequent insect, it became harder to control. I was never any good at controlling large, higher grade monsters. I didn’t really have the mana for it, and besides, I liked to stack my deck with my lesser monsters. Still, Layla and Braden were honing their skills, so I had to progress along with them.  
 
    Once the rambler reached the perfect height, I knew it was time to end this. I scowled and exerted my will on the mass of bladed monsters. Slowly but surely, the multitude of butterflies turned their bodies so that their bladed wings faced inward, then the vortex closed in like a vice on the rambler. First, soft pings echoed through the vortex as one blade scratched the rambler’s rough hide, then two, then four, then a hundred. 
 
    The constant whirling barrage wore through the thick skin, and one kalgori cut through, then multiplied into the storm of knives and blood that they got their name from. With one split-second scream of alarm and agony, the rambler exploded in a haze of blood and viscera. 
 
    It rained all over me. The torrent of wind threw it every which way, covering me head to toe in the rambler’s sticky blood. I didn’t enjoy being covered in its warm, bloody viscera, but I was alive. I let out a few sharp breaths and calmed my rapid heartbeat. The kalgori wanted to keep going, but I stopped them. First, I forced the original to return to its singular form and back into the crystal it was housed in. It took a lot of my energy to keep it from flying toward Nia and Arwyn, but I reined in its bloodlust. 
 
    The small green crystal plopped into my hand. I shook my head. Such an innocent little monster, and yet awesome in its deadly power. 
 
    With that done, I made my way back to Nia and Arwyn. I was immediately glad to see that they didn’t need my help. 
 
    A smile played across my face as I took in the scene. Nia was a force of nature, a walking inferno, her body covered in flames as dozens of grunts charged and swarmed her. She blasted everything in sight with a stream of red-hot fire. Meanwhile, any stragglers that made the unwise decision of rushing Arwyn were met with the cold steel of her sword. 
 
    There were several ghouls locked in combat with my beautiful teacher. The first she cut down with ease as her sword slid through its open maw. It shriveled to dust as it died, but she didn’t have time to dodge the next one’s attack, so it barrelled into her and knocked her to the ground. I cursed and ran for her, my hands flying to my bandolier, but before I could help, she had it handled. 
 
    As the ghoul fell on her, Arwyn placed her feet on its chest and pushed it back. It stumbled backward into the other remaining ghoul, and the redhead wasted no time. She flipped onto her feet and ran them both through. Once they were pinned, she used all of her strength to cut up through the monsters, slicing them almost completely in two.               
 
    She bent over, hands on her knees as she gulped air through her mask. Blood trickled down her face on one left side while a large cut ran down her neck on the right. Still, her eyes flashed to me, worried.  
 
    “Gryff! Thank the Maker,” she said with a sigh of relief. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I frowned. “Am I okay? What about you?” 
 
    She waved that off. “Just some scratches. I’ll live.” Her gaze froze me in place. “But are you injured, Gryff?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Bullet Bass saved me,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    Before we could speak more, a trio of goblins broke off from the mob surrounding Nia and ran for us. I stepped past Arwyn, my grin confident as I summoned a single axe goblin and speed slug to give it a boost. The next second it was spinning like a top, and its blade mowed through the goblins before I sent it off to deal with as many of the perimeter monsters harassing Nia as it possibly could. The combination of it and the literal maelstrom that Nia had conjured made short work of the grade E monsters. 
 
    Arwyn snorted. “Well, that was efficient.” 
 
    I flashed her a smile though she probably couldn’t tell. But then my smile faded when I saw the sudden orb of light shoot into the sky in the direction of Orenn and Varleth.  
 
    “Arwyn,” I said as I pointed off at the flare. 
 
    She followed my gaze. “Shit, I guess the communicator didn’t work,” she said. Her eyes flitted from the signal flare to Nia, then to me, and back to the flare. Her brows pinched together. “Okay, Gryff. Nia and I have things handled over here, for now, so use one of your speed slugs to get over to them fast and help them to close the rift.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Arwyn smiled. “Good. Now go.” And with that, she raised her sword and charged back toward the monsters. 
 
    With Arwyn gone, I recalled my axe goblin and threw that same speed slug onto my back. Then I shot forward over the bridge to the direction of the flare. I made it through several ruined blocks and past a few monsters I speed punched to death before Orenn exploded through the roof of a nearby building and crashed in front of me in a cloud of dust and debris. It was so abrupt that I hardly had time to swerve out of his way. 
 
    He cursed as he staggered to his feet, his metal body stained red and black from monster blood. As he pulled up his gas mask to spit out some blood, he noticed me. “Ah Gryff, thank the Maker. We have a problem.” 
 
    I frowned. “What is--” 
 
    My answer to that question tore through the same building that Orenn had just flown through. The home was reduced to rubble as a massive mass of muscle bounded through with a roar.  
 
    It was a cyclops. 
 
    The giant thing was as tall as the surrounding buildings, with huge muscular arms and legs and a pointy tooth scowl that glared down at us. Its one eye locked onto us immediately. Cyclopes were grade C monsters, without much magic but immeasurably strong and durable. The regular cyclops was not nearly as big or powerful as it’s cousin, the fire-eye, but it was still quite a handful. 
 
    The problem was that Orenn was a metallogue. While he could bust through legions of grade E monsters with ease, a cyclops had hard skin that wouldn’t be deterred by Orenn’s punches. I had no doubt that eventually Orenn could handle it on his own, but time was of the essence here.  
 
    The cyclops let out a tremendous roar and lunged for us. We dove apart with just enough time to dodge. Orenn took off running back the way he came through the ruined building.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I shouted after him. 
 
    “Need to make sure Varleth is still alive!” he called back. 
 
    Yeah, I’d wager that’s a good reason. With Orenn gone, the cyclops’ attention fell on me. It cocked its arm back and went to punch me, but I dove out of the way again. Its fist smashed into the ground where I’d just been, sending up a spray of dirt and gravel. I was tired, my mana running low, but I believed I had enough mana and time to stop the cyclops. I summoned a cementroll and had it freeze the cyclops’ legs in place. Without waiting, I turned and ran after Orenn. That wouldn’t hold the cyclops for long, but I didn’t need long. I just had to make sure they were okay before I doubled down on fighting the beast. 
 
    I scampered through the rubble until I came to the next street where Varleth and Orenn both fought back to back against a horde of ghouls and box trolls and goblins. Orenn was fine but blood ran down Varleth’s face and from his mouth, and his sleeves and cloak were torn in several spots. His sword glowed with black energy that made my skin crawl. When it passed through one of the monsters, it shuddered and collapsed 
 
    Banishers could drain the energy and life-force from monsters, I knew, but I didn’t know they could transfer that magic to a weapon. That was an amazing trick. It looked like it took a toll on Varleth. He grimaced, his skin pale and dappled in sweat, and his eyes were sunken and bruised. 
 
    “Did you find the Catalyst?” I called to him. 
 
    Varleth glared at me, turned back to a ghoul, decapitated it, then turned back to me. “Did you kill the cyclops?” His voice was tinged with annoyance. 
 
    “No, I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Now do your job, summoner,” the banisher said as he bared his teeth. “And I’ll do mine.” 
 
    While I didn’t need the attitude, he was right. My job was to make sure he was safe. While part of me wanted to go back and deal with the cyclops, I decided to help them first. I flicked three crystals into the air which in turn materialized into my lightning imps.  
 
    It was a tried-and-true strategy. They targeted their energy at Orenn who paused mid-fight to take in the shock as electricity arced around him. Then I heard him laugh, and he barreled into the ghouls. The electricity arced from him to the monsters and incinerated them into ash. Orenn kept up his maniacal laugh as he ran around. I smiled, as his mirth was contagious. 
 
    The electricity crackled through him. As a metallogue, I didn’t need to worry about the prolonged heat of the imp’s lightning heating up his insides, since, unlike bullet bass metal, metallogues completely transformed into metal, their bones, their organs, every cell within them. In essence, he was a human lightning rod. 
 
    That’s when the cyclops barreled around the corner in a rage. That took longer than I’d expected which was only good for us. With most of the ghouls in check, Orenn started for me.  
 
    “Go find the Catalyst,” he called to Varleth. “We got the big guy.”  
 
    Varleth huffed but offered him a thumbs up, then swung his sword and cut down one final ghoul. 
 
    The cyclops surveyed us, ready to strike, but I decided that I wouldn’t give it a chance. I re-summoned my speed slug and tossed it to Orenn, who caught it mid-stride. He gave one look to the slug before his metal face smiled through his filter mask.  
 
    “I like the way you think, Gryff.” 
 
    Then he squeezed the slug a smidge as his magic flowed through it to make it metal like him. That seemed to be the ticket to making the slug’s natural abilities compatible with his metal form, as he sprinted forward like he was shot out of a cannon. My imps charged him again with their lightning as he zoomed toward the cyclops. With his body brimming with electric energy, he was an explosive bullet. So when he used his enhanced metal strength and his slug speed to jump forward and put his hands out in front of him, I wasn’t shocked when he punched the cyclops so hard, a bolt of electricity burst through its chest and scorched the creature from the inside. 
 
    The cyclops, with its chest decimated, dropped to its knees and began to fade into nothing before it hit the ground. Since we were in the Shadowscape, its body wouldn’t drop any loot, though if I had the time, I could have captured its essence in one of the spare crystals I had. Unfortunately, there wasn’t the time for that since Varleth was already on his way to close the rift.  
 
    Orenn, who had flown through a window after going through the cyclops, came bounding out with a fit of laughter. 
 
    “Wow, that was wild,” he said. “Quick thinking there.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied and patted his shoulder.  
 
    “By the way, Gryff, you look disgusting,” he said as he motioned to the rambler blood that coated me. It was still sticky and warm, but I’d ignored it during the fighting.  
 
    I scratched the back of my neck and laughed. “Yeah, trust me, I know.” 
 
    “No worries, friend,” he said with a big grin. “Been there plenty of times.” 
 
    I nodded, then looked back to where Varleth had been. I didn’t see him. “Should we go after him?” 
 
    Orenn shook his head. “Nah, he said the Catalyst was in that building,” he said as he pointed to a mostly intact one-story shop behind me with a cracked glass window with faded letterings indicating that it was a cobblery. “We shouldn’t worry.” 
 
     “You sure?” I asked. Orenn was a veteran on the response squad, so I trusted his judgment, but still, I had some lingering worries. 
 
    “Yeah, Varleth is a--” 
 
    The world around us started to quake so violently that the air rang and it even seemed to vibrate. I felt like my bones would turn to dust, and then a blinding white overcame my being for a split second. I blinked, and we were back in our world. The sky was a brilliant orange in the fading evening light. 
 
    Orenn took off his mask and smiled next to me. “See? Varleth is good, and we’re back.” 
 
    Thank the Maker. I shed my gas mask and gulped down fresh air as if I’d been drowning. 
 
    Varleth emerged from the cobblery which was near immaculate and not at all damaged as were most of the buildings around us. It seemed this area was spared most of the carnage. Varleth didn’t look good though. His skin was pale, too pale, and I swear his veins bulged against his skin and were much too dark. Sweat poured down his face as he caught his breath. 
 
    Orenn noticed my concern and leaned in to whisper. “Channeling the energy of the Catalyst stone takes its toll, but he’ll be fine. Always is.” 
 
    Varleth nodded to us and calmly walked past us, his stride slow and his movement rigid as if he was in pain. Judging from how he looked, that probably wasn’t that far off from the truth. 
 
    We’d been inside the Shadowscape for maybe half an hour at most, but I knew that time in there was finicky. You could be gone in that hell and come back to find hours had passed or that only a second had passed in our world. It was odd. Based on the light, it was near sunset now, so it seemed several hours had passed in our world. 
 
    Smoke still billowed over the town, but there were no more screams, pops of gunfire, nor did the roars of monsters filled my ears.  
 
    Orenn and I followed Varleth back to the square where we found Nia and Arwyn amidst the debris. Nia sat back on the steps of the cathedral, her arms on her knees as she sucked in air. Arwyn knelt beside her and ran her hand along Nia’s right arm and leg, a faint golden glow emanating from her hands. Her brow was knitted in concentration as she worked her healing magic. Nia was covered in blood all over, her cloak and uniform ripped to tatters. She didn’t seem to be in pain though, so it was hard to guess how much of the blood was hers and how much belonged to the monsters. 
 
    We approached in silence, not eager to disrupt Arwyn. She’d told me once that healing took a lot of effort and concentration and even the slightest mistake could cause damage, so we stayed silent until, at last, she sighed and dropped her hand, the golden glow fading to nothing. Arwyn clapped her hands together. 
 
    “There, all better,” she said with a smile. 
 
    Nia smiled back and ran her hands over the exposed skin of her arm. “Thanks, Miss Hamner.” 
 
    Their eyes found us, and Nia shot to her feet. “I see you did it.”  
 
    Varleth nodded though he still looked awful. Nia frowned as she took in his appearance, but she didn’t seem shocked. I suppose that wasn’t a surprise given her extensive family background in monster fighting. She would know what a banisher had to go through. 
 
    “Gryff– Maker…” Nia gasped out as she fully took me in. “Are you alright?” I was sure I was a sight covered in all this gore. 
 
    “This isn’t my blood,” I said with a smile. “I’m fine, nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Nia nodded, relieved. “Good to hear.” Then she crinkled her nose in disgust. “You’ll definitely need a bath.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “So I’ve been told.”  
 
    “That he has!” Orenn chuckled and clapped a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    Arwyn smiled. She looked beyond fatigued, which I imagined would be the case after fighting with a sword as much as she did and the healing that she’d just performed on Nia.  
 
    “Good work everyone, especially you two,” she said, her eyes on Nia and me. I blushed at her praise. “I think we need to work harder, but overall, not bad for a first day’s work.” 
 
    That, we could all readily agree on. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    So our first mission was a success. 
 
    As we made our way back to the airship, one of the soldiers from before came running toward us. He was winded, and his short blonde bangs were plastered to his forehead. 
 
    “All the monsters are dead, ma’am,” he said through his heavy breathing. 
 
    “Excellent,” Arwyn replied triumphantly. She quickened her pace and motioned for the soldier to follow. “Walk with me, private. Give me the full report.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    While they conferred, the rest of us hung back to give them the space they clearly wanted. I was curious, but I was sure Arwyn would share with us whatever it was the soldier had to say. 
 
    And she did. Once the soldier was done, he ran ahead to the airship, and Arwyn slowed down to join us in stride again. She was practically glowing with excitement. 
 
    “Well?” Nia prompted, maybe a tad too forward, but Arwyn didn’t seem bothered. 
 
    “Today was a success,” she announced. “Early estimates of casualties sits at about thirty. Compared to attacks on towns this size in the past, that’s incredibly low, regardless of how relatively weak this rift was.” She smiled. “While I would have preferred to have no one die at all, it’s still a victory, all things considered.” 
 
    Practically the entire town waited for us at the airship where the injured were tended to by a few town doctors. Immediately, Arwyn got to work with her magic, doing what she could to help those that had been injured. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” she asked as she moved toward a man with bandaged ribs. 
 
    “The potion you gave me wore off a few minutes ago, but it isn’t so bad. I’ve dealt with worse.” He gave her a weak smile. 
 
    “Well, you won’t have to deal with this at all after I am finished with you. Roll up your shirt.” 
 
    He did as she asked. Once he had, she placed her hand against his ribs, eliciting a jolt of sudden pain. He flinched, but then her eyes closed and her brow knitted with strain and concentration as her magic kicked in. Her hands glowed as she pumped a steady stream of magic into the man. 
 
    When she was finished, Arwyn pulled her hand back with a smile. 
 
    “That is amazing,” I told her, unable to contain my smile as I watched him sit up, good as new. 
 
    “All part of my job,” she said with a smile. “And because of that, I’mgonna be here for a while. The rest of you should head back to the academy.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. Nia looked like she had the same question. “How will you get back?” 
 
    Arwyn shrugged. “No need to worry. I’ll return tomorrow with a military escort.” 
 
    And then she went back to healing, and that was that.  
 
    So we flew again. This time I was far too tired to be enamored by the views though I will say that the view of the sunset from the sky was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen in my entire life. The way the light painted the clouds gold and the way the sky turned from gold to orange to purple was simply breathtaking. 
 
    Varleth seemed to gain more color, but he still looked terrible. If Arwyn wasn’t concerned, I saw no reason for me to be. The pilot gave Orenn the key to the bar, and we all passed a bottle of whiskey around as we flew. I didn’t indulge enough to get drunk, but enough to ease my aches and soreness and to take the edge off, something I needed desperately because I was still wound up from the rift.  
 
    The ship arrived after the sun had dipped below the horizon. Our carriage arrived back at the Academy just before dinner, so I had time to take a bath beforehand. Even though I had washed the worst of the blood and gore off in the river at Helvetia, I can honestly say that it was probably the best bath that I’d ever taken. 
 
    Dinner was a treat. Venison and fried potato skins, plus an assortment of stir-fried vegetables over rice. We had feasts every night, and I always enjoyed it, but venison was my and Maelor’s favorite, and I’d had a soft spot for potato skins since I was a kid. It was one of the few things I remembered about my parents. My mom used to make them all the time, and my father would often come home with bags of dried potato skins, spiced with expensive ingredients from far-off lands. 
 
    So, yeah, it was a great meal. 
 
    I was a bit concerned though because Layla didn’t show up to eat, and I’d looked forward to telling my friends about my adventure. Braden, who sat across from me and ate three potato skins at a time, simply shrugged when I asked him if he knew if there was anything wrong. 
 
    “She trained all day with us,” he said as he drank some wine. “As far as I could tell, she didn’t get injured during her sparring matches, so I don’t know, Gryff.” 
 
    I scratched at my goatee. “Hm, it’s probably nothing then.” 
 
    Braden frowned. “I would have thought that she would want to grill you with questions about the mission. Seems like you’ve lucked out.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Yeah, that’s true.” That actually made me more concerned. “I think I’ll check on her after dinner, anyway. Just to be sure.” 
 
    “I think she’d like that,” he said around a mouthful of venison.  
 
    On a normal day, I wouldn’t be worried, but Layla’s intense curiosity wouldn’t allow her to not ask me a hundred questions. She didn’t have the slightest bit of patience. So, if she wasn’t here, then either she wasn’t feeling well, or something had happened. Even if she weren’t hungry, she would have come to interrogate me. Braden, on the other hand, didn’t have Layla’s curiosity, so his questions about the mission didn’t go beyond the “how did it go?” variety. 
 
    There wasn’t anything I could do about my worries for Layla at the moment, so I continued to enjoy my delicious meal. I would simply have to check in on her later. 
 
    After dinner was over, I walked back in silence with Braden. Halfway to our dorm, he peeled off and went toward the baths.  
 
    “I’ll see you back in the room later,” he said over his shoulder. “Let me know if you find out anything about Layla.” 
 
    “Will do,” I called. 
 
    With that, I was free to seek out Layla. Not that I had to seek hard, for when I approached the dorm, I found Layla sitting on the steps out front. She hugged her knees to her chest and had her chin down, her eyes on the ground. Her amber eyes glowed in the light of dusk when she lifted her gaze at my footsteps. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I see you’re alive, so I assume you closed the rift and saved the day.” 
 
    “Hey,” I echoed and smiled. “Yeah, the mission was a success, minimal casualties compared to normal.” 
 
    She nodded. “Good to hear.” That was it, no interrogation of what happened, not even a follow-up question. Something was definitely off.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Everything alright?” I asked. “We missed you at dinner.” 
 
    “I’m fine, I just didn’t have any appetite,” Layla replied. “Training today left me exhausted, and I just wanted to lie down.” I gave her a long stare. Something told me she wasn’t telling the whole truth, though she did look tired, her eyes heavy and her hair a mess. 
 
     “Are you sure?” I asked and crossed my arms. 
 
    She nodded, her eyes at her feet. “I’m fine. 
 
    I blinked at her and frowned. “Layla Bethel, spill it. There’s obviously something the matter.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip and sighed. “Fine.” She stood, and though she was up on two steps, she was only a hair taller than me. Layla shook her head. “I’d rather we talked in private. Come to my room?”  
 
    I knew it. I didn’t like to see her troubled. “Sure.” 
 
    She stepped down and took my hand in hers, lacing her fingers with mine. Then she pulled me after her. I swallowed hard as Layla led me to her room. I didn’t know what to expect, so my nerves were acting up. Would this be good, would this be bad? I didn’t know.  
 
    The female dorm was nearly identical to my own dorm. The layout was the same, with similar paneling and decorations, the same doors spaced evenly, the same long corridors. Layla’s room was on the first floor. We entered down the center corridor then took a left and went to the very end of that hall where we stopped at room number 109. She pulled out a key and unlocked the door.  
 
    I smirked. “You don’t have to pick the lock?” 
 
    Layla snorted. “Very funny, jackass.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I amuse myself.” 
 
    “I can see that,” she said and turned to punch my arm playfully. 
 
    She opened the door and led me in. I whistled. Her room was the same as mine, but the ceiling was slightly taller to accommodate a fancy gilded chandelier. The four-poster beds had extravagant curtains hanging from them, silky and colorful, stitched with gems. It was a tad more luxurious than I’d expected it to be. 
 
    We weren’t alone. Sitting on the bed to our left was another woman, Layla’s roommate. She sat cross-legged with her face buried in a book. Her dark brown hair looked like it was almost crimson in the light. She had it tied back though a few strands fell over her bespectacled eyes. When we entered, her eyes snapped up to look at us. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” she said in a meek voice. Her eyes were an almost unnatural green, to the point that maybe they’d been altered by magic. All of her features were soft: a slight chin, round cheeks, a petite nose, and thin lips. With her blanket wrapped around her, she was cute in her own way.  
 
    Layla put a hand on my shoulder. “This is my friend Gryff.” She turned to me. “Gryff, this is Fiona, my roommate, if that wasn’t obvious.” 
 
    I waved at Fiona. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    She smirked briefly though it was gone in a blink. “Same. Layla’s told me so much about you.” 
 
    “Good things, I hope,” I replied and scratched the back of my neck. 
 
    Fiona blinked, thought for a moment, then said, “Yes, good things.” After that, her eyes were back on her book. I strained to read the title but managed to read it after a second. Physical Magic: The Next Evolution of the Human Body. Interesting. I couldn’t tell if that was a textbook or a leisure read. I wondered if she was an adept. 
 
    Layla and I stood awkwardly in silence while Fiona blissfully went about her reading. Layla pursed her lips and puffed out her cheeks. 
 
    “She doesn’t talk much.,” she tried to say in a whisper. 
 
    “I talk enough,” Fiona sniped without lifting her eyes. “You just flit from topic to topic far too much for my liking.” 
 
    Layla covered her mouth. “She’s sassy too.” 
 
    Fiona snorted and rolled her eyes. That made me laugh. 
 
    Layla hopped onto her bed and patted it, indicating for me to join her, so I crawled onto her bed with her. Layla drew the curtain, cutting us off from her roommate. I laid back on her cushy pillows that were more comfortable than my own. Why did the women get nicer things? 
 
    Layla sat cross-legged across from me, her hands in her lap. She grinned and turned in the direction of Fiona. “Don’t worry, we’re not doing anything weird.” 
 
    That only elicited a sigh and an “I don’t care, Bethel,” from Fiona. 
 
    I slapped Layla’s leg and shook my head. “Now why would you say that? She’s definitely gonna think we’re up to shenanigans.” 
 
    She smiled cheekily. “What? You think I’d just cavalierly fuck a man with my roommate being in the same room? What kind of savage do you take me for?” 
 
    “We aren’t talking about just some man,” I said with a shrug and a sly smile. “We’re talking about me.” 
 
    She snorted, rolled her eyes, and punched my arm, but then she chuckled.  
 
    I sat up and put my hands in my lap. “So, what did you want to talk about? Is everything okay?”  
 
    Her cheery demeanor evaporated quickly though. It was as if the air suddenly became heavier. It wasn’t something I was used to with her. Layla frowned and shook her head.  
 
    “Not exactly.” She leaned over me and reached beyond her bed curtain to the night table next to her bed. She snatched an envelope off it and pulled it back. Her eyes wouldn’t leave the letter, and her hands shook ever so slightly. She gulped. 
 
    I reached forward and took her trembling hands in my own. I gave them a squeeze. “It’s okay, Layla. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Here,” she said as she handed me the envelope. “I went to the mailroom for the first time in a month, found this waiting for me.” 
 
    I nodded. I hadn’t realized that the Academy had a mailroom though it made perfect sense to have one. I wondered if Maelor had sent me anything. I’d have to give it a look tomorrow when I got the time. 
 
    The envelope she gave me didn’t have an address, only her name written in the center. I opened it and pulled out the letter. I started to read it, my eyes skimmed the page quickly. The handwriting was hasty, messy, but legible. 
 
    Lay, 
 
    It’s been a long time since we’ve heard from you. I hope you haven’t forgotten us while you’re living easy in that damn school. Don’t forget where you came from. You may have some magic now, and you may go to that school, but you’ll always be a Bethel, whether you like it or not. But to business. Logan is getting out three Saturdays from now. It would be nice if you were there to pick him up. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Dad  
 
      
 
    My lips curled into a frown, and I dropped my hands once I was done reading it. The tone of the letter was obvious. Layla’s family wasn’t fond of the fact that she had magic and came to this school. They were resentful and envious, that was clear, but I couldn’t see why Layla was upset by it. 
 
    “Isn’t this good?” I asked with a hesitant smile, trying to sound encouraging. “Your brother is getting out of prison. That’s what he meant, right?” 
 
    “He was in jail, yes,” She sighed. “Logan’s the one with the gambling debts.” She shook her head then. “But it isn’t good.” Her voice sounded almost hoarse with those last words as if it pained her to say it. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She sighed. “Logan and I have a rough relationship. Sometimes, he’s the sweetest human I know. But most others, he’s a thief, a conman, a drunk, and an overall dick. I never know which one of him I’m going to get, so I avoid him. Add to that the fact that it was him that got my other brother into the gang life that killed him, and well, my feelings for him are strained.” 
 
    I frowned as I scratched the back of my head. “That’s rough, Layla. I’m… I’m sorry.” That was one damaged relationship. I couldn’t imagine myself having such a dynamic with a sibling. But I understood what she went through was hard. 
 
    She offered a slight smile. “It’s okay, Gryff. I appreciate you being here.” 
 
    “Anything I can do?” I asked. I scooted closer to her and tenderly rubbed her cheek. She took my hand and pressed it harder against her face as if she was drawing strength from it. If she was, then I was happy to help. 
 
    “I don’t know…” she answered in a low voice. 
 
    I nodded and gave her an encouraging grin. “Anything you need, I’m there for you.” 
 
    Her eyes locked onto mine. “I want you to come with me when I go see my brother and family.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked her, my eyes wide. “Are you sure?” I should have expected that request, and I was flattered that she thought of me well enough as a friend that she could introduce me to her family, but that only made me nervous. I was never good with familial interactions, even if it wasn’t my own, and from the sound of things, her family was a particular kind of handful.  
 
    But I cared for Layla and would do my best for her. 
 
    “Very,” she said with an exaggerated nod. “Please, Gryffie. My brother is unpredictable at the best of times and the downright scum of the earth at his worst. Please, I need a friend for this.” 
 
    “Just a friend?” I raised an eyebrow. I guessed that she had wanted to keep our relationship on a physical level, but I would have been lying if I said that I didn’t want her to admit that she had feelings for me. “Wouldn’t Braden be better if you’re trying to scare your brother straight, so he doesn’t mess with you?” 
 
    “You know we are more than that.” Layla rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Oh?” I snickered. “Tell me more? Are you going to admit how much you love me and want to show me off to the family.” 
 
    “Stop it.” Layla smirked and then hit me on the arm. “I adore Braden, but you and I both know that behind all his brawn, he’s a meek little pup. I don’t think he’d be able to hide behind a tough-guy charade for very long.”  
 
    “That’s probably true…” Something else I needed to work on getting Braden to the top of his game. And I needed to do this for Layla so that she could have peace of mind and focus on her summoning. 
 
    She flashed her teeth in a smile. “You, Gryff,” she said and poked at the hard muscles of my chest. “You are tough. You’re the strongest person I know, and I don’t mean physically.” She blushed. “Though obviously physically too.” 
 
    I chuckled. “You’re not that good with giving compliments, are you?” 
 
    “I prefer insults, personally,” she said defiantly, her somber emotions from earlier peeled away to reveal the joyful woman I was used to being around. 
 
    “I know,” I replied with a grin. 
 
    She smiled too and playfully pushed my shoulder. I feigned defeat and fell back onto her pillows. Her lips faded from a large smile to a small content one as she ran her hand over my chest, stomach, and back up again where it stopped on my collar. Her touch made my skin tingle and hairs stand on end. 
 
    “So, will you do it?” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” I asked with a smile. I grabbed her hand and pulled her to me. She fell forward and into my arms, and I held her close as she giggled. “Of course I’ll do it! I’d never let my friends down when they need me.” 
 
    Her smile was astounding, bright and full of joy. “Good,” she said with a sigh, then she put her hands behind my head and pressed her lips to mine with a force of someone starved for a kiss. We were a tangle of limbs as our hands traveled the lengths of our bodies, and she gasped with pleasure. 
 
    “Do you two mind?” Fiona suddenly said to break through the heat of the moment. We both jolted apart, startled. We’d both forgotten that she was there. The roommate was a silent little thing. I would have been embarrassed, but then Layla burst into a fit of laughter that was so contagious that I couldn’t help but join in. 
 
    “Sorry, Fi,” she said through a wheeze. Her eyes glistened with tears, so she wiped them with her arms. “I’m so lucky to have a friend like you,” she said to me in a whisper. She kissed me gently then, her lips curled into a smile against mine.  
 
    I traced my fingers down her jaw and to her neck. “Same to you, Layla.” I placed my forehead against hers. “Don’t worry, we’ll get through your family drama just fine and then we can forget about it and be here.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” she whispered with contentment. Then she nuzzled her face into my neck and wrapped her arm around my waist. “Thanks, Gryffie.” 
 
    “I’d say don’t mention it, but feel free to mention it as much as you please.” 
 
    She snickered. 
 
    Before long, we both drifted off to the realm of dreams. It was one of the most peaceful and comforting nights of sleep I’d had in a long, long time.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Layla’s letter from her family really made me wonder what Maelor was up to. He wasn’t my father, but he was the only family I had, and I missed the crotchety bastard. I’d spent more than fifteen years with him, with very little time apart until now. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed him, but now I couldn’t stop thinking of all the memories we had shared together.  
 
    During the lunch break the next day, I opted to go to the mailroom. Maelor had taught me to read and write well enough even though I couldn’t remember ever seeing him write anything substantial. He wasn’t the type to write letters, but maybe I only thought that because I’d never seen him do it. 
 
    I strode nervously toward my destination though I couldn’t place why. Was I afraid that there would be nothing from Maelor? I didn’t know, and honestly, I didn’t expect there to be anything from him. I took a deep breath and continued on. 
 
    The mailroom was located at the top of the southernmost tower that jutted from one of the corners of the main school building. It was a tough climb up the spiral staircase. While it wasn’t nearly as high as the Headmaster’s office, it didn’t have a lift to make things any easier.  
 
    The door to the mailroom was ajar when I reached the top, so I pushed it open with a creak and stepped inside. I had to pause to take in the scene before me. The tower was circular, as all of them were, but this one was only half enclosed by stone. The other half was open air and covered in small cages that were half filled with all manner of birds. There were doves, pigeons, ravens, and even a few hawks. They chattered and chirped and made the air vibrate with their loudness. It smelled too though I didn’t expect a sun-drenched open-air room covered in bird shit to smell pleasant in the least. 
 
    I wasn’t alone to bask in the aroma of warm bird droppings. At the wide table in the center of the room was a short, pudgy man with a pressed gray uniform. He had a thin beard that bordered his chubby chin. Bent over the table, the man sorted through a pile of envelopes and packages.  
 
    He didn’t look up from his task as I came in, but he had to have noticed me, as he asked, “Can I help you?” His voice higher than I anticipated, almost animated amidst the postal drudgery around him. 
 
    “No, sir, just checking my mail,” I said nonchalantly, my hands in my pockets. I turned away from them and faced the stone wall of the room where over a hundred locked mailboxes sat along the wall. They were all numbered from one to a hundred and twenty-six. I stared at the wall of secured lock boxes for a bit too long before the mail worker cleared his throat behind me. 
 
    “You need any help there, summoner?” 
 
    I turned back to him and offered him an embarrassed smile as I scratched my head. “Actually, yes. I’ve never checked my mail before. How do I know which one is mine?” 
 
    He shook his head and snorted. He mumbled something along the lines of, “Maker, these damn first years,” before he finally answered. “Did you get a mail key when you first arrived here?” 
 
    I furrowed my brows and dug into my pockets for my keys. “I did.” 
 
    “Check the number on it.” 
 
    I pulled out the key ring and inspected the four keys attached to it. I picked out the mail key and turned it over. The number 95 was etched into it. Well, that was a surprisingly simple solution. 
 
    “Ah, I got it, thanks,” I told him with a tentative smile. 
 
    He set his lips into a line and puffed out his cheeks. “Mhm,” he sounded as he rolled his eyes in an exaggerated fashion. He went back to sifting through all the mail and grumbling to himself. As I turned back to the lockers, I wondered what he was so aggravated about. 
 
    I found my mailbox quickly, located on the right side of the wall. I unlocked it and peered into the dark cubby. A drab and yellowed envelope sat patiently inside, and I anxiously reached in and grabbed it. I recognized Maelor’s messy handwriting immediately. The date was marked two weeks prior and addressed from Tallington. The name sounded familiar though its precise location didn't dawn on me. 
 
    Why was I so excited? The letter was probably something innocent, surely as simple as him checking up on me. Calm down, Gryff, I told myself. I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath. This letter was nothing. It didn’t hold the type of news that Layla had gotten, it just couldn’t. 
 
    Without an ounce of tact, I tore open the envelope and retrieved the battered letter within. The paper was rough, like the paper mill in the wilds that had made it and very different from the smooth, refined pages we had here at the Academy. There was a coffee stain on the bottom left corner in the shape of a mug and some splotches of ink where Maelor must have spilled some, but they didn’t obscure any words. It made me smile because I could imagine Maelor spilling the ink or realizing his mug had left a stain and him cursing up a storm. 
 
    My eyes moved beyond those obvious blemishes and found his words, and they made my heart swell. 
 
      
 
    Gryff, 
 
    Where do I begin? I’m not one for letters and all this sappy nonsense, but ever since you went to the Academy, I’ve missed you dearly. How are things there? You better be working your ass off, boy, because I won’t have you get shown up by those damn Enclavers. But knowing you, I’m sure you’ve already taught your teachers a thing or two.  
 
    I’ve raised you as a son for almost two decades, and though I know I don’t always show it, but you mean the world to me. I’m so proud of you, and I know your parents would feel the same way. You’ve grown into such a fine young man, so I doubt there is anything more that I can teach you. You’re bound for great things in this life, I know it, but remember that you’ll always have a home with me. 
 
    I don’t know how much free time they afford you at that school, but if you ever find the time, I’d love to see you again so you can tell me all about it properly. I’ll be in Tallington for the next few months. I’m sure that fancy school of yours will have a map to it. Anyway, I wish you the best and hope to hear from you soon. 
 
    Maelor  
 
      
 
    Tears streamed down my cheeks by the time I got through the letter. I didn’t like to cry, and I certainly didn’t do it in front of other people, especially random mailmen, but I couldn’t help it. I always knew Maelor cared for me. Even if we didn’t express our affection for each other, we still knew they were there. But to see his words and feelings so plainly and so honest that it made my heart ache to see him. 
 
    He was all I had, plain and simple, and I loved the old coot.  
 
    “You alright over there, kid?” the mailman asked behind me. 
 
    I sniffed and wiped at my eyes, frustrated that I’d done this in front of a random stranger, but it couldn’t be helped. “I’m fine, just… just got an emotional letter is all.” 
 
    “Ah, yeah I understand the feeling,” the man said with an almost bored inflection. I had to force myself not to roll my eyes. Ignoring him seemed the best strategy, so I stuck with it. I closed and locked my mailbox and turned to leave. 
 
    “Thanks for the help,” I said to him without waiting to hear his response. I skirted around the open door and descended the stairs. 
 
    I took them two at a time, my mind racing with emotions. I still had class after this, but all I wanted to do right now was to find Maelor, give him a hug, and tell him all about what I had accomplished so far at the Varle Academy. There was so much I wanted to tell him, but I knew it would have to wait. I didn’t know when I would get to see him again, but I would, and that really was something to look forward to. 
 
    Later, when we were on our study break, Layla was nowhere to be found, but I knew she must have been thinking about the letter she’d gotten, coping with that in her own way. Hell, I was hardly focused now thinking of my own letter. 
 
    “You alright, Gryff?” asked Braden across the table from me. He stopped skimming a finger through his notes. 
 
    I nodded with a small smile. “I’m fine. I just got a letter from Maelor. Gave me a lot to think about.” 
 
    “Hmm, I understand. He means a lot to you.” His gaze was sympathetic. 
 
    “Yeah, he does.” I looked down at my feet and smiled at the memories that ran through my mind. “I can’t wait to see him again.” 
 
    He offered me a comforting grin. “He must be one hell of a guy.” He chuckled. “Especially with all those wacky stories you tell us about him. Honestly, I can’t believe half the things you tell us.” 
 
    I smirked. “All true, I swear.” 
 
    Braden’s chuckles turned to snickers. “I sure hope not, some of the stuff you’ve said is a little too over the top.” 
 
    I closed my textbooks with a sigh. “Maelor is over the top. That’s one of the reasons why I love him to death.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, an eyebrow arched inquisitively. “Done studying already?”  
 
    “I can’t focus. My mind keeps wandering to Maelor’s words and on my memories, and I need to clear my head.” 
 
    “Why don’t you write him a letter back? Maybe that will help.” 
 
    I considered that. “Hmm, yeah, I should do that.” 
 
    Braden grinned wide. “Glad to help.” Then he buried his face back into his notes like the good student he was and kept on studying. I ripped out a page from my notebook and stared at it for a few seconds, collecting my thoughts and words before I finally began to write. 
 
    As soon as I put pen to paper, the words just flowed out of me, all the emotions I had bottled up toward him just let out. For all intents and purposes, he was my father, and I let him know that. We’d never really addressed it, even though we knew it to be true in our hearts. So if there were any doubts on how I much I loved and appreciated him, they would be washed away now. He would know. 
 
    The words kept coming, and I kept writing until my hands hurt. I told him everything that had happened, about all my triumphs and embarrassing moments. I detailed my fight in the Shadowscape and my bout with Gawain in Rashni Kae. I told him all about Nia, Layla, and Braden and all about my classes and teachers and how much help they’d been to me.  
 
    I wrote down everything, and when I was finally finished, my hands shook, and tears stung at my eyes. I swiped them away. It was good to let that all out, and I chuckled when I realized the letter was ten pages long. 
 
    Braden smiled at me. “Feel better, Gryff?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “Yeah, that really helped. Thanks.” 
 
    Later that evening, I once again made the climb up the southwest tower to the mailroom. This time, it was quiet and didn’t quite smell so bad. And it was empty. I left my envelope with the outgoing mail and made my way back so I could get to dinner. I didn’t know how long it would take for my letter to reach Maelor or if it ever would. The postal service in the wilds was inconsistent at best. He might get it a month from now, or maybe the mail carrier will get attacked by bandits or monsters. I couldn’t control that though.  
 
    All I could do was hope my words would find their way to Maelor. If he never gets my letter, then I would simply tell him in person. 
 
    No matter what, I was looking forward to seeing him, and I now knew part of the reason Layla really wanted me to go with her to address her own family issues. 
 
    I was looking forward to helping her, especially if that meant knocking her asshole brother around so that he left her alone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Since I spent my entire study period not studying, I needed some tutoring and extra help, and Miss Hamner was always willing to help. 
 
    “Again, Gryff,” Arwyn said with a frustrated sigh. “You have to pass your exams before the summer holiday commences.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I replied with a cheeky smile. Truthfully, I was a tad distracted. I laid back on her bed, with her straddling my waist in nothing but lacy black undergarments with her large milky bosom bare. I was naked myself, and it was all I could do to keep my excitement contained. My hands ran the length of her thighs, along her hips, and across her taut stomach before I gently massaged her breasts. 
 
    We were in her personal quarters which were attached to her classroom, a common feature for many of the teachers. While many instructors lived in the faculty housing on the southwestern edge of the campus, Arwyn had earned her own space. It was about the size of my dorm though only one full bed sat wedged in the corner. Bookshelves lined two of the walls, and a large desk sat next to the bed.  
 
    There was a thin window in between the bookcases, but she had curtains drawn over it so no one could see what we were doing. That was good because we definitely were breaking school rules and didn’t need prying eyes to see us. 
 
    “Gryff!” She chuckled. “Answer me.” 
 
    “Could... could you repeat the question?” I asked with a quirked eyebrow, and we both smiled wide. 
 
    She grunted playfully. “I swear, you’re lucky you’re so handsome and charming.” She shook her head and looked at the page in her hand. “What is the proper protocol when confronting grade A monsters?” 
 
    Grade A monsters were the most powerful of all, magically inclined and decently intelligent. Even the best mages like the Headmaster or Nia’s father had to be cautious when combating them. Me, I was merely a first-year summoner. A damn talented one if I do say so myself, but even I had to be smart about it. 
 
    I inched myself up and kissed the skin between her breasts. “If possible, retreat and request the aid of an alpha level response squad or equivalent military force.” 
 
    Arwyn grinned and planted a kiss on my cheek as the fingers of her free hand snaked through my hair. “Good,” she whispered, “but what if you can’t retreat?” 
 
    I laid back down and sighed. “Well, then you must hold out for as long as possible and do all that you can.” 
 
    She nodded and unfortunately hopped off me. “Let’s hope that you’re never in that position.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I replied as my eyes trailed longingly after her as she paced. 
 
    Arwyn put down her quiz sheet on her desk and tied her red hair up into a bun. I smiled at her as she did so. Bun or no bun, she looked incredible. Once she finished, she strode over to me, crawled atop me once more, and pressed her lips against mine, passionate and hungry. She ran her hands all over me as we tumbled around her sheets in a sensual tangle of limbs.  
 
    I was as hard as a diamond, but Arwyn liked to take the lead in these encounters, so I’d let her dictate the pace at her own discretion. When our tremors of passion were too much to contain, I filled her eager body with my seed, and she cried out with delight before collapsing against me. 
 
    She eventually pulled away. I was on my back with her lying atop me. She propped herself up on her elbows, her chest pressed against my stomach. As we both caught our breath, Arwyn laid her head against my chest and gently ran her fingers along the raised angry flesh of my burnt left side. My muscles tensed under her touch. Not that it hurt, but people rarely caressed that skin for obvious reasons. 
 
    “You know,” she began, “there are healers who could repair your burnt skin. It’s beyond my skill, but I have a colleague I studied with in Hartmire that could certainly do it.” 
 
    I stared at the ceiling and smiled. “I know, but these scars define me, remind me of the type of world we live in. I won’t wipe them away.”  
 
    She nodded in understanding. I knew she would since she had a few jagged scars across her right knee and lower thigh, compliments of one of her own battles with monsters. Her fingers traced the border between my burnt flesh and regular skin. “I think it makes you look… distinguished.” I felt her smile against my chest. 
 
    I smirked. “Thank you.” 
 
    She lifted her face up to mine and placed a tender kiss on my lips, gentle and soft. It sent a shiver down my spine. She smiled and reached a hand over across my body to the nightstand next to her bed where she’d placed the quiz sheet. Arwyn brought it back close to her face so that I couldn’t read it. 
 
    “Let’s continue,” she said as she cleared her throat. “A bit of history. In what year did the Unification Accords get signed?” 
 
    I rubbed my hand along her shoulder. “Hm, that would be 4a.e., I believe.” 
 
    She nodded. “Very good, and do you know the exact date?” 
 
    I frowned down at her. “We need to know the exact date on the exam?” 
 
    “You may or may not need that information, but I believe it would be better to be prepared for the possibility.” She smirked mischievously, and I could only roll my eyes with a smile. Of course, she wanted me to learn more even if the information wasn’t particularly that important. That’s what a good teacher should do. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I replied. I racked my brain for a moment. I was sure that I’d written this down in my notes. I remembered that it had been signed at the end of the spring… the date suddenly hit me. 
 
    “May 10th, 4ae,” I proclaimed proudly. 
 
     Arwyn sat up so that she straddled my waist again, her hands on my chest. “Good, and why is that date significant? You’re not going to be tested on it, but I’m just curious if you know. This might not be something a non-Enclaver like yourself would have been taught.” 
 
    I thought about it. May 10th was a few weeks away. Our exams were on May 9th and after that was… “The Summer Holiday. Is that what it’s for?” 
 
    “Indeed. The summer holiday commemorates the Unification, thus why many schools take time off and many units of the military go on leave.” 
 
    I nodded with a growing smile. My mind was already forming a plan. I had forgotten that summer holiday was coming up, for we hadn’t paid it much mind in the wilds, but we would get two weeks off, so it would be the perfect opportunity for me to pay Maelor a visit. Maybe he knew that I’d be given the time off. I wouldn't put it past him. 
 
    “Last question and this will be on the exam,” she said, giving me a stern, teacherly look, an amazing feat considering her current position nearly naked atop me. “Why are the Unification Accords important?” 
 
    Oh, that was easy. We’d spent almost an entire class going over them. “The Unification Accords helped unify the various militaries of the enclaves into one fighting force so that humanity could better defend itself against the monsters of the Shadowscape. It also set up trade agreements and other mutually beneficial treaties between the Enclaves that help us thrive to this day.” 
 
    Arwyn threw the test paper into the air. “Excellent, that would get full credit on the exam!” She kissed me hard again. “I think we’re done with the quiz for now. Of course, you’re welcome to come back anytime for more tutoring.”  
 
    I gave her a cheeky wink. “I’ll certainly take you up on that offer.” 
 
    “Good.” Then, she started to kiss me again before she worked her way down my body. Jaw, then neck, collar, chest, stomach, down and down until her mouth hovered above my cock. “I think such fine answers deserve some extra credit.” She winked. 
 
    I laughed. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
    After we were done with the second round of fun, Arwyn curled up next to me, her flesh soft against mine, and we both sighed in blissful contentment. 
 
    “You should probably stay here tonight,” she said softly. “Better to not risk being seen by one of the campus security guards.” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow. “You sure? What if someone comes to see you?”  
 
    She shrugged. “They would knock on the classroom door, not this one. Besides, you’re usually one of the first students to arrive anyway so it wouldn’t be outlandish if you were the first one here in the morning.” 
 
    I nodded. “Good point.” I smiled. “Whatever lets me spend more time with you, I’m all for it.” 
 
    Arwyn inched her head up so she could kiss me on the cheek. “I thought you might think so.” She curled her head into my neck and sighed. “We should get some rest. We have a long day ahead of us. We have response squad training tomorrow, and I intend to put you and the others through some rather stressful encounters.” 
 
    I laughed. “Hooray.” 
 
    She snickered along with me. “You won’t have that same enthusiasm by dinner, I assure you.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that, Miss Hamner,” I quipped with a cheeky grin. I petted her hair and closed my eyes. “We shall see.” 
 
    Arwyn leaned across me and blew out the candle on the nightstand. The room was plunged into darkness. She nuzzled back into me. “Yes, we will, Gryff. I like your attitude. I know you can handle it.”  
 
    I certainly could. I would take whatever she threw at us, for we needed to be better. The monster response squads were the main line of defense against the monster hoard that threatened all of humanity. If we weren’t sharp like we’d been on our first mission, then people could die. I couldn’t… I wouldn’t let that happen. 
 
    So I would train and run through her drills and do all Arwyn asked of me. If it made my comrades and me better, I was all for it. 
 
    With that, the conversation ended, and before long we both drifted off to sleep. My day had yet again ended in the arms of a beautiful woman, the perfect way to get me ready for the surely grueling day waiting ahead.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Arwyn had been right. The next few days were a blur of training so intense, I thought I’d never make it to the weekend, so when those blessed days finally showed up, I almost didn’t believe it. 
 
    However, in addition to some much needed time off, the weekend also meant it was time for me to accompany Layla into the city to meet her brother who was being released from prison. I was tired, but I wasn’t deterred by the prospect. I was happy to help Layla, and I wasn’t going to leave her out to dry.  
 
    It was late in the morning on Saturday. A loud knock woke me, much to my annoyance. As I cracked my eyes open, I saw that Braden was gone, off to breakfast or whatever he had planned for today. I groaned as I sat up and swung my legs over the side of my bed, but before I could pull on my pants, the door opened, and Layla strode in. 
 
    “Time to wake up, Gryff-- Oh, well, I see you’re already awake.” She smiled and arched an eyebrow as she took me in. I was in nothing but my underwear.  
 
    I snorted. “What are you gawking at? This isn’t anything you haven’t seen.” I grabbed a pair of trousers and pulled them on to make myself decent. 
 
    Layla shrugged. “Just because I’ve seen a famous painting doesn’t mean I don't want to see it again.” 
 
    “Are you… are you calling me a work of art?” I asked with a chuckle. I put my hands on my hips. “Because if you are, then that’s probably the best compliment anyone has ever given to me.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she said with a wink and a devilish smirk. “Now, come on, get dressed. We have a long day ahead of us.” 
 
    “I’m sure. What should I wear?” I looked at her. She wore tight black breeches that hugged her thighs while they accentuated her hips and rough hide boots that rose almost to her knees. She had a sleeveless, pale green blouse on that was unbuttoned right above her cleavage. Finally, on top of that was a thin burlap vest with a lot of pockets. 
 
    She crossed her arms. “We’re going to the slums, so be casual. We’re not trying to impress anyone.” 
 
    “That is what you call casual?” I asked as I gestured to her outfit. 
 
    “Pfft,” she scoffed. “This old thing? Just get dressed. Like I said, nothing too impressive.” 
 
    “Oh darn.” I snapped my fingers. “I was looking forward to wowing everyone with my snazzy outfit.” 
 
    “Don’t be snarky,” she replied with a chuckle.  
 
    “It’s so hard not to be,” I retorted with a playful smirk which brought on another laugh and roll of the eyes from Layla. “Now, let me change in peace, and we’ll go.” 
 
    Layla waited patiently on my bed while I found some clothes. I replaced my dirty trousers with a clean gray pair that tapered at my ankles, then I put on a blue tunic that fit snuggly against my form. Finally, I added my thick summoner belt that was covered in pouches and compartments for my crystals. I didn’t add the bandolier, but I wanted to be prepared, just in case. In case of what, I wasn’t sure, but I was cautious, and that had always served me well. 
 
    Layla didn’t question the decision. In fact, I noticed a few of her own crystals attached to the fine leather belt she wore. At the very least, if we didn’t use them, they doubled as fashionable accessories.  
 
    “That’s fine,” she commented when I was finished dressing. 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” I replied, and she responded by flicking me in the head lightly. 
 
    “Come on, you idiot.” 
 
    The trip was a long one, and Layla was too nervous to talk much through it, unfortunately. On weekends, a rotation of carriages continually came to the Academy to pick up students and faculty who wanted to visit family or do other business in the city. We had to wait several minutes between carriages, but before long, one appeared through the gate. There were no other students either, so we didn’t have to jostle with anyone for the ride. 
 
    Our carriage driver couldn’t have been older than me. He had a pleasant smile, rosy cheeks that were a little dirty, and neatly cropped blond hair under his wool cap. He tipped it to us. 
 
    “Lovely day, isn’t it?” he asked with a smile.  
 
    I nodded. “Indeed it is,” I told him, which was the truth. The sky was cloudless, and even though the summer was upon us, the air was pleasant and not too hot, with a cool breeze that made it feel perfect. 
 
    The driver hopped down from his seat and opened the door for us. Layla gave him a tentative smile before climbing in. I followed right behind her and gave the driver my gratitude. Once we were comfortably seated inside on the green leather seats, the driver opened a small sliding wood panel where he sat so he could speak to us. 
 
    “Where to?” he asked cheerfully. It was as if he could feel Layla’s gloom and was doing his best to combat it. I’d have to tip him well. 
 
    Layla perked up only slightly. “Dallham Square, please.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, you got it.” 
 
    Then he slid the panel closed and whipped the horses into a steady trot.  
 
    Next to me, Layla sighed and leaned her head against the leather. She closed her eyes and shook her head slightly. I frowned and nudged her shoulder with my own. 
 
    “Hey, are you alright?” I asked. 
 
    She snorted. “What kind of question is that, Gryff?” She opened an eye and gave me a long stare. “What part of this is alright?” 
 
    I furrowed my brows. “It’ll be okay, Layla. I’m here, remember?” 
 
    Layla closed her eyes again in a sigh and smiled. They opened again as she focused them on me. “I know.” She took one of my hands in hers and squeezed. “I appreciate it Gryff, I really do. Other than you and Braden, I don’t know anyone else that would do something like this for me.” 
 
    “You don’t have any friends back home?” I asked curiously. 
 
    She shrugged. “Of course I do, but honestly they weren’t the best people. Bad influences, you know?” 
 
    I chuckled. “You’re not exactly a good influence either.” 
 
    “I know,” she said with a smile as she punched my arm. “But hey, at least I’m fun and don’t partake in any criminal activities. I can’t say the same for my old friends.” She paused and looked out the small window in the door. “I haven’t spoken to or seen them since I found out I have magic. People in the slums aren’t exactly fond of mages or the military or those who get out of the slums.” 
 
    “Neither were people in the wilds, honestly.” I nodded in understanding. “Well, more so the military. We’re okay with magic and mages.” 
 
    She didn’t look at me as she kept her eyes on the passing buildings and street traffic. “Just know that it might come up. If we see people I know, it may not be a pleasant interaction.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said with a nod, “but we can handle ourselves if there is trouble.” 
 
    Layla smiled. “Yes. Yes, we can.” 
 
    “Besides,” I added. “I’m sure my charm will win everyone over.”  
 
    She scoffed yet didn’t lose her smile. 
 
    We stayed silent for the rest of the ride. I could tell Layla wanted to be alone with her thoughts, so I let her. She leaned her head against the glass window, and I did the same on my side. The trip took a while, for there was a lot of foot traffic and other horses and carriages clogging the narrow streets.  
 
    I watched as the smooth stone and marble architecture of the nicer districts gave way to clean brick and mortar buildings of the merchant and artisan districts. There were far more people here though at least there were dedicated traffic control officers that made it a point to keep the streets clear for carriages. We passed through the massive square where the main train station was, the same I’d exited when I’d first come to Varle. That seemed like so long ago.  
 
    The aroma of cooking meats and exotic scents of foreign spices of the markets eventually transitioned into smokey air that smelled of garbage. I remembered the smell from the train ride into the Enclave. It wasn’t one that I’d wanted to encounter again. It got stronger the closer we got to our destination. 
 
    Layla looked over at me and saw my pinched expression. She smirked. “Welcome to the slums.” 
 
    In a couple of minutes, the carriage rolled to a stop at the head of a shoddy town square. Thankfully, the smell of tobacco smoke was so pungent here that it drowned out the smell of garbage. The carriage shifted as the driver hopped down from his seat. He opened the door, that ever-present smile greeting us as he motioned for me to get out.  
 
    “Here we are!” he exclaimed. “Dallham Square.” 
 
    I nodded to him. “Thanks, we appreciate it.” I paid him the fee and gave him a handsome tip, for which he thanked me profusely. Then he climbed onto his high seat and was on his way. 
 
    As the carriage moved away, I got my first good view of the square. It was a dilapidated space half the size of the dining hall at the Academy, coupled with cracked cobblestone all around. A rusted fountain sat at its very center and looked as if it had once been a grand sight, but was now bone dry, the copper metal faded to a pale green patina. The whole area was bathed in shade, as the buildings all around were rooms upon rooms stacked atop each other, some of which seemed to tilt precariously. 
 
    Layla walked a few paces toward the fountain before she swiveled around to face me. She kept her arms straight against her sides and puffed out her cheeks, her lips set in a questioning line.  
 
    “Well, this is where I spent a vast majority of my life. Welcome to my world.” When she saw the wide-eyed look on my face, she asked, “What do you think?” 
 
    “Are you hoping it isn’t the worst place I’ve ever been to?” I asked with crossed arms and a smirk. 
 
    “Pretty much, yeah.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Don’t worry. There are dozens of crappy cesspools much worse than this out in the wilds.” 
 
    She let out an exaggerated sigh that doubled as a nervous laugh. “Oh, good.” She looked to her feet, then back up at me. “Let’s go, we don’t want to be late.” I nodded and followed her lead. 
 
    The northeastern corner of the square opened to a street that sloped up to a hill. We hiked up it even though the uneven cobblestone made it hazardous. Small drainage canals ran down each side, and… well, they weren’t just rainwater being funneled down the hill, that was for sure. The smell was nearly unbearable, but I did my best to keep my nose shut. 
 
    “How did you live with the smell?” I asked Layla through my hand. 
 
    Layla, to her credit, didn’t seem at all bothered by it. “You spend a week here, trust me you’ll get used to it. Now, you spend seventeen years here and pray that the smell hasn’t permanently made you stink too.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t smell when I met you, so I guess it didn’t stick.” 
 
    She snickered. “I still wear a lot of perfume, just to be sure.” 
 
    Our conversation died down when we crested the top of the hill and saw what I had to assume was the prison coming into view. The building was a depressing stone structure made of cracked brick and crumbling mortar that didn’t look at all fit to contain potentially dangerous individuals. It was surrounded on all sides by a tall wrought-iron fence, each bar topped with a wicked sharp point. City guardsmen patrolled the perimeter, rifles slung over their shoulders and sweat staining their pits from the thick coats they had to wear despite the heat. I didn’t envy them at all. 
 
    The building itself was several stories high with dozens of barred windows. It was hard to tell from the ground if those windows led to cells. Most of the jails of the wilds placed their dungeons in the basement of their buildings, but this was the big city, so maybe things were different here. 
 
    “Here we go,” Layla said with a deep breath before she strode forward. When she got to the main gate, one of the guards on duty put out a hand to stop her. 
 
    “Halt,” he demanded, his voice gruff and annoyed. “State your name and business.” 
 
    “Layla Bethel. My brother is being released today, and we’re here to pick him up.” 
 
    The guard arched a brow. “Hm. Identification?” 
 
    She dug into her small satchel and produced some papers, along with the Academy ID card that all students got issued. The guard took it and looked it over as well as the additional paperwork. He frowned. 
 
    “A mage, huh? Interesting.” He moved aside and pointed to the main doors. “Go ahead. They’ll take care of you inside.” 
 
    Layla inclined her head. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    He nodded, then we moved past him and into the prison foyer. It had a low ceiling, and the floor was white tile that squeaked beneath my shoes. Despite the light from the windows, the room was cast in a pale green light from the gas lights that hung from the walls and ceiling. It gave the whole place a real dreary vibe. 
 
    A few regular citizens sat around a low wooden table, looking bored and impatient as they waited to be helped. An additional guard kept watch with his arms crossed in a metal chair next to a thick steel door covered in locks. Must have been the entrance to the closest cell block. 
 
    I followed Layla to the reception counter where a bored looking woman with graying red hair and a face full of laugh lines and wrinkles jotted something down in a log. She put her pen aside when we walked up to her. 
 
    “What can I help you with?” she asked. She pushed up her glasses and cleared her throat. 
 
    Layla and the receptionist went through nearly the same conversation as the one she’d had with the gate guard. My friend had to show her papers and ID again, and this time had to sign some papers too.  
 
    “Okay, everything appears to be in order,” the receptionist said. “We’ll have your brother out in a few minutes. In the meantime, please have a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” replied Layla as she bowed her head in gratitude. It was strange for me to see her so civil and polite. Not that she was a brutish or rude person, but she usually had an attitude that I found endearing, though others were probably put off by it. I simply chalked it up to nerves and her not wanting to get in any trouble. 
 
    So we took a seat amongst the other people that had been waiting for Maker knows how long. I hoped we wouldn’t be waiting for hours, but that wouldn’t shock me in the slightest. Thankfully, it wasn’t an hour, but it was still about half of one before we were seen to.  
 
     There was a bang on the locked-up steel door. The guard sitting next to it stood and undid the locks before pulling it open. Waiting for them was another guard with his hand around the arm of a young man. This was obviously Logan Bethel. 
 
    The similarities between him and Layla were obvious. He had the same large amber eyes, a similarly petite nose, the same shade of brown hair which was as long as hers, though his was greasy and tied into a bun, and their skin was the same golden brown. That’s where the similarities ended though since he was half a head taller, with a chiseled jaw, a large mouth, and a scraggly beard that looked like the result of him not being allowed to shave. 
 
    When his eyes found Layla, they lit up. “Ah, sister! How good to see you again.” He turned to the guard next to him. “Get these damn things off of me already!” he barked with a scowl and raised his chained hands impatiently. 
 
    The guardsman grimaced. “Watch it, gutter scum. I’ll throw you right back in there.” 
 
    Logan scoffed but didn’t offer a retort. The guardsman fished a keyring from his belt and undid Logan’s wrist cuffs, and he wasted no time in getting them off. As they clattered loudly to the floor, Logan rubbed his wrists, which were red, raw, and chafed from the tight iron. I imagined that it hadn’t been a pleasant experience having to wear those. 
 
    “Thank you kindly,” he growled sarcastically.  
 
    Layla’s brother stretched his limbs and groaned with each movement as if he’d been huddled up for months unmoving. Once he was done, he swaggered over to us, a crooked toothy smile playing out across his face. 
 
    “Little Layla,” he said and pulled his sister into a hug. Layla stiffened ever so slightly, I doubted Logan caught it, but I did. She hesitated briefly before hugging him back. 
 
    “Long time no see, Logan,” she replied in a hushed tone. It was almost reserved, defeated. This wasn’t the girl I knew. 
 
    He pulled back and held her out in front of him by her shoulders. His eyes surveyed her up and down. “You look like you’ve had many full meals and comfortable nights of sleep in expensive beds.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “Not all of us went to jail and had to sleep on the cold stone floor, brother.” 
 
    He chuckled. “No, I suppose not, little summoner.” His eyes flitted past hers and onto mine. He gave me a once-over. “And who might you be?” 
 
    I straightened up, jutted out my chin, and puffed out my chest. I was bigger than him in almost every way, but still, he seemed like the cocky type that wouldn’t bow to someone bigger than him no matter what. I walked over to him and put out a hand to shake, giving him a sincere smile. 
 
    “I’m Gryff, a friend of Layla’s from the Academy,” I said matter-of-factly. His eyes narrowed as he shook my hand. He squeezed my hand hard, trying to show off, but then I squeezed harder, which made him grimace briefly before he rolled his eyes and chuckled.  
 
    “Layla with friends? I’m shocked.” 
 
    Layla scoffed next to me but didn’t say anything to defend herself, which again was quite bizarre for her. “Come on, let’s get you home.” 
 
    “Excellent, I do long to see mom and dad,” he exclaimed, punctuated by a clap of his hands. 
 
    So Layla ushered him out quickly before he could cause any more trouble. As we emerged from the prison and out into the Enclave air, Logan dropped to his knees and put his hands heavenward. He beamed and whooped. 
 
    “Oh, fresh air, sweet, sweet, fresh air. How I have missed you.” He laughed and turned his head to the brick path that led from the entrance to the gate and beyond. We allowed him to take his time. I imagine that being confined to a jail cell for months and years wasn’t pleasant, but I couldn’t help my smirk. If he thought this was fresh air, then I couldn’t imagine how bad it must have smelled in that prison. Because the air out here was the very opposite of fresh.  
 
    Logan suddenly popped to his feet and strode away which forced Layla and me to march after him. We practically jogged down the hill we’d just come up before we stopped back in Dallham Square. Logan stopped and breathed in deep, then released it a moment later with an overly exaggerated exhale. 
 
    “I missed this,” he said. Then he turned to me. “How’s this compared to your snooty life, Gryff?” 
 
    I crossed my arms and furrowed my brow. “Not much different, since I’m an orphan from the wilds, in case my accent didn’t give me away.” 
 
    He blinked at me, frowned, and stroked his chin. “Huh, so that’s what I was hearing.” 
 
    “Yeah, so trust me,” I said with a suppressed sneer, “this is more my speed than the lavish meals and comfy beds of the Academy.”  
 
    He gave me a cold stare back but then chuckled. “Fair enough then,” Logan said dismissively. It was obvious that he was bored with me already. I got it though, what was the point of antagonizing someone who’d had it as bad as you? He wanted to harass a noble, a pampered blue blood like Gawain. I wasn’t that, but I knew the feeling. I would have loved to see him have a go at Madox. That was something I’d pay good money for. 
 
    It was late afternoon when we finally came to their house. After we traveled down several streets and turns, we stopped in the middle of a narrow street where the two adjoining buildings on either side of the street leaned so bad that they almost touched in the middle of the space between them. Large wooden beams were erected at odd angles and propped up against the buildings to keep them from shifting any further. Honestly, though, they didn’t look like they were helping in the slightest. The walls were made of cracked plaster and stucco. 
 
    Logan stepped toward the building to our right. He ignored the main door, opting to skirt into the narrow alley on the side of the building. There he ascended a rickety staircase that went as high as my neck and ended in a chipped door that was covered in faded red paint. Logan looked back at us with a mischievous grin. 
 
    “It’s good to be home,” he said and then kicked open the door before striding in like a conquering king. 
 
    “You see what I had to live with?” Layla quipped. 
 
    “Yeah, he seems like a great guy.” I shrugged. “I can’t wait to spend more time with him.” 
 
    She snorted. “Try living with him for eighteen years, then you’ll change your tune.” She walked past me and waved for me to follow. “Come on, let’s go meet the folks.” 
 
    We followed Logan into Layla’s childhood home. It was a tight room, packed with old furniture and not enough space. The room was hazy and reeked of tobacco smoke and alcohol, but I supposed that was better than the smell outside. There were candles everywhere in clumps of melted wax, giving the room a flickering glow. A collection of empty beer bottles covered a small table near a chipped door that hung loosely on its hinges. Next to that was a small alcove that led to a narrow stairway. 
 
    “I’m home!” Logan exclaimed which prompted Layla and me to roll our eyes and snort. 
 
    “It’s about damn time,” a gruff voice from another room said. There was an open doorway that led to what looked like a small kitchen, and from there, a large man waddled out. He was rounder than Rori was, with stained clothes and a messy beard that looked like it hadn’t been washed in a long time, if ever. 
 
    Logan gave him a hug. “It was awful in there.” 
 
    “Trust me, I know, boy.” Her father then looked to Layla. “Thanks for bringing him back, girl.” 
 
    Her lips set in a severe line. “Sure, dad.” 
 
    Then he looked to me. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “Gryff,” she explained. “He goes to the Academy too.” She turned her head to me while nodding toward the older man. “Gryff, this is Lenn, my father.” 
 
    I put out my hand. “Pleased to meet you,” I gave him my warmest, most charming smile. Well… maybe not the most charming, since I saved those for wooing the ladies, but this was right below that. 
 
    “Likewise,” he replied with an almost hostile look. 
 
    Before we could say anything further, a woman’s voice echoed from the same kitchen. “Oh, is Logan home?”  
 
    Out came a woman who I could only assume was Layla’s mother. She was gaunt, with sallow cheeks and heavy bags under her beady eyes that weren’t at all like Layla’s. Her mom had a slight shiver as she walked, and she constantly scratched at her arms covered by her long sleeves. Her smile for Logan was genuine, but it faded when her eyes turned to Layla. 
 
    “Oh, hello, darling.” Her voice was dismissive. 
 
    Layla sighed. “Hi, mom.” She gave her mother a tentative hug, then she indicated toward me. “This is my friend, Gryff. Gryff, this is my mother, Harra.” 
 
    So we went through the same spiel of handshakes and greetings, me saying, “Pleased to me you,” I tried to stay sincere, but so far Layla’s family hadn’t impressed upon me a friendly and welcoming nature. Still, I’d be nice, since it was my nature. Once that was done, Layla looked like she was about ready to bolt, but I doubted it would be so easy. She couldn’t just pop in to see her family after months and not expect to stay awhile. 
 
    But she tried. Layla cleared her throat and thumbed at the door we’d come through. “Well, it’s getting late, we should probably get back to school.” 
 
    “Oh, nonsense,” Harra said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I have dinner almost ready.” She crossed her arms and gave her daughter a nasty glare. “Unless our food is no longer good enough for you.” 
 
    Layla bristled, her cheeks growing warm. “N-no. No, it’s fine. We can stay.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” 
 
    So we had dinner at the Bethel residence. We had to wait through an hour of awkward silence and small talk before Harra was finished with the food. I gave her credit, it smelled good, so I hoped it tasted as good. We crammed into their kitchen which doubled as a dining area. One wall was dominated by a messy sink filled with dishes crusty with old food. There was a dirty stove and a small hearth that was unlit. 
 
    We all piled around the worn wooden table on the far wall and took a seat. Harra served us all our plates, piled high with baked beans, rolls of bread, and some soup. As I dug in, I was surprised by how good it was. Thank goodness. 
 
    We ate in silence for a while, maybe for the best, but I decided to break the ice. My curiosity had got the best of me.  
 
    “So, Logan, what were you in prison for?”  
 
    He pointedly stared at me and waited to finish chewing before answering. That would have been fine, but he really took his time. I figured this might have been a touchy subject when I asked it, but I also had the impression that he may actually take pride in it, and that it would be something he would be happy to discuss. 
 
    Instead, he glared. “What’s it to you?” 
 
    I put my hands up defensively and offered a light chuckle to defuse him. “I’m genuinely curious. I assume it wasn’t anything serious if they let you out.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he grunted. He took a sip of his drink before answering. “I was caught burgling a neighbor’s house.” He shrugged nonchalantly. “He owed me money, and I was looking for it.” He kept eating with a satisfied smirk as if it was no big deal at all. 
 
    I scrunched my brows and frowned. “Oh, well… that... makes sense.” 
 
    He snorted. “I don’t need to explain myself to you, mage.” 
 
    Layla put a hand out to settle him down. “Easy, Logan.” 
 
    He stuck out his tongue at her before he turned his gaze to me. “Have you ever been to prison, Gryff?” 
 
    All of their gazes were curious and slammed into me. I felt as if they’d be disappointed if I said no. Layla was even curious. So I plastered a grin on my face and scratched the back of my neck as I gave them the truth. 
 
    “Well, I’ve never done serious time, but I’ve had to spend a few nights here and there in the local lockup for drunk and disorderly conduct, maybe the occasional bar fight.” 
 
    Layla laughed. “That sounds about right for you.” 
 
    Lenn nodded, looking almost impressed. It was odd that I almost felt satisfied with gaining some approval from him. I got the feeling Layla didn’t want me anywhere near her family, but here we were. I would make the best of it. As I said, I would charm them. If not for my sake then for hers. 
 
    “I’ve been in a few scrapes myself from time to time,” her father said with a chuckle that was punctuated by a smelly alcohol burp. 
 
    Layla bumped my shoulder and smiled. “Gryff is an amazing fighter too, top of our class in hand to hand combat.” 
 
    “Why would they teach you that when you can just use magic?” Logan scoffed. 
 
    “Well, there are situations where we could be low on mana,” I began. “Or times where it isn’t appropriate to use magic, like in a bar fight for instance.”  
 
    Logan nodded, but he grumbled as if he didn’t see the point. 
 
    “So, Gryff, what did you do before you joined the Academy?” Layla’s father asked. He picked at his teeth, trying to get some lodged food out. 
 
    I tapped my fingers against the table. “I was a laborer in the wilds. My mentor and I went from town to town helping people with our monsters in whatever way we could. Mostly menial labor, like building houses and clearing forests and the like.” 
 
    “Huh, so you left your family for a cushy life like our little girl here? Must be nice.” Her father glared at me. 
 
    I tried not to be nauseated by his condescension and did my best to hold my tongue and remain calm. Layla looked straight ahead, but I could see how tense she was. She was struggling to keep her emotions in check. 
 
    “Um, no,” I corrected. “I’m an orphan. I’ve been traveling with the man who raised me for a few years now, but I was recently discovered by the military, and they made me join the Academy.” 
 
    Lenn twirled his spoon around his soup. “Ah, I see.” It was like he didn’t really hear me. “Seems to me you abandoned your mentor, just like we were abandoned by our own daughter.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “I’ve explained this to you, I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “That’s wrong, you abandoned us!” Harra snapped suddenly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Logan chimed in. He leaned back in his chair and seemed content to sow familial strife. “The military doesn’t conscript people.” 
 
    Layla slammed her hand against the table. “Bullshit! I didn’t have a choice! The military rounded me up without so much as a word.” 
 
    Her dad snorted. “Yeah, that’s what they all say.” 
 
    “It’s true,” I chimed in. “All people with magic must at least be evaluated by the military. If deemed useful, they must go to their nearest Academy for four years, and then complete military service for four to five years.” 
 
    Lenn scoffed. “Nonsense. The government can’t force people to fight. She chose to go there because she didn’t want to be here anymore.” 
 
    “Unbelievable,” I said with a sigh. 
 
    Layla’s fists clenched. She looked about ready to explode, her skin was so red. “That’s beside the point. What pisses me off is that Logan got your son killed and himself thrown in prison, but you welcome him back like nothing ever happened. You act as if Nathan never existed.” 
 
    “Don’t say his name,” Harra barked. “I don’t want to think about it.” 
 
    “He existed, mom! You can’t run from it.” 
 
    Her mother stood up. “At least your brother is loyal. He’s made mistakes, but he always comes home. Not like you, always staying away, never wanting anything to do with us. You ran away to your precious school while we had to deal with the fallout of losing both your brothers. It’s like you didn’t love us or even love Nathan.” 
 
    Layla stood abruptly, her face trembling with rage, and her legs caught the edge of the table, making the dishes and silverware rattle.  
 
    “How fucking dare you say that,” she said through gritted teeth. “You’ve never cared about me. You’ve always ignored me and treated me like crap for years, well before everything happened. You in a drug haze and dad always blindingly drunk while your sons run around getting into deep trouble. But I’m the one you still make miserable.” She gave them a harsh laugh. “I didn’t abandon you, but you know what? If I’d had the choice, I would have left, because what’s the point of staying with a family that doesn’t give a shit about you?” 
 
    “Well, that’s because you’re--” 
 
    “You know,” I said, cutting off her father. “We wouldn’t be here if she didn't want to have you in her life.” I shook my head. “I’m so disappointed in you.” 
 
    Her father took a long swig of his drink as he studied me. “Well, who asked you? I don’t remember inviting a wilder mage here to judge us.” 
 
    I grimaced. “No, I suppose you’re right, sir,” I spat that last word with as much venom and sarcasm as I could possibly muster. “Have a good night,” I said with one last smile. Then I grabbed Layla’s hand and strode from the kitchen. “Come on, Lay. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said as she followed me out the front door. Tears rolled down her cheeks.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked once we were back outside, my voice low and concerned. 
 
    She made this laughing sound that was half a sob. “What kind of stupid fucking question is that, Gryff?” 
 
    I grinned. “Yeah, that was probably a poor choice of words.” I put an arm around her shoulder as she fingered a small little bear the size of her palm that I’d seen clipped to her bags and belt before. I never thought much of it, but she looked at it now with such sadness that it made my heart ache. 
 
    “It’s not your fault, Gryff. You meant well.” She sighed angrily. “My family is, well, you know.” She sighed again.  
 
    “That’s no excuse.” I shook my head. “And I’m sorry your family treats you like that. I... no one should ever have to deal with that.” 
 
    She nodded but didn’t answer immediately. She swiped at her eyes and brought the little bear closer to her face. “Nathan gave this to me when we were little. He’d been a street crier at the time and had saved up money for a week to go buy this for me from a shop in the artisan district.” She paused as her voice hitched. I brought her closer to me and leaned my head against hers. 
 
    Finding her voice again, she pressed on. “Now he’s gone because Logan got him mixed up with the wrong people. And sometimes, my family acts like he was never here. Like it wasn’t Logan’s fault, but oh, they love him so much because he gives them some fucking money for their damn terrible habits. So I’m the bad one for leaving, against my will I might add, for a better life in the military.” Layla stopped again, this time to sob. “They don’t give a damn about me. They just need someone to blame, someone to bring down to make themselves feel better.” 
 
    She flitted between sorrow and rage, and so did I. I wanted to march back to her house and beat the hell out of them, but that wouldn’t have helped anything. So, I pulled Layla into me, wrapped my arms tightly around her, and held her. 
 
    “You don’t need their approval, Layla, okay?” I pronounced. “Fuck them. You have a new family, me and Braden, and there are plenty of others at the Academy that care about you. You don’t need to keep people that don’t give a damn about you in your life.” I let her pull back so I could look her in the eyes. I held her face in my hands and offered her the sincerest smile I could muster. “Blood doesn’t make a family. Love does.” 
 
    Her lips trembled, and she began to cry in earnest as she buried her face into my chest. She cried and cried, and I kept holding her all throughout. We might have stood there for hours, if not for the slurring, growling voice that interrupted our moment. 
 
    “Well, lookie what we have ere’ gents?” 
 
    Layla started against me as she shifted to glance toward the voice. I looked up at the same time to see that we had company, a group of unsavory looking fellows that I feared weren’t here just to ask for directions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    There were five of them. Large, ugly, and clad in tattered clothes and black leather armor, they didn’t look like a friendly bunch. They fanned out around us and closed in.  
 
    The speaker directly in front of us sneered. He had a fat nose and a nasty scar that ran below his eyes and along his nose like he took a knife slash to the face. He sounded like he was drunk, but his rigid movement and hyper-focused gaze told me that he was very much sober. 
 
    The goons around us chuckled, sure that they’d caught their prey in their trap. Layla tensed next to me as she subtly leaned in, her fingers intertwined with mine. It was hard for me to tell if she was scared or determined as she glared back at the men. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked with a nervous hitch in her voice. 
 
    The scarred thug wagged a finger at her. “You must be Bethel’s li’l sis, right?” The way a shudder ran through her gave him his answer. He chuckled. “I reckon you are.” 
 
    Layla grimaced. “You didn’t answer my question. What do you want?” 
 
    The goons prowled around us like wolves amongst sheep, ready to pounce, but I was sure they wouldn’t until their leader gave the signal. His smile grew wider. It was plain that polishing his teeth wasn’t a priority as he was missing a few teeth, and those that remained were a sickly yellow. He pulled out a knife and twirled it in his grip. 
 
    “We hear you brother is out the joint.” The thug’s eyes drifted up and down his knife as he spoke. “We’d simply like a word with him.” 
 
    “He owes you money?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s part of it, love,” the leader said with a grin as his eyes snapped up to her. 
 
    Layla let go of my hand and took a step toward the man. “I can promise you that he doesn’t have much money to offer.” 
 
    The scarred bastard chuckled again, and this time, he allowed his eyes to wander the length of her body. “Oh, we’re quite sure he ain’t got the swag we’re lookin’ for. We’re well aware of his… bad habits.” 
 
    “Then I don’t see what you want,” Layla demanded, hands on her hips, her eyes defiant, and I stood with her with a glare. I didn’t know all the facts of her family’s situation, but I was going to stand with her, especially against these brutes.  
 
    The thug came to stand a step away from her. He towered over Layla, a mound of muscle and a whole lot of ugly. Layla didn’t cower though. That didn’t surprise me. Yes, she was less than enthusiastic about fighting monsters, but these type of monsters… these she had no problem standing up to. Five on two wasn’t good odds normally, but these were common thugs and we were trained fighters. If all else failed, we also had our magic.   
 
    “We just wanna’ let him know how much we miss him and that he needs to pay up soon.” The goon took a dangerous step right into Layla’s personal space. Then he gripped her chin in his hand and tilted her head up. “Besides, there are some things that we can… take as collateral.” He winked, and his meaning was crystal clear… and I was done listening. 
 
    “Shove off.” I pushed the man hard away from Layla, and sent him stumbling back. “Touch her again, and you’ll lose your hand.” 
 
    The leader chuckled wickedly as he straightened up and gave his knife another twirl. “That wasn’t smart, friend.” 
 
    With that, he lunged at me with a thrust of his knife. But he was slow and sloppy, and I was an excellent fighter. I dodged his blow, caught his arm, gave it a twist, and with all the force I could muster, broke his elbow. He screamed and collapsed to the ground. Then he curled into a ball and whimpered. 
 
    His men were hesitant and stared at us in confusion. That wasn’t surprising, I didn’t expect thugs to be too bright. The boss cradled his ruined arm to his stomach. The bone just barely broke the skin, and little lines of blood ran down his hairy forearm. He staggered onto one knee and looked around at his men, his eyes aflame with hate.   
 
    “What are you idiots standin’ round for?” he demanded, the pain evident in his voice. “Kill these fucks!” 
 
    What last hope I had that these asses would just fuck off was over as like good little minions, they closed in on us. As Layla and I put up our guards, I wondered if the city guard would drop by, but from what Layla had said about them in the past, I had my doubts. No, we had to handle this by ourselves. 
 
    As I stepped forward and dropped the leader into unconsciousness with a right cross, the one behind me barreled into me and put me in a headlock. He was big and strong, nearly the same size as Braden, but he was untrained and gave me too much room to use my arms. I elbowed him in the gut three times in quick succession, and as his breath exploded from his lips in a pained puff, his grip loosened. I kicked my leg back as I grabbed hold of his arm and flipped him over my shoulder. As he slammed onto the street at my feet, his head bounced painfully off the ground. 
 
    I looked up in time to see another thug slam Layla against the wall, one hand on her neck and the other arm pressed against her chest. He licked his lips, and as he leaned in toward, she kicked him in the groin so hard I practically felt it.  
 
    He squealed and released her as he crumpled to the ground. Then she coughed and massaged at her throat with one hand while she punched him hard in the jaw with the other. 
 
    That was my girl.  
 
    I wanted to move toward her so we could fight back-to-back and minimize the thugs’ numerical advantage, but before I could, one of the thugs lunged at me. I dove out of the way, and as I came up on my feet another thug tackled me.  
 
    Before I knew it, the bastard was atop me, and as he tried to pin my arms to the ground with his knees so he could pummel me, I utilized the same counterattack I’d used on Nia when she’d tried something similar. With a surge of strength, I threw him off before he could get a shot in. 
 
    His breath whooshed out of him as he tumbled forward, and I used the time to slip out of his grip and leap to my feet. He turned toward me as he tried to scramble backward and fell on his butt just in time to catch my foot with his face. His head snapped to the side, and his eyes rolled back in his head. 
 
    That was two down. However, the goon I’d flipped earlier had recovered and came at me again. In the corner of my eye, I saw Layla fighting with the one who had lunged at me earlier, but I wasn’t worried. Besides, I had my own dance partner to deal with. 
 
    We traded blows for a few moments. He was a much better striker than a grappler, I’d give him that, but I was even better and had superior  conditioning. As he huffed and puffed from just this short brawl, I saw my chance, ducked under a wild hook, and punched him in the ribs. He winced and swung wide, but the punch was slow and weak. I parried it, grabbed his arm, and used the momentum of his swing to slam him face first into the brick wall behind us. 
 
    He hit with a wet crack, and as he turned back toward me, his eyes unfocused, I knew that he was likely done, but there was no need to take chances. I grabbed him by his forehead and shoved his head hard against the wall with a loud thud. That did it. He was out before he slumped to the ground, and a smear of blood trailed down from his head from where it had hit the stones. 
 
    I turned back to find Layla standing over the last one as she kicked him repeatedly in the stomach before she finished him off with a swift kick in the head that made his body go limp. 
 
    “They…” she said between gulps of air. “They picked the wrong night to fuck with me.” 
 
    Layla’s face was a storm of anger. Her lips were bloody from where she must have taken a punch, but that only made her look more fearsome, especially with her hair loose and wild like a lion’s mane. Though she still seethed with rage, she also looked radiant in victory. 
 
    I crossed the space to her and put an arm on her shoulder. “Are you okay?” Other than her bleeding lip, I didn’t see anything serious, but I also wasn’t a healer. She shook her head as she grimaced. 
 
    “Nothing about this is okay, Gryff.” Her words were sharp and angry, and I nodded slowly. She was right, of course. Just then, the door to her home banged open and out came her brother Logan, his brows knitted with frustration.  
 
    “What the hell is going on out here?” he demanded. That answer was answered quickly as his eyes surveyed the scene. He turned pale and he looked like he had been wounded instead of us. 
 
    “Maker…” he whispered. 
 
    He descended the steps and knelt next to one of the goons as his eyes traveled from their face to their clothes and then to Layla. It was then that he noticed her face and mine as well. All the remaining color drained from him, taking him from pale to sheet white. Tentatively, Logan stood and raised his hand to Layla’s face. 
 
    “Shit, I didn’t mean for you to get involved in this,” he croaked, his voice tinged in regret. Gone was the disgust and annoyance he’d shown all day. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Those were the wrong words. Layla snapped. Though she was small, Logan wasn’t exactly muscular. She grabbed him the collar of his shirt and slammed him up against the wall. He yelped in surprise. 
 
    “You’re a fucking asshole, Logan. Do you know that?” Her words were venomous, and her gaze was straight up murderous. 
 
    Logan gulped. “Aye, I’ve been told that once or twice.” 
 
    Layla growled and pushed him back. She walked amongst the unconscious bodies and muttered curses. When she came to their leader, she paused, snarled, and gave him a good kick in the side. He didn’t even twitch, still passed out from my punch. I rarely saw her this mad, but I had to admit I was glad I wasn’t on the receiving end of her ire. 
 
    She put her arms out and spun around slowly. “These bastards came here for you,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. 
 
    “I gathered that,” Logan said. 
 
    I crossed my arms and glowered at him. “You don’t seem particularly shocked.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I owe a lot of people money.” It appeared his nonchalant, shitty self was back and on the defensive. 
 
    “Yeah, we know,” Layla spat. She stormed up to him and shoved a finger in his face. “They were going to take me as collateral, and Maker knows what else.” 
 
    Logan blanched again and rubbed his jaw. “I…” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. You’re fucking sorry.” Layla threw her hands up and walked away from her brother. I expected her to punch him in the face any second now, and I was looking forward to it. Layla stopped by the leader again and turned her raging gaze back to her brother. “Who are these men, Logan?” 
 
    Logan gulped and walked over to the boss. As soon as he saw the scarred face, Logan’s face pinched with worry. It was obvious that he knew who this was.  
 
    “Shit, shit, shit,” he muttered.  
 
    “I take it you recognize him?” Layla asked, her anger only barely stamped down under her control. 
 
    Her brother nodded, unable to look at her. “That there’s Bando Sark. He’s one of the main lieutenants of the Gutter Drakes.” 
 
    “Gutter Drakes?” I asked, an eyebrow raised. That sounded like a ridiculous name to me. 
 
    “They’re a gang,” Layla answered, her eyes still locked on Logan. 
 
    “I figured that,” I said with a scratch of my head. “But some more specifics would be good.” 
 
    Logan dropped to the ground and sat, arms draped over his knees. “They’re ruthless. They deal a lot in drugs mostly, though they also are heavily involved in extortion, racketeering, and, of course, loan sharking.” 
 
    “And I guess that’s what got you in trouble?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He nodded. “I have what you might call a gambling addiction.” 
 
    “You think?” Layla snorted in derision. “You sold out your own fucking brother because of it.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry!” he shouted, his voice quivering. 
 
    Layla slapped him hard, and the sound of it echoed off the bricks. His head snapped to the side as he crumbled in a heap, his cheek bright red as he cowered. Layla stood over him, her whole body tensed and primed to explode. 
 
    “He’s dead because of you!” she wailed as her voice cracked and tears glistened in her eyes. 
 
    Logan put his hand out and sucked in some air. “He knew what he was getting himself into.” 
 
    That was the wrong thing to say. Layla lunged for her brother with the snarl of a monster, but I caught her right before she could tear into him. I pulled her to me and held her close.  
 
    “I understand your anger, but we need him conscious to give us information about the Drakes,” I soothed. “You can beat him to a pulp later.” 
 
    She growled against me and pushed off me.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she snarled, though I didn’t believe that for a single second. Still, she didn’t try to attack her brother again. Her fury wasn’t gone though, as she unleashed a scalding look at him. Layla put a finger in his face, right between his eyes, and he gulped hard. 
 
    “Nathan joined the Drakes to keep the heat off of you and to earn some money to help pay off your debts,” Layla spat, “but you just kept on gambling and gambling and gambling.” Her voice hitched, and tears started to flow in earnest. It broke me to see her in so much pain. “Those bastards came here just like they did tonight and took him, and you did nothing. When you didn’t pay, they killed Nathan.” 
 
    Logan slumped. “I never meant for--” 
 
    “And then they came for me!” she roared. “At least, I assume now that they were Drakes. That was when my magic first manifested. I thought they were random thugs, but now I’m thinking they were your fault too.” 
 
    Logan didn’t deny that accusation, so I supposed that meant it was true.  
 
    Layla continued her beratement. “And meanwhile, when my brother is barely dead in the ground, you get your dumbass arrested for petty theft.” She spit on the ground near his feet and walked away from him. Her arms trembled, her fingers clenched into white-knuckled fists.  
 
    I went over to Layla and gripped her shoulder. I pulled her to me and she rested her head on my shoulder briefly. Eyes closed, she breathed me in and calmed herself. Once she wasn’t so fiery, she strode back over to her brother. Now, her stare was ice cold. 
 
    “Where are they?” Layla demanded as she knelt in front of her brother and pulled him close to her by the collar of his shirt. They were nose to nose. 
 
    He licked his lips and considered the question. “I-I’m… I’m fairly certain that their main hideout is on Mill Street. A string of abandoned warehouses that they’ve commandeered for their own use.”  
 
    Their eyes locked for a solid ten seconds before Layla shoved her brother away. “Thanks.” Then she strode out of the alley and out onto the street. “Be sure to fetch a guard so they can collect this lot before they come to.”  
 
    With that, she turned the corner and disappeared. I gave her brother one last look. He sat there, stunned and silent, so I reiterated what his sister said about the guards, and when he nodded, I followed after Layla.  
 
    She strode ahead of me with a determined gait. She had short legs, but she flew down the way and I had to jog to catch her. There were a few people out and about, but one look at Layla had them steering well clear of her. I imagined she had a right murderous look about her. When I finally caught her, I grabbed her by the shoulder and turned her around to face me.  
 
    “Hey, hey,” I said. “Slow down.” Her eyes were red and puffy, and her cheeks were stained by tears. That deadly glare was there, but it lessened as she took me in. “What are you planning to do, Layla?” 
 
    “I’m going to get justice for Nathan.” 
 
    I frowned at her. “That’s not exactly answering the question.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill them, alright!” she yelled and threw her hands out. “I’m going to make sure they can’t hurt anyone ever again.” 
 
    I wasn’t crazy about her line of thought. “Are you sure about that? Who knows how many men they have? And killing for revenge? Is that the path you wish to go down?” 
 
    She sneered at me, something I definitely wasn’t used to. “It isn’t revenge, it’s justice.” 
 
    “There’s not much of a distinction between the two. Couldn’t you just inform the city guard where they are and let them handle it?” 
 
    “I promise you the guard know where they are,” she replied with a scoff. “On a whole, the guard doesn’t give a shit about the slums, and many of them are just as cruel and crooked as any gang.” She huffed and stomped away from me. “So no, they won't do anything about this. We have to take care of this.” 
 
    “We?” I crossed my arms and arched an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Are you saying you won’t help me, Gryff?” Her glare was dangerous. 
 
    I softened. “Of course, I’ll help you, Layla. I just… I just don’t want you to get hurt.” My concern softened her too, finally rubbing away at the intense coat of anger she’d been wearing. She stood on her toes and planted a kiss on my cheek. 
 
    “As long as we’re together, I know we’ll be okay.” She finally smiled, and that seemed to take all of the tension away. “We’re technically part of the military, right? It’s our job to help people. These monsters have hurt and killed so many and will continue to do so unless we stop them. So yes, it may be revenge, but it is the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Well,” I smiled warmly. “I cannot possibly argue with that line of logic.” I put a hand on her cheek and wiped away her tears. “We’re mages after all. We can take some street thugs.” 
 
    Layla chuckled, brightening for the first time all day. She threw her arms around my waist and buried her face into my chest. 
 
    “Thank you, Gryffie,” she said. 
 
    I embraced her back. “I’ll always be there to help you.” 
 
    She took in a deep breath. “I know.” When we finally pulled apart, we were both smiling. I held her out at arm’s length. 
 
    “Do you have any of your crystals with you?” I asked her. 
 
    “I do,” she nodded. “I had… I don’t know, I had this feeling this morning that I should bring them.” 
 
    I smirked. “I’d say your gut was right.” She nodded. “Do you know where Mill Street is?” 
 
    “Yeah, I know where Logan was talking about.” 
 
    “Then lead the way, Miss Bethel,” I said and stepped aside, an arm out indicating for her to take the lead. Her grin grew wide and wicked. 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    I followed alongside Layla as she led us to our target. Her strides were long and determined, and her body brimmed with a primal rage. She was ready for a fight, practically itching for a fight, and she was going to get one.  
 
    I just had to make sure we both survived it. 
 
    No one bothered us as we made our way down the large hill that this side of the Enclave was built along. I’m sure we stood out from the riff-raff that we passed, with our well-made outfits, despite the bit of dirt and blood from our earlier scuffle. It didn’t help that Layla was a young and exceptionally beautiful woman or that I didn’t exactly hide my fine compartmented belt and the crystals they contained. 
 
    But for whatever reason, people steered clear of us. Maybe they sensed our intent. Maybe Layla’s determined glare scared them off. Whatever it was, I was glad to be able to walk unmolested.  
 
     The closer we got to the Drakes’ hideout, the more I felt Layla tense up beside me. I didn’t know if it was nervousness or anticipation, but her breathing quickened, and I swore that I could hear her heartbeat. 
 
    “You doing alright?” I asked her. 
 
    She looked forward. “I won’t be alright until this is all done.” 
 
    That was fair. This wasn’t easy for her, and while I missed the snarky and fun-loving Layla that I adored, she would be absent tonight and for good reason. We had to get this done so she could move on and go back to being the girl I knew and cared for deeply. 
 
    It took half an hour to make our way to the derelict district where the Drakes’ rundown hideout was. Every building seemed to be made of broken brick, cracked windows, and chipped paint as if this whole part of town had neglected to take care of itself for decades. That may have very well been the truth. 
 
    As we made our way through, I got the distinct feeling that we were being watched. My skin crawled and my hairs stood on edge, my body on high alert. My father’s charred dagger, one of the few mementos I had of him, was tucked into my belt. It was the only weapon I had besides my essence crystals. If we were attacked up close, I wouldn’t likely have time to summon anything, so I would have to trust in my dagger and my fists. 
 
    Layla stopped at an intersection of shabby streets, next to a boarded-up building with a busted glass bay window that had once been a storefront. There was some faded lettering that read Mama Em’s Baked Goods. I assumed she was out of business.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked Layla. 
 
    She looked down the street, her eyes alight with determination. “This is Mill Street.” 
 
    I nodded. “You ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said simply. “Now we just need to figure out which shit hole is their little base.” I doubted that they would leave out a sign advertising their criminal activities to the world, but I was sure we could find it out without much effort.  
 
    Layla started down the street with me on her heels. I’d rather have us stick to the shadows, but we couldn’t stay in alleys and such without knowing where we were going, so all we could do was to walk down the road as inconspicuously as we could. Surprisingly, Mill Street wasn’t deserted. Most of the buildings were run down and abandoned, but I spied the glow of candles and lamps through many of the windows. One tavern that was even in full swing with blazing lights, loud yelling, and cursing spilling out onto the street. I supposed even criminals needed a place to get away and to drink. 
 
    I was content to move right past it, but Layla veered toward the bright tavern and strolled up the steps to the front deck. She marched right up to a skinny beanpole of a man with a scraggly blonde beard that looked to be stained with alcohol. He had an angry face, all scars and scowls, as he pulled the cigarette from his mouth and puffed a large cloud of smoke while he looked Layla up and down.  
 
    If she cared, she didn’t let on. While she might not have, I didn’t like the leering, hungry look he gave her, so I made sure to come up behind her to let him know that Layla was off limits. 
 
    “What you want?” he asked after a moment. 
 
    “Money,” she replied simply. 
 
    He looked her up and down again. “I wouldn’t mind payin’ for your services as long as the rate’s reasonable.” 
 
    Layla scoffed, and I had to keep myself from punching the man. “Not from you, shit sack. I lost all my money up at Ralph’s Lucky Ride. I owe money to some people, and they’ll be collectin’ soon. I was told that the Drakes are around these parts, that they might be able to loan me some scratch so I can get the debt collectors off me back.” 
 
    I was surprised to see how easily Layla slipped into her native slum lingo. It was definitely something to behold. 
 
    The man narrowed his eyes at her. “But then you’d just be owin’ money to the Drakes, darlin’, and you ain’t wantin’ to be in their debt sheet, I promise ye.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, sir.” Layla spat that last bit like it was a curse. “I can get money soon, just not soon enough for my likin’.” 
 
    He stroked his beard. “You ain’t with the guard, are ye?” 
 
    “Do you think the guard would take on a little thing like me?” Layla scoffed and though I couldn’t see her face, I was sure she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “I s’pose not.” The man pushed off the banister he’d been leaning against and uncrossed his arms to point down the way. “They’re set up in the old textile mill. Shouldn’t miss it. It’s got dozens of windows and two large smokestacks, with the one closest to the road missin’ some brick.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Layla said with a nod, then turned away from the man and walked down the steps. I followed after her. 
 
    The man called after us. “If they end up killin’ you, don’t say I didn’t give you a fair warnin’.”  
 
    Layla’s only response to that was to give him a thumbs up without even looking back over her shoulder.  
 
    Once the tavern was just a dim glow behind us, I walked up beside Layla and patted her shoulder. “That was some damn fine acting right there,” I told her. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said with a smirk. “You have to learn to be a good liar to survive in the slums. Honesty is the best way to get yourself killed or swindled around here, probably both.” 
 
    “So long as you’re honest at least some of the time,” I mused, “I guess that’s an alright way to navigate things.” 
 
    “Gryff,” she began as she took one of my hands in hers and looked down at the paired grip. “I know I’m not the perfect person, alright. I lie a lot, I prank and badger people. I can be downright mean if I have to, but I’ve always been honest with you. So, if things don’t go right in there, I… I just want you to know--” 
 
    I silenced her with a kiss. A shudder ran through her before she melted into me as our kiss turned long and passionate. When we pulled apart, I put a finger to her lips.  
 
    “None of that, Layla Bethel,” I whispered. “We’ll be fine. I’ve got your back.” 
 
    “And I have yours,” she whispered back with a smile. “Thanks.” 
 
    I nodded, planted another kiss on her forehead, and then turned us back down the street. “Come on, let’s end this.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s,” she said as she steeled herself and her gaze hardened. 
 
    We found the textile mill easily enough. It was at the far end of the street, and honestly, it was hard to miss as it was the largest building around. The smokestacks towered over everything like menacing fingers reaching greedily for the silver moon. The mill itself was a hulking behemoth of brick and glass windows. There was no telling how many thugs laid within. I’d been to a textile mill once when Maelor and I had gone to visit Nialenn Enclave, and there had been hundreds of women working the spinning mules. I prayed there weren’t that many goons waiting for us in there. 
 
    Metal doors big enough for carriages and wagons to come through loomed at the front of the mill, but they were chained shut. We didn’t spy another entrance along the street side of the building, but lights shone through the many broken windows, as well as muffled voices that echoed from within. The only unshuttered or unchained entrance we could find was around the corner, in a wide alley between the far side of the mill and the large brick warehouse next to it.  
 
    We hung back around the corner from it. There was a guard out front, but he didn’t raise an alarm or move to chase us, so it was a safe bet that he wasn’t aware of us yet. Layla kept watch around the wall as she slipped her hand into her bag and pulled out a large crystal.  
 
    “Alright, you ready to unleash hell on these bastards?” she hissed. 
 
    “Hold on,” I said as I put my hand over her crystal. She cocked an eyebrow. “We should try to get in without any trouble. See what we’re going up against inside before we start this fight.” 
 
    Layla nodded. “Fair play.” She returned the crystal to her pack. “Okay, I’ll take the lead. Be ready if this goes south.” 
 
    “After you, Bethel. You’re the ‘good liar’ after all.” 
 
    She grinned. “I prefer to think of it as being a ‘master of persuasion.’” Once more, she looked around the wall to the guard before she pulled back. A deep breath later, her face pinched into a determined scowl. “Okay, here we go.” 
 
    Layla pushed off from the wall and rounded the corner with me on her heels. The guard saw her immediately and went rigid as he fumbled for one of the several knives he had strapped to his chest, but Layla put her hands up in surrender. 
 
    “Woah there, friend, we don’t mean you any trouble.” 
 
    The guard snorted, but he didn’t drop his hand from where it gripped his knife. “What do you want, girl?” He had a gruff voice, gravely and coarse like he smoked far too much. 
 
    Layla approached him slowly, and I stayed a few steps behind her. “You’re with the Drakes, right? I was told y’all could lend me some coin.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” the thug asked suspiciously. “We don’t handle customers here.” 
 
    “One of your own told me,” Layla lied glibly. 
 
    “Who, girl?” 
 
    Layla made a play at fumbling for a name. “What was it that he said his name was…?” She tapped her foot and looked up in mock contemplation. 
 
    “It was something with a B, right?” I offered to keep the con going. 
 
    “Oh yes!” she exclaimed. “Brandon, Braden… oh, Bando! That was it. Bando Sark. Had a nasty scar across his face.” 
 
    The guard let out a sharp breath and crossed his arms. “Bando told you that? I don’t believe he’d be that stupid.” 
 
    Layla shrugged. “He was decently drunk. He and his men were drowning in ale at the Copper Cobbler in Dellham Square. He musta’ overhead me talkin’ bout my gamblin’ debts. He offered to set me up with a loan and told me to meet his associates here.” 
 
    “Dellham is near where they were gonna pick up that no-good Bethel’s sister,” he said as he mulled her words aloud.  
 
    Layla stiffened slightly when he mentioned her true identity. We both had to wonder if the guard knew what Layla looked like. Maybe he didn’t know, but the lighting wasn’t great either. He may know but hadn’t gotten a good look at her yet 
 
    “If you can’t help me,” she pressed, “I could just leave…?”  
 
    “No,” the guard barked abruptly. “What was your name?” 
 
    Layla gulped. “Penelope.” 
 
    “Come closer to the light, Penelope,” the guard ordered. “Lemme’ get a good look atcha.” 
 
    I didn’t like this one bit, and neither did Layla, if her tense muscles were any judge, but she complied. The thug looked her up and down, a lecherous leer coming over his face.  
 
    “Hm, you’re certainly a pretty little lass.” He chuckled menacingly which sent a chill down my spine. I gripped my knife’s hilt in my right hand, just in case, while I palmed a few of my crystals in my left. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Layla murmured nervously. 
 
    The guard gripped her chin in his meaty hands and turned her face left and right, so he could get a good look at her. “Yes, very pretty. And very… familiar.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve met before, mister.” Layla’s voice was tense.  
 
    “Maybe not,” the guard said. He licked his lips as he cocked his head. “But you look like…” Then he jolted as if he was struck by the realization. “Bethel!” 
 
    That was the last thing he said, for Layla was a blur. Faster than I could blink, she thrust her fingers right into his throat. The stiff shot made the thug choke and gag as his hands flew up to his neck and cut off his cry of alarm. Before he could catch his breath, she laid him out with a hard right cross. The guard collapsed in a heap as she sucked in a deep breath. 
 
    She’d been so fast I hadn’t even had a second to react. 
 
    “Maker…” I breathed. “Could you give me a little warning next time, Layla.”  
 
    “Sorry,” she said with a shrug. “He’d put two and two together. He was about to raise the alarm.” 
 
    “I know.” I smirked. “I’m just surprised you were so quick. Guess that training is paying off.” 
 
    “Guess so.” She flushed as I took a knee by the guard’s body to give him a search.  
 
    To my surprise, I noticed that one of what I thought were all knives strapped to the goon was an old flintlock pistol. Primitive, but still effective in a pinch. Not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I retrieved the gun belt and strapped it over my own belt. Layla grabbed the long dagger the guard had been about to draw in her right hand. She took in a deep breath, then released it as her eyes found mine. 
 
    “Okay, what’s the plan?” she asked. 
 
    “We go in,” I began slowly as I assessed the situation, “and try to find some high ground so we can see what we’re dealing with. Textile mills are usually wide open, so it should be easy to get a layout. If the numbers favor us, we can unleash hell from that vantage point. Only thing is, we should probably avoid using any fire monsters. Wouldn’t want to burn the whole neighborhood down.” 
 
    Layla nodded. “Right. The slums are a giant tinderbox. A fire here could burn half the city to the ground.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “Honestly, these are just gangsters. Grade E monsters will probably do the trick, especially if they’re all drunk and panic at the sight of monsters in the Enclave.” 
 
    “And if they don’t, well, I’ll just summon something bigger.” She gestured at her essence crystals. “Hell, I may do that anyway.” 
 
    “Let’s see how it goes first.” With that, it was time, and I pulled the door open. “Follow me.” 
 
    We entered the textile mill and found ourselves in a cramped room that was dimly lit by candles. It was cluttered with barrels and boxes and littered with trash and empty beer bottles. The air was musty, almost as if the place was actually abandoned, but there was the sound of laughing and banter ahead, so I knew that wasn't the case at all. 
 
    Moving carefully ahead, the room opened to a hallway that branched to our left and right. The one on the right led to a wide-open doorway where the sounds of conversation emanated from. The left also had an opening to what I assumed was the same massive room, but at the end of the hall was another doorway that had the beginnings of a stairwell barely visible beyond it. 
 
    I led us to that. The stairs were metal and led up along the brick walls to the catwalk above that looked down onto the entire mill. Layla caught her breath as we both got a good view of the main floor of the mill below us.  
 
    A massive open interior stretched out below us where the women used to work, but now several broken spinning machines were pushed against the walls. In the middle of the space was a collection of tables filled with the Drakes. They drank, joked, and milled about, oblivious to us lurking above them. 
 
    It didn’t matter, really. Our monsters would clear the place out from top to bottom easily enough, and it was time to get the proceedings started. 
 
    “You ready?” I asked as I slipped a few crystals from my bandolier. 
 
    Layla nodded as she pulled out the large crystal again. It was round and deep blue, and I knew what slept within. Her hyppocrans. It was far larger and more dangerous than a grade E monster. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” I lifted my brows in concern. “A hyppocrans would be chaos in here.” 
 
    “You gotta’ go big or go home,” she said with a smirk. 
 
    I flashed her a grin. “Well, I can’t say that you’re wrong. The faster we take out the bulk of the gang, the less chance we’ll get hurt ourselves.” I raised a finger. “Just remember to dismiss it if you start to lose control, or we’ll have a bloodbath on our hands.” 
 
    She nodded and then she dropped the crystal below. Essence crystals are nigh-indestructible to physical force, so it crashed into the middle of one of the tables occupied by the gangsters. It shattered some of the plates they were using and startled some of the men, but it was already too late.  
 
    The crystal glowed and flashed in a brilliant display a moment before the behemoth that was the hyppocrans burst forth.  
 
    I was right. It was total chaos. 
 
    With a mighty roar, the mighty beast swept three Drakes aside with a mighty kick and threw another across the mill with a headbutt. The gangsters pulled out their pistols, swords, and the few rifles they had, but they were hardly effective against the massive creature. 
 
    “Did you even need me for this?” I asked Layla. 
 
    She smiled. “I just needed the company.” 
 
    The hyppocrans busted through walls, toppled tables, and destroyed the dilapidated spinning machines. Once, it accidentally ran through one of the main walls and went outside. Layla grimaced, her face dappled with sweat as she did her best to control the notoriously wild monster. A moment later, it reemerged through the hole it had made and continued throwing and crushing the gangsters left and right. 
 
    It was a good thing too because Layla was losing her grip on her monster. Her face was red with strain and soaked with sweat, her hair plastered to her forehead. 
 
    “I can’t anymore,” she wheezed. And then she thrust out her hand, and the hyppocrans returned to its crystalline home. Unfortunately, as the dust settled, there were still quite a few Drakes left standing. 
 
    Not that it worried me, because I’d already tossed my own monsters down to the mill below. With a staccato burst of flashes and smoke, my grunts appeared to mop up the stragglers: axe goblins, box trolls, and cementrolls most of all. The panic below only grew as the remaining gangsters engaged with my monsters. They were more successful holding them back as their weapons could actually affect the weaker monsters, but only barely. The Drakes’ cries of pain and shock were loud and clear as they were pummeled into submission or coated with fast-hardening globs of cement. 
 
    However, reinforcements arrived for the Drakes as well. A door burst open below the foreman’s office and in streamed a few dozen more gang members. They immediately engaged with my monsters even as one of the thugs pointed up at us. 
 
    “There! Summoners!” 
 
    Well, hell. 
 
    A few of the Drakes raised their guns at us and fired. I was only just barely able to summon a wallerdon to shield us before we were riddled with bullets.  
 
    “We should move,” I told Layla. She nodded, and even though she looked better now, I figured I should handle it from here to be safe. Mana depletion could be fatal, and we were far from the Academy where it could be easily treated. 
 
    With the wallerdon offering us cover, we descended the stairs to the hallway we’d entered through. A huge hole in the middle where the hyppocrans had run through led into the main chamber, but unfortunately, my wallerdon wouldn’t fit through the narrow hallway. As I was dismissing the beast back to its crystal, footsteps pounded over the rubble. Two Drakes emerged through the hole, weapons drawn. I was faster, though, and shot one right in the arm. The pain and shock made him drop his gun just as I punched him in the face to take him down. 
 
    The second gangster rushed me in the hopes to blindside me as I finished off his mate, sword held high. Layla had my back though as she showed off the sword skills she had learned at the Academy. With a quick slash, she bloodied his sword arm to throw off his aim, then followed up with a crushing strike to his blade. The weapon was knocked clean out of his grip, and a hard pommel strike to the thug’s skull knocked his lights out. 
 
    “I got your back, remember?” she said to me as she kicked the downed Drake in the ribs for good measure. 
 
    I smiled. “Yeah.” 
 
    It took a moment to reload the old-fashioned pistol while Layla scooped up a rifle from one of the gangsters that her hyppocrans had tossed through the hole in the wall.  
 
    “Come on,” she said and then charged through the hole. 
 
    I was right behind Layla but nearly ran into her when I emerged into the space. I moved past her to see that the fighting was over. Unconscious Drakes were strewn about like dirty laundry, and quite a few were screaming and crying from cement prisons. My goblins and box trolls were collecting the rest, conscious or not, so that the cementrolls could finish bundling them all up. 
 
    Layla’s shoulders sagged as she let out a long sigh. “Thank goodness.” I kept walking amidst the debris and surveyed our handiwork. A whole gang taken down in one lightning raid? A good night’s work, and I had thought I might just have an answer to deal with the police problem. 
 
    “I know you said the local police are corrupt,” I mused as I turned to Layla, “but there are more precincts in Varle Enclave. It might be irregular, but if we sent word to the units around the Academy, it might ensure that the Drakes are taken care of properly.” 
 
    Her eyes lit up at the idea of it. “I hadn’t even thought of that, Gryff.” She pursed her lips. “I forget sometimes that I don’t have to rely on the slums for help anymore, that there are higher authorities I have access to because of the Academy.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do,” I said with a nod of authority before a smirk slipped across my face. “Of course, that leaves one last problem.” 
 
    “What’s that then?” She arched an eyebrow curiously as I thumbed at the collection of cement-encased Drakes. 
 
    “Who is the one who has to stay in the filthy goblin-sty to babysit these assholes while the other goes to fetch the proper police?” As I righted a chair that somehow survived the chaotic battle, I laughed. “I’d argue that as this is your mess, you should have to be the one to deal with the filth these animals left behind. I thought Gawain’s perfume was nauseating enough, but these guys…” 
 
    Layla actually laughed at that, and some spark of the light-hearted girl I loved came to the fore again now that the worst of this was over. “Fair enough, Gryffie.” She flashed a grin at the few encased Drakes still awake. “We’ll have fun while you’re gone, I’m sure.” I was about to raise a finger of warning to her, just in case, but she rolled her eyes. “Light pranking at most, I swear.” 
 
    “Fair play, Bethel,” I said with a chuckle as I turned to fetch some actual honest authorities. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Don’t be too quick,” Layla laughed as she sat in the chair I had picked up and crossed her legs. “You Drakes thought you’d have some fun by snatching me, and now you’ll get to see just how much fun I can be.” 
 
    They didn’t think it was funny, but I sure did as I laughed the whole way out of the mill. 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 12 
 
    Once I’d returned with the Academy forces, it was a small matter to take the Drakes into custody, and since we were military personnel, they were taken to a military court. Better still, once the locals in the slums learned about what happened, and who had the Drakes in custody, they decided to testify, and well, long story short, they all went away for a long time.  
 
    That said, after all the reports and testimonies Layla and I had to prepare, I was almost happy when the weekend ended, and we got back to our daily duties at school. Tuesday was supposed to be a response squad training day, but Arwyn had to start preparing for exams, and both Varleth and Orenn had exams for their upper-level classes. So that left Nia and me to our regular training with the rest of the class, which I didn’t mind at all. 
 
    Practically everyone had improved in every facet of personal combat. Rifles, bows, swords, hand to hand. Most of the class had found their own niches, masters of a specific skill, but we were all proficient in each. I was the best at hand to hand, and I’d quickly become one of the top riflemen in the class. Braden had greatly improved in hand to hand and was great with a bow. Layla had taken to swordplay like a moth to a light. Of course, Nia was nearly an expert at everything, in the top three of every category, but that wasn’t surprising.  
 
    What was surprising was that she’d opened up slowly and was helping her fellow classmates when they needed some pointers. She was basically a teacher’s assistant, and it was nice to see her being more social. While still cold at times, she was much less so than when I first arrived at the academy. She was like how I was with Layla and Braden in Rori’s class. 
 
    As the day slowly came to an end, the Major sat in his high officiating chair that overlooked the sparring ring. I watched as the fight before us ended. Once they cleared the ring, the Major called for one last fight. “Flint, Gryff, get your asses in the ring.” 
 
    It wasn’t a shock to me. Since I’d proven my near unparalleled skill in the ring, the Major delighted in ending the day with me fighting, usually against someone of similar skill or someone who presented a matchup problem for me, like Varri Galwyn, a small girl from the west who was as ferocious as a tiger in the ring and just as fast. 
 
    Today though, it was Braden’s brawn. Fine by me. 
 
    Braden Flint was lighter on his feet than when I’d first come to the Academy. He’d soaked up all the combat training like a sponge, so adding that to his bulk, he was a force to be reckoned with in the ring. But I’d still beat him. I knew how he fought, and though he was plenty skilled now and as strong as an ox, he didn’t have that killer instinct, that pure drive to survive that he would need in combat. That absence… I would exploit that. I needed to hone that in him though I wasn’t sure on how to foster it. 
 
    He smiled as he bounced from foot to foot, eager and confident. “You ready for a beating?” he called. 
 
    I chuckled. “In your dreams, roomie.” 
 
    Just then, the Major rang the starting bell. “Begin!” he proclaimed. 
 
    We circled each other. Braden wouldn’t attack first as he used to. He’d learned the hard way to be patient from me, but we couldn’t circle each other forever, so we both slowly inched toward each other until we were within arms-reach of each other. Unfortunately for me, his arms were longer. 
 
    That length was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, Braden’s reach was much longer than mine, so he could hit me and grab me without me being able to touch him. However, that also meant his swings were slower. In this instance, the disadvantage for him materialized. He swung at me in a slow arc, I was able to duck it, and then jab at him in quick succession. 
 
    I hit him twice in the ribs and then skirted around him to work him on the side and back. He staggered a bit, and as I went to hit him again, he threw himself bodily on me. His huge bulk crashed into me like a freight train. 
 
    Pain flared along my left arm as I landed hard against the hard floor. I was on my stomach, my bones rattled, and as I grimaced, Braden leapt on me. He put a knee in the small of my back and pinned my arms down. 
 
    He leaned in close. “Got you, Gryff,” he boasted in a loud whisper. That was his mistake though. He shouldn’t have gotten that close. 
 
    “You shouldn’t brag,” I said right before I slammed my head back hard, the crown of my head smacking against his forehead. The pain was jarring, but I gritted my teeth and pushed through it. Besides, I had given it far worse than I had gotten. Braden yelped and flailed off me. Free, I pushed back, slid out from beneath his legs, came up in a low crouch, and then sprang up to plant a kick to his back that sent him sprawling. 
 
    I couldn’t let this opportunity pass, so I sprinted for him and hopped onto his back before he could recover. I locked my legs around his chest and put his head into a choke hold. He flailed his arms around briefly before he dove back and slammed me to the ground with all the force of his weight upon me.  
 
    I was jarred loose as pain shot through my bones and every last breath in my body left me. The crowd erupted around the ring, oohing and whooping at this display. I wheezed while I tried to suck in air. Braden rolled off me and staggered to his feet, though clearly, that move had rattled him too. 
 
    Through the pain, I scampered to my feet, my arms sore and my legs wobbly. I wasn’t done yet. I made for Braden, but he saw me and swung at me. I dodged, slipping under it and catching him under the shoulder. Thrown off balance and completely unexpecting the attack, Braden couldn’t do much to resist as I kicked his legs out from under him and drove him backward into the ground with all the strength I could muster. It was enough.  
 
    A stunned silence fell over the class as I got to my feet, ready to attack again, but Braden didn’t so much as twitch. Then everyone erupted in applause. I’d won. 
 
    The Major rang his bell. “Winner, Gryff, by knockout.” He smiled wide. “Fantastic match, you two.” 
 
    I nodded to him in thanks before I knelt down next to Braden who was slowly coming back to reality. He laid there in a stunned heap, disbelief written into his frown. 
 
    I offered him my hand. “That was one hell of a match though.” 
 
    He smiled then and took my hand. “Yeah, it was,” he replied with a grimace.  
 
    I helped him to his feet though it was a struggle for both of us. We then had to contend with a dozen classmates swarming us to praise us for the great fight, which was nice, even if I was tired and in pain, but Braden, usually shy and meek, enjoyed the fanfare. I smiled. Good for him. 
 
    As I pinched my nose closed to staunch the bleeding, and Layla berated Braden for not knocking me out, Nia sauntered over to me with a smile. She looked me over and sized up my growing bruises and injuries. 
 
    “Cut it kind of close, didn’t you?” she teased. 
 
    I shrugged which made me wince, but I smiled through it. “I had to give my audience a good show.” My voice was high and nasally because of my closed nose. 
 
    She scoffed. “You’re such a reckless idiot.” Then she rubbed my shoulder tenderly, and that caused my heart to race. “Great fight and I’m glad to see that Flint is progressing so much.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “It’s good to see.” Now I just needed him to get over his meekness and fear of monsters. Easy.  
 
    It was nice to have Nia be more open with me. She’d hardly talked to me since the night she kissed me. I didn’t want to push her, so I let her ease out of this awkwardness at her own pace. Still, I was happy to see we were making progress.  
 
    Nia chuckled at me sympathetically. “You two should head over to the infirmary.” 
 
    I snorted. “You don’t say?” 
 
    Nia rolled her eyes. “You cheeky ass. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    After that, class was dismissed for dinner while Braden and I had to get fixed up first.  
 
    As we climbed the steps of the infirmary, Braden looked over at me, his eyes guilty. “Does it hurt?” he asked. 
 
    “Haven’t we talked about asking dumb questions like that?” I laughed. “We promised to do better, Flint.” 
 
    He smirked. “We did, true.” 
 
    Braden opened the door and let me go through. “Don’t worry about it,” I told him. “I’ve been in a lot of fights out in the wilds. Trust me, this is nothing.” 
 
    He frowned like he wasn’t convinced, but he didn’t broach the subject further. As we entered the waiting room of the infirmary, we found it empty of people besides Meridan. I rang the little bell on the counter and then took a seat in one of the comfortable upholstered chairs that lined the perimeter of the room. My stomach rumbled quite audibly, which elicited a chuckle from Braden. 
 
    “Hopefully they don’t take too long,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, hopefully.” 
 
    A minute later, a nurse rushed in. She was about my age, maybe a few years older. She was flustered and out of breath as if she’d run half a mile to get here. Her blond hair was tied back in a messy bun, and several loose strands were matted to her forehead. She took a seat at the counter and gave us an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Sorry for the wait, response squad fifty-five returned today, and almost all of them had critical injuries. Things have been a bit hectic.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I told her with my nasal tone.  
 
    She nodded and wiped at her forehead. “Me too.” She stood and gestured for us to follow her. “Follow me to the general infirmary.” 
 
    After a quick checkup, we were on our way. We’d done a number on each other, but it was nothing a few moments of healing couldn’t take care of. 
 
    No one paid us any mind as we entered the dining hall which I knew would be the case though it didn’t keep me from feeling like I looked stupid. Ignoring the feeling, I went with Braden to retrieve our food. Today it wasn’t too fancy, some grilled trout and some stir-fried vegetables over rice. Still very good. 
 
    I didn’t spot Layla, so she must have already finished and left.  
 
    “You really think she’ll be okay?” Braden asked me as he carved up a slice of his fish. “Layla isn’t one to miss hanging out at meals.” 
 
    “I think so, but these things take time,” I reassured him. “Especially with a family like hers.” 
 
    We’d filled him in on what happened with her family, how we’d beaten up or killed a bunch of gangsters, and how we’d returned to campus. He thankfully hadn’t been upset that we’d gone without him, and he was very understanding since he claimed he had familial problems as well. That seemed to be the case with everyone I knew, aside from myself, who had no family besides Maelor. 
 
    So, of course, I didn’t really know how long this could take, or if she would be okay since I had no real experience dealing with familial strife. I could only hope. Layla was strong and stubborn, so I had to believe that she would be okay. If she needed help, I wouldn’t hesitate to offer it. 
 
    The rest of the meal was mostly uneventful. I was too starved and sore to really get into a conversation, and Braden didn’t pursue one either. So we just scarfed down our meals and then went back for seconds. By the time we were done, there were only about two dozen left in the dining hall. 
 
    “Bathhouse?” I asked my roommate. 
 
    There was no hesitation. “Bathhouse,” he echoed. 
 
    We left the dining hall and crossed the open yards of campus to the bathhouse. It was busier than usual, but that wasn’t a bad thing. As we entered the foyer, I spotted three women from upper years standing by the hall that led to the female baths. They all wore bathrobes, some quite loosely, and were all smiles and giggles and all pretty to boot. 
 
    One of them, a fair-skinned girl with long black curls, noticed me and whispered something to her friends as they too glanced my way. They all giggled. The girl with the curls then winked at me, and the three of them turned and disappeared down that hallway. I sighed. 
 
    “I love this school,” I mused. 
 
    Braden smirked. “Yeah, I bet you do,” he said with a knowing smile. It was a shame they didn’t have co-ed baths, though I understood why they didn’t. Oh well. 
 
    We entered the men’s bath, and I inhaled the scent of soap and fragrant oils. It was more crowded than I was used to, but we’d come pretty late, so it was understandable. We walked along the sides, careful not to trip. Most of the baths were occupied with a fair amount of our fellow students, but we finally found one that only had four other occupants. That would do.  
 
    As we stripped out of our clothes, I remembered the first real encounter I’d had with Gawain. He’d tried to be an ass to Braden and me, and I hadn’t taken to that at all, resulting in him trying to hit me. He’d missed, and I’d thrown him into the bath. That was the first volley in our war of insults and fists over the next several weeks, culminating in my victory over him in the Dance of Wills. Since then, he hadn’t shown back up at school, and I wanted it to stay that way. 
 
    Once our clothes and things were folded into the small lockers on the side of the room, I eased my sore body into the hot water. I sighed obnoxiously. The warmth was heaven on my rattled bones and bruised skin. It made the pain in my ribs feel distant and relaxed my strained muscles. I could have laid there all night. 
 
    Braden went off on his own to bathe, and I lounged in silence for a good while, content to let the soothing warm water envelop me and heal my battered body. I could hear the distant chirping of crickets and cicadas in the summer air as well as the constant gossipy chatter of the other students in the baths. It was a good cadence to lose yourself in. 
 
    A while later, we met by the lockers to get dressed after we were finished bathing. Once we were dressed, we quickly exited the bathhouse and made our way back to our dorm. 
 
    A minute into our silent walk, Braden sighed. “I needed that.” 
 
    I nodded. “Definitely.” 
 
    After more silence, I stretched my arms and massaged the back of my neck. I felt a lot better, but I hadn’t washed away all my soreness. “You know,” I began. “That was one of the better fights I’ve had in a long time,” I told him. Braden smirked. “You might be able to give Nia a run for her money.” 
 
    “Eh, I don’t know about that one,” he said with a shake of his head. “She scares me.” 
 
    I laughed. “Well, maybe not. Point is though, you’ve come a long way, my friend.” 
 
    “Thanks, Gryff,” he said with a bashful grin. 
 
    “And,” I added, “you’ve really stepped it up with Rori and Layla.” 
 
    He snorted. “Did you get me a prize, professor Gryff?” 
 
    His tone was mocking, but I could tell he was joking. “I just thought I’d compliment you. I’m proud of you. The progress we’ve all made is impressive.” 
 
    “Well, thank you.” He stayed silent and pondered that as a thought occurred to me. 
 
     “You know, I never asked, but why are you afraid of monsters?” It was an innocent question though I was a little worried that maybe I’d brought up something he’d wanted to keep hidden. Still, It was a curiosity I’d had for a long time, and while I suspected it didn’t come from a good place, he needed to overcome his fears, for his own sake if nothing else. 
 
    Braden though smirked. “You mean besides the obvious reasons like they’re terrifying and unending and they threaten our entire existence as a species?” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a laugh. “Yes, besides that.” 
 
    He leaned his head back and rested it on the tile behind him. “With those things… well, I’ve encountered monsters in the past.” 
 
    “Haven’t we all?” I quipped. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” he said, his voice growing more ominous. I frowned. This wasn’t going to be a happy story.  
 
    “What happened?” I prompted. 
 
    Braden ran a hand through his hair. “The Flint Family, if you didn’t know, are the owners of the Flint Trading Company, one of the largest shipping and trading companies in all the Enclaves. We move food, medicine, weaponry, general goods, everything. You name it, and we probably move it.” 
 
    I whistled. “That’s impressive. I’d heard of them, but I guess I never equated the name to you.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me,” he said with a shrug. “I’m not one for all the fame and luxury my family name brings.” He paused and looked up at the stars. “The company was founded by my grandfather years ago. Before he died, he split it between my dad and uncle.” 
 
    “Let me guess, family strife?” 
 
    “Actually, no,” Braden answered. “My dad and uncle were twins, best of friends, perfect business partners. My father handled the business side of things, and my uncle was more of the promoter and hands-on with all the workers. He’d hired most of them, after all. Anyway, the plan was of course for the business to run through me and my cousin Bertram one day. But…” 
 
    “But?” I asked. This was when the badness would come. I could hear the tragedy in his voice. 
 
    He sighed. “Ten years ago, I was accompanying my uncle and cousin and their family as they rode with one of the shipments. I’d been visiting my uncle’s side of the family in Garvesh, while my father held an important meeting here in Varle. We were on the way here to celebrate my father and Uncle’s birthday. However,” he paused to lick his lips and take a deep breath, “we were beset my monsters from a random rift along the road.” 
 
    My heart dropped. “Shit,” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah.” He sighed and closed his eyes. “They killed everyone except for a few caravan guards and me before a response squad that just happened to be in the area helped us. I… I w-w-watched monsters butcher my family. After that… well, let’s just say nightmares became a frequent part of my nightly routine.” 
 
    “Damn, I’m sorry Braden.” I only hoped my voice conveyed all the sympathy I had in my heart for him. “That’s certainly a sensible reason to fear monsters.” 
 
     He nodded. “Yeah, I still have those nightmares from time to time.” He flushed slightly. “That’s why I rustle around and moan in my sleep sometimes.” 
 
    “That just makes it even more incredible that you’ve managed to come this far,” I told him with an encouraging smile. I leaned over and clapped a hand on his meaty shoulder. “Most people aren’t nearly strong enough to ever overcome their fears, much less face them head on, especially something as visceral as monsters.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gryff, I appreciate it.” He hung his chin into his chest. “So now you know why I am so… skittish, I guess.” 
 
    “Again, my friend, you’ve come a long way,” I enthused. “You’ve certainly curbed your stuttering, and you’ve been much more assertive lately.” 
 
    He considered that. “True. It helps that people have stopped treating us summoners like we’re useless. Mostly.” 
 
    I cracked my knuckles, which was more painful than it should have been, but I had just been in a fight. “And we won’t stop, my friend. Not until summoners everywhere have the respect they deserve.” We had to earn it, Braden had to earn it. Layla too. 
 
    “That’s your mission, Gryff,” he said and then smiled. “But I’ll support you all the way.” 
 
    I grinned. If we had drinks, they would’ve been raised. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The next day, Braden and I made our way to Arwyn’s class. We both wondered if the beautiful redheaded professor would teach us anything new right before the exams at the end of the week. It wouldn’t be so bad if she did since I wasn’t at all worried about failing the exams. 
 
    A few minutes after everyone was seated and situated, Arwyn strode into the room from her quarters right next door. 
 
    She placed her books and papers on her desk and shed her white adept robes then hung them on the back of her chair. She wore a sky-blue blouse that was tight at her chest and waist that showed off the feminine curves that made her so perfect. The top of the blouse was unbuttoned and revealed the milky flesh beneath, her cleavage looked great as her huge breasts strained against the material. 
 
    I would have been more excited if I hadn’t already seen her in all her bare-naked glory already. Still, it was a welcome sight. 
 
    “Today, I have a special lesson planned for you,” she began. “We’ll be talking about the monster hunting industry, and how there are others who participate in it outside of the military.” She flourished her hands and gestured dramatically at the open door. 
 
    Footsteps echoed off the stone floor as a man stepped through the doorway. He was middle-aged, with a shaved head and a long red beard that was slowly turning gray in spots. He had a severe face, two pale eyes with shadows under them, sallow cheeks, and a rough set of lips that had scars all over them. He did not seem like a happy sort of person. 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Jovic,” Arwyn said by way of introduction. “Second in command of the Black Wind, a mercenary company out of Karesh Enclave.” 
 
    He stepped to the front of the class with his muscular arms folded behind his back. His eyes scanned the class, his broken lips curved to a smile. His chest was broad and puffed out against the starched gray shirt he wore. Over that, Jovic wore studded leather armor that looked impeccably made, strapped with knives and vials of potions which gave me the impression that he was a very intimidating and well-prepared man. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Hamner,” the lieutenant replied, his voice gravelly and harsh. “With the unified military almost exclusively focused on the world-wide monster threat, other duties are left to private military contractors to deal with. You might have heard of us, we are called ‘freelancers.’” 
 
    I’d heard that term before. They went around doing the work that the military and local police forces couldn’t whether it was because the military was spread too thin or the police were under-manned. I’d seen them on occasion while traveling with my mentor Maelor. Sometimes they were morally upstanding, but others they were far more… questionable.   
 
    Lieutenant Jovic echoed most of what I’d just thought as he said, “The services provided by companies like mine are numerous but usually revolve around security work, private investigations, and bounty hunting.” He put his hands on his hips. “However, arguably our most important service is that we help close out of the way rifts that the military doesn’t have the manpower to deal with.” 
 
    A few hands went up on that. The lieutenant called on Miri, a short girl on the left side of the room with shoulder-length black hair. 
 
    “How can you go about doing that?” she questioned. “Wouldn’t you need banishers?” 
 
    “We have banishers, of course,” Jovic answered. “How else would we close the rifts after all?” 
 
    “How do you get them?” the student in front of me, Folli Dedarian, asked. 
 
    Lieutenant Jovic chuckled, which made him seem warmer than I’d originally perceived him to be. “They seek us out and join us. It’s quite simple. Most are unregistered though older banishers retired from official military service are hired on occasion.” 
 
    Nia raised her hand. Jovic lifted an eyebrow and pointed at her. “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “Since banishers are the rarest and arguably the most important type of mage, why would the military allow unregistered banisher adepts to roam free and join these freelance companies?” 
 
    He considered the question and stroked his beard. “While it is true that banishers are in high demand, the military leaves them alone if they’re on a freelance response squad. If a banisher is in the military, then they would be on a response squad regardless, so as long as they’re doing that, the military isn’t too concerned.” His face darkened before he added, “It’s for this reason that banishers have the least freedom when it comes to their lives among any of the magic types.” 
 
    That grim statement stayed with us. Most people knew that the military could indiscriminately draft mages into their academies and then force them to serve. I was a textbook example of that. I hadn’t any choice in the matter. While I didn’t know how people in the Enclaves felt about it, us wilders weren’t particularly fond of being forced into service. I didn’t mind it now, for I truly wanted to help the world and save people from monsters, but people deserved a choice in the matter. After all, mages could die fighting against monsters just as easily as regular soldiers. 
 
    Layla sat a few rows over from me, and she frowned hard, her brow furrowed as she stared at her desk. I knew for a fact that she hadn’t liked being drafted. She’d just been a girl living in the slums of Varle, trying to eke out a living while she avoided a troubled home life, but a freak encounter revealed her magic, and now she was here. 
 
    It had turned out all right for her in the end, but she’d been hellbent on getting kicked out of the Academy when I’d first arrived. She didn’t want to lay down her life for the military, and as much as that had changed, I still understood how she felt. 
 
    “Basically,” he said as he brought his gloved hands together, “there are far too many rifts and too few resources within the combined military to deal with it, so us freelancers are in high demand.” 
 
    Arwyn moved next to him. I hadn’t noticed before, but he towered over her, and she wasn’t a short woman. She smiled as she said, “We thought it best to inform you students of what other options you can pursue once your obligatory five years of military service are complete, assuming, of course, that you wish to leave.” 
 
    I hadn’t put much thought into what life would be like after my term was over. As it was now, I had nearly three and a half more years at the Academy, then those five years of military service. Assuming I survived that eight years stretch, I didn’t know what I wanted to do. It hadn’t been something I’d thought about even when I was still working with Maelor, which was probably the reason they had brought in the guest speaker. 
 
    “Also,” Arwyn continued, “there’s always a possibility that you’ll have to work with freelancers out in the field. It’s good for you to recognize these groups and foster working relationships with them. After all, we’re all on the same side against the monster onslaught.” 
 
    A student in the front named Trill Garrow raised his hand. He was a wind mage from the slums of Varle like Layla though he’d eagerly volunteered for the Academy. The sides of his head were shaved, with a slicked-back crop of sandy hair on top. He was a nice enough sort, and he hadn’t been an ass to me like many others had been when I’d first arrived. 
 
    Jovic crossed his arms. “Yes?” 
 
    “How do you get paid?” 
 
    A lot of us nodded, curious. I was all for helping people in my future, but as mages, we needed to make a living. I knew that once we were in full military service after school, food and board would be taken care off and we would receive a stipend. I didn’t know how much that was though. 
 
    The lieutenant laughed. “I always get asked that, but it’s a fair question. We get paid by commission so it can vary. Bounties will vary on the crime and the history of the perpetrator, same goes for when we do investigations and security work. The higher the workload and risk, the more we get paid. As for closing rifts, we get paid the same flat rate by the military for each one. We turn in the remains of the Catalyst stones we destroy as proof of the deed.” 
 
    I raised my hand, and he called on me.  
 
    “What does that pay?” I asked. 
 
    He smirked. “I’m not at liberty to give you a specific figure, but I can tell you that freelancers get paid quite handsomely for our services.” 
 
    I nodded, satisfied. I figured that they were probably paid well. After all, I expected to be paid accordingly if I went around saving people. Maybe not enough to be rich, but enough to make a good living. Even Maelor and I had been paid well, but we’d also been in a profession with high demand. Freelancers seemed to be in the same situation. 
 
    Jovic fielded more questions after that for the rest of the class, but there wasn’t any information that I didn’t already know from my life with Maelor. Soon enough, the class was over, and we were ushered to our next one, but what the lieutenant talked about stuck with me for the rest of the day. 
 
    At lunch, I sat with Layla and Braden as usual. Today we had pork roast and steamed vegetables, along with boiled crab that was imported from the far eastern seas. I’d never had crab before, and it was amazing, though it was difficult to open the shell to get at the meat. Worth it when I did though. 
 
    As we ate, my eyes wandered and found Nia. She ate alone as was her prerogative. It wasn’t as if people didn’t like her, but she didn’t like people, and it didn’t help that most were intimidated by her. I didn’t blame them. She was as intense a person as any I’d ever met, but she had a soft side that she didn’t show to anyone other than me. 
 
    Our eyes met for only a second, but as soon as they did, her cheeks reddened, and she averted her gaze. My shoulders sagged. That shyness was new. I’d hoped her kiss wouldn’t make things weird going forward. Looked like I had to move ahead carefully. 
 
    I was thankful that neither of my friends had noticed, Layla especially. She wouldn’t let me hear the end of it if she knew me and Nia had that kind of relationship. I didn’t need her teasing me or all the questions she would pepper me with. I loved Layla, but she could overwhelm a person with her curiosity. Braden finally broke the silence of our meal.  
 
    “What did you think of Lieutenant Jovic?” he asked as he effortlessly cracked a crab claw in half and sucked the meat out of it. 
 
    I shrugged. “He definitely had some interesting things to say.” 
 
    Layla stretched her arms and yawned. “Did you ever see freelancers when you moved around the wilds?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” I recounted. “Lots of the ones I saw were rather scummy, but I wasn’t even sure what it was they did other than being mercenaries.” 
 
    Braden nodded. “It’s an interesting career choice.” 
 
    “A necessary one too,” I said in agreement. 
 
    “I’d do it maybe,” Layla said, and though she had come to terms with risking her life in battle, it was still a bit of a surprise to hear her say that. “The money is good, and I’d get to travel. I want to get as far away from this enclave and my family as I can.” 
 
    “Your home life is that bad, huh?” Braden asked with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    She snorted and took a bite of the broccoli on her plate. “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t want to risk your life helping people,” Braden asked as he cracked open a crab leg, fished out the meat, and dunked it into a vat of butter. 
 
    “I’m better with that now,” she said as she gave me a sidelong glance. “Other people have helped me out a lot.” 
 
    “Oh?” Our big friend asked as he smirked at the two is us. “You both going to start breaking up city gangs now along with saving us from monsters?” 
 
    Layla glared at him as he shoved the hunk of crab into his mouth and chewed contentedly.  
 
    “I didn’t like being forced to join the Academy and made to risk my life. I don’t appreciate my life being dictated for me.” She sighed. “But I’ll do what I can to help. And if I can also make a bunch of money, that’s fine. I would choose that life.” 
 
    I raised my glass of orange juice. “I’ll drink to that.” 
 
    “Cheers,” my two friends said, and we touched our juice glasses together.  
 
    “What about you?” she asked me as she leaned forward on her elbows and gave me a mischievous grin. 
 
    I thought about it for a moment, then shrugged and took a bite of my pork. “I’d probably do the same as you. Travel, help people, get paid handsomely for it. If I stayed with the military, I’d have to stay in an Enclave or near one most of the time, and I’d rather be free.” 
 
    Of course, it was hard to know where life would take me in the future. Where would my relationships with Layla, Nia, and Arwyn go, or friendships with Braden and others take me? Maybe I’d fall in love with being on a military response squad. Perhaps I would teach since more summoners needed to learn how to unlock their true potential, and who was better to teach them than me? 
 
     There was always the possibility that I would settle down somewhere and pick up a trade, or maybe return to Maelor and continue our general labor work. I’d enjoyed it immensely so I couldn’t rule it out. The options were endless though, so it was hard for me to nail down what I wanted to do in the future. 
 
    “Freedom is always the best way to go,” Layla added with a smile. That much was certainly true in her case. 
 
    I folded my hands as I looked at Braden. “What about you, Mr. Flint? Any plans for your future.” 
 
    He shrugged his massive shoulders. “I don’t know. I may not have a choice, honestly. I suspect my family will have a say in the matter.” 
 
    I frowned. “What kind of say?” 
 
    “My father is a powerful man, Gryff,” he said with a sigh. “Trust me, he can get his way if he so chooses, and he usually does.” 
 
    Layla and I shared a concerned look. Braden never talked about his family, and frankly, I wasn’t one to pry. Layla was, but there was a mutual understanding between the two of them that family talk was off limits unless they offered the information. Layla had offered hers up to me when we’d pranked Gawain a few weeks back, and she’d taken me to meet her parents when her brother got out of jail, but Braden had yet to volunteer his back story. His family life clearly bothered him, but I knew he wouldn’t budge. 
 
    Again, another item on my list of problems to solve. Of course, that wasn’t even the most pressing one for Braden. The biggest problem was his fear of monsters, which as one might imagine, is a problem for a mage who summons them.  
 
    It felt like all of us had family issues. Nia had a demanding father and all the pressure in the world. Layla’s family was a train-wreck of magnificent proportions. I simply didn’t have a family outside of Maelor, and Braden had some sort of familial strife of his own. We were a mess, that was for sure. 
 
    Braden sipped his cider. “It’s all a moot point for now, anyway.” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “Why is that?” 
 
    “None of this will matter if we don’t survive through our service to make it to our future.” 
 
    “Cheery thought, Flint,” Layla said as she shook her head. 
 
    Unfortunately, Braden wasn’t wrong. We lived in a dangerous world, with the threat of monster attacks always present. We were mages and would be at the front lines of the fight against the forces of the Shadowscape, so the odds were good that we could die. Everyone in school knew that though it was the best-kept secret there was. So, Braden was right. We had promising futures ahead of us… if we survived to get there. 
 
    But I had no doubt that we would. We were strong, and there was nothing that could stop us. I’d make sure of that. I’d also make sure they were strong enough to overcome anything. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The final day before the summer holiday was here. We took our exams, and I aced them or, at the very least, I felt like I did. For Arwyn’s class, it was a comprehensive assessment of all we’d learned that semester. I’d started behind the rest of the class, but with the intense studying I did, the amounts of extracurricular books I’d read, and Arwyn’s extensive… tutoring, I felt like I was fine. 
 
    It certainly helped that I could focus all my efforts on that exam. Our training classes with our archery and firearms teacher Gerelda and the Major were simply training. They did grade us on our effort and attendance, but there was no final exam to pass in the traditional sense.  
 
    As for Rori’s class, he’d thrown out the usual test completely because we had completely overhauled the class to teach my style of summoning. Along with that, Braden and Layla had made such progress that Mr. Brevens decided to pass us for the semester. We’d more than proven ourselves. 
 
    Dinner that night was full of an excited buzz for the pending holiday break. Alcohol flowed more freely than usual, and the feast of baked chicken, pot pies, and cooked corn was bountiful and delicious. I was as excited as I’d been in a while, aside from when I beat Gawain. Tomorrow, I planned on journeying to Tallington to visit Maelor. My adrenaline was pumping for the coming days. It would be hard to get any sleep, that I was sure of. 
 
    Layla and Braden were not as enthusiastic. They played with their food and didn’t speak much. I stared at them as they looked sullen. It was a real bummer, so I cleared my throat, which got both of their attention. 
 
    “You two look a little glum,” I said with a raised brow. 
 
    Braden snorted and shoveled a spoon full of the pot pie into his mouth. “It’s just going to be a long and boring break without you.” 
 
    Layla pushed her food away and laid her head down on the table. “Yeah, you can’t expect me to hang around this oaf for two weeks, huh?”  
 
    Braden grumbled at that but kept eating. I thought they’d gotten along fine before I’d arrived, but I supposed I never actually got to witness the two of them alone. 
 
    “Neither of you are going home?” I asked. 
 
    “You know I’m not,” Layla snorted and picked at her corn.  
 
    “I know, sorry, that was dumb of me to say,” I replied since I doubted she would speak to her family for a long, long time. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said as she smiled at me. “You already helped me a bunch with them.” 
 
    My eyes flitted to Braden, who shrugged. “Father’s been pressuring me in his letters to quit the Academy, so I don’t want to deal with him, frankly.” 
 
    I took a long swig of my ale. “Why would he want that?” 
 
    Braden chewed for a moment. “I’m the heir to the company, so he wants me to come home and start learning the ropes. Obviously, he’s also terrified that I’ll get killed in combat, and the company will be left without an heir for years to come.” He said that so bluntly that it made me think his dad only cared if he lived to better the company.  
 
    “You make it sound so… cold and calculated,” I pointed out. 
 
    Braden feigned nonchalance with a shrug, but I could see the way his neck and jaw tensed as he tried to suppress a frown. “I may have been too harsh. Don’t get me wrong, he loves me, but he cares deeply about the business my grandfather created. He feels it’s all he has left of his brother too.” 
 
    I chewed on that. “Well if you put it that way, then I guess I understand it.” 
 
    “Still,” Layla began as she sat back and groaned, “this is going to be a long holiday. I can’t keep pranking only Flint the whole time.” 
 
    We all chuckled. As we settled down into silence, a brilliant idea occurred to me. “Wait, why don’t you two come on the road with me?” 
 
    They both perked up at the suggestion. Layla didn’t even hesitate. “Yeah, that sounds better than staying here.” 
 
    Braden looked less than sure. “I don’t know…” 
 
    I smiled. “Come on, Braden. You get to see the wilds, the beautiful landscapes, meet the incredible people of the wilds. You can meet Maelor, who I’m sure will love you too.” 
 
    Layla snickered. “That didn’t sound sincere.” 
 
    “Well, he’d like Braden. He might get sick of you,” I told her with a wide grin. 
 
    She laughed. “I would be honored to annoy the hell out of your mentor and father figure.” 
 
    We both turned our gaze on Braden. “How about it, Flint?” I asked. “It will be a hell of a time, some fun bonding. It’s that or stay here alone.” 
 
    He pondered it for only a moment before he cracked a grin and nodded. “Alright, I’m in too.” 
 
    Layla cheered and practically bounced in her seat. “This is so exciting!” 
 
    We were all smiles as we clanked our drinks together and drank our fill. I was glad to have them come with me. The journey would be long, and I appreciated having company. Plus, I figured the adventure would do them some good.  
 
    Once I gulped down my drink and belched obnoxiously, I smiled at them. “I hope you two can ride horses because we won’t be able to take a train the whole way there.” 
 
    They both nodded. “Horses don’t like me, but I know how to ride,” Braden clarified. 
 
    “Well, they sense the monsters in our essence crystals and that spooks them,” Layla pointed out. 
 
    I chuckled and clapped. “Very good, Miss Bethel.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I pay attention in class, thank you very much.” 
 
    We all shared a laugh again. If this was what our nights at inns on the road were going to be like, then I was looking forward to this trip even more. That was saying something because I had been ecstatic enough already. 
 
    After dinner was over and after Braden and I had bathed and packed, I left the dorm once more to try to find Nia, though I had a pretty good idea of where I could find her. 
 
    I wouldn’t see Nia for another fortnight, so I was eager to spend some time with her before we departed for the holiday. I strolled down the breezeway on the side of the main building, my hands in the pockets of my robes. It was an unseasonably cool night, pleasant against my skin. It had been very humid lately, so I appreciated this pleasant reprieve from the mugginess. 
 
    As I neared the courtyard where Nia and I trained, I could hear her before she came into view. She grunted and breathed heavily, so I knew she was in the middle of drilling herself. She really never knew when to take some time off. On the other hand, that relentless drive was also what made her so skilled and amazing, and one of the reasons why I and so many others admired her. 
 
    I rounded the corner and stood in the archway to the small courtyard. Nia stood at its center, her back to me, as she jabbed and kicked at a training dummy. Her pale skin glistened with sweat, and her ashen hair fell down her back in a stringy tail that was also streaked with perspiration.  
 
    Nia showed off more skin than I was used to. She wore a sleeveless top that seemed too small for her and rode up her back and stomach, revealing the toned muscles beneath. Her feet were bare, and she wore shorts that cut off almost half way up her thigh. I’d never seen the skin of her legs before, and I marveled at the smooth curves of them. Seeing her now just solidified the fact that she was perfect to me. 
 
    Still, it was odd that she was so exposed. Maybe she wouldn’t mind me seeing her as she was, but I knew she didn’t want to be seen so bare in front of others. Anyone could have walked by at any moment and seen her. 
 
    I cleared my throat and then chuckled when she spun around with outrage on her face. 
 
    “You really need to learn to pay attention to your surroundings.” I walked toward her with a smile. “Anyone could sneak up on you.” 
 
    Nia let out a deep breath, but surprisingly, she didn’t give me a chastising or sarcastic response to that statement. Instead, she wiped the sweat from her face and smoothed down her messy hair. She sucked in some more air, looked at her toes, then back to me. She seemed so exhausted, but not in a physical way. 
 
    “Hey there,” she said simply with only the slightest twitch of her lips. 
 
    I crossed my arms and frowned at her. “Everything alright with you?” 
 
    It was her turn to frown. “I’m fine, Gryff. Thanks.” 
 
    That was a lie, but I let it slide. Nia liked to vent, needed to vent, so that’s what I’d let her do. I knew my presence alone was enough to relax her a bit. 
 
    She didn’t offer any more words before she started back at wailing on the poor training dummy. I laid in the grass, arms behind my head, and stared up at the stars and the waning moon. I took in some deep breaths and let the majesty of it all wash over me. The sky was dimmer here in the city, the glow of the city lights fading the brilliance of the night sky. It was still gorgeous, but seeing the sky out in the wilds… there was no comparison. 
 
    We stayed like that for a while, together in presence but our minds and actions apart. Her grunts, breaths, and occasional curses, as well as the sound of her blows on the burlap and straw dummy, set a steady rhythm over my mind as I stared and thought. It was peaceful. Sometimes, I didn’t need anything more than this from Nia. I liked her a great deal, but for now, I didn’t need another kiss or her love or anything. I was content to just lay here and enjoy the moments we could spend together. 
 
    Eventually, I pushed myself up onto my elbows and watched Nia work. Her grunts had grown angrier, her breathing heavier, and her strikes weaker. Nevertheless, she beat the dummy so hard that its seams tore, and straw began to spill out in clumps. It would be worthless before long, and that only seemed to make Nia madder. 
 
    “Nia,” I called.  
 
    She ignored me and punched at the dummy’s head. Once, twice, thrice, each time more vicious than the last. 
 
    “Nia,” I tried again. That annoyed her, clearly, but she kept on punching. This time, after a few punches, the last of the stuffing fell out of the dummy’s head, but Nia was either to blind with stubborn anger to notice or to care. She swung, and I knew this would hurt. 
 
    “Nia!” I barked. It was too late though. She punched the now sagging, hollow dummy’s head. Her fist went through the fabric and punched into the wooden post beneath that the dummy was fastened to. She hit it without a hint of resistance, with a loud crack. She sucked in a breath and immediately recoiled, shaking her hand and holding it gingerly at her side. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” she yelped through gritted teeth. Nia dropped to her knees and clutched her hand to her, wincing and cursing all the while. 
 
    I took a knee beside her. “That looked like it hurt.” 
 
    She gave me a pained chuckle. “You are lucky this hurts so bad, or I would punch you in the jaw.” 
 
    “That would just leave you in the same predicament, Nia,” I replied with a smirk. “It’s a well-known fact that my head is as hard as a rock.” 
 
    Nia grunted with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. I tried to reach for her hand to give it a look, but she snatched it away from me and stubbornly shook her head. 
 
    “Let me see it,” I demanded. 
 
    She shook her head even hard and pouted like a little girl. “No.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I should be angry or laugh, so I tried to stay neutral. “Nia, you’re acting like a child. Just let me see the damage. You might need to go to the infirmary.” 
 
    “Fine,” she groaned. Begrudgingly, she released her hand from her side and let me take it. She sucked in air through her teeth as I took it a little too roughly. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said sheepishly. I gently inspected Nia’s hand. Her knuckles were bright red, and her fingers trembled, but they seemed mostly spared except for her middle finger which was already swelling. As were the knuckles of her ring and pinky fingers. Maybe not broken, but she definitely needed to see a nurse. 
 
    I knew I should have been more tactful, but I was too frustrated with how stubborn she could sometimes be. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    Nia averted her gaze, her eyes more embarrassed than angry. “I needed to blow off some steam.” 
 
    “Blowing off steam and hurting yourself are two different things, Nia.” I shook my head and sighed. “You push yourself too hard.”  
 
    I remembered back to when I’d first discovered her in this courtyard. Hours after we’d fought for the second time in the sparring arena and I’d won, the first person to best the great Nia Kenefick, I found her here, practicing as she was now, injured and tired. She didn’t take that loss lightly at the time. 
 
    She could go overboard in her quest for perfection, with good reason, I knew. If she didn’t finish in the top three of her class each year, her father would marry her off to Gawain, and that was a fate I wished on no one. But still, she was so far ahead of everyone in our class aside from me that she didn’t need to go this hard all the time. 
 
    Nia hung her head and sighed. “I know, Gryff.” She took her hand away and nursed it against her side again. She plopped down into the grass. 
 
    I sat next to her. “Not excited about this break, I take it?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” she snorted. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    She hugged her legs to her chest. “Family issues I would rather not be around, and I do not like being the center of their attention.” 
 
    I laughed. “You could have fooled me.” 
 
    She bumped her shoulder against mine. “I don’t mind the class’ attention, but my whole family… it’s a bit much.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” I cracked my knuckles and grinned at her. 
 
    That elicited a mocking scoff. “No, no, you cannot.” 
 
    I frowned. “Do you have to go home for the holiday? Couldn’t you just stay here?” 
 
    She shook her head, dejected. “The Academy does allow students to stay over break, but my father wouldn’t allow me to even if I asked. So I will be up bright and early tomorrow on an airship bound for our second home in Hartmire.” 
 
    I gave her a sideways glance, my eyebrows raised inquisitively. “Did you just say your second home?” 
 
    Nia shrugged like it was no big deal. “We are the most famous and powerful family in the world, Gryff. We have a home in nearly every Enclave. Not all of them are that extravagant, mind you.” 
 
    I laughed and placed a palm against my head. This girl… Her words would have sounded like a boast to most people, but what she said was simply a fact. The Keneficks were, beyond the shadow of a doubt, the most influential family in the world. Everyone knew the Kenefick name whether they be in an Enclave or the wilds. Everyone knew of the legendary exploits of her magical, monster fighting family. 
 
    I guess I shouldn’t have been shocked to learn that she had several houses. I bet most of them were mansions too, but I didn’t ask her that. 
 
    “It’s strange,” I began, as I leaned back on my hands and looked to the sky. 
 
    “What’s strange?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    “All of my friends, you, Layla, Braden, you all have some major familial problems to deal with in your lives despite such different backgrounds. Yet here I am, wishing I had some of that. What I wouldn’t give to argue with my mother or father…” I trailed off briefly before clearing my throat. “I’m not saying to not take your family for granted or anything like that, and I’m not trying to make light of your situations. I’m just… I don’t know. I’m just thinking aloud.” 
 
    Nia pondered that for a while, the silence thick over us in the meantime. Finally, she sighed. “Do not mistake my annoyance and anger at my father or my reluctance to see my family as apathy. I love them with all my heart. It’s just... They are a bit much sometimes.” 
 
    I laid down completely and shut my eyes. “I wasn’t questioning that. I missed my family is all.” I let out a deep sigh. “Can’t wait to see Maelor in a few days.” 
 
    My ears perked up to the sound of Nia adjusting to face me. I cracked open my eyes and found her staring down at me, a weathered smile warming her features.  
 
    “Maelor is the summoner that rescued you, huh?” she asked. 
 
    I realized I’d never really told her much about my life. We’d always talked about her or our studies. I’d given her some information but not a lot, so I nodded when she asked that question. 
 
    “Yeah, and he raised me like a son. Taught me everything I know, made me into the man I am now.” I smiled suddenly and winked at her. “Except for my charm and good looks. That’s all superior breeding.” 
 
    She snorted into a laugh which warmed my heart. “Oh yes, top notch.” She smiled widely, then after a moment, she reached out with her good hand and placed it on my shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze. “I’m sure he’s proud of who you’ve become, and your parents would be too.” 
 
    I sat up, and she dropped her hand. I turned my gaze to the grass and offered her a shy grin. “Thanks, Nia.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it, farm boy.” She cracked a grin, but then winced when she shifted slightly, the pain in her hand flaring up. 
 
    “So, yeah, you should go to the infirmary,” I said. 
 
    She nodded and grimaced. “You are probably correct.” 
 
    I pushed myself to my feet then helped her up. I pulled a little too hard, and she stumbled into, her legs sore and tired from her training. I held her arms to keep her steady. She chuckled as silence crept over us. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. 
 
    I nodded. We stared at each other for a breath, but it felt a lot longer. Even as sweaty and dirty as she was, she was still the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. My gaze flitted between her eyes and her lips, which made me remember her kissing me abruptly on that night that was so much like tonight. 
 
    She seemed to have the same thought. Her eyes dropped to her feet. “By the way, I… uh, I’m sorry about avoiding you the last few weeks after… you know…” 
 
    I snickered. “It’s okay, Nia.” 
 
    Nia shook her head. “No, it isn’t. I kissed you, and panicked, and– and it’s my fault. It– it was the heat of the moment. I shouldn’t have pushed you away because of it. So, I just… I--” 
 
     I silenced her by brushing my lips gently against hers with a whisper of a kiss. In the past, that would have gotten me a scolding and probably a beating, but now it thoroughly silenced her and made her already reddened cheeks an even more spectacular shade of crimson. 
 
    “Now we’re even,” I smirked. 
 
    She stood frozen. “Uh, o-okay.” 
 
    I frowned. “Did I make it weird?” 
 
    She blushed even harder, then shook her head profusely. “N-no not at all. You just… caught me off guard is all.” Her lips curled into the slightest of smirks as she leaned into me and kissed me back. It was quick, but it sent a shiver through my bones. 
 
    “I can’t say I didn’t enjoy that.” I smiled. 
 
    She rolled her eyes as if she knew how that kiss would make me feel. “I’m glad you’re satisfied since we won’t be able to see each other for a while.” 
 
    I nodded. Truthfully, I wanted more, craved more. I wanted to pull her close to me and for us to melt together into one being. But I reckoned that it wouldn’t be that simple with a Kenefick. I was patient, however, and Maelor had taught that all good things come with time, and Nia Kenefick was certainly a good thing. So I would wait. 
 
    A stiff breeze rushed through the courtyard and made the unusually bare Nia shiver. “You should put on your cloak, and then also go to the infirmary.” 
 
    Nia rolled her eyes. “I will.” 
 
    I stretched my arms and yawned. “You want me to walk you there?” She didn’t need my help, I knew, but I wanted to spend more time with her. I knew what her answer would be though. She was too stubborn to say otherwise. 
 
    “I think I can handle it, thanks.” Yep, I just knew she would say that. 
 
    I waited for her to pull on her boots and her uniform cloak. I was sad to see her skin get covered up, but what could I do? I’d have the memory at least. As she made to leave at last, she paused, turned back to me, and wrapped her arms around my waist in a gentle hug. Her hurt hand hung loosely over the small of my back. 
 
    “Thank you for making me feel better, Gryff,” she said in a whisper. 
 
    I rubbed her back tenderly. “Anytime you need it, I shall provide.” 
 
    She snickered, then pulled away. “Have a good holiday, you charming yokel.” 
 
    “You too, Lady Kenefick.” 
 
    With a smile, she planted one last quick kiss on the corner of my lips like a promise. Then she turned on her heel and strode away, disappearing down the breezeway. I wouldn’t see her again for another fortnight, but now I had something to look forward to after the holiday, so though it was only a kiss, for now, there was a promise of something more in the future. And for now, that was perfectly fine by me. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    After a good night’s rest, the Summer Holiday arrived. I woke Braden an hour after dawn. He groaned, but the train left early, and though we had time before it departed, I didn’t want to risk missing the carriages shuttling students from the school and having to wait for one to come back. 
 
    We dressed in a hurry and groomed ourselves as fast as was hygienic. Once we were done, we made our way out of the dorm and to the women’s dorm hall next to us. Students were bustling among both of them, as eager as we were to leave the Academy for holiday. It was after dawn, but the sun had yet to peek over the walls of the Enclave and the school, so we were bathed in the cool shadows of early morning. 
 
    We got a few looks as we strolled through the halls of the women’s dorm, but no one stopped us. It wasn’t as if men weren’t allowed. As we carried our luggage, I hoped that Layla was ready to go. I’d told her when to be ready, but at the same time, it was a holiday. I wouldn’t be too surprised if she were sleeping in. 
 
    I knocked rapidly on her door when we arrived. We waited several seconds, but no one answered, so I knocked again impatiently. Finally, after more than half a minute, footsteps approached, the lock unbolted, and the door cracked open. It wasn’t Layla standing there though. It was her roommate, Fiona. 
 
    Her eyes were narrow slits as if she wasn’t fully awake. She clutched at the opening of her beige silk robe, keeping it closed but clumsily revealing a bit of cleavage. The robe hugged her form very well… 
 
    She noticed my staring, blushed, and wrapped her arms tighter around herself. “It’s so early,” she croaked. “What do you want, Gryff?” 
 
    “Well, we were…” My voice trailed off as I tried to concentrate on the moment instead of the pretty girl in front of me. “Is– is Layla still sleeping?” 
 
    She blinked the sleep from her eyes and yawned. “She sure is.” 
 
    I groaned. “I’m sorry to wake you, Fiona. Mind if we come in and wake her? We’re about to head out and, well, she’s supposed to be coming with us.” 
 
    “Fine, make it quick,” she said with a sigh. She opened the door wider and let us in. I crossed the room to Layla’s bed where she was sprawled out in her sheets in her cotton nightgown. Without a missed beat, I leaned over her and shook her shoulder gently. 
 
    “Hey, Layla, I need you to wake up now.” 
 
    She groaned and rolled onto her back. After a long moment, she cracked open her eyes and smiled at me. “Oh, hey you,” Layla said with a whimsical sigh. She grabbed my face and pulled me down to her and kissed me on the lips. “Mmm.” It was obvious that she was still half asleep. Of course, she was. 
 
    Braden cleared his throat behind me. I sighed with a grin. “As much as I enjoyed that, I really need you to wake up, Bethel.” 
 
    “Nooo…” she sleepily moaned. 
 
    “Layla!” 
 
    “Ugh, okay, you brute!” Finally, she sat up and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    I crossed my arms and grinned. “We told you to wake up early.” 
 
    Layla pouted cutely, I had to admit. “This is early.” 
 
    I threw my hands up then slapped my palm to my forehead. “Maker help me,” I whispered. “Okay, Layla, just get dressed and hurry up please, we don’t want to miss the carriages.” 
 
    She nodded as she stretched out her arms. “Got it, now get out and let me change.” 
 
    Braden and I both snorted. Braden couldn’t get out the door quick enough. As I followed him out, I called to Fiona. “Sorry about the trouble, Fiona. Have a good holiday.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” she answered, which was muffled since she had since stuffed her face back into her pillow. I snickered and closed the door. 
 
    Thankfully, Layla was prompt with her dressing and was out of the room in only a couple of minutes. She didn’t offer an apology and simply strode out and marched down the hall. I rolled my eyes and followed, and Braden snickered as he trailed along behind me. It would be all fun and games for now until we missed the carriage and the train and would have to wait for a long time to catch the next ones. Layla wasn’t patient so that would be bad. 
 
    A crowd of students waited out in front of the main building. I estimated close to two dozen of them all trying to get in the train of carriages that waited to pick them up. My heart sank. This was not going to be easy.  
 
    For one, several of the carriages were far nicer than the standard city carriages, with lacquered wood paneling and polished gold trim, some even emblazoned with house sigils. These were not for us commoners. They belonged to the wealthiest students. 
 
    “This,” I began while gesturing to the crowd, “this is why we needed to be up early.” 
 
    Layla’s answer to that was to stick out her tongue at me. 
 
    We had to wait more than half an hour before we could muscle our way into a carriage. The carriages for the noble and wealthy students were generally larger but only ever seemed to carry one or two students and a pile of luggage even though it could have fit half a dozen or more easily. It made progress slow, but we finally got a carriage. 
 
    We piled in, along with a couple of other students that weren’t in our class. One was a tall stick of a man with tanned skin and startling gray eyes that complimented his skin and bright sunset hair and beard. I didn’t recognize him though. His companion was a woman, also tall and rather well built. She had a pretty face, small lips, a small nose, and very pleasant green eyes. I’d seen her a few times in the dining hall, a water mage if I recalled correctly. 
 
    We sat tightly packed in our seats, Braden and I against the doors with Layla in the middle. Some of our luggage was packed away in the travel compartments and the rest were wedged at our feet. The driver opened his little sliding panel and leaned down to speak through it. 
 
    “Where to, young masters?” he asked. He had a jovial tone, and between that and his obvious laugh lines, he seemed to be a generally happy guy.  
 
    “Central train station for the three of us,” I replied. I eyed our traveling companions seated across from us in the cab. “You going there too?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Yep.” He had a low voice like a bass instrument. 
 
    “You heard him,” I relayed to the driver, “and try to be as fast as you can be without running over anyone.” 
 
    The driver chuckled. “I’ll do my best, sir.” 
 
    Then blessedly we were off, and the driver didn’t put us at a fast pace. The train was set to depart at the eighth hour, and the seven bells of the seventh had just rung while we’d loaded our luggage into the carriage. With all the traffic of the summer holiday that I was sure was going around, we would be cutting it very close.  
 
    As the carriage started rolling, I turned my attention to the other students with us. I gave them a smile and extended my hand to the man. “Hey there, I’m Gryff.” 
 
    He gave my hand a look, took it in a firm and calloused grip, and shook once. “I know who you are, summoner. That was good work you did in the Dance of Wills against that flame mage. Masterful work, truly.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, thanks,” I said with a smile as I scratched my head at the sudden flattery. “And you are?” 
 
    “Apologies.” He placed his hand over his heart, closed his eyes, and inclined his head. “Solomon Vavo, a pleasure. I’m a second-year augmenter.” He opened his eyes and smirked. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever met an augmenter before.” Augmenters channeled the magic from essence crystals to manipulate their bodies in ways to bulk up their muscles, give them enhanced speed, and so forth. They were very sought after both in military and civilian life though they were exceedingly rare. 
 
    I shifted my focus to his female companion. She bristled under my gaze, a slight blush crawling upon her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m Ammaya, Ammaya Shenwick,” she said. “I’m in the same class as him, water mage myself.” 
 
    We shook hands while exchanging smiles. So my memory had been correct, she was a water mage. She looked at me with wide, bright eyes, as if she was star struck. I guessed I was rather famous around the school now, though I hadn’t seen too many people look at me as she did, I could definitely get used to the attention. 
 
    After introductions between them and my friends were given, silence fell over us. Ammaya and I had the same idea and pulled out a book to read. Mine was The Complete Beginners Guide to Loot Economics. I had the feeling it would come in handy someday. Layla tried to catch some sleep by leaning her head against me while Braden simply watched out the window. Solomon pulled out a sketchbook and started to draw with a stick of charcoal, though what he was drawing, I couldn’t tell. Regardless, we were all happy to stay quiet for the journey. 
 
    We made good time, or at least it seemed like we did. When we finally arrived at the train station, the eighth-hour bells hadn’t rung yet, but they could at any minute now. We divided the fee amongst the five of us and thanked the driver after we unloaded our luggage. We jogged with our things toward the nearest lift and crammed on it with a crowd of other people. It was a tight fit and uncomfortable, but the stairs would have been a mighty big pain in the ass. 
 
    As the lift came to a halt at the top, the eighth-hour bells began to chime. Layla cursed with a chuckle. 
 
    “Better hurry,” I chimed. 
 
    Solomon and Ammaya veered off from us and made for the northbound train to Hartmire. “It was nice meeting you,” they called and waved.  
 
    “You too!” I yelled back. 
 
    My friends and I scampered swiftly across the platform to our train. Our train, the southbound train heading to Garvesh, whistled its horn. I cursed. We ran with all we were worth, which wasn’t a lot thanks to our bags. We made it to the train right before it started to pull out of the station. 
 
    A soldier in a crisp green uniform and a rifle slung over his shoulders stood at the doors to the train. He frowned at us as we approached and put a hand out to stop us. 
 
    “Hold,” he ordered. “This train is not for civilian use. Authorized for military use only.” 
 
    We skidded to a halt and groaned at this delay. “We’re Academy students,” I told him with a frown. I dug into my bags and produced my papers and school identification. The soldier took them from me a tad too aggressively, and as his eyes scanned the information, he grumbled and cleared his throat. 
 
    “So it seems.” He handed my papers back to me, and I stuffed them back into place. His eyes drifted from me to my friends. “I’ll need to see yours too, of course.”  
 
    Of course, they did so in short order, and after that was squared away, we were allowed on the train. Moments later, the horn blared again, and the train lurched forward. Layla nearly fell from the sudden jerk of the train, but I caught her.  
 
    “We barely made it,” I told them as I helped Layla to stand back up.  
 
    She patted herself down. “See? We were fine.” 
 
    Braden scoffed. “I could have done without all the stress.” 
 
    “I needed my beauty rest, boys,” Layla joked with a grin. 
 
    “Of course,” I remarked sarcastically and with a shake of my head. Layla simply chuckled and moved past me down the aisle to find our seats. This train was more basic than the one I’d taken here originally with Arwyn and Headmaster Sleet. It didn’t have any private booths to sit in, just rows of seats. Each row was four seats, two facing forward and two facing back. 
 
    Most of the seats were filled by soldiers and officials. I knew that many in the military went on holiday leave during this break, so I assumed they were all headed to their respective homes. We eventually found a row of empty seats toward the back of the car which was fortunate because I didn’t want to cross to another car at the speed the train was going. I was sure it was safe, but it was still more risk than I wanted to experience on my holiday trip. 
 
    We stowed our bags in the overhead storage compartments and took our seats. Layla sat against the window and pressed her hands and face to it. I sat next to her and Braden nearly took up the two whole seats across from Layla and me. As the train picked up speed and the cityscape blurred by even faster, Layla’s eyes seemed to grow wider. 
 
    “Never been on a train before?” I asked her. 
 
    “Nope,” she replied without taking her eyes off the passing buildings. I could see the reflection of her large eyes in the window. They darted about at every movement. “I’ve actually never been outside the Enclave or even seen the outside of it.” 
 
    Braden perked up and furrowed his brows. “How is that possible?” his tone came off a bit too judgmental. 
 
    Her head snapped from the window to him. “Sorry, not all of us have several mansions in different Enclaves.” She turned her attention back to the window. I smirked to myself. If she thought Braden had a lot, she would have lost it hearing that Nia’s family literally had over a dozen residences, as I had. But that didn’t need to be said right now. 
 
    Layla sighed. “People in the Slums can’t just leave. Most of us are in too much debt. Sure, the work out in the wilds is honest and pays well, but no one wants to risk leaving the protection of the walls.” 
 
    I leaned my head back against the cool leather of the seat. “Honestly, it’s not that dangerous. Yeah, there are bandits and monsters, but in twenty years, I’ve only dealt with monsters twice and bandits once.” Of course, both of those instances were rather life-changing for me. 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds like two too many to me,” Braden added. 
 
    “Exactly,” Layla chimed in. 
 
    I shrugged. “Eh, you have to weigh the pros and cons of living out there. I think the benefits of it seal the deal for me.” 
 
    Layla puffed out a breath against the window, fogging it. “And what would those benefits be?” 
 
    I crossed my arms and thought about it. “Well, for starters, the honest and well-paying work you mentioned. I always loved going from town to town with Maelor and helping people with whatever menial labor they may have needed.”  
 
    “That’s not a great motivating pro for me,” Braden mused from his seat, where he’d laid across the whole seat, his back to the window. 
 
    “I’m not finished, smart guy.” I smiled and thought over a lifetime of memories in the wilds. “The air is fresh, truly fresh, not like the smog and smell of the Enclaves. Everything is wide open, peaceful. You have room to breathe. The sky has no light pollution, and the views at night are second to none.” 
 
    Layla sighed. “That does sound amazing, actually.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Braden added as he had his eyes closed now. 
 
    I nodded and smiled. “It is amazing. Then there are the people. They’re good, hard working. Strong and hardy, always willing to lend a hand. Always smiling, even in the hardest and darkest of times. They don’t quit.” 
 
    “That’s a hell of a sales pitch, Gryff,” Layla said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a laugh. “I suppose it is, but I mean every single word of it.” 
 
    We descended into silence after that, and eventually, I slipped snuggly deeper into my seat and drifted off to a nice mid-morning nap.  
 
    The blaring of the train’s horn awoke me. I started with a groan and rubbed my eyes. The train had decelerated as we approached the nearest town. As my eyes adjusted to the now very bright sunlight, I could make out our surroundings. Out our window was open fields of wheat and corn and other crops, with smatterings of forest every now and then. Out the window on the other side of the aisle were wooded hills sitting on the far banks of the river that the tracks had been erected next to. 
 
    That was the Whitebriar river which wound all the way from the mountains up near Hartmire, skirted around Varle, and went well south past Garvesh. If the train was slowing for a nearby town, that meant we were at Berrec’s Crossing, our stop. I couldn’t see it ahead of us outside of the window though. 
 
    When Layla heard me stir, she left her vigil of the window and turned to me with a smile. “Have a good nap?” 
 
    I stretched. “Sure did. Have you been staring out the window this whole time?” 
 
    She nodded vigorously. “Sure did.” 
 
    “She kept muttering about the scenery,” Braden said across from me. He was practically sprawled out over his seat, but as the train started to grind to a halt, he adjusted into a proper sitting position. “That was fun.” 
 
    Layla finally unglued herself from the window and put her boots back on, which she must have removed while I was asleep. “The conductor announced that this is Berrec’s Crossing,” she said as she did up the laces. “This is where we get off, right?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I said as I powered through a yawn. 
 
    “Good, because I’m starving,” Braden added quickly. His stomach rumbled then to give some added emphasis on the matter. 
 
    Layla and I both laughed. “When aren’t you hungry?” I teased. 
 
    He smiled. “Almost never.” 
 
    “We skipped breakfast though, so I could eat too.” Layla patted her stomach. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said with a nod. 
 
    We gathered our things and quickly departed the train when it pulled into the station. The station and tracks, due to their proximity to the river, were raised several stories above the town proper, so we got a good view as we stepped to the wrought-iron fence that penned in the platform. 
 
    Barrec’s Crossing was a bustling port town with large, red brick buildings that towered over the streets, for they were built upon large stone columns in case of the seasonal river flooding. The buildings across the town were shallow gabled and roofed with copper sheet metal, all of it glinting in the sun. the cobblestone streets were littered with people going to and from the port, some carrying goods to and from. A low gray-stone wall ringed the town, more decorative than anything. 
 
    “Pretty,” Layla mused as she leaned over the railing. 
 
    I nodded in agreement though she and Braden didn’t see the gesture. I pumped out my chest with pride. “Welcome to the Wilds, my friends.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    We descended the stairs of the train platform to the street below. The cobblestone road was clean and wide, and there was plenty of room for carriages, horses, and walking pedestrians alike. True to my word, the wilds were more open, and I for one was glad to be out of the claustrophobic confines of the walled Enclave. 
 
    It was midday, so the town was busy with the heights of the lunch hour rush. There were stands all along the road with farmers showing off their yields. Fruits, vegetables, meats, fish, baked goods… everything could be had. There were cafes and restaurants too, so my friends and I had a wide selection of delicious options to choose from.  
 
    We passed through the main market, a huge open square with a bell tower at its center, a common feature of the larger towns of the wilds. This was where the main loot trading took place. While there were shops all over, brick and mortar establishments, the majority of the square was taken up by a labyrinth of merchant stands and stalls that sold all manner of monster remains and loot. I spied scales, claws, teeth, eyes, horns, fur, vials of blood, bones, and everything else that could be taken off a monster haggled over in those stalls. 
 
    Of course, there were stands for essence crystals, by far the busiest ones. The largest, a huge stand with a large blue tent top, had at least a dozen men and women inspecting the crystals and asking the merchant and his workers questions. I was sure there were probably some interesting and powerful monsters that I could buy, but I didn’t have unlimited funds for this trip, so I decided to conserve my money. 
 
    Layla whistled at the bustle of the market. “This is a mess,” she said as her head swiveled around to take it all in. 
 
    “Yeah, this is pretty much how all the largest towns in the wilds operate,” I explained. “They’re hubs of trade, especially the ones like this one on rivers and on the rails.” 
 
    “Will Tallington be like this, too?” Braden asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, it’s a small town. Now, let’s grab that food. I’m starved.”  
 
    Braden and Layla were hungry as well, so we made our way through to the other side of the market, where a comfy looking tavern with an open-air balcony beckoned us in with the smell of baked bread and fried fish. Sure enough, there was a blackboard sign out front that read “Lunch Special: Fresh cooked salmon, caught this morning,” written in chalk. 
 
    I thumbed at the sign. “You two okay with salmon?” 
 
    Braden moaned and rubbed his stomach with both his hands. “I… love salmon, Gryff.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Good to hear it, and you, Miss Bethel?” 
 
    “I’ll eat anything at this point,” she readily admitted. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” I declared and marched us into the tavern. 
 
    We took one of the tables on the balcony and ordered some cider and cooked salmon. Layla and I had half a fish each while Braden chowed down on a whole one. Thankfully, he was paying for himself, and his allowance was a tad more than what Layla or I had. As for the food itself, the salmon was delightful and the cider was sweet just like honey. 
 
    As we ate, I pulled out the map of the wilds I’d bought years ago and studied it briefly. “So,” I started, “if we follow the road west out of town, we should get to Tallington in two to three days. Maybe more if we get some bad weather.” 
 
    “And what if we run into bandits?” Layla asked without a hint of worry at the question as if she was merely asking about the weather. 
 
    I leaned back and crossed my arms. “Well, that depends.” 
 
    “On what?” asked Braden. 
 
    “Depends on if we see them first, or if they see us first. If they catch us off guard… well, let’s just say we might be in for a delay. 
 
    Layla swallowed and downed some cider. “Sounds fun.” 
 
    “Where will we sleep?” Braden asked through a full mouth. I always found it odd how bad his table manners were sometimes despite his noble upbringing. Maybe he did it out of spite. 
 
    “There are a few towns along the way that should have inns.” I shrugged nonchalantly as I refolded the map to put it away. “Worse comes to worst, we’ll camp out a night.” 
 
    I could tell Braden wasn’t fond of that suggestion, but he didn’t offer a complaint. Besides, we’d most likely find inns. Probably. 
 
    After we finished and paid for our meal, we headed west to the edge of town. There was a stable there with a wide selection of horses for us to rent. The deposit was steep, but the owners needed collateral in case we stole the horses and never returned. But once we returned, we’d get half of our payment, so long as the horses were fine. Now I was glad I hadn’t bought anything in the market.  
 
    The horses weren’t wild about us riding them though, not with the essence crystals we had with us that riled them up. Layla and Braden each had a few while I had most of my stock. I never went anywhere without them. Eventually, though, we were able to calm them down with the stable hand’s help so we could mount up. 
 
    Since I wasn’t used to it, I struggled up into my saddle, but eventually, I managed it. My horse, a beautiful brown roan named Cas, whinnied with what I perceived as frustration at my sloppy mounting. Layla tried desperately to mount her own white and brown mare, but she couldn’t manage to hook her leg over the back of the horse. So, Braden had to pick her up around the waist and plant her onto the back of it. She crossed her arms and pouted, embarrassed, as he did so. That made Braden and I laugh. 
 
    As I settled down into the saddle, I sighed. “I can’t wait to surprise Maelor. I’m so excited to see him.” 
 
    Layla whipped around from where she sat. “Wait, he doesn’t know you’re coming?” 
 
    “Nope, I forgot to write him back,” I said as I shook my head. 
 
    Braden effortlessly mounted his horse, a large black monster that was nearly as thick as an ox. “How do you know he’s still there then? You two traveled around a lot didn’t you?” 
 
    “We did, but no need to worry,” I smiled. “Maelor said in his letter that he’d be there for a few months, so he still should be there.” 
 
    “Okay, good,” Layla responded quickly. “I wouldn’t want to waste this trip.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Even if he’s gone, we’re still gonna have a good ole time. It’s all about the journey and not the destination, ain’t it?” 
 
    Layla smiled and snorted. “That’s true.” 
 
    “I’m just glad to be with you two,” Braden chimed with a whimsical smile. I think he was just happy that he was able to eat a whole salmon.  
 
    “Awe, that’s sweet, Flint.” Layla snickered. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. I took in a deep breath and let it out in a full, smiling sigh. “Okay, let’s get to it, shall we?”               
 
    We traveled the roads to Tallington for two days and nights, taking in the beauty of the countryside as we went. Beyond the scenery, our days weren’t too exciting, mostly us telling stories and jokes as we rode. Braden sometimes sang which came as a surprise to both Layla and me, for he’d never volunteered that information to us at the Academy. His speaking voice was low, but he had a surprising singing range. 
 
    So, our days were enjoyable, if not mundane. But our nights… our nights were fun. 
 
    The first night we stopped in a small little hamlet called Vallia, a cute name for a cute little collection of wooden homes with thatched roofs. Vallia was home to a stone inn called the Bed of Flowers Inn. Their quirk was that all the bedrooms were decorated with a wild assortment of wild blooms picked from the nearby fields. It was aesthetically pleasing, and the rooms smelled nice, so I guess it worked. What we did that night, however, was far from the type of dainty atmosphere the inn gave off. Layla and I challenged a troop of four mercenaries to a drinking contest. I lost, but I had fifteen shots, and my challenger bested me by mere seconds of consciousness. 
 
    It was a hell of a time. Even Braden got drunk and serenaded the inn. 
 
    The next night we stayed at a solitary inn on the side of the road. Just an inn, not a hamlet or anything around. It was a tall, ornate wood and stucco structure with red tiled shingles and windows made of thick bluish glass. It was called The Tipsy Wizard which would have been a much more appropriate name the previous night. This night, Braden was the tipsy wizard and challenged all the other half dozen patrons to an arm-wrestling contest. He defeated everyone including a lumberjack that was as big as him. Their war of arms lasted a solid ten minutes and was the greatest thing I’d ever seen, at least that’s what my alcohol-addled mind believed. Nevertheless, it was an incredible display of strength and willpower. 
 
    In the end, Braden was victorious, and everyone again drank. And to top it off, as Layla and I left to retire to our room and entertain each other in bed, I spied Braden sneak off with the bartender, a thin, gorgeous girl with blue eyes and a tall head of blonde hair.  
 
    So, it was a successful night, and thus our journey and holiday started with a ton of fun, and we hadn’t even made it to Tallington yet. 
 
    It was around midday of our third day on the road that our destination finally came into view. 
 
    As we passed a couple of windmills and some wheat fields, golden in the sunlight, we spotted Tallington. The town was situated at the edge of a large expanse of forest that stretched for miles along the horizon. The town itself was a collection of a few dozen wood and stone buildings, no more than a story tall each. It was a quaint little place.  
 
    The town was buzzing with peaceful life. We rode past farmers working their fields, and a rancher herding a slew of cows into a pen on the edge of town. I heard the ring of a hammer on an anvil at a smithy and could catch a whiff of the smell of bread and other cooked foods. Children ran around without a care in the world. I spied smiles all around, domestic bliss on the townspeople’s faces. Folks waved at us as we passed, and we returned their smiles with our own. 
 
    I’d been through dozens of towns like this one, but it never grew monotonous or annoying. The joy these people had was just what I’d come to expect out in the wilds. They had their problems, certainly, but they didn’t let that get them down. 
 
    I didn’t catch a glimpse of Maelor, but we didn’t go that deep into the town. There was an inn on the main road at the entrance to the town, with the same stone foundation and wooden supports as the rest of the buildings, its walls stucco. It was called the Tall Pint. A pint sounded great right about then, but we had things to do first. My friends and I hitched our horses to the post out front and made our way in.  
 
    It was a quick stop. I just wanted to see if the innkeeper could tell us where Maelor was, but as we entered, the aroma of meat cooking in the kitchen wafted into my nostrils and made my stomach rumble. But I wanted to find Maelor first. We could eat after, despite how much I wanted to right now. 
 
    There was only one guest in the common room, who sat at a long table with a bowl of soup and a book in his hand, so I paid him no mind. One of the workers swept nearby. He was a few years older than me, with short sandy hair and a round face. He whistled a familiar tune though I couldn’t place the title. It was a popular song amongst traveling bards, but the title escaped me. That didn’t matter right now though. 
 
    I walked up to him. “Excuse me?” I said to him. His deep brown eyes snapped to mine, and he offered a shy smile. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Ah hello there, traveler. What can we do for you here?” He leaned his broom against one of the columns that held up the room. “Need a room, or some food, or both?” He was very eager. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, thank you… Err, perhaps later, but for now, I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    The man nodded. “A local?” 
 
    “Not exactly, though I know he’s been here recently,” I explained. “Do you know where I can find Maelor Corroso? Old crotchety man, large, and has a long gray beard. He’s a summoner.” 
 
    The innkeeper, which I assumed he was, nodded as his eyes lit up in recognition. “Oh yes! He stays here. A decent fellow, rather ornery, but very helpful. He doesn’t know when to stop working.” 
 
    I chuckled. “That sounds like him. Is he still in town?” 
 
    “Indeed he is. He’s been helping to dig a coal mine about a mile into the forest. Still in the very early stages, so he should be here a while longer.” 
 
    I smiled and tipped him for the information. “I appreciate it.”  
 
    As we made to go, the innkeeper called after me. “Take the main road out of town, then half a mile in, take the freshly cut path south into the forest. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Layla said with that cheery lilt of hers. Then we exited the inn and mounted our horses. 
 
    We traveled down the road out of town quickly. I set us on a fast pace since I was so excited. My friends didn’t protest, they smiled eagerly as well. 
 
    The fork in the road to the dig site came up soon enough, as obvious as the innkeeper had said. A thin dirt path clear of bushes and smaller trees, freshly made judging by the debris of cleared bushes and trees along the side of it. The path was narrow, so we rode in slowly, single-file. 
 
    “How do you think Maelor will react when he sees you?” Braden asked from the rear of the line. 
 
    I stroked my chin as we idled up the trail. “Good question. He’ll scold me for something or another, say some crazy shit, but ultimately give me a hug and a big smile.” 
 
    Layla snickered. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    As we went along, silence fell over us as we let the sounds of nature wash over us. Birds chirped, the wind rustled the leaves in the trees, and cicadas droned their loud songs in the midday heat. That was all interrupted by nearby yelling. The path ahead ended at an opening between two hills.  
 
    I reined in my horse. “You hear that?” I asked. My friends nodded, their faces fraught with sudden concern. I dismounted Cas and padded toward the opening. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Layla hissed. 
 
    “I have a bad feeling about this,” I told her. She cursed, hesitated, and finally dismounted her horse to follow me. Braden did as well. Good. I continued forward, the yelling growing louder. I couldn’t make out the words, but it sounded very aggressive. I hoped it was simply Maelor arguing with some workers. 
 
    But those hopes evaporated when a gunshot ripped through the serene forest air. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said as I dropped to an instinctive crouch. Going straight in probably wasn’t a good idea. So I veered into the woods and crept amongst the brush. My friends didn’t argue. I began to climb the rise ahead of us. We were shrouded by the deep shade of the forest, caressed by this particularly dense cluster of trees. That only helped our stealthy approach. 
 
    Nearing the top, I grew more nervous. I gripped one of my essence crystals subconsciously. The yelling got closer and closer, and as we crested the hill, I heard Layla gulp next to me. The shouting was definitely angry, and there were a few curses. Maelor’s voice was clear as day, arguing with whoever was down there. 
 
    “I won’t do it, you’ll have to kill me,” he said with defiance. Shit, this was serious. Hell no, I didn’t come all this way to see him, only for him to get his fat old butt killed right in front of me. I gritted my teeth and jogged to the top of the hill, stealth be damned. 
 
    I crouched in a bush at the top between two adolescent pines. The rise I sat on was only a sliver that ended almost immediately and sloped down into a wide bowl of a clearing before me, a gully really. Trees were cleared all around, with large piles of lumber to our left with stumps that littered the area. At the very center was a massive rocky outcropping surrounded by a dug-up pit as wide as the inn we’d been in earlier. The top of the rock was worn, gray, and covered in moss. Halfway down, the rock became brown and muddy from where Maelor had started digging, and there were piles of dirt everywhere. 
 
    Standing amidst all of this was my only family, Maelor, and a gaggle of armed men. 
 
    “I’d rather not kill a defenseless old man,” a thug immediately in front of Maelor said. “Especially one that could be very useful to us.” I couldn’t make out his finer features from a distance, especially with the brown scarf over his mouth, the same as the rest of the men. He was tall, with a narrow head and short cropped black hair, his skin pale in comparison. 
 
    Judging from the ragged leather armor and the patchwork clothes of all these men, I knew they were bandits. There were thirteen of them, nine of them armed with rifles and pistols and the other four had swords. They had Maelor surrounded. My mentor stood defiantly in the middle of them, blood running down his face from a cut on his forehead as the blood stained his gray beard red. 
 
    Maelor scoffed. “I’m not as defenseless as I look.” 
 
    The leader, I assumed, spoke again, accompanied by a snicker. “I’m sure, that’s why I said you’re useful, but frankly, if you try to grab your crystals, I’ll put a bullet in your leg.” He kicked a familiar looking satchel next to his feet. 
 
     I grimaced. Like hell I would let that happen.  
 
    Maelor simply responded to that threat with a laugh. “How am I supposed to help you without my monsters?” 
 
    One of the other bandits, a short, dark-skinned one, chimed in, “He’s got a point, sir.” 
 
    “Silence,” he snapped. He turned his attention back to Maelor. “You will help us, or we shall raid that precious little village you’ve been staying in.” 
 
    “Please, you shit,” Maelor scoffed, “you lot are plannin’ on attacking them regardless of what I do.” 
 
    The leader laughed harshly. “You’re right.” He jammed the barrel of his rifle into Maelor’s gut hard. My mentor crumbled to his knees and clutched at his stomach with a groan. “Fine, have it your way,” the leader sneered.  
 
    “Fuck,” I whispered. 
 
    “This is bad,” Braden said next to me.  
 
    “Yeah,” Layla added, her voice trembling. I didn’t register what either of them said. All I could see was the bandit leader as he cocked the hammer back of his rifle and put it against Maelor’s temple. This was it, this was what I came all this way to see. I would watch the only family I had left die in front of me. 
 
    “Cover me!” I moved before they could respond. Braden and Layla each tried to grab me and stop me, but I was too quick. I grabbed as many crystals as I could hold in my grip and tossed them as I charged down the hill.  
 
    The crystals landed at the feet of the various bandits and flashed.  
 
    Then chaos ensued.  
 
    My monsters suddenly appeared and attacked though I ordered them not to kill the bandits. That wasn’t who I was. So my axe goblins and box trolls and wallerdons used their bodies and not their claws and blades. Admittedly, I knew they were capable of killing without their weaponized appendages, but it was less likely.  
 
    My box trolls tackled a couple of bandits while one of my axe goblins head-butted another. Another goblin suddenly exploded in a flash of smoke after three bandits shot at it simultaneously. Bullets could kill monsters, but it was exceedingly hard, and bullets were worthless against the bigger, powerful, more magical grade E monsters. 
 
    The leader’s head snapped to the commotion as he whirled around and raised his rifle. I summoned a speed slug, placed it on my shoulder, and shot toward the bandit leader. His eyes met mine for a split-second before I kicked him in the stomach with the force of a bullet and sent him flying into the rock. He smashed against it with a yelp and crumbled to the loose dirt. 
 
    Rifles cracked, and puffs of smoke billowed as the bandits continued to fire on my monsters, but their scattered single shots weren’t having that much of an effect on them. They were smart though. It was unwise of them to try to kill my monsters, so they raised their weapons on me. I only had a split second before they fired, but it was enough for me to summon a wallerdon in front of me as their guns fired in rapid succession. Their bullets bounced harmlessly off the wallerdon’s broad bulk. I summoned another one to stand guard around me and added a few more goblins to the fray for good measure. 
 
    Behind me, a bandit ran for Maelor, but I barreled into him at slug-powered speed, grabbed him by the arm, and tossed him onto the ground. He passed out from the impact.  
 
    “G-Gryff?” the shaky voice of Maelor asked behind me. I turned to him and flashed him a grin. 
 
    “Hey, old man.” I give him a courageous grin. 
 
    He frowned. “What the hell are you doin’ here?” 
 
    I hooked a hand under his arm and hauled him to his feet. “We can talk later. Let’s get you out of here first. How did they even get close to you?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They caught me by surprise, had their guns on me ‘fore I could do a damn thing. Took my satchel of crystals.” 
 
    I nodded to him as my eyes drifted to the tree-covered slope I left my friends on, but Braden was already in the dig site, his own crystals in hand. He threw a couple, and out came a pair of ice imps, who proceeded to cast ice magic at the bandits. Layla was still hidden, and when I glanced in her direction, I saw the glint of her essence crystals. No doubt she was waiting to see if we got ambushed.  
 
    That’s when another rifle sounded, but this one was a boom that broke the air and made my bones vibrate. That could only mean one thing, that they must have had a marksman or two with long rifles. 
 
    Layla ducked back into cover as one of my monsters disappeared in a puff of smoke from the shot. Another boom, another bullet, and my wallerdon was destroyed. I cursed. Those bullets were a higher caliber and more effective against grunt level monsters. Still, they should have been useless against my wallerdons, so they must have been a damned good shot and hit it right in the eye, the weakest part of it. That was just my luck.  
 
    I grabbed for more crystals from my bandolier as the last of my monsters fell under a hail of rifle fire, but before I could summon them, another shot rang out. The earth exploded in front of my feet, kicking up a blast of dirt. The message was clear, move and I die. I followed the line of fire up to a pair of bandits on the slopes ahead of us, each garbed in deep brown cloaks and hoods to keep themselves hidden. They both had long rifles, the thin metal barrels as long as my leg and scopes that glinted in the sunlight.  
 
    “Make one wrong move, and I’ll put a hole the size of an apple in your face,” one of the bandits called out.  
 
    I sneered at the bandit, but I still had the speed slug. They wouldn’t be able to hit me, no matter how skilled they were.  
 
    The other one raised his rifle, but he pointed it at Maelor. “Just in case you think that magical speed of yours will protect you, it won’t protect the old man.” 
 
    Fuck. He was right. I was fast enough to evade their attack, but Maelor certainly wasn’t, and I wouldn’t be either if I tried to protect him. These damn bandits. Still, I had one ace up my sleeve. Layla. I just had to wait for her to do her thing. 
 
    The bandit leader staggered to his feet. He groaned and checked the back of his head, wincing as he did so. His hand came back smeared with blood.  
 
    “Son of a bitch,” he growled. He charged over to me and kicked the back of my knees, forcing me to the ground. The four or five other bandits that weren’t knocked out snickered as they kept their guns trained on Maelor and me. Two of them had their guns trained on Braden, who had his hands raised. They didn’t appear to know where Layla was if they had even noticed her moments earlier.  
 
    The bandit leader forced Maelor to his knees as well. Once we were both kneeling, he pulled out a long knife and held it to my throat. “I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you made a big mistake interfering.” Now that I was up close, I could see him clearly. Long nose, thin lips, narrow blue eyes, sharp cheeks, he looked like a mean sonofabitch. 
 
    My eyes flitted to the tree-line where Braden watched in horror. I knew Layla was probably watching too. I feigned worry and fear for the sake of the bandits. If I acted too cocksure about Layla’s impending rescue, I would doom us all, so instead, I played up my fear, just a little. 
 
    Maelor struggled next to me. “Leave him be,” he pleaded. “I’ll do anything you ask, just don’t kill him.” 
 
    The leader chuckled. “I’m afraid we’re past that. We’ll find another summoner for our needs. I can’t let stunts like this stand.” 
 
    I saw Braden take a step toward me, but one of the bandits shot his gun into the air, making us all flinch. “I don’t think so, you ox. Stay over there, and I won’t have to put you down too.” A lie I was sure. I didn’t believe for a second that they wouldn’t kill Braden, but Braden reluctantly stayed still. His body tensed, itching to move, but he stayed glued in place. 
 
    Maelor roared, but another bandit held him in place. I gave him a weathered smile. “It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Like hell it will!” 
 
    I wanted to argue with him, to tell him my friend was still up there and would help, but I couldn’t. Instead, I had to bear it as the bandit leader glared and pressed the knife harder to my neck, lancing me with pain and drawing blood.  
 
    “Say your prayers, boy--” 
 
    A familiar flash blasted the area, with a puff of smoke accompanying it. A monster being summoned. A wallerdon suddenly appeared above the bandit marksmen. They only had enough time to look up at it before gravity kicked in and crushed them. Bones snapped, and blood sprayed, and it sounded just plain wrong.  
 
    “What the…?” the leader looked on in horror, and that was all the opening I needed. I pushed the bandit leader away from me, his knife coming free from my throat, though it nicked me good one last time as he stumbled away. I turned and saw Layla at a full sprint, her face contorted and red with fury. 
 
    Layla growled as she tossed another crystal, one that I recognized. It was large and swirled with dark blue light. I knew what laid within. When the monster materialized, I grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    Her hyppocrans had joined the fight.  
 
    The massive beast roared, a terrifying sound that reverberated through the forest and sent birds fleeing into the skies for miles around. The bandits didn’t even think about trying to fight. The three remaining scum turned tail and made for the trees. I turned my attention back on the leader, but he was already on his feet and sprinting for the woods too. I noticed he had Maelor’s satchel of crystals slung over his hip and guessed he must have grabbed it in the initial chaos. 
 
    There was no way we could let him escape.  
 
    I started after him right as Layla came within a few steps of me, already tired from using her monsters and the run. “Wait, Gryff!” 
 
    I didn’t look back at her. “Look after Maelor!”  
 
    “But--” 
 
    “Just do it!” Then I was off. 
 
    The leader and the other bandits were already in the trees as I began to climb up the hill. I would have used my speed slug, but I learned long ago that going full speed inside of a forest was not a good idea. That lesson had resulted in one of my many broken noses and a chipped tooth. So it was up to my normal long legs. 
 
    The bandits were fast, and they probably knew these woods. I certainly didn’t know them. I was at a disadvantage, especially since there were four of them. One broke off to the left and hopped over a log before twisting between two trees and taking off at a sprint. I chucked a cementroll crystal his way and had it pin his right arm to a tree. That was one down, but the other three were now farther ahead.  
 
    Another was far ahead to my right. He was going to get away, but then a massive body slammed into him. Braden. He had the bandit knocked out in a heartbeat. There was that Academy training coming to fruition. He raced to my side and then joined me stride for stride in my pursuit. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I roared through labored pants. 
 
    “Is that not obvious?” he replied with a quirked eyebrow. He pointed ahead of us at the bandits. 
 
    I grimaced. “I told you to watch after Maelor!” 
 
    He frowned. “You asked Layla, and she has her hyppocrans. It seemed to me that you needed help.” I couldn’t deny that logic. I did need the help too.  
 
    The bandit leader and his last crony twisted between trees and over obstacles and moved with a grace and desperation that I hadn’t expected. They’d clearly done this before, and though I was a wilder through and through, it wasn’t as if I sprinted wildly through the forest at every chance I could.  
 
    I tried using a couple of cementrolls, but neither was able to hit the bandits with their cement. The globs of their sticky secretions would either hit a tree or bush, or the bandits would dodge out of the way at the last possible second. I had to give them credit. I wish they wouldn’t be so difficult. Then again, I wished they hadn’t attacked Maelor, to begin with. 
 
    They started to pull away. Braden, who trailed slightly behind me, cursed. “We’re losing them, Gryff.” 
 
    “Thanks, I hadn’t noticed.” He probably could have done without the sarcasm, but I was frustrated. I began to curse my luck and my tired legs when our luck took a dramatic turn for the better. 
 
    Ahead of the bandits, there was the sudden flash and smoke of a summoned monster, but what appeared was nothing I’d ever seen before. The monster looked like a basilisk, a massive snake, but it glowed a brilliant white with glistening scales and magnificent white wings. It had little, segmented legs that jutted out of its body along its sides. Its head was a lot flatter and wider than most snakes, similar to a hyppocrans’ head, and it was eyeless. 
 
    Was this one of Braden’s monsters? He’d certainly never mentioned anything like this. No, it couldn’t be, I would have seen his arm move, would have seen the crystal fly over my head. And strong as he was, I doubted he could throw it so far and so accurately.  
 
    The bandit leader and his man skidded to a halt and looked up at the creature, mystified. As the monster began to curl in on itself, Braden cursed and tackled me to the ground. “Don’t look,” he whispered harshly. So I didn’t. 
 
    An instant later, everything went white, despite my closed eyes. 
 
    Silence followed for several long seconds before we risked opening our eyes. I stood shakily and helped Braden to his feet. The monster was gone, and the bandits were completely still and ringed by a faint white glow. The leader had a look of horror stuck on his face. He didn’t blink or breathe, but when I put a finger to his neck, which was hot now, I felt a pulse. I knew what this was.  
 
    They were paralyzed. 
 
    Someone suddenly scampered through the underbrush to our left. I grabbed my crystals and stood at the ready, but there was no need. A woman appeared. She had a nest of busy black hair that tumbled over her shoulders in waves of curls. She had rich chocolate skin, a trait of the west. A thick bandolier ran across her torso, filled with crystals like mine. 
 
    Her full lips curled to reveal a brilliant smile. She winked and took a few deep breaths. “Well, that was something, wasn’t it?” 
 
    I blinked, astonished. Yes, yes it was.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    I wriggled out from beneath Braden’s grip and pushed myself to my feet. I held my hand to my throat and stanched the trickle of blood that still dripped from the cut from the bandit leader’s blade. 
 
    The woman came to a halt in front of me, her hands folded behind her back and her head tilted slightly to the side as she took me in with a smile. Her eyes were deep pools of dark brown, her cheeks soft and round. She was about half a head shorter than me, but her big pile of hair made her seem taller than she actually was. 
 
    “Like what you see?” she asked, an eyebrow arched.  
 
    “Uh…”  
 
    Her grin grew wider as she slapped my arm. “I’m just teasing.” 
 
    Get it together, Gryff. I’d have time to get to know our mysterious rescuer. I scratched the back of my head and offered a slight, awkward smile. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “You’re very welcome.” Her eyes and smile were warm, inviting, and gave me a feeling like I could get lost in them forever. With a shake of my head, I pulled out of the gravity of those eyes. While I had some questions for her, namely who she was and what that monster had been, we needed to get back to Maelor and Layla and round up the bandits so the authorities could handle them properly. The rest could wait.  
 
    “Well, I guess we should collect these miscreants,” Braden said with a crack of his knuckles. Look at him, taking charge. He fished a couple of crystals from the small pack at his hip and tossed them. They flashed, illuminating the area briefly in their faint ghostly glow, and out of the puff of dirty smoke that followed stood a couple of box trolls. They each collected one of the petrified bandits. 
 
    “You’re a summoner too, eh?” the woman asked with a bemused smirk. 
 
    I nodded. “We both are.” 
 
    Her narrowed eyes scanned me up and down as she stroked her chin. “Really now? Interesting…” she trailed off. A flicker of recognition crossed her face as if she couldn’t quite place where she knew me from. How that was possible, I didn’t know, as I certainly didn’t know her. 
 
    I gave her a wave. “I’m Gryff, and this is Braden.” Braden waved as well. 
 
    She smiled. “Cyra, nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    I led us back to the dig site, the woman right on our tail and the box trolls right behind her. We collected the bandit that Braden had knocked out first, slung him over the shoulder of one of the trolls, and then found the one that I’d trapped with my cementroll. He was still conscious as he tried desperately to wriggle free of the cement even though it was a hopeless endeavor.  
 
    Braden walked right up to him. “Sorry about this,” he said shyly, then reared back and punched the bandit square in the jaw. The bandit’s head whipped back before lolling forward, his head bowed low, and his eyes rolled back in his head. We collected him and then moments later broke through the tree-line to the dig site. 
 
    Maelor sat on his haunches and twiddled his thumbs as Layla knelt in front of him and examined him. She dabbed at his head with some fabric. She said something to him, and he laughed in response, but I couldn’t make out any of their words. Still, it was obvious they were getting along well, which was just fine by me. I could hear him take sharp and wheezing breaths, the pain in him obvious. 
 
    I jogged down the hill to them. When Layla saw me, she dropped the makeshift bandage and ran to me. She tackled me in a warm embrace and laughed.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” she exclaimed before pulling away quickly. “I was getting worried for a second.” 
 
    I winked. “Don’t worry, it takes a lot to beat Braden and me. You should know that.” She replied with a grin and a roll of her eyes. “We got all the bandits.” I pointed a thumb behind me at the prisoners carried by Braden and the box trolls. 
 
    She followed my gesture and smiled. “I can see that.” But her smile faded a touch, and her eyebrow lifted at the sight of Cyra. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “That’s Cyra. She’s a summoner who helped us catch a few of the bandits.” I turned away from her and toward Maelor, who took deep breaths. I hooked an arm under his and helped him to his feet, and he groaned and cursed all the way. 
 
    “I’m too old for this shit,” he said with a grimace. 
 
    I smiled. “Were you ever young enough for this, old man?” 
 
    He was old, but he wasn’t slow, so I wasn’t able to dodge his hand when he swatted at the back of my head. “Don’t get cheeky.” I smiled and rubbed the back of my head. His eyes went to Layla. “You’ve got an interesting companion here, this Layla.” 
 
    She smiled mischievously, and I could only laugh as I said, “Yeah, interesting would be a good word to describe her, definitely.”               
 
    My smile faded as I took in my mentor’s appearance fully. The whole right side of his head was coated in blood. Some of it was smeared and wiped away, a result of Layla’s prodding I assumed. Still, there was so much that it made me worried. I put a hand on his shoulder and frowned at the wound.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I began to examine the injury.  
 
    He slapped my hand aside. “I’m fine, Gryff.” 
 
    I ignored him as I turned his head and saw the gash that ran from above his right ear and along his forehead. It looked like it stopped bleeding as the blood was already starting to cake against his skin. I didn’t think it would need stitches, but I was certainly no expert on healing. After it healed, he would have a scar to go with the one that ran along the left side of his jaw. 
 
    “I staunched the bleeding,” Layla said with a cheeky smile, clearly proud of herself. “Might need stitches, I don’t know.” 
 
    “See?” Maelor said with a huff. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Thank the Maker,” I snarked. “It would have been annoying to have come all the way out here just for you to die on me.” 
 
    He swatted at me again, but I anticipated this one and ducked it with a chuckle. “Yeah, it would be so inconvenient for you,” he shot back. 
 
    I laughed and pulled him into a hug. He squeezed back, and then we were both laughing wholeheartedly. We pulled apart then. I put my hands on my hips and gave him a good look over. I didn’t see any other injuries from what I could tell. 
 
    “Do you have a first aid kit, Maelor?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “Forgot it back at the inn. The one day I needed it too.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I began. “We should at least wrap this up for the time being until we can get you back to town to get looked at.” He didn’t protest as I tore a length of my traveling cloak off and wrapped it gently around his head. 
 
    Someone cleared their throat behind me. Cyra. I turned and found her waiting there expectantly. 
 
    I put a shoulder around Maelor and smiled at her. “Hello again.” 
 
    She smirked and offered a slight wave of her hand. “Hi.” She gave me a long look. “So, you’re the Gryff, eh? I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 
    I frowned in vague confusion. “Have you now?” I moved away from Maelor and took a step toward her so that we were only an arm’s width apart. “And who are you, if you don’t mind my asking? I mean, I know your name, but how do you know me?” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and grinned. “Well, I’m the old man’s new helper, of course.” 
 
    “You replaced me that quickly?” I asked with a frown and turned to Maelor, momentarily leaving Cyra hanging.  
 
    Maelor shrugged, hands in his pockets, his demeanor cool and innocent. “I’m an old man, son, as you love to point out. You expect me to come out here and work by myself? Look where that got me today!” 
 
    I scratched the back of my head and grinned. “Fair enough, it’s just surprising is all.” I turned back to Cyra and put out my hand since she’d dropped hers. “Pardon me, I didn’t mean to give you the cold shoulder, you just caught me off guard.”  
 
    She smiled and took my hand. Her grip was warm and callused, strong and confident. 
 
    “It’s fine, Gryff. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Again.” The way her eyes repeatedly lingered on me made that seem like the truth. 
 
    Braden and Layla butted in then as they’d been standing back as the box trolls continued to Layla’s task of piling the bandits together. Layla smiled and whistled.  
 
    “Well, that was all fun, wasn’t it?” she said, her arms out to reference the melee we experienced. “I’m Layla Bethel, by the way, summoner and slum-rat extraordinaire, at your service.” 
 
    “Charmed, I’m sure,” Cyra said with a wry smile. She and Layla shook hands. 
 
    With a smile, I turned to stand by my friends. “Maelor, these are my friends from the Academy. Layla, you’ve met and--” 
 
    “Flint, Braden Flint,” Braden chimed with more confidence than Layla and I were used to. He stepped forward and offered his hand to Maelor, who shook it vigorously. 
 
    “My my, you are big, son,” he replied with a grizzled grin. “You’re like those two box trolls stacked atop one another, though not as ugly.” 
 
    Braden’s cheeks flushed. “T-thank you, sir,” he said with a shy chuckle. I couldn’t help but laugh at the exchange. 
 
    Finally, Maelor grumbled, clearing his throat. “We should probably deal with this lot,” he said, indicating to the frozen bandits. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “But before we get to that, what was that monster you used, Cyra?” I asked. 
 
    But it was Braden who answered. “That was a petripede, a grade A monster. Very rare. They’ve only been seen outside of the Shadowscape a few times…” he trailed off as he noticed all of us staring at him, namely Layla and me. “What? I read books too.” 
 
    I put my hands up in defense. “I said nothing. It’s just surprising, given your dislike of monsters.” I didn’t mention his irrational phobia of them, for I didn’t want to give Maelor or Cyra a bad impression of my friend. Not that there was anything wrong with being afraid of them, but as summoners, it would be… a tad odd. 
 
    Braden shrugged. “I need to learn, regardless of my dislike.” 
 
    Cyra chuckled at our exchange. “Well, you’re right. That petripede was a gift from my mom. I don’t use it much though. It takes a lot out of me just to control it properly, let alone to use its power.” 
 
    She did seem tired, now that I gave her a better look. Her skin was dappled with sweat, and her breathing was slightly labored. It looked like simple fatigue, but mana depletion and physical fatigue look nearly the same on the outside. Still, she kept on smiling. 
 
    We got to work tying up as many of them as we could. Cyra had a coil of rope in her supplies stashed away near the hole in the rock. However, she only had enough to bind six of the bandits properly. The rest were free of restraints, but for now, they were unconscious. As we worked, my eyes kept finding the pile of bloody pulp that was the remains of the marksmen that Layla had flattened with her wallerdon.  
 
    That was the right decision, but I worried that it might be weighing on her. She seemed fine, cheery even, but I’d need to remember to talk to her later. She might have been hiding her emotions behind a smile. I didn’t have experience killing, but I couldn’t imagine it was something that people just did without a second thought.  
 
    I had to hope she was holding up alright. 
 
    Once the bandits were incapacitated and tied up, we split up. “You two stay here and watch this lot while we go into town and gather the guard,” said Maelor as he pointed to Braden and Cyra. They didn’t put up an argument.  
 
    So the three of us hoofed it through the woods and back to town so we could inform the local guard garrison of what happened. Maelor led us down a few streets to the guard house, a large brick structure with high windows and a pudgy man with a pistol on his belt standing out front.  
 
    “Aye, summoner,” the guard said to Maelor, his voice a sloppy rumble. “What happened to ye?” 
 
    I pointed back the way we came. “Bandits attacked Maelor’s work site. We used our magic to subdue the lot, but we need help rounding them up.” 
 
    The guard frowned and pushed off from the wall. “Bandits, you say? I wonder if it’s the same ones who stole that mess of cattle from Garren Hollow?” He stroked his bearded chin and pondered that question himself. Before long, he snapped out of that line of thought. “Anyway, I’ll rouse the captain and the others and any volunteers we can muster.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I said. The guard nodded and turned to go inside the guard house, but he paused and gave us a concerned look. “You oughta get yourselves looked at by Mrs. Bellwin at the apothecary.” 
 
    Minutes later, the rest of the guard streamed out of the building. There were only five men in the garrison, poorly equipped with only a few pistols between them, but seeing as the bandits were temporarily knocked out, it hopefully wouldn’t matter. The guards rounded up several more men in the town and rode off to the dig site to apprehend the bandits.  
 
    The captain stayed behind briefly. He was a tall, stout man with a bald head and a thick brown mustache. His uniform was pressed and pleated, clean as a whistle. A rifle was slung across his back. 
 
    “I appreciate your help,” he said profusely. “We’ve been harassed by bandits for years now. This won’t be the end of them, but it sure helps.” 
 
    “It’s no problem at all,” I told him. 
 
    “Would you like a reward? I’m sure the town could pull together a collection for your troubles.” 
 
    Maelor waved that off immediately. “We don’t need a reward. We were only defendin’ ourselves. Beatin’ that bunch is our civic duty after all.” He was a stubborn old man who didn’t like praise. Stubborn yes, but I always appreciated how humble he could be. 
 
    The captain laughed. “I suppose so. Well, again, I thank you.” Then he mounted his horse and rode off to join the other guards. 
 
    After that, Maelor led us to the town apothecary who doubled as the town doctor. She was a nice older woman who smiled all day long. And she really smiled at Maelor, her crush was obvious to me. She stitched him up expertly and wrapped my neck in gauze, which was beyond uncomfortable and itchy as hell, but it couldn’t be helped.  
 
    As we left the apothecary’s, we found Cyra and Braden down the road being escorted by a couple of guards. Cyra waved excitedly as she saw us. I guessed that meant that everything was taken care of without incident. That done, we returned to the inn for a big meal for we were all starving, and after that dangerous encounter with the bandits, we all needed a good drink too.  
 
    It was well past lunch now, as we were already in the late afternoon, but there was still that delicious meat smell when we returned to the inn. The innkeeper was pleased to see us back, and we crowded around one of the long tables that lined either side of the large hearth that sat in the center of the common room. It was very wilder styled, old-fashioned and cozy. Not at all like Enclave inns and taverns.  
 
    As we sat, Maelor pulled out his satchel. “Sorry for puttin’ you kids in harm’s way. First round is on me.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to argue against a free round, but I didn’t want him to feel guilty. “Nonsense, we chose to fight to save you. You didn’t force us into anything.” 
 
    Layla and Braden both nodded and echoed their agreement. Maelor smiled at them both and chuckled. “You’re good people. I appreciate the help.” 
 
    “Anytime, old man,” Layla quipped with a cheeky grin.  
 
    “Hey, only I’m allowed to call him that!” I complained with a laugh. 
 
    Cyra sniggered. “I thought he only let me call him that.” 
 
    Maelor growled. “I don’t want any of you young shits callin’ me that, you useless buckets of goblin piss.” 
 
    We all laughed at that. 
 
    When the innkeeper arrived with our drinks, I stood and proposed a toast. “To the old man, may no bandit have the misfortune of facing him on the fields of battle.”  
 
    They all chuckled as they raised their glasses. “To the old man!” 
 
    Maelor shook his head and grumbled, but he was smiling. “Y’all are such insolent little fucks, aren’t you?” 
 
    Then we all laughed, even Maelor. 
 
    Once we were settled down, we ordered some food. The meat I’d smelled all day was freshly shot venison, and the mere thought of it made my mouth water in anticipation. We all ordered some of it, among other things. I had some amazing freshly baked bread and some vegetable chowder that was a bit too runny, but I didn’t mind it. And when the venison arrived… Maker I was in heaven, it was perfectly cooked and seasoned! That was rare for the wilds. 
 
    As we ate our meals, Maelor cleared his throat. “So, Gryff, you never told me what it is you’re doing all the way out here.” 
 
    I frowned and took a bite of the bread after I dipped it in the chowder. “Ain’t that obvious? I came to visit you.” 
 
    He scratched his beard. “Aye, that’s fair. But what about school? You know, shouldn’t you be in it?” 
 
    “It’s summer holiday.” I shrugged. “We have a fortnight off.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” he said and then took a long swig of his beer. “I never put much stock into those stupid Enclaver holidays. Us hard workin’ folks don’t get days off.” 
 
    “No, we do not,” Cyra added with a raise of her glass. 
 
    “Hey,” Layla protested, “Regular people from the Enclaves don’t get days off either.” She chugged her drink and then kept on talking without bothering to wipe the beer dripping down her chin. “I’m from the slums, so trust me, we don’t buy into much of the religious hogwash that the military and nobility try to preach.” 
 
    Maelor grumbled with appreciation. “Good to see you’re a kindred spirit.” 
 
    Braden put up his hands. “Hey, we’re all humans, are we not? Enclaver or wilder, we should all be united against the monsters.” 
 
    “True, son,” Maelor said with a nod. “It’s the policies of the enclaves that I’m not always in favor with, but I appreciate those that fight for our safety. Like you three.” 
 
    That made my friends and me flush with pride. 
 
    A lull in the conversation followed as we took some sips of our drinks and ate our food. Once the quiet went on a tad too long, I deemed it time to break into talk again. 
 
    “So, Cyra,” I began. Her eyes blinked as she took me in. “Tell us about yourself. Where are you from? How d'you come to be with Maelor?” That might have been asking a lot, but she smiled anyway and didn’t seem bothered by my prying questions. Hell, I’d yet to see her frown at anything. 
 
    She leaned forward on her elbows and twirled her finger around the rim of her glass. “I’ll spare you my life story, but I grew up in Kalgon’quin Enclave, right on the sea.” 
 
    We nodded. It was obvious by her darker coloring that she was from the west. Her mass of wild curly hair was another obvious trait of the westerners. I wondered what it was like to live on the sea. I’d never seen that much water, but I bet it was a spectacular sight to behold. 
 
    “We’re pretty independent out there, not very fond of the military since the military in Kalqon’quin treats the common citizens like their servants even though the citizens' taxes are the ones who pay them.” She paused to collect herself, then continued. “I was the only one in my family with any magical ability. My parents sent me to the Kalgon’quin Academy so that I would have free room and board, and I’d be taken care of. I knew why they did it, and I don’t blame them for it. They were only looking out for me. I did have a desire to help people, still do, but I didn’t want to be... political and have to kiss the asses of bacqons to get ahead.” 
 
    “Bacon?” Layla asked with a questioning smirk. 
 
    “Bacqon,” Cyra said, as she emphasized the qon. “Much of the ruling and upper class of the west are nobility from the north and east, and they look down on us and… well, let’s say their policies aren’t the best. Bacqon is… it’s not a kind word, to put it lightly.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” I said with my eyes on my drink. I knew that the western kingdoms had been reluctant to form Enclaves, even with the threat of monsters being ever present. I’d never known that so many of our rich had flooded over there to rule over them. That was a sobering and troubling thought. 
 
    Cyra sighed. “Anyway, the night before the Academy was to pick me up for my new life, I packed my things and left.” She drank her alcohol and sighed. “I’ve roamed the wilds ever since, taking odd jobs here and there. For almost a full year, I ran with a group of freelancers. We mostly solved crimes the local towns weren’t equipped to handle, dealt with bounties and bandits and the like.” 
 
    “What happened to them?” I asked with a sense that the story was about to turn grim. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. “We eventually had a banisher sign on with us. Thomys, the leader of our company, wanted to start taking down rifts. I didn’t want to be involved with that, so I quit. That was a month or so before I ran into the old man here north of Kallaron.” 
 
    Maelor chuckled. “Aye. I’d been hired to help a local mining company excavate a new vein of iron, but the rock was particularly tough, and it was taking far too long for my drillmoles to get through.” 
 
    “He was drenched in sweat and swearing up a storm while in an argument with the foreman when I strolled along. I offered my help, and we’ve been a happily married couple ever since,” she said with cheeky sarcasm. 
 
    We snickered at that suggestion, and Maelor shook his head with a smile. “Such a joker.” 
 
    I clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I’m glad you found some help. I didn’t mean to leave you to struggle by yourself.” 
 
    He scoffed. “Please, boy. I can handle yourself. Besides, I’m happy for you to be at the Academy, you’re going to do great things, going to change things for summoners and for everyone.” 
 
    Cyra seemed to know exactly what he was talking about, which of course she would for Maelor must have talked up a storm about me. “I’ll drink to that!” she exclaimed and raised her glass high with a smile. 
 
    Indeed, we could all drink to that, and drink we did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    A few hours and many drinks later, it was time for some of us to retire for the evening.  
 
    Maelor was passed out at the table, his tolerance not as great as it used to be. I’d already helped Braden up to our room, a chore since he was heavy and only barely helped me with his legs. I practically had to drag him up the stairs, and he was out almost as soon as he hit the bed. 
 
    Now it was Layla’s turn. I carried her in my arms upstairs. She was light, so it wasn’t hard to carry her, but my body was warm with alcohol, so it was harder than it should have been. It also didn’t help that she was pretty tipsy and kicked her legs as she sang a song in my arms.  
 
    “I appreciate the ride,” she cooed with warm breath into my ear. “But I’d appreciate a different ride.” She grinned wide as I came to her room and nudged the door open with my foot.  
 
    “Oh?” I said as I laid her onto her bed.  
 
    “Yep.” Layla giggled hysterically. Her cheeks were flushed from the alcohol. “Gryff… let’s have some funnn.”  
 
    She began to take off her clothes and grabbed a fistful of my shirt at the same time. She failed spectacularly. I helped her out of her breeches, which in her state she was struggling with. Once her legs were free and bare, I tried to throw the covers onto her, but she protested with a pouty groan. 
 
    “C’mon, Gryffie, join me.” She patted the spot beside her on the bed. “If you do, I won’t mind if you go hit on that pretty summoner downstairs.” She gave me a wink. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re drunk.” 
 
    “Please, I’ve been much worse. I could take our term exams right now if I wished.” Her amusement melted into a serious stare. She snorted. “And I’m serious about Cyra, by the way. I’ve seen how you two look at each other. Trust me, if I had it my way, well, the three of us…” 
 
    “Are you being serious?” I raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Of course.” She clicked her tongue. “I’m all about enjoying the finer things in life, and right now, that’s you.” 
 
    I laughed at that, my sides stitching from the mirth of it. A few tears glistened in my eyes. That was the type of humor I loved from Layla. I tried to calm myself before answering as I gulped down a deep breath. 
 
    “Fair enough then,” I said with a smile. 
 
    Her lips curled up. “Good.” She sat up on her knees, grabbed me by the neck, and pulled me to her roughly. Then her lips smashed against mine.  
 
    As our tongues danced intimately, she worked at the buttons of my shirt. She must not have been as drunk as I had first thought because her nimble fingers undid the buttons free faster than I expected. I shrugged off my shirt. Layla broke off our kiss and let her eyes travel over the length of my body. Her hands glided over my torso, feeling my muscles, probing at my chest and abs, her eyes hungry with desire. Her fingers were gentle when they glided over the raised red flesh along my right side, arm and shoulder where I’d been burned in the monster attack as a child. 
 
    She smiled wide and upended me as she grabbed my leg and flipped me onto my back. Then she greedily yanked off my socks and trousers before ravenously pulling down my underpants. Her eyes grew wide with glee as she took me in fully. 
 
    “It’s been a while since we’ve done this,” she said with a sigh, hands on her hips.  
 
    I laughed. “It’s been about a week.” 
 
    Layla shrugged. “Yeah, like I said, it’s been a while.” 
 
    We both giggled at that while I helped Layla out of her underwear. I took my time and allowed my hands to probe her slender frame, to run the length of her smooth golden skin. I planted kisses all along her stomach, her breasts, her thighs. 
 
    She inched her head up and planted a long tender kiss to my lips, her eyes holding my gaze seductively. Then she plopped onto her stomach and shook her ass at me. Her smile was as mischievous as I’ve ever seen it. 
 
    “Come on, Gryff, fuck me.” 
 
    “Oh, I intend to, Layla.” 
 
    And so I did. I gripped Layla around her hips and thrust my cock inside of her, and then we went at it. So far, our stay in Tallington was turning into a very memorable one. I certainly wasn’t going to forget my stay anytime soon.  
 
     The alcohol must have finally gotten to Layla, for she passed out with a smile on her face only a few minutes after we finished. She snored lightly, something she didn’t usually do, but for the moment it was adorable. I pulled the covers over her and kissed her forehead. Then, I pulled my clothes back on. 
 
    I smiled as I left her room and closed the door before I entered my own room to check on Braden. He was passed out on the floor of our room, certainly not where I’d left him, and he snored loudly and smiled in his sleep. I tried to help him to get back onto his meager little bed, but even if I wasn’t slightly drunk, I didn’t have the strength to lift his bulk. He didn’t budge from my prodding. He was dead weight, too heavy, so that was that. 
 
    With nothing else to do about it, I left him laying there and returned to the common room. 
 
    Maelor was also passed out at our table, glasses of beer all around. Cyra sat across from him and kicked her legs back and forth while she nursed a pint of mead. When she heard my footsteps, she turned her gaze to me and waved, something she did a lot, I noticed. 
 
    I sat next to Maelor and grabbed the half-drunk pint in front of him. As I took a sip, I looked at Cyra who looked back at me while she chugged her drink. We both finished at the same time, burped, and broke down into fits of laughter. 
 
    “He thinks the world of you, you know,” she told me as a warm smile played across her lips.  
 
    I look at Maelor’s snoring form next to me, and a wistful smile played across my features. “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “Not a day goes by that he doesn’t talk about you fondly.” 
 
    “I’m sure he also tells both embarrassing stories and makes fun of me too,” I scoffed. 
 
    “Oh yes, yes he does.” She nodded vigorously before she let out a chuckle. “But it’s obvious that he loves you.” 
 
    I knew Maelor loved me. Neither of us was particularly great at articulating that in words or showing it, but I knew, and he knew. Still, hearing her say that so plainly… it made my chest lurch. It made me realize how much I missed and appreciated the simple life I led with Maelor. The helping people, the wilds, the traveling, I loved it all.  
 
    But it didn’t compare to my new life too and the people in it. I wouldn’t change a single thing. One day, maybe, I would settle down and go back to Maelor and my old life, but I had goals to accomplish first. Even then, a piece of me would miss the Academy and the thrill of summoning in combat. Nothing quite compared to that. 
 
    “I appreciate your kindness,” I said with a smile. “I’m glad Maelor was able to find a helper as reliable as you.” 
 
    Her face glowed with pride. “Thanks, I enjoy working with him.” 
 
    We sat there for a while and enjoyed the ambiance. There were only a few patrons still up, a couple of men drinking at another table. The bard still played his lute, bathing the air in a sweet melody. We ordered three shots of moonshine each, which we downed immediately. The warm burn of the alcohol tingled my throat and spread through my limbs, making me smile. 
 
    Finally, Cyra sighed and perked up with an excited gleam in her eyes. She stood and came to be next to me.  
 
    “Hey, I want to show you something,” she urged me. 
 
    I raised a brow. “What is it?” 
 
    “You’ll have to follow me and see,” she replied coyly. 
 
    “Alright, fine.” I snickered and shook my head. “Lead the way.” 
 
    She didn’t need to be told twice. She strode out of the inn without so much as another word, so I followed her. She waited outside with a mischievous grin and beckoned me on. As I tried to keep up, Cyra skipped ahead of me before she veered around the back of the inn to the woods beyond.  
 
    There was a faint trail cut into the woods, so minuscule that you could easily miss it. She waved for me to follow as she started up the trail. The bushes and branches around it had been hastily cut and obviously hadn’t been attended to in a long time as some of the foliage had grown back and made the trail even more obscured. 
 
    “Come on, Gryff!” Cyra giggled and pulled me along when my strides slowed. I laughed too, the alcohol making me giddy. I stumbled after her, my footing not exactly sure, but I kept up. We pushed through the overgrown brush of this trail, the thorns and sticks grabbing at my trousers and arms, but nothing cut me. If it did, my dulled senses just ignored it. 
 
    After a minute of jogging, giggling the whole way, we arrived at a shallow pond in the middle of the forest. I came to a halt before it and stared. It was serene and completely still, a mirror that reflected the majesty of the heavens. The unfettered stars of the wilderness sparkled in the clear sky, and the nearly full moon shone over the glossy surface in a brilliant blue light. It was an image I wanted to savor, a scene an artist would have killed to paint.  
 
    It sobered me. It was a beautiful sight, and so was Cyra.  
 
    She padded toward the water and, without saying a word, began to undress. She undid the drawstring of her trousers and then shimmied out of them, nearly tumbling backward into the water with the effort. That made her laugh. Once she shed her shirt, she waded into the pond, interrupting the magical stillness of it. 
 
    That would have upset me if not for the beautiful naked woman right in front of me. 
 
    She sighed as she sunk neck deep into the water. “This feels amazing,” she called. “Join me!” 
 
    Oh, I intended to. I tore off my clothes with quickness and bounded into the water after her. The water was cool in the summer humidity, the perfect temperature. It soothed my skin and made me want to melt into it. Cyra was right, it was amazing. We floated beside each other, our heads nearly touching. I took a deep breath of the cool night air and exhaled. Bliss. 
 
    “Hey Gryff?” she asked, her voice light. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Would you like a surprise?” Her tone became low and alluring, and I could almost picture the grin I was sure she had. 
 
    I smiled. “I love surprises.” 
 
    She chuckled, a sound that I found enchanting. “Good, now close your eyes and don’t peek.” 
 
    I was pretty sure I knew what the surprise was, but I wasn’t about to spoil it. I closed my eyes. She shifted in the water behind me, the water gently lapping in her wake. I could feel the press of her breasts against me. I felt her body relax as she leaned down, and then her luscious lips are on mine, enveloping me in their warmth. It was a small kiss at first, but then her tongue implores my lips to open, and I allow it to explore my mouth as I explored hers. 
 
    This was certainly a welcome surprise. 
 
    She pressed her hands to my cheeks, steadying me in the water as her kisses grew hungrier. She moaned through our kiss, the sensation vibrating through my body and sent a tingle down my spine. Suddenly, she pulled back and pressed her breasts to my face, and I leaned my head back in the water so I could suck on her nipples. 
 
    After a few moments, I quit laying on my back and stood in the water to face her. She was a gorgeous sight. Her eyes glowed in the moonlight, and her wet mahogany skin shimmered in the near darkness. She was like a moon goddess, wild and magnificent. That might have been blasphemy if I’d been around a priest of the One True Maker, but I wasn’t particularly one for any kind of stuffy religion. 
 
    “Wow,” I said, breathless. “You are beautiful.” 
 
    The relative darkness didn’t give it away, but I could tell from the way her eyes fluttered that she was probably blushing.  
 
    “Thanks, you too are handsome.” Her smile was nearly as bright as the moon. 
 
    She waded out to me and placed a tender kiss on my lips, then traveled down my jaw to my neck, then my collarbone, her slender fingers down my chest and stomach. They continued down and down into the water until she gripped me. She let out a gasp. 
 
    “Oh my, I’m impressed,” she breathed excitedly. 
 
    I snickered. “I’m glad you think so.” 
 
    She stroked my cock and leaned into me, her breasts pressed against my chest. She inched her head up so that she could whisper into my ear. She bit my earlobe playfully. “Fuck me, Gryff.” Her words tickled and sent a shiver throughout my entire body. 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me twice,” I replied. 
 
    At that, she gave me a wicked grin and pushed me into the water. When we were both submerged, we became a tangle of limbs as we shared our breath. And then I was inside of her, which felt even more amazing underwater. Thus, for the first time in my life, I had sex underwater.  
 
    I couldn’t think of a better way to enjoy the summer holidays.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    My friends and I stayed in Tallington for the next six days and nights. We roamed the surrounding forests and countryside, fished in the nearby creek, and just had a good time. Our nights were spent at the inn eating good food and drinking heavily. We shared stories and told jokes. Maelor enjoyed telling embarrassing stories about me to Layla, Braden, and Cyra, who loved every second of them. I didn’t mind though. As long as my friends were happy and smiling, it wouldn’t bother me in the least. 
 
    Some days, we helped Cyra and Maelor with their work since they weren’t on holiday like us. I would have thought that my friends would have been against doing work during their vacation, especially Layla, but they were both eager to assist. It helped that they positively adored Maelor and his attitude and stories. I understood completely since I’d lived with him for fifteen years. Maelor and Cyra also offered to pay us a share of the wages so that was as good of an incentive as any. 
 
    On our second to last day in Tallington, we were back at the dig site where we’d fought the bandits. The operation had grown considerably. More trees had been cleared, and Maelor and Cyra were deep inside the mine to excavate more tunnels with their team of drillmoles. Braden and Layla were on the perimeter of the area with axe goblins to chop down trees. 
 
    Their box trolls brought the felled trees to me where a team of laborers trimmed and cut the limbs of the trees off so that they could be used to build. I then had a cementroll mortar the logs together until they started to resemble lodgings for the workers. I also built a couple of bunkhouses for late night work, dug some latrines in a matter of seconds with a drillmole, and put together a sort of office for the foreman, Maelor, and other higher-ups to discuss things. 
 
    As the laborers worked on the roofs of the buildings I’d made, I leaned back against a pile of lumber and took a sip of water from my canteen while I watched all the work unfold around me. 
 
    Box trolls and men alike pushed carts full of ore out of the mine. It took two men to push one of the carts full of iron whereas the box trolls only had to use one hand. The clamor of pickaxes on rock rang out from within the mine as well as the ping of hammers nailing down the metal tracks that would allow the carts to be easily pushed up to the surface. Monsters helped with some of the work, but we could only do so much. It wasn’t a good idea to spread out monsters with different tasks over such a wide area. Besides, this was as efficient of a job site as I’d ever been on. 
 
    As I took a break, Layla came jogging down the now tree-cleared rise toward me, a smile on her face. Braden was still atop with a few workers and his axe goblins as they cut down more trees. 
 
    “Hey, Gryffie,” she said as she wiped at the sweat that pebbled along her brow. 
 
    “Hey,” I replied with a wave. She came and leaned beside me. I offered her my canteen, and she took it without hesitation and drank eagerly. “You’re enjoying the work?” I asked, an eyebrow arched. 
 
    Her smile didn’t waver. “I didn’t think I would, but honestly, it’s not so bad. This is about what I’d expected when I decided to become a summoner.” 
 
    “Is that good or bad?” I asked and folded my arms. 
 
    She shrugged. “It’s good. Though now, I’ll admit I ain’t as turned off by the idea of fighting as I used to be.” 
 
    I grinned. That was good to hear. It had taken some work, but I was glad to see that Layla was growing out of her reluctance to fight, and I guessed that the battle with the gang members who killed her brother had helped a bunch.  
 
    When she was finished with the water, she passed the canteen back to me, and I took a few more sips.  
 
    “You know,” I began after a sigh. “I never asked, but what other magic could you do? You made it clear that you chose to be a summoner, so I assume you weren’t discovered as one.” 
 
    “True, I wasn’t.” She sighed and looked at her feet. “I got jumped one day walking home from the market near my home by a bunch of goons that Logan owed money too. He was already in jail, so I guess they thought they’d get the money from me. ‘Course, I was a skinny little thing then. I knew how to fight well enough, but these were big men.” 
 
    I snickered. “You’re still a skinny little thing, but at least you’re much better at fighting.” 
 
    “Well it was five against one, so the odds weren’t good, plus I’m a healthy skinny now. I was near malnourished back then.” She trailed off and stared ahead as difficult emotions swirled behind her gaze. “They beat me good, for a while. They nearly knocked me out, but then, I guess, my magic kicked in. My arms bulged to the size of my thigh, thick and meaty with muscle. It hurt worse than anything that has ever happened to me, but I beat them back.” 
 
    I whistled. “So you were an augmenter?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded. “Not compatible with my body though. That magic almost killed me.” She paused a moment as if considering her words before she continued. “A couple of guardsmen on patrol had come to see the commotion and saw what I did. They arrested the goons and sent me to the military headquarters on the other side of town where they evaluated my potential. While I did have augmenter powers, they were pretty weak, which is why they’d never shown up before, however, when I was tested for summoning, I got really high marks. And since I knew summoners didn’t fight and augmenters did, I decided to do with what I was better at.” 
 
    “That’s lucky,” I said with a nod. 
 
    She snorted. “Maybe it was divine intervention.” 
 
    “Maybe.” I chuckled. “But I’m sure glad that you became one. Otherwise, we likely wouldn’t be friends.” 
 
    She smiled wide, and her face was glowing as her cheeks flushed. “Me too.” Her hand slipped into mine, our fingers laced together as she offered me a comforting squeeze. I couldn’t imagine how my life would be if she weren’t in it. Maybe it was divine intervention after all.  
 
    The rest of the day was filled with sweat, struggle, and hard work, but it was refreshing as our bodies were used to the exertion from all the training we’d done at the Academy. By the time the sun was setting, Maelor and Cyra emerged from the mines with a crowd of other laborers, all covered in dirt and grime. Maelor looked like he was about ready to pass out, but he managed to get back to town all right. 
 
    After a round of much-needed baths for each of us, we celebrated our last night in Tallington with a feast. Well, a feast by the town’s standards. We ordered a whole roast turkey as well as a round of veggie pot pies and mashed potatoes. I’d only had a small ham sandwich for lunch, so my stomach grumbled impatiently at the sight of the spread in front of me. 
 
    We had round after round of cider. In the middle of our meal, Maelor stood from his seat next to me and raised his cup. 
 
    “You’re the best bunch of summoners I ever laid eyes on. You do the good work even if you don’t get all the accolades you should. I know you’ll change all that one of these days. So, keep it up.” He raised his cup high. “Cheers.” 
 
    “Cheers!” we sang and pushed our cups together. 
 
    The rest of the night devolved into revelry with hours of singing along to the bard’s songs with the other patrons, dancing too, and some drinking games to boot. We tried to play some poker later on in the night, but that failed miserably since we were far too drunk. At least I was. Cyra, Maker bless her, had the heart to not rob me blind in a round of cards.  
 
    My friends and I crowded into Cyra’s room after I helped Maelor drunkenly stagger to his room. We traded stories all through the night, as we did most of the nights, but we kept coming up with new ones to tell. Cyra fit in so well with my friends and me that I wished desperately that she could come back to the Academy with us. But that wasn’t to be, unfortunately. 
 
    When I woke up briefly in the early morning, I was crowded in Cyra’s bed with her and Layla on either one of my arms. Both were naked, snuggled up against me, and completely comfortable. That was a great way to sleep. Before I went back to sleep, I kissed Layla and Cyra on their foreheads. Cyra’s lips twitched into a smile as if she could sense my tenderness. I smiled back. I was lucky to have those two, then I faded back into a deep sleep. 
 
    The next morning came, and sadly, it was time to go. 
 
    I packed my things into my horse’s saddle and then secured the straps of my backpack. Braden and Layla did the same reluctantly. I understood, I didn’t want to leave either. This had been a fun and eventful week, a much-needed reprieve from the stress of school, not to mention all the recent family drama they’d had to endure.  
 
    This was a pleasant vacation for all of us, but duty called.  
 
    “It was a damn pleasure meetin’ ya,” Maelor exclaimed and opened his arms for Layla and Braden. She chuckled as they both stepped into his embrace. 
 
    “You too, sir,” Layla replied. 
 
    “Likewise,” Braden added with a smile. 
 
    Maelor wrapped his arms around their shoulders and pulled them close so that their heads were touching. “I need you two to keep an eye on that little shit, you hear me? Keep him outta trouble.” 
 
    “We’ll do our best,” Braden said with a laugh. 
 
    “No promises though,” Layla added, and the trio laughed amongst themselves as I looked on with my arms crossed.  
 
    I shook my head with a smirk. As they talked some more, Cyra came up next to me and put a hand on my shoulder. She offered me a warm smile, and I smiled right back at her. I would miss her dearly. 
 
    “This was fun,” she said to me with a wink. 
 
    I winked back, my grin wide. “Oh, it definitely was.” 
 
    Cyra pulled me to her and wrapped me in a warm hug. Her wild explosion of hair tickled my cheeks. She leaned her head up and whispered into my ear, her breath warm against my ear and jaw. 
 
    “You better come to visit again soon. It would be a shame if I never got to see you again.” Her voice was low and seductive. 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’ll see me around.” I pulled back, my hands on her shoulders. “I shall be awaiting our future moonlit swims.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Good.” 
 
    My smile faded ever so slightly as I held her firm with my gaze. “You look after him, okay? I’ll sleep better knowing he has help and companionship as reliable as you.” 
 
    “I love that old goat.” Cyra snorted as she looked back at Maelor and my friends. “You can count on me. I’ll keep him in line.” 
 
    I laughed. “Glad to hear it.” I hugged her again as we both smiled and laughed like idiots. “If you two ever find yourself in or around Varle, you should visit.” 
 
    “We certainly will,” she replied enthusiastically. “And you better write me like you do him. I like communication.” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    As we finished with our goodbye, Layla, Braden, and Maelor finished up with their farewell too. My friends bid their goodbyes to Cyra as they exchanged hugs, handshakes, and kind words. As they did so, I sauntered over to Maelor and stood by his side. He smiled and sighed. 
 
    “Before you go,” he began, “figured I’d ask if you’d had any luck with that sun giant I gave you yet?” 
 
    I frowned a bit, chagrined. “I still haven’t quite managed that one. I’ve still found that I work best with making the smaller summons work together as groups than summoning anything so huge.” 
 
    Maelor laughed good-naturedly as he hooked his thumbs in his belt. “Ha, so much for that fancy academy, eh? Bet you’re teachin’ more of the classes than those stuck-up Enclavers, boy.” 
 
    “Well,” I said with a laugh, “on that, you’re absolutely right.” 
 
    He nodded and smiled. “That’s my boy. And as for the giant, you’ll get it yet. I have faith in you even if you’re still a little shit.”  
 
    “Thanks, old man,” I said with a laugh. “I’ll do everything I can to make you proud.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one you’ve got to do that for.” He glanced back at Layla and Braden. “You have some good friends there that are counting on you too,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “I know.” 
 
    “You keep ‘em close, you hear? True friends like them are a rare breed and a luxury. You'd better cherish them.” 
 
    My eyes took in my friends as they chatted with Cyra. The western summoner said something funny which provoked a boisterous laugh out of my friends. Once that died down, Braden lifted Layla by her waist and placed her on her horse, then he mounted his own steed. All the while, they kept talking with Cyra. 
 
    Maelor was absolutely right. I was a lucky man to have them as my friends, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to take them for granted. 
 
    “I will,” I said simply.  
 
    “I know you will, Gryff.” Maelor turned to me and wrapped me in as fierce a hug as he’d ever given me. His old arms were still strong, so he was able to squeeze me harder than I expected. “Thank you for spending your holiday with me.” 
 
    “I would never miss a chance to see you, you old geezer.” I tried to keep my voice steady and not betray the emotion that quivered beneath the surface. I didn’t need to cry every time I said goodbye to the old man. 
 
    We hugged for a long time and knew that it would be some months before we saw each other again. Finally, I pulled away from Maelor and blinked at him. His eyes glistened with tears. Damn it, that threatened to get me started too. 
 
    “I’m proud of you, Gryff.” Maelor’s eyes shone with pride. “Just keep on changing things for summoners. Keep showing the world what we can do.” 
 
    My heart thumped heavily in my chest as my being swelled with emotion. His encouraging and sincere words meant everything to me as a tear ran down my cheek.  
 
    “I will, I promise,” I told him, my voice shaky. 
 
    His smile was as warm as his hug. “I know you will, son.” 
 
    I mounted up my horse and reined her in alongside my friends. We pointed our horses’ noses down the road out of town. Cyra stood next to Maelor, the both of them smiling at us. They waved us on our way. 
 
    “Safe travels you three!” Maelor called. 
 
    We waved back to them. “Thank you,” I replied. “Farewell.” Layla and Braden echoed my call. 
 
    And then we were on the road, our summer holiday at an end, but it was possibly the most enjoyable time of my life. Though it was bittersweet to say goodbye to them, I knew we would see them again. I didn’t know when that would be, but I would be looking forward to that time. 
 
    For now, though, it was time to get back to school.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    We made good time after leaving Tallington. We rode hard throughout the day, our mounts rested and eager. We passed the Tipsy Wizard at mid-afternoon, so we kept on going deep into the evening and were between towns when the sun set, so camping in the woods was our only option for the night. I didn’t mind that much though. As someone who grew up in the wilds, I was used to it. 
 
    The next morning started off fast too. We woke at dawn and tore across the countryside at a decent clip. I began to think that we could perhaps shave half a day off of our journey and make it back to the Academy tomorrow morning. 
 
    We were between towns, on the road through the middle of a dense and somewhat hilly forest. Pine trees lined the road. Occasionally we rode over streams and small rivers, and through rocky clearings. Now we were back amongst the trees, and they encroached on the road with their limbs reaching out to grab us. It was a beautiful day though, cloudless and sunny.  
 
    “Man, we’re making really good time,” Layla said as she gave me a sidelong glance. “At this rate, we’ll only have one more night out here in the wilds--” 
 
    Her words were cut off as a blood-curdling scream tore through the forest. The scream was relatively close, maybe a quarter of a mile at the farthest if I was any good judge of distance.  
 
    “That’s not good,” Layla commented. 
 
    “No, no, it isn’t,” I admitted as I scanned the road. 
 
    “What should we do?” Braden asked, his grip tight on the reins of his steed.  
 
    I understood his nervousness. It was hard to know what was on the other end of those screams. Obviously, someone in need of help, but from what? A bear or a pack of wolves? That was easy to deal with. A gang of bandits? More troublesome. Worst, a random rift? That was a severe problem that we might not be able to resolve on our own. 
 
    I simply couldn’t ignore a cry for help though, so I reined in my horse and pointed her in the direction of the screams. “We need to check it out.” I spurred my horse onward. “C’mon, Cas.” 
 
    Cas took off at a gallop as we tore through the forest toward the screams. I wanted to be stealthy, but I didn’t think the victim had time for that more careful approach. The trees didn’t help matters as closely clustered as they were. It was hard to maneuver and for Cas to keep up her speed. It was all I could do to dodge all the stray branches that clawed at my face. 
 
    The screams didn’t seem to get any closer, but eventually, they stopped altogether. That wasn’t a good sign at all. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” I called to my friends. 
 
    With no objections from my friends, we thundered on through the forest, but there were no more screams to follow. It was impossible to know if we were going in the right directions anymore. So I pulled up Cas’ reins and came to a halt. Layla and Braden did the same behind me. 
 
    “What now?” Braden asked. 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t know. The forest is huge, so it would take us forever to search it for the source of the scream, and by then it’ll be too late.” 
 
    Layla’s face scrunched up in a tight frown. “It sounds like it’s already too late.” 
 
    “Thank you for that cheery reminder, Layla,” I said with a sigh. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m just trying to be the voice of reason.” 
 
    “I know.” I slumped my shoulders. “I just need to-- Wait.” 
 
    A jolt went through my spine and set my neck hairs on end. I felt like we were being watched, and that’s when I smelled it. The acrid stench of a rift. That wet decay odor was burned into my brain. I would always recognize it. So the moment it entered my nose, I knew we were in deep trouble. 
 
    “Gryff!” Layla squealed as she pointed ahead of me. 
 
    I only had a second to see the small impish monster with green-gray skin that sat perched on the trunk of the tree in front of me before it pounced.  
 
    I dove off Cas right as it jumped at me and slammed into the dirt. The monster rested only for a moment on Cas’s backside before lunging for me again. I rolled to my side and narrowly dodged it, then came up in a crouch. I had no time to summon my own monsters, so I unsheathed the dagger at my hip and shot forward to stab it with my blade. 
 
    My knife plunged into the monster’s sternum. Its sharp arms flailed on either side of it before falling limply at its side as the life drained from it. Swords and daggers could be pretty effective against smaller monsters if you hit them in the right spot, and as someone well experienced with dealing with monsters, I knew exactly where to hit it. Its weight slumped against me as I pushed it off of me while my heart pounded out a desperate tune in my chest and my lungs craved air. That had been much too close. 
 
    “Gryff! Are you alright?” Layla asked, the concern obvious in her voice as both she and Braden hopped off their horses. 
 
    “I’m fine.” It wasn’t entirely true. While I was okay health-wise, there was a portal to the Shadowscape open, and we were not banishers. That… that was a very serious problem that we didn’t have a solution for. 
 
    I looked down at the monster. It was beginning to break down into useable loot, but I recognized it immediately, a chatteroshi.  
 
    They were impish little creatures, humanoid in shape, about as tall as my stomach. They had wiry builds, long bony limbs that seemed much too long for their small torsos. Their skin could range from all manners of colors, browns, greens, blues, dark reds and yellows. They weren’t strong, but the danger came from their arms which ended in sharp appendages like an axe goblin, with mantis-like scythes that could retract into their arms. Their feet ended in a single blade-like toe the size of a dagger.  
 
    Also like goblins, one was easy to deal with, but chatteroshi always swarmed. I turned my gaze to the forest around us and caught sight of dozens of them as they climbed amongst the trees, and the chittering of their voices drowned out the normal sounds of the forest in their din. Bark flew about as their sharp limbs scampered about the trees, and bits rained down as the monsters flayed the trees. 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled. 
 
    We didn’t have time to flee, and we couldn’t, for Layla and Braden’s horses whinnied in a panic and bolted. 
 
    “Well, there goes our deposit,” I muttered. That made me feel bad even though I knew Cas couldn’t understand. “Sorry, girl.” I skirted around her head to my saddle where I kept a sword. I unsheathed it and held it at the ready. I still had my monsters, but chatteroshi were fast and numerous. I’d have to defend myself. My friends, however, did not have the luxury of a weapon. I slapped Cas’s backside and sent her running after the other horses. I didn’t need her getting in the way. 
 
    The chatteroshi were a buzzing swarm milling above us, constantly moving like a chaotic army of ants. We didn’t have much time before they pounced in mass.  
 
    “Do you still have your essence crystals?” I asked my friends, hoping desperately that they hadn’t left them all in their saddlebags, which wasn’t smart to begin with since horses could get spooked by the monstrous energy the crystals give off. 
 
    “I do,” Braden replied as he opened his coat to reveal his essence crystals.  
 
    “I have what I brought with me for the trip,” Layla added. “Didn’t bring too many though.” 
 
    “Hopefully that will be enough.” I swallowed hard as I looked around.  
 
    More and more chatteroshi seemed to appear from the tangle of tree limbs above. I had to push down the panic. Our monsters wouldn’t have a lot of room to operate, but we had no choice, we had to fight. With my sword in my right hand, I gripped a few crystals in the other. Braden gripped his own, three in each hand, and Layla had two.  
 
    As the chatteroshi closed in, their annoying noises grating at my brain, Layla lit up. “Gryff, could we make ourselves metal with your bullet bass? That way their attack wouldn’t hurt us?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed with a confident smile. It was a brilliant idea, exactly the type of creativity Rori and I had been trying to instill into my friends, the ability to think on their feet and use the situation and environment to their advantage and to know their enemies’ weaknesses, know their own weaknesses, and how to overcome them. 
 
    Truthfully, being metal wouldn’t make us safe for long. If the bullet bass itself were killed, we’d lose our metal skin, and even if the bass remained, there was only so long it could maintain its metal coating power, especially on three of us, but maybe it could give us the wiggle room we needed. 
 
    I summoned a bullet bass and had it cover us in metal just before the chatteroshi decided to attack. They swarmed us, a storm of bladed limbs and chittering teeth. Their gnomish heads had beady little eyes the size of marbles, but their mouths… their mouths were huge, wide and circular, nearly the size of their heads, and they had rows and rows of tiny razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    Thankfully, the metal coating worked. The chatteroshi blades danced off my skin harmlessly. My sword, not so much for them. I hacked and slashed in wide arcs, not bothering to be subtle or skilled. My sword took out two at a time, but more kept coming. Layla summoned her hyppocrans and was riding on its back as it rampaged through the mass of bodies, but that strategy didn’t last long as the sheer number of chatteroshi swiftly overcame it. It didn’t help that hyppocrans weren’t known for their ability to turn on a dime. Layla stumbled forward off it as it died, but Braden was there to catch her. 
 
    We weren’t making any progress. Braden carried Layla over to me, her protesting the whole way. I summoned a ring of wallerdons around us, which would buy us some time but not much. 
 
    Braden’s face was alight. “I have a plan,” he proclaimed. 
 
    The swarm gnashed and slashed all around us. One jumped into our cocoon of wallerdons, but I swiftly buried my sword in its heart. “Okay, spill it.” 
 
    “These metal skins are fireproof, correct?”  
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    He dug into his satchel and pulled out a large round essence crystal, fiery and red, so fine and shiny that it almost looked like a ruby. I knew instinctively that something powerful sat inside of it. He smiled and held up the crystal.  
 
    “This is an ember eagle.” 
 
    I nearly gasped. “You have an ember eagle?” 
 
    Ember eagles were grade B monsters, incredibly dangerous and powerful. As their names would imply, they looked like massive eagles shrouded in flames. Braden wore a cocky smile that was unlike him, but I appreciate his budding confidence.  
 
    “I’m very wealthy, remember. I bought this from a trader who came to our family manor right when I discovered my affinity for summoning.” Braden’s cockiness faded and was replaced by resolve. “I’ll lob this out, and the eagle will burn all those fuckers away. How’s that for a plan?” 
 
    It was reckless and flashy. I liked it. Braden and Layla were on a roll today. I only had one important question. “Can you control it?” 
 
    He frowned. “Not for very long, no, but we only need it for the one attack.” 
 
    It was the conventional way of using summoners in combat, but given the situation, it was the right call. Besides, the move would have been dangerous if we weren’t coated in flameproof metal. 
 
    I gave him a thumbs up. “Go for it.” 
 
    “Right.” He tossed it high above us, where it disappeared and materialized into a massive bird.  
 
    But it wasn’t a bird. It was living flame shaped like a bird, bright and brilliant almost as if were made of the Sun itself. Glowing white eyes shone out of the fiery face, and red flames shot out of the top of its head like a shimmering mane. Blue-hot flames tinged the tips of its wings as the eagle spread them wide. 
 
      The attacks of the chatteroshi stopped as they looked up at the new combatant.  
 
    “Get ready!” Braden called. “And don’t look at it, the flash of its attack can blind you.”  
 
    Right. I called my bullet bass back to me and had it hide in my shirt. If the ember eagle killed it in its attack, then we’d be fried too. Bullet bass were fireproof, but ember eagles were on a whole other level, and I’d rather not risk it. 
 
    “Here it comes!” Braden yelled and ducked his head. As the eagle began to glow and the flames of its great wings began to expand, I huddled together with my friends behind my wallerdons. Braden wrapped his beefy arms around us as if that would protect us from the blast more than our metal skin was already going to do. 
 
    What came next was sensational. A resounding boom split my ears and cracked the air of the forest, leaving my ears ringing. A strong gust of wind and flames washed over us and knocked us aside. Even with my eyes closed, all I saw was whiteness through my eyelids, and despite our flame-resistant skin, I could still feel the heat crawl over me, but despite the itch it caused, it wasn’t burning me. 
 
    Finally, it was over. The heat receded, the blinding light of the flames was gone, and the jittery chatter of the monsters was gone. All that was left was the crackling of flames. The surrounding area was a scorched ruin, the trees blasted back and charred black, with veins of fire running all along them, but it looked like it hadn’t spread beyond the blast zone. The grass beneath us was no more, crumbled into ash as I walked over it. The air was choked with smoke and soot. The damage didn’t extend too far, as I could spot green not too far away, but this was still astounding. Possibly even overkill. 
 
    But we were alive, and the monsters were gone. 
 
    “Wow,” was all I could say. 
 
    “Wow, indeed,” Layla echoed.  
 
    I clapped a metal hand on Braden’s shoulder. “Excellent job, my friend.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said bashfully as he scratched his head. “For a moment there, I didn’t think I could do it.” 
 
    “But you did, and I’m proud of you,” I said. 
 
    “Awwww,” Layla laughed as she came up behind us and rested her hands on our shoulders. “I’m proud we are alive too.” 
 
    My wallerdons were gone, no surprise. I pulled out another crystal and threw it out, my mana coursing through it as an imp appeared. Only one of my many imps was a water imp, so I sent it out to patrol the blast zone and put out all the fires still burning as best it could. We didn’t need to burn the whole forest down accidentally.  
 
    Of course, we weren’t out of danger yet. The stench of the rift was still pungent in my nostrils. It was nearby, and there would likely be more monsters waiting.  
 
    “We need to move,” I told the others. “There may still be monsters around the rift. We need to kill them if we can.” 
 
    They nodded, their metal faces determined. Once my imp was finished putting out the fires as best it could, we continued on. Once we left the edge of the charred woods, I recalled the bullet bass so that it hovered over us and dropped the metal skin that coated us. Things weren’t going to be easy for the fight that was sure to come, especially if I had to use the bullet bass on all three of us for the whole time. 
 
    “I wish there were a way to contact someone,” Layla said. “Request a response squad.” 
 
    “This is too remote for the military to bother with,” I reminded her. “They would get in contact with freelancers if there are any near enough to do something about it.” 
 
    “So what are we supposed to do then?” Braden asked. 
 
    I set my jaw and lengthened my stride. “We’ll hold off any invading monsters for as long as we can until help arrives or the portal closes on its own. That’s what we’ve been trained to do.” 
 
    We marched on through the woods and hiked up a brief rise. As we rose, the smell of the rift got thicker, so bad that it assaulted my nostrils and made me want to gag, but that meant we were close at least. When we crested the rise, my suspicions were confirmed when I saw the rift in a small clearing between a few clusters of trees. 
 
    Layla and Braden both gasped at the sight of it. The portal was about the size of a regular door, the swirling, inky blackness of it a darker blue than the last portal I had seen. A few ghouls and axe goblins milled about the perimeter of it, no doubt confused as to why there was nothing to kill and eat. The moment we came into view, their attention snapped to us. 
 
    I was proud to say that Braden took the lead. Whether he was fully over his fear of monsters or not was unclear, but he didn’t let it deter him at all. Though he was strained from summoning the ember eagle, he fished another crystal from his pack and tossed it as we advanced down the hill. With a flash, a troll appeared, large and hulking, its deep gray arms covered in rough, armored hide. It was only a basic grade D monster, but it would take care of some ghouls. I tossed out a fire imp to help the troll out, and together, they made quick work of the fodder. 
 
    Layla came up next to us and blew out a breath. “That was easy.” 
 
    “It isn’t over yet,” I said solemnly and recalled my imp. “Hopefully the chatteroshi were the brunt of this attack, but we can’t know that for sure.” 
 
    Braden recalled his troll as he took in deep breaths. “How long can rifts stay open?” 
 
    “That was on the exam, Braden,” I chuckled, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    He shrugged. “I suppose I missed that question.” 
 
    “I hope you didn’t miss too many.” I shook my head with a smile. “Rifts can stay open all day, but they won’t produce a continuous stream of monsters though. Monsters are hurt by moonlight, so once the sun goes down, the rift will close.” 
 
    “Well, I knew those last bits…” He scratched his neck. 
 
    “Good.” I crossed my arms and kept my eyes square on the rift. “So, while this rift will close naturally, it could take a whole day or more, depending on its strength.” 
 
    “And we don’t know how long this one has already been open for,” Layla added. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Braden grumbled. “I see our problem then.” 
 
    Right. How long could we realistically hold the monsters back, without help that probably wouldn’t come? We were already growing tired from using our stronger monsters. Lasting a day simply wasn’t a realistic option. 
 
    Just then, the rift rippled and began to glow, expanding ever so slightly to accommodate the passage of a larger monster. The rift at Ralor’s Stead had grown to the size of a house so that the immense fire-eye could come through and wreak havoc on the poor little town. Thankfully, this one only grew a few feet taller and wider. That still wasn’t good, but it was just a little bit better. With a whooshing sound, the rift glowed even brighter, and our next enemy came through.  
 
    It was a yellow basilisk, and it would be a handful. 
 
    The yellow basilisk was smaller than its more famous, greener cousin, who can petrify its prey with a single glance, but the yellow variety was far faster and could spit acidic venom. I wasn’t sure if the metal coating from a bullet bass would be of much help against acid or not, but it wasn’t wise to test that out in these conditions.  
 
    The monster reared back and lunged at us, fast as lightning. I tackled Layla out of the way as it struck while Braden dodged in the opposite direction with a yelp. The basilisk’s mouth sank into the ground where we’d stood, but thankfully, it found nothing but dirt and leaves. 
 
    The basilisk didn’t waste time. It looked right at us, and as it reared back to spit acid at me, I called up a wallerdon and reinforced it with bullet bass metal. Acid splashed across the metallic wall with a loud hiss and bubble, and the normally indomitable wallerdon screeched with pain. If I hadn’t made it metal, the vicious acid would have already eaten through it, but even so, it wouldn’t protect us for long. 
 
    “We need to regroup,” I grunted and led the way toward the nearest cluster of trees. Layla and Braden fell in behind me as the wallerdon held the basilisk off for a few more seconds. We dove behind them right when the basilisk struck again, sending my monster back to my crystal. At least in the tight wood, the massive snake would have a harder time maneuvering to get us. It’d give us a moment at least to figure out a real plan. 
 
    I turned my gaze to Layla, whose eyes were wide from the rush of adrenaline and fear. “Do you think you could summon your hyppocrans?” I asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m exhausted. I can summon it, but I can’t promise how well I could control it.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” I couldn’t ask Braden to use his ember eagle again either. He was probably also too drained for it, plus its attack would kill us too. I doubted I had the strength to shield us from its blast a second time. My kalgori was an option, but my control of it in a confined space like this would be questionable at best. 
 
    As we hid behind cover, the basilisk seemed content to stalk us. It slithered around the copse of trees as caustic drool spilled from its fangs and hissed as it hit the forest floor. Time was not on our side. It would either start spraying acid to eat away our limited cover or simply wait us out until more monsters spilled out of the rift. 
 
    “What do you know about these things?” Braden asked, as tired looking as Layla was. “I remember that they are fast, and we all saw the acid spit, but do they have any weaknesses?” 
 
    Layla shrugged helplessly, but more things came to mind from the extra books Arwyn had me study. “They have thick scales that are proof against most piercing and cutting implements. Electricity too,” I remembered, “but its hide is still flexible. Hard, bludgeoning force could still crush it.” 
 
    “But it’s too fast to bury under wallerdons,” Layla pointed out, no doubt as she thought of one of the techniques I’d used against Gawain in our duel. “Not that they would last long against that acid. And daggerdillos and axe goblins are right out!” 
 
    “If only we could slow it down,” Braden mused, and that sparked a crazy idea in my head. 
 
    “I have a plan, but it’s risky,” I began as I dug crystals out of my bandolier. “Do you have any grunts left you can summon safely? I don’t care what it is, just something to distract it and, more importantly, keep it in the center of that clearing.” 
 
    “I’ve got some box trolls left,” Layla chimed in, while Braden pulled out a couple of crystals I recognized as daggerdillos. 
 
    “It’s not much, Gryff, but we’ll do all we can.” 
 
    I nodded. “Go for it! This hopefully won’t take long.” 
 
    As we split up, I stepped back a bit more into the woods to let my friends unleash their distraction. Both Layla and Braden let fly with their grunts, and their crystals burst into a cadre of trolls and daggerdillos. Eager to fight after the pause in its hunt, the basilisk dove right into them. 
 
    As expected, the daggerdillos’ spike attacks bounced harmlessly off its thick hide, but they still annoyed the basilisk. It would have torn the summons to shreds, but the box trolls did a perfect job with their great strength and bulk in protecting their smaller kin. Not that they would delay the basilisk for long, but they wouldn’t have to, as I summoned all my cementrolls and sent them to work climbing up the trees. The only problem was that I’d had to run around the whole area to get them in position.  
 
    The snake monster was smart, very smart, but it couldn’t see everything. With my friends’ small horde of monsters keeping it busy, the basilisk didn’t see me scurrying up the trees, and get into position all around the thing. All that I needed was to lure it back within range of the trolls. 
 
    As the last of my friends’ trolls fell to the basilisk’s fangs, I ran back into the clearing, past where Layla and Braden were controlling their monsters from cover and drew a speed slug as I ran. 
 
    “Gryff, what are you--” Layla cried after me, but I called back at them both. 
 
    “Dismiss the rest of your monsters now!” 
 
    Without a second thought, Braden and Layla did precisely that. It was said that basilisks weren’t exceptionally smart for monsters, so it was confused by the dismissal of the goblins and daggerdillos that had just been in front of it. Exactly as I’d hoped. I took advantage of that confusion to run into the clearing and grab the creature’s attention. As it spun to try to race after my speed slug enhanced self, I darted into the copse of trees where I’d hidden the cementrolls.  
 
    It let out a howl of rage as it slithered toward me. Only as it passed under the trees, I commanded my cementrolls to spew cement all over the snake. 
 
    It worked beautifully. The basilisk writhed as it tried to slip away from the torrent of fast-hardening concrete, but it was stuck to the forest floor. I spun on my heel, grabbed my wallerdons, and then flung them into the air above the creature. As they appeared above the basilisk, they dropped one after another atop the cement-laden monster.  
 
    It screeched in pain as the heavy wallerdons smashed it flat as a pancake. In its death throes, the basilisk shot out acid, but it couldn’t turn its neck because it was pinned, so the acid flew harmlessly in front of it with me way out of harm’s way. Regardless, it was over. All I had to do was summon a final wallerdon and drop it on the basilisk’s head. It would probably die from the damage the others had done, but I didn’t want to wait for that. It was time to end it. 
 
    As I summoned that wallerdon and put the struggling basilisk out of its misery, a woman with a long cloak broke free of the forest beside me, and when she saw the dead basilisk, her eyes went wide.  
 
    “Dammit!” she cried as she sprinted for the dead basilisk.  
 
    “Hey! What are you doing?” I yelled in surprise. The creature was dead, but if she got too close, she might still get hurt by the acid leaking from its mouth.  
 
    I got my answer. She thrust her hands out in front of her, and a stream of cold mist solidified in front of her. She was an ice mage. The woman created icy steps in front of her leading to the basilisk’s thrashing head. When she was high enough, she launched herself from the makeshift steps. In mid-air and to my amazement, she conjured a glimmering double bearded ice axe. 
 
    She used gravity to add tremendous force to the blow as she brought the axe downward onto the basilisk and lopped its head off in a single blow before it could fully disintegrate. 
 
    The woman slung the axe over her shoulder and bent down to pluck one of the fangs from the basilisk’s open mouth. It took her a moment to wriggle it free, but eventually, it came loose with a sickening pop. She held it up in front of her face, examining it, then put it in the pack at her hip. 
 
    “These are very hard to find, and worth a pretty penny,” she said assumedly to me. “Sometimes they dissolve with the monster if you don’t take the head off.” She smiled as she put her axe against her shoulder. “And their head is almost impossible to take off while they’re alive. Afterward, well, ol’ Bessie here can do the job just fine.” She glanced lovingly at the ice axe. “That’s what I call her, my axe I mean.” 
 
    “Uh, good to know,” I replied as I filed that information away. 
 
    The woman turned to me fully and flashed me a smile. If I had to guess, she was probably a few years older than me. Her skin was sun-kissed and glowing beneath her armor. Deep chocolate eyes gave me a long look, and wide lips curled in a warm smile. She had a pointy face, sharp cheekbones, and a beaky nose. Her hair was tremendously thick and coarse, tied back in elaborate braids that curled over her shoulder and down her collar. Pretty, but I had the feeling she looked at me as predators did to their prey. 
 
    “That was some reckless plan, summoner, but ballsy.” Her smile grew wider. “I like it.” 
 
    I smiled back and scratched my neck, at a loss. “Thanks, ma’am.” 
 
    She scoffed. “Don’t call me ma’am. I’m hardly older than you.” She offered me her hand. “Ashla, member of the Wild Reds.” 
 
    “I’m Gryff,” I said and shook her hand, my brow arched high. “The Wild Reds?” 
 
    “We’re a freelancer company.” 
 
    I perked up. “Oh, so you have a banisher to close the rift?” 
 
    As if waiting for that question to be asked, the ground began to rumble. I looked past her to the rift just in time to see it blink out of existence. Ashla didn’t bother to look back at it. She kept on smiling. 
 
    “We do have a banisher, and it seems the boys did their job.” She turned and looked at the scorched grass where the portal had been. “They’ve been in there for hours, and I know a few waves came through before we got here.” She glanced at the remains of the basilisk once more. “It was my team’s job to keep the monsters from spilling out, but that one got by us in the last rush, so I came out here to get it.” She grinned. “Seems I needn’t have bothered.” 
 
    Braden and Layla finally made their way over the fallen trees and the decayed monster to us. Layla was excited, her eyes lit up. She threw her arm around my shoulder and pulled me close with a wide toothy grin. 
 
    “That was brilliant, Gryff!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Braden echoed. “A little reckless, but it worked.” 
 
    I smirked. “Well, you know me.” 
 
    Ashla folded her arms and appraised my friends, her eyes narrow and a sly smirk played across her lips.   
 
    “You’re mages too, eh?” she asked, her smirk more bemused now.  
 
    My friends nodded and introduced themselves. “We’re summoners like him,” said Layla. “I’m Layla.” 
 
    “And I’m Braden,” he added. “Say, that’s a mighty fine axe you have there.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m quite proud of it,” she said as she shot me a grin. “I’m Ashla by the way.” Ashla shook their hands. “A pleasure I’m sure. What are you all doing this far out in the middle of nowhere?” 
 
    “We were traveling along the road,” I said and turned to point back in the direction we’d come from. “We heard screaming coming from within, so we came to investigate.” My face dropped. “We… we never found the woman who was screaming.” 
 
    Layla and Braden both hung their heads as if they just remembered the reason we’d come into the forest. Ashla frowned too and shook her head solemnly. She pointed south.  
 
    “There was a woman who lived in a small cottage not too far away,” she said. “She’d been out picking berries when my company passed her earlier. One of my team managed to help her in time. Don’t worry.” 
 
     Layla smiled. “That’s great.” 
 
    “It is,” Ashla replied. She gave us an encouraging smile. “Also, on behalf of my company, we appreciate your help with the basilisk.” 
 
    She extended her hand out to me.  
 
    I shook it. “It was no trouble.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say it was no trouble, we did nearly die,” snorted Layla. 
 
    “Well, I mean… that’s just part of the job,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    Layla punched my arm and smiled. “I s’pose so.” 
 
    Ashla snickered. “Glad to see summoners that take up the call to action.” With that, she tightened the straps of her pack and pulled down the hood of her cloak. She gave us an exaggerated bow. “You should join up with a freelance company. The money is good, and you get to help people that the military doesn’t have the resources to.” 
 
    I gave her a wide smile. “Maybe we will.” 
 
    “Good.” Then she turned on her heels and started to walk off. “Safe travels, you three.” She glanced back at us. “Feel free to take the remains from the basilisk. I’d say you earned it.” 
 
    And then she disappeared through a thicket of trees and down the gradually sloping terrain. We watched her go. What a very interesting woman. Her, along with lieutenant Jovic from Arwyn’s class, really made me consider becoming a freelancer once my years of military service were over. 
 
    Braden blew out a breath. “Well, that was something.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was,” said Layla. 
 
    “We should go find our horses,” Braden added with a stretch of his arms. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, I’d hate to not get any of our deposit back for them.” 
 
    “Maybe selling the loot from the basilisk will pay for that if we’re unlucky.” Layla snickered as we started back for the road.  
 
    We laughed, our merry sounds echoing through the trees.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    A day later, we made it back to the Enclave and arrived back at the Academy by carriage around dinner time. We weren’t the only ones arriving either. There was a flood of other carriages and students on horseback coming in. With school starting back up in only a couple of days, it was time to come back and get settled. 
 
    I was bone tired as I dragged my things back to my dorm along with Braden though he looked like he could still run a mile. Meanwhile, I wanted to lie down and take a nap, but my stomach rumbled so loudly I knew I couldn’t sleep, so I followed Braden to the dining hall. After a week and a half of smaller tavern meals, I was ready to feast. 
 
    The Academy didn’t scrimp on the banquet for their students’ return. Today was a feast. There were a dozen roasted turkeys, carved up and ready, divided by white and dark meat and glazed with gravy. My stomach growled, and I swear I had to keep myself from salivating. There was corn on the cob as well as ribeye and steamed broccoli with a side of melted cheese. I spied piping hot apple cobbler for dessert, but I would get some later. Once I got my food, I retrieved a large pint of ale and went to join my friends. 
 
    As I neared our usual table, Layla and Braden were already digging into their food, but my eyes found Nia sitting alone in her usual spot. She wasn’t reading or anything though. Instead, her eyes were locked on me which made my heart thud loudly. Layla must have noticed where I was staring because she tossed a piece of broccoli at me with a wide smile. 
 
    “You don’t have to eat with us every day, you know?” she said. “We’ve spent enough quality time together, anyway.” She gave me a wink. “Braden agrees.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Go sit with Nia, Gryff,” she said, this time more forcefully. “Braden and I are more than willing to share your friendship.” She smirked at me then, her cheeks a bit flushed. “And you know I don’t mind sharing other things as well.” 
 
    Braden took a gulp of wine and gave me an incredulous look before he shook his head and shrugged. “I don’t know how you manage, Gryff, but I’m envious as hell. Now, go.” 
 
    “See, Braden agrees.” Layla smiled, then shoved a large slab of gravy-coated turkey into her mouth. She nodded her head toward Nia. “Go to her, my sweet prince.” 
 
    “You’re ridiculous,” I told her with a shake of my head. She snorted in response and tried not to choke on her food as she laughed. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and made my way over to where Nia sat. She watched me all the way until I sat down across from her. It was as if her eyes had craved the image of me and now couldn’t get enough. That was probably ridiculous, but it would have been nice if that were in fact true. 
 
    “Hey there, my Lady,” I said with a smile and scooped some broccoli with my fork, dipped it into the cheese, and plopped it into my mouth. Amazing. 
 
    “Ugh, please do not call me that, I had to listen to servants call me that all holiday.” Nia scoffed and rubbed at her temples in frustration. “Sometimes I wonder if they can even say my name.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nia,” I said with sincere sympathy. While her family troubles were different from mine, Layla’s, or Braden’s, they were just as valid. “I promise I won’t call you that again.” 
 
    She smiled thankfully. “Thank you, Gryff.”  
 
    Her voice was strained, and that made me take a longer, closer look at her as I chewed on a chunk of perfectly salted meat. Her half-lidded eyes were red like she hadn’t slept for days, and overall, she was a tad ragged, beautiful still, but tired. I understood the feeling since I’d been on the road for the last three days, but she struck me as worse off than myself. 
 
    “Are you okay, Nia?”  
 
    “I’m fine,” she replied with a huff and a shrug of her shoulders. “Just… dealing with my family is stressful, as I have told you.” 
 
    “Anything in particular, this time?” I asked with a thoughtful frown. 
 
    Her eyes shifted away from me. Her cheeks flushed, and she almost looked… ashamed. “We got into an argument. I’ll spare you the details, but I said some things I wish I had not, then I left on horseback and rode all the way back here.” She sighed and buried her head in her arms. “Father will be furious the next time he sees me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nia,” I repeated and leaned forward a bit. It wasn’t an empty platitude though as I added, “Is there anything I can do to help? Just name it, and I’ll do my best.” 
 
    That perked a momentary smile out of her. “If only you could, farm boy, but I’m afraid this isn’t something you can punch or summon a wallerdon on top of. Still, the sentiment is sweet. Thank you.” 
 
    I returned that smile as I took a sip of ale. “You’re welcome, but I think you underestimate the problems I can fix.” She laughed faintly and began to pick at her food now, a good sign in my eyes. “So, how far did you ride from?” 
 
    “Hartmire Enclave.” 
 
    I almost choked on my turkey. “You rode on horseback from Hartmire?” I asked, wide-eyed and flabbergasted. “That’s a seven-day ride!” 
 
    Nia sat back and looked at her turkey mournfully. “I made it in six. I rode Priscilla hard.” 
 
    “That’s not much better, Nia.” I shook my head, amazed that she was still alive. “And you rode here alone?” 
 
    “I did.” She frowned. “And before you try to chastise me, I can handle myself just fine. You know that, Gryff.” 
 
    “I know Nia, but someone could easily kill you in your sleep on the road when you have no one to watch your back,” I retorted as my imagination and experience from our own trip combined into a million nightmare scenarios. “Or they could kidnap you or rob you, or hell, all three! You can’t very well burn them to a crisp or crush them with a rock when you’re fast asleep.” 
 
    “Gryff…” 
 
    I reached over the table and grabbed her hand. “What if something happened to you? What would that do to your father? The rest of your family? What about me?” 
 
    “What about you?” she asked, and her eyes opened wide. 
 
    “Yeah.” I held her gaze for a long time, and she squirmed under the scrutiny of my eyes. Her face flushed brightly as she looked at my hand over hers. Her breath hitched in her throat as emotions plainly whirled in her mind and in her heart. 
 
    “I…” she began, then gulped. “I was angry. I know what I did was foolish. I– I just could not stay there, and Father’s airship pilots wouldn’t take me.” Her eyes fixed on our hands. She laced her fingers through mine and slowly, a warm smile dawned across her face. “I really missed you, farm boy.” 
 
    It was my turn to turn three shades of scarlet. “I, well,” I smiled brightly, “I missed you too, Nia.”  
 
    The memory of our last meeting before the break hung in the air over us, of our kiss and the promise of more in the future. We smiled at each other for a few seconds, then Nia seemed to remember that we were surrounded by our entire school as she pulled her hand back to her side, her cheeks furiously red.  
 
    “So, enough about my dreary holiday,” Nia said as she shifted to a new topic. “How was your break?” 
 
    I kept smiling. “Oh, do I have a tale to tell you.” 
 
    And so, I regaled her with all that had happened over the break. From the many fun nights in taverns with my friends, to the bandit encounter with Maelor and Cyra, to the wilderness rift we stumbled upon. I felt like I talked for an hour, and she smiled throughout, her interest obvious. Once I was finished, we both sat back. We’d finished our meal during my story, and my ale was unfortunately empty. 
 
    “Wow,” Nia exclaimed. “That was much more exciting than my trip was.” 
 
    “Well, it was stressful, and I nearly died,” I began seriously before a smile crept across my face, “but yeah, exciting is a word that you could use to describe it.” 
 
    Nia laughed. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    I smirked. “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “And you were worried about me getting hurt,” she said with a raised brow and a smirk. 
 
    “Hey!” I put my hands up in defense. “I was awake and able to defend myself, and I had Layla and Brennan to look after me. Plus, we stayed in inns every night.” 
 
    She snorted. “I stayed in inns too.” 
 
    “Yeah, but every night?” 
 
    “N-no, but most nights.” 
 
    I smiled. “My point is made.” 
 
    “You’re impossible, Gryff.” She grunted and rolled her eyes, but there was a smile throughout that made my heart race. With a chuckle, she stood and picked up her tray and glass. “I desperately need a bath.”  
 
    “Yeah, I reckon I do too,” I replied and stood. 
 
    Nia gave me a sly look. “You know you’re not allowed to join me, right?” 
 
    “I know.” I gave her a mischievous grin and a wink. “Too bad though.” 
 
    Her face turned a bright shade of red as she averted her eyes and turned away from me. I went with her to put up our dirty trays and glasses. The dining hall was mostly empty now though a few stragglers remained. I couldn’t spy Layla or Braden, so they must have gone already. Time sure flew when I was with Nia. 
 
    After we left the dining hall, I walked her back to the dorms. When we stopped in front of her dorm, she paused on the steps and looked back at me. 
 
    “Come, find me later,” she told me, her normally cool and reserved face surprisingly bashful. “I’d like to spend some more time with you.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied as my heart thudded loudly in my chest as the possible implications of her words sank in. 
 
    She smiled. “Good, see you then.” Then she ascended the steps of her building, pulled the door open, and was about to disappear inside when I called after her. 
 
    “Hey, hold on a second.” 
 
    She looked back at me with a questioning look. “Yes?” 
 
    “Which room is yours?” 
 
    Her face pinched as if she was wondering why I would ask that, then it cleared as she understood. “Oh! Sorry, my mistake. Room 311, top floor.” 
 
    “Great.” I waved. “I’ll see you later then.” 
 
    Her smile was radiant. She giggled, which was a sound I was sure I’d never heard her make. It was magical. 
 
    “See you, Gryff.” She went inside. 
 
    “Damn,” I said aloud with a wide smile. I couldn’t wait for later tonight.  
 
    I found Braden in our room, mostly unpacked. He had his toiletry bag and a bundle of towels under his arm. 
 
    “You coming to the bathhouse?” he asked me, and when I nodded, he stopped and looked at me. “Want me to wait?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” I shook my head. “I’ll catch up after I get my stuff.” 
 
    Braden gave me a thumbs up. 
 
    The bath was amazing. Though we’d bathed plenty throughout the break, most of the inns couldn’t get hot water, so it was a pleasure to once again have a nice, long, warm bath. I felt like I shed a whole layer of skin from all the dirt and grime that had accumulated. Truthfully, Braden tried to speak to me on our way back, but my mind was focused on what was ahead. 
 
    As soon as we were back in the room and dressed, I turned right back around and left before Braden could even ask a question. 
 
    Clean, refreshed, and ready, I walked back to the female dorm. I found the stairwell quickly and took them two at a time to the third and top floor. At the top, I followed the numbered doors, down another hall until I found room 311. As I licked my lips and tried to calm my rapid heart, I took a deep, centering breath, then knocked. 
 
    A moment later, the door swung open to reveal the beauty that was Nia Kenefick.  
 
    Her ashen hair was washed and still damp, like sterling platinum in the hall light. Her skin was glowing, and that look of fatigue was gone. All she had on, from what I could tell, was her bathrobe, tied tightly around her waist. A flush came to her cheeks as she smiled brilliantly. 
 
    “Hey there, farm boy.” 
 
    I grinned. “Hey, feelin’ better?” 
 
    “I’m about to be.” And then she grabbed my face in both hands and pulled me to her and into the room, her lips suddenly on mine and voracious in their desire. This was not what I’d expected. Welcome, but unexpected. Romantically, Nia had been shy and reserved before, but now, she was more than eager, and I was more than willing. 
 
    We melted together, our kiss hot and hungry as our tongues danced with each other. She moaned through her kiss which sent a vibration through me. 
 
    I pulled back for only a moment. “I guess your roommate isn’t here yet?” 
 
    That’s when I got a look at her room. The women’s dorms had nicer rooms than the men’s typically, but this was ridiculous. A king-sized, four poster bed with an intricately carved headboard dominated the room. A massive dresser filled one wall, flanked by a writing desk and a lounge chair. They were all made of mahogany, and the chair was stitched with rich green leather. The sheets on the bed looked like satin and very expensive. 
 
    “I don’t have a roommate,” she stated plainly. “My father wouldn’t allow it, which is fine, I suppose. I don’t get along well living with people I don’t know.” 
 
    I whistled. “Lucky you.” 
 
    She smiled seductively. “It simply means that no one will interrupt us.” 
 
    Her lips were on mine once again, and then she threw me onto the bed, something I was more than happy to go along with. Oh yes, the sheets were satin and felt amazing. As I edged up on my elbows to look at her, Nia undid her robe and let it fall to her feet. My jaw practically fell from my skull.  
 
    I’d known that she had a good body from the many training exercises and sparring matches we went through together, but none of those memories did her justice. She was all curves and immaculate skin, pert breasts and lean muscle. She was like a sculpture, a work of art, perfect in every way. 
 
    She blushed as my eyes traveled the length of her. “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “I think that if I die tonight,” I stated with utter honesty, “I’ll die the luckiest and happiest man on this earth.” 
 
    Nia laughed fully. “I would hate for your death to be on my conscience.” 
 
    I pushed off the bed and took her into my arms. I let my hands travel down her back and cradle her large, round ass. “It would be worth it.” 
 
    I kissed her again. And again. I kissed her all along her body, down her neck, her breasts, which were just… amazing. She moaned all the while, her breaths getting faster. I maneuvered her around so that she sat on the bed. Then I stepped back and pulled my shirt off, followed by my trousers. I should have just worn my robes too. 
 
    Once I was fully bared, Nia’s eyes went wide. “Wow, I… had no idea you were so… physically gifted.” 
 
    I smirked and cocked an eyebrow. “You’re telling me you never noticed when we would spar together?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, her cheeks a cheery red. “I’ve sparred with many men over many years. I try not to notice those sorts of things.” 
 
    I shrugged and padded up to her. “Works better as a surprise I suppose. Makes this better.” 
 
    “Yes, yes it does.” 
 
    She laid down amidst her sheets, head on her mess of pillows, arms over her head. I crawled atop her, kissing her all over, her breasts, stomach, hips, thighs, circling my target before I finally kissed her there too. She moaned loudly and tangled her slender fingers through my hair. Her body pulsed with each kiss. 
 
    “Maker…” Her voice alone was like an aphrodisiac and made me as hard as steel. 
 
    After several tender minutes of that, I broke off and kissed my way up her body until I kissed her neck and nibbled on her earlobes, her nails trailing down my back and giving me goosebumps. I kissed her jaw, then her cheek, and finally her lips once again. 
 
    “Gryff, I’m ready.” She took a deep breath while she stroked my cock with one hand. 
 
    “You’re ready?” I teased. “What do you mean by that, Nia?” 
 
    “I mean, I want you inside me.” She reached down and rubbed herself. “Please.” 
 
    “Well, if you insist,” I said with a smile as I rubbed my penis along her slick folds. She moaned as she tried to thrust her hips up and force me deep inside her, but I moved back a bit and teased her some more. 
 
    “Gryff, can you please fuck me?” Her eyes were filled with lust as she stared up at me. “No more teasing. Please.” 
 
    Instead of responding, I pushed my cock inside of her. The feeling took my breath away, and as I moaned, she cried out and wrapped her legs around me, pulling me deeper still. Then she kissed me, and as we tasted each other, I couldn’t help but think of myself as being the luckiest man in the world.  
 
      
 
    End of book 2 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Summoner 2. If you enjoyed the book, the best way to ensure another one gets written is to leave a review. 
 
      
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
      
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that Summoner #3 is out. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2018 by Eric Vall 
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