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Chapter 1

“Wait, wait, wait, explain it to me again,” Erlan said as he chased me, Gerrin, and Looly out of Rovkin History and Facts of Existence. “So the coyotes didn’t die when you hit them, and there were more than twice as many as you were expecting, and the fourth-year with you was actively hindering the mission…”

“With us so far.” Gerrin nodded.

“And you guys are still alive?” Erlan finished in an awestruck voice.

We laughed.

It had been a week since our mission to clear a pack of monsters from a human woman’s farmland, and people were still having trouble wrapping their heads around the story, no matter how many times we told it.

“I don’t know how many more ways we can say it,” I said with a shrug. “That’s what happened.”

“Yeah, but…” Erlan trailed off and shook his head. “So what do you think was the deal with the coyotes? Why were they so weird?”

I kept my mouth shut. The coyotes we’d fought last week were already weird enough by my regular Earth standards. Instead of the wild, dog-like creatures I was used to, they were huge, hulking monsters with a horrifying tendency to split parts of their body open to reveal teeth in places no creature should have teeth.

I hadn’t been in the Sundered Realm very long, but I was learning fast that any previous definitions I had for words like ‘weird’ or ‘strange’ or ‘straight-up nightmare fuel’ would have to get a whole lot more expansive.

“We’ve been trying to research in our spare time,” Gerrin said. “But there’s not a lot to go on.”

That was putting it mildly. Even General Carnelis, the head of the Rovkin Training Academy, had been stumped when we described how the coyotes would stick themselves back together no matter how grievously we wounded them. The image of a headless coyote reaching out with gross tendrils from its neck to reattach its head to its body still played behind my eyes sometimes when I was trying to sleep.

The only thing that had worked in the end was imbuing our weapons with the powers given to us by our rovkins. I was curious as to why, but I was mostly just relieved I was able to figure it out before anyone from our small team ended up as coyote food.

“And besides,” Looly added. “We’ve gotta focus most of our energy on researching dragons for Charlie, right now.”

“Drack, true,” Erlan said. “They’re still tracking the Blood Dragon, right?”

I nodded. “I think there’s another report due later today.”

Looly and Gerrin exchanged a worried look.

They’d been doing that a lot since they’d heard that I was going to be brought in as soon as they cornered the Blood Dragon to contain the spirit that would be released as it died.

The spirit of the Shadow Dragon that had become my rovkin was still unpredictable and hard to control, but it was also the only thing we had that stood a chance at defeating the Blood Dragon’s rovkin before it went rogue in the wild and respawned its physical body.

I was worried too, but I was mostly just eager to get out there and get the job done. The Age of Dragons was something I’d only read about in history books, but even what little I knew was enough to make me determined to prevent its return.

But Erlan had other worries on his mind.

“Sorry Charlie, that’s gotta be stressful,” he said. “But if you guys do find out anything about the coyotes, can you let me know? I’ll look as well, of course, but… I heard from one of the Sergeants that they’re thinking about sending more first years out on early missions. Apparently, they’re seeing more and more smaller monsters out in the forest, and I wanna be as prepared as possible if I get sent out.”

“Of course, dude,” I promised. “We won’t leave you hanging, okay? We’re all in this together.”

Erlan looked a little reassured. “Thanks. I just don’t want to get caught out if I try to kill an Arachiapod and it turns out it can regrow its limbs or something.”

Gerrin shuddered. “Don’t make me picture that.”

“Well, we don’t need to worry about any of that yet!” Looly chirped with an air of determined cheerfulness. “C’mon, you guys are the ones who need to stop by the forge, and I want to get to lunch before all the food’s gone.”

She scampered off ahead with her pale pink curls bouncing around her shoulders. I smiled fondly as I watched her and nudged the other two to speed up so we could keep up with her on the way over the bridge from the main building toward the armory.

The blacksmith was hard at work in the rooftop forge, but he looked up and grinned when he saw us piling up the stairs in a spill of controlled chaos. His lined face was blackened with soot, but he wiped the worst of it off with a rag as he came over to meet us.

“Hey, kids,” he greeted like always, and he ignored Gerrin’s usual muttered protest about how all of us were well into our twenties. “Charlie, I was just about to send someone to find you, c’mere.”

He led me over to the side of the forge where he had racks set up to hold completed weapons, and my eyes were immediately drawn to a familiar sword waiting on the closest rack.

“You fixed it!” I exclaimed.

My mortuary sword had been the only real casualty of our fight with the coyotes. The blade had snapped completely in two, thanks to the weird corrosive ichor the beasts had been spitting everywhere. I hadn’t expected it to be repairable when I handed it over to the blacksmith, but the sword in front of me now looked identical.

“It’s the same hilt,” the blacksmith said. “But I had to completely remake the blade with new steel. The old stuff was too corroded to stack back together without having to shorten it pretty drastically. I did my best to copy the original shape, but there are always subtle differences, so you’ll need to test it out to make sure it still works for you.”

“It looks great,” I assured him, but I still picked it up and motioned for everybody to stand back so I could give it a few practice swings.

The weight and balance were exactly the same, and I grinned when the razor-sharp blade sang as it swiped through the air.

“It’s perfect,” I told the blacksmith.

He smiled at me with all his metal teeth and dusted his hands in satisfaction.

“Here,” said Gerrin and drew his own sword. “Try to block me.”

“No sparring in the forge!” the blacksmith barked, but he was laughing. “Go use a training ring, you animals! There’s fire in here!”

Gerrin shot him a sheepish grin, and we sheathed our swords and hustled out of there with haste.

Sergeant Sylrie caught me halfway down the stairs.

“Charlie, good,” she said. “I thought I’d find you here. The General wants to see you in his office.”

I thanked her and hurried off toward the General’s office without delay while the others called promises to save me some food at my back. I waved to them gratefully, but I barely registered it. I was already caught up thinking about what the General could want.

Whatever it was, it had to be important.

The heavy wooden door to his office swung open as soon as I knocked, and the General beckoned me inside with a strained smile.

“Come in, come in, have a seat,” he said. “Thank you for coming so quickly. I have a couple of things to discuss with you.”

“Is it about the Blood Dragon?” I asked as I sat down across from him at his desk.

“Partly,” the General said. “Our tracking team sent another update earlier today. They’re making some progress, but since none of them have ever tracked a dragon before, it’s very hit-or-miss.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked.

He shook his head firmly. “No. I appreciate the offer, but tracking is already a dangerous job for our dedicated team, let alone somebody who’s rovkin isn’t specialized to the area. Your contribution to solving this problem is going to be absolutely vital later, so I won’t risk your safety up until that point.”

“I understand, sir. Thank you,” I said.

“That said,” he continued. “I do have another mission for you.”

I leaned forward as my curiosity piqued. “More monsters?”

“Yes,” he said. “Although I can assure you these will be much less dangerous than the coyotes. Our scouts managed to injure one, and they can confirm they’re standard Burrowing Howlers, no strange regenerative abilities.”

I thought back to my studies to try and remember if I’d heard of Burrowing Howlers before, and I managed to recall an image of a large, mole-like creature with unsettlingly long proboscises, a tendency to let loose unearthly shrieks whenever they were startled, and an annoying habit of tearing up the ground enough to topple trees and collapse buildings.

The General must have read my thought process in my expression, because he kept talking.

“While they’re not especially dangerous compared to some of the creatures you’ve already faced, it’s a fairly large group that needs to be dealt with,” he said. “I’m going to send Efasia, Gerrin, and Looly with you since you’ve already shown yourselves to be a strong team, and I can assure you that your fourth-year chaperone will be much more suitable than the last one.”

I grimaced at the memory of Kamus’ so-called “help” and figured whoever the General had picked, at least they couldn’t possibly be worse.

The General smiled slightly at the look of distaste on my face. “I’m sure you and the rest of the team will get along much better with Tanila.”

I slumped with relief. I hadn’t had many conversations with Tanila, but she was one of the only people who hadn’t sneered at me for my humanness when I first came to the Academy, and I’d seen her shoot enough times to be confident she’d provide us with good support in a fight.

“Tanila’s great,” I agreed. “So it’ll be just us five?”

“Not quite,” the General said. “I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors floating around that we’re considering sending some more first-years out on their first missions a little earlier than we have in the past, since you and your team members have proved yourselves so effective in the field.”

That was definitely a different reason than the one I’d heard earlier about the increase in small monsters out in the wild, but I decided that one didn’t necessarily disprove the other. They could both be true at the same time, and I understood why the General wouldn’t want to focus on the more negative explanation with his students. It wouldn’t exactly be good for morale.

“Happy to help someone along, sir,” I said. “Can I ask who else is coming?”

“I’ve compiled a list of options,” the old man said. “I think it’s best if you choose based on who you think will be most compatible with your team. We certainly learned a lesson with Kamus.”

He held out a piece of paper with a list of names on it. I scanned up and down and tried not to make too many faces as I saw how many people there were on the list who actively hated my guts, whether because of the human thing, the dragon thing, or both. I was about to apologize to the General and explain that none of them were likely to want to work with me, when my gaze caught on Erlan’s name near the bottom of the list.

“We’ll take Erlan, sir,” I said immediately.

The General raised his eyebrows. “You’re sure?”

“Yes, sir.” I nodded firmly. “He’s one of the smartest guys at this school, the only thing he’s missing is experience.”

“Well, then.” The old man nodded and got out a slip of paper for us to show the guards as we passed through the gate, and he added Erlan’s name to the team. “I’ll leave it to you to let the others know. Tanila will meet you with a carriage by the West Gate at dusk. It shouldn’t be too long of a journey, so hopefully you’ll get there before the Howlers wake up for the night.”

I nodded again and took the paper when he handed it to me. “Thank you, sir. We won’t let you down.”

The General dismissed me with a smile, and I went to find the others. Gerrin, Looly and Erlan were still in the food hall when I caught up with them, and they seemed excited when I explained to them about the mission, although Erlan looked even paler than usual as the nerves started to set in.

“Okay, yeah, okay, I can handle Burrowing Howlers,” he said with forced determination. “They’re pretty slow, right?”

“They are when they’re above ground,” Looly confirmed. “It’s when they’re underground that they cause real problems.”

She was tapping her fingers restlessly on the tabletop, but she seemed way less anxious than she had been before our last mission together. I gave her arm a reassuring squeeze all the same, and she gave me a warm smile.

“I bet we can think of a few ways to drive them to the surface,” I said. “Gerrin, I have a feeling your talents are gonna come in handy there.”

Gerrin grinned at me. His Ember Paw Fox rovkin was as thoroughly hidden as everybody else’s at the moment, but I thought I could see a little flicker of its fiery energy behind his eyes.

“I think we can figure something out,” he agreed.

I smiled back and got up from the table. “Talk tactics on the journey? I’ve gotta find Efasia and let her know, and then we should all get ready.”

Looly stopped me with a hand on my arm before I could run off and shoved a small pie wrapped in a napkin into my hands.

“Make sure you eat,” she said in her version of a stern voice, which was colored by a suppressed giggle as she wagged a joking finger in my face. “I can’t heal you if you run out of energy and pass out in the middle of a fight.”

I chuckled. “Aye aye.”

I ate the pie on my way toward the training grounds and tracked down Efasia exactly where I thought she’d be. There was a certain target range in the corner of the center courtyard where she liked to practice her axe throwing, and she was fierce enough about being able to train uninterrupted that pretty much everybody else had stopped trying to use it.

Even the fourth-years didn’t mess with Efasia.

Regardless of her status as the General’s granddaughter, she was scary with an axe in her hand. As I walked up to tell her about the mission, I could see exactly why everybody found her so intimidating.

She buried both axes in the middle of the target with a double-handed throw, and she didn’t even let out a grunt of effort in the process.

If it hadn’t been for the whole overly-protective-dragon-rovkin situation, I probably would have felt the same way as everyone else.

I whistled to get her attention as I approached, and she whipped around and gave me a close look.

“We’ve got another mission?” she surmised before I could even open my mouth.

I paused in surprise. “How did you know?”

She shrugged and went over to retrieve her axes. “You get this look on your face. When do we leave?”

I coughed to hide a laugh. I felt a little baffled that she could read me so easily, but part of me sort of liked it.

“Dusk, western gate,” I said.

She gave me one of her stoic, unsmiling nods. “I’ll be there.”

That was all she needed to discuss, apparently. She went back to her target practice without another word.

I bit the inside of my cheek to hide a smile as I walked off to the dorms to get my armor together.

By the time sunset rolled around, we all approached the West Gate with varying levels of anxiety-tinged anticipation. Erlan was bouncing on his heels with a fixed expression like he was trying very hard to keep his nerves locked down and under control.

I was feeling confident in the team as a whole, but Erlan’s nervousness was a little infectious.

I kept thinking about my latest session with my mentor, Prianna. My ability to control my rovkin had improved hugely since I started training with her, but there was still so much left unknown about dragons in general, let alone how to handle having one as a rovkin.

I’d only just started exploring the powers my connection to the dragon gave me, and I hadn’t had a chance to use them in a fight so far, except for the coyote incident. I was especially eager to try and recreate the instance of channeling my rovkin’s purple energy and shadow fire through my sword, although something told me it was going to take some work to focus that sort of thing outside the heat of the moment.

In the meantime, I knew the dragon’s ability to jump between shadows would come in incredibly useful, especially since we were fighting at night.

I ran my fingers over the handles of the curved karambit daggers sheathed along my belt and thought about how I’d managed to pass those between shadows too during my last couple of training sessions.

I wondered if I’d eventually be able to hone that ability enough to have my daggers return to my hand or belt from wherever I threw them. I felt pretty confident that it’d be achievable with more training, but there was a lot to feel nervous about in the meantime.

At least my dragon enjoyed the hell out of playing fetch with my weapons. It was the only consistent thing I’d learned about it so far.

The nerves didn’t really recede as Tanila greeted us at the carriage, but it helped to know I wasn’t the only one feeling on edge. Gerrin was never afraid to voice his concerns about his chaotic, impulse-driven rovkin whose fire-based powers were always hard to predict and control, and Looly often felt insecure about her usefulness as a healer, no matter how often Efasia and I reassured her.

I knew they were both up to the challenge, but I could fully understand the fear of hindering the team at a crucial moment, or of trying to solve one problem and creating a dozen more by accident.

The only person who didn’t seem to be feeling anxious was Efasia, but I’d come to understand that just because she wasn’t showing herself to be bothered by something didn’t mean she wasn’t worried. It just meant that she was very, very good at seeming fine.

Part of me admired her for it, while another part felt intensely curious about whatever was going on beneath the surface. But it wasn’t like I was gonna ask her about it, and it could wait for another day either way.

I helped Looly into the carriage and grinned when she did a cheerful little skip up through the door, and I clambered in after her.

She leaned in so our shoulders were pressed together when we sat down across from Tanila, who was watching us with an amused, knowing gaze but didn’t say anything.

“You guys ready for this?” she asked as she looked around the carriage. “Erlan, I know it’s your first mission. How you doing?”

Erlan, the last into the carriage, took a deep breath as he closed the door behind him, and the carriage set off moving down the track. We only paused briefly to show our pass to the guards outside the gate, and then we were off.

“I’m good,” Erlan finally said in the same tone of decisive calm he’d used earlier, like he wasn’t giving himself the option to freak out.

Tanila didn’t seem fooled, but she just smiled and gave him a reassuring pat on the back.

“Glad to hear it,” she said. “Let me know if you feel any different, okay? Nobody’s here to force someone in over their head. I’ll be standing back for most of the fight so you guys can do your thing, but I’ll be ready to jump in at any moment if you need it.”

“Got your back, dude.” Gerrin grabbed Erlan’s shoulder from the other side and gave him a friendly shake.

Erlan made a stifled, bewildered noise like he wasn’t entirely sure what to do with people being supportive of him from all sides. Looly giggled at him and nudged his shin with her toe, which made him relax a little. He glanced out of the window as the lights of the Rovkin Training Academy grew more and more distant against the darkening sky, and he seemed to settle into himself.

“I think I’m ready.” He nodded with much more certainty.

Tanila grinned at him. “Great. So, Burrowing Howlers. They’re pretty common, so I’m assuming you’ve all read about them at least a little?”

She looked at me as she said the last part, since I was the only one who was new to the Sundered Realm.

“The book I read didn’t get super detailed about how to deal with them,” I said. “It mostly talked about what they look like and how they move.”

“To be honest, that’s most of what you need to know,” Tanila said. “They’re annoying little bastards, but they’re easy to deal with once they’re out of the ground. They can track vibrations through the soil and move fast to attack, but as soon as they’re out in the open, they’re slow and pretty much deaf. The main problems are the ruts they drive into the ground’s surface when they’re digging around, and the screeching. If there are enough of them, then the noise can become disorienting and do real damage to your hearing, so it’s important to have ear protection.”

She handed out sets of earplugs made of some kind of rubbery wax material. Efasia grimaced at the bright red color, and I suppressed a laugh, but Gerrin had less restraint.

“They go against your aesthetic?” he teased. “I bet if you ask nicely when we get back to the Academy, they could make you some black ones.”

Efasia glared at him. “Safety is more important than looks.”

“Agree to disagree.” The half-Djinn grinned as he admired his earplugs. “These are totally my color.”

Efasia stared him down while she pointedly put in the earplugs to block out his voice and then turned to face the window. None of us bothered holding back our laughter at Gerrin’s expression of exaggerated offense.

“Shut down just for stating an opinion,” he sighed with a hand over his heart. “Will I ever recover?”

“Poor thing,” Looly agreed with mock sympathy, although her tone was still very gentle.

We kept up the banter until we started to approach the area where Tanila said the Howlers had been spotted. The sky had grown completely dark and a little cloudy. The only light came from the moons and stars, and the lanterns that hung on the outside of the carriage. We were following a dirt path through a part of the forest that seemed to get a lot of foot traffic, judging by the lack of scrub plants and the way the trees were spaced out like they’d been cultivated.

However, despite the darkness, it was easy to spot the first few fallen trees as soon as Tanila pointed them out. There was even a small stone shack that had collapsed in on itself. It was surrounded by dramatic scars in the earth, some that almost reached knee-height and some that drove directly under and through the building’s foundations.

I grimaced. We’d found the Howlers’ territory.

Tanila reached up to bang her fist on the ceiling of the carriage to signal to the driver to stop. When he did, she opened the door to climb out and motioned for us all to follow.

“We’re on foot from here,” she said. “The last thing we need is to lose our ride back if the carriage gets wrecked. Peler, are you good to double back half a mile and wait for us?”

“Can do,” the driver agreed.

He nudged the horses to turn around and disappeared up the path the way we came.

The rest of us were left standing in the middle of the track with our weapons at the ready. Without needing to speak to coordinate, we moved into a circle so all of us were facing outward and covering each other’s backs. We slowly started to move further into the territory and watched carefully for any signs of movement.

“Earplugs in,” Tanila ordered as we crept along. “And tread lightly from here. Howlers can’t hear noise in the air, but they can detect vibrations through the ground. If we have to talk a little louder to hear each other, that’s okay, but for the love of the gods, don’t–”

She was cut off as the ground seemed to explode under our feet.

A massive scar ripped its way across the track and sent all of us staggering as the Howler tore past us and back into the trees.

“Drack!” Gerrin shouted.

“Eyes down, try to stick together!” Tanila ordered.

But we barely had a chance to regain our footing before another furrow came blasting up from the other direction and sent half of us reeling one way and half of us the other.

“We should run hard so they don’t follow the carriage!” Efasia said in a voice loud enough to be heard even as we shoved in our earplugs.

They muffled the sounds around me in an uncomfortable way, but I was relieved to find they didn’t block my hearing completely. We’d just have to shout more.

Everybody followed Efasia’s suggestion without question, and we started running faster down the track and let our footfalls get a little heavier.

“Still sticking together, or fan out?” I called as I checked over my shoulder to make sure Looly hadn’t fallen behind.

She dashed to catch up and took the usual healer position at the center of the group so we could cover her. She had her crossbow for defending herself at long range, but she was less confident with her short sword, and I didn’t want her to get caught without backup.

“Stick together!” Tanila replied. “They’ll try to split us up, so try not to let them.”

Her Pure Sky Python rovkin emerged in a burst of green energy and wove around her shoulders like a living feather boa. It engulfed her completely in light for a second, and when it twisted away, Tanila was covered by deep green armor. It was completely solid to the point that it looked almost like polished stone, but she moved as easily as ever like it didn’t weigh anything at all.

I couldn’t wait for Rank J.

As if we’d been waiting for her cue, the rest of us let our rovkins loose simultaneously.

There was a bright flare in the corner of my eye as Gerrin’s Ember Paw Fox went tearing across the forest floor, and there was a splintering, crackling noise as Efasia’s Tempest Direwolf came bursting forth in a shock of lightning. Their translucent sets of armor both flared to life around them in twin points of bright blue-white and burning orange.

Erlan’s Rose Dappled Stabunny came bounding out with a little less fanfare, but it still launched forward with a mighty kick of its hind legs while my rovkin clawed its way to the surface with a shiver of dark energy.

I stepped slightly apart from the others to give my dragon, which was bigger than a large dog these days, room to wind around my legs a few times before it sank into the nearest shadow cast by the streaks of fire that Gerrin’s rovkin was leaving everywhere. I let my own shadowy armor spill down my arms and legs to cover me in dark energy.

I held my sword at the ready and watched closely for any signs of the Howlers, but they seemed to have backed off for a second.

Gerrin’s rovkin had stopped still a few feet away, and the trail of fire left behind its paws was already dying off since the forest floor was damp, but the brightness in contrast to the dark night left a glare on my eyes that I had to blink hard to get rid of.

“On the left!” Erlan suddenly shouted.

I whipped around just in time to see a furrow in the earth ripping toward us with the speed of a moving car.

There was barely a chance to react before the ground rocked under my feet and sent me staggering to the right for balance while the others were shunted off to the left. I instinctively lashed out with my sword where I could best judge the Howler to be under the surface, but it was too fast and had already ripped back past the treeline by the time I regained my footing.

“Chase it!” I ordered my rovkin, but when I looked around, he was nowhere to be seen.

Shit.

“Gerrin!” I shouted instead. “We need to smoke it out! Can your rovkin find the burrow entrance?”

“We can try!” Gerrin yelled back.

His rovkin made a fiery lap of the surrounding area, and the flames danced against the outline of the ridges the monster had created to make even taller, deeper shadows. I looked around frantically in case my rovkin was hiding in one of them, but there was no tell-tale flash of purple light.

“Hey, come on!” I tried, but he didn’t emerge.

I kept my sword up with one hand and held the other at my belt ready to throw a karambit at the first sign of movement.

I didn’t have to wait long. Gerrin’s rovkin suddenly disappeared into a hole in the ground several yards away, and there was another shock of movement as the Howler tore back toward us.

I readied my sword to stab at where its head would be as it approached, but before I could, something solid knocked against my knees and made me lose my footing while the Howler streaked past unimpeded.

I caught a faint flash of purple and the edge of a wing against the firelight in my peripheral vision, and I cursed colorfully.

“Not the time!” I shouted to my rovkin. “You wanna help at any point?”

Frustration collided with embarrassment in my chest as my rovkin continued to ignore me.

I tried to switch my focus to pull the shadow energy to my sword so I’d at least have that to rely on, but when I reached for the heat under my skin that I’d felt during the coyote fight, I only found a sort of tingling, burning irritation. I could tell it was coming from me as much as the dragon, and I swore again.

Whatever understanding I’d found with my rovkin before, it was failing both of us completely right now.

“Charlie, don’t worry!” Tanila shouted from the other side of the group, where she was covering Looly and holding her nocked arrow aimed at the ground ready to fire. “Just focus on your weapons training, your rovkin will fall in line!”

I wasn’t so sure, but I did what she said and kept my sword at the ready. There was a growl behind me that told me Efasia’s rovkin had leaped over the ridge that separated me from the group, and when I glanced over my shoulder, Efasia was looking at me, too.

“Watch my six, I’ll watch yours,” she said shortly.

I nodded and stood back to back with her.

Gerrin’s rovkin briefly emerged from another hole in the ground with a burst of thick smoke and dove straight back in again.

Then I felt a faint rumbling under my feet, and I tensed in anticipation.

I realized what was about to happen a fraction of a second too late to get out of the way.

The Howler came bursting up from under our feet with a bellowing scream, and Efasia and I were both flung to the side in a hail of falling dirt.

I came down hard on my knees and just barely managed to keep a grip on my sword. I got one foot under me for stability, and in the same movement, I grabbed a karambit from my belt and flung it at the monster.

The curved blade was small but viciously sharp, and it sank into the Howler’s thick, fur-covered neck with ease. The monster let loose another screech and lurched in my direction as if to retaliate, but Efasia was moving behind it and brought her axe down on its spine with enough force to stop it in its tracks.

I hauled myself to my feet and ran at it with my sword ready to strike down on its neck while it flailed in place, but before I could, there was a rumble to my right and another Howler came blasting up from under my feet before I had a chance to so much as plant my feet.

In the same moment, my rovkin finally reappeared just in time to slam into my legs from behind.

I went flying.

“Charlie!” I heard someone shout, but I couldn’t tell who it was through the earplugs and the Howlers’ incessant screeching.

I landed hard on my side, and all the air rushed out of my lungs with a wheeze. I lay there stunned for a second, and then I forced myself to move with a burst of adrenaline as the chaos of the battle continued.

I swore again when I noticed my sword had left my grasp at some point during my brief flight and spun in a circle as I looked for the gleam of steel on the ground around my feet. It was nowhere in sight.

It must have disappeared into a shadow, I realized, and I swore even louder.

“Hey!” I shouted to my rovkin as I looked from shadow to shadow for a flash of purple. “Throw me the sword, dude!”

But nothing happened.


Chapter 2

I must have spent five seconds at most standing there completely thrown by my rovkin’s lack of response and my lack of sword, but it felt like a year. My heartbeat pounded in my ears, and my breathing was ragged after being winded so badly.

I forced my feet to move and ran back toward the fight.

The two Howlers were both above ground now, and Gerrin’s rovkin was back to wreaking havoc among the tree roots while Gerrin and Tanila worked to corner one of the Howlers against a wall of flames it had produced. The other was locked in place by Efasia and her growling rovkin while she wailed on it with her axe, and Erlan was getting his shots in while his Stabunny kept it from trying to run away with powerful kicks.

My eyes found Looly last, just in time to realize she was running out of the fray to meet me.

“Here, Charlie!” she shouted, and she threw me her sword.

I caught it by the hilt and blew her an ecstatic kiss as I kept running to help Gerrin and Tanila, since they were closest.

“You’re the best!” I called as I ran past.

“I know!” she laughed.

The sound of her laughter as it cut through the screeching of the Howlers and the yells of my fellow fighters gave my heart a little lift, and I came down on the nearest monster with enough renewed energy to almost decapitate it.

The howling cut off abruptly, and Gerrin groaned with relief, even though the other monster was still wailing away in the background. Tanila immediately moved in with her rovkin at the ready to make sure the monster was actually dead while Gerrin and I sprinted over to help Efasia and Erlan.

Efasia’s Direwolf rovkin had the thing pinned in place, but it was bigger than the other monster had been, and its screams were high-pitched enough to be painful even through the earplugs. Between that and the continuous glare from the streaks of flame surrounding us, both Efasia and Erlan seemed to be growing more and more disoriented while the monster continued to writhe wildly.

As I ran toward them, Efasia managed to land a blow with her axe that took off one of its stubby legs, but the wailing only got louder.

I winced as the sound jarred in my ears, and I had to shake my head to get rid of the dizziness. I swung Looly’s sword around in my hand. It was shorter and lighter than mine, but it’d get the job done.

I stabbed down at the monster’s neck to try and sever the spine and get it over with. But my rovkin suddenly lurched out of a shadow in my peripheral vision and knocked my arm, which threw off my aim, and the blade sliced at the side of the monster’s shoulder instead.

“Dude!” I groaned. I was well beyond exasperated and approaching angry at this point. “If you’re not gonna help, just fuck off!”

My rovkin swung out wildly with his tail, and Erlan yelped as it tripped both him and his Stabunny backward away from the Howler.

The monster lashed out again, and one of its claws caught me in the thigh. I shouted in pain as they ripped a deep gash through my translucent armor and caught under the edge of the leather cuisse beneath it, and I had to force myself not to instinctively jolt away from the source of the pain.

Efasia twirled her axe in her hand and brought it down again on the Howler’s back, and her rovkin caught the leg that had slashed at me in its jaws.

I pushed through the pain and tried the same move again with the sword.

With a grunt of effort, I sliced through thick, dark fur and muscle tissue, and finally found bone. The Howler gave one last screech and then slumped motionless to the ground.

There was a collective sigh of relief in the sudden, welcome silence. I stepped back from the monster and couldn’t hold back a hiss of pain when the movement jarred the slash in my leg. I winced and tried to examine it, but it was too difficult in the strange flashing of the Ember Paw Fox’s fire to see much other than the torn fabric of my pants and a mess of blood.

Looly’s hand landed on my arm, and she pulled me slightly away from the carnage. The silver ball of light that was her rovkin fluttered gently around her head like a butterfly.

“Let me look at it,” she said.

I glanced back anxiously at the monsters’ bodies, but Efasia and Tanila were guarding them closely as they watched for the rovkins to emerge. We had some time before that happened, and they’d be able to handle it when it did.

I took a deep breath and tried to keep a level head. Gerrin was arguing with his rovkin as he cornered it to be reabsorbed, and Erlan was starting to kick damp earth over the small patches of fire that were still flickering here and there.

The frantic energy of the battle had faded altogether, but a ball of stress was still caught in my chest like a knot.

My rovkin was nowhere to be seen.

Looly’s fingers were gentle around the cut as she examined it, and she looked up at me with a reassuring smile.

“It’s not too bad,” she promised. “I can heal this no problem.”

I tried to smile back. “I know.”

She held her hands over the wound, and her eyes glowed with healing magic as she whispered whatever it was she whispered when she cast her spells. I could never understand it, but the sound of it was familiar and comforting by now. The pain in my leg started to ebb as the gash closed, and some of my stress eased a little.

“I can’t do anything about your pants, though,” she said with genuine regret once she was done.

“Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled. “Maybe Gylephene can teach me how to patch them when we get back.”

Looly smiled. “I bet she would.”

Gylephene was a sweet older elf who manned the desk at my dormitory, and she often reminded me of a fussing grandmother with the way she looked after us all.

Tanila broke me from my thoughts and called a warning as the monster we’d killed first started to release its rovkin.

“One of you guys come claim it,” she said without too much urgency as the translucent head and front limbs of the Burrowing Howler started to claw itself free of the corpse on the ground.

However, before anyone else’s rovkin could so much as move, my dragon suddenly darted out of the nearest shadow and started tearing into the wild rovkin without ceremony.

I couldn’t help but cringe a little at the continued lack of control my rovkin and I were both showing.

“Sorry, guys,” I muttered.

“You don’t need to apologize,” Gerrin said. “Seriously, Charlie, we knew going in that there was gonna be some unpredictable stuff with a dragon on the table. You’re all good.”

I still felt bad. I watched my rovkin carefully for the moment he finished devouring the wild rovkin. His eyes and chest glowed in the usual way as he took on the monster’s energy as power, but if he got any bigger or more solid from the meal, it wasn’t noticeable to the naked eye, at least in the fading firelight. I supposed the bigger he got, the more impressive the monsters would have to be to make that kind of impact.

I approached the second he was finished.

“Okay,” I said. “That’s enough for you.”

The dragon hesitated briefly, and he quickly ducked his head into the shadow cast by the monster’s corpse. He emerged with my sword clamped between its teeth, and he dropped it at my feet like a peace offering.

Tricky pain in the ass.

“Thanks, buddy,” I said begrudgingly, and I reached out my hand to reabsorb the rovkin without another word.

I felt the familiar curl of heat in my chest before he settled, and I finally relaxed properly.

“Erlan, you should take the other wild rovkin,” I suggested. “Since it’s your first mission.”

Erlan glanced around at the others to make sure, and all of them nodded.

“Go for it,” Efasia said. “Gotta get that Rank C, right?”

“Thanks, guys.” Erlan smiled.

His Stabunny leaped over to the other Howler corpse just as its rovkin began to emerge, and it immediately began to tear into it. The strangeness of seeing an animal with such prey-like features tearing into another creature like a carnivore would have been a little jarring, but my strangeness threshold had risen dramatically over the past few months.

The Stabunny’s eyes glowed with rose-colored light, and the rovkin grew a few sizes before our eyes. Its dappled fur grew a little more solid-looking, even in the weak light of the torches and what little moonlight that was making it through the treetops.

We all congratulated Erlan with a little cheer and a bunch of back-slaps while the moon elf grinned his face off and reabsorbed his rovkin.

We took a few more minutes to make sure there weren’t any more Howlers in the area, but nothing else came. So, the group set off back up the path to find the carriage. It was parked a safe distance away, and the flickering lanterns that hung at its corners were a welcome sight. Peler the driver looked relieved to see us all in one piece.

“I could hear the screaming from here,” he said with a little shudder.

“Good job, guys,” Tanila said as we all clambered inside, and the driver took his seat up front. “Especially you, Charlie. That was a stressful fight for you, but you kept your head and handled it. Well done.”

“Thanks,” I said, although I still felt pretty rough about how badly my rovkin had behaved.

He’d never gone so absolutely rogue like that, and I couldn’t have him acting like a wild card on missions. Trips like this were already dangerous enough without my Shadow Dragon acting like a poorly trained Labrador the whole damn time.

This was all doubly frustrating because I’d spent so much time training him lately, too. So, what the fuck?

Looly could obviously tell I was annoyed, because she squeezed my arm and leaned her head on my shoulder. I leaned my head to rest against hers and felt a little bolstered by the physical touch. I glanced around at the others, and Gerrin and Erlan both shot me a smile from where they were sitting on either side of Tanila, but Efasia was staring out of the dark window with tension practically radiating off her in waves.

I glanced at Looly and tilted my head in Efasia’s direction with a questioning expression. She shrugged and leaned over me to prod the white-haired warrior’s arm.

“Efasia? You okay?” she asked.

Efasia didn’t turn around, but she nodded tightly. I could see her reflection in the dark glass, and her expression was completely flat.

I looked at Looly again, and she shook her head.

“I’ll try later,” she mouthed silently.

I nodded. Looly was Efasia’s roommate back at the Academy, and talking about feelings was a forte of hers.

The journey back to the Academy felt shorter than the journey out, now that the anticipation had faded and the tiredness from the fight was setting in. It was well after midnight by the time we made it back, with the moon high in the sky. Most of the castle windows were dark, but there were torches lit in the main courtyard.

The night was cold in a way I’d hardly noticed before the fight, but I was starting to feel it now as I slowly came down from the adrenaline rush. In spite of that, the General was waiting in the courtyard instead of up in his office. He had a heavy cloak on over his uniform, and he greeted us all with a faint smile.

“Welcome back,” he said. “I saw you coming up the path out of my window and thought I’d save you the trip up the stairs. How did it go?”

“It went well, Sir,” Tanila said with her hands clasped crisply behind her back. “There were only two Howlers, we took care of them no problem. These guys have better instincts than some of the third-years I’ve been chaperoning, if it’s not too bold for me to say.”

The General’s eyes crinkled around the corners as his smile grew slightly. “I thought you might say something like that.”

“Uh, Sir?” I cleared my throat. “I was wondering if…?”

I didn’t need to say anything else. The General took one look at my face and sobered slightly.

“Of course, Charlie,” he said. “Well done, the rest of you. Consider yourselves dismissed. Get some rest.”

He smiled at the others and paused to share a brief, quiet word with Efasia as they all started to head off. Gerrin clapped me on the shoulder as he went by.

“See you in the room,” he said. “Don’t beat yourself up, okay? Seriously.”

“Thanks again, Charlie,” Erlan added as he followed behind Gerrin.

Looly squeezed my arm, but she seemed mostly focused on keeping up with Efasia as the white-haired woman stalked off toward the dormitories. Tanila gave me a friendly little arm punch and did the same.

The General waited until they were all out of earshot before he turned to me with an all-business look.

“I have a feeling you’re about to say something unnecessarily self-effacing,” he said.

I shook my head. “Not unnecessarily, Sir. I completely lost control of my rovkin during the fight.”

The General’s eyebrow quirked up, but he didn’t seem particularly thrown.

“Was anybody seriously hurt?” he asked.

“Well, no,” I admitted.

“Did your rovkin cause any irreversible damage to the forest or any civilian homesteads?” the old man continued.

“No,” I said. “But–”

“I wouldn’t call that anywhere near a complete loss of control, then,” he said before I could get another word in.

I suppressed a sigh. “Sir, he completely disappeared. He wouldn’t listen to me when I gave him an order, and when I lost my weapon, he wouldn’t bring it back. We almost lost our hold on one of the monsters before we could kill it because he was getting in the way so much. He’s never behaved this poorly before.”

The General listened to me with a serious expression, and he nodded when I was done like he was mulling over what I’d said. I felt a little better for getting it off my chest, but I still felt worried about whatever he was going to say next.

“I can appreciate your concern,” he said. “But I don’t want you to be unduly worried about what this suggests. It’s perfectly normal for rovkins to misbehave, especially during early missions.”

I struggled with myself for a second. “I know, Sir, but mine was the only one that did that. Everybody else’s listened and did what they were told…”

The old man put up a hand and stopped my spiraling.

“That was just today, Charlie,” he said. “It could have happened to anyone. Try to remember, this was only your second official mission. You haven’t even begun to learn all the other ways it could’ve gone wrong.”

A note of wry humor entered his voice for the last part, and I let out a surprised laugh. The General smiled properly.

“I’d suggest speaking to Prianna at your next mentoring session if you’re really worried,” he said. “She’ll have a better read on the situation and be able to judge where the problem lies. I’m sure she’ll have some advice for you.”

I nodded. “I will, Sir.”

“Additionally,” he continued. “I’m looking into allotting one of the sections of the training area for you to practice summoning your rovkin without supervision. You’d be required to only utilize that specific section we cordon off, so other students won’t interrupt your training by mistake or put their rovkins in danger, but I’ve seen the level of control you can exercise with your rovkin in one-on-one situations, and I know you can be trusted with the responsibility.”

I took a deep breath as I felt deeply the level of trust he was placing in me. “Thank you, Sir. I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t.” The General gave me a grandfatherly pat on the shoulder. “Go get a good night’s sleep, and get your head on right for classes tomorrow. You did good today, Charlie. Rest up.”

“Yes, Sir.” I managed a genuine smile before I headed off toward the dormitories.

By the time I got back to the room I shared with Gerrin, the candle on the windowsill was burning low, and the half-Djinn was starfished and fully dressed on his back atop the covers while he snored like a train. I suppressed a chuckle and managed to get changed for bed in the near-darkness before I blew out the candle and crashed for the night.

I was woken up the next day by Gerrin grumbling into his pillow while the bright, early winter sun stabbed mercilessly through the window to shine directly in his eyes.

“Rise and shine!” I said with enough pep to make him instinctively pull the pillow over his head like a scared turtle.

I laughed and tossed a spare pair of socks at him. Gerrin made a gesture that was probably supposed to tell me to go fuck myself, but he was too uncoordinated to really sell it.

“Can’t get up,” he groaned. “Too tired to move.”

“You’ll miss breakfast,” I reminded him.

“Urrrgghhhhhh…”

I snickered, got dressed for the day, and left Gerrin to his dramatics.

The temperature had dropped dramatically in the early hours, and my breath misted in the air as I walked over to the food hall. I smiled as the stinging air bit at my nose and cheeks, and I pulled up my scarf from around my neck to cover my face.

I’d always liked the cold. Even in the worst depths of the Nebraskan winter, I’d always preferred it to the oppressive heat of summer. As a teenager on my uncle’s dairy farm, the brutal weather had always forced us and the cows indoors and let the more strenuous chores ease up a little. In my mind, summer meant work and winter meant some sort of rest.

I’d left the farm a long time ago, but it was hard to let go of those associations. Even falling through a portal into another world half a year ago and being forced by circumstances to build a new life here hadn’t shaken the instinctive grin that took over my face whenever I stepped outside. It gave me the same feeling I got just from being here in the Sundered Realm, like the future was wide open and full of possibilities.

Looly, Erlan, and Jas were in the food hall when I got there. Erlan and Jas were laughing about something, while Looly slumped in an uncharacteristically morose way as she picked at a bowl of oatmeal. She was bundled up in a heavy cloak against the chilly wind that blew in from the open doors, and a felted wool hat flattened her pink curls against her cheeks. They were the same winter clothes we’d all been issued when the weather had started to turn, and they were all made of the same dark, coarse wool.

Looly had started embroidering little brightly-colored flowers along all her cuffs and hems, though, in a fit of defiance against the season. It looked cute as hell to be honest.

“Hey guys,” I greeted them when I joined them at the table with my tray of food. “Everything okay?”

“All good,” Jas confirmed. “We’re just discovering Looly’s capable of being in a bad mood.”

Looly shot him a scowl, and then she looked at me with huge, mournful eyes. “It’s cold.”

“Sure is,” I agreed with a sympathetic grimace.

Prianna had explained to me when we met how few of the folks who populated the academy could deal with the cold weather. Humans were apparently hardier than most, snow elves like Jas had no trouble, and moon elves like Erlan were used to it.

Nature elves who were aligned with winter were much the same, but Looly was pretty much springtime personified. It stood to reason that she’d hate the cold more than most.

Making fun of people for being dramatic about the weather was practically a tradition back where I grew up, and I was half-tempted to join in with Jas and Erlan’s teasing, but Looly was too sweet to ever really tease anyone back, and I didn’t want to be an asshole.

“Maybe it’ll snow soon?” I offered. “That’ll at least be fun, right?”

“True,” Looly said, and she perked up a little. “I always liked building snow elves when I was little.”

“I liked snowball fights,” I said with a nostalgic smile. “Me and my friends used to build forts all over the neighborhood.”

Looly grinned at the little piece of Charlie-lore, and her foot nudged mine under the table. I nudged back with a fizz of happiness.

We hadn’t been dating long, and it was hard to find time to be alone together while living on the Academy campus, so every little moment we shared felt special. I smiled as my mind started to wander idly about the possibility of asking if she wanted to grab some hot cocoa and take a walk later.

Then I realized I didn’t actually know for certain that this world had chocolate. I opened my mouth to ask, but I stopped short when I noticed Erlan was making a face.

“Something tells me any attempt to have a fun wholesome time in the snow will be somewhat thwarted by certain members of the student body,” he said.

He nodded in the direction of the doors, and we all looked in time to see Ryul and the little band of sidekicks he’d managed to garner come swaggering in. He’d backed off from hassling me for a little while after I’d beaten his ass in the duel he challenged me to, but he’d been getting a little confidence back in the past few weeks.

I sighed and went back to my food with a shake of my head before any of them caught me looking their way.

Erlan was right. Ryul was only one of several snooty pureblood elves who liked to strut around and act like they ran the Academy, and they were never afraid to show their disdain if anyone they didn’t like so much as laughed in their presence. And unfortunately, as a human, I came out at the top of their list of undesirables every time. Erlan, as a moon elf, was never too far behind.

Looly was glaring as her silver eyes flicked from her food to the group of pureblood elves, and back again.

“They shouldn’t get to stop us having a good time,” she said decisively. “Winter’s miserable enough as it is without letting those killjoys ruin everybody’s fun.”

“You’re right,” Jas agreed. “If we let them throw their weight around, they’ll only get worse.”

I exchanged a glance with Erlan with a mix of trepidation at the prospect of our friends picking fights with Ryul and his pack of assholes, and happiness at having friends who were willing to come to our defense like that. I could see in the moon elf’s face he was feeling the same way.

“Nobody needs to get hurt over it,” I said. “One duel with that idiot was enough.”

Looly and Jas looked ready to argue, but they were interrupted when Gerrin joined us at the table. Or rather, a shivering bundle of cloaks, hats, and scarves with a sliver of Gerrin’s face just about visible among the layers of wool.

None of it matched the Academy-issued outerwear, and I gathered he’d brought a lot of it from home. There was a lot of red and orange knitwear layered with the dark gray felt. He even had mittens with little flame designs worked into the pattern, which made me chuckle. I wondered if his grandma or somebody had made them for him or if he’d commissioned them himself. Either seemed likely.

“This is hell,” he hissed between his chattering teeth. “I’m in hell.”

“Can you even see where you’re going?” Erlan asked.

“It’s not even that cold yet,” Jas added in what he probably thought was a reassuring voice. “It’s gonna get much worse.”

Gerrin leaned forward to rest his forehead on the table with a noise that I could only describe as a whimper.

“Not gonna lie,” I said cautiously. “I kinda thought having a fiery rovkin inside of you might give you a little boost when it came to dealing with the cold.”

“Common misconception,” Gerrin said without lifting his head. His voice was comically muffled, and Erlan had to clap a hand over his mouth to hide his amused snort. “Definitely not the case. Apparently my rovkin powers should eventually reach the point where I can keep myself warm no matter the weather. But that’s gonna take a level of control I don’t think I’m ever going to achieve, so you guys might as well just kill me now. I think that’d be the kinder thing to do, actually.”

Looly was giggling by the time he was done with his rant and gave his shoulder a little shove. “Come on, up. Let’s get you some hot tea. Then we should get to class so you can work on learning that control, right?”

Gerrin gave another dramatic groan, but he did what she said and shuffled off after her toward the food tables.

Classes were a drag that day thanks to staying up so late the night before, but there was enough entertainment to keep everybody going from watching Gerrin try to function while wearing two layers of mittens at all times.

The main snag came when I realized that Efasia was still pissed about something. I passed her in the courtyard on the way to lunch and tried to say something, but she just ducked her head and pretended not to have seen me.

When I asked Looly about it, I just got a shrug.

“I tried talking to her last night and this morning,” the pink-haired elf said. “She said she wasn’t angry or anything, she’s just got a lot on her mind.”

I frowned. “Are you sure? I feel like I did something to upset her.”

Looly made a face like she had some ideas, but she didn’t seem to want to share them right now.

“She’ll say something when she’s ready,” she said instead.

“To you, maybe,” I half-joked.

I had a class with Efasia that afternoon, The Art of Combative Practices and Defensive Maneuvers, which I figured was a good chance to try and get to the bottom of things. Efasia was already in the arena when I got there, and it was easy to sidle up to her while she was sorting through the weapons racks at the side with a frown of concentration.

“Hey, Efasia,” I said. “I didn’t get a chance to talk to you after the mission. Everything okay?”

Efasia turned to me with a blank, impenetrable expression.

“Fine,” she said.

Then she turned on her heel and walked away without another word.

I sighed. We were back to old patterns, apparently.

Things stayed like that for pretty much the rest of the week. I did my best not to let it get to me, and there was plenty to distract myself with either way. I was still trawling through the library for anything I might have missed about Blood Dragons the first time I looked, and I had plenty of classwork to stay on top of. The sheer number of monsters to learn about meant that nobody could ever hope to memorize them all, and annoyingly, there was no single complete list to use for reference.

Different types of monsters were scattered through different books after being discovered in different regions at different times, and while the basic guide I’d been given when I started at the Academy was useful, I was still finding a lot of gaps in my knowledge that other people didn’t have. It seemed that a lot of the folks in the Sundered Realm relied on the type of intuitive knowledge that came from having grown up there, which worked well enough for them, but definitely didn’t work for me.

Nebraska was a little short on prowling, ravenous monsters from shadowy spirit realms.

I was still trying to research my Shadow Dragon wherever I could, too, although I could admit I’d pretty much hit a dead end in that area for now. Every so often I’d pick up the strange, shadowy book I’d found on my first day and try to read the indecipherable glowing, floating purple letters that would appear on the black pages, but it was all to no avail. I still wasn’t even sure that the book had anything to do with my powers, even though some part of me felt convinced that it did.

The work wasn’t easy, but at least I was in good company. Looly was working just as hard at her healer training, and we spent as much time studying together as we did hanging out. It was still hard to find privacy to be together when we both lived in shared dorms, and it got a little annoying sometimes, but we were finding a few creative ways around it. Most of them involved meeting up in the dead of night after even the more nocturnal-leaning students had turned in, but the tiredness was worth it.

The temperature warmed back up a little after a couple of freezing days, and nobody bothered acting like they weren’t relieved about it. Apparently winters in the Sundered Realm could get pretty brutal, and everyone was glad for whatever respite they could get before the cold really started setting in.

Even I was pretty grateful for the slightly warmer weather as I headed over to the edge of the arena to observe like usual during the next group mentoring session. I had my own session lined up with Prianna later, but I had to wait a while for her to get to campus, so in the meantime I was left to sit on the cold stone steps around the edge and watch everybody else summon their rovkins for training.

I was busy laughing at Gerrin for cradling his Ember Paw Fox between his palms like it was a hand warmer when Sergeant Dyani came over to us. It must have been her turn to oversee the mentoring sessions this week. She had a wry look on her deer-like face as if she was trying to decide if she wanted to reprimand Gerrin for misusing his rovkin, but in the end she just waved him off and turned to me.

“Charlie,” she said. “I wanted to make sure you knew we’ve cordoned off a section of the arena for you to train by yourself.”

She pointed, and sure enough, there were some panels set up in a small hexagon at the far end of the space, right up against the climbing steps that overlooked the arena and well out of the way of the middle where people tended to congregate.

“Oh cool, thanks,” I said. “The General mentioned something, but I wasn’t sure where it was gonna be.”

I headed over to check it out. The panels were sturdy metal frames and tall enough to reach over my head, with some kind of heavy, waxed canvas stretched over them that I guessed was flame-retardant.

I couldn’t fault it, with the memory of Sergeant Valyra’s half-melted vambraces and horribly burned arms fresh in my mind. I hadn’t tested out my rovkin’s fire-spitting abilities since then. I’d been too nervous about hurting anybody else.

The precautions taken here made me feel a little better, even though I didn’t plan on using that ability today anyway. I wanted to work on the dragon’s shadow-jumping and weapons retrieval to try and reinforce the skills in his mind after the mess last week.

The enclosure was a little over thirty feet across, and the panels cast plenty of shadows in the bright daylight for my rovkin to jump between. I made sure all of the panels were safely closed around me and summoned the dragon.

He wasn’t that much bigger than the last time I’d summoned him, but the size of him still shocked me. I kept picturing the tiny thing I’d first summoned all those months ago when I first arrived in the Sundered Realm, and now he was almost as tall as me if he stood up on his back legs. His body was still wispy and somewhat translucent, but unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, the purple sheen that ran across his black scales seemed to have gotten a little brighter.

He hissed happily as he twisted around in place a few times, and he stretched out his wings and tail.

“Okay,” I said. “We’re gonna stick to the basics today, you hear?”

If he understood me, he didn’t make any move to show it. He paced around the perimeter provided by the panels and nosed at the small gaps underneath.

“Don’t even think about it,” I warned. “We’re training in here because you can’t keep it together around any mentor’s rovkins except for Prianna’s. We’ve gotta work on that.”

The dragon looked up at me, and I squinted back at him. I wondered how much of what I was saying was getting through.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s start with–”

I was cut off by a sudden clatter as a blur of black and blue came launching over the top of one of the panels and tackled my rovkin to the ground.


Chapter 3

I stepped forward instinctively, even as I recognized Prianna’s drake rovkin as it twined its long body in playful circles around my dragon.

My Shadow Dragon snapped at its tail with his sharp teeth. He had his wings puffed up like he was trying to make himself bigger.

“Gotta be ready for anything,” came Prianna’s voice as one of the panels moved to the side briefly, and my mentor stepped through.

Her cascading black curls were pinned up in a braid today, and her dark blue eyes looked especially stormy against the gray makeup that lined her eyelids. She had a long-sleeved tunic under her dark leather armor, which seemed to be her only adjustment to the colder weather.

My breath caught a little at the sight of her. I could never get over how insanely beautiful she was.

“Off,” she ordered her rovkin, and the drake obeyed without hesitation.

Prianna closed the panel behind her and walked over to stand on the opposite side of the enclosure to me.

The blue-tinted serpent returned to her side and settled next to her with its huge head bent down low.

I whistled at my rovkin like I was calling a dog. “Hey, over here.”

My rovkin gave one low growl in the drake’s direction and did as he was told, even though he seemed a little reluctant.

“So,” Prianna said. She clasped her hands behind her back with an easy tilt to her stance. She was totally unbothered by the fact that my rovkin was still glaring at her. “The General mentioned you’re still having some issues with control?”

I nodded, and I explained about everything that had happened on the mission with the Burrowing Howlers the week before. Prianna listened attentively and nodded occasionally like none of it was surprising to her.

“Okay,” she said when I was done. “The first thing you should know is that this is completely to be expected. I had a lot of similar issues in the early days with my rovkin.”

I felt something tense in my chest relax at that. Even with all the reassurances I’d gotten from everyone else, it felt good to hear one from somebody who’d been through some of the same stuff.

“Really?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, big time.” Prianna nodded. She gave her rovkin a wry look. “There was one mission where my team and I were trying to round up a bunch of Naturems to lure in a bigger catch, and this troublemaker went ahead and killed them all before I could do anything to stop it. Helped herself to all their rovkins after, like it was her own personal feast. I think it’s still the most embarrassed I’ve ever been in my life.”

I chuckled. “I’m not gonna lie, that makes me feel a little better.”

Prianna gave a rueful smile that then fell into the intense, focused expression she usually wore when she was teaching.

“This is the type of thing that happens when you’re dealing with a wild monster,” she said. “Especially ones like ours. It’s not in their nature to fall in line easily. That’s the challenge of taming one, but also one of the greatest rewards. To establish that level of trust and communication with a creature like your dragon will take time, but once you achieve it, it’ll be like nothing else.”

“I guess I got a little ahead of myself after the first mission,” I admitted. “Things went so well, and we coordinated perfectly to handle the threat that time. But this time… it just wasn’t happening.”

“Be patient with him, and yourself,” she suggested. “Your journey together will last a lifetime, and it’s really only just begun. I’d say you’re already off to a strong start.”

I tried not to flush at the vote of confidence. “So you really think I can do it?”

“Definitely,” she promised. “It’s just gonna take a lot of work.”

“Better get started, then,” I said.

“That’s what I like to hear.” Prianna’s plump lips turned up in a smirk, and she tilted her head at her rovkin.

The drake silently drew itself up to its full height and stared down my dragon with a deep, rumbling growl. My rovkin lifted his wings again, and his spine settled into a threatening arc, but he didn’t make any move to attack. I watched carefully, but it seemed like the drake wasn’t going to do anything, either.

I glanced at Prianna, and saw that she had one hand held out to her rovkin, and she was looking at it occasionally like she was having a silent conversation with it.

“Communication is the key thing here,” she said aloud after a few seconds. “See how I’ve got my rovkin ready to attack or defend, but not making any moves of her own?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Like in our first session, right? You said she wasn’t afraid of my rovkin because you weren’t.”

“Exactly.” Prianna shot me another stunning smile, and I had to swallow hard to keep focus. “Our spirits are intertwined now, remember. She feels whatever I feel, and right now I’m concentrating on feeling calm, focused, and ready to act if something unexpected happens.”

“Ready to act,” I repeated. “Not to attack.”

She nodded. “Good catch. Yes, my wording is very intentional there. Why do you think that is?”

“Because…” I thought about my last few missions, the things that had gone wrong, and the things I’d been worried about in the heat of the moment. “Because a lot of the time, attacking isn’t always the right first move, right? Sometimes you’ve gotta be able to defend your teammates before you do anything else. Sometimes you don’t want to startle whatever you’re facing off with and make it lash out violently before you’re ready to take it down.”

“Great examples.” Prianna glanced at her rovkin again, and the drake slowly settled back down so its head and belly were low to the ground. “Communication is key here. If you can communicate your feelings to your rovkin clearly, you can let them know your intentions, and your instructions. You want to be able to walk into any situation knowing that your rovkin is gonna follow your direction. If that’s not happening, then communicating more intentionally with it is what’s going to help you figure out why.”

I nodded again. “It’s different to what we were talking about last time, right?”

We’d already talked about communication a little during my first session, with regard to the power I’d discovered to sense enemies’ whereabouts without being able to see them. It would’ve come in handy on the mission last week, if I’d been able to stop yelling at my rovkin to fall in line long enough to actually focus on using my powers.

I was annoyed again just at the thought, but I forced myself to let it go. It was in the past, and I was here to learn how to stop it from happening again.

“That’s right,” Prianna said. She either hadn’t noticed my brief moment of inner turmoil, or she could tell I’d already resolved it and decided not to comment. “This is a more direct type of communication than what manifests naturally through your powers. It’s an active link that takes a certain amount of mental effort to maintain.”

“Okay,” I said. “So how do I do it?”

“Have you ever meditated?” the blue-eyed woman asked.

“Yeah, quite a lot, actually,” I said.

I thought back to all those martial arts classes I’d taken when I was younger, before I got really into fencing. I’d always found the part of the classes where we’d sit in silence and focus on our breaths a little tedious, but I was grateful now that I’d stuck with them as long as I did.

“Good, okay,” Prianna said with an impressed expression that made me feel like preening a little. “So you should already understand the practice of acknowledging your emotions as they happen. Letting them pass through without dwelling on or ignoring them.”

“I don’t always succeed,” I admitted. “But I’ve practiced it in the past, yeah.”

Prianna smiled again. “That’s alright. None of us can succeed at it all the time. But I bring it up because it’s a similar process for how we start communicating directly with our rovkins. They’re animals with no capacity for language like ours, but all living beings feel. Connecting with them through emotion lets us open up pathways to bigger, more complex ideas.”

I gave the Shadow Dragon an uncertain look. It was staying quiet and still for now, but it was still watching Prianna’s drake with its glinting black eyes like it was expecting an attack to come any second.

“I’m not sure where to start,” I said.

“Start at the chest,” Prianna said, and she touched her hand to the center of her breastplate. “You feel your rovkin there when you absorb him, yes?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s sort of a clawing sensation. Sometimes it feels hot.”

“Well, that already implies a lot,” Prianna said. “But I think we can get more specific. I want you to close your eyes and focus on the feeling you get when you absorb your rovkin. Even when he’s outside of you, you’re still one being. Try to extend that feeling into this moment.”

I shut my eyes and tried to do what she said.

I remembered the fiery heat that had wrapped itself through my whole body when I’d first accidentally absorbed the rovkin from the dragon’s corpse. The pain of it had seized every bone in my body and made me feel like I was about to die right there on that rocky ledge.

But then it had faded to that itching, clawing sensation I’d initially mistaken for paranoia. I homed in on that sense of alertness now, the feeling of being followed, like something was watching me. The General had called attention to it the very first time I’d summoned my rovkin, and I could feel it just the same right now.

But it wasn’t in my chest, I realized after a few moments. I could almost follow the sensation like a string, and I knew if I reached out in the direction it was leading, it would take me straight to my rovkin.

I could feel it without needing to look. My rovkin practically radiated the urge to move, to track, to hunt. It felt like if I opened my eyes to look at him, he’d be vibrating like a hyped-up chihuahua.

“Restless,” I blurted out. “He feels restless.”

I opened my eyes to find Prianna was grinning at me proudly. She was so beautiful, I almost couldn’t look directly at her, like I was staring at the sun or something. I blinked hard and hoped I managed to pass it off as my eyes readjusting to the daylight.

“Fantastic work,” she said. “Seriously, Charlie, well done. I’ve seen people at this school go years without managing to establish that kind of connection with their rovkin, let alone identify what they’re feeling so quickly. That’s no small feat.”

I shrugged. “I’ve got a good mentor.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” Prianna said in a wry tone, but she quickly moved on before I could stop to dwell on whatever that meant. “Now we’ve got a strong point of focus to direct the rest of our training. If your rovkin is feeling restless, then we need to help him expend some energy. He needs a challenge.”

“That was kind of what I was hoping he’d get from the mission,” I snorted and shook my head.

“Yes, dragons don’t seem to be fond of other beings’ agendas, do they?” Prianna cocked a sassy eyebrow, and I chuckled in response.

“What kind of challenge, then?” I asked.

I felt a little wary in spite of myself. This session so far had been a major confidence boost, but I was still worried about losing control and hurting someone, even with the enclosure. My dragon hadn’t exactly been well behaved in recent weeks.

Prianna, on the other hand, didn’t seem worried at all. In fact, she seemed excited.

“How about a spar?” she suggested. “My drake versus your dragon. First pin wins.”

I blinked in surprise, but then I grinned. That actually sounded fun.

“You’re on,” I said.

The drake rovkin reared back immediately and let loose a fearsome snarl before she darted in and took a swipe at my dragon with her claws. My rovkin leaped up on his haunches with a boost from his wings to avoid the blow, but he wasn’t quite fast enough. The drake followed up with another claw attack, and he snapped at her viciously, but his teeth closed around empty air as she twisted out of the way.

His movements were unfocused, and he was growling like a cornered dog. I could feel a sense of nervousness rising up from one of us, or maybe both of us, before I remembered what Prianna had said about communicating through emotion.

I focused hard on the bond I could still feel connecting me to the dragon, and I tried to instill it with a sense of fun instead. I wanted it to understand that a spar was different than a real fight, and that he wasn’t in any danger.

He didn’t communicate anything back, but he stopped lashing out randomly, and his head cocked to the side for a second like he was thinking. The drake dove in to try and grapple his wings, and his tail swung down to swipe under her legs in a trip attack. The drake faltered and missed by an inch.

I pumped my fist in triumph, and Prianna laughed loudly from across the enclosure.

“Good!” she congratulated me. “Keep it going.”

The drake whipped her barbed tail from side to side like a taunt and then suddenly jabbed it at the Shadow Dragon with the force of a javelin. The dragon twisted out of the way, and then it rolled straight into a shadow and vanished.

I grinned while the drake stopped short and looked around in confusion, before my dragon popped his head out of the shadow behind her, nipped at her tail, and disappeared again.

The drake whipped around with her teeth bared, but by the time she’d done that, the dragon had already reappeared near her rear haunch and shoved himself head first under her hind legs to knock her off balance.

The drake had to tuck her head between her own front legs to try and bite at him, but he was already gone again.

And I could physically feel how much he was enjoying himself. A spark of mischief was burning in my chest, along with a much lighter mood than I’d been feeling from the Shadow Dragon lately.

I was smiling so hard it was starting to hurt my cheeks a little, but my grin faltered when I noticed the drake taking a second to collect herself and looking around carefully between the shadows. She was getting wise to the dragon’s tactics already.

The next time my rovkin appeared from a shadow, the drake was ready.

She didn’t give him a chance to do what he was planning. She leaped straight over and grabbed him with her teeth by the back of his neck, and then she rolled to use her body weight advantage and yank him out of the shadow.

The dragon’s limbs sprawled in an undignified way at the unexpected turnabout, and his wings and tail lashed around uncertainly for a second. Then he managed to get his ass in gear and use them to break the hold before he was pinned.

I heard a whoop overhead and realized some of my friends must have gathered to watch from the higher steps that could see over the tops of the panels. I grinned again, but I didn’t let them pull my focus. I kept pushing that same sense of fun down my connection with the dragon, and I tried to add a sense of encouragement for the creativity he was showing with the shadow jumping.

The two rovkins broke apart from their scuffle when it became clear that despite the size difference, neither one was going to easily win just by grappling.

The drake stalked around the edge of the enclosure with her eyes fixed on the dragon, while the dragon kept a tighter circuit around the middle.

I realized that the drake was walking specifically over any shadows in the dragon’s eyeline as he turned, like she was trying to disrupt his chances of being able to disappear into one before she could react. She was keeping him in the brightest patch of the enclosure, and the dragon was starting to tilt his head uncertainly again.

“C’mon, buddy,” I said. “Fun, remember?”

There was a beat while the dragon abruptly stopped moving and sat back on his haunches.

The drake paused in surprise and hissed while she tried to figure out where to move to next.

My rovkin drew in a breath, and he took advantage of the drake’s moment of uncertainty to dart up into her space and let loose a gout of black flames.

The flames shot up in a brief but impressively tall column, and the drake roared in shock and reared back to escape the flare of heat.

There were a few shouts from outside the enclosure from people who must have seen the fire from over the top of the panels, and I winced.

I wanted to warn the dragon to be careful, but I hung on tight to the memory of what my rovkin had done during my first few mentoring sessions whenever it felt scared or threatened, or whenever I felt scared or threatened myself.

Fear would make him lash out. The panels were tall enough to catch the flames before they spread beyond the enclosure. So I quashed my moment of panic, and the dragon was quick to prove that I didn’t need to be worried either way.

The drake pulled herself back and then launched herself at the dragon like a freight train. The two of them merged into a blurry mass of black, blue, and purple as they rolled over and over each other to the other side of the enclosure.

Prianna was still laughing, and my friends were cheering continuously now. I could hear a couple of them arguing and wondered how much money they already had riding on the outcome of the spar.

“Get ‘em, Charlie!” somebody shouted, possibly Kerym.

As if it felt encouraged by the yelling, the dragon let up another distracting burst of fire right in the drake’s face, and in the same movement, he dropped into another shadow.

The drake roared and surged up onto her hind legs to try and avoid being snuck up on again, but it was too late. I saw the dragon’s eyes glinting from the shadow behind her back for the briefest second before he flung himself at her back and let out one more long, continuous torrent of flame.

It went on for so long that the wave of heat reached me all the way across the enclosure, and I had to close my eyes against the force of it. Prianna had to duck away and throw her arm up over her face, but she was still grinning when she emerged, so I knew there was no real harm done.

The drake, however, was overwhelmed by the burst of fire, and the dragon took the opportunity to lash his tail around hers and come down hard on her upper back from behind. The drake roared and writhed, but she was well and truly stuck.

“Three, two, one!” someone counted down amid the rowdy commentary from the peanut gallery.

The drake stayed pinned until the count was done, and I felt a rush of victory that could’ve been my own or my dragon’s. I couldn’t be sure at this point.

“Okay, enough,” I ordered the dragon, and he let go of the drake without argument to come over and circle around my legs like an oversized cat. “Good job, bud.”

Prianna’s rovkin was still on the ground where my dragon had left her, but she didn’t seem hurt. If anything she seemed to be sulking, judging by the way Prianna was petting her head with a half-amused look of sympathy.

The dark-haired mentor reabsorbed the drake with a grin and came over to clasp my hand in a firm shake.

“Well done,” she said. “You put into practice everything we talked about, and both of you showed fantastic creativity.”

I shook my head as I returned the handshake. “Thank you so much. This was probably the most useful lesson I’ve ever had.”

“That’s my job.” Prianna gave me another one of her gorgeous smiles. “How’s he feeling now?”

I looked down at the dragon and took a second to explore the bond between us. It was burning stronger than before, and I realized just how much energy I’d been putting into our connection during the spar. I was actually kind of exhausted from the effort, and I knew I’d have to practice this a ton if I was going to be able to balance our bond and fighting at the same time for missions.

Then I held out my hand, and he lifted his head to nose at my palm briefly before he absorbed back into my chest as easy as anything.

I felt the same flare of heat as always, but the clawing sensation had eased significantly, and I smiled.

“Definitely less restless,” I said.

Prianna nodded. She looked incredibly pleased.

“He just needed a bit of a challenge,” she said with the air of someone having a theory confirmed. “Those Howlers last week just weren’t enough for him to sink his teeth into, despite your own feelings on the matter at the time. I think what you took to be misbehaving during the fight was just him being bored and impatient. And perhaps a little… judgmental? Of how you were feeling about the monsters, that is.”

“Huh.” I hadn’t thought about it in those terms, but it made a lot of sense. “So, what, I just need to go after bigger monsters?”

Prianna laughed. “Partly. But the other part of it is still communication. You’ve got to help your rovkin understand that he needs to do what you say even when he doesn’t feel like it. That’s where communication is really key. If he’s not getting the urgency of the situation, then you need to show him in a way he’ll understand. Rather than getting caught up in your anxiety about the mission, focus on why it’s important that it gets completed. Focus your energy toward productiveness, so he has something to focus on, too.”

“I get it. Thanks again, Prianna.”

“No problem.” She gave my arm a nudge and checked the time with a little wince. “Right, I’ve gotta go. See you next week, okay? Keep up the practice.”

She exited the enclosure and sent my friends a quick, friendly wave as she hurried out of the arena. She only paused long enough to have a quick, quiet word with the Sergeant, and then she was gone.

Kerym, Gerrin, Erlan and Jas were already hopping down off the steps and came to surround me in a flurry of awed exclamations and dramatic replays.

“That was awesome!” Gerrin enthused. “The way he just went… blaarrghh!”

He stuck his tongue out in what I guessed was supposed to be an impression of the dragon breathing fire, and I burst out laughing. Between the insane face he was making and the fact that he was still wearing multiple layers of knitwear, he looked pretty ridiculous.

“Whoa, Gerrin, have you ever thought about joining a theater troupe?” Jas crowed. “Almost couldn’t tell you apart from the actual dragon for a second.”

“Alright, shut up,” Gerrin grumbled, but it was useless against the onslaught of ribbing that followed as we made our way out of the arena.

Jas was practically hanging off his shoulders and refused to let the half-djinn duck away in embarrassment. “No, seriously! Do you think there’s a Yarn Dragon out there somewhere? I think maybe you’ve got the wrong rovkin, you should talk to the General about a trip to the Shadow Realm…”

“Just make sure you pack enough socks,” Erlan added with a completely deadpan expression.

“You guys suck!” Gerrin complained. “It’s cold! Stop pretending it’s not cold!”

I chuckled quietly to myself as I followed them toward the food hall. Kerym fell into step next to me with an easy smirk.

“So,” he said. “I don’t know how the hell you got Prianna as a mentor, but whatever you did, I want in.”

I screwed up my face as I pretended to think deeply. “Uhh, I accidentally injured like three Sergeants in the span of a few months, and they pulled her in as a last resort?”

Kerym ignored my sarcasm, and his face took on a dreamy expression.

“Hell of a last resort,” he said. “You think you could introduce me?”

“To Prianna?” I laughed. “Dude, I hate to tell you this, but I think she’s out of all of our league.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” Kerym said in an airy voice.

I grimaced. I hadn’t tripped up on an Earth term in a while.

“Like, if being attractive was a sport, she’d be playing at a way higher level than any of us,” I tried to explain.

Kerym appeared to think this over for a second.

“There’s no ranking system when it comes to love,” he decided.

“Oh, drack,” Erlan groaned from the front of the group. “Is Kerym in love again?”

“What, are you gonna pretend like Prianna isn’t the most beautiful woman any of us have ever seen?” Kerym demanded.

Gerrin eagerly seized the chance to take the focus off him and his winter attire and dropped back to walk next to me while Kerym, Jas, and Erlan fell into a debate over whether Kerym could reasonably expect to shoot his shot with Prianna without getting instantly rejected.

“Seems like she’s a hell of a mentor, if nothing else,” the half-Djinn said. “Glad you’re finally getting the right training. Just in time for the duels, right?”

I frowned. “What, the one on Friday? I wasn’t gonna take part this week, my point total’s good, and I’ve got to focus on this rovkin stuff.”

“Oh.” Gerrin blinked at me. “No, dude. The mid-year duels.”

“What are those?” I asked.

Gerrin slapped a hand over his face.

“We’ve got to find a better way to communicate information around here,” he groaned, and then he looked at me. “Charlie, my guy. Everybody’s been talking about it all day. You got selected to compete.”


Chapter 4

I stopped walking to stare at Gerrin, but he just motioned me onward and kept following the others toward the food hall.

“C’mon,” he said. “If I don’t get some coffee before those assholes drink it all, I’m literally gonna pass out.”

I hurried to catch up.

“What do you mean, I’ve been selected to compete?” I demanded. “Is this some kind of special duel? When’s it happening?”

“I keep forgetting how new you are around here,” Gerrin said. “Listen, don’t worry, you’ve got like a month to get ready.”

“Okay, a month.” I took a deep breath and nodded to myself. “That’s not too long, that must mean it’s not a huge thing, right? The duel?”

“Uh.” Gerrin coughed awkwardly. “No, it’s a pretty big deal. Sorry.”

I sighed and resigned myself to hearing some things I wasn’t going to enjoy as I followed the others into the hall.

Looly was already in there waiting at the table our friend group usually used, which lifted my spirits a little. She waved brightly at all of us when she saw us coming over, and she immediately extended the ongoing argument over Kerym’s one-sided thing with Prianna by coming down firmly on the side of romance.

“Oh, but that’d be so nice,” she said happily with her hands clasped together. “Prianna’s lovely. Remember that time she came out to combat training last year when she was still a fourth-year? Efasia didn’t stop talking about her for days. I think you two would be great together, Kerym.”

“Thanks, Looly,” said Kerym with a highly gratified expression.

“Please don’t encourage him,” Jas said with an eye roll. “There’s only so much second-hand embarrassment I can take.”

Kerym shoved him. Jas shoved back.

I glanced at Gerrin and gestured to the food tables to suggest we go get some dinner before the weapons came out. Gerrin nodded fervently, and we hurried off to fill our trays.

When we got back, the scuffle had died down, and Jas and Kerym seemed to have reached a mutual agreement to avoid further disagreements by staring up at the high-vaulted ceiling in silence. Erlan shook his head in exasperation at them, and Looly sipped her coffee to hide an amused smile.

“Explain this duel thing to me, then,” I said to Gerrin as we sat back down. “What’s different about it from the regular ones?”

“Oh, are we talking about the mid-year duels?” Looly asked. “Congrats, Charlie! I heard the General chose you specifically!”

I stared around at everybody and tried not to feel completely lost.

“Does everyone know about this except me?” I asked.

“Kind of,” Jas said. “People get really excited about these things, it’s always a whole event.”

“Great.” I pushed my food around my tray with my fork, but my appetite was disappearing rapidly.

What on earth was I in for?

“Look,” Erlan sighed. “It’s not as bad as whatever you’re thinking. It’s this thing the Legion funds every year. Basically, the Academy competes with three other schools from the other kingdoms as a way of showing who’s training the best fighters. The location rotates every year, and this year it’s our turn to host.”

“It’s mostly a recruitment thing,” Jas added. “The Legion wants to make sure they’re putting their resources in the place that’s gonna give them the best returns.”

“Okay.” I nodded along. “So it’s like, seeing who has the most powerful rovkins, or …?”

“Not exactly,” Gerrin said with a scrunched up face. “The other schools have really different approaches to how they use rovkins. The Alder School barely uses them at all, actually. Their whole focus is on magic. Their rovkins are always tiny.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Huh. What about the other two?”

Looly counted them off on her fingers. “There’s also the Academy for Research and Opportunity, they mostly use their rovkins to power mechanical weapons, it’s pretty wild. Their rovkins are small as well, but they get pretty vicious. And then there’s the Winter Hall. Jas, you were supposed to go there, right?”

“Once upon a time.” Jas grimaced. “They use a lot of magic, too, but they split focus between that and rovkin training, so it takes forever. I would have been in my thirties by the time I graduated.”

I was half-tempted to get out a notebook and write down everything they were saying to keep track of it.

“So how do these duels work?” I asked. “Is it like here, where we just name our opponent…?”

Gerrin shook his head. “It’s randomly assigned. I think there’s some kind of ability ranking system they use to make sure everybody’s opponents are evenly matched. I think it’s twenty people total who compete.”

“Usually it’s just fourth-years and talented third-years who compete,” Jas said.

“Then why the hell did I get picked?” I asked with a frown.

There was a pause.

“I mean,” Gerrin said after a second. “You’ve got a dragon.”

A sense of foreboding started to build rapidly in the pit of my stomach.

“A dragon I can barely control,” I said. “You remember what happened last week, right?”

“Vividly,” Erlan said. “We also remember what we saw today. You can hold your own, Charlie. It’s not gonna be a problem.”

“You’re going on missions that would place your ability about even with a second-year already,” Jas agreed.

“General Carnelis wouldn’t have picked you if he didn’t think you were the right choice,” Looly said.

She reached across the table to lay a reassuring hand on my arm. I tried to smile back, but I knew it came out looking a little weak because she made a sympathetic noise.

“Listen, don’t worry, okay?” she said. “We’ll catch you up on all the gossip about the other schools so you’ll be prepared for whoever you end up facing.”

“Totally,” Gerrin said. “And we’ll help you out with extra training so you’re not freaking out about your rovkin. Don’t stress, Charlie. We’ve got your back.”

“Thanks, guys.” I smiled properly that time.

“Besides,” Kerym said in a thoughtful tone. “Even if you get your ass kicked, we can have someone bet against you and make you a ton of money.”

“I’m pretty sure the General expelled the last student who tried that,” Erlan said through a mouthful of stew.

“Pure rumor,” Kerym dismissed with a wave of his hand. “And the General would never expel me, he likes me too much.”

Gerrin snorted so hard he accidentally inhaled some juice, and the conversation devolved pretty rapidly into another round of bickering from there.

I tried not to get too in my head over the next few weeks as the duels loomed on the horizon, but it wasn’t exactly easy with what felt like the whole Academy gossiping about it. People I’d never spoken to before kept coming over to ask me about it like they thought I’d have access to insider information, and reactions ranged from disappointed to annoyed when I failed to give them anything interesting.

My friends got pretty good at warding off the more intrusive questions, though.

Looly developed a habit of linking her arm through mine whenever we walked anywhere together and flipping the script around on people by asking them increasingly overly-friendly questions until they scurried away.

Jas seemed to get a kick out of using his tall, pale presence to loom over people in an unsettling manner. Gerrin was too friendly to pull off anything like intimidation, but he was good at distracting people and getting them talking about something else.

Erlan mostly helped by quizzing me during study sessions to make sure I’d absorbed all the necessary information about the different kingdoms. The last thing I needed was to stick my foot in my mouth and give people yet another reason to hate on the token human.

“Honestly, you might have an easier time of it while the duels are happening,” the moon elf admitted late one afternoon in the library while he worked on an essay, and I flipped uselessly through another book in the faint hopes of finding some passing information on Blood Dragons.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“People tend to get distracted with their own rivalries,” Erlan explained. “These schools have been facing off with each other for almost a century. There’s a lot of old, petty grudges. It might make it easier for you to fly under the radar.”

“That’d be nice.” I sighed and closed the book. “Okay, let me make sure I’ve got it right. The Academy for Research and Opportunity are based out in Irmaria, they’re the ones that build mechanical weapons and like to use their rovkins like war beasts or mounts.”

“Got it in one,” Erlan said. “Their population’s mostly pureblood elves– or at least, the upper class is– and they like to pretend it’s true for the whole kingdom. They’ve built this whole narrative around it, it’s pretty ridiculous. Their government’s even worse to the humans in their territory than what happens over here, so I’d still watch yourself with those guys no matter how distracted they get. I think Ryul’s got a lot of family there.”

“Say no more.” I nodded. “Steering clear. Then there’s the Winter Hall– that’s in the Kingdom of the Snow Elves. Name says it all.”

“Yeah, they’re not all that creative,” Erlan said with a small, ironic smirk.

“Hey, who needs creativity when you can…” I paused to check my notes. “Use magic spells and summon rovkins at the same time. Jeez, what does that even look like in practice?”

“Intense,” Erlan said. “Lots of very localized ice storms making people lose track of their surroundings and drop their weapons while a snow elf with a rovkin the size of a tree comes down on them with an axe.”

“Comforting, thanks.” I rubbed my forehead in an attempt to stave off the stress headache I could feel growing between my temples.

“Don’t worry, you probably won’t be matched with one of them,” Erlan said. “They have to train for so long before they’re good enough to be put in the competition, they only bother sending their highest-ranking students. I think it’s more likely that you’ll be facing someone from the Arbor School.”

“Magic school,” I said with a snap of my fingers as I looked back over my notes. “That’s in the south, right? Vel Trosca?”

“That’s the one,” Erlan said. “They’re the biggest kingdom after ours with a similar diversity in the population. Lots of elves, lots of nature folks like nymphs and djinns, lots of humans.”

“And they barely do any rovkin training at all, right?” I confirmed. “It’s mostly magic? How come?”

Erlan ruffled a hand through his dark hair and blew out a breath while he thought about how to answer.

“It’s a little complicated,” he said. “But the most basic answer is that they’ve got the most farmland, and therefore the fewest problems with monsters out of these four kingdoms. Monsters like to stick to the wild places– forests and mountains and tundras and the like. Vel Trosca is pretty flat, and their countryside is mostly fields, so there’s just not as many places to hide. They still have issues, of course, but they have an easier time keeping it contained to small areas, so they don’t need to spend as much time as we do dealing with wild rovkins. That was how it was always explained to me, anyway.”

“I guess that makes sense,” I said.

I added a couple of things to my notes and shook my head in mild awe as I read back over them one more time. I could never get over how weird it was to be living regular day-to-day life in a place with names on the map like “Kingdom of the Snow Elves.” I could barely wrap my mind around it some days.

I tried to imagine what it would be like if the situation was reversed, and Erlan or somebody had come stumbling through the veil and met me in Nebraska. Explaining the governmental structure of the United States to an elf probably wouldn’t have been at the top of my list of priorities in that scenario, I decided.

“Hey, who’s in charge in this kingdom?” I asked suddenly.

I’d been looking for an opportunity to find out ever since I’d noticed a few weeks earlier that it had never come up, but it was never relevant to the conversation, and I kept forgetting to bring it up.

“Technically we’re in Fyarel, which is under the rule of King Vilmer,” Erlan said. “Unless there’s been another death we haven’t heard about, then it would be his son, who I think is also called Vilmer. The royal seat is pretty far to the west, and we don’t get a lot of news this far inland. It’s mostly the Carnelises who are in charge around here, anyway. I think Efasia’s technically second in line to be a duchess or something? She doesn’t like to talk about it, so I’m not sure. She gets a little bit… stabby, whenever anybody asks.”

I remembered in sudden, vivid detail the spookily gothic castle Efasia had led me back to on my first night in the Sundered Realm, and I figured this new information pretty much made perfect sense alongside everything else I knew about her.

“That tracks,” I said.

Erlan gave a wry smile and dipped his pen in his inkwell to keep writing. I was about to go back to my research, when it occurred to me that the moon elves hadn’t been mentioned in any of this.

“Hey, Erlan,” I said. “Can I ask which kingdom you’re from?”

The green-eyed elf slowly put his pen back down. He had a complicated look on his face, and I winced internally.

“You don’t have to answer if that was a rude question,” I rushed to add.

“No, no, it’s okay,” Erlan said, but he was still frowning a little. “I’m from the Kingdom of the Moon Elves. It’s in the far north, in the mountains.”

I smirked in realization. “That’s why you were making a face earlier when I made fun of the snow elves. I guess creativity is a northern trait?”

“Shut up,” Erlan laughed. “We have another name for it in our local language, but it’s hard for folks down here to pronounce. Different vowel sounds.”

“Fair, fair.” I held up my hands. “So the moon elves don’t participate in the duels?”

“Well, not the kingdom, no,” Erlan said. “There’s plenty of moon elves scattered around other parts, especially here and in Irmaria. But the kingdom doesn’t work with the Legion, so there’s no point in them taking part in the duels.”

“Oh. Yeah, that makes sense.” I had a feeling there was a lot more to that story, but Erlan seemed uncomfortable, and I didn’t want to press. “Hey, I was thinking about going down to the training area and practicing some swordwork, do you wanna come?”

Erlan threw down his pen with a relieved look.

“Definitely,” he said.

The support from my friends was invaluable while we waited for the duels to start, but the nerves persisted regardless. Looly seemed to be taking point on trying to deal with that.

“You know,” she said at breakfast one morning with a little under two weeks to go before the duels. “I just realized we haven’t made any plans for the week after this is all over.”

There was a general mumble of agreement around the table from Gerrin, Jas, Erlan, and Kerym. I glanced up from where I’d been mechanically shoveling food into my mouth in an effort to get in enough calories to make it through the day.

“The week after?” I asked.

“Yeah, we get a week off,” Gerrin said. “I told you that one, right? I definitely remembered to tell you that one?”

“You did not remember to tell me that one,” I said flatly.

“Oh. Drack.” The half-djinn blinked innocently at me. “Hey, Charlie, we get a week off after the duels are done.”

“Thanks for the heads-up,” I said with a tired laugh.

Looly tapped her hands in an excited little drumbeat on the tabletop.

“Yay, so we’re all caught up,” she said. “I was thinking we should go to Thermis.”

Kerym perked up. “Oh, we should absolutely go to Thermis.”

“What’s in Thermis?” I asked.

Kerym’s face took on a look of blissful reminiscence.

“More like who’s in Thermis,” he said with a happy sigh.

Jas put a hand on the side of Kerym’s head and shoved.

“It’s a village not too far from here,” the snow elf explained while Kerym cursed over his spilled herbal tea in the background. “Nice shops, fun taverns. Really pretty in the snow.”

I already liked the sound of that. “Sounds great. How at risk are we of being attacked by Kerym’s ex?”

It was an assumption, but I was quickly proven right when Kerym wheeled around on me with an accusatory finger.

“Lillian and I parted on excellent terms, I’ll have you know,” he said. “It was a summer romance, short-lived but beautiful in its brevity…”

“They made out a couple of times, and then she pushed him into the river when she caught him eyeing another girl,” Erlan corrected.

“I wasn’t eyeing her, I was admiring her hairstyle!” Kerym insisted over everyone’s laughter. “Like I’m not allowed to appreciate a nice braid crown? What’s the world even coming to?”

I snickered with my knuckles shoved against my mouth and pushed the nearest carafe of tea down the table toward him for a refill as a peace-making gesture.

“Thermis sounds like a great idea,” I said to Looly.

She winked at me with a grin. “They have saunas, as well.”

The mental image of Looly and I in an empty sauna was enough to propel me through the rest of the day like I was walking on air, with or without the breakfast calories.

We were only a week out from the duels by the time I finally got a chance to talk to the General about it. And just like the circumstances of my arrival at the Academy, it only happened because of Efasia.

She’d been avoiding me for weeks, so I was surprised to see her show up with Looly at the training ground when Gerrin and I were sparring during our post-lunch free period. I was less surprised once I realized Looly was physically dragging her by the arm toward us.

“… can’t believe you didn’t tell me!” Looly was saying in a voice loud enough to hear from a distance. “Come on, we’re gonna talk about this and figure it out once and for all.”

Gerrin and I exchanged an eyebrow raise and waited patiently for the girls to approach.

“Everything okay?” I asked when they were close enough.

Looly stopped in front of us with a huff and pulled Efasia up to stand next to her, even as Efasia folded her arms and ducked her head like a surly teenager.

“My roommate here has something to share,” Looly said.

Efasia rolled her eyes.

“Sure, fine,” she said. “I’m competing in the duels, too. I thought everybody knew already.”

I stared at her for a second and tried to figure out how I was feeling.

Mostly surprised. Maybe relieved that I wasn’t the only first-year going into this.

“Yeah, no, we definitely didn’t already know about that,” Gerrin said in a slightly baffled voice. “Are you kidding, we would have been helping you train this whole time like we’ve been doing with Charlie!”

Efasia glared.

“I don’t need any extra help,” she grumbled.

“Hey,” I said.

I couldn’t help but feel a little offended by the implication that there was something wrong with getting a little support.

Efasia’s face softened just a touch as she glanced at me, but she rolled her eyes and quickly hardened up again.

“Nothing against you,” she said. “You’re new here, of course you need some help with this stuff. I’ve been taking part in competitions like this since I was big enough to hold a blade, it’s different.”

I made a face at her, but I let it go. Efasia’s pride was important to her, and I knew better than to challenge it when our friendship was already on the rocks.

I wondered if this was why she’d been avoiding me all these weeks. It seemed at least vaguely plausible, even though I couldn’t really see a logical reason behind it. Maybe she was upset over sharing the limelight?

Probably not, I decided. Efasia was prideful, sure, but not conceited. There had to be something else.

“Well, I’m glad to not be going in alone at least,” I said. “It’ll be more fun with two of us, right?”

“Sure,” Efasia said in a flat voice. “Fun.”

Looly pursed her lips with a worried expression, and I could see her having a wordless conversation with Gerrin. Efasia noticed, too, and she rolled her eyes again before she turned to me.

“I was already coming to find you before Looly brought me over,” she said. “The General wants to talk to you.”

“Oh. Thanks.” I tried not to grimace at how stilted my voice sounded. “Are you coming, too?”

“No, I already spoke to him.” Efasia ran her gaze over the empty training area. “I need to get some practice in, anyway. Looly, do you want to try some archery?”

“Hm?” Looly hummed in surprise. “Oh! Sure?”

She didn’t seem particularly enthusiastic, but apparently that was all Efasia needed. The two girls went to find some bows while Gerrin wandered off with a vague comment about taking a bath, and I headed off to the tower that housed the General’s office.

The door was already open when I got there, and I poked my head in as I knocked. The General was sitting at his desk and reading over a stack of reports covered in dense writing that I couldn’t even begin to make out. He looked pretty stressed, but he smiled all the same when he noticed me in the doorway.

“Charlie, good, come in and have a seat,” he said. “Close the door behind you, if you will.”

I did so and walked over to sit in one of the chairs across the desk from him. I waited patiently while he scribbled a couple of notes down on a spare sheet of paper, before he dropped the reports and looked over at me with a calm but sympathetic expression.

“So, a couple of things,” he said. “First, I wanted to give you a quick update about the Blood Dragon.”

“I was going to ask,” I admitted. “I haven’t heard much in the past few weeks.”

“That’s because there hasn’t been much to report,” the General said. “According to the reports I’ve been getting from the tracking team, it’s been laying low and doesn’t show any signs of picking up its activities any time soon. I only mention it now because they think they’ve figured out how such a large creature has been so hard to track.”

I leaned forward with interest. “They have?”

“The tracking team believes the dragon has developed the ability to move between the realms as needed,” the old man explained. “Rather than passing through once and getting stuck here, as is the case for most monsters.”

I paused while I thought over the implications of this. I didn’t know much about the veils that separated the realms, but I’d heard about plenty of the complications that could arise from beings passing through. Hell, one of those complications was what had led to me ending up in the Sundered Realm in the first place.

“That sounds like a hell of a complication, Sir,” I said.

The General pursed his lips briefly and nodded.

“It is. But it’s nothing the Legion’s trackers can’t handle,” he said firmly. “Now, that wasn’t the only thing I wanted to talk to you about. There’s only a week to go before the mid-year duels, and I wanted to check in on how you’re feeling about it.”

I shifted in my seat. I felt uncomfortable questioning the General’s decisions when he’d done so much for me since I’d arrived here, but I couldn’t hold back the question that had been weighing on me for the past three weeks.

“Sir,” I said slowly. “I’m sure you had your reasons for nominating me. But I have to admit I’ve been… struggling to think what they could be.”

The old man raised a bushy eyebrow. “Really? I would have thought they’d seem perfectly obvious.”

I shrugged, and then I felt absurdly awkward about it, like I’d just cursed in front of my uncle. I straightened my shoulders and sat up a little.

“Everyone keeps saying each school picks their best fighters,” I said.

“That’s correct.” The General’s face gave nothing away.

I resisted the urge to sigh, but the General must have seen it in my expression, because he relented with a small smile.

“There were a few reasons behind my choice,” he said. “The first is definitely to do with the fighting abilities of the participants. I know you carry yourself with an admirable sense of humility, Charlie, but surely you can recognize that you’re far and away one of the best fighters in your cohort.”

“In my year, maybe,” I admitted. “But not the whole school, right? What about all the fourth-years you could have picked?”

“Well, therein lies my other reasons,” the General said. “It’s not just the best fighters we put forward, but the ones most likely to be the Legion’s top picks after graduation. There’s a heavy political element for all of the schools, which is why I feel no qualms about putting my own granddaughter’s name forward, even if she wasn’t already worthy of the honor. And there’s a need to maintain the status quo with these things, especially right now.”

“What do you mean, Sir?” I asked.

He tilted his head as if he was deciding how much he wanted to say.

“The Blood Dragon isn’t the only issue we’re having with the veil right now,” he said. “Things are looking a little odd.”

I wanted to ask more questions, but he pressed forward before I could.

“But, regardless. I can see in your face that you’ve already identified the other major factor that went toward your nomination.”

I had.

“The dragon,” I said with a mix of pride and resignation.

“Precisely.” The General nodded. “The Legion will be eager to have you among their ranks, and to be perfectly blunt: this allows me a certain amount of leverage when it comes to negotiating with them over things like resource allocation. It’s a cynical move, but I won’t pretend that I got to where I am today, or that the Academy got to where it is, without more than a few cynical moves on my part. We do what we must.”

“I get it,” I said. “But, Sir… what if I lose control of the dragon halfway through the duel, or something? The last thing I want to do is embarrass the Academy, or put anyone in danger, or…”

“You could never embarrass the Academy,” the old man said firmly. “You’re a credit to this institution, Charlie, dragon or no dragon. And I’ve been hearing back from Prianna about your mentoring sessions. You’ve been showing marked improvement, haven’t you?”

It was true that my sessions with Prianna had continued to help with the control issue. I was also making a lot of independent progress just by practicing on my own. My dragon seemed to have realized he could make his own fun using his powers, even during fights and training sessions he found boring. It was getting easier and easier to communicate instructions to him, not just through words, but through emotions, and he was getting better and better at listening to them.

“I have,” I said. “At least, I think so. But I’m still worried about the duel.”

The General heaved a great sigh.

“Well, now we come to the final reason I put forth your name,” he said. “There’s one particular student who I knew would be entered this year, and I had a good sense of the type of opponent he’d end up matched against. The issue is that this student fights using underhanded and fairly brutal tactics. He’s caused us some major problems in the past, and so I saw fit to… throw something a little unexpected his way.”

I stared at the General with a smile tugging at the edges of my mouth.

“Sir,” I said with a rising sense of delight. “Are you counting on my dragon doing something shady to get revenge on this guy for fighting dirty in the past?”

The General gave a refined little sniff like he was shocked to hear the very idea.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” he said, but his yellow eyes were dancing with mischief.

I pressed my lips together to suppress a laugh, and the General’s face relaxed into a brief smile.

“Of course, I must still warn you to be very careful,” he added as his face grew serious again. “I’m confident in your abilities as a fighter, but you should not underestimate your opponent. I’d hate to see you get hurt. There will be healers on standby, but there are always unforeseen problems at these events.”

I nodded with a newly reinforced sense of confidence.

“I’ll be careful, Sir,” I promised. “And I won’t let you down.”

“I know you won’t.” The General stood up, and I did the same. “Enjoy the rest of your week, Charlie. And try not to train too hard. I’ve seen past students end up in the medical wing before they could even make it to the arena.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Sir.”

True to my word, I managed to avoid overextending myself in the week leading up to the duel. My nerves had eased a little since my talk with the General, and it was a little hard to get the same amount of work done when people started arriving on campus in droves.

Apparently, the mid-year duels were kind of a big deal for everybody in the local area, not just the schools. I supposed entertainment was thin on the ground when most of everybody’s time was spent either farming or hiding in their houses from the monsters. On top of that, a lot of the participants from the other schools had brought along family and friends.

Several of the buildings around campus had to be converted into temporary accommodations, and it took a lot of extra work from the campus staff to keep it going. Even Gylephene seemed unusually stressed when I saw her.

By the time the duels actually started, it all sort of blurred together. I learned fast that due to the high level of competition, a single duel could last half a day or more. There was a lot of waiting around for people to navigate traps and long stretches of tactical planning between sudden bursts of violence.

We had two arenas on campus, and both of them were in a near-constant state of hosting a duel or being prepared for a duel. The terrain was different every time, and new traps were laid in secret so that none of the contestants would know what they were about to face until the moment they arrived to fight.

I showed up to watch every duel I could, even the ones that didn’t involve anybody from the RTA. I wanted to get a good idea of everybody’s tactics and try to lower the level of mystery I’d been building it up with in my head.

This proved to be a good idea. The first couple of fights I saw involving magic spells were a bit of a shock to the system. Some of it wasn’t too different from some of the more powerful rovkin abilities I’d seen from the Sergeants in the past, but some of it was completely alien to me.

There was one woman from the Arbor School who wielded some kind of illusion-making ability that let her misdirect her opponent and send him running in circles until she was close enough to get a knife to his throat.

One of the snow elves from the Winter Hall summoned a small blizzard in the middle of the arena and let his opponent freeze for a while before he moved in with his rovkin to deliver the finishing blow.

A student from the Academy for Research and Opportunity produced a machine that sent out spinning razor-sharp disks that felled half the trees in the arena’s temporary forest before her opponent could so much as open his mouth to cast a spell.

Everybody had ways to one-up everybody else, and trying to keep track of the points system felt like an exercise in futility as the different schools shot to the top of the leader board and dropped back to the bottom in the span of a day.

It was crystal clear to me that these people had spent years studying each other’s tactics, and the only thing that kept me from falling into a panic spiral over how little I knew was the knowledge that they didn’t know anything about me.

I was the wildcard here.

“You’re a total chaotic element,” Gerrin agreed when I voiced this to my friends over dinner one evening. “They’re not gonna have a clue what to do with you. It’s gonna be beautiful, trust me.”

I wasn’t feeling quite that confident, but I was bolstered a little further when I went to watch Tanila’s fight.

She was the only one of the other RTA students I knew, out of the three fourth-years who’d been picked alongside me and Efasia. Her fight was long and arduous, but I got a lot of confidence out of watching her Pure Sky Python wrap its whole body around an ARO student’s weird little motorized trebuchet and crush it to splinters.

By the time Friday rolled around, I felt ready. I showed up to the arena early and found Efasia already there going through some warm-ups.

“Can I join you?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said without looking up.

I loosened my leather armor enough to run through some stretches, and we passed a few minutes in companionable silence. After a while, Efasia straightened up and looked at me with a complicated expression.

“Listen, Charlie,” she said. “I saw who your opponent’s gonna be today, and I wanted to tell you it’s no big deal.”

“What, is he easy to beat?” I asked. “I didn’t recognize his name. Merrel something, right?”

Efasia set her jaw and pushed a loose strand of hair back into her bun.

“It’s not that,” she said. “I just want you to know that nobody’s gonna blame you if you lose.”

“Where’s this coming from?” I frowned. “Have you met him before?”

“Yes,” Efasia said curtly. “Come on, we should go get our weapons inspected before people start arriving.”

I chased after her as she stalked off toward where Sergeant Dyani was waiting near the edge of the arena.

“Hold on–” I said.

Before I could say anything else, I was interrupted by an obnoxious voice.

“Efasia!”

Efasia and I both stopped and turned around. I could see the white-haired woman’s hands had clenched into fists, and I watched with caution as a guy with ashy gray skin, short black hair, red eyes, and a slimy grin came strolling straight up to us.

Obviously, a dark elf.

“It’s been too long!” he said, and he pulled Efasia into a clearly forced hug.

I could’ve seen her bristling from a mile away, and I glared at the guy as he pulled back and turned to face me. He kept an arm slung around Efasia’s shoulders, and I could tell she was fighting every urge to rip it off at the shoulder. I wondered why she was letting him get away with it.

“And you must be the human,” the guy continued with a pointed look at my round ears. “Charl or something, wasn’t it?”

“Charlie,” I corrected. I didn’t bother to put any fake friendliness in my tone. “And you are?”

“Merrel Hardwicke.” The guy stuck out his hand for a shake.

I didn’t take it. I looked him up and down instead.

“Oh,” I said. “Guess I’m fighting you today, then?”

“Guess you are,” Merrel repeated in a flat, nasal voice.

I got the sense he was trying to make fun of my accent, but he was too bad at voices to pull it off. I didn’t bother to hide my small, slightly disdainful laugh.

“Anyway, Efasia and I were just gonna go get our weapons inspected,” I said. “Nice meeting you, though.”

Efasia looked grateful for the out and started to pull away from Merrel’s side, but his hand clamped down on her shoulder, and she froze again with an expression of icy rage.

“Wait, Efasia!” he complained. “We still need to catch up, don’t run off so fast!”

I didn’t know why Efasia was keeping such a lid on her anger, but I was done.

“Dude, she obviously doesn’t want to talk to you,” I said in a stony voice. “Take the hint and let her go.”

Merrel’s hand slackened in surprise, and Efasia ripped away from his grasp. She stalked off without a word, and I watched her go with worry.

“You know,” Merrel said in that same oily tone as his red eyes narrowed. “I was willing to look past all those rumors about the upstart human who doesn’t know his place, but they were clearly just scratching the surface. How in the gods’ names did someone so brazenly ignorant worm his way to the top of the RTA so quickly?”

I didn’t bother engaging. I stood my ground and glared at him.

“You know,” I repeated as I mocked his cut-glass accent right back to him. “I usually like to give people the benefit of the doubt, even if my friends don’t like them, but I’m gonna go ahead and trust Efasia’s judgment on this one.”

Merrel laughed.

“Oh, don’t worry about Efasia,” he said with a smirk and an annoying little wave. “She’s just bitter about the negotiations.”

“What negotiations?” I asked, even though I knew I wasn’t going to like the answer.

Merrel’s smirk grew even wider.

“She didn’t tell you?” he asked. “She’s my betrothed.”


Chapter 5

I stared in shock, and Merrel walked away with a satisfied smirk before I could say anything else. He clearly enjoyed being the one to get the last word.

I was half-tempted to chase him down and make him explain, but people were starting to filter into the arena, and I still had to get my weapon inspected before the duels started. Instead, I hurried over to Sergeant Dyani, who was just finishing up her inspection of Efasia’s axes and handing them back over.

“Charlie, just in time,” the deer-faced Sergeant greeted me as I skidded to a halt in front of her. “It’s just the sword and the daggers, right?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

I handed them over to be looked at and then turned to catch Efasia’s eye before she could walk away. She was tense all over, and even though her expression was carefully blank, I could tell she was still seething internally.

“Hey,” I said. “You okay?”

I tried to dial back the concern in my voice because I knew she found even small displays of emotion uncomfortable, but I couldn’t hide all of it. Efasia set her jaw and gave a single, short nod.

“I’m fine,” she muttered.

I wanted to say something else, but the announcer’s voice boomed from the judges’ box and asked everybody to start taking their seats.

The white-haired warrior shoved her way through the growing crowd and hurried toward the main floor of the arena where her starting mark was waiting.

The arena had been set up by Sergeants whose rovkins wielded nature-based powers in the usual way to replicate a natural landscape. Forest settings were the default since plants were the easiest and fastest to produce. I’d seen a few people shaping the ground to resemble mountain terrain over the past week, but apparently that type of thing took a lot more effort for far less effect, so trees and foliage were the main focus.

I was partly disappointed but mostly relieved that we were in such a forest-heavy part of the world. My imagination ran a little wild when I thought about what this type of thing might look like in a more southern climate, and part of me really wanted to see what these folks would do if they were introduced to the concept of a cactus.

There was no doubt in my mind that any experiments would be highly entertaining, but I definitely didn’t want to be the one to test out the results.

Regardless, the temporary forests at least kept the arenas interesting in that they were different every time. Layouts and inclines were altered between every duel, and there were always new traps waiting in unexpected places.

The trees were heavily rooted toward the bottom, so the arena floor was uneven with plenty of hiding spots among the low-lying bushes, both for fighters and for traps. The treetops, on the other hand, were thinner and had only sparse branches so the audience could see the action. It was a good system.

Sergeant Dyani broke me out of my thoughts by handing my weapons back with a smile.

“You’re good to go,” she said. “You’re on after Efasia, right? We’re rooting for you both.”

“Thanks, Sarge,” I said with a grin.

There was a piercing whistle from higher up in the stands, and I looked to see my friends clustered together in a group and waving me over frantically.

“Hurry up, it’s about to start!” Gerrin called.

I hustled over to join them, although I had to step clumsily around people as they started to take their seats. I ignored any irritated looks I got and focused instead on Looly’s bright smile as she scooted over to make room for me.

“Saved you a seat,” she said.

I took her hand and grinned when she linked our fingers together like we’d done it a thousand times.

“How did she seem?” the pink-haired elf asked. “Do you think she’s gonna do okay?”

“Efasia?” I sucked in a breath between my teeth at the thought of the poor guy who was set to be on the receiving end of Efasia’s current furious mood. “I think she’s gonna do just fine.”

I was quickly proven right. The fighters took their stations on the red crosses marked on the ground in the middle of the arena, and the announcer counted down to the start of the duel.

It was barely even a contest. The snow elf Efasia was fighting clearly knew what he was doing, and he had a decade on her in age and at least fifty pounds on her in size, but it didn’t matter.

Efasia was like quicksilver. I could barely keep track of her as she darted through the trees. Her opponent did his best to give chase while he fired off a volley of offensive spells, but every time it seemed like he was about to catch her, Efasia would set off a trap in his face or land a hit on him with her axe and disappear into another part of the forest.

The spells he produced were nowhere near as impressive as some of the stuff I’d seen from the other Winter Hall students, and I got the sense that this guy had put a lot more effort into his rovkin training than his magic. His rovkin was a huge beast that took the form of something between a polar bear and a bison. Its heavy, broad-shouldered frame and shaggy fur were menacing, but it was a slow-moving beast that relied on brute force over speed, and its maneuverability was extremely limited by the trees.

Efasia’s rovkin, on the other hand, had no such issue. The Tempest Direwolf was big by first-year standards, but his smaller frame and long legs were built for the forest, and he stalked through the shadows as easily as his mistress.

The snow elf paused for breath in one of the clearings, but then Efasia appeared behind him and called up her rovkin with a sharp, silent gesture. The Tempest Direwolf let out a deafening, thunderous bark that sent bone-rattling vibrations through the whole arena, and the snow elf was thrown right off his feet.

Efasia took a running jump and landed on his back with her axe to his throat, and just like that, the duel was over.

It had been one of the fastest fights yet.

Everybody in the stands was on their feet and either cheering or booing, but Efasia didn’t stick around to celebrate. She raised one hand in acknowledgment to the judges’ box, and then she walked straight out of the fighting area without a backward glance.

The snow elf was left to pick himself up off the ground and cast an embarrassed look at his schoolmates before he too shuffled off and disappeared from view.

“Classic Efasia,” Kerym said with a laugh.

I chuckled and got up from my seat. People had rushed out onto the arena to start reconfiguring the layout and reset the traps, which was a process I wasn’t allowed to watch.

“I should go get ready,” I said.

Looly stopped me with a hand on my arm and stood up so she could press a kiss to my cheek.

“For luck,” she said with a little smile.

I grinned at her and hurried off to take my place before the rest of the group could start their usual circus of shit-talking.

There was an area at the bottom of the stands that had been fenced off for the healers to be close by but out of danger of any wayward spells. I’d been instructed the day before to go there to wait in the few minutes between Efasia’s duel and mine so I wouldn’t see the arena being reconfigured.

Sergeant Rofir was waiting for me there alongside an older elven woman I didn’t recognize. She was dressed in what I recognized as the Arbor School’s equivalent to the RTA’s Sergeant uniforms, and her gray hair was scraped back in a bun so tight it looked painful.

“Charlie,” Sergeant Rofir greeted. “This is Sergeant Hewitt of the Arbor School. She just wanted a quick word before your duel begins.”

There was something in his tone that suggested he was holding back a laugh. I glanced at him in confusion, but he just pressed his lips together and gestured to the other Sergeant. When I looked at her, she was looking me up and down with poorly-hidden disdain.

“My colleagues and I wanted to make sure you were aware that there’s still time for you to forfeit,” she said without preamble.

I blinked at her in shock. I tried to decide if she was kidding, but her face was entirely serious. When I looked at Sergeant Rofir, it was to find him doing a full face-palm while he shook his head like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

There were a couple of fourth-year RTA healers sorting through their supplies behind Hewitt, and I could see them laughing at her back with disbelieving expressions.

“Forfeit?” I repeated.

Hewitt nodded. Her hands were clasped behind her back, and she looked me up and down again with an almost pitying expression.

“Yes, forfeit,” she said slowly, like she thought I didn’t understand what she meant. “Cede prior to the match. There wouldn’t be any shame in it.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. There was no point trying to guess what this could be about. I already knew.

“Are you telling me this just because I’m a human?” I asked bluntly.

Hewitt’s face gave a shocked little spasm like she hadn’t been expecting me to just come out and say it.

“I… Well. No, merely that…” she blustered, but she clearly hadn’t been expecting to have to defend her position. “We’ve been made aware that this is your first time participating, and…”

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek to keep myself from smirking. Clearly, the rest of the Academy had done a good job keeping a lid on the whole Shadow Dragon thing.

“Thank you for your concern, Ma’am,” I said in my most rigidly polite, ‘aw-shucks farm boy’ voice. “But I think I’m gonna give it a go, if it’s all the same to you. I’d hate to back out knowing I didn’t give it my best effort.”

Rofir snorted into his hand and coughed loudly to try and hide it. One of the healers in the background sank her head into her hands while her shoulders shook with suppressed laughter. The other one peered around the Sergeant’s back to give me a secretive grin and a wink.

I’d never even spoken to those two before, and it felt good to know at least some of the Academy’s student body other than my friends were on my side here.

Maybe if I won today, it could go a ways toward improving my reputation around the school in general and get people to see past the human thing a little more. I hadn’t thought of it in those terms until now, but now that I had, I was more determined than ever to win.

Nothing said school unity like beating a smug asshole of a rival into the dirt.

Before Hewitt could say anything else, the announcer’s voice echoed across the arena once more.

“Fighters, take your mark!”

I walked out of the fenced area and headed into the trees to find the red cross that had been laid out for me. I could just about see Merrel through the thin, close-grown trunks.

He had leather armor like mine, but his was a little heavier and slightly less geared toward ease of movement.

I tried to tell what kind of weapon he was carrying, but I couldn’t quite make it out through the trees, which at least told me it wasn’t anything huge like the war hammer Ryul had fought with. I figured it was probably a small sword, which made sense, since I knew magic was his main weapon.

I could already tell this was going to be a very different type of duel.

“Fighters at the ready!” the announcer shouted. “You may leave your mark in three… two… one…!”

Before I could so much as move my feet, Merrel raised his arms and let loose a torrent of crackling blue electrical energy that thundered toward me like a tsunami.

I leaped back and tried to take cover, but I was impeded by a shower of splinters as the sheer force of the lightning took out half the trees that stood between me and him. I threw my arm up to protect my face and just barely managed to jump clear of the lightning.

One bolt of it just barely brushed my leg as I stumbled, and the pain of it was enough to make me cry out. It felt like the time when I was fourteen and I shocked myself trying to replace a spark plug in my uncle’s truck: brief, but awful.

There were jeers from the Arbor School’s side of the stands, and I could practically feel Merrel’s smug satisfaction radiating from the other end of the arena.

But I was smirking, too.

Because I’d been looking forward to this very moment for weeks now.

I didn’t let myself hesitate. I reached deep into my chest for the clawing heat of my rovkin, and I called him forth in a roiling blaze of dark energy.

The dragon blasted forth from my hand and lunged for Merrel as his shadowy form coalesced into his fearsome reptilian features. He let loose a screeching roar I’d never heard him make before, and I grinned when it drowned out the shouts of shock from the spectators.

I managed to catch one glimpse of Merrel’s pale, terrified face before I saw his hand twitch and had to dive for cover as another bolt of lightning lashed out across the arena. I managed to fully dodge it this time, and I grappled mentally with my bond with my dragon to instill a feeling I could only describe as, ‘let’s mess with this guy’s head.’

The dragon sent back a sense of a feral, snarling grin and sank easily into the nearest shadow.

“Stand and fight!” Merrel shouted, but there was a bewildered edge to it that definitely weakened any badassery he was going for.

I snorted to myself as I ducked among the bushes to hide myself as deep as I could in the forest’s shadowy underbrush.

I’d decided weeks ago that I was going to approach this duel like my rovkin would, because we were a team now, and I wanted to lean into his strengths more now that we were building a stronger bond with one another.

That meant resisting the urge to just go apeshit on this asshole and instead focus on stealth, cunning, and a little bit of mischief.

My dragon poked his head out of the shadow next to me and looked up at me with obvious glee.

“Good job, bud,” I whispered. “Cover him from behind, and maybe be ready to catch some daggers for me, okay?”

The dragon blinked with satisfaction and disappeared back into the shadows.

I kept a watch out for tripwires as I crept further toward the side of the arena and looped around the edge, where all the trees and bushes were still intact, while Merrel charged into the center with tiny bolts of lightning crackling between his fingers. He stumbled occasionally over the mess of fallen trees and splintered branches, and there was a laugh from the stands when he almost toppled himself into what looked like a bear trap.

I watched cautiously for signs that he was following my movements, but he seemed to have genuinely lost track of me for now.

Merrel snarled with anger and made a violent gesture. There was a pulse of dark red energy that ran down his arm, and something small and fast shot away from him into the air.

I quickly realized it was his rovkin. It was about the shape and size of a small bird of prey, and moved in a similar way, although I could just about see that the wings were the wrong shape for a bird. Maybe it was some kind of bat, or a combination of the two? It was moving too fast for me to tell as it started zooming around in circles above the treetops. It kept a tight circuit and seemed to be ready to swoop down at any moment.

I sighed in annoyance and slowed down even more to hide my movements as much as possible. I tried to split my focus between the rovkin, Merrel, and the forest floor. The last thing I needed was to get distracted at the wrong moment and accidentally set off a fire trap.

The audience had settled down a little, but they were still making a lot of noise as they practically climbed over one another to try and get another glimpse of my dragon. It was kind of hilarious peeking over at their faces, because the majority of the crowd looked fucking pissed about the discovery, while the rest just looked like they’d seen Jesus himself walking among them. Regardless of their expressions, though, there was no denying I’d surprised the hell out of every single visitor.

So I knew the General must be happier than a pig in shit right now.

I snickered a little at the thought, and I silently thanked him for making sure I fully had the element of surprise on this one. The awestruck murmuring of the crowd alone was enough to cover my footsteps as I crunched over leaves and twigs.

I’d never felt so connected to my Shadow Dragon. We were both in this together right now, and I was pleased to sense his full support in my current stealthy approach, too.

I even breathed carefully through my nose to stop it from misting in the cold air.

Then I skirted up the edge of the arena on the side that was mostly occupied by RTA students, and I prayed that nobody in the stands would react if they spotted me moving around from overhead. Luckily, either I really was that good at hiding, or school loyalty was helping me out in a big way.

It was time to strike.

I was going to have to make a move before Merrel realized where I was and cornered me.

I could hear him crashing through the foliage as he paced up and down the middle of the arena, and I realized he was keeping to one specific spot where the ground was slightly elevated compared to its surroundings. He seemed to think that putting up a show of dominance on some high ground would keep him safe.

My dragon and I both itched to take him down a peg, literally as well as metaphorically.

I took out one of my karambit daggers and held it carefully between my fingers while I crept close enough to reliably throw it.

The rules of the duel were very clear about trying not to cause serious injury, so I didn’t aim for anything majorly important. But if this guy was going to fight dirty, so was I.

The legs were harder to hit than center mass, but if I had to focus on staying out of range of his spells, anything I could do to limit his ability to move fast was going to be helpful. There was no point in playing it safe.

I wound back and sent the dagger flying at Merrel’s leg. It slashed across his hamstrings, and he went down like a sack of bricks.

The noise of the crowd shot straight back up, but I could barely register it as Merrel’s rovkin came barreling down at me from above.

I was ready for it. I crossed my vambraces over my head and let them take the blow as the thing came down on me in a flurry of sharp claws and hot-blood energy.

In the same moment, my rovkin reappeared directly behind Merrel and let out a gout of shadow flame that made the mage yelp and go rolling to the side in the mess of splinters he’d created.

The bird rovkin kept trying to claw down on my head, and I shoved my arms apart to push it away with a forceful burst of movement. It reeled back, and before it could get close again, I drew my sword and let it swing straight up to swipe overhead.

The rovkin was dark enough to look almost solid, but its body dissipated like smoke for a brief moment before it swirled itself back together.

It was long enough. I broke away before it could move in on me again and threw another dagger at Merrel where he was still climbing to his feet, closely followed by another.

Merrel yelled with rage as one of the daggers clattered off his breastplate and the other sank into his pauldron. He lurched toward me with a furious slash of his hand, and I dove toward the nearest cluster of trees, but I was just a bit too slow.

The lightning hit me dead-on this time.

My vision went white. For seconds that felt like hours, all I knew was pain. My whole body seized, and my ears rang. I was only vaguely aware of my knees as they hit the ground and my lungs as they stuttered out the last of my breath. Panic shot up my spine, and I felt more than heard the awful, rasping wheeze that escaped my throat.

But the pain disappeared just as suddenly as it had appeared. I fell forward onto my elbows with a choked gasp, and the horrible seizing sensation was replaced by a torrent of defensive anger from my rovkin.

My little buddy was fucking pissed. I’d never actually felt him so mad before.

My heart lurched at this realization, and I swiftly looked up.

My dragon had tackled Merrel onto his back and was standing over him with his wings spread to their fullest extent. My ears started coming back online, and I managed to pick out the screeching roar he was blasting right in Merrel’s face.

It was honestly terrifying to behold, and Merrel looked about ready to piss himself in fear.

At the same time, the din of the crowd overhead started to filter through, and I realized everybody in the arena was on their feet and yelling.

My muscles lurched with random spasms as I shoved myself up onto my knees, and I barely managed to get a foot under me before Merrel’s rovkin came streaking down at me from above. I realized I’d managed to keep a grip on my sword just in time to take an unsteady swing at the creature. It was just enough to send it veering off course, which gave me a chance to surge to my feet.

The noise from the RTA side of the stands climbed in pitch, and I could make out people shouting my name and whistling their encouragement. My heart lifted, and I decided it was time to stop playing games.

I sent a pulse of gratitude along my bond with the dragon and tried to communicate a sense of camaraderie combined with determination that settled into a silent request for him to watch my back. It was a complicated request without words, and I briefly felt worried it wasn’t going to translate.

But it worked.

My rovkin pushed up off Merrel and beat his wings in the same movement, which created a powerful gust of wind to keep the mage on his back for a second. Then he darted away to make way for me as I ran straight at Merrel with my sword.

Merrel rolled to his feet quickly despite his injured leg, but he barely had a chance to draw his weapon before I was on him.

Our swords met in a clash of steel, and he managed to parry one, two, three of my strikes before he swirled his free hand in another violent motion and tried to swipe at me with another jolt of electricity.

This one was much smaller, and I dodged it easily.

I prayed to whatever was listening that he’d used up most of his energy in those first few big hits, because I really didn’t want to get hit with that again.

A little jolt of fear shot through my chest at the thought, but I shook it off. I couldn’t fight properly if I was instinctively flinching away from my opponent every time I tried to attack him.

I tried to pretend this was just another college fencing tournament, and that the worst thing that could happen if I got hit was I’d lose a point. I let the noise of the crowd fill my ears and settled into myself. I could feel my rovkin behind me fending off Merrel’s bird thing.

It was just another sword fight.

Except I had a badass dragon wingman watching my six.

I let myself fall into the familiar rhythm of it, and I went at my opponent with everything I had. It was easy to ignore the occasional movements Merrel made with his left hand as he kept trying to shoot off another spell. I kept coming at him and didn’t give him space to so much as breathe.

My movements were still uncoordinated from the lightning, but Merrel was limping badly where I’d got him in the leg, which more than made up for it.

There was half a second where he seemed to falter from sheer tiredness, and I pressed the advantage. I stepped in close and struck out hard with the basket-hilt of my sword. I used it to batter him back until he got frustrated and tried to pull back to make a full swing at me. Then I blocked him and used the momentum to twist his blade around in a tight circle and force it out of his grip.

Merrel’s sword fell to the ground with a clang, and he growled in fury. More lightning shot down his arms, and he tried to take a swipe at me, but his range had reduced dramatically as his power reduced, so it was easy to drop back and keep him at bay with the length of my sword.

We reached a brief stalemate, me with my sword out and Merrel with electricity coursing between his hands ready to burst free at any moment. For a heart-pounding moment, the arena fell silent around us.

There was a noise from behind as my dragon snapped his jaws, and the way Merrel jerked told me his bird rovkin had probably been incapacitated again.

His brief moment of distraction was all I needed. My body moved before my brain even finished the thought. I slashed at Merrel’s outstretched arm, right in the gap above his vambrace, and he let out a pained shout as his lightning spell fizzled to nothing.

Merrel clutched his arm and stepped back into a shadow, but that was my territory now.

I pressed forward again, and my dragon’s tail shot out to lash tight around his ankles and pull him off his feet. The mage was forced back into the light as he sprawled to the ground with a grunt, and before he could blink, I had my sword at his throat.

“And that’s a killing blow!” yelled the announcer. “RTA takes the win!”

Merrel’s dumbfounded face was enough to make my heart sing as I backed away and returned my sword to its sheath, but the wall of noise coming from the Academy students in the stands made me grin wide enough to hurt my cheeks.

They weren’t all that was hurting, however. My smile faded quickly as my adrenaline started to dip, and I became slowly aware that burning pain was radiating through my shoulder and down my arm where the lightning must have hit. I sucked in a sharp breath as the pain pulsed horribly and let the air out as a long hiss.

Fuck, it actually hurt really bad.

My rovkin appeared out of the nearest shadow. His tail was lashing back and forth like he was a happy dog, and I chuckled. He seemed to understand that most of the crowd was clamoring to get another good, long look at him, and I realized he was preening a bit from the effect he was having.

He’d certainly earned it, though.

I gave him a little nudge on the head with my knuckles.

“Good job, buddy,” I said sincerely, although my voice was a little faint from the pain.

I reabsorbed him and felt him settle in my chest with a warm glow of satisfaction that helped temper the burning for a moment. Then I turned back to Merrel and found him still on the ground, but he was sitting up now and in the process of reabsorbing his own rovkin.

I went over and offered him a hand up. My fingers twitched involuntarily a few times as my muscles continued to spasm painfully, but I ignored it.

“Hell of a fight,” I said.

The mage glared up at me like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He smacked my hand away with a haughty noise and grabbed the nearest tree instead. He pulled himself to his feet and badly suppressed a groan as the movement tugged on his injured leg.

I stepped back again with a shrug. He could have his pride, and I could have mine.

I turned away and walked back toward the healers’ area. Some of the RTA students were starting to move around in the stands and chat excitedly among themselves, but most of the newcomers were still firmly in their seats and staring at me.

I tried to shake off the burning sense of self-consciousness that started to creep up the back of my neck as their gazes tracked me across the arena, but I couldn’t block out the low hum of conversation that started to pick up around the stands.

I wondered what exactly they were saying about me.

I’d known on an intellectual level that a fighter with a dragon rovkin was unheard of throughout the Sundered Realm, and that my status as a human only served to make some people hate me for it, but I’d started getting comfortable at the Academy in the past few months. The initial ripples caused by my arrival started to die down and people got used to my presence, though. To be met with a wall of the same mix of awe, fear, and disgust on such a massive scale made me want to run away and hide under my bed or something.

I kept my head down and tried to look as unassuming as possible, for all the good it would do. The low drone of conversation started to pick up as people seemed to finally register that the show was over.

A few snow elves in the lowest section of the stands started to hastily stand up and walk away as I got closer, and my heart sank a little. But a flurry of movement caught my eye from above, and I looked up to see my friends scrambling down the stands to come and meet me, which made my smile return in full force.

Now that I was looking, I could see a lot of the RTA students grinning at me as they started collecting themselves to head out. I caught sight of a couple of second-years smugly collecting coins from a bunch of bewildered, slightly pale-faced Arbor School students, and I couldn’t help but wonder exactly how much money had been riding on this one duel.

Had I just turned my school-wide reputation around in the span of one fight?

Then I spotted Ryul scowling furiously at me from the very back of the stands and figured nothing in life could ever be that simple.

I shrugged it off.

At least he was going to be easy to ignore, from now on. If I could handle Merrel the Electric Dipshit, I could definitely handle Ryul.

I was met in the fenced-off area by a flurry of concerned faces and slightly overly-grabby hands.

“Are you serious?!” one of the fourth-year healers demanded as I was bodily pulled through the gate and pushed down into a chair. “You take enough lightning to the chest to roast a Manic Bat-Bird and then just get up to keep fighting?”

I winced as she started forcibly unlacing my leather breastplate, which did indeed turn out to be smoking slightly now that I’d stopped to take a proper look at it.

“I think it got me mostly in the shoulder,” I said with a hiss of pain.

“Oh, the shoulder, he says,” she repeated sarcastically. “That’s fine, then, nothing to worry about.”

“Fucking Hardwicke,” the other healer muttered with his back turned.

He was aggressively grinding something in a mortar and pestle, which I hoped was going to become some kind of burn cream. The pain was getting harder and harder to ignore now that I didn’t have anything else to focus on.

Luckily, distraction arrived in the form of Looly, Kerym, Jas, Erlan, and Gerrin piling into the entryway.

“Ah!” the male healer barked as he made an aggressive gesture with his pestle that brought them all up short. “No riff-raff in the medical area! Healers and patients only!”

“Looly’s a healer,” Kerym said.

“I’m a healer,” Looly agreed.

The fourth-year looked her up and down and jerked his head to beckon her in. Looly smiled and rushed up to take over helping me out of my armor. It was much less painful with her doing it, and I was vaguely aware that I was smiling like an idiot as she leaned over me with a waft of sweet-smelling perfume.

“That was scary,” she whispered. “But you did great.”

“The rest of you, get out of here,” the male healer ordered. “We don’t need to mess up a poultice recipe and give dragon guy here a skin-eating rash or something.”

Gerrin looked highly alarmed. “Can that happen?!”

“Anything’s possible,” the healer said dryly. “Out.”

The guys scrambled away, but not without pausing to whisper-yell a few congratulations at me.

“That was fucking venom!” Jas mouthed as he grabbed Kerym and Gerrin by their collars and hauled them off.

I snorted with laughter, and the female healer gave me a quelling look as she and Looly carefully pulled my armor away in pieces. Some of it crumbled a little with the movement, which didn’t bode well.

“Okay,” Looly said with a little intake of breath, like she was trying to keep herself calm.

Her hands were hovering over my shirt, where there was a big, charred hole with a lot of burned, red-raw skin in the middle. Some of the fabric seemed to be sort of stuck to the skin, which I didn’t really want to think about until I absolutely had to. She didn’t seem to want to touch it, like she was afraid of making it worse.

I reached out to pinch one of the pleats of her skirt between two fingers, since that was the closest part of her I could reach, and I was a little worried the fourth-years would start threatening to tie me down if I moved too much. They seemed pretty tense.

“Hey,” I murmured. “It’s okay, it’s not that bad.”

She bit her lip and glanced at the fourth-year healers, who were muttering to each other as they finished making the poultice. The male one scraped whatever was in the mortar into a little pot, and the female one waved her hand over it and muttered some kind of incantation.

“Okay, it’s ready,” she said. “Hey, your name’s Looly, right? You should probably get out of here, this is probably gonna get ugly, and you guys seem close. You shouldn’t watch.”

“Wait, how ugly?” I asked.

Looly shook her head firmly.

“I’m a healer,” she said in an unusually fierce voice. “This is stuff I need to learn.”

The fourth-years shared a surprised look, but they both shrugged and nodded.

“Fair enough,” the dude said. “We could do with the extra hands. Okay, let me find the shears, we’re gonna need to cut off that shirt…”

It wasn’t a fun hour as they carefully peeled my shirt away and applied the poultice in gradual layers, but it was better with Looly holding my hand.

By the time they were done, I was starting to droop a little with exhaustion, and the fourth-years sent me off with an order to eat and drink something before I crashed for the night.

Sergeant Rofir and Sergeant Hewitt were waiting outside the healers’ area when Looly and I emerged. Rofir smiled broadly as soon as he saw me. Hewitt looked like she’d swallowed a lemon.

“Charlie,” Rofir said. “I just wanted to congratulate you on such a spectacular fight. Not too badly injured, I hope?”

“Nothing a good night’s sleep and some smelly goop won’t fix,” I said.

“Good, good,” Rofir said with a sideways look at Hewitt. “That one hit Hardwicke got in looked fairly nasty.”

I bit back a smirk at the pointed comment as the sourness on Hewitt’s face racked up another notch.

“Yes, well,” she muttered through gritted teeth. “A job well done.”

She left without another word, and Rofir gave me a conspiratorial wink.

“Get some rest, kid,” he said. “You’ve earned it.”

I was halfway to stumbling as Looly and I set off across campus to do just that. Most people had peeled away from the arena in the immediate aftermath of the fight, but there were a lot of people still hanging out around the food hall when we stopped by to grab some food. A bunch of the RTA students started cheering and whistling as soon as they saw me, which made me grin. The ones who I guessed had never seen the dragon in action before were staring at me with slightly dazed expressions, but they had nothing on the students from the other schools who were straight-up flinching as I passed by, like they thought I was going to randomly attack them.

I did my best to carry myself in a non-threatening way, but I was honestly too tired and sore to really pay attention to things like body language. I just concentrated on getting some food in my gullet and listened to Looly chat idly about the intricacies of burn salves. I could tell she was as aware of the attention as I was, and I knew she’d picked up on my exhaustion because I saw her shoot the occasional head shake over my shoulder like she was warning off anyone who tried to approach.

I took her hand across the table and squeezed it gratefully.

There was a cluster of Arbor School folks glaring daggers at me from one corner, but they were easy to ignore.

I basically collapsed into a heap like the dead when I got back to my dorm, and I slept through pretty much the whole of the next day, except for a brief interruption when the Academy’s head healer came barging into mine and Gerrin’s room to change my dressings and reapply the burn poultice.

“You’re going to need to keep applying this twice a day for at least a week,” she said. “Lightning is nothing to mess around with, let alone magical lightning.”

“Can I get a jar of that stuff, then?” I asked. “My friends and I are supposed to head to Thermis tomorrow.”

She didn’t seem particularly impressed about my travel plans, but she reluctantly agreed.

I only ventured out in the evening after dinner, when I knew the food hall was going to be mostly empty and some of the visitors would have started to head out. But I was still met with more people trying to talk to me than I was really prepared to deal with.

Most of them were perfectly nice and just wanted to gush about the duel, or the whole dragon thing, or both, but a few of them were a little too enthusiastic for how much pain I was still in.

“Man, I just want you to know, we’ve all been rooting for you this whole time,” one orange-haired nature elf insisted to me while I determinedly shoveled potatoes onto my tray and tried to remember if this was the same dude who tried to trip me outside the history classroom that one time. “We were pretty thrown off by the whole human thing, obviously, but–”

Gerrin appeared from literally nowhere and clamped his hand down on the elf’s shoulder with an almost scarily friendly grin.

“Hey, Matthias!” he exclaimed. “We haven’t caught up since Combat Training, how’s your mom?”

I shot him a grateful little salute and hurried back to my room before anybody else could try to hop on the ‘Let’s All Make Friends With Charlie’ train.

I felt almost recovered when I met my friends at the gate the next morning for our carriage to Thermis. I was happy to see Efasia hadn’t bowed out, even though she wasn’t looking particularly happy to be there and only offered a small nod when I waved at her.

“He lives!” Kerym cheered when he caught sight of me. “Man, we were almost worried!”

“Almost?” I repeated.

“I had to give ‘em updates with every meal to stop them from bursting into the room to check your breathing,” Gerrin said with a tired look.

I laughed and shook my head. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“Uh, disagree,” Jas said. “You didn’t see what that looked like from the outside, we thought you were gonna die for sure.”

I glanced around to see Erlan and Efasia were looking equally serious, and Looly was twirling a lock of hair anxiously around her finger. I felt a little bad for avoiding everybody now.

Then a carriage full of Winter Hall students rattled past on the way off campus, with a bunch of snow elves staring unabashedly out of the windows at me, and I remembered my reasoning.

I was suddenly incredibly eager to hit the road.

“Well,” I said. “Let’s get going and celebrate all of us being alive then!”

Gerrin clapped me on the back and narrowly avoided hitting me right in the burn scars.

“Well said!” he agreed. “No more fear and misery! Only shopping!”

The tension broke as people started teasing Gerrin about his obsession with clothes, and we happily started piling our luggage into the carriage.

The journey to Thermis was only a day or so by carriage, and we were able to pause for lunch in another small town we passed through around noon. There wasn’t much to do there, but there was a warm inn serving hearty food that was a relief after sitting still for hours in an uninsulated carriage, and a beautiful lake that was practically begging to be the scene of a romantic stroll.

“I’m gonna go stretch my legs,” I said. “Anybody wanna come with?”

Looly bounced up straight away, but the rest of them were still halfway through their meals and begged off.

The temperature had started to drop again in the last day or so, and I grinned as Looly linked our arms together and snuggled close to my side as we made our way slowly up the path that led around the lake. The water glinted brightly in the early winter sunshine, and the last few fallen leaves skittered across the surface of the water with the light, chilly breeze.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Better today,” I said. “What about you? It’s been an intense week, with the duels and everything.”

“I’m okay,” Looly sighed. “I’m a little worried about Efasia.”

“Me, too.” I frowned out at the water. “I can’t believe she’s engaged. I had no idea.”

“Mhm.” She made a face like there was a lot she wanted to say, but she didn’t know where to start. “She only told me about it a couple of weeks ago, when she found out for sure that Merrel was gonna be at the duel. I think she’s been trying not to think about it for a long time.”

“Did she say how long it’s been going on?” I asked. “I only saw them interact a little bit, but she seemed to hate the guy.”

“She does. Apparently it’s been set up since they were kids.” Looly gnawed distractedly on her thumbnail. “I don’t know much more than that. I hate that I can’t do anything about it, she’s just stuck in this situation and nobody can help…”

“What about her grandfather?” I asked. “He loves her, surely he wouldn’t force her to marry that asshole if she doesn’t want to?”

Looly shrugged. “I don’t know. It might not matter. What Efasia the person wants, versus what Efasia, scion of House Carnelis thinks she needs to do to uphold her duty…”

“Shit.” I sighed. That sounded like Efasia to a tee. “Maybe we can talk to her together? Try to convince her she deserves better?”

“I don’t know if that’d work.” Looly looked down at her shoes. “Not the two of us together, at least.”

“Why not?” I asked.

Looly looked at me with a funny expression, like she couldn’t tell if I was being obtuse or not. When I just blinked at her in bemusement, she stopped walking and put a serious hand on my arm.

“You really don’t know?” she asked. “Charlie. She likes you.”


Chapter 6

I stared at Looly. “What?”

The pink-haired elf stared back at me. She looked bemused, like she couldn’t believe I was surprised.

“Yeah,” she said. “Ever since you arrived at the Academy.”

I shook my head slowly.

“She hated me when I arrived,” I corrected. “She barely tolerates me now! Half the time it seems like she can’t even stand being in the same room as me!”

Looly rolled her eyes.

“That’s just because she’s Efasia,” she said as if it was the simplest thing in the world. “She doesn’t know how to handle emotions, so she just shuts them down. Well, unless it’s anger. She knows how to handle anger.”

That was putting it mildly. I shook my head again and stared out at the surface of the lake as I tried to recontextualize the last seven months of cold shoulders and frosty expressions.

“This makes so little sense to me,” I mumbled.

Looly laughed softly.

“I keep telling her she should just talk to you about it,” she said. “You like her too, right?”

I whipped my head around to look at Looly in shock. Was she breaking up with me or something?

“I like you,” I said firmly.

“I know,” she said. She shrugged and smiled. “You also like Efasia. It’s okay if you didn’t realize, I usually pick up on these things before anybody else does. I’m good at reading people.”

I was aware on some level that I was gaping at her like a fish, but I couldn’t quite wrap my head around what I was hearing.

“I… I guess I haven’t really thought about it,” I said blankly. “I thought she hated me, and I’m dating you, so… I don’t know, does it even matter?”

“Maybe not,” Looly said with a little head tilt. “But it can, if you want it to. You know, we live in a dangerous world. We’re training for a dangerous job. Anything could go wrong at any time. Why waste time worrying about who has a crush on who when we could all just be having fun?”

My head spun.

“So… What, like, if I asked her out, and she said yes, you’d be okay with that?” I asked. “You wouldn’t be jealous or anything?”

“Of course not,” she said. “I had this friend back in Combat Training who liked the same guy as me, and she got so pissed at me over it that it totally ruined our friendship. And it turned out the guy wasn’t even worth it, he was so boring. After that I swore I’d never let something like that get in the way of another friendship. Life’s too short, you know?”

I laughed at the way she narrated the events like they were just a mild annoyance. It was such a Looly way of looking at things, I couldn’t help but find it charming. My bafflement dissipated a little as I tried to see things the way she did.

I tried to imagine a scenario in which I asked Efasia out that didn’t lead to her punching me in the face. But no matter how many ways I sliced it, I couldn’t picture it working out any other way.

“I guess I’ll have to think about it?” I said. “Not to not take you at your word or anything, but I still kinda feel like she just hates my guts.”

Looly just smiled.

“You’re cute when you’re being oblivious,” she said teasingly. “You wanna take another lap of the lake or get back to the others?”

“Let’s head back,” I decided. “I’m a little worried we’re gonna burn a bunch of daylight just trying to convince Gerrin to leave the tavern and get back in the carriage.”

“Oh, gods, you’re probably right,” she giggled.

We held hands as we dashed back to the village.

Gerrin, predictably, really didn’t want to leave his warm fireside seat with steady access to soup and ale, but through a group effort, we managed to talk him around in the end.

“Just think,” Kerym insisted. “In a few short hours you could be relaxing in a sauna, or holed up at the inn playing cards, or buying a nice new tunic from that pretty seamstress you’re always too afraid to talk to…”

When Gerrin still looked mutinous, Jas laid a hand on his shoulder and loomed over him. The firelight flickered off his white face and hair and cast his red eyes in shadow in a way that, admittedly, made him look just a little demonic.

“Crucially,” the snow elf said with a new and terrifying level of gravitas. “Your friends won’t get bored of your drack and leave you to rot in a village in the ass end of nowhere, with no way to get home.”

Gerrin visibly shivered and jumped to his feet.

“You know, it’s probably not gonna be that cold once we get going!” he said with palpably false enthusiasm. “Let’s get on the road!”

He dropped a fistful of coins on the table and scampered out of the tavern without another word. Jas straightened the collar of his cloak with a satisfied smirk, and he followed the half-djinn out with a bit of a skip in his step.

The rest of us exchanged a look.

“Do you guys ever think Jas enjoys how scary he is just a little too much?” Kerym asked.

“No?” Efasia said in a questioning tone, like she was confused as to why someone would even worry about that.

She left as well.

“Asked and answered, I guess,” Erlan sighed.

The rest of the journey to Thermis went smoothly. The rough roads that trailed through the wild forests around the Academy got much flatter and easier to traverse as we got closer and closer to the relative civilization of the village.

It was getting dark by the time we approached the town, but that wasn’t saying much with how short the days had been getting lately. The sun had disappeared behind the hills, and the Sundered Realm’s green-tinged sky had darkened to a deep teal color as the last faint traces of deep orange sunset faded away. The two moons had been visible for hours, but their respective blue and red tinges were only just now coming properly into view.

There were clouds rolling in from the north, but for now the stars blanketed the sky in dazzling constellations that made me lose my breath.

I wasn’t often homesick for Nebraska. Everything I’d found out here was already better than anything I’d ever tried to build for myself back there. But I was suddenly struck by the memory of a winter night a lot like this where I’d ended up slumped in the backseat of somebody’s car on the way home from some high school party or other. I’d stared out at the stars while my friends quietly chatted and bantered around me. My mind had spun with possibilities as I wondered when the hell I was going to get out of there, and where I’d end up when I finally did.

Asked and answered, I joked to myself.

I smiled as the carriage came up over a hill, and the yellow lights of the village came into view where they were nestled in the middle of a river valley like a bowl of candles. Up front, I could hear the driver murmuring to the horses as he navigated the winding road that led down the side of the valley between the scattered houses and farmsteads that started to crop up around the outskirts of the village.

The road into town led up the main street and straight to a bustling market square in the center. It was crowded with people zipping between wood and canvas stalls even this late in the day, and it was flanked on all sides by tiny little stone houses that seemed like they’d been built with the priority of just cramming them in wherever they could fit along the short, but steep, inclines and declines of the valley floor. Most of the gray slate rooftops sagged in the middle with age, and there were stairways leading between the higher and lower levels that had deep grooves worn into the stones from centuries of footfalls.

Beyond the market square, there was a bridge that stretched over the river and led up another street that spiraled up the other side of the valley and into the hills, with bright houses and shopfronts clustered along both sides. Torches in sconces were set at regular intervals among the buildings, and the whole place shone with a warm, welcoming glow.

There were a few other carriages rolling into the market square slightly ahead of us, which were full of RTA cadets who’d obviously had the same vacation idea as us, and I was briefly worried that all the dragon stuff was going to follow me here. But there were plenty more people moving around the town whose lives seemed to have little to nothing to do with the Academy.

I could see parents dragging their kids around the market with baskets of vegetables and exhausted expressions, like they just wanted to get their errands done and get home with as little fuss as possible. There was a group of old ladies with cozy headscarves pulled over their pointed ears who were clustered around a mulled cider stall, and all of them were clearly a few cups deep, judging by their rosy cheeks and howling laughter. A fussy-looking man in an apron was yelling at some teenagers outside a storefront in the familiar manner of any adult who’d just caught a bunch of shithead kids trying to shoplift for fun.

Ever since I arrived in the Sundered Realm, I’d been spending all my time on campus and only venturing far enough away to visit the nearest tavern with my friends. It felt strange to be suddenly exposed to regular civilian life after being so fully embroiled in the Academy for months on end. The campus was very much a bubble, with its own internal politics and daily rhythms that I’d started to adapt more and more to the longer I stayed there. Studying and training for missions filled all my time, and there was never much cause to think about anything else.

To be suddenly surrounded by people grocery shopping and corralling their kids made me once again feel more connected to the version of myself I’d been back in Nebraska. It wasn’t homesickness, exactly. But it was a funny new point of connection with this world that I’d never considered reaching for before now.

I accidentally locked eyes with a nearby farmer as he broke down his stall and packed up his empty crates, and I realized with a jolt that he was human. I saw him realize the same thing about me, and his eyebrows shot up when he visibly registered the implications of my round ears alongside my Academy attire.

The silent interaction hit me in a strangely forceful way in the midst of all my other ruminations, and a feeling washed over me that I puzzled over for a second before I realized I’d been struck with a sudden and intense sense of belonging.

Back at the Academy, I was the guy with the dragon rovkin. I knew the true impact of that was going to take a long time to figure out, but when it came down to brass tacks, anyone who knew about me was going to see me as at best, an oddity, and at worst, a threat. I couldn’t ignore that the duel had forced a lot of folks to confront the sheer level of power I’d stumbled my way into, in the same way that I’d been forced to confront it through all of those failed attempts at finding a mentor.

Out here, nobody knew about the dragon thing, and I could hide from the scrutiny that came with all of that just like I’d hoped. But there was a different type of scrutiny I was going to have to confront here, because as far as I knew, I was the only human anyone had ever seen training to be a member of the Legion.

There was another type of power in that, though. Not just for me, but for whole groups of people I’d never even met. I was still figuring out the politics of the land I’d come to, but I wasn’t dumb enough to ignore the reality of that situation.

The Legion was powerful, and humans as a group didn’t have a whole lot of power in this world. A human in Academy clothes, therefore, was an inherently powerful symbol. It gave me a role in this world that I hadn’t considered. I had a job to do here.

I sent the farmer a cautious wave, and he waved back with a hesitant little smile.

“Hey.” Looly’s voice floated over and broke me out of my thoughts. “You okay?”

I turned around to look at her. Most of the group was heading over to the hot cider stall, except for Efasia, who was busy talking to the carriage driver and handing over what looked like a sizable tip. Looly had paused nearby to wait for me, and she gave me a big smile when I started forward to catch up with her. She scanned over my face with a curious expression like she could read my thoughts just by looking at me, but then she just smiled and held out her arm with a hopeful expression.

I linked my elbow through hers and laughed when she immediately cuddled in close to my side.

“How are you always so warm?” she asked with a sigh as we hustled over to join the others. “I’m freezing.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Jas said as he paid for his cider and inhaled the fragrant steam from the cup in his hands with an unusually cheerful expression. “It’s gonna snow tonight.”

“Drack!” Gerrin exclaimed. “Are you serious?! How do you know?”

Jas shot him a mysterious smile. “Snow elves always know.”

Erlan rolled his eyes heavily.

“Yeah, they have the unique ability to look at the sky and see clouds,” he said as he pointed upward.

We all glanced up. Sure enough, the clouds I’d noticed earlier had already started to roll in overhead. I breathed in deep to see if I could smell that exciting bite in the air that said snow was on the way.

“Clouds don’t always mean snow,” Efasia said in a bored tone as she sauntered up behind us. “It could be sleet.”

“Or hail,” I agreed. “Or freezing rain. Pretty sure it’s gonna snow, though, Jas is right.”

“Aren’t all of those the same thing?” Kerym asked with a confused frown. “It’s all just frozen water, right?”

Jas, Erlan, and I all burst out laughing.

“Man, I’d pay to see you guys handle a winter in Nebraska,” I chortled. “You wouldn’t last a day.”

“Yeah, yeah, laugh it up,” Gerrin said. “Wow, humans and wintry elves, so tough, so brave, they know all about the different kinds of icy nightmare flakes that fall from the sky. You fuckers just wait until summer rolls around and you’re all drowning in your own sweat, we’ll see who’s laughing then.”

“Wintry elves?” Jas demanded.

“I take offense to that,” Erlan agreed gravely.

“I’m actually pretty used to the heat as well,” I said with an apologetic little shrug. “I don’t like it, but I can function well enough.”

Gerrin threw his hands up in exasperation.

“Okay, I’m done,” he declared. “Where’s the inn? I need a warm bed and enough ale to knock me unconscious until spring.”

We found the inn the others remembered from their previous visits with no problems and managed to book a few rooms. I was relieved to find that the other RTA cadets who’d come to Thermis seemed to have found accommodations elsewhere. Now that I’d had the thought about this trip being a break from all the dragon stuff, I really didn’t want to let go of the idea.

It also meant that there were enough rooms available for two members of the group to have a single each instead of sharing. There was a minor scuffle between Gerrin, Kerym, and Jas over who would get the privilege of a few nights of privacy while Erlan stood in the background and rolled his eyes some more. I just laughed into my sleeve as I watched the girls quietly claim the keys to the single rooms from the guy at the bar and disappear upstairs.

Kerym actually fell to his knees in despair when he realized what had happened, which at least broke up the joke fight before it could turn into a real one by virtue of the fact that everyone was laughing too hard to keep pretending to be mad.

“This is the worst vacation I’ve ever had,” Kerym groaned once he’d more or less made his peace with the situation, and he flagged down the barman to order a round of drinks.

“We’ve only been here for like an hour,” I said.

“Exactly,” he replied darkly.

We managed to not get too trashed on the first night, which I was deeply relieved about the next morning when we woke up to a world completely blanketed in white.

I grinned my face off when I stuck my head out of the window to look at the snowy streets. Fat, fluffy flakes were still drifting gently but steadily down from the sky, and it made my heart skip with a little bit of childish excitement. I sensed a little nudge of curiosity from my dragon at the feeling, and I had to wonder briefly if dragons had a concept of childishness.

Today definitely seemed like a good day to find out.

Every house in view looked like a little gingerbread cottage. Smoke from the first early-morning fires was rising from the chimneys, and the air was completely quiet and still. The whole thing reminded me of a picture from a Christmassy jigsaw puzzle.

It was ridiculously beautiful.

“Dude, are you seeing this?” I asked Gerrin without bringing my head inside.

Gerrin, who was currently taking the form of a blanket-burrito in what was apparently the only non-drafty corner of the room, let out a pathetic little groan.

“Can you close the window?” he begged. “Before I lose my nose? I really like my nose, Charlie.”

Looly came bursting into our room with a delighted grin on her face.

“Have you guys seen the snow?” she enthused. “It looks like a painting! We were just gonna go walk around in it, do you want to come?”

I spotted Efasia lurking in the hallway. She looked a little uncomfortable, but she was smiling at Looly’s enthusiasm just as much as I was.

“Love to,” I agreed. “Let me get dressed, and I’ll meet you downstairs. Hey Gerrin, you coming?”

“I’d rather die,” Gerrin said pleasantly.

As if to spite Gerrin’s snow-induced misery, Thermis proved to be pretty much the perfect town to spend a wintertime vacation. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt so relaxed as the whole group of us spent the next few days strolling through the market and drinking mulled wine and trying all the different food places in town to see who had the best soup. Everything was so cozy and quiet under the thick blanket of snow, and I felt all of the stress that had lingered over the past month leading up to the duels fall away from my shoulders.

“I feel like we should be trying to get some training in,” Efasia said one afternoon as we shuffled in a loose clump around the market with a mug each of something hot and cinnamon-y that I couldn’t remember the name of but was absolutely delicious.

“Efasia,” Kerym groaned. “We’re on vacation. Do you understand the meaning of the word vacation?”

Efasia twitched an eyebrow at him.

“You’re telling me you’re not feeling even a little bit cooped up?” she asked. “No steam to blow off?”

“None whatsoever,” Kerym replied.

“That true?” Jas said in a thoughtful tone. Then he perked up as he seemed to notice something across the square. “Oh hey, is that Lillian?”

Kerym whipped around so fast he lost his footing, flung his drink in the air, and landed in a snowdrift with an undignified yelp.

“Drack, she didn’t see that, did she?” he asked as he scrambled to his feet.

He blinked frantically in the direction Jas had been looking, and his eyes narrowed when he realized there was no one there. And then they narrowed further when he noticed Jas was laughing his ass off, and the rest of us were trying desperately not to do the same.

Kerym made a show of taking the high road instead of shoving Jas’ face into the snowdrift like he clearly wanted to, and he turned to Efasia with a dignified cough.

“You might be right about letting off some steam,” he admitted.

She gave him one of her small smiles.

“I don’t know how you’re not going crazy,” she said. “I feel like my Direwolf might start gnawing his way out of my ribs if he doesn’t at least get to run around a field. I don’t think I’ve ever gone this long without summoning him.”

“Same,” Gerrin admitted. “I think the Fox is giving me heartburn.”

“Huh.” Kerym shrugged. “Maybe it’s different for rovkins with nature powers? Mine feels fine. Sort of weirded out about the snow, maybe. I think he prefers it when everything’s green.”

I kept my mouth shut, but I couldn’t ignore the wave of relief that swept over me at the knowledge that my dragon wasn’t the only one having issues with restlessness. Maybe the effects were bigger with him, but the cause was the same.

It helped a little.

We found an empty field outside of the main part of town where there were no houses around, so we could summon our rovkins without worrying about anyone getting hurt. I wondered briefly if I should still feel hesitant about mine, but I’d gained so much confidence from the duel, and I felt so relaxed from being on vacation, the thought barely gave me pause before I was letting my rovkin loose to bound across the snow.

I realized my dragon and I were in for an interesting new experience as he turned in circles for a shadow to dive into and came up short. It was a cloudy day, and we were in a fairly flat field that was covered in such pure white snow that it was almost glowing. There were almost no shadows whatsoever, and those that were visible were barely more than faint gray smudges which definitely weren’t deep enough for my midnight-black dragon to hide in.

I watched with interest to see what he’d do as he sniffed dubiously at the snow and pawed at it a few times like he was trying to figure out what it was. He didn’t seem particularly bothered by the cold or the wet, but then again, he was a creature of the shadow realm. Cold and wet were pretty much his vibe.

Of course, the perfect blanket of snow didn’t last long as everybody else’s rovkins came out to play. Gerrin’s fox tore a straight shot right up the middle of the field, only this time instead of fire trails, he left behind a small river of melted water and a genuinely comical amount of steam. That was only until he seemed to realize it was surrounded on all sides by icy coldness, at which point he sent Gerrin a plaintive look and started running in circles to make himself a nice little patch of damp grass to play in instead.

“See, this guy gets it,” Gerrin said as he jogged over to make sure his rovkin wasn’t setting fire to anybody’s winter seedlings.

Jas and Erlan both summoned their rovkins as well, although Jas looked about as unenthusiastic as ever as his Arachiapod skittered into view.

“It’s been more than a year, and I still can’t get used to all the freaking legs,” he muttered.

Looly’s Shining Flotilium rovkin wasn’t a creature with easily identifiable feelings and reactions in the same way as everybody else’s, but she’d summoned it all the same and was letting it buzz around on the snow’s surface like it was scanning for something.

“What’s it doing?” Kerym asked while his own sheep-like rovkin rolled around in the snow like it didn’t have a care in the world.

Looly cocked her head at her rovkin with a small frown.

“I think she’s looking for signs of life,” she said after a moment. “That’s pretty much what she’s trained to do, so she can focus the healing where it needs to go. I think all the grass being covered in snow is confusing her.”

I looked on with interest. I didn’t know much about the differences between fighting and healing rovkins, but they were always fascinating when they came up.

“So how do we even train out here?” I asked the group at large. “It’s not like we can run laps or anything in snow this deep.

“We can if we follow Gerrin’s rovkin around,” Kerym pointed out. “Look, he’s making a path right now! Sort of.”

“I don’t think my knees can take that many hairpin turns,” Erlan said.

“Should we have a snowball fight or something?” Jas asked.

I could tell he was mostly joking, but I perked up straight away all the same. So did Erlan.

“I haven’t had a snowball fight in so long,” I said with a grin.

Efasia rolled her eyes so hard I had to imagine it hurt at least a little. She hadn’t summoned her rovkin yet, and she was watching all of us interact with ours like she was taking mental notes.

“That’s because they’re for children,” she said. “Are we children?”

I shrugged.

“Is there anything wrong with acting like them sometimes?” I asked with genuine curiosity. “We could all literally die any day on any mission. And besides, you said yourself you wanted to let off some steam.”

Efasia frowned at me, which Kerym seemed to take as a signal that she was considering it, because he slid up sideways to her with an ingratiating little grin.

“C’monnnn,” he crowed. “It’ll be fun! It’s just throwing things at people, you love throwing things at people!”

“That’s true, I do,” Efasia acknowledged.

“If we do teams, we can make it into a competition,” Erlan suggested. “Last man or woman standing type of situation.”

That was apparently all the convincing Efasia needed.

“Erlan’s on my team,” she said instantly.

I snapped into competition mode automatically.

“Then Jas is on mine,” I shot back just as fast.

“I’ll take Looly,” added the white-haired woman.

“Then I’ll take Kerym,” I said.

“That just leaves Gerrin,” Efasia said.

We both glanced over and watched with consideration while the half-djinn slipped on some of the wet grass his rovkin had made and went down with a splat. He leaped back up just as fast, and he cursed up a storm while he frantically wrung a bunch of melted ice water out of his beard with one hand and used the other to stop his rovkin accidentally setting him on fire in an attempt to help.

In any other season, I would’ve immediately claimed my adrenaline-junky of a friend, but there was no denying… Winter was not the half-djinn’s time to shine.

“Maybe he can referee,” I suggested after a few seconds of baffled silence.

“Good idea,” Efasia agreed.

Gerrin looked up and seemed unsurprised to find us watching him.

“Did any of you guys bring a towel?” he called in a defeated voice.

After we made sure Gerrin was properly dried off and promised him he wasn’t going to spontaneously die of hypothermia, we split up the teams and set off toward different ends of the field. It was allegedly to talk strategy, but Jas started building a fort the second we reached our designated spot. I shrugged and dropped to my knees to help.

Building forts was never not fun.

“So, Efasia’s ruthless, we know that,” Jas said as he packed snow into even blocks like he’d done this a thousand times before. “We’re gonna need to designate someone to stay on her at all times. Kerym, you wanna take that?”

“Not on your life,” Kerym laughed derisively. “I’ll cover Looly.”

“I feel like you’re underestimating her if you think she’s gonna be the easy option,” I warned. “She’s sneaky when she wants to be.”

The blue-haired elf smirked at me.

“I’m mostly trying to prevent certain team members from fraternizing with the enemy,” he said. “You know, flirting, horsing around, general shenanigans. Can’t go getting distracted in the heat of battle.”

I glared at him, but there was no heat in it. Looly and I hadn’t exactly been subtle when it came to our relationship, and we knew a certain amount of teasing was expected.

Still, though.

“Hey, don’t even worry about that,” I said. “Snowball fights are serious business. There won’t be any flirting from this end.”

“Uh-huh,” Kerym said skeptically. “I’m still gonna go ahead and put forward a motion for Charlie to cover Erlan.”

“Seconded,” Jas said. “Erlan’s one of those assholes that packs the snow really tight so it turns all icy in the middle. I don’t want to be the one on the receiving end of that.”

“That leaves you with Efasia, then,” I pointed out.

There was half a second where Jas seemed to think this over and opened his mouth to suggest something else. Before he could get a word in, there was an ominous thud of paws landing nearby, followed by a deafening bark.

Our fort collapsed over our heads.


Chapter 7

“Argh!” I yelped.

I threw my arms up to cover my head, but it was too late. Snow went all over my face, spilled down my collar, and shunted up my sleeves in a horrible, shiver-inducing mess.

“We were supposed to be strategizing!” Jas shouted across the field.

“Then why are you already building a fort?” Efasia bellowed back.

“We’re so on,” I decided.

I conveyed to my dragon a powerful feeling of ‘just relax and have fun,’ and I sent him charging forward with a playful but distracting roar and let him face off with Efasia’s wolf. In the same moment, I grabbed up a handful of snow, packed it into a loose, shitty snowball, and hurled it up the field as hard as I could.

Erlan’s Stabunny appeared out of nowhere and kicked it out of the air in a dramatic flip before it could even get near the target.

“You’ve gotta do better than that!” the moon elf called.

The gloves were off after that. Jas, Kerym, and I started crushing snowballs together like our lives depended on it.

Apparently the other team had started pre-emptively arming themselves instead of bothering to build a fort. My team barely had two each before the first wave of attacks started. On top of that, it quickly became clear Efasia had chosen me as her personal target, and I immediately lost track of the rest of the fight as I dodged snowball after snowball.

I threw my arm up to shield my face and managed to catch a quick glimpse of my attacker. She had an armful and was hurling them at me as she slowly walked forward like the fucking Terminator. I did my best to match her shot for shot, but she was too accurate, and I had no cover. I could barely stop running long enough to breathe, let alone return fire.

“Cover me!” I yelled to Kerym as I did my best to sprint through the snow while snowballs continued to rain down on my head.

“Little busy!” Kerym shouted back from where he was locked in some kind of stand-off with Erlan. Their rovkins seemed to be trying to headbutt each other, to limited effect.

I retreated behind my rovkin and asked him to spread his wings as a temporary shield. It kind of worked, and it had the double advantage of sending the Tempest Direwolf skittering back a few steps with a snarl. This temporarily distracted Efasia from her assault, so I used the momentary reprieve to get my breath back and see where the others had ended up.

Looly was keeping well back with a snowball in each hand, and she seemed reluctant to actually throw them at anyone, which I found hopelessly endearing. Behind me, Jas was industriously making snowball after snowball and piling them into a messy pyramid with a look of such intense focus on his face that I had no doubt in my mind he was taking this as seriously as a real fight. Kerym and his sheep rovkin were still trying to hold off Erlan long enough for Jas to make a decent amount of ammo, but they weren’t having much success.

As I watched, Erlan landed a snowball right in Kerym’s face and sent him reeling back.

“Unfair!” Kerym sputtered as he spat out a mouthful of slush and ran to join me behind my dragon’s wings. “War crime! We’ve got a war crime!”

“Don’t be so dramatic!” Erlan shouted.

The moon elf came running around the side of my dragon and let his Stabunny bound forward to draw focus while he threw several more snowballs with terrifying accuracy. Kerym retreated toward our destroyed fort with his arms over his head.

Erlan switched his focus to Jas, but the newly-armed snow elf held his ground and started driving the moon elf back. Efasia ran over with the last of her snowballs and started pelting them at Jas while Erlan rearmed himself.

“No head shots!” Gerrin ordered. “Center mass only! I’m keeping track!”

I appreciated the spirit of the rule, even though as the fight went on, it became apparent that it was pretty much universally ignored.

I concentrated on making sure my rovkin was keeping Efasia’s wolf occupied while I ran over to help Kerym slap together a new, much shittier fort.

“I don’t know why we’re even bothering,” Kerym admitted.

He was severely out of breath from outrunning Erlan’s attacks, and his eyes kept darting cautiously to where Jas was using his rovkin’s creepiness to startlingly good effect in keeping the other team away.

The Arachiapod seemed to have no trouble with the snow as it skittered around at full speed.

Erlan and Efasia retreated to the far end of the field and seemed to be planning some kind of flanking attack, judging by the way they were gesturing to each other.

It was at that point that I realized I’d lost track of Looly, just in time to sense a presence right behind my shoulder.

“Oh, no,” was all I had time to say before I was doused in a freezing slew of half-melted snow.

Kerym yelled next to me as he was taken over by the same deluge, and I shook my head frantically to clear my eyes and ears.

“Sorry!” Looly said from behind us.

She sounded genuinely apologetic, which made me laugh, even as I tried to find a dry part of my cloak to scrub my face with.

“No, well played,” I said with a grin. “I totally thought you were still– ARGH!”

I was flung forward off my feet as something heavy hit me right in the back. I heard Kerym and Jas go down, too, and I barely had a chance to register Erlan’s Stabunny bounding over our heads before Erlan and Efasia appeared from either side to start raining icy hell down on us.

It was admittedly a hell of a maneuver.

Kerym’s sheep rovkin ran forward to ram at Erlan’s knees. I was vaguely aware of my own rovkin grappling with Efasia’s wolf in the background, but it seemed like the two of them were mostly just darting around in the snow and snapping harmlessly at each other.

I decided the implications of that could wait until much, much later.

“Yield! We yield!” Jas managed to choke out.

The attack ended, and I pulled myself up in the snow to find Looly crouched in front of me with a concerned, but amused look on her face. I accepted the hand up she offered me.

“I knew you were gonna be sneaky about it,” I said with a wry smile.

The pink-haired elf looked incredibly pleased with herself, but she shook her head. Her curls bounced where they poked out under the brim of her hat.

“It was mostly Efasia’s idea,” she said. “I just went along with it.”

“Still counts.” I shrugged as I tried to brush the worst of the snow out of my hair.

My dragon had apparently had his fill of snarling at Efasia’s wolf, because he came ambling over to me with a pleased snort that pushed a little puff of smoke out of his nostrils.

“Good job, buddy,” I said weakly. “You think we should work on figuring out the balance between play-fighting and doing basically nothing?”

The dragon just blinked at me. I chuckled and held out my hand for him to nuzzle quickly.

Before I could reabsorb him, though, there was a commotion from the edge of the field.

“Told you so!” someone shouted in a high-pitched voice.

We all looked over to find a gaggle of kids clustered at the edge of the field a few dozen feet away. They were all bundled up in mismatched cloaks and hats, and I figured they’d followed us from the village. Maybe they’d seen the commotion from up on one of the hills.

I lifted my hand to give them a stilted wave.

“What’s up?” I called.

They all froze like they hadn’t expected to get caught, and there was a brief pause while they whispered among themselves. The tallest of them, a little girl of about ten with twin braids poking out from underneath a striped felt hat, stepped forward and pointed at my rovkin.

“Is that a dragon?” she asked in a piping voice that carried clearly through the quiet countryside air.

“Sure is. He’s my rovkin,” I said. “Don’t be scared, he won’t hurt you.”

I shot my dragon a warning look to make sure, and he settled back onto his haunches with a ruffle of his wings as if he was doing his best to seem harmless and cuddly. It didn’t even remotely work, but the thought was there.

“He looks scary,” the girl said as she shifted uncertainly from foot to foot.

“He can be pretty scary sometimes,” I admitted. “But he helps me fight monsters, so I think he’s pretty great.”

“Can we pet him?” one of the younger kids asked.

This one had earflaps and owlish eyes, and he couldn’t have been more than six. I winced at the thought of anyone that small getting near my dragon. We’d been doing a lot better on the control recently, but I wasn’t about to start testing the limits of that around a bunch of tiny children.

“Uhh… That’s probably not a good idea,” I said. “Sorry.”

I scratched awkwardly at the back of my neck and glanced at the others for help, but they seemed to be enjoying watching me struggle. I made a face at them and turned back to the kids.

“Rovkins are useful, but they’re not always predictable,” I explained. “They’re like if you tamed a hawk or something, right? They’re good at their jobs, but they’re still wild animals. You don’t always know exactly what they’re gonna do.”

The six-year-old pointed at Kerym’s rovkin, who was nosing around in the snow nearby.

“That one’s just a green sheep,” he said. “Sheep aren’t wild, we’ve got lots of sheep at home.”

Gerrin snorted with laughter, and Kerym looked highly offended.

“It’s actually a Moss Coated Naturem,” the blue-haired elf said in a prickly voice. “He has nature powers that can–”

“Dude,” Jas cut him off quietly. “Are you about to get into an argument with a toddler?”

Kerym shut his mouth quickly and folded his arms.

“He’s much more than just a sheep,” he said to the kid.

“Okay,” the kid said like he couldn’t have cared less if he tried. “Do they do tricks?”

“Oh, boy,” I said bracingly.

“Define ‘tricks,’” Gerrin said at the same time.

This led to the kids watching in wide-eyed wonder while Gerrin’s fox raced in circles around the field and sent up so much steam that I was a little worried folks from the village were going to mistake it for a fire. Erlan had his Stabunny show off how high he could jump by having him leap over the kids’ heads. Then Efasia ordered them to cover their ears and let her wolf produce a single, brain-jolting bark that sent half the birds in the valley launching into the sky.

I sent my dragon to the far, far end of the field so he was well out of range of the kids, and I had him spit some very small, restrained gouts of shadow fire. He wasn’t at all happy about having to hold back, but he seemed to grasp how serious I was about not leaving any room for a mistake that could hurt a kid, which was reassuring in its own way.

The oldest girl had ventured forward enough to stand at my elbow and watch the dragon with bright, curious eyes. Eventually the other little ones shuffled up to cluster behind her. They all asked a lot of questions about how one went about capturing a rovkin and how to train them. I did my best to answer, but I didn’t have much experience with kids, and I was floundering a little.

Eventually Looly took pity on me and distracted the three smaller kids by letting her Shining Flotilium rovkin flutter down her arm and flit in circles around their heads. It swooped in occasionally to boop their noses and make them sputter with laughter while Looly explained the difference between a healing rovkin and a fighting one. Between that and her general personality that in another life would have made her ideal casting for a kids’ TV presenter, she had them pretty much entranced.

The ten-year-old seemed briefly interested in all of this, but she quickly went back to her questions.

“Do you think I could ever get a rovkin?” she asked.

“Maybe,” I said. “Anything’s possible. What kind of rovkin do you think you’d want?”

She shrugged and squinted over at the dragon.

“I don’t know,” she said. “He’s pretty cool. I don’t think I’d wanna kill a dragon, though.”

“I wouldn’t recommend it,” I agreed. “I did kind of almost die.”

The girl nodded seriously.

“Mostly I want to be able to deal with the squelchers,” she said.

“What are squelchers?” I asked.

“Little gross monsters that live in the barn,” she said. “They rot the walls and ruin the hay, and they keep scaring the sheep.”

“Huh.” I frowned and glanced around.

Efasia had reabsorbed her rovkin and wandered over with a small smile on her face as she watched Looly continue to talk to the smaller kids. Both women looked at me when I cleared my throat.

“Do you guys know anything about squelchers?” I asked.

“I think so,” Looly said, and she looked at the girl. “The little slimy blue things that come out of the ground, right?”

The girl nodded, and Looly grimaced.

“We call them ground newts where I’m from,” Looly said. “They’re always causing havoc in my mom’s storeroom. You guys have an infestation?”

“Our dad can’t get rid of them, no matter how hard he tries,” the girl said. “Even killing them doesn’t work, they just keep coming back.”

“Well,” I said as I looked at Efasia and Looly, who seemed to be having the same thought as me. “If there’s one type of problem we’re equipped to deal with…”

A little while later, we had something of a plan together, and we were explaining the situation to the guys.

“No, no, no!” Gerrin insisted. “No, listen! I came outside! I followed you guys all the way out here, I refereed your gods-damned snowball fight! I’m tired, I’m cold, and I will be indoors with a tankard of mulled wine the size of my head in the next twenty minutes, or I won’t be responsible for the consequences!”

Behind him, the little girl cleared her throat. When he turned to face her, she was holding up the smallest kid, a tiny four-year-old bundled in the most adorable woolen snowsuit with only his tiny face visible.

He blinked up at Gerrin with wide, tragic eyes, and the half-djinn’s grumpy exterior melted away comically fast as he folded like a deckchair.

“Damn it,” Gerrin groaned as he slapped a hand over his face. “Fine. Sure. Let’s go squelcher hunting.”

It wasn’t a long walk to the farm, and the kids kept themselves occupied chattering about how jealous their cousins, who were apparently too cool to play in the snow, were going to be over their awesome new Academy friends. The oldest girl, who we learned was called Ena, gave us all the gossip as we trudged through the snow and clambered over hedgerows and fences.

The kids’ dad, an older elven man by the name of Ervin, looked highly alarmed when his children first showed up with a troupe of dark-coated Academy cadets. That only lasted until Ena excitedly explained what we were there to do, at which point he physically couldn’t seem to stop thanking us or offering to pay us, even though he and his family clearly didn’t have a lot to spare.

“It’s really nothing,” I insisted. “Just point us at the squelchers, and we’ll take care of it. Uh, maybe warn whoever else is around to steer clear until we’re done.”

The squelchers turned out to be gross little wriggling creatures somewhere between a large worm and a small reptile, with slimy, bluish skin and an apparent habit of spreading damp and rot in wooden buildings. They weren’t hard to kill, but they released their rovkins quickly after death, and I had to assume they respawned their solid bodies just as fast. It was easy to see how an infestation would be so hard to stamp out.

My dragon, at least, got a kick out of smacking them with his claws and then gobbling up the rovkins like Tic Tacs as they emerged. It seemed to work almost like a cool-down session as the gleeful adrenaline of the snowball fight faded away to be replaced by focus and satisfaction. He and the other rovkins were unbothered by the gross sliminess of the squelchers as they perished, which meant the rest of us got to stand well back and protect our clothes from the mess.

Gerrin was the only one who didn’t summon his rovkin at all, out of fear of setting the barn on fire, but he kept himself busy by making sure the sheep stayed calm and didn’t start panicking over our presence. That came in especially handy when Jas had to send his spidery rovkin to run a sweep of the barn and make sure all of the pests had been weaseled out of their hiding spots, since his was the only one agile enough to get into all the nooks and crannies.

In the end, the job only took an hour or two, but it was fully dark by the time we absorbed our rovkins and made our way back to the farmhouse to let Ervin and the family know.

“Thank you,” the farmer said in a tone of baffled gratefulness as he pressed a hand to his chest. “My word, thank you. I don’t even know where to start. Academy folks like you coming all the way out here just to help…”

“Don’t even worry about it, Sir,” I said. “We were happy to help. You guys have a good night.”

We trekked back to the village in the dark mostly in silence. We were all tired, but it was the good kind that came after a fun day and an easy job.

The cold, however, was a different story. Our cloaks had managed to protect us from the worst of the dampness after the snowball fight, but they could only do so much, and Gerrin wasn’t the only one shivering and complaining by the time we reached the inn. We all stopped in the bar to knock back several cups of hot mulled wine before we split off for various baths, blankets, and saunas.

Everybody had their own favorite ways to warm up.

Looly’s became apparent when she caught my arm in the hallway outside her room, where she was leaning in her doorway.

“Hey,” she said with a coy little smile.

“Hey,” I answered.

She’d washed the mud and snow out of her hair and changed for the night, and her curls hung damp and soft around her pink cheeks in a way that made me want to reach out and run my fingers through them. I felt a little flushed myself, since I was fresh from the bathhouse, and the mulled wine from earlier had thoroughly gone to my head.

Still, I didn’t stumble when Looly pulled me gently into her room, and I was awake as anybody when I gently kicked the door shut behind me and twirled her around so she was pressed up against it. She smelled so good– light and fresh from whatever fragrance she’d used in her bath, on top of that intoxicatingly sweet scent that seemed to cling to her wherever she went.

She let out a happy sigh, and her hands came up to comb gently through my hair before she cradled my head and pulled me down into a kiss. I trailed my hands around her hips to find the small of her back and enjoyed the way the thin fabric of her nightgown slid against her soft skin.

My eyes slid shut at the feeling of her soft lips pressed against mine, and I sank into it with a feeling of warm contentedness that filled my whole chest. For long minutes, we exchanged slow, sleepy kisses and only paused occasionally to smile and whisper little jokes and comments. Everything felt hazy and warm in the best possible way, and I knew Looly felt the same.

“You know what I like about you?” she whispered at one point.

“What?” I asked.

“You always help people,” she said. “No matter who they are, you always help.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, and I wasn’t sure I could speak if I even tried as the warmth in my chest took on a tinge of bashfulness. Looly didn’t seem to need me to answer, though, and she just pulled me into another long, slow kiss.

Her eyelashes fluttered against my cheek as she let out a quiet, happy hum. She opened her mouth more fully against mine this time, and the feeling of her tongue sliding along my lower lip sent a little revitalizing jolt through my whole body. I slid my hands up her back to pull her closer and stepped in so she was more firmly pressed against the door, and I opened my mouth against hers to deepen the kiss. Our tongues slid together at the same time as our hips met, and Looly let out a ragged gasp against my lips.

She wiggled her leg free to wrap around my hips and pull me impossibly closer, and I couldn’t hold back the groan that escaped my throat as her hips ground harder into mine. I was already getting hard, and I could tell by the way she shifted against me that Looly was just as turned on.

“Bed?” I asked in a quiet murmur.

“Yeah,” she breathed.

Her arms came up around my shoulders at the same time as I reached under her thighs to boost her up against me, and her legs wrapped around my hips for stability as I carried her across the room. I had to swallow as my breath caught at the sensation. Then a pleasant shiver ran down my spine when she moved the collar of my shirt out of the way to scrape her teeth gently against the slope of my shoulder.

I laid her down carefully in the mess of rumpled covers she’d left behind that morning, and as she flopped back against the pillows with a grin, I took a second to kneel between her knees and admire her.

The only lights in the room were a few candles clustered on the night stand and the lights from the street outside spilling in through the small gaps in the curtains. It was barely enough to see by, but the way the yellow flames flickered over her pale skin made my fingers twitch with the urge to get that nightgown out of the way and run my hands over every beautiful inch of her.

“C’mon,” she said. “Get up here.”

I only paused long enough to strip off my tunic and undershirt, and then I lowered myself down to press my body against hers. I held myself up on my forearms so I didn’t crush her, but she just wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me down insistently for another kiss while her hands ran up and down the full length of my bare back.

I lost myself in the sensations as her barely-covered breasts pressed against my chest and her hips cradled mine. My dick throbbed as I peppered desperate kisses down her jaw and neck to trail a path to the neckline of her gown, and I reveled in the little gasping noises she let out when I pulled it out of the way to seal my lips around one of her nipples.

I swirled my tongue in circles, and her fingers tightened in my hair like a vise, and I had to pause my activities briefly because I was smiling too hard.

Then I reached down with one hand to trace the hem of her nightgown as a silent question, and she didn’t need me to say anything before she pushed me away enough to tug it up and over her head.

I took the opportunity to start unlacing my pants before I was too caught up for manual dexterity, but I was distracted by the full length of Looly’s naked body laid out in front of me.

It was so rare that we had any space to ourselves, and it was even rarer for that space to include a bed and a guarantee of not being interrupted so we could fully undress. It wasn’t the first time we’d been naked together, but the novelty of it still sent excitement plunging in my gut.

Looly chuckled at whatever face I was making and sat up to bat my useless fingers out of the way so she could take over with the laces.

I had to close my eyes with a sharp exhale just at the sensation of her fingertips tracing lightly over my dick through layers of clothes. As soon as my pants were open, I pushed them out of the way and fell back into Looly’s open arms to keep on kissing and kissing her.

Her thighs hitched up around my hips again, and I let out a full-throated groan at the feeling of her hot, slick folds as they brushed against my dick.

I had to stop myself grinding uselessly and took a deep breath to center myself, but Looly just giggled quietly and pressed her hips more firmly against mine. I swallowed hard to suppress another choked noise and leaned my forehead against her collarbone as my hips twitched forward of their own accord.

“Looly, shit,” I whispered against her beautiful, soft lips. “Can I… are you…?”

“Yeah, yeah,” she agreed with a breathy moan. “Please, Charlie, I need you inside, right now…”

I traced a hand over her smooth, plump thigh and followed up the inside to find her wet and open in a way that made all the air leave my lungs. I ran my fingertips in circles around her clit, but Looly just bucked her hips impatiently.

“C’mon, Charlie, come on,” she insisted. “Not enough, I need you to fuck me, please fuck me…”

I was nothing if not obliging.

I took myself in hand and lined up against her soaked entrance, and I pressed our foreheads together so I could look into her eyes as I slid into her.

It was almost too much to handle. Her walls fluttered around my length as I bottomed out, and I could feel the long, loud groan that wanted to escape pressing against the backs of my teeth.

Looly’s mouth was locked open in one sustained, silent moan, and the gentle touch she was smoothing up and down the length of my spine suddenly included a scratch of her nails as her fingers clenched with pleasure. Her heels dug into my lower back as she tightened her legs around me, and I was overcome by the urge to move.

Our hips rocked together, and that hazy sweetness deepened into something syrupy and slow that made every thrust feel like it lasted forever. Our kisses turned lush and tender, and we lost ourselves in the sensation of melting into each other until I couldn’t tell where my skin ended and hers began.

My orgasm crept up on me almost at the same time Looly’s did, and it wasn’t until she’d been shaking and gasping in my arms for a solid couple of moments that I managed to separate out the warmth fizzing in the very bottom of my gut. But as soon as I’d noticed it, it was all I could feel, and our hips sped up as I chased the double sensation of drawing out her climax and reaching my own.

Looly’s quiet moans turned sweet and high in my ear as I buried my face in her pink hair, and before I knew it, I was gasping and moaning helplessly as pleasure lit up my whole body like a struck match.

My hips moved of their own accord in slow, grinding circles as I spilled inside her, and Looly let out a low, rasping moan that made me shudder as another wave of bliss washed over me.

We stayed like that for a few heartbeats while we both got our breath back. Then Looly let out a satisfied hum and slumped back against the bed with her eyes half-shut like a contented cat. She smiled up at me, and she traced one hand around the side of my face.

“All good?” she asked.

It took me a second to find my voice.

“Fuck yeah,” was all I could choke out when I did.

Looly giggled, and we disentangled ourselves to flop down in a messy pile of limbs and contentment. She kept sighing and stretching with residual pleasure like her afterglow was an actual, physical light she was basking in, and the sound of it would have been enough to get me hard again if my eyelids weren’t already drooping.

We wrestled the blankets out from under ourselves, and I fell asleep with a smile on my face, with Looly’s limbs tangled around mine, and my face pressed into her hair.

I woke up much the same way the next morning, only this time, it included the unwelcome addition of a snowball hitting the window from outside.

“Oh, gods,” Looly groaned with her face pressed against my chest. “How long did we sleep? Did we miss another snowstorm?”

I propped myself up on my elbow just enough to nudge the corner of the curtain out of the way and peer out of the window with my face scrunched up against the stark white light of a fresh snowfall.

“Apparently,” I said. “Goddamn, the guys are gonna be so obnoxious. You think we should even bother pretending we didn’t spend the night together?”

“We can try,” Looly said. “It won’t work, of course, but we can always try.”

I chuckled. “Coffee?”

“And breakfast,” she agreed.

We forced ourselves out of bed and managed to reach some form of orderly dress just in time for Kerym to start hammering on the door.

“Hey, stop fucking and come see this!” he shouted through the wood. “We built a snow elf, and it looks exactly like Gerrin, but he’s threatening to behead it, so you’ve gotta come quick–”

“Leave in thirty seconds, and we won’t behead you!” I shot back through the door as I hopped around, halfway through tugging on my socks.

There was a brief pause.

“Fair,” Kerym agreed in an easy tone, and his footsteps disappeared back down the hallway.

By the time Looly and I actually made it downstairs, the snow elf was in pieces on the ground outside the inn and Jas was complaining loudly about the woes of being an unappreciated artist, while Gerrin unapologetically and pointedly trod all over the remaining chunks.

Erlan and Efasia were both posted up against the wall of the inn with their arms folded. With their matching dark cloaks and unimpressed expressions, they looked like a couple of judgmental crows.

Then their gazes snapped over to me and Looly as we came outside holding hands, and I grinned and waved at them.

Erlan smiled back, but Efasia didn’t.

Her gaze very distinctly tracked down to mine and Looly’s joined hands, and then back up at our faces, and then away at the hills. If I hadn’t been watching carefully, I would have assumed she was just bored.

Because I was watching carefully, though, I managed to catch the brief moment where the corners of her mouth tightened like she was trying very hard not to make a face.

Huh. Maybe there was something to Looly’s theory after all. I frowned and felt a little worried that I’d been unintentionally hurting Efasia’s feelings this whole time.

But if that was the case, she didn’t seem to want me to notice, at least for the time being, so it’d have to wait for another day. We only had two more full days in Thermis, and I had a feeling we should try to make the most of them.

We lingered around the village for our final couple of vacation days. We ate, we drank, we walked. I watched Gerrin get shoved face-first into a snowdrift and show genuinely impressive restraint in not summoning his rovkin to burn all of the hair off Jas’ head. I helped Looly build a whole family of snow elves, complete with matching hats.

I noticed a lot more small moments of Efasia carefully positioning herself far away from me whenever we walked anywhere or sat down as a group. I tried not to take it personally because I knew there were some complicated feelings behind it, especially with the added complication of Merrel and the whole engagement fiasco, but I couldn’t help but feel a little bit hurt.

I hoped I’d get a chance to talk to her once we were back at the Academy.

Everybody was pretty subdued on the journey back, with the usual sadness that came from the end of a vacation and a return to work. I could relate, even though I was mostly just grateful to have gotten some proper rest. My rovkin felt settled in my chest, and I felt settled in my skin in a way I hadn’t since I’d come to the Sundered Realm.

“Okay, enough of this,” Gerrin said into the dejected silence as we came up on the final hour of our journey home. “Next vacation, where? Vel Trosca?”

Kerym perked up.

“Definitely,” he agreed. “We should go to the coast. My uncle has a house right on the beach, I bet he’d let us crash for a few days.”

“Oh, I’d love that!” Looly said eagerly. “I’ve only been to the beach once, I’ve always wanted to go again.”

“There’s a place out there with these singing palm trees I’ve always wanted to see,” Erlan said. “Apparently, no one can tell if they’re magic or not, I want to see if I can figure it out.”

“Wait, do they have mouths, or…?” Jas frowned.

“No, I think it’s more like a whistling thing,” Erlan clarified. “The wind in the fronds or something. I don’t know the details, but it’s supposed to sound cool as hell.”

Jas did not look reassured. “Then why not just say whistling trees instead of singing?”

The conversation swept away into future vacation plans and bickering over the nuances of which verbs could correctly describe some possibly-magical trees. I smiled and let it wash over me.

As soon as we got back to campus, the vacation feeling died away completely. Our carriage was flagged down in the main courtyard by a very out of breath Sergeant Rofir.

“Charlie,” he said as soon as I was through the door. “I was told to come get you as soon as you arrived. The General wants to see you.”

I glanced around at the others, and Efasia gave me a firm nod.

“You should see what he wants,” she said.

I half-ran to the General’s office. Was it something to do with the duel? Had I fucked up and injured Merrel more badly than I’d assumed? Was he suing me?

Did the Sundered Realm even have lawsuits, come to think of it?

My mind was distracted by the possibilities, and it was only once the General answered his office door and I saw the look on his face that I realized what this had to be about.

“It’s the Blood Dragon, isn’t it?” I asked.

The General nodded.

“It’s bad news, I’m afraid,” he said. “The dragon is back in its physical body.”


Chapter 8

I blinked in shock.

“How is that possible?” I asked. “I thought it took way longer for them to re-spawn?”

The General’s face was grave. He motioned for me to sit down across from him and steepled his fingers in front of his chin. His fingertips tapped together in sequence, which was the only indication I could pick up that the old man was stressed beyond his usual no-nonsense demeanor.

“We’re not sure,” he said. “If memory serves, we made that assumption based on what we know about other large, reptilian rovkins, like Prianna’s drake. It seems that this is another area in which dragons work differently than other beasts.”

I felt a twinge of unease in my chest and took a deep breath so it would settle.

“So what does this mean?” I asked. “What are we going to do about it?”

“We’re going to ramp up training, for one,” the General said. “For you, especially, but also for the rest of the Academy. We’re quickly learning that many of our previously-held assumptions about the dragons are wildly inaccurate, so I want us all to be prepared for the worst. In the meantime, the tracking team remains on the dragon’s tail, so they will keep sending updates as they can.”

I frowned. “Isn’t it dangerous for them? How can they be sure the dragon’s not going to turn on them as soon as it notices them following it?”

“They can’t be.” The General shrugged in a bizarrely defeated gesture, although his face remained stoic. “It’s part of what one signs up for when joining the Legion. There’s a certain amount of inherent risk that we must accept, as I’m sure you’ve started to learn by now.”

I nodded slowly, but I still felt uneasy.

“Is there anything else I can be doing, Sir?” I asked. “Other than training, I mean. I’d really like to help wherever I can.”

“Not as of right now, no,” the old man said. “There is another possibility that we’re looking into, but it involves getting in contact with the moon elves, who are truly living up to their reputation these days.”

“Reputation?” I repeated.

The General grimaced.

“Of course, you’re missing a lot of historical context there,” he said, and he glanced at the clock. “I’m not sure we have time to get into all of it right now. Let’s just say their home kingdom is rather notorious for its insular nature.”

I remembered what Erlan had said in the lead-up to the duels about how the Kingdom of the Moon Elves didn’t work with the Legion, and I wondered what the reasons for that were. It definitely seemed like people preferred to avoid talking about it directly.

“I heard some folks mention it,” I said hesitantly. “I wasn’t sure if I should ask about it, if it’s rude, or…”

I trailed off as the General pursed his lips.

“Tricky history, that’s all,” he summarized. “But all of it means that our attempts at making contact over the past couple of weeks have gone without indication that they’ve even received our missives, let alone anything that could resemble a response.”

“Sounds frustrating,” I said.

The General harrumphed in agreement, but then he seemed to catch himself and shook his head.

“Well, we can’t do much about it until they respond,” he said. “So there’s not much point in worrying about it until then. Especially for you, Charlie. Focus on training for now. We’re going to need you and that dragon in top form, no matter what happens.”

I nodded seriously and stood up to leave when he motioned for me to do so.

“I won’t let you down, Sir,” I promised.

True to my word, over the next few days, any moment I didn’t spend in class or asleep was spent in the training yard. I made frequent use of the area I’d been allotted for my solo rovkin training to summon my dragon and work on helping him understand nuances of different emotions.

I was definitely making a lot of headway, but it was hard to track our exact progress when my training partner couldn’t speak. I tried to encourage him to express his emotions back to me to communicate, but either he didn’t experience complex emotions in the same way I did, or he just didn’t understand how to do it all the time. So far, it seemed like there were only moments where he felt something so strongly that it happened on its own.

I decided to ask Prianna about it during our next mentoring session. I wasn’t scheduled to have one for another few days, so it was a surprise to find her waiting for me in the arena when I showed up for an early-morning practice.

“Hey,” I said. “Thought we didn’t have a session until the end of the week.”

She smiled at me. She’d braided her hair again for practicality, and the way it pulled back away from her face drew the eye to the sharpness of her cheekbones and the depth of her blue eyes. The early morning sun lit her from behind in shades of gold, and I had to try hard not to stare.

“The General’s been keeping us updated on the situation with the Blood Dragon,” she explained. “My superiors and I agreed that it’d be in all our best interests to alter my schedule to allow more time for training you. We’ve got a full day today, so I hope your friends take decent notes in class.”

I looked around the arena.

“A whole day just in here?” I asked hesitantly.

My dragon had been doing better with the whole boredom thing, but I had to imagine spending a whole day running around the same space would only make him regress.

But Prianna just gave a musical laugh and shook her head.

“Gods, no,” she said. “Forget the dragon, I’d be bored enough to start setting things on fire myself by the afternoon. No, we’re taking a day trip. Go grab some food for lunch and meet me by the East Gate in twenty, okay? Oh, and it goes without saying, but make sure you’re armed.”

I was intensely curious about where we were going, but the raven-haired woman seemed to want to keep an element of mystery around the whole thing, maybe so she could test my ability to think on my feet, or maybe just for fun. Either way, I was pretty pumped at the prospect of another adventure, and I could feel that my dragon was as well.

We met our carriage by the East Gate, and Prianna just gave a mysterious smile when I asked for details about the mission.

“You’ll see,” she said.

It was a pretty quick journey to get wherever we were going, but it was bumpier than usual. The carriage took some clearly less-used paths through the forest, and we headed toward a craggier part of the landscape I’d only glimpsed as part of the horizon through the east-facing windows until now. We wound through foothills as the ever-distant mountains loomed closer, and I looked on eagerly as the forest started to thin out around us.

Eventually, I glimpsed a glimmer of water through the trees. Prianna grinned when she saw it and knocked on the ceiling of the carriage for the driver to stop so we could make the rest of our approach on foot.

“We’ll try not to be too long, Orman,” Prianna called over her shoulder as the driver happily set himself up with a flask of tea and a book. “Stay warm, and enjoy the sunshine!”

“You take your time, Ma’am!” the driver called back. “No complaints over here!”

We followed the path as it became more and more uneven with roots and rocks, until it gave way to sand. The trees fell away to reveal a wide, glittering lake.

The water was glassy green as the sunlight danced across the rippling surface. I had to imagine it would freeze over in the next month or so, but for now, little waves splashed on the shore, and reeds rustled in the breeze.

It was incredibly beautiful, but for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why we were there.

I cleared my throat.

“So, uh… what’s the plan here?” I asked.

Prianna grinned at me and bent down to pick up a heavy rock.

“The plan is, you get some more hands-on training,” she said. “And I hopefully get to put my feet up on the beach for a little while.”

She started walking toward the water. I followed her.

“What kind of training?” I asked.

Instead of answering, Prianna flipped the rock over in her hand and then hurled it in an impressive overarm throw at the center of the lake. It landed with a resounding impact that sent ripples all the way to the shore.

There was a beat of silence. Then the lake surface broke with a tumultuous splash as something huge and serpentine came launching out of the water with a deafening screech.

“I call him Ricky,” Prianna said with a fond smile. “Named him after an ex.”

“I am not calling this thing Ricky,” I said blankly as I gaped at the beast.

“Don’t worry about killing its rovkin,” she continued casually. “It’ll spawn in the water, and I like to keep it around so there’s always something on hand to battle for training like this.”

“That’s so grim,” I croaked and shook my head as another blistering screech rent the air.

Prianna backed up a few steps and gave me a friendly punch to the shoulder as she went.

“Have fun!” she said, and then she carried on toward the treeline.

The serpent streaked through the water toward me with terrifying speed that sent waves crashing in every direction.

I had to get my shit together fast.

I summoned my rovkin without a second thought and felt a sense of relief from him when he registered that we had an actual threat to contend with. Like, ‘finally, we actually get to kill something.’

I couldn’t hold back a slightly wild laugh as I drew my sword just in time for the serpent to reach the edge of the water. I slashed out and caught the tip of its snake-like nose, and it reared back with another high, hissing scream. I used the moment to get a good look at it.

It definitely wasn’t the biggest creature I’d fought– that honor still went to the Shadow Dragon who’d started this whole mess– but it was the biggest since I’d been enrolled at the Academy. Its head alone was the size of a large dog, and its snake-like body extended at least a dozen feet out of the water. It was as thick as a tree trunk, and there was no telling its full length. Its razor-sharp teeth gleamed in the sun.

My rovkin snarled happily and launched himself teeth-first at the serpent’s neck before it could get another strike in, and he bit down hard with a sharp crack of purple-black energy. The serpent snarled and twisted to free itself, and my dragon was thrown to the side in the process. He landed in the shallows with an enormous splash, and the serpent reared back over him with its teeth bared.

I gritted my teeth and ran forward into the water. It was icy-cold, and I was immediately soaked up to my calves, but I pushed through the shock and lunged in again with my sword. The serpent dodged my attack, and my dragon took advantage of the distraction I’d provided to leap onto the back of its head and start tearing in with his claws.

“This is what you call hands-on training?” I yelled over my shoulder to Prianna.

“What else would you call it?” she shouted back in an amused tone. “Don’t worry, you’ve got this!”

I opened my mouth to retort, but before I could, something seized around my ankle. I had a fraction of a second to feel my heart drop, and then I was yanked under the water.

My garbled yell was lost as icy water filled my mouth, nose, and ears, and I thrashed desperately with my left hand while my right hand clung onto my sword hard enough to hurt even through the numbing cold.

Whatever happened, I couldn’t lose my weapon.

The thing around my ankle pulled me deeper and deeper, and I twisted uselessly against its hold as I tried to hold onto my faculties long enough to break free.

It was no use. The lack of air and the shock of the cold water sent darkness creeping in at the edges of my vision, and for a few terrifying moments, I was sure I was about to die.

Then something slammed into my side, and I was suddenly shoved back to the surface. My lungs expanded automatically as they tried to gasp and cough at the same time, and my vision was blurry in the sudden daylight. I choked and sputtered as I scrambled for purchase, and found that I was hanging onto something hard and scaly. Then there was a burst of heat nearby, and all the disparate sensations fell into place as I fumbled my way back to proper consciousness.

I almost burst out laughing as I realized what the hell had just happened.

My dragon had hefted me onto his back, and he was staying afloat using his wings and tail like a very wobbly life raft while he spat shadow fire in the serpent’s face to hold it back.

I’d never been happier to see my rebellious little friend.

“Doing great, bud!” I managed to say between coughs as I struggled to cling onto both him and the sword. “Hold it off for just another second, okay?”

As if in agreement, the dragon released another burst of dark flames right in the serpent’s face while I thumped my chest to clear it and finally managed to take some deep enough breaths to think properly.

I squinted briefly at the shore, and I could see that Prianna had jumped to her feet like she was waiting to intervene if she needed to. I shot her a clumsy thumbs up.

This was definitely the type of training I was going to need.

I lurched to my feet and managed to keep my balance on the dragon’s back while I fumbled at my belt for a couple of karambits. I notched two between my knuckles and gripped them as tight as I could with my fingers numb from the cold. Then I reached for the connection between my powers and my blades that would let me imbue them with shadow energy, and I felt a burst of satisfaction when both blades immediately glowed purple.

We were back in business.

The serpent had retreated a little and was watching the dragon with narrowed eyes while he drew in a long, menacing breath in preparation for another fire blast. It didn’t notice me wind back and throw the daggers until they both sank into its forehead in rapid succession, and they let loose a double burst of dark energy that made it reel back and screech.

I felt a flush of triumph, and my dragon let out a satisfied growl, although his nose was in the water, so it mostly came out as bubbles.

The monster hissed viciously in pain and thrashed as it tried to dislodge the daggers, but they were stuck fast.

“Okay, I’m gonna swim for it,” I said quickly to the Shadow Dragon. “Keep it distracted for me.”

The dragon propelled us forward with a swipe of his wings. I sheathed my sword, took a deep breath, and dove into the water.

The cold wasn’t shocking this time, and I could keep a clear line of sight through the glassy water to the monster’s writhing body below. I couldn’t see any limbs to speak of, but I could see the coils of its long body disappearing into the depths and re-emerging with the thing’s tail, which had to be what got me around the ankle earlier.

It was tempting to try and incapacitate it, but I had no doubt that would only result in me getting flung straight back out of the lake and land me back at square one. I had to go for the throat, and I had to do it fast.

I swam as hard as I could as the water’s surface rippled over my head with the dragon’s continued fire breaths. I was relieved to find that the serpent’s skin was made up of scales even rougher than my dragon’s. They looked fairly easy to get a grip on.

Easy, I found out the second I was close enough, but not painless. The edges were jagged and sharp, and the serpent started thrashing harder than ever once it noticed me trying to grab onto it. I grunted with pain as one of them sliced my hand, but I held on tight and drew my sword.

“Keep going!” I shouted to the Shadow Dragon.

My dragon kept advancing through the water with his wings and blew out another fiery breath that just barely missed the top of my head while I hacked and stabbed at the serpent’s neck with my sword.

The two points of attack had it lashing around uncertainly as it tried to decide what to deal with first. I knew the tail would come up swinging again before I saw it, and I was ready this time as it lashed through the air toward me. I flattened myself against the serpent’s huge neck, which gave me just enough cover and had the added benefit of throwing off the serpent’s balance with the sudden shift in weight.

Unfortunately, that had the side effect of the monster deciding to just peace out and plunge itself back into the water. I barely had a chance to hold my breath before I was submerged once more.

I tried to keep hacking at the thing’s throat as I searched for a weak spot, but my movements were severely restricted by the water resistance, and the exertion made me lose my breath much faster. I gritted my teeth and tried to power through.

There was a sudden movement in the water where the dragon was, and I got a shock when I felt a very distinct sense of ‘get away!’ suddenly hit my chest like a punch.

That… definitely didn’t come from me.

I dove sideways without pausing to think any further, just in time for a blast of boiling-hot water to come rocketing up from underneath.

With a jolt, I realized it was shadows. There were shadows at the bottom of the lake.

I could barely tear my eyes away as another roiling blast hit the serpent from a different angle, but I was running out of air fast. I pushed myself to the surface with the very last of my strength and only broke through the waves long enough to take a proper deep breath. Then I dove again and swam as hard as I could back toward the serpent with my sword still in my hand.

The dragon was hitting the monster from all angles. I couldn’t tell at first how he was managing to draw breath to shoot again, but then I realized he must have found a shadow somewhere on the shore to retreat to when he needed to breathe in. Which was so fucking cool.

If I hadn’t been holding my breath so carefully I would have grinned, and I knew my dragon must have felt the torrent of pride and gratefulness that swept over me.

I had to resurface again as my lungs grew tight, but I remembered I didn’t need to see the fight to know what was happening. I closed my eyes briefly as I swam and let the other sense take over, the one that let me see enemies without looking, like heat signatures. I could tell exactly where the serpent was in relation to my dragon, and I knew my rovkin could tell where I was, too.

I got as close as possible without diving under again, and I thought as hard as I could to the dragon, ‘drive it to the surface.’

This time, I was in exactly the right spot as the serpent came screeching up in a torrent of boiling water that turned to shadowy flames as soon as they hit the air.

I grabbed onto its scales and hung on tight as we rocketed upward, and my dragon wasn’t far behind. He blasted out of the water with his claws dug deep into the serpent’s skin, and he was just close enough to sweep a wing out and offer me a bit of support from below.

It was exactly what I needed.

I propped my foot on the edge of his wing that I could reach, rocked back for a bare instant, and then came in on the serpent’s throat with a hard swing. My blade finally dug in past the scales, and the monster let out another soul-rending screech, but I didn’t flinch. I used the cut I’d made to dig in harder, and then all at once, my sword caught on the delicate inside skin tissue and slipped easily through vulnerable flesh. Blood spilled over my arm, but I hardly noticed.

The serpent swayed from side to side as its screeches died away, and I jumped away from its body just in time for it to topple back into the water.

It was dead.

My rovkin was there to catch me. His back didn’t exactly make for a comfortable landing pad, but it was better than ending up in the lake again.

Prianna was waiting for us on the beach with her hands on her hips and a giant grin on her face.

“That was excellently done,” she said as soon as I was close enough. “Gods, look at the progress you’ve made! Between you and this guy, I’m not even worried about the Blood Dragon.”

She grinned at my dragon as well, who was openly preening under the praise. I sent him a little nudge of ‘knock it off’, but he was undeterred.

“That seems like an exaggeration,” I said with an embarrassed shrug as I stepped down off the dragon’s back into the shallows and sloshed my way back to dry land.

“Don’t even,” Prianna insisted. “That was fantastic.”

She moved in close and pulled a blanket out of her satchel.

“Here,” she said. “Dry off.”

But instead of holding it out to me, she stepped in close and pressed it into my hands with another smile, although this one had a bit of an assessing tilt to it that I found hard to read.

To be fair, it was distracting as hell having her so close. She was wearing some kind of perfume that smelled both sweet and sharp. It reminded me a little of a strong cocktail, and it was just as intoxicating.

I swallowed hard, and I couldn’t help it when my eyes darted down briefly to look at her lips. I forced my gaze back up to meet her dark blue eyes, and then I remembered myself and took the blanket with an awkward cough.

“Thanks,” I said.

“No problem,” she replied with a trace of a laugh in her voice.

I scrubbed the blanket over my hair and squeezed out the dripping ends while Prianna’s gaze moved to look over the surface of the lake. It was glassy and undisturbed once more now that the serpent was gone.

“Part of me wants to go for a dip,” she admitted. “It looks lovely.”

I chuckled.

“Freezing, though,” I said. “I’d come back to swim when it’s warmer, for sure.”

“What, you don’t like winter swimming?” she asked me with a hint of a teasing challenge.

I opened my mouth to answer, but I was interrupted by the sound of thudding hooves. We both spun around to see an Academy guard speeding up the path toward us on horseback. He pulled himself up as soon as he was in shouting distance and shot a wary look at my dragon, but then he shook himself and looked at me and Prianna.

“The General needs you back at campus,” he said. “It’s a matter of some urgency. Follow me back in your carriage as soon as you can, please.”

“Of course,” Prianna said. She was all business again. “Charlie, take a second. I’ll make sure Orman and the horses are ready.”

The guard trotted off back up the path, and Prianna followed him. I lingered for a few moments to mop the worst of the water off my head and arms, but I resigned myself to being damp and uncomfortable for the next little while until I got a chance to wash and change. At least the journey back to campus wouldn’t take long.

I turned to my rovkin once we were alone and gave him a really good scritch around his head and neck. He leaned into it like a happy dog, and I grinned as the bond between us buzzed with the mutual satisfaction of a job well done.

“You did so good, buddy,” I said.

He nudged my hand one more time with his head, and as I reveled a bit in the strengthening of our connection, I realized I really should pick a name for him some time. He was so much more than some ghostly monster. He was a whole spirit I shared my own spirit with, and I decided I’d work on trying to figure out a good fit for him once I found the time.

For now, I reabsorbed him happily. He settled in my chest like a cat curling up for a nap, and I laughed as I hurried along the path to join Prianna and the carriage driver.

I said goodbye to Prianna as soon as we were back on campus and headed straight to the General’s office. I was surprised to find Efasia and Erlan already in there with him.

They both raised their eyebrows at me, which was unsurprising since I was dripping lake water all over the nice hardwood floors. I just shrugged at them and looked at the General, who gave me one of his subtle smiles.

“The serpent mission went well, I take it,” he said.

“Yes, Sir,” I said. “A little messy, but it worked out. Only lost a couple of throwing daggers.”

The old man nodded seriously.

“You’ll want to get those replaced as soon as you can,” he said. “As I was just telling these two, there’s another mission that I’d like you all to take on.”

“Sir?” I asked cautiously. “Is it to do with the Blood Dragon?”

“Indirectly, yes,” the General said. “I’m sending you to the College of the Moon Elves.”


Chapter 9

“The Moon Elves?” I repeated.

I glanced at Efasia and Erlan, but they looked just as baffled as I felt.

“Our attempts to contact them have gone continually unanswered,” the General explained. “It’s time for a new approach. We need to send a diplomatic team who will be able to get past the border to the college, and who know the situation well enough to be able to convince them to help. Therefore, you three. And your friends.”

“Grandfather,” Efasia said carefully. “I still don’t understand why it’s us you’re sending. Why not some of the Sergeants, or…?”

“Sergeant Edruh will be going with you,” the General said. “He’s been working with the tracking team to find the Blood Dragon, so he has the knowledge and experience you’ll need. But I’m sending you three, specifically, for very important reasons. Erlan, I’m obviously hoping to use your previous ties to the Kingdom of the Moon Elves to establish a level of familiarity. They guard their knowledge of magic fiercely, but maybe they’ll be more willing to share it with one of their own.”

Erlan looked apprehensive, but he nodded.

“I’ll definitely do my best, Sir,” he said.

“Efasia, as the eldest unmarried member of the Carnelis family, you’d already be the traditional diplomatic representative for our province,” the General continued. “And the fact that you’re an Atlantean makes an important statement about our shared history with the Moon Elves, how our peoples fought side by side during the Age of Dragons. Tacit messaging, you know.”

“I understand, Grandfather,” Efasia said with more confidence than before.

The General turned to look at me, and my spine straightened automatically.

“Charlie,” he said. “You have a dragon rovkin. I know you’re aware of the implications of that in terms of the potential power you wield, but I don’t think anyone’s made it clear to you the staggering implications it has for the world at large. Not only does it show the extent to which the dragons are returning as a threat, it also shows that we have a real chance at being able to fight them this time. You’re at the center of what will likely be the defining historical event of the century. The fact that a dragon has already been defeated, and at the hand of a human, no less… if that can’t convince the Moon Elves to end their isolationism, I don’t know what will.”

I nodded along slowly as he spoke and tried not to let the mounting pressure get to me, but it was rough going.

Serpent monster in a lake? Easy. No sweat.

Defining historical event? Staggering implications for the world? Diplomacy?

How the fuck was I supposed to do diplomacy?

I was starting to feel dizzy.

The General either didn’t notice the look of panic on my face, or he was too insistent on the severity of the situation to give it the time of day. He rooted around in his desk and pulled out a leather-bound folder.

“This contains records of everything we’ve learned so far about the dragon,” he said. “Its movements, appearance, behavior, the areas through which it travels, any apparent immunities. By sharing it with the Moon Elves, we will be… admitting to a certain amount of weakness. It will show we have only gotten so far on our own, and that we need their help from here. It’s my hope that being in the position of asking for a sympathetic ear will make them more receptive to helping us, so we won’t have to risk putting up a facade we can’t back. Anything too confident would likely put them on the defensive, anyway.”

The complexities of the dynamics he was describing made my head spin even worse, but Efasia was nodding along like all of it made perfect sense to her. This was understandable, since she’d presumably been raised on this type of thinking, but I was still a little in awe of her. She was always so unflappable, even in a situation like this.

I wondered if there was any situation where she didn’t seem so perfectly composed at all times. If there was, I wanted to see it.

The General slid the folder across the desk to us, and Efasia took it.

“Present it to the Arch Mage on your arrival,” the old man said. “I’ve included a personal letter to him that will hopefully go some way further toward convincing him to lend his support.”

“Arch Mage?” I repeated. “Is that who’s in charge up there?”

Erlan nodded.

“The Kingdom of the Moon Elves is only really a kingdom inasmuch as it’s a political territory with a sole figurehead leader and carefully guarded borders,” he explained. “I think the more accurate term would probably be magocracy, but they don’t like using it. Or at least, Arch Mage Joris doesn’t, and he’s been in power for several decades now, so what he says goes.”

The General grimaced and nodded his thanks to Erlan.

“I don’t think I need to overstate how important this mission is,” he said as he made careful eye contact with each of us. “Not only to remedy the Blood Dragon problem, but for your training as Academy cadets. The Legion’s diplomatic work is just as important as the monster hunting. I expect you to approach it with the appropriate amount of diligence and tact.”

We nodded in unison like a bunch of bobbleheads. Efasia still looked completely unfazed, but the General looked between me and Erlan, and his hard expression relaxed a little.

“I have every confidence in you,” he said. “I’ve seen the way you rise to the challenges you face, and I know you’ll rise to this one just the same.”

“Thank you, Sir,” I said quietly.

Erlan mumbled his thanks as well, and Efasia gave a short bow of her head.

“We won’t let you down, Grandfather,” she said.

The General smiled properly this time.

“I know,” he said. “You’ll ride out in two days’ time, at sunrise. It’s a long journey north, and parts of it will be treacherous. Use your time in the interim to prepare, and rest well. Charlie… I’d recommend you go get yourself cleaned up before you catch your death. The weather’s not going to be any warmer where you’re going.”

I realized with a start that I was still soaked to the bone with lake water, and I was increasingly aware that one of my sleeves was caked in serpent blood. My anxiety over the mission had distracted me, but I couldn’t ignore it now. I looked down at myself with a grimace.

Some of the blood was starting to clot. Ugh.

“I’ll do that, Sir,” I agreed.

The three of us left the office in slightly stunned silence. Efasia was still holding the leather folder, and she was spinning it around in her hands with an absent expression.

“I guess we should go tell the others,” Erlan said. “Efasia?”

“Hm?” The Atlantean blinked at him and nodded. “Yes, you’re right. I’ll come with you. See you later, Charlie.”

“See you guys,” I said.

They headed toward the training area, where the rest of our friends could usually be found at this time of day. I squelched off to the dormitories and took a long, hot bath.

Once I was clean, I headed back to my room to start packing. I mostly focused on warm clothes and armor, but I paused when I went to move my teetering stack of books out of the way to reach my sock drawer. The shadow book sat at the top of the pile.

I picked it up. It looked the same as ever, with its cover dark enough to seem like it was absorbing all the light around it. I flipped it open to a random page, and the letters continued to glow and float before my eyes in the same mysterious way. I still couldn’t read it at all.

I’d heard a few times now how the College of the Moon Elves had knowledge of magic that other places didn’t. Maybe they’d be able to tell me something about this book. I tucked it between two spare tunics for safekeeping and shoved it into my bag.

We were only just getting into the afternoon, but I thought about turning in early. I wasn’t exactly tired from the serpent fight, but I was deeply aware of how taxing things were going to get for the next few weeks, at least. There was no telling how long the journey to the Kingdom of the Moon Elves would take if it started snowing halfway there, and we had no way to know how long we’d have to stay once we got there.

And even if everything there went to plan, we were gonna have to move straight on from there to dealing with the Blood Dragon.

With everything stacked up like that, the thought of a lazy afternoon in bed had never seemed more appealing.

That was about as far into that idea as I got before it was stopped in its tracks by Gerrin kicking the door open with a bottle of liquor in each hand. All our friends were crowded around in the hallway behind him with their expressions ranging from excited to nauseous.

“Important mission, baby!” the half-djinn crowed. “You ready for this?”

“Uh,” I said. “Probably?”

“What’s with the bad attitude?” Gerrin asked. “Get in the spirit of things! The General’s trusting us! We get to go to a whole other kingdom! This is gonna be venom!”

He bounced into the room and pushed one of the bottles into my hand. I stood back as everybody else piled in after him with their own flasks and bottles. Kerym winked at me as he passed, and Jas gave me a bracing pat on the shoulder before they both went to flop down on my bed like it was a couch.

Looly was the last one in after Efasia, and she paused to give me a kiss on the cheek.

“We don’t think Gerrin’s remembered about the whole ‘northern weather’ thing yet,” she whispered. “Don’t tell him, he’s gonna be such a baby when he realizes.”

I smothered my laugh and nodded. The last thing we needed was for Gerrin to start bitching about the winter with a drink in his hand. We’d have to spend the whole evening trying to steer him toward another topic.

“How are you feeling about it?” I asked as we sat down on the end of my bed, out of reach of Kerym and Jas’ sprawling.

Looly shrugged and played with the flask she’d brought with her. The liquid inside smelled incredibly sweet as it sloshed around, and I figured it was probably something like this world’s equivalent to schnapps, which seemed on brand for the pink-haired elf. She had a hell of a sweet tooth.

“Pretty nervous,” she said. “I feel like I’m only getting to go because of you and Efasia, with how you two keep vouching for me. There are so many healers in my class who’d be so much better suited-”

“Hey, no,” I interrupted. “Efasia and I talk you up like we do because you’re the best healer on campus, and somehow some folks haven’t gotten that through their thick skulls yet. But the General isn’t one of those people. He knows exactly how good you are, and that’s why he’s sending you.”

She chewed on her lip and looked up at me uncertainly. I gave her a firm nod to show I wasn’t bullshitting her.

“Seriously,” I said. “You think the General would fuck around sending people on important missions if they weren’t qualified? You’ve met the guy, right?”

“True,” she admitted with a considering head tilt. “That’s true. It’s just that this is such an important mission…”

“Exactly,” Kerym cut in. “It’s an important mission, so they chose the best people for the job. We’ve totally got this!”

Jas and Gerrin both whooped and raised their drinks like a toast, and Looly joined in after a second with a hesitant smile. Erlan grinned reluctantly as Jas hounded him into clanking their cups together.

Looly took a swig out of her flask and then offered it to me. Whatever was in it turned out to be much, much stronger than expected, and I lost track of the next couple of moments while I was busy thumping my chest and gasping as my eyes watered horribly. By the time I recovered, everyone was howling with laughter.

Or, almost everyone.

Efasia still looked serious. She was perched on the end of Gerrin’s bed with one leg folded under her and the other foot planted firmly on the floor, like she was already thinking about running off to the training area to get some extra practice in. She was also the only one not drinking.

“Charlie’s right that we’re all the right people for the job,” she said in a tense voice. “That doesn’t mean we should go into this with false confidence. This is going to be hard. Harder than anything else we’ve done so far.”

Kerym booed her.

“Come on, Efasia,” he complained. “Let’s leave the foreboding statements and fear of death ‘til the morning! Surely we can have one day to be smug assholes before we have to get serious about this.”

Efasia rolled her eyes, but the corners of her mouth were tugging up despite herself. Kerym grinned when he saw he’d gotten a smile out of her. He poured some wine into an empty cup and passed it to her, and he whisper-screamed behind his hands to mimic a cheering crowd when she took a swig.

She reached across the gap between the beds with her foot and kicked him in the leg.

“Shut up and think of a drinking game,” she ordered. “If we’re going to get drunk in the middle of the afternoon, we should at least do it properly.”

Jas drained his glass and slammed it down on the nightstand for a refill.

“You heard the woman!” he barked. “Irmarian Bottle Switch, let’s go!”

The next few hours disappeared into a haze of honking laughter and yelling as we fumbled our way through several popular Sundered Realm drinking games. I attempted to teach them a few Earth ones, but once I realized I was struggling more than was probably reasonable to explain the rules to Never Have I Ever, I decided it was time to start sobering up a little.

I grabbed the jug Gerrin and I kept at the side of the room for bouts of nighttime thirst and snapped my fingers to get everyone’s attention.

“I’m gonna go fill this,” I said as I held up the jug. “And when I get back, everybody’s gonna hydrate, okay?”

“Boooooo!” Jas, Kerym, Looly, and Gerrin chorused.

“Yes, please, my gods,” Erlan mumbled at the same time from where he was lying flat on the floor and staring at the ceiling. “I feel like I’m gonna fall into the sky. Looly, what the hell was in that flask?”

“A lady never tells,” Looly said primly.

Efasia started laughing, and I realized with a jolt that I’d never really heard her do that before. I had to bite my tongue to stop myself saying something stupid about it, and I shoved myself out of the door without another word.

There was a communal water pump at the end of the hallway for people to fill their bedside glasses from during the night, and it had never seemed so far away as I stumbled toward it. It was early evening by now, and the daylight outside had long since faded. Someone had been along to light the sconces that lined the walls, and the flickering lights danced in my vision.

The door squeaked behind me, and I looked around to find Efasia had followed me out. She looked much more put-together than I felt, but her pale cheeks were flushed enough that I wasn’t fooled. I grinned at her as I waited for her to catch up.

“Having fun?” she asked in a teasing tone.

“Time of my life,” I agreed. “You?”

The Atlantean visibly bit back a smile, and I felt a little burst of triumph go off in my chest like a firework as we carried on toward the water pump.

“It’s not bad,” she said. “Earth drinking games are complicated.”

“Not as bad as yours,” I objected. “I think that one with the cup stacking might have actually made me go blind for a minute.”

“That’s just Looly’s flask,” Efasia said with a dismissive wave of her hand.

“Yeah, what the hell was that stuff?” I demanded.

“Not a clue.” Efasia chuckled again. “The healers have their own still somewhere in the building, nobody knows where. I’m pretty sure they make their first-years take a vow of silence about it.”

I gave an undignified snort, and we finally reached the pump. Efasia leaned against the cool stone wall with her eyes closed while I concentrated on filling the jug without spilling.

Once I had the jug of water safely clasped against my chest where it wouldn’t tip over unless I did, I stepped back from the pump and smiled at Efasia. As if she could feel it on her face, she opened her eyes slowly to meet my gaze.

For once, her face was open and entirely unguarded. I knew I wasn’t imagining the fondness I saw there.

I must have had a lot more to drink than I thought, because I was talking before I even realized.

“So, uh, Looly said something to me,” I blurted out.

Efasia’s expression dropped, and I could practically see the walls slamming up behind her eyes.

“I’m going to kill her,” she hissed.

She shoved herself upright from where she’d been leaning against the wall. She looked ready to storm off back to the room and drag Looly out by her pointed ear. I hurriedly stepped into her path before she could.

“No, no, don’t,” I said. “You don’t need to, uh. What I mean is, it’s nothing to be–”

“Embarrassed about?” she finished with a furious blush. “Too fucking late, Charlie!”

She moved again to shove past me, but I stood my ground.

“Seriously, wait, please,” I insisted. “Fuck, hold on.”

The hallway was spinning a little. I risked taking one hand off the jug so I could scrub at my eyes and force myself to focus up. Efasia didn’t look happy, but she didn’t run away or kick me or anything either, so I took it as a win.

“I just wanted to say,” I said when I could keep track of my surroundings again. “That I like you, too. You don’t need to worry, because I like you.”

Efasia was still glaring, but it was more with disbelief this time. She blinked rapidly at me and put her hands on her hips with an accusing look.

“You’re with Looly,” she pointed out. “She’s my best friend. She likes you so much, I could never…”

“No, I know, I know you wouldn’t,” I said. “You’re not a disloyal person, and neither am I. But I talked about it with Looly, and she said she doesn’t care. She just wants everyone to be happy, you know? She told me life’s too short to worry about crushes when we could all die at any moment.”

The white-haired woman’s scowl finally faded away, and she looked me up and down in an assessing way. Her hands dropped down from her hips and twitched uncertainly at her sides.

“That does sound like her,” she admitted.

I gave a rueful smile and shrugged.

“Anyway,” I said. “I just wanted to let you know. We don’t have to, like, start anything, not if you’re not in the right place for it. But I feel like you’ve been avoiding me a lot? And I wanted you to know you don’t have to keep doing that.”

Efasia’s shoulders sank as she took a slow, deep breath. I watched as she clenched and unclenched her jaw while she considered what I was saying.

“Okay,” she said at last. “I’ll stop avoiding you.”

I smiled in relief. “That’s great. I’m glad.”

“Hm.” Efasia looked me up and down again. “You’re a little bit infuriating, you know that?”

I couldn’t help the grin that split my face at that. Efasia smiled slightly at the sight of it and stepped in a little closer.

I was suddenly, deeply aware of how beautiful Efasia looked in the low light. The sconce flames flickered off her sharp, delicate features in a way that made her look completely ethereal. Her pale skin looked impossibly soft. I wanted to fit my hand around the angle of her jaw and brush my thumb over her cheek. I wanted to press in close and find out what her lips tasted like.

Her yellow eyes tracked over my face, and I knew she was thinking something similar. My breath caught in my throat.

My hand slipped, and the water jug tilted suddenly.

“Ah, shit,” I sighed as a few drops of water sloshed onto my tunic.

Efasia chuckled and reached out to take it from my hands.

“This is why I followed you out here in the first place,” she said with a fond little headshake. “I knew you’d spill it.”

“All my faculties are perfectly intact,” I protested.

She smirked. “Try again when you can pronounce ‘faculties’ with all the syllables.”

I broke down snickering, and Efasia did, too. I felt giddy as the sound of our quiet laughter bounced off the walls of the hallway, until it was interrupted by mine and Gerrin’s door clattering open. Kerym stuck his head out and sighed when he saw us still lingering near the water pump.

“Oh, good, you guys didn’t pass out,” he said loudly. “You wanna get back in here with that water? Erlan’s gone so pale I’m a little worried he might actually disappear.”

We made it back to the room, and I doled out water to everybody who wanted some. The party died down pretty soon after that when Jas realized how hungry he was and decided to lead an expedition down to the food hall. I still had the lunch I’d packed that morning for the lake mission that I hadn’t ended up getting the chance to eat, so I begged off and stayed in the room.

Looly gave me a long kiss on the way out that had the guys whistling obnoxiously behind her, and Efasia shot me a private smile once she was done elbowing them. I went to bed with a big, stupid grin on my face.

I was only awoken once in the night, when Gerrin came crashing in a few hours later with a look of horrified realization on his face.

“Charlie,” he said while I groaned and buried my face under my pillow. “It’s gonna be so fucking cold on this mission.”

The morning of the mission dawned miserably dark and cold. The snow we’d enjoyed so much in Thermis finally came rolling over the hills the night before we were set to leave, and the first half inch was already blanketing the ground when we dragged ourselves out of the relative warmth of the castle to meet our carriage at the gate. The chilly wind felt much less enticing without the promise of a hot drink and a warm bed at the end of the day.

Not even Sergeant Edruh was trying to cheer us up. He leaned against the outside of the carriage with his cloak wrapped around him and nodded to us all in turn as we shuffled up with our weapons and luggage.

It was a little amusing to see the usually intimidating dark elf, with his gray skin and red eyes, bundled up in a hat and scarf with the rest of us. He usually projected an aura of such effortless confidence in our Rovkin Characteristics and Fighting Tactics classes, to see him shivering and scowling the same as the rest of us made me feel a bit better about my own discomfort.

“Morning, folks,” he greeted. “I know it’s miserable, but try not to get too down about it. Just stay warm as best you can, and try to keep your spirits up, alright? We’ve got a long journey ahead.”

“Not to worry,” Orman the carriage driver promised us as we loaded up our stuff with chattering teeth. “We can swap out the wheels for the sled attachments once it starts really coming down, so we’ll still get you guys as close as we can before you have to start out on foot.”

“Thanks, Orman,” I said as I shoved in the tents we’d been advised to bring as a precaution, alongside a pile of heavy furs, water-resistant hides, and a hefty stash of dry rations.

No matter how much I loved wintertime, camping in the snow was an extra level of insane I hadn’t ever really thought to prepare myself for.

The rest of the group didn’t seem any more happy about the situation, except for Efasia, who was still managing to keep up her usual schtick of breezing around like the weather had no effect on her whatsoever.

Now that I’d glimpsed what she looked like when she let her stoic persona slip just a little, I couldn’t help but look harder to see if I could find any trace of what she was feeling under the mask. She noticed me looking and twitched an eyebrow at me.

“You ready for this?” she asked.

I nodded firmly.

“I’m mostly just worried about Gerrin,” I deflected.

Efasia sighed and nodded with a subtle glimpse at the half-djinn, who was muttering under his breath while he wedged his pack into the back of the carriage.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I know a way of building beds out of tree trunks and some stretched hide. As long as we make sure he sleeps off the ground, he probably won’t die.”

“I fucking heard that!” Gerrin called.

The carriage ride was long, but it wasn’t too bad for the most part, especially once the snow got thick enough to switch to the sled skis. It was probably the smoothest ride I’d had since I left the world of cars.

Our problems only really started once we finally hit rocky enough terrain that we had to leave the carriage behind.

We took our time suiting up in leather and fur snow boots and layering furs carefully with our wool academy gear. We distributed the rations and other supplies evenly among ourselves so no one had to carry too much, but it was still a lot to deal with when hiking through snow.

Especially when the air was only going to get thinner.

“It should only be a day or so from here,” Erlan promised as his eyes tracked over the terrain like he was picking out familiar markers none of us could see. “Less, if we can keep up a decent pace. Let’s try not to have to stop for the night, okay?”

The area we’d halted the carriage in was forested, but most of the thin, birch-like trees were dormant for the winter, or else standing deadwood that would at least be useful if we needed to build a fire. The path ahead of us wound up a rocky slope and disappeared into the foothills of the mountain range that loomed in our peripheral vision. The snow was thick on the ground up here, and there were half-buried branches poking out that were blanketed in white, which told me there had been more than one snowfall recently.

“You kids be safe,” Orman said once he got the carriage turned around and ready to head back to the Academy. “We’ll be rooting for you back home.”

I did my best to smile at him, but my cheeks were already smarting from the cold.

With a final salute to Edruh and a click of his teeth, Orman and the carriage were gone. The group exchanged apprehensive glances as the wind whistled through the dead trees.

“Erlan, you know the area better than me,” Edruh said. “What have you got for us?”

“We’re going to have to be very careful from here,” Erlan said immediately. “The monsters that live in these woods are different than the ones we’re used to. They’re smarter, and stealthier, and they’re especially good at camouflage. Keep your eyes peeled, and stay with the group. Buddy system for piss breaks. Let’s get moving.”

“You heard the man,” Edruh said, and he clapped his mittens together with a thump.

I skated my hand instinctively over the row of karambits waiting at my belt as we started walking.

It was slow-going. The snow boots we’d brought were great for keeping our feet dry and warm, but they were huge. Between those, the snow, and the uneven path, we were moving at less than half the speed I would have liked.

We’d started walking around mid-morning, and it was getting close to dark by the time we paused to eat and take a breather. I’d had to remove some layers to avoid sweating as we walked, but everybody else was still bundled up, even Jas and Erlan. I got a few disbelieving looks as I sat down on the nearest log with a huff.

Looly came to sit next to me and pressed in close.

“You should at least put your cloak back on,” she mumbled even as she leaned her cheek against my shoulder for warmth. “You’ll get cold faster than you think sitting here, even with your weird human stuff.”

I kissed the top of her head and did what she said. I had to stand up to swing the cloak around my shoulders properly, and it was only then that my eyes caught on a strange purple light coming from deeper in the trees. It was too faint for any of us to have noticed it while we were walking, but now that I was looking, it was unmistakable.

“Guys?” I said with a frown. “Anybody got any background on mysterious purple glows in the trees?”

Erlan’s head snapped up to look in the direction I was pointing. He leaped to his feet.

“Look alive,” he ordered the rest of the group. “We need to–”

He didn’t get any further before he was cut off by a scream.


Chapter 10

I was running before anyone else had even moved. I threw off the cloak so my arms weren’t restricted as I dodged clumsily through the rocks and trees. I had my sword drawn by the time I spotted a clearing that seemed to be the source of the scream.

It was definitely the source of the strange purple glow.

It was hard to make out much at first. The daylight was fading, and the mysterious glow dazzled my eyes in a way that made it hard to make out details beyond the dozen or so figures that were lurching around the clearing.

I blinked hard and narrowly avoided tripping on a fallen branch as I hurried forward. This time, I could make out that there was a woman on her knees in the snow with some kind of greenish fire spinning around her hands, and she was lashing out furiously at the figures surrounding her.

The figures were… strange. Humanoid– or elvenoid?– but the proportions were all wrong. Their limbs were too long, and their movements were strangely fluid in such uneven terrain. All of them were emanating the purplish glow from their hands, and they seemed to be trying to surround the woman.

The woman, however, was not going quietly. She shouted something unintelligible and swept her hands in a circle. The green light around her hands formed briefly into a strange shape in midair before she gestured again, and a column of fire blasted from her fingers at the creature closest to her.

It ripped away from her with a screech. The woman lurched to her feet and tried to run, but she was hindered by the thick snow. The second she stumbled, she was grabbed from behind by two of the creatures while another one reached its grotesquely spindly hands toward her face.

It didn’t get far.

I let my rovkin loose with a burst of shadowy energy and sent him running ahead of me straight into the middle of the clearing, where he instantly unleashed a blast of shadow fire with a thunderous roar. In the same moment, I came pounding in with my sword and slashed at the first creature I could reach.

I got it across the back and gritted my teeth in frustration when my blade just glanced off something hard. Was it wearing armor?

Either way, I definitely had its attention. It whirled around and let loose a horrible scream right in my face. I backed up to draw it away from its friends while I held it back from getting too close to me with my sword. I needed a second to get a better look at what I was even fighting.

The creature had glittering black eyes the size of tennis balls sticking out of a face that was mostly human-shaped, although it was weirdly elongated, and the mouth and nose were merged into one awful beak-like maw. It came at me again with a swipe of its overlong arm, and I realized what I could have mistaken for clothing or armor was actually some kind of hard shell that covered most of the creature’s body.

The way it moved made my brain lurch with a sudden memory, and I realized the thing it reminded me most of was the stick insect I’d been allowed to take care of for a weekend in middle school. It dawned on me with a stab of horror that the creatures were some kind of nightmarish combination of people and bugs.

All those thoughts fell into place in rapid succession, and I had to push down a lurch of disgusted nausea. Of all the awful things I’d seen, this had to be one of the worst. Something about their not-quite-humanity set off an alarm at the back of my brain that just cried, ‘wrong, wrong, wrong!’

I struck at the creature with an aggressive slash of my sword and then stepped out of the way just in time for my dragon to send a blast of fire under its feet. The creature screamed again and lashed out frantically with its fingers, and I had to duck quickly out of the way to stop it catching me across the face with its ragged, claw-like nails.

Luckily, that was the moment the rest of the group caught up.

There was a flurry of hot steam and a thunderous snarl as Gerrin’s fox and Efasia’s wolf hit the clearing at the same time. The wolf started lashing out immediately at the creatures with careful, contained lightning strikes that cracked through the air with the force of a whip.

The fox, meanwhile, seemed to be struck with a bolt of Gerrin’s particular creative flare and started weaving between the creatures’ legs to melt the snow under their feet in a way that made them suddenly drop about half a foot to the ground below with no warning.

That particular tactic proved useful for surprising the creatures and preventing them from moving for a second, but it had the double-edged effect of making the already terrible terrain even worse to move across. I was having to pay as much attention to staying on my feet as I was to my swordwork and my communication with the dragon, and the whole fight grew incredibly muddled very fast.

It only got more so when Sergeant Edruh’s Crested Forest Crawler came wading in with its gangly legs and started grabbing at the monsters with its creepy, human-like hands.

I was vaguely aware of the woman with the green fire shouting something else, accompanied by another big flare of green, and I saw a few more of the creatures fall. I could just about make out Erlan’s voice calling to her in a language I couldn’t understand, but I had more creatures advancing on me, and I couldn’t focus on anything that was more than four feet away for the time being.

More and more claws tore down at me from all sides, and I was almost overwhelmed when one of them caught the bare skin at the back of my neck and yanked in a way that dragged a stuttering gasp out of my lungs. Another one grabbed at my arm with a bright flash of purple, and even through my clothes, there was some kind of unnatural, acidic burning sensation to it that had to be magic.

I tried to twist away from the squeezing grip, but it turned out I didn’t need to. The ground rocked suddenly, and the monster lost its grip and fell to its knees.

I caught a glimpse of Kerym’s rovkin nearby. It was stamping its hind legs viciously on a bare patch of ground that Gerrin’s fox had left, and it was doing… something to the earth. Shaking it or moving it in some way, I wasn’t sure. Either way, more of the creatures were losing their footing just in time for two of them to catch an axe in the shoulder each from Efasia.

My sword was holding the monsters off, but I needed to take some down. I concentrated hard on my connection with my dragon, and I started to summon the shadow fire to my blade just like I’d done in my mentoring sessions. It glowed purple, and for a second, that was enough to pull the creatures up short as they mistook my magic for their own.

It only lasted a second, though. One of them reeled back and sucked in a breath, and before I could figure out what it was about to do, it spat in my face.

Searing, burning pain rained across my skin and into my eyes, and I roared in agony as my vision blurred to nothing. I felt another set of claws grasp my arm as the monster tried to follow up its attack, but there was another deafening bark from the wolf, followed by the thud of an axe, and they fell away again with a garbled choke.

I walked blindly backward out of the main brawl and tried to follow the sounds of the fight as I desperately fought down my body’s panic response at being blinded. There was a surge of red-hot rage from my dragon, and I felt his tail twist briefly around my wrist as if he was trying to guide me to safety.

“Charlie, duck!” Looly shouted from somewhere behind me.

I ducked and felt something swish through the air over my head. I lashed out at random with my sword and felt a pulse of grim satisfaction when I was rewarded with the sound of the blade hitting flesh and a screech from another one of the creatures. I struck again, and this time my blade whistled harmlessly through the air, but there was a swift movement next to me and a grunt that sounded like it came from Jas.

“I’ve got it, get yourself clear!” the snow elf grunted as he grappled with the creature.

I could tell without needing to see that my friends had shifted their focus to keeping the monsters away from me while I was incapacitated, and I felt a surge of frustration that I couldn’t help them in return. Despite my efforts to keep my panic at bay, it rose hot and sick in my gullet.

Fuck, my eyes hurt.

I tried to blink, but my eyelids felt like they’d been sealed shut. I could feel wetness on my cheeks that I knew wasn’t just the acid as my tear ducts tried to flush out the invasive substance, but it did little to ease the pain, which was only getting worse. I fought down a wild impulse to bury my face in the snow and tried to calm my breathing. One of my hands flew up automatically to try and wipe my face, but I forced it away when my fingers only met raw, swollen skin. I at least had enough wherewithal to know rubbing my dirty hands all over it wouldn’t exactly help.

The dragon growled somewhere nearby, and I felt another brush of movement as he circled my legs. A pulse of feeling flooded my chest that told me ‘calm,’ and then ‘look.’

I remembered with a jolt about our shadow vision power. I didn’t need eyes to be able to see what was going on.

I reached out with my senses and concentrated hard on my connection with my dragon.

Glowing purple silhouettes painted the backs of my eyelids. The creatures were mostly tangled in the middle of the clearing in a brawling mess. I couldn’t see any silhouettes that looked like my friends, but I could tell where they were just by the way the monsters were flinching and scrambling over each other to try and dodge a hail of attacks.

My panic began to recede a little. The pain was still agonizing, but even just knowing where the creatures were slowed my heart rate and allowed me to take a proper breath.

The fire-handed woman was shouting again. Something like a gust of hot wind brushed past my face, and I knew she must have cast another spell. Several of the creatures shrieked, and some of my friends shouted as well.

“Watch where you’re fucking aiming those things!” Efasia yelled with more anger than I’d ever heard from her, but she was cut off by a sudden shout from Gerrin.

“Erlan, watch your back!” the half-djinn shouted as one of the creatures suddenly thrashed wildly and broke free of the central fight.

I heard a yelp and a thud as it flailed to freedom, and I knew Erlan had been knocked to the ground.

They needed me back in there. I gritted my teeth, lit up my sword with shadow energy, and ran back toward the fight. I could sense my dragon next to me, and I didn’t need to be able to see his face to know his teeth were bared.

The creature who’d knocked down Erlan was running straight at me. I readied my sword and struck out just in time to block its claw attack.

The creature stumbled back in surprise. Clearly, it hadn’t been expecting me to see it coming. I felt a rush of satisfaction that my dragon answered in kind, and I pressed the advantage.

Around me, I could hear my friends’ shouts and the clash of their weapons as they tried to keep the rest of the monsters contained, but I narrowed my focus to this one creature. I blocked its claw attacks and slashed at its arms and shoulders whenever it made the mistake of getting too close. When it drew back for another spit attack, I used the movement to push it off balance and then grappled it in a bastardized judo hold with my sword to its neck.

My dragon moved up to stand over it from the front so it couldn’t try to kick away, and the creature went still.

The noise of battle died away abruptly as all of the creatures suddenly stopped fighting. A couple of them were already on the ground, badly hurt if they weren’t dead, and the others were swiftly shoved into a huddle by my friends.

I wasn’t sure what was so special about the creature I was threatening, but the tide had turned so quickly and strangely that I wasn’t about to complain.

I pressed my sword harder at its throat and gave it my best guess.

“This your leader?” I asked the group of creatures as I panted for breath.

I still couldn’t see with my eyes, but the silhouettes pulled a little more tightly together when I spoke, like they were afraid of me. The creature I was grappling, who I had to assume was indeed the leader, relaxed a little in my hold like it was slumping with defeat.

I gave it a threatening shake in my arms.

“Hey,” I said to it. “You’re the leader? Can you speak?”

“Their language is limited,” an unfamiliar voice said.

I realized it was the spell-casting woman, and I turned my face in her direction.

“This one you have is the leader,” the woman continued. “He led them when they attacked me.”

I let out a slow breath as I considered the situation. There was nothing that felt right about killing such a human-like creature, especially since the woman had said they did use language. Even if they weren’t talking right now, just knowing they could was enough to bring me up short now that we weren’t actively fighting them off and had a little control over the situation.

I looked back down at the shadowy outline of the creature to address it, and I tightened my grip briefly as a warning.

“If I let you go, you’ll walk away,” I said. “You and your group. If you hurt anyone here… my dragon here hunts through shadows. He’ll be on you before you can blink. Understand?”

As if to add to the warning, my dragon let out a low, menacing growl.

The creature in my arms still didn’t speak, but I caught the very edge of a quiet hum that sounded like a yes.

I released my hold on the creature. It immediately shot upright and dove to the side to get away from both me and the dragon. The others moved to follow, and there was a brief scuffle as my friends moved reluctantly to let them pass. I knew at least Efasia, and probably Jas, must still have had their weapons ready in case the monsters tried anything. But within a few brief moments, with little fanfare, the creatures all disappeared into the trees.

I breathed out slowly, but the panic returned full-force it as it truly hit home that I couldn’t see a fucking thing.

Was I permanently blinded? What the hell was I going to do?

My chest started to go tight and hot, and my dragon rumbled his concern.

Before I could be properly dragged down into a spiral, though, there was a rustle of snow boots and a waft of sweet perfume. Looly’s familiar hands came up to cup both sides of my face, and I relaxed a little.

“Okay,” the nature elf said as her fingers traced lightly around the edge of the damage. “I bet this hurts a ton, but I think I can fix it.”

“Are you sure?” I asked as I tried to tamp down the fear in my voice, but it was hard while I was so tense with pain and anxiety. “I can’t see, like, at all.”

“I’m sure,” she promised. “I’m super sure, okay? Just hold still while I look at it. Hey guys, anybody got a light?”

She spoke the last part over her shoulder, and there was another rustle accompanied by a wall of warmth as Gerrin presumably walked over with his rovkin.

“This work?” the half-djinn asked.

“More or less,” Looly said with a weak laugh, and then she fell silent for a few moments before she spoke again. “Okay, Charlie? Don’t worry. It’s not as bad as it feels, I promise.”

I felt the familiar warmth of her healing magic as it danced over the skin around my eyes, my cheekbones, and the bridge of my nose. The pain immediately started to ease. I let out a long, slow breath through my nose.

“Better?” Looly murmured as she continued to focus her magic.

“Yeah, better,” I said.

“Good.” Her voice grew a little more serious as the magic began to concentrate more on my eyes and eyelids. “Okay, seriously don’t move a muscle now, this part’s a whole lot more delicate. I don’t think your eyes themselves are damaged, you must have closed them just in time, but there’s a lot of inflammation in the surrounding tissue. That’s why you can’t see right now, it’s all swollen shut to protect the cornea and sclera from the acid. If I can just…”

I held perfectly still as Looly continued to commentate what she was doing in a quiet, calm voice. Her confidence was reassuring, and I also found a little distraction in how proud I was of the way she could let go of her habitual nerves in moments like this. She doubted herself a lot when she had a chance to ruminate, but when it came down to it in the moment, Looly was a damn good healer.

The pain eventually faded completely, and Looly’s hands came up to rest on the sides of my head. Her thumbs brushed affectionately over my temples.

“Okay,” she said. “Try to open your eyes. Go slow, don’t dazzle yourself, and don’t freak out if things are a little blurry for a while, okay?”

I nodded and slowly eased my eyes open. The first thing I registered was a bright spot of flickering orange to my left, where I knew Gerrin’s rovkin was sitting like a patient dog. I scrunched my face up automatically at the brightness and grimaced as it made my eyes water. I held up my hand to shield most of the flames from view and tried again.

I blinked rapidly as I looked around, and a smile slowly spread across my face as Looly’s pink hair came into view. It was unmistakable even in the rapidly dimming twilight. I focused on the color until my eyes started to adjust.

When I finally met Looly’s kind, silvery gaze, she smiled like she was watching a sunrise.

“There we go,” she said. “Told you.”

I pulled her in by the waist and kissed her firmly. She gave a surprised little hum but sank into it for a second and ran a hand through my hair like she was double-checking that everything was intact.

“Thank you,” I murmured as we broke apart. “You’re amazing.”

“Pssht,” she said with a flush around her cheeks as she batted very lightly at my chest, but she was grinning. “It was nothing.”

Someone cleared their throat nearby, and we broke apart fully to see Gerrin hovering a few feet away with an awkward expression like he wasn’t sure if he should interrupt. Behind him, the others were picking themselves up in the wake of the brawl and reabsorbing their rovkins. Sergeant Edruh was shaking snow off his cloak and doing a headcount. Efasia was helping the spellcasting woman to her feet.

Now that the fight had ended and my vision was returning, I could get a proper look at the woman. Her skin was pale, but it had a blueish tint to it that I thought must look fairly pale under normal light. In the current half-light of the bygone sunset and Gerrin’s fire fox, it looked almost indigo. Her features were delicate, with a sharp nose and chin and elegantly pointed ears. She seemed to be in her late twenties or early thirties, if not a little older.

She had long, dark hair that was braided over one shoulder where it hung like a thick rope, and her eyes were a blackish-blue that reminded me of the night sky just before darkness fully fell. She was dressed in a similar way to us, with heavy snow boots and a thick tunic and pants made of some type of animal skin. She had a white fur garment wrapped in a complicated way around her shoulders that let her cover her arms but didn’t restrict movement like a cloak would. I could see the back part of it could be pulled up into a hood if she wanted to cover her head.

As I watched, she rubbed her bare hands together for warmth and dug around in her pockets for a pair of thick, stitched leather mittens with more fur poking out from the cuffs. She pulled them on hastily and cast a small but genuine smile around the clearing at all of us.

“Thank you,” the woman said in what sounded a little like a German accent. “I owe you all a great debt.”

“You owe us nothing,” Efasia said in that formal way of hers. “As cadets of the Rovkin Training Academy, we have a duty to help those in need.”

“Ah,” the woman said. “I thought that must be where you’d come from.”

She looked around at the group with an analytical tilt to her head, and she nodded as her blue-black gaze landed back on Efasia.

“Especially you,” she said. “I know a Carnelis when I see one. I take it you’re the granddaughter?”

“Efasia Carnelis,” the white-haired warrior replied with a solemn nod. She held her hand out for a customary arm-clasp. “At your service.”

The spellcaster returned the shake firmly.

“I met your grandfather once,” she said. “He’s in good health, I hope?”

“He is, thank you.” Efasia blinked, and I saw her jaw flex very slightly, like she was fighting down a small moment of frustration. “Forgive me, but your name escapes me.”

The woman laughed and shook her head.

“No apologies necessary,” she said. “It was many years ago, and the circumstances weren’t what I’d describe as friendly. I wouldn’t expect the old General to describe us at all, let alone with kindness. My name is Zanna, Chief Botanist to Arch Mage Joris. Speaking of…”

Zanna’s dark gaze landed on me, and I tensed in surprise. I forced my hand not to jump to my sword hilt as she stepped toward me and reached into her pocket, and I relaxed when she just pulled out a small glass vial.

“Here. I can see you’re healed already– excellent job, by the way, healer. Stringman spit is no joke,” the woman said with a quick glance at Looly, who ducked her head to hide her proud smile, before she turned back to me. “But you, with the… interesting rovkin. If you need a bit of an extra lift, this should do the trick.”

I took the vial cautiously and tried not to feel self-conscious as I felt Zanna’s gaze linger on my face. My round ears were covered up by my hat, but I knew the outline of them was visible if you looked closely.

Behind me, my dragon let out a faint noise that wasn’t loud enough to be considered a growl, but definitely had a note of warning in it. Zanna took a hasty step back and cast him an alarmed look.

“It’s only a simple tincture,” she clarified hastily. “Night falls fast in these parts, and it doesn’t do to get caught out if you’re injured or exhausted. That should give you a bit of a boost and help you recover a little faster.”

“Thank you,” I said as I took the vial, which Looly immediately grabbed out of my hands to examine. “And sorry about my rovkin. He’s cautious of strangers, but he won’t hurt you.”

Zanna nodded, but she didn’t look fully reassured until I gave my dragon one last scritch on the head and reabsorbed him. She shook her head in disbelief at the sight.

“The rumors have been flying for weeks about the human with the dragon rovkin,” she said. “I can’t believe they’re true…”

“So you have been receiving my grandfather’s correspondence,” Efasia said with a slight edge to her voice.

Zanna shook off her disbelief and gave a wry smile.

“We have,” she admitted. “It’s been a topic of hot debate in the council chambers all week. It was agreed that no response could be sent out until they had unanimous agreement on what that response should be. I’m sure you can imagine…”

“They’re still arguing in circles about it right now?” Erlan completed with an exasperated look.

Zanna looked at him and did a double take as her eyebrows flew up.

“Oh, hello,” she said. “You’re awfully good at disappearing into the background, aren’t you?”

“It’s a skill of mine,” Erlan said with a very faint laugh.

“An understatement if I ever heard one,” Zanna sighed. “I think I remember you. You’re the young one who ran away from the college, aren’t you? Erlan, wasn’t it? How have you been?”

Erlan nodded curtly. “Fine, thank you.”

When he didn’t say anything else, Zanna sighed again.

“Why have a flurry when it could be a blizzard?” she said tiredly. “I was only supposed to be collecting herbs, and now I get to come back with two or three foreign policy crises at my heels. What luck.”

“Sorry,” Gerrin offered.

There was enough real sincerity in his voice that it made Zanna crack a smile.

“It had to happen at some point, I suppose,” she said. “At least now we might break the council stalemate and get back to something resembling productivity this week. I assume you’ll want to be brought straight to the Arch Mage?”

It was Efasia’s turn to look shocked.

“You’d take us straight to him?” she asked.

“I would, yes,” Zanna said. “Count yourselves lucky. If you’d run into the chief alchemist out here and saved his life, he’d pretend he defeated all the Stringmen single-handedly and expect all of you to grovel at his feet. And then banish you from the borders, or something.”

I was starting to get the hunch that Zanna had some strong opinions about the way the Kingdom of the Moon Elves operated.

“Are you sure?” Sergeant Edruh asked. “We won’t be putting you in danger?”

Zanna snorted.

“I appreciate the thought, but I know what I’m doing,” she said. “Come on, we should get moving before the Stringmen come back. I have a way in that avoids the city, I can take you straight to the college.”

She checked our position against the stars, turned to the northeast, and started walking with confidence. The rest of us followed, although some of us were slower than others as we exchanged apprehensive glances.

I moved over to walk beside Erlan.

“Hey,” I whispered. “Is she for real?”

Erlan nodded.

“I remember her from when I was studying at the college,” he said. “Although she wasn’t chief botanist back then, only an assistant. She was always fighting with the senior professors about something or other.”

I raised my eyebrows. “And she still got promoted?”

The moon elf shrugged. “Joris is a bit of an odd character. He doesn’t always act in the ways people expect a leader in his position to act. He’s not exactly eccentric, but he’s… unorthodox. If nothing else, I know he’s not the type to banish people for disagreeing with his points of view. He values criticism. Academics, you know?”

“That’s actually pretty reassuring,” I said.

Erlan grimaced.

“I said for disagreeing,” he clarified. “I didn’t mean he doesn’t banish people, period. There’s still plenty of that.”

I glanced sideways at him as I tried to decide whether or not I should ask.

“Were you banished?” I asked cautiously.

“No,” Erlan said straight away, but then he pulled himself up short and seemed to reconsider. “Well, not really. It was complicated.”

“I’ll bet,” I mumbled.

We carried on through the forest at a slightly faster pace. Erlan had been a good guide, but Zanna seemed to know every little nook and cranny of this place like the back of her hand, and she led us up the crags and slopes with ease. She knew where all the monster dens were located, so we could take paths to avoid them. We still kept our eyes open for sudden attacks, but it was a relief to at least have lower chances of running into anything else unfriendly.

The group walked mostly in silence as we focused on conserving our breath and energy. It was hard to say how far we walked as the sky grew darker and the moons climbed higher in the sky, but I was definitely glad of the tincture I’d been given. My eyes had pretty much recovered, but the stress of having almost gone blind had been enough to leave me feeling drained and unsteady.

Eventually, finally, Zanna paused halfway up a steep ridge and called down to us.

“The college is just on the other end of this pass,” she said. “We’ll be going around the side to avoid running into anybody.”

“What will happen if we get caught?” Jas asked.

Zanna rolled her blue-black eyes. “They’ll bring you in through the official channels, and we’ll all be waiting around for the next week in the middle of a bureaucratic mess. It’ll be easier this way, trust me.”

I wasn’t sure that I did, but it wasn’t like I had any better ideas. Erlan, Sergeant Edruh, and Efasia all seemed to be fairly confident in this plan, which definitely said something in its favor. They were the closest behind Zanna as she crested the top of the slope.

I was right behind Efasia, so I could hear the little wondering gasp she let out as she reached the top of the ridge and caught sight of whatever was at the other end of the pass.

I quickly found out why, as I clambered over the top of the slope myself and the College of the Moon Elves came into view.


Chapter 11

The college was like nothing else I’d ever seen.

The pass led a winding path up to a soaring mountain peak that split the sky in two and, from where I was standing, completely obscured both of the moons from view. The college stuck up out of the side of the mountain as if it had grown there. It was built from the same dark gray stone that spiraled up toward the sky in twisting spires and disappeared into the clouds.

A city spilled down the side of the slope below it and disappeared into a valley to be obscured by another, smaller peak in the foreground.

The very air above the college and the city seemed to shift and move, like vapor above a road surface on a hot day, but everything was blanketed in layers and layers of ice and snow, with icicles the size of people hanging off some of the ledges. The whole place seemed ancient, like it had been standing here getting relentlessly snowed on for thousands of years.

The pass seemed to lead around to the side of the college, just like Zanna said. I could just about make out another road coming in from the west that I assumed would have been the one Erlan led us up, that looked much flatter and smoother but was also flanked by watchtowers at several points.

“They leave this side unguarded?” I asked.

I did my best not to pant for breath as we picked our way up over the jagged rocks, but I knew I wasn’t the only one feeling winded. Zanna and Erlan were the only ones who seemed unaffected by the altitude as we climbed higher and higher. The incline wasn’t exactly steep, but it was a long trek.

“Not exactly,” Zanna said. “But it’s not like we get a lot of visitors, and we do a lot to keep the routes through the forest obscured so any strangers who approach keep to the main road. It lets us prioritize. Besides, we’ve got magical wards over the whole place, so a constant watch would honestly be a waste of time.”

I nodded. “Makes sense.”

The path up to the side of the college didn’t get much easier, but it plateaued at a certain point and at least didn’t get harder. The closer we got to the mountain, however, the clearer it became that we wouldn’t be brought directly into the building, but into a cave beneath the foundations.

“I knew there were tunnels leading off campus,” Erlan muttered. “Can’t believe the professors tried to pretend there weren’t.”

Zanna snorted.

“Really?” she asked. “You can’t believe a bunch of tired adults didn’t want a bunch of overpowered, underskilled teenagers running around and getting drunk underneath the college? Someone would’ve taken out a supporting wall and sent us all collapsing into a crater.”

“Fair point,” Erlan said with a grimace.

The caves were dark apart from a magical yellow light Zanna produced between her palms, and they somehow felt colder than the outside thanks to the damp walls and the freezing drafts whistling through from the various entrances. The paths inside started out as more rocky, irregular slopes, but they gradually morphed into old stone staircases that weren’t exactly easier on the quads, but they at least had fewer tripping hazards.

Eventually, we arrived at a heavy wooden door. Zanna heaved it open to reveal a narrow hallway lit only by a torch burning at the far end. It felt awkward to walk on the smooth stone floors in clomping snow boots as we hustled along behind her.

The first hallway only led to another one, but after we passed through two or three more doors and climbed another set of stairs, we were eventually led out into a large foyer with high, vaulted ceilings and magnificent windows that looked out onto the city below. There were other moon elves walking around up here dressed in heavy, deep-blue cloaks, and many of them stopped to stare at us as we walked past. We probably made a strange procession, to be fair, especially if folks around here weren’t used to visitors.

Some of their gazes stayed on me for a long time while they ignored the rest of my group, and I tried not to feel too self-conscious. I wondered briefly if it was the human thing, but I was still wearing a hat over my ears. Was there something else about me that tipped them off? Or were they staring at me for another reason entirely?

Whatever it was, people were starting to gather in little groups and mutter among themselves. Several of them were glaring at our guide in a way that strongly suggested this wasn’t the first time she’d done something like this, and that they were sick of her shit.

“What the fuck, Zanna?” one man called, but he was ignored.

Whispers echoed around the foyer as Zanna led us toward a large pair of double doors that I guessed would lead into a throne room, or whatever equivalent they had here. Before we could, however, we were approached by an armored guard wearing a heavy frown and an impressive mustache.

“We need to see the Arch Mage,” Zanna said before he could even open his mouth. “It’s an emergency.”

The guard glared.

“I’m sure,” he said in a gruff, irritated voice. “But unfortunately–”

Zanna didn’t let him finish. She shoved past him and pounded her fist on the door.

“Visiting dignitaries request an audience with the Arch Mage!” she called. “Feya, I know you’re on shift in there, open up!”

I glanced around at the others. Most of them looked as baffled as I felt, except for Erlan, who was rubbing his forehead. Jas nudged him.

“This how things usually work around here?” the snow elf asked.

“Unfortunately,” Erlan said in a tired voice. “There’s a somewhat… piecemeal approach to formality here. It’s very frustrating if you don’t know all the rules. And all the exceptions to the rules.”

“You studied here, though, right?” I asked. “So you know them?”

Erlan shrugged.

“It’s been a while,” he said. “And I didn’t exactly fit in when I was here.”

I was intensely curious about whatever had happened to make Erlan leave the College, and how he’d ended up at the Academy. But I was equally curious about meeting this Arch Mage, and before I could ask another question, the door creaked open slightly.

Another guard poked her head through the gap and gave Zanna a long-suffering look with lavender-colored eyes that had a striking halo of yellow around the pupils. I had to assume it was Feya.

“He’s meditating,” she said. “Can’t you come back later?”

“Definitely not,” Zanna said.

The botanist folded her arms and settled onto her heels. She radiated stubbornness with every fiber of her being. Feya rolled her eyes heavily and opened the door a little wider.

“Fine,” she said as she shook her short, choppy, lavender-colored hair out of her eyes. “But don’t come crying to me when he ignores half of what you say and walks off after ten minutes.”

Well, shit. That didn’t bode well.

Feya flicked a look over the rest of us and raised her eyebrows. They were just as warm in color as her hair and eyes, and they contrasted nicely with her pale blue skin.

“And you can’t bring all these people in here,” she added. “Pick three.”

Zanna turned to face us and scanned quickly over the group.

“Carnelis, you’re coming,” she said straight away. “You too, Erlan. Human kid?”

I glanced at Sergeant Edruh, who held up his hands.

“Don’t look at me,” he said. “I’m a babysitter, not a diplomat.”

“Babysitter?” Kerym repeated in a highly offended tone.

I shook my head with a small, nervous laugh and followed Efasia and Erlan as Zanna beckoned us impatiently through the door.

Apprehension settled firmly in the bottom of my gut, but I felt the dragon in my chest give a reassuring little flicker of warmth, and I reminded myself to breathe deep. I was supposed to be here, and I knew what I had to do.

I’d been expecting a throne room, but what I found on the other side of the door was a strange, circular space with an impossibly high ceiling that more closely resembled an observatory than anything else. Only instead of a telescope, the main focal point of the room was a tall stone pillar in the center that reached up maybe thirty or forty feet toward the domed glass roof.

Moonlight spilled in through the windows and bathed the whole room in a faint purple glow. As we walked forward, I stared up until the two moons came into view.

They were perfectly framed by what at first seemed like a series of randomly overlaid circular windows set into an overly-complicated wrought-iron lattice. But the patterns in the lattice quickly became obvious as representing the different phases of the two moons as they spiraled their way through the sky in a complicated double helix pattern.

The sky above us was completely clear, and it suddenly hit home that we were standing at the base of a tower so tall that the top of it reached past the clouds. There was no doubt in my mind that no matter where the moons were positioned in the sky, their light would shine through into this room completely unimpeded.

Tonight, the red moon was lower and more to the west while the blue moon hovered almost directly above us, but their light refracted perfectly through the windows and combined in the middle of the dome to shine directly down on the pillar in a violet haze.

At the top of the pillar, there was an old, thin, moon elf with deep-purple skin, a long gray beard, and a bald head. He was sitting cross-legged and perfectly still with his eyes closed, and he didn’t so much as twitch as the door slammed noisily behind us.

Zanna stepped forward and cleared her throat. The noise echoed eerily off the rounded walls.

“Arch Mage,” she said. “You have visitors.”

There was a long, long pause while the old man continued to meditate. I resisted the urge to shuffle my feet anxiously and chewed on the inside of my cheek to try and keep a lid on my nerves. On one side of me, Efasia’s fists clenched and unclenched at her sides until she forced them to be still. On the other, I could see Erlan practically vibrating with tension.

The silence was only broken by the faint sound of snow starting to melt off our furs and drip onto the stone floor.

After what felt like ages, the Arch Mage opened his eyes and squinted down at us from his perch. Even from this distance, I could tell that his eyes were a warm orange hue, like the moon when it’s just risen on a cold evening.

“Who have you brought to see me this time, Zanna?” he asked in a slightly raspy voice. “Ah. Young Carnelis, is it? And a retinue, I see. You– oh. Hm.”

His gaze had landed on me, and he was staring at me with a look of genuine surprise. I glanced around awkwardly and then looked back up at him. I could practically see the cogs turning in his brain, but he didn’t say anything else.

Efasia stepped forward and bowed, although her expression was stony.

“Arch Mage Joris,” she said. “It’s an honor. My Grandfather has spoken of you many times.”

“Has he,” the Arch Mage said, and it didn’t sound much like a question. “How interesting. One moment, please. I feel this setup isn’t particularly conducive to civilized conversation.”

He climbed to his feet with a typical old man wheeze of effort, waved his hand in a complicated gesture, and then he stepped off the pillar into thin air.

My heart leaped into my throat, and I couldn’t conceal the sharp breath I sucked in, but I didn’t need to be worried. A faint indigo light glowed under the old man’s feet, and he floated harmlessly down to the floor like a deflated balloon.

He landed softly and strode over to the side of the room, where there was a series of wooden tables set out with waiting chairs. All of them were covered in various scrolls and books and charts, but the Arch Mage gathered an armful and dumped them to the side like a college student clearing laundry off his bed.

I kept biting the inside of my cheek and forced my expression to stay neutral, despite the fact that I was getting increasingly bewildered. Even after Erlan had described the Arch Mage as unorthodox, this wasn’t what I’d expected.

“Come sit, come sit,” Joris said as he beckoned us over with an impatient gesture. “Sorry about the mess, we’re halfway through a research project right now. Would anyone care for some tea?”

Efasia shot a disbelieving glance at Zanna, who shrugged and motioned for us to sit with an expression that said, ‘well, what else are you gonna do?’

We all sat, except for Zanna, who stayed standing with her arms folded a few feet away. Feya was still by the door, and she was watching us all carefully with sharp, lavender eyes.

“If it’s all the same to you, Arch Mage,” Efasia said. “I think it’s better for everyone if we get straight down to business.”

Joris sighed and flapped his hand. “Very well, very well.”

Efasia reached under her cloak and pulled out the leather folder her grandfather had given us from where she must have been keeping it safe inside her tunic. She flipped it over in her hands and made careful eye contact with the Arch Mage.

“The Blood Dragon poses a serious threat to both our kingdoms, and those that lie in between,” she said in a clear, commanding voice. “It stalks our wilderness in its physical form, and yet it somehow passes through the veil uninhibited to evade detection. It’s only a matter of time before it turns these powers against innocent civilians, to say nothing of the chances that more dragons will eventually come crawling out of the woodwork to join it. It is for this reason that my grandfather, General Carnelis, Fifth-tier Nautical of the Atlanteans and Eighth-tier Slayer of the Legion, has sent us to seek your support in defeating it. In this folder, you’ll find a letter directly to you from him detailing his exact feelings on the matter, accompanied by everything our tracking team has been able to learn about the Blood Dragon. I only ask that you read everything inside before you give us an answer.”

I stared sideways at the Atlantean. I was pretty sure that was the most words I’d ever heard her say in one go.

And she sounded like a general herself as she said them.

I fought the urge to let out a low whistle as I sized her up and realized she really did seem to radiate poise and power when she wasn’t in her usual state of pissed off.

The Arch Mage held Efasia’s gaze for a few moments, and his face grew serious. He nodded, and she handed him the folder.

We waited in tense silence while he read. I found myself glancing around the room just for something else to look at, and my eyes were drawn to a bookcase set into the wall behind where the Arch Mage was sitting.

I realized that the books on the top few shelves were glowing slightly, and I blinked in surprise. I glanced at the Arch Mage, but he was still reading through the folder with a slight frown.

I leaned forward a little and squinted to try and make out more details.

The books were all different colors, and each one seemed to emanate the light around it in a way that made them a little hard to look at for long without needing to blink. Some of them had smaller bits of detailing and decoration that seemed to shift and move before my eyes, although I wasn’t close enough to tell if that was actually the case. There was a dark blue one that had little streaks of silver zipping up and down its spine, and a green one with lighter green tendrils whispering back and forth like leaves in the breeze.

I realized they were similar to my shadow book, but at the same time, they seemed like almost the inverse in the way they projected light, while my book absorbed it.

Were they linked? Would we be able to stay here long enough for me to find out?

I made a mental note and looked back at the Arch Mage just in time for him to flip through to the last page in the folder and sit back in his chair with a great sigh.

Efasia looked at him expectantly, but the old man looked at Erlan first and said something in a language I didn’t understand.

Erlan looked deeply uncomfortable, and his eyes flicked over to Efasia before he answered. When her face gave nothing away, he looked back at the Arch Mage and responded in the same language.

The Arch Mage’s gaze transferred to me while Erlan spoke, and I tried to keep my face as blank as Efasia’s.

“You have the Shadow Dragon, do you?” Joris asked.

“Yes, Sir.” I was relieved when my voice came out steady and calm.

“I’d like to see a demonstration, if you’d be so kind,” the Arch Mage said.

I glanced at Efasia and Erlan, who both made faces at me to communicate that it was up to me. I looked over my shoulder at Zanna, who was eyeing me with a look on her face like she wasn’t sure if she needed to be on guard or not. Behind her, Feya was watching me with narrowed eyes. Her hand drifted to the pommel of her sword in a silent warning.

It seemed I didn’t have much of a choice.

“Alright,” I said.

I stood up and walked away from the table to an empty space in the middle of the room.

“Try not to be alarmed,” Efasia said as I went. “Charlie has the dragon well under control, but it becomes defensive if it believes they are under attack.”

The Arch Mage just grunted and didn’t say anything else.

I took a few seconds in the middle of the room to try and ground my feelings in a sense of calm and control. I wanted my dragon to understand that he needed to be on his best behavior, but still put up an intimidating enough front that the Arch Mage understood the gravity of the situation.

I took a deep breath, reached for the scratch of heat behind my sternum, and summoned my rovkin.

He appeared by my legs in a spill of dark energy with his body and tail already curved around me in a protective stance. His wings were furled, but they spread just a little bit as he took in the cavernous room and the strangers staring at him. A little puff of smoke drifted up from his nostrils, and his upper lip pulled back from his teeth in the barest hint of a snarl.

“Easy,” I ordered. “Play nice, we’re not fighting anyone right now.”

My dragon obediently settled down and came to stand at my side instead. The Arch Mage watched him with an almost unreadable expression. He was obviously trying to keep a lid on his reaction, but his warm orange eyes widened as he took in all the details.

“Moons above,” the old man murmured, and his hand moved as if he was resisting the urge to reach out and touch. “Extraordinary.”

I didn’t want to test his ability to restrain his curiosity, or the dragon’s patience, so I reabsorbed my rovkin without another word and rejoined them at the table.

“He’s young,” I said. “But we’ve been making a lot of progress together in training.”

Joris’ moon-like eyes were still wide, and he was staring keenly at me. His beard twitched a couple of times before he spoke.

“Young, yes,” he said absently. “Had him less than a year, haven’t you? And he’s already that big?”

“Uh. Yes, Sir.”

I glanced at Efasia for help, but she just gave me a little shrug and a nod.

“Moons above,” the Arch Mage said again, and he sat back in his chair to rub at his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Thank you for bringing me this information. I certainly have a lot to consider. I will definitely need to consult the council.”

Zanna stepped forward and cleared her throat.

“With respect, Sir,” she said with badly-concealed impatience. “The council has been going back and forth on making a decision for weeks now, and the main problem was a lack of evidence. Well, now we have evidence! Surely now we can move on to making a real plan?”

The Arch Mage sighed and shook his head.

“As always, Zanna, I appreciate your straightforwardness,” he said. “But you know as well as I do that evidence is not the only issue. I will speak to the council on the morrow.”

“There’s a blizzard coming, Sir,” Feya said from the doorway. She was still watching me with a suspicious look in her lavender eyes, but she moved her gaze over to the Arch Mage when we looked at her. “If you wait until the morning to make a decision, these three and their companions will be stuck here for days, if not longer.”

The Arch Mage had been levering himself out of his chair, but he paused at that last part.

“Of course,” he said. “Feya, if you’d be so kind as to arrange lodgings for our guests?”

He turned to the three of us.

“I’m afraid I can’t give you a decision tonight, considering everything,” he said. “But you and your companions are welcome to stay here until the weather clears. Hopefully, by the time it does, we will have an answer for you.”

I was intensely curious about what he meant by ‘everything,’ but I could tell by the looks on Efasia’s and Erlan’s faces that this definitely wasn’t the time or place to ask. I nodded instead. This was probably the best outcome we could have hoped for, all things considered.

“Thank you, Sir,” I said.

We were led out of the room and back through the large foyer we’d passed through earlier. The rest of the group weren’t there anymore.

“Someone else must have already shown them to the food hall,” Feya said. “This way, come on.”

The food hall was long and narrow, with a big arched window at the far end that looked out onto the city, and braziers burning all along both walls. There were several tables made of a dark, polished wood that gleamed in the flickering light. Sideboards were set up along the left side with platters of food that had obviously already been picked over in the dinner rush, but there was still a heartening amount left. My eyes picked out some not-quite-stale bread, a few kinds of cheese, some cured meats, and a big bowl of fruit, and my stomach growled.

It wasn’t the same as a hot meal, but I was suddenly too hungry to care. Food was food.

The rest of the group were huddled at the end of one of the tables, apart from Sergeant Edruh, who was sitting a little apart from them while he mechanically ate his way through a pile of cold sausages. Everybody looked up and waved when we came in, but it seemed that the general energy had dipped significantly after our hike because they all seemed to be concentrating more on eating than talking.

Erlan, Efasia, and I all loaded up some plates and joined them while Feya and Zanna lingered in the doorway to have a hissed argument, presumably about Zanna’s earlier hardheadedness if the defensive look that came over the botanist was anything to go by.

“What’s going on with those guys?” Gerrin asked with a curious look at the two moon elves as we joined the group.

I sighed and shook my head as I sat down next to Looly and returned her sleepy side hug.

“Politics,” I said simply.

“Politics,” Efasia agreed through a mouthful of bread. “I’m exhausted.”

“Wait, you get tired?” Kerym asked in mock surprise.

She elbowed him, but she was fighting down a smile.

“So how was it in there?” Jas asked with a concerned look across at Erlan.

The moon elf was meticulously constructing a neat sandwich out of the odds and ends he’d picked up off the platters, and he didn’t look up even when Jas nudged him.

“It was fine,” he mumbled. “Joris is still weird. Dragons are still back. He’s planning to convene the council tomorrow, so it looks like we’ll be stuck here for a while. Storm’s coming.”

I glanced around at the table and saw that everyone was making some kind of face.

“Hey,” I said. “I haven’t been wanting to ask, because it seems sensitive, but… It seems like everybody keeps talking around something bad that went down with regards to the moon elves, and if it’s relevant to what we’re doing here…”

Erlan sighed and stopped messing with his food, but he didn’t look at anyone.

“Sorry, Charlie,” he said. “You’re right, we should have explained this stuff before we got here. It’s… the history with this stuff is kind of complicated.”

“Okay?” I swallowed a mouthful of food. “What kind of complicated?”

A few fraught glances were exchanged before Efasia spoke up.

“The moon elves are the only reason any of us are here,” she said abruptly. “A thousand years ago, they harnessed all their magic into one ritual and banished the dragons to the Shadow Realm. The spell was complex, and the energy it expended was… devastating. It destroyed their ability to connect with their magic, and it took them a long, long time to get it back.”

My eyebrows flew up, and I forced myself not to look at Erlan, who was still starting determinedly down at his plate like he wished he was anywhere else.

It suddenly felt incredibly obvious why the moon elves would feel so reluctant to rejoin the fight against the dragons. If it had cost them everything once before…

“Shit,” I said. “Alright. So now the Legion wants them to join the fight again… Is it all about caution? Is it that the magic is still weaker than it was before?”

“Eh…” Kerym gnawed on an apple slice and wobbled his hand side to side. “That’s part of it, from what I understand. But there’s other stuff as well. Right, Erlan?”

“Yeah,” Erlan said. “They worry, of course, that getting involved again could cost them their magic again. But there’s also the stuff that happened after.”

I waited patiently for him to continue.

“We– they, I mean– harness the energy of the moon to power spells,” Erlan explained with a vague gesture. “It’s why they built the college here. The chamber where we spoke to Joris is the main hub of magical energy in the Kingdom, but there are other, similar places in other cities, and on other mountains. The higher the peak, the closer to the moon, the stronger the magic. Some of them were built before the Banishment, but most of them post-date it. We had to put a lot of effort into regaining our magic in the aftermath. We had no other means of defending ourselves.”

I remembered what Efasia had told me a few months earlier about how the Atlanteans and the moon elves had fought side by side against the dragons. The Atlanteans had been the ones to handle physical combat, while the moon elves provided the magical defenses.

“When the monsters started coming through the veil,” Erlan continued. “The moon elves got the blame. That we fucked up the ritual, somehow, or that we were letting them through on purpose to destabilize other kingdoms. It didn’t help that the veil is thicker up here, so there weren’t as many monsters in the beginning.”

I frowned.

“What about the ones we fought in the forest?” I asked. “They were almost worse than anything we’ve fought around the Academy. They were sentient.”

“Yeah,” Erlan said. “The Stringmen, and the other monsters in these areas… they’ve been isolated, just like the moon elves. They haven’t been fighting for survival or territory the same way the monsters in Fyarel and elsewhere have, so they’ve had the chance to evolve into something more intelligent. But back in the first century or two following the Banishment, they weren’t like that yet. They were just monsters, and there were less of them here than anywhere else, even Vel Trosca. The Legion was still in its earliest days, soldiers and resources were scarce. When the time came to start making hard choices about what went where…”

He trailed off.

“The moon elves were left without support,” Efasia finished for him. “No magic, no tradition of armed combat. They managed to hang on, especially in the power centers around the mountains, but the civilian population suffered. They still suffer.”

“The magic is weaker in the lowlands,” Erlan said quietly. “Farmers, goatherders, ordinary people, they were left vulnerable. They’re still left vulnerable. Even after all this time, there still aren’t enough mages to protect the whole population.”

Jas put a hand on Erlan’s shoulder in a silent show of support, and Erlan closed his eyes briefly.

“My hometown was destroyed when I was a child,” he said. “Our magical defenses failed, and the mage who’d casted them couldn’t reach us in time to replenish them. I was one of the only survivors.”

“Shit, Erlan…” I couldn’t find any words. I couldn’t fathom the enormity of that type of loss. “I’m so sorry.”

Erlan gave a rueful half-smile, shrugged, and shook his head.

“It was a long time ago,” he said. “Plenty of people here at the college will have similar stories. Parents, cousins, friends… that’s where the reluctance comes from. It’s hard to see past that kind of grief.”

I nodded, but I felt a little hopeless.

“I get it,” I said. “Or, not… I don’t get it, but I– I understand. I see why this must be a hard decision for them.”

Erlan let out a little half-laugh.

“Relax, Charlie,” he said. “You’re all good, don’t blow a blood vessel. Besides, you’re a human. It’s not the same, but… our people have some things in common in this realm.”

“True.” I relaxed slightly and chuckled at my own emotional clumsiness. “Thanks.”

The conversation moved on to lighter topics as we finished our meal. Eventually, heads started drooping, and we were all struggling to keep our eyes open. I yawned hugely as I looked to see if Zanna or somebody was still around to ask about sleeping quarters.

The botanist was gone, but Feya was sitting a few tables over with a steaming cup and a book. She was still in her armor, but I couldn’t fault her for taking the opportunity to get a little mid-shift break in.

She looked up like she could feel my eyes on the back of her head, stowed her book, and came over to us with a wry smile.

“Everyone done?” she asked. “I’ll show you to the guest quarters, come on.”

We followed her out of the food hall and up a few winding staircases until we reached a series of clearly underused bedrooms set up two or three per floor. Some of them had more than one bed, but there were enough rooms free for all of us to have our own space, which was a bit of a relief. Sharing all the time really did get old after a while.

The room I ended up in was sparse and pretty drafty, but there was a fireplace with freshly chopped wood waiting, and it was easy to get things warmed up a little. The bed was small, but it was piled with cozy wool blankets and furs, and it was unimaginably comfortable when I finally managed to strip off my outer layers to collapse for the night.

Despite my exhaustion, I ended up lying awake for a long time as my head spun with everything I’d seen today– the fight, the college, everything I’d learned about the moon elves’ history…

My mind was buzzing even as my muscles ached for sleep, and I was halfway toward a decision to get up and find some hot tea or a glass of water when my door creaked open.

Even in the half-light provided by the low fire and the moonlight spilling in through the windows, Looly’s pink curls were unmistakable. A lazy grin spread over my face as she closed the door quietly behind her and tip-toed over the cold stone floor, and I lifted the covers so she could snuggle in next to me.

“My room’s freezing,” she whispered as we shifted around to fit all our limbs in the small bed. “And I was worried about you, after the fight.”

“Worried?” I asked. “About what? You healed me up no problem, it doesn’t even hurt anymore.”

We finally settled in, and I laid back against the pillows while Looly rested her head on my chest. The warm, comforting weight of her body against mine made my buzzing thoughts finally start to settle.

“Are you sure?” she asked. She propped her chin on my pec and blinked at me with a mischievous glint in her silver eyes. “These things are always worth a closer examination, you know.”

A laugh rumbled through my chest as I caught on to what she was gunning for, and her smile when I pulled her in for a kiss tasted sweeter than honey.


Chapter 12

“Charlie,” Looly sighed almost silently as our hips rocked together. “Charlie, Charlie…”

She had her face buried in my neck, and we were still fully in our nightclothes under the covers. I wanted to tear everything away and touch Looly everywhere, but it was too cold. I pulled her closer against me and settled our thighs more comfortably around each other, and that magical spot of friction grew deeper and hotter.

“God, Looly,” I murmured. “What do you want? What do you need?”

“Mmm… fingers,” she decided. “Need your fingers.”

I chuckled and reached under the covers to fumble around with the hem of her nightgown. She was wearing woolen stockings underneath that reached all the way up to her thighs, and I ran my fingers gently around the top of them until Looly was squirming against me with some delightfully impatient noises.

“Charlie, come on,” she moaned. “Touch me, come on…”

I felt my way up the soft, smooth skin on the inside of her thigh until my fingertips found her folds. They were already slick and hot just from a little clothed grinding. A laugh stuttered out of my chest, but Looly smirked back at me as she shoved her own hand over the covers to run it lightly over the growing tent in my pajama pants. My laugh turned into a gasp, and I grinned at the triumphant noise she made as she hitched her leg more firmly over my hip.

I glided my thumb up to her clit as I pushed one, then two fingers into her pussy, and a giggling moan burst out of her that was loud enough to be heard from another room.

“Shh!” I urged, but I was laughing as much as she was.

“You shh!” she shot back while her hand crept under my waistband and wrapped firmly around my dick.

The gasp that choked out of me was more restrained, but only just. I picked up a steady rhythm with my fingers and thumb that she matched with her hand, and it started to feel almost like a race to see who could get the other off first. We were both laughing, and my whole chest felt like it was full of something light and fizzy even as heat surged up my groin through the pit of my stomach and the base of my spine.

“Oh, god,” I said on a half-chuckle as my hips moved helplessly to meet her touch. “Shit, god…”

“Gods, right there,” Looly said, and her free hand came up to clench in the hair at the nape of my neck as her body began to seize up. “Right there, Charlie…!”

She came with a laugh and a stuttering gasp, and I followed her right over the edge as shocks of pleasure zipped up my spine and down all my limbs. I pulled her in for a kiss, but we were both smiling too much for our lips to meet properly.

We stayed tangled together as we both worked through the aftershocks, until our restless shifting and giggling eventually faded to gentle touches and smiles.

“Hmmmmm…” Looly hummed with deep satisfaction as I slowly pulled my fingers out. “How early do you think we need to get up tomorrow?”

“Gotta be before sunrise, right?” I replied, even as I pressed a line of kisses down her neck and gently scraped my teeth over her collarbone in a way that made her arch against me with renewed arousal.

“Definitely,” she agreed. “We should get some sleep.”

“Absolutely.” I bit gently at her clavicle again, and I couldn’t help but stay on that one impossibly smooth patch of skin for a few minutes.

I knew I had to be making a hell of a mark there, but Looly didn’t seem to mind, with the way her hand kept clenching and unclenching in my hair and her leg tightened over my hip.

“One more?” she suggested breathlessly.

“Who needs sleep anyhow?” I agreed with a grin, and I rolled her onto her back so I could dive under the covers.

I needed to get my mouth on her like I needed to breathe.

It had to be well past midnight by the time we drifted off in a drowsy heap, but with Looly wrapped around me like a koala bear, I couldn’t find it in myself to care.

The next morning, we were shepherded to breakfast by a different guard and then shown through a different set of doors off the main foyer. They led into a wide training area with a flat stone ceiling, stark gray walls, and dramatic pillars running longways up both sides. There was a row of windows in the far wall that looked straight out over a steep drop-off outside, and I had to look away from it quickly to avoid thinking about how high up we were. The effects of the altitude weren’t too bad if I was distracted, but they were definitely worse if I was dwelling on it.

Feya was waiting for us when we got there. She was wearing loose-fitting training clothes instead of her armor, and she had two moon elves flanking her who were dressed the same way. She pushed her floppy, lavender-colored hair away from her forehead as we came in and gave us all a smile that looked genuine, albeit tinged with a certain amount of tension.

“Good morning,” she said. “The council is in session right now, but they’re going to be arguing for a while. In the meantime, we decided it’d be a good idea to share a training session with you all to establish trust and share some strategies.”

“We’re not going to get to speak to the council ourselves?” Efasia asked in a stony voice. “I thought we’d at least get a chance to say our piece.”

“You said it to the Arch Mage yesterday,” Feya said. “I know he’s… mercurial, but he’ll make sure your side of things is considered properly, I promise. And this will be a good way to persuade people that you’re not just here to try and use us for our magic. If you’re willing to share some of your skills in return for some of ours…”

Efasia grimaced as she considered, but after a moment, she gave a firm nod.

“You’re right,” she agreed. “Where do you want to start?”

Feya gave a sharp, playful smile.

“How about you start by showing us the rest of those rovkins?” she suggested.

“Really?” Gerrin asked as his eyes lit up with that tell-tale look that only ever meant imminent chaos.

“Oh, shit,” I said, and I hastily backed up a few feet so I was behind the rest of the group.

Feya and her companions all glanced at me in confusion, but they didn’t have time to say anything before the Ember Paw Fox was tearing his way across the stone floor like a missile.

“Aah!” one of the moon elves yelped as the three of them jumped and clustered together to avoid the flames suddenly shooting past their knees.

The fox didn’t leave any fire trails on the cold stone floor, thank god, but the scorch marks were already significant as the rovkin scampered gleefully back and forth around the room.

“Are they all like this?” one of the male moon elves yelled over the roar of fast-moving flames and the sound of Jas and Efasia yelling at Gerrin to get his shit together.

“No!” I assured him. “Not at all, we swear! Uh– Kerym?”

Kerym’s Moss-Coated Naturem appeared already sprinting halfway up the room and rammed straight into the fox, which went flying through the air and landed on his side with an indignant screech. He leaped back up with his sharp teeth bared at the Naturem, and the Naturem responded by scraping his rear hoof along the stone floor hard enough to leave a groove as he lowered his horns to charge.

“Ah, hell,” I muttered as I watched the chaos devolve from there.

I kept my dragon back for now as everyone else let their rovkins loose to try and get control of the situation. Eventually, Gerrin’s fox was successfully cornered against the wall by Erlan’s Stabunny and Efasia’s Direwolf, and the manic energy in the room calmed a little.

“Well,” Feya said with a little hitch in her voice like she was having to swallow down a significant freak-out. “Thank you for, uh, that? I suppose?”

“Sorry,” Gerrin said, and he at least had the grace to look genuinely abashed. “There’s been a lot of trekking through snow and training out in the cold these past few weeks, I think he’s just excited to be inside where it’s warm.”

“Is that right,” one of the other moon elves said in a flat tone.

“Hey, we never got your names!” Looly exclaimed suddenly, like the peacekeeper she was. She bounced over to them and stuck her hand out. “I’m Looly, it’s so nice to meet you!”

The moon elf guards looked a little baffled to be confronted by someone so unapologetically bright and bubbly, but they both returned her offered arm-clasp respectfully enough.

“Montro,” the taller one said, who had very pale skin that contrasted strongly with his short, dark hair and close-shaven beard, as well as his black eyes.

“Phirin,” the shorter one said, who had skin almost as deeply purple as the Arch Mage’s, although he pulled it off much better with a full head of curly, tightly-braided, purple hair and a much more easygoing demeanor. His eyes were just a few shades darker purple than his skin.

“So, you guys do magic?” I asked out of genuine interest as I sauntered up behind Looly. “Any chance you’d want to give a demonstration, too?”

Feya squinted her lavender-colored eyes at me with what could have equally been suspicion or disbelief.

“You haven’t summoned your rovkin yet,” she said instead of answering my question. “You worried you’ll lose control like your friend over there?”

I glanced over to where Gerrin was now actually doing a decent job of getting his rovkin back under control. Efasia and Erlan had both backed off to spar with Jas and Kerym, and the Ember Paw Fox was winding around Gerrin’s shins like an affectionate cat. It was only Gerrin’s translucent amber armor that kept him from singeing his clothes.

“Nah,” I said. “Ember Paw Foxes are special cases.”

“And dragons aren’t?” Montro shot back. “Especially one with shadow magic…”

I frowned and looked at Feya. There had only been three people in the room with us when I summoned my dragon the night before. Did gossip around here really travel that fast?

“Have you been spreading the word about me, or something?” I asked. “I figured you guys would at least keep a lid on the Shadow Dragon thing if you’re trying to keep the council on the level.”

Phirin gave a laugh that I could only read as derisive, even while I was trying to give them all the benefit of the doubt.

“We don’t need to be told about the shadow magic,” he said. “It’s pouring off you in waves. We can practically smell it.”

I stopped short and glanced at the other two moon elves. All of them were looking at me with raised eyebrows like they couldn’t believe I hadn’t already realized.

“Oh,” I said. “Wait, really?”

“Moons above,” Feya sighed. “See, this is why we need a knowledge exchange, here. The one guy in the world running around with a dragon rovkin doesn’t know anything about magic? There’s no scenario where that ends well.”

“Hey,” Looly said with an uncharacteristically sharp frown. “Back off, okay? Charlie’s had to take on a lifetime’s worth of knowledge in under a year, you can’t get on his case when there’s a couple of gaps.”

“I’d call them glaring omissions on the part of the people teaching him, but fair point,” Feya said, and she gave me a mildly apologetic look. “I know that humans are often barred from knowing about this stuff, I’m not going to hold that against you. I’m more frustrated with the lack of communication between the kingdoms than anything else.”

“Seems like a lot of people are,” I said. “How come the isolationism has continued like it has if it’s so unpopular? I get there’s a rough history, but…”

Feya waved a hand tiredly and shook her head.

“It’s more complicated than that,” she said. “Some people are sick of it, some people don’t care and are just happy to go along with whatever the council wants if it means they don’t have to think too hard. But that’s a conversation for another time. Right now? Magical education. What do you know already?”

I reeled off everything I’d already figured out or guessed about my rovkin powers, especially the ways I could manifest them through my weapons and use them to expand my senses. As far as I knew, I was still the only first-year managing the weapons thing, and I hadn’t heard of anyone else who could use their powers to see while blinded.

All three moon elves looked surprised but impressed when I brought up the eyesight thing, and it dawned on me that back at the Academy, the whole dragon thing pretty much eclipsed the shadow magic thing, which I knew from my fruitless attempts at research had to be just as rare. Maybe that wouldn’t be the case here. It seemed like they were just as interested in the shadow magic as an ability unto itself, if not more so.

“I’m trying not to get too complacent with it, though,” I finished. “I still focus a lot on physical weapons training. The magic stuff is so new to me, but I’ve always been good with swordwork, so I try to play to my strengths wherever possible.”

“Smart,” Feya said approvingly. “We’ve had a lot of problems in the past with over-reliance on magic. It’s useful, obviously, but it can never be the only thing you’re working with. Our connection to our magic waxes and wanes with the moons, and there are plenty of things that can disrupt a person’s concentration in a fight. It’s important to have a solid base to work off of so you’re not completely lost if your powers dip at the wrong moment.”

“Really?” Efasia said from behind me.

Everybody jumped. None of us had heard her walk up. But she was clearly listening intently with her arms folded, and her Direwolf waiting silently at her heels. Looly and I shuffled over to let her join the conversation properly.

“Yes, really,” Feya said with a little challenging tilt to her head. “Got a problem with that?”

Efasia held her hands up and gave the barest hint of a smile.

“No, not at all,” she said. “I was just surprised to hear a mage talking about this stuff with such candor. I know other primary magic users who aren’t nearly so practical.”

I knew she was talking about Merrel, her asshole fiancé, and I coughed to hide my scornful laugh. Looly fought down a snicker next to me, and Efasia’s face betrayed the barest hint of a smirk. Feya’s lavender eyes flicked between the three of us like she was trying to decide if she wanted to ask what the joke was, but then she seemed to dismiss it.

“Anyway,” she said. “There are plenty of similarities between our magic and yours. A lot of it focuses on elemental power, like your blue-haired friend over there, although it’s more common for ours to be water or ice-based, given the relationship between the moons and the oceans. Fire powers are almost unheard of.”

“What about lightning?” Efasia asked.

Her Direwolf shifted where he was standing, and his fur crackled over with a series of sharp but quiet pops of electricity that ran down from his muzzle to his tail. It wasn’t a showy demonstration, but it got the message across, and all three moon elves straightened slightly.

“Also rare, but people take an interest on occasion,” Feya said as she dragged her eyes away from the wolf. “Our type of spellcraft would access it through our connection with water, and therefore through emulating the conditions that create lightning storms in nature, the complex interplay of movement, pressure and temperature. It takes a huge amount of focus, and it tends to use all of a person’s spellcasting energy in one or two big hits. Effective, but limited. Your way seems much more direct. Perhaps we could learn a little something from you.”

The Direwolf shook out his fur proudly, and Efasia’s face did something complicated, like she was trying to hide how pleased she was. Looly and I shared an amused smile.

“Shadow magic, on the other hand, that’s a different story altogether,” Feya continued. “Since our power comes from sunlight, however indirectly, we have very little connection to that type of energy.”

“Is that why people looked so freaked out when I arrived here?” I asked.

“That’d be why, yeah,” Phirin said. “It’s a weird feeling for us. Sort of… cold. Looming. It’s hard to describe. It’s sort of like if you were walking around with a giant stone pillar strapped to your back, if that makes sense? Just casually going about your day and ignoring this huge… thing.”

“Uhh…” I tried my best to understand what he meant, but all this magic stuff was so abstract, I was barely following.

Montro must have noticed my confusion, because he tried to elaborate.

“It… draws the eye, magically speaking,” he said. “Not really visually, but it’s a very strong feeling. Like a stone pillar or something, like Phirin said. But once you’re looking at it, it’s actually all this dark nothingness. Kind of like… have you ever seen a solar eclipse?”

“Oh,” I said with dawning realization. “Once, yeah. It was weird as hell. You’re telling me that’s what my magic feels like to you?”

I’d never met anyone with this much insight into shadow magic before. I felt a little twist of excitement in my chest. It seemed like I could get some real answers up here. Even if I was struggling to tell what exactly these guys were trying to say, there had to be someone around who had taught them this stuff. Maybe they could explain it better.

“Pretty much.” Phirin shrugged. “Less intense, but when you’re just standing there chatting like there isn’t this massive thing hanging around you, it’s, uh… a little hard to not react.”

Feya scoffed through her nose. “You guys haven’t even seen the dragon yet.”

Phirin rolled his dark purple eyes.

“Feya thinks we’re being overdramatic,” he explained. “Me and Montro are both big on illusion magic, which is all based on light, so the shadow thing’s a little worse for us. She just likes to hit stuff.”

Feya shoved him, and he did, admittedly, almost go over like a sack of bricks before he caught himself.

“Illusion that, you ass,” she said. “I’m developing a whole new defense tactic, what are you doing?”

“Maintaining a thousand-year-old tradition, thank you for asking,” Phirin returned with a dramatic swirl of his hands that produced a flash of bright blue light right in Feya’s face.

Montro rolled his black eyes at the rest of us.

“Ignore them,” he said. “Now that they mention it, though, how are you guys on defense?”

“Against magic?” I glanced at Looly and Efasia, who both grimaced. “I guess we focus mostly on offensive maneuvers. If our rovkins get strong enough, then eventually our armor will be impenetrable, so…”

I gestured to Efasia, and then to the rest of my friends, who still had their rovkins out, over where they were half-sparring and half just messing around in the background. Their translucent armor was a little less visible in the bright daylight that filled the training space, but it was unmistakably effective. I watched the moon elves as they watched Kerym fend off a mighty kick from Erlan’s Stabunny just by crossing his gauntlets in front of his face.

“Interesting,” Feya said as she rubbed her thumb over her jaw in an absent-minded gesture. “That’s effective against all physical attacks? What about magical?”

Efasia sighed through her teeth like this was a longstanding pet peeve of hers.

“When it’s rovkin magic, it’s just as effective as it is against physical attacks,” she said. “Its protection is less effective against other types of magic, though. If we were to give you some insight into how our rovkins work, then I think knowledge of how to defend ourselves against magical attacks would be a worthy repayment.”

“And it also gives us somewhere to start today,” Feya said with a pleased look, before she glanced at me. “But only if you actually get that dragon out at some point.”

“If you’re sure,” I agreed. “I didn’t want to just spring him on anyone.”

Montro and Phirin both looked nervous, but they gestured to me in unison as if to say, ‘go ahead.’

I backed up into the middle of the training area and summoned my rovkin. He emerged in a sinuous movement of dark energy and came right over to stand ready at my hip as my armor appeared over my training clothes in a shimmer of dark purple.

“You ready for some training, bud?” I asked. “You’re gonna keep things chill, right? No fire breath in the enclosed space until I say so.”

My dragon twitched his snout at me and blinked a few times. I focused on our connection and spent a few moments making absolutely sure he understood that this was only training, and that there wasn’t going to be any real danger to ward off. My faith in him had grown a lot over the past few weeks, but I figured the only way it was going to stand the test of time was if I kept hammering home the same messages until they became a habit.

Sure enough, the feeling I got back from my dragon felt an awful lot like an eye-rolling teenager who didn’t want to do his homework, but there was no simmering hostility or restlessness. He definitely felt bored, but he seemed a lot more willing to just accept the feeling instead of trying to find a way to spice things up, which was definitely reassuring.

When I looked back up at the moon elves, they were all staring at my dragon with wide eyes and ashen faces, like they’d seen a ghost. Even Feya, who’d seen him the night before, looked just as awestruck as her companions.

I guessed a thousand years of mythology was a lot to make up for in one morning.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “He’s kind of a little shit at times, but he won’t hurt anybody.”

Phirin was the first to break out of his reverie with a slow, baffled shake of his head.

“It’s one thing hearing about it,” he said. “It’s a whole other thing to see it in real life. This is… Moons above, this is insane.”

“That’s pretty much where I was the first time I saw him,” I said. “If it makes you feel better, I mean.”

Montro suppressed some kind of baffled noise and rubbed his black eyes.

“How am I seeing this right now?” he muttered.

Feya still hadn’t taken her lavender eyes off the dragon, but she whacked them both lightly on the arm.

“Big babies,” she said, even though her voice was only half the volume it was before, like she was nervous about speaking too loudly. “Come on, let’s get to work.”

I was paired off to train with Phirin, who apparently had the best handle on offensive illusion magic out of the three of them, while Feya and Efasia started talking through some ideas for matching physical and magical combat with the rest of the Academy group, and Montro got into a deep discussion with Looly about healing magic.

Phirin and I went to square off in a clear space, and I couldn’t ignore the way he kept bouncing on his toes like he was trying to psyche himself up.

“Hey,” I said. “I’m serious, you’ve got nothing to worry about. I have him under control.”

The moon elf gave me a tense but genuine smile and nodded quickly.

“I know,” he assured me as he ran a hand over his dark purple braids. “Nothing against you personally, I promise. It’s just that every instinct in my body is screaming at me to run right now.”

“I know the feeling,” I agreed.

I drew my sword, and we both dropped into a loose, casual version of a fighting stance. Neither of us were overly focused on form while we were feeling our way through a wholly unknown type of combat.

Phirin had a short sword sheathed at his belt, but he didn’t seem to rely on it as a primary weapon. He was making a lot of twisting gestures with his fingers, and I could see flickers of light collecting around his deep-purple knuckles like he was gathering energy. He shot one more nervous look at my dragon, but then he focused on me and seemed to force himself back to casualness.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m just going to throw some easy stuff at you to start with, just so we both get a chance to figure out what we’re working with.”

“Cool,” I agreed. “Ready when you are.”

The moon elf swept his hands up in a sharp ‘V’ in front of his face, and all the energy he’d been accumulating between his fingers came rushing forth in a swirl of frost that gathered into what looked like a razor-sharp icicle as it flew at my head.

I ducked, and it whizzed harmlessly past my hair in a gust of cold wind. Phirin sent another one, and I dove to the side just in time to dodge it, which meant I didn’t see the third one coming until it was almost in front of my nose. I flung myself backward and laughed at the feeling of the freezing ice flecks just barely brushing past my skin.

“Good start,” Phirin said as I straightened up. “How about a little magic, this time?”

I chuckled and lit up my sword with shadow energy. The moon elf gave me an approving look and summoned more ice energy.

He sent four or five more ice darts in rapid succession. I swung my sword up to fend off half of them while I dodged the rest with a sort of spinning jump that I hoped looked more dignified than it felt. The shards that hit my blade each shattered with a burst of purple-black energy, and Phirin whistled with a giant grin.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” he laughed. “What else have you got?”

He spread his hands wide, and a bluish haze started to accumulate between them that looked much stronger than the darts. I sent my dragon a little mental nudge to let him know it was probably time for him to jump in, and I readied my glowing sword.

My dragon leaped forward and spewed a long line of shadow fire just in time to meet the ice storm that came raining forth from Phirin’s hands. They met in the middle with a strange, hissing roar that echoed off the walls and made everyone else in the room yell and cover their ears.

Phirin’s smile only got wider as he continued to pour his ice magic out in endless, swirling blasts of freezing energy.

“Keep it going, bud!” I shouted to my dragon.

The shadow flames were starting to catch on the stone floor in a way that the Ember Paw Fox’s hadn’t, and my dragon swayed his head from side to side so they expanded into a straight-up wall of flames that almost entirely engulfed my line of sight.

“Okay, this seems like cheating!” Phirin yelled over the roar of our two types of magic continuously crashing together, but I could hear him laughing all the same.

“You’re welcome to up your game any time!” I shouted back.

“What does that even mean?!”

I didn’t have time to answer, because a single shard of ice magic came spinning over the top of the wall of fire with more force than I’d been expecting, and I raised my sword instinctively to block it.

There was a flash, and suddenly the wall of fire reared up until my vision was nothing but purple-black flames. The ice attack dissipated into mist.

I blinked up in shock. There was a dome of shadow fire right over my head.


Chapter 13

The dome of fire fell away just as quickly as it had appeared, and at the same moment, Phirin’s spell finally ran out of juice.

There was a beat of shocked silence as I realized everyone in the room was staring at me.

“Well, that was new,” Gerrin said after a moment.

“Sure was,” I agreed.

I looked down at my dragon to see if he was at all surprised about what we’d just pulled off, but he was just pacing back and forth along the scorch marks his fire had left behind and glancing up at me occasionally like he wanted to know if I was impressed with how big they were.

I sighed.

“Great work, dude,” I told him.

“So, wait,” Phirin said as he wiped some sweat from his dark purple forehead. “You’re telling me that’s never happened before?”

“Not once,” I said. “Then again, he’s always coming out with new shit at random moments, I’m sort of learning to just roll with it at this point.”

Phirin nodded along as I talked with a slightly lost expression, and I grimaced as I realized a little too late how much Earth slang I’d just used. Luckily, I was saved from having to figure out how to explain by somebody clearing their throat very loudly over by the door.

When I looked, Arch Mage Joris was leaning there with a very smug smile on his face.

“I just got back from explaining to the council what an asset you’d be if we joined your cause,” he said with no preamble. “They didn’t believe me, of course, but then I walk in here and straight away, I see this! I’ll have those old windbags climbing over each other to get back on my good side before the week is out.”

“Uh,” I said.

I felt absurdly like I’d walked onto the set of some basic cable political drama, if I ignored the fact that a quarter of the people in the room had purple skin and there was a dragon spirit sniffing around my ankles.

I was also a little thrown by how casually he was talking about this stuff. I’d expected a lot more emotional turmoil around this kind of discussion, given everything I’d heard from Erlan about the awful history here, but I was starting to get the sense that the moon elves who weren’t clinging onto the past were getting increasingly impatient with the ones who were. That would definitely explain the way Zanna had strong-armed her way through the castle the night before, and now, apparently, the Arch Mage was feeling the same way.

I couldn’t tell if this attitude was a sudden change just from meeting me and my dragon, or if he had already felt this way and had just been waiting for something he could use to flip the rest of the council. If it was the second option, it didn’t exactly fill me with hope about being able to easily navigate the power dynamics in this kingdom.

But for now, it seemed like the Arch Mage didn’t care much either way. He mostly just seemed interested in my shadow powers.

“Do you think you could do that again?” he asked eagerly.

“Maybe…?” I said haltingly.

I glanced at Phirin, who shrugged.

“I can only summon that much magic a few more times before I pass out on the floor,” he said. “So I guess we go for one more?”

“That seems healthy,” Looly commented quietly from the corner.

I shot her a wince, but she just smiled wryly while her rovkin fluttered around her head. I wondered how long she’d been standing there waiting for one of us to eat shit so she could jump in with her healing powers.

Regardless, the Arch Mage either didn’t hear her or didn’t care, because he kept looking expectantly at Phirin and I until we took up our battle stances once more.

“Okay, bud,” I said to the dragon as I lit up my sword once more and tried to hide how giddy I was that accessing that power had gotten so easy. “Think we can replicate that?”

The dragon snorted through his nose, sauntered up to stand in front of me, and unceremoniously started blasting fire all over the floor.

“Moons, alright!” Phirin yelped over the noise.

He brought his hands up to send another wave of frost magic at me while the wall of flames grew higher and higher in front of my face.

I waited carefully for another blast of it to break through the wall, but it seemed like my dragon was putting even more into his fire breath this time. Nothing was getting past him.

Shit. He probably didn’t understand exactly what I was trying to replicate. To be fair, it was a pretty complicated request.

I figured it was worth trying anyway, so I reached for the feeling I thought I’d felt when the dome went up and swung my sword up at the same time.

Nothing happened.

After a minute or so, Phirin’s spell ran out and I ordered my dragon to douse the flames. I let my sword flicker out to its regular steel and sheathed it while my rovkin looked at me with his head cocked. I silently bopped his nose and nodded gratefully at Phirin, who was shaking out his arms and yawning.

“Well,” Joris said as he scanned a critical eye over both me and my rovkin. “Disappointing, but not entirely unexpected. New powers of any kind can be difficult to make headway with at first. Still, I’m impressed. You seem to exert remarkable control over the beast.”

I shrugged. “It’s a mutual relationship. He listens to me, I get him wild rovkins to eat and help him understand when to not set buildings on fire. It works.”

“Even so,” the Arch Mage said. “Your command over your shadow magic is just as admirable, and perhaps less easily won. I don’t think I could tell you of a single person in my lifetime who’s successfully wielded the power of shadow without being consumed by it.”

I perked up even as the last part of his statement sent a cold twinge of fear down the back of my neck.

“But you do know people who’ve used shadow magic?” I clarified. “Do you have any information about it? I’ve been trying to research, but–”

I cut myself off when the Arch Mage raised a placating hand.

“I know some things, yes,” he said. “Perhaps more easily discussed in the tower, if you’ll join me for a cup of tea?”

I glanced at my friends, who were all making very unsubtle gestures telling me to say yes and go with him. I guessed that the memories of one too many late-night study sessions in the depths of the library basement were pretty fresh in their minds, if they were this eager for me to get some information about shadow magic. Either that, or I just had really good friends.

Maybe a bit of both.

Efasia, true to form, was standing at the end of the group with her arms folded, and she wasn’t making faces or gesturing at me. She did, however, make a face when I met her eye that clearly said something to the tune of, ‘if you’re not out in an hour, we’re coming in after you.’ Next to her, Looly was smiling encouragingly and giving me a thumbs up.

I suppressed a fond smile, reabsorbed my rovkin, thanked the trio of moon elves, and followed the Arch Mage out of the room. He really did pause on the way to ask a passing servant to bring us some tea.

The tower we’d met the Arch Mage in last night was much less imposing in the daytime. Gentle daylight filtered through the domed roof from the cloudy gray sky above, and the air itself seemed a lot more quiet and restful.

“Better for studying, during the day,” Joris said with a smile when he noticed me looking around. “There’s so much power moving through here at night, even people who aren’t sensitive to the moons pick up on it. But during the day, it’s just a library.”

Sure enough, the bookshelves I’d only briefly paid attention to last night seemed much more dominant in the room now that there wasn’t a beam of purple light drawing focus to the central pillar.

My eyes went automatically to the shelf of glowing books, but they seemed pretty much inert in the daylight. Part of me wanted to ask about them, but I decided it was probably better to wait and see if I could get a better read of the Arch Mage’s character first. What if I showed him the shadow book, and he took it from me to complete his collection or something?

I wanted to be sure I’d actually get the answers I wanted before I brought it up.

“So, shadow magic,” Joris said as he moved around the table and swept aside the piles of scrolls and maps that had apparently accumulated since we’d all sat there the night before.

Did this guy ever sleep?

“Anything you could tell me would be helpful,” I said as I took the seat he offered me.

The servant we’d passed earlier came bustling in with a tray of tea, and I paused for a second while he doled out cups and left again with an awkward bow.

“I’ve been pretty much flying blind since I got my rovkin,” I said once he was gone, and the Arch Mage smiled a little, like he rather enjoyed the foreign turn of phrase. “The General’s been trying to help, but the Legion’s resources are pretty limited with stuff like this.”

The Arch Mage grimaced over the rim of his cup.

“Or, to call it for what it is, we’ve been guarding our knowledge of magic like a bunch of old misers,” he said.

I made a face and didn’t argue. At least he was willing to admit to it.

“Phirin and Montro both said something about my shadow magic feeling like a void,” I said instead. “I’m not sure I really understood what they meant.”

The Arch Mage took a moment to think.

“It’s not an inaccurate description,” he said. “But I can see why it would be hard for someone as practical-minded as yourself to relate to such an abstraction.”

“They also said something about your magic being based on light,” I said. “I think I can see why shadow magic would have a different energy to that, but… I don’t know. I guess if someone had asked me before, I would have put moonlight and shadow in the same box in my brain. It’s all nighttime stuff, you know? It never would have occurred to me to think about it any differently.”

I felt a little dumb admitting it, but Joris’ face didn’t show any judgment. He nodded along with a considering expression, and he took a moment before he replied like he really wanted to think about his answer.

“Phirin and Montro are talented magic users,” he said. “But less talented teachers, I think. They left out an important aspect of how our magic works. We do not simply draw power from the moonlight itself, you see. If that were the case, we would be sun elves, since the moons are only reflecting the light that shines on them from the sun. No, the part we draw power from is the reflection itself. The point at which the light of the sun makes contact with the moons and is changed, redirected… this type of transformation is what creates the magical energies that give us our power.”

I glanced up at the domed ceiling with its overlapping windows with renewed understanding.

“And you increase the power by letting it refract through those windows?” I asked.

The Arch Mage smiled hugely.

“Precisely,” he said. “The windows focus the energy and combine the red and blue light into something narrower, but stronger. This is also why our strengths lie in illusion magic. Our power is drawn from, and therefore enacted by, the bending and shaping of light. The spells Phirin used on you earlier had some basis in elemental magic, but without the main thrust of the power coming from illusion magic, he would have simply been moving the water that already exists in the air to very limited effect. Through shaping the image of the spell into the form of ice crystals, so too could the spell itself crystalize into something sharp and cold.”

I nodded along as he spoke with large gestures, as if he was trying to fit his hands around the concepts to make them more understandable.

“Okay,” I said. “I think that makes sense? So shadow magic works differently because a shadow’s a total absence of light, right? There’s nothing to change or shape, so whatever energy they’re making has to be coming from… something else?”

Joris’ smile grew even wider, if that was possible.

“Now you’re getting it,” he said approvingly. “Yes, that’s exactly it. And you’ve also zeroed in on the exact problem with shadow magic, which is that nobody knows exactly what is making the magical energy they produce. We only know that they do produce energy, somehow, and that this energy can be used to enact huge feats of magic if harnessed correctly.”

I frowned. I felt a little disappointed that I’d come all this way and the core of the answers I was getting was still ‘we don’t know how this works.’

But the way the Arch Mage said it didn’t make it feel like the end of the sentence. He sounded like he was only getting started.

“So that’s why people don’t trust it?” I asked. “They don’t know where it’s coming from?”

“Essentially, yes,” the mage said. “Imagine if our leaders never revealed their faces, or if the farmers who feed us kept their crops hidden from the public eye. If you’re trying to convince people to trust a power or resource, they like to have something solid and visible that lets them know exactly what it is they’re getting. That said, this type of thinking implies that the people using shadow magic are intentionally concealing the source, which we both know isn’t true. Unless you’ve made any miraculous discoveries you feel like sharing…?”

“Uh, no,” I said a little uneasily. “Unless… I mean, the Shadow Realm? That’s where I found him, so I kind of assumed his powers came from–”

“Not at all,” the mage chuckled with a wave of his hand. “The name is not so clever as that. It is a shadowy place, and so, the name was assigned. There is nothing more to it than that, I’m afraid.”

“Ah.” I nodded. “Well, then I know nothing of importance about where his powers come from.”

“Always worth checking.” The mage smiled. “But I digress. This is also why mages of this college in particular have so much trouble with the energy you give off. It’s not that it’s bad, necessarily, just that it’s unknowable. Students at the College of the Moon Elves don’t do well with not knowing things.”

“I can see how that’d be unnerving,” I said. “Is there anything I can do about it?”

“I think so, yes,” Joris said. “Just because we don’t know the precise source, that doesn’t mean we don’t know anything useful. There’s a long history of mages attempting to harness the power of shadow, and many of them wrote extensively about their findings. We know, for example, that shadow magic users operate best when they are paying attention to their instincts. It seems that while other magic users need to know the path ahead and plan their actions carefully to use their magic to its greatest effect, shadow magic users can feel their way through the dark, so to speak, and find paths that others can’t.”

“Literally or metaphorically?” I asked. “Because I’ve definitely done that literally. I have this ability to see enemies even when I’m blinded, and my dragon can move between shadows like they’re doorways.”

“That’s exactly the type of thing I’m talking about,” the Arch Mage said with another huge grin. “Your shadow magic allows you the ability to perceive things other people can’t, and interact with spaces others can’t access. What may often seem like a gut feeling is actually you– or, your magic– picking up on information that your physical senses like your hearing and sight aren’t giving you. A sixth sense, if you will.”

I valiantly fought down the urge to start making pop culture references. I was finally getting some real information, I couldn’t get distracted with Earth bullshit, no matter how badly I wanted to try to explain the concept of Ghost Bruce Willis to this elf wizard, purely for the comedy.

At least I was getting better at ignoring the absurdity of my situation. I kept the corners of my mouth down and nodded solemnly.

“That makes sense,” I said.

But there was something else weighing on me. I was almost afraid to ask, but I knew I needed to.

“Before, in the training room,” I started hesitantly. “You said something about shadow magic users being… consumed?”

The Arch Mage’s smile dropped, and his expression became grim. Maybe even a little mournful.

“Yes,” he said. “As with all things in life, there’s always a certain level of cost when it comes to shadow magic. The void is a powerful force, and it can be used as a force for good. That doesn’t detract from the fact that the energy itself is inherently negative. Not in terms of being simplistically ‘bad,’ you understand, but in the sense that it isn’t neutral. The opposite of positive. It destroys, it consumes. If one ventures too far into the void without a tether keeping them connected to the physical world…”

“Oh,” I said blankly.

“As I said, many mages throughout history have attempted to discover the power at the heart of the shadows,” Joris continued. “A lot of them gave themselves over to the void in order to better understand it. Few of them re-emerged. And the ones that did…”

He trailed off and shook his head. His warm, orange eyes had taken on a hollow look, like he was remembering something horrible. But he seemed to push past it pretty quickly, and he met my gaze again with a ruffle of his beard.

“There is a reason the information we allow out into the world is so limited,” he said. “We guard all knowledge of magic, of course, but shadow magic is a special case. Imagine if a lone village mage came across such information and decided to start looking into it on their own. There’s no telling the destruction they could cause, to the people around them as much as themselves. If someone were to start studying it in earnest, we would want them to do it here, where we can keep an eye on them. Make sure they can come up for air, that they keep their feet on solid ground. The void is seductive, and isolating. One must remain connected to the world if one wishes to understand the shadows– but unfortunately, one’s connection with the world is the very thing that limits one’s understanding.”

“So even people who spend their whole lives studying it can only get so far if they want to live?” I surmised with a shiver of trepidation.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Joris said. “I firmly believe that some of the colleagues I lost saw into the true heart of the void and gained the knowledge they sought. I also believe that this was the last thing they ever saw before that same knowledge destroyed them.”

I was starting to feel cold, although my chest felt hot. I tried to swallow, but my throat was suddenly tight with fear. My dragon seemed to raise its hackles at the intense emotional shift, and I almost felt like he was rooting around inside my ribs to find the source of it.

I made the effort to calm my nerves as much as possible, and I tried to send him some reassurance that we weren’t under any attack.

“Will that happen to me?” I asked as I blew out a deep breath. “If I keep trying to…?”

The mage’s expression became less gloomy as he looked me up and down with an analytical slant to his gaze.

“I don’t believe so,” he said. “It’s hard to say for sure, of course, but… these people I speak of were all mages. They operated entirely in the abstract and the unseen. You, on the other hand, have your rovkin. If there’s anything that can keep you tethered to the physical world, I believe he is it. Of course, I can’t be certain– you are entirely unprecedented, after all– but, no. Considering the nature of your magic’s source and the control you displayed today, I don’t believe you’re in the same danger my colleagues were.”

I relaxed a little. The heat in my chest settled to a steady warmth, as if my dragon was trying to reassure me now.

“That said,” Joris continued. “I would very much like to remain in contact with you after you return to the Academy. I know by now the warning signs that suggest someone is being given over to the void, and I believe if you keep me updated on your progress as you continue your training, I will be able to help you with preventative measures. Just in case.”

“That sounds great,” I said, and the tightness in my throat loosened even more at the thought of having help with this stuff from such a powerful mage.

I realized suddenly that our conversation had moved very far from my original question, and I scrambled to get back to a sense of normalcy.

“So, in the meantime,” I said. “You said there might be something I can do to freak people out less? I don’t want to be walking around scaring people, especially if there’s a history of people getting hurt by this stuff.”

“Yes, of course,” the mage said. “As I said, your power is best used through instinct. I believe that if you increase your stealth training as a fighter while you simultaneously work to harness your magic, this will allow you to hone your ability to pass undetected and draw less attention to yourself in magical terms as well as physical. It will simply be a matter of building an association between these two things in your mind while you train.”

I blinked in surprise, but it quickly turned to relief. I’d been expecting to hear something about some kind of magical meditation practice. This sounded way more up my alley.

“I already tend toward stealth when I’m fighting,” I said. “I think I could focus on it a little more, definitely. Thank you, Sir.”

Joris nodded. He was obviously pleased.

“I believe we’ll have time to make sure you’re properly on your way with this training,” he said. “This blizzard is almost upon us, and it’s going to be a long one. I’ve already written to General Carnelis to let him know you and your fellow cadets will need to stay here for at least a week or two. You’ll have full access to the training facilities here at the college while you do, and I personally will oversee your magical education.”

It felt almost too good to be true. I thanked the mage again, but he just waved me off.

“I must say, though,” he said. “I do wish we’d had the chance to snap you up before Carnelis got to you. Recruiting you was probably the best decision he ever made.”

I was careful not to let the praise go to my head over the course of the next week. As the snow came down outside, I sank myself entirely into my training.

I felt lucky as hell that Sergeant Edruh had been the one to join us on this trip. As the Rovkin Characteristics and Fighting Tactics teacher, he was one of the most versatile fighters in the whole Academy. His whole thing relied on being able to hold his own against literally every type of rovkin a person could come across.

“Stealth training?” he repeated when I approached him to request the extra training sessions that afternoon. “Yeah, I can give you some tips, no problem.”

Then he paused and grinned.

“I’ve been wanting an excuse to explore those tunnels under the castle, anyway,” he said. “This’ll be perfect. Let’s go.”

Stealth training with Edruh, it turned out, mostly consisted of trying to move as quietly as possible through the tunnels while the dark elf tailed me with a slightly feral energy and a crossbow loaded with dummy bolts. The aim was to make it back up into the main part of the castle without getting caught.

I started out using my rovkin for misdirection, but it turned out Edruh had an uncanny ability to tell the difference between even the quietest footstep made by a person versus one made by a creature. I had to get a lot more creative very quickly, and by the end of the week I was doing a lot of stretches in my downtime so I could find new ways to fit myself through smaller and smaller tunnel openings, or fold myself up to hide in narrower and narrower crevices. The level of flexibility and tensile strength it demanded took a lot out of me, which wasn’t helped by the magic training I was fitting in at other points in the day.

Magic training with Joris was maybe one of the strangest experiences of my life. Parts of it were similar to my sessions with Prianna, in that they involved a lot of getting in touch with my emotions, my rovkin’s emotions, and using them to communicate. However, most of it did indeed turn out to involve a lot of meditation, just like I’d feared. The Arch Mage seemed to prefer a non-combative approach in most areas, so I was left with the puzzle of figuring out how to explore my magic without using it to fight.

I was instructed to try and channel the shadow energy without summoning my rovkin, and instead to bring the power up from my chest to let it flow through my body. It wasn’t too dissimilar in practice to what I did with my sword, but I found that without a specific conduit and a target to aim at, it was a huge struggle to find the balance between letting the magic move and keeping it contained. I felt like I was constantly aiming a longbow but never loosing the arrow.

Every session ended with me slumping in my seat and sweating profusely while the Arch Mage clapped me on the shoulder and told me I was making progress. He never specified whether it was significant progress or not, but I decided I’d have to give him the benefit of the doubt for my own sanity.

On the other hand, I did find that I was having an easier time moving around the college without attracting stares wherever I went. I knew part of it was that people were growing used to my presence, but I knew in myself that I was at least getting a better understanding of when I was and wasn’t projecting my magical presence for others to pick up on.

I also found that in the few sessions I managed to squeeze in with my friends in the communal training area, I was having an easier time than ever dodging attacks. Even when I was only facing one opponent, I was harder to pin down.

“You’re like a fucking ghost!” Kerym complained one afternoon as he missed yet another strike with his sword. “Did you become incorporeal or something? What’s your deal, seriously?”

I felt like I’d barely even moved to dodge that last hit, but I didn’t want to brag, so I just shrugged.

“Extra training’s paying off, I guess,” I said. “Go for round three?”

“Screw you,” Kerym said, but he was grinning in spite of himself as he raised his sword again.

The blizzard was followed by a series of smaller snowstorms, and it was still going to be a few days before the sky cleared properly. I decided that if I was aiming to get as much out of the time as I could, it didn’t make any sense to hold back the shadow book any longer.

I cautiously entered the tower chamber one afternoon when I knew most people would be at lunch, but the Arch Mage would still be muttering over his star charts. I had the book wrapped in a spare rag to hide its cover as I carried it through the hallways, and I held it close to my chest as I knocked on the door to get Joris’ attention.

“Hm?” he grunted as he looked up from his mess of papers with a harried expression. “Oh, Charlie. Hello. Is it time for our training session already?”

“No, Sir,” I said. “But I wanted to ask you about something else.”

The mage beckoned me into the room. “What about?”

I shut the door behind me and went over to the bookshelf that held the glowing books. Now that I was up close, I could see that they really did have an aura of magic around them, and I knew I was right to ask.

“I was wondering if you could tell me about these books,” I said.

Joris’ bushy eyebrows rose in surprise.

“That wasn’t what I was expecting,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

I hesitated, and then I pulled the rag away from the shadow book. I held it out for him to look at.

His moon-like eyes widened. He stared and stared at it, but he didn’t reach out to take it.

“Moons above,” he murmured. “Would you look at that…”


Chapter 14

“I can’t believe it’s still in one piece,” the Arch Mage continued as he stared at the book. “Where did you get that?”

“I found it,” I said. “It was just lying around in an empty classroom at the Academy.”

Joris frowned at that, and his hand came up to smooth his beard over his chin like a nervous tic.

“Hmm,” he said. “That’s… interesting. Very interesting.”

“It’s related to these books, right?” I asked with a gesture to the shelf of glowing books. “They’re the same kind of thing?”

“Yes, yes,” Joris nodded. He was still staring at the book. “They’re called power books. They hold chants and incantations that let the reader focus or amplify their magic. They also allow the user to record any new findings or discoveries they make for the use of future scholars. There used to be a whole library of them, but they were scattered a long time ago.”

He pointed to the far end of the shelf.

“These ones here are the ones I was able to salvage,” he continued. “The rest were rescued by my predecessor, or those that came before him. Each one corresponds to a different type of magic, I’m sure you can tell.”

I nodded. I could pick out things like lightning, nature, fire, and water easily, although there were others that were less obvious.

“This one’s related to shadow magic, right?” I asked. “It lights up whenever I try to read it, but I can never tell what the words say.”

Joris stared at me like he’d never seen me before.

“Every time I think you’re finished making world-changing revelations, you make another one,” he said. “You’re telling me the book reacts to you?”

I was still holding the book by one of its corners where the rag was still wrapped around it. I removed the rag completely, and as soon as my bare fingers made contact with the cover, the purple letters began to glow and float over the void-black cover.

Joris cursed under his breath and pressed a hand to his bald head in bafflement. He seemed even more thrown by this than he had by the dragon.

“Even in all my years, I’ve only ever heard of one person who could activate this book,” he said. “And that was centuries ago. A moon elf called Yara. Her mastery of shadow magic is said to have been unparalleled, until she disappeared.”

I didn’t need to ask what happened to her. I could guess.

“Did the book go missing at the same time she did?” I asked.

The mage’s eyes drifted back to the book.

“Yes,” he said in an absent sort of voice. “Yes, I believe it did.”

I frowned down at it in confusion.

“So how the hell did it end up in a random classroom at the Academy?” I asked.

“That’s a very good question,” Joris said. “A very good question indeed.”

I shook my head and pushed through my bewilderment. I still had questions about this thing, regardless of where it came from. I flipped open the cover and squinted at the purple text as the illegible letters glinted before my eyes.

“Do you know what language it’s written in?” I asked.

The Arch Mage nodded, and he looked a little relieved that I was back to asking questions he knew the answers to.

“Yes, I do,” he said. “It’s an ancient elven language called Abrask. It fell out of common use a few centuries ago, but a few people still speak and read it. Families with long histories teach their children from a young age. I believe our friend Erlan is from one of those families, actually.”

“Wait, really?” I asked.

I couldn’t believe I’d spent so many months wondering over this book when the whole time I could have just shown it to the guy in the next dorm room and gotten some answers.

Then again, given what I now knew about Erlan’s past, maybe it would have upset him to be reminded of his family. He hadn’t gone into details about anyone else who might have survived the attack that killed his village, so maybe some of them were still alive. But I’d never heard him mention any parents or siblings.

How would I even bring that up? Like, ‘Hey buddy, tell me more about that traumatic childhood event! Did your whole family die, or…?’

I sighed internally. I’d have to think about that a little more. Maybe I could ask Jas. Erlan seemed to confide in him a lot more than anybody else.

The week dragged into the next, and the council’s debate raged on. I kept my head down and stuck to my training, and so did the rest of my friends, while the Sergeant looked on and calmly waited to see how our efforts would turn out. The Arch Mage seemed to have moved over from just advocating our side to firmly insisting that it was the only path that made sense, but apparently there were a lot of entrenched local leaders who were still showing resistance.

“He’s talking them around one by one,” Zanna explained to us one night at dinner. “But it’s taking time. Some of it is coming from a genuine place of hurt, but a lot of these old guys have spent their whole lives on top of one mountain or another and never even experienced the losses the rest of us did. They’re just worried about making an unpopular decision that will disrupt their power bases.”

“Their power bases will be plenty disrupted if we don’t do something about the dragons before they invade again,” Erlan said in a voice as dry as cardboard.

Zanna grimaced. “That’s what we’ve been trying to explain to them. Somehow, they’re not quite getting it.”

Things did seem to be improving, though. Although I was still spending most of my time in the tunnels with Edruh or the library with Joris, I was still making an effort to show up to the communal training room at least once a day. More and more people were starting to swing by when they knew I’d be there so they could get a look at my dragon and see it for themselves. At first, it was just students, but after a few days, some older elves who I had to assume were council members started showing up as well.

I tried not to think too hard about how used I was getting to being stared at. At least the council members did a better job at not looking like they were openly gossiping about me. They just watched in silence as my dragon and I ran through the magical defense drills Feya and Efasia had worked out. Some of them seemed incredibly pissed that the evidence against their arguments was so undeniable, but none of them tried to take it out on me or my rovkin, at least, which I was relieved about.

I didn’t like to think about what could happen if one of them pissed off my dragon at the wrong moment and got on the wrong side of some shadow fire. It wouldn’t exactly help with convincing people that we had control of the situation if I couldn’t even keep control of my dragon.

Luckily, he seemed to be increasingly aware of the gravity of the situation as people started openly discussing the Blood Dragon and what would happen if we didn’t manage to catch it. He was practically a model student all week.

“The Arch Mage told us you’ve only had him less than a year,” one council member said to me after a training session one afternoon. “That can’t be right, can it?”

She was a small woman in her sixties or seventies, with skin as pale as Erlan’s and long gray hair coiled in a series of complicated braids. She had wide blue eyes and a small, beak-like nose that wrinkled with nervousness every time my dragon so much as moved. I reabsorbed him to put her at ease and shrugged.

“I’ve only been a cadet at the Academy since the summer,” I said. “And I was recruited the same night I got my rovkin.”

The woman, who’d introduced herself as Mage Danala, gave a little sniff and folded her hands together like she wanted to keep questioning me, but she just set her jaw and nodded instead.

“I see,” she said. “And you believe the Blood Dragon threat is real, do you?”

I frowned.

“I don’t know what General Carnelis or the Legion would have to gain from a lie that big,” I said slowly. “They’re pouring all the resources they can spare into catching this thing. Why would they do that if it wasn’t real?”

Danala sniffed again.

“I can think of a few things they could gain,” she said. “Territory, for one. Another Banishment ritual would remove us from the map completely.”

“Which is why we’re trying to get a lid on this before it comes to that,” I argued while I tried hard to keep the frustration out of my voice.

“And it may not come to that in the first place,” came Efasia’s voice from nearby.

Danala squeaked in surprise, and then tried to pretend she hadn’t. I sent Efasia a private smile. She was getting a lot of use out of her ability to silently approach people and catch them off guard. I was going to have to put my new stealth skills to the test and see if I could do the same.

“We all know what the first Banishment cost,” Efasia continued while Danala was still recovering from her mild fright. “But we have something they didn’t have back then– a dragon who’s on our side. If Charlie’s rovkin is this powerful after a few months, imagine what he’ll be capable of when he gets into the higher ranks. If we keep the threat contained until Charlie and his dragon are strong enough to join the Legion, then a Banishment ritual may never become necessary. In that case, your kingdom would be gaining far more than it’d be giving.”

“But there’s no guarantee…” Danala protested weakly.

Efasia just shrugged.

“You guys are the ones with magic,” she said. “You want a guaranteed future? Talk to your seers. But I bet they’ll tell you the same thing I’m telling you: the best thing you can do for your kingdom is to help stop the threat before it can grow. If the Legion fails without your support and another Banishment becomes the only option, do you want that on your conscience?”

Danala visibly wavered, but then she forced her expression into something stoic and sighed.

“You’re every bit your grandfather’s heir,” she said.

She looked away from Efasia’s proud expression to give me one more assessing look, and then she left without another word.

“Shit, you’re good at this stuff,” I said to Efasia.

The white-haired woman smiled slightly.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she said. “We make a good team.”

As we came into the middle of our second week, the weather finally started to clear up, and the council finally started to budge. It felt for a while like some of the last holdouts were never going to shift, but in the end, once a couple of them turned, the rest of them were quick to follow.

Zanna came rushing into the training area with a huge smile on her pale blue face to tell all of us when the decision was finally made.

“And in other good news, it’s finally stopped snowing,” she said when she was done gushing about the way the last few old mages had folded like cheap paper. “Looks like it’s gonna be clear skies for the next week at least, so you guys can head home whenever you want.”

“Thank the gods,” Kerym blurted out.

Then he seemed to remember that we were here on a diplomatic mission and still had to be careful not to offend our hosts, because he immediately started frantically apologizing and backtracking while Zanna laughed at him.

Even though the botanist didn’t seem at all offended, I still did my best to keep my own relief from showing through. I was slightly sad to leave the college when I’d been learning so much and making so much progress with my training, but I was eager to get back to the Academy. I wanted to discuss everything I’d learned about stealth with Prianna, and I was even feeling keen to get back to my normal classes. Between this mission, the duels, and worrying about the Blood Dragon, I’d sort of fallen out of the usual daily rhythms that had helped me build a life here in the Sundered Realm. I was starting to realize that I missed the mundanity a little bit.

I mentioned this to Looly when we were packing up our stuff that evening, and she nodded thoughtfully.

“Well, that makes sense,” she said. “It can’t be all crazy missions all the time, or your stress levels will go crazy. It’s good to have some normal among all the big world-changing stuff. Keeps us all sane, right?”

“Totally,” I agreed.

It was still a bit of a wrench saying goodbye to the friends we’d made at the college, but they all promised to keep in touch.

“We’ve got a dragon to help kill, after all,” Feya said as she, Montro, and Phirin saw us off at the start of the pass where we’d first arrived. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing you guys really soon.”

Zanna came with us down the pass and led us through the forest for a few miles so she could guide us back onto a path Erlan could recognize, at which point she waved goodbye with a wide smile and turned around to trudge back up the mountain.

I’d been so distracted by my anxiety on the way to the college that it hadn’t occurred to me to think about how we were going to get home, but it turned out that all the supplies we’d brought with us were going to come in handy after all, since there was no way to arrange for one of the Academy carriage drivers to come and meet us all the way out here.

On the other hand, I wasn’t happy to find that walking down a mountain was about as bad as walking up it. I’d hoped for an easier journey, but it was an exhausting couple of days of hiking, camping, and avoiding more encounters with Stringmen. My legs hurt constantly by the time we got back to level ground.

I tried to keep an eye on Erlan as we hiked. He’d been quiet the whole time we’d been at the college, which admittedly wasn’t unusual for him, but there was a melancholy edge to it that worried me a little. I hadn’t had a chance to talk to him between all my extra training, but I wanted to make sure he was okay. Especially before I asked him for help with the book.

I watched from the back of the group while Looly, Kerym, and Gerrin tried to prod him into joking around with them, but he just waved them off with a weak smile every time. I waited for a convenient moment and caught up to Jas so I could talk to him under my breath, and I made sure no one could overhear us.

“Hey,” I said. “I wanted to ask you about Erlan.”

Jas grimaced and glanced over at where the moon elf was walking at the head of the group with his head down and his shoulders slumped.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m worried about him, too.”

Shit.

“I didn’t want to ask him too many questions,” I said. “It must have been really hard for him to go back there, huh?”

Jas made a see-saw motion with his hand and tilted his head like he wasn’t sure if he wanted to nod or not.

“Sort of,” he said. “In a lot of ways, probably. But I asked him about it before we set off, offered to talk to the General for him in case he really didn’t want to go but felt like he couldn’t refuse, but he got really insistent that I not do it. Said he needed to come.”

I nodded slowly. “For closure?”

“I suppose so, yeah.” Jas sighed and kicked a lump of snow so it exploded into powder on his boot. “You know, he lost his whole family in that raid. He was only sixteen, but he headed straight to the college and dove head first into studying. He wanted to learn magic and travel the outer villages, make sure what happened to him never happened to anyone else.”

I frowned. That was a very different life path than the one Erlan had ended up on since.

“What changed?” I asked.

“Who knows?” Jas shrugged. “Whatever it was, he decided he was better off trying to join the Legion. He’s never really gone into the whys of it all.”

That sounded like Erlan, I had to admit.

“So, I have this weird book,” I said. “I can’t read it, but it’s written in this language called Abrask that I’m pretty sure Erlan knows from his childhood. I can’t figure out if asking him about it is gonna upset him or piss him off or something.”

Jas smiled and shook his head.

“Nah, you’ll be fine,” he said. “He likes solving puzzles more than he hates thinking about the past. I can pretty much guarantee he’ll just be pissed you didn’t ask him about it sooner.”

I let out a surprised laugh and nodded.

“Noted,” I said. “Thanks, dude.”

“No problem.”

It was a long trip back, and the lights of the Academy had never looked so welcoming as when we emerged from the forest. Most of us were literally dragging our feet through the snow, except for Efasia, who was spinning the General’s leather folder in her hands like she couldn’t wait to hand it over. The Arch Mage had given it back to us just before we left with some additions and suggestions for where the dragon could be, based on his knowledge, so I could understand why she was eager to get the information to her grandfather. But at the same time, I couldn’t understand where she was getting all that energy.

Someone must have seen us approaching up the path from the watchtower, because the gates were already open when we reached them, and the General was hurrying to meet us.

“Welcome back,” he said as we came to a messy halt in front of him. “You all look tired. You’ve earned a good meal and a few days of rest, I should think. Oh, thank you, Efasia.”

He took the folder as Efasia handed it to him and opened it to glance over the pages. His eyebrows flew up as he read, and he looked back up at us with a rare smile.

“I take it your mission was a success, then?” he asked.

“Rousing success, I’d say,” Efasia agreed with a hint of ironic cockiness that made me grin. “Arch Mage Joris and his council are preparing right now to aid us when the time comes to face the Blood Dragon. We only need to send word.”

The General smiled over the whole group of us with a look of immense pride.

“Very, very well done,” he said. He glanced back down at the contents of the folder and sighed bracingly. “I’ll need a short while to look over all of Joris’ additions to our information– he does like to make his opinions known, doesn’t he? Good gods, this is a lot… In the meantime, all of you go and rest. You’re excused from classes tomorrow, and the day after if you need it. Excellent, excellent work! And Sergeant Edruh, accompany me. I’d like a full report on how our newest diplomats did.”

“Yes, Sir.” The Sergeant offered a crisp bow of his head.

We headed off to eat and sleep without any other ceremony. I was pretty sure all of us slept for a solid day and a half each, if not more. I felt like I was recovering from jet lag.

I did end up missing a few classes, but I was relieved to be recovered in time for my next session with Prianna when it came around a few days later. I couldn’t hide how pumped I was to share my new training progress with her, and she could see it in my face straight away.

“Stealth?” she said with a pleased look once I was done explaining. “We can absolutely work more on stealth. So it’s helping with your connection to your magic?”

“Definitely feels like it,” I said. “The mage said shadow magic is all about following instincts and letting myself find unexpected paths. Stealth training’s been sort of helping me improve my awareness, extend my senses. Apparently I can sort of extend my perception beyond the normal stuff, if I can channel my magic properly.”

“Well, that definitely suits the fighting style you already have,” Prianna said with an encouraging nod. “Let’s get to work and see what we can come up with.”

I grinned, and we got right into it. Usually, our sessions consisted of a brief spar or two and then a discussion to go over what tactics I’d used in the heat of the moment and which of them worked well, anything I might want to consider trying next time, and watching out to avoid forming bad habits that could lead to a sloppy move at the wrong moment.

Now, Prianna started helping me figure out a way to combine the two types of training I’d been doing with Edruh and Joris so that I could enter an almost meditative state while I fought or hid. Unfortunately, a lot of it involved running the same drills over and over until my body was doing them automatically, which had always been my least favorite part of martial arts and fencing classes, but the benefit of it was undeniable.

If I could focus less on what my body was doing and just let it follow the path it wanted to take, then it had the double effect of helping me learn to trust my instincts, and also of freeing up my mind to focus on my magic so my instincts were in turn more trustworthy. It was an incredibly taxing type of training, but I finished up our session with a deep feeling of satisfaction alongside my tiredness.

Better yet, I didn’t feel drained. Sore and in need of a sandwich, maybe, but I also felt like I could go for a run through the forest.

We also put a lot of focus on the communication with my rovkin that we’d already been working on. He was already geared toward stealth with all his shadow jumping, but my training in the tunnels with Edruh had given me a new level of understanding regarding that whole ability. I could more easily anticipate where he was going to move to once he disappeared into a shadow, and I could keep an eye on the battlefield from a different angle to him so I could tell him when and where not to emerge.

“He’s listening to you more than ever,” Prianna said at the end of the session. “I’ve been hesitant to say it before now, but I think any major control problems like you had during the Burrowing Howlers fight are pretty much behind you.”

“I hope so,” I said as I smiled proudly at my dragon. “I can’t believe how much better he’s gotten.”

Prianna’s hand landed briefly on my upper arm in a way that made the skin there tingle slightly.

“I hope you know that’s all down to you and your hard work,” she said. “I don’t think I could name a single other cadet I’ve trained who could have turned a problem like that around so quickly. Plenty of other people would have written it off as a bad job and just stopped training so he didn’t get any bigger. You’ve proved that you’ll be able to keep pace with him as he grows. I think you two are going to do some amazing things together.”

I could feel my face growing warm with the praise, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from softening as I grinned at her.

“Thanks, Prianna,” I said. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without your help.”

She smiled back and stepped back into her fighting stance.

“Fewer drills, probably,” she said. “Let’s give it five more and then call it a day.”

The training session left me pretty fired up for the rest of the day, and I felt like if I tried to go to bed, I’d just toss and turn all night, so I was relieved as hell when Erlan caught me outside my dorm room.

“Hey,” he said. “What’s this I hear from Jas about a weird book written in Abrask?”

There was an eager glint in his eye, and he seemed more present than he had the whole time we’d been up at the college. Apparently he really didn’t mind discussing this part of his history. If anything, he seemed pretty excited.

“Oh, thank god,” I said. “Do you wanna have a study session right now?”

“Yes. Yes, I do.” He gave me a second to grab the book and then dragged me off to the library.

Erlan didn’t seem remotely fazed by the glowing, floating purple letters.

“Oh, cool, a power book,” he said. “You know they have a bunch of these back at the college?”

“Uh, yeah,” I said blankly. “Yeah, I picked up on that.”

“Nice,” he said. “So, Abrask. The first thing you need to know is that it’s a very utilitarian language, it’ll use maybe one word for every five we’d say, but if you put your emphasis in the right place, you can convey a lot of meaning very quickly, so it’s very useful in stressful situations. Great for spellcasting. Actually, wait. We should start with the alphabet...”

It quickly became clear that Abrask was a difficult fucking language, with a whole host of weird conjugations and fussy grammatical rules that never seemed to apply the same way twice. Its alphabet was unfamiliar but reminded me a tiny bit of Cyrillic, and it was clear enough in the few printed examples Erlan found in the library books he dug up, but it was almost illegible in cursive. All the same, Erlan scribbled out table after table of phonetically-spelled letters, verb endings, and basic nouns for me to take away and study with more excitement on his face than I’d ever seen from him before.

I felt a headache coming on before we’d even covered the most basic vocabulary. Languages had never been my strong suit.

Erlan chuckled and gave me an encouraging thump on the back.

“Come on, you’re doing great,” he said. “So this symbol mostly corresponds to ‘ch’ sounds, but it’s also sometimes more like a ‘th,’ you can tell by looking at the vowel next to it…”

We only managed to cover the absolute basics that evening when it came to me actually learning Abrask, but Erlan looked over some of the pages when I asked him to and muttered his way through some slapdash translations. It wasn’t helped by the fact that I had to hold the book for him to keep the letters visible and try to keep track of whatever part he was focusing on.

“Okay, this is really hard to read,” he said with a heavy frown of concentration. “This is definitely an older form of Abrask, maybe even archaic? But the dialect is all over the place…”

He squinted harder.

“They’re definitely talking about shadow powers,” he said decisively. “Could have guessed, obviously, but I suppose it’s nice to know they’re staying on theme. I think here… that word definitely means veil.”

“As in the veil-veil?” I asked with emphasis. “Between the different realms? Not clothing?”

Erlan thought for a moment and murmured his way through a few lines of what sounded like a poem in Abrask.

“I think so, yes,” he said after a minute. “I think it’s probably safe to assume either way, although you never know with old mages, they love an inconveniently placed metaphor when they’re bored of whatever they’re writing. But if I’m remembering right, there’s another word for the clothing type of veil that would probably translate differently. I’d need to check, though. My Abrask is good, but I only ever studied Archaic Abrask through poetry and nursery rhymes and things. Songs, sometimes.”

His face had taken on a faraway look, and I watched nervously in case he fell into the same type of bad memory the Arch Mage had fallen into when discussing shadow mages. But a small smile came over Erlan’s face like he was fondly reminiscing, and he shook his head after a moment with a quiet laugh.

“You good?” I asked, just in case.

“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah, I’m… I’m really good. Hey, thanks for showing me this stuff, Charlie. It’s really nice to revisit all this.”

“Hey, you’re the one doing me a favor here,” I argued with a smile. “I’m gonna need way more help with this, if you’re up for it.”

“Absolutely,” the moon elf said with a firm nod and a wide smile.

We tried to keep meeting up for study sessions over the next few days, although everyone’s time quickly started getting taken over by classes again, especially with the amount of catching up we had to do.

By the end of the week, I was almost back up to speed. Right up until I got called out of class to the General’s office.

“Sorry, Sarge,” I said to Sergeant Rofir as I stood up and collected my books.

“No worries, Charlie,” the gruff sergeant assured me. “I know you’ve got a lot to deal with right now.”

Efasia was outside the General’s office when I got there, and she was already knocking on the door.

“Come in!” the General called from inside.

The old man was going over a bunch of papers, but he looked up and gave a tense smile when we came in.

“Good, you’re both here,” he said. “Firstly, I want to tell you both that you’ve done something amazing. You’ve started us off on the path of mending a rift that centuries of attempts at diplomacy couldn’t fix, and I want you to know that I’m incredibly proud.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Efasia said.

Her voice was all business, and she had her hands clasped firmly behind her back, but I saw her tilt forward just slightly onto her toes and knew she was just barely restraining herself from literally jumping up and down with glee.

“It was mostly Efasia, Sir,” I added. If getting this kind of approval from her grandfather made her this happy, I was gonna do everything I could to make her happier. “She’s amazing at this stuff.”

The General’s smile widened, and he gave Efasia an approving nod with warm eyes before his face grew serious again.

“Now,” he said. “Your efforts have provided us with a huge advantage in our mission to contain the Blood Dragon. Thanks to Arch Mage Joris’ suggestions, which I passed on to our tracking team, we’ve made sudden and incredible progress.”

“What kind of progress, Sir?” I asked.

“The urgent kind,” the General said. “You two are going to need to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. They’ve found the dragon, and they’re closing in.”


Chapter 15

The next few days passed quickly in a haze of tension and training. I felt like I couldn’t relax for even a second with the knowledge that at any moment, word would come down the chain that the Blood Dragon had been cornered.

I knew from the General that there was a group of drivers taking rotating shifts to be on standby so someone was always ready to prepare a carriage and drive out at the drop of a hat. The old man was also picking out a group of Legion soldiers to join the mission, since there was no way the tracking team was going to be in fighting shape by the time we got to them, and combat wasn’t their specialty anyway.

I spent most of my time at the targets or in my enclosed training area while I went over and over my swordwork and the stuff I’d been working on with Prianna. I knew I looked a little obsessive from the outside, but I didn’t care. I’d been preparing for this for weeks, and I wasn’t about to stumble at the last minute and fuck it up.

I managed to enlist my friends to swing by and help me out by letting me and my dragon practice our stealth by sneaking up on them and their rovkins. All of them were busy getting caught up with their own classes, so they couldn’t stick to any kind of regular schedule and just showed up whenever they could. Even this ended up being its own kind of useful training, since they all had such different fighting and magic styles, and I never knew who I’d be facing off with next. I tried to drive home for my rovkin that we could use this as a lesson in adaptability, which he seemed to understand.

I raced through every mealtime and pretended not to notice the worried glances my friends were exchanging behind my back. I knew they were concerned about me facing another dragon, which I had to admit was understandable. All of them knew how close both me and Efasia had come to dying when we fought the Shadow Dragon.

But I liked my chances a lot better this time. I had that same Shadow Dragon at my side now, after all. And even without him, I had other kinds of backup.

For one thing, Efasia was absolutely insistent on coming with me, and she definitely wasn’t going to take no for an answer. I briefly considered trying to talk her out of it, but I already knew that even if I succeeded, I’d end up regretting it. She was deep in her own training as well, but we started sharing sessions and quickly proved that we were just as good of a team when it came to combat as we were with diplomacy.

The rest of my friends had offered to come as well, mostly out of their particular brand of slightly chaotic loyalty, but it was pretty obvious straight away that all of us alongside the Legion soldiers would quickly turn into a ‘too many cooks’ scenario. Realistically, I could only bring one person, and nobody was going to argue that Efasia wasn’t the obvious choice.

I loved all my friends, but I knew which of them I wanted by my side on a dragon hunt.

The General had mentioned to me that he’d called in Prianna to give me a few more emergency training sessions. Efasia agreed to join in on these when I suggested it. She seemed eager for any information she could get her hands on.

I knew already she’d been reading up on dragons for a while now, possibly even since before I’d arrived in the Sundered Realm since she’d been hunting the Shadow Dragon when we met, but since we’d gotten back to the Academy, she’d started doubling down on her research to make sure she was caught up. My Abrask sessions in the library with Erlan had to take a hasty back seat so I could spend the evenings explaining to Efasia everything I’d found in my own research, and all the stuff I’d figured out through interacting with my rovkin.

I was a little worried that Efasia would have a hard time training with Prianna, since they both had such strong personalities, and I knew how conflicting egos could clash in teaching situations. But on the other hand, they were both such stone-cold professionals that even if they did have a problem with each other, I couldn’t imagine either of them would let it get in the way of the work.

As soon as Prianna showed up to meet us in the training area, I also realized that with how stoic they both were, I’d probably never find out about any conflict either way. The two women spent the first two minutes of the session eyeing each other from across the training space like they were sizing each other up, and then they fell instantly into a discussion about the benefits of fighting with axes versus swords without any preamble.

I couldn’t even figure out if they were agreeing or disagreeing with each other. They both spoke with such even, civil tones, it was impossible to tell.

“So,” I said after a little while, partly out of bafflement and partly because I felt sort of like the Blood Dragon was breathing down my neck. “Dragons?”

“Dragons,” Prianna agreed. “Efasia, tell me what you already know so we can start somewhere useful?”

“Sure,” Efasia said.

She started reeling off the important details and the stuff she learned from her first fight with the Shadow Dragon. I remembered how furious she’d been with me back then for stepping in and inadvertently robbing her of the chance to try for a dragon rovkin, but when she talked about it now, there was no regret on her face. She just went over the details in a perfectly matter-of-fact voice like it was a slightly boring anecdote and not a near-death experience.

Prianna nodded along without so much as twitching an eyebrow, but I could tell she was taking a lot of mental notes. When Efasia was done, they moved on to discussing the Atlantean’s fighting style.

Efasia summoned her rovkin for a demonstration, and the Tempest Direwolf gave one of his customary booming barks, although he seemed to be pulling it in a bit to not deafen us, which I appreciated.

Prianna and I both summoned our rovkins as well, and we ran through a few quick drills, with Prianna’s drake standing in for the Blood Dragon as best as she could so me and Efasia could try to figure out some tactics.

“If you’re focusing on stealth, Charlie,” Prianna said after a few do-overs. “Then, Efasia, I’d like you to be as big and loud as possible. One primary benefit of lightning powers is the ability to be a distraction and deal massive amounts of damage in one move.”

Something in my gut lurched a little at the thought of Efasia being front and center facing off against a dragon while I snuck around in the shadows, but Efasia didn’t seem at all worried. If anything, her expression was the closest she’d come to smiling all day.

“That’s a good plan,” she agreed.

“Uh,” I said quickly. “I mean, we can also discuss other options? Just in case? Maybe the Legion soldiers will be happy to handle the distraction and free both of us up to attack directly.”

Prianna’s eyes flicked between me and Efasia, and she smirked very slightly with a knowing look in her eyes.

“That’s a good point,” she said.

“But not the wisest approach,” Efasia said diplomatically. Then she turned to look at me head-on. “Charlie, your strengths and my strengths have some similarities, but our rovkins dictate that there are areas we work best in. And those areas are not always going to be the same.”

Her yellow eyes met mine stubbornly as she said this, but there was also something else there. Something decidedly non-hostile.

That’s when I realized that for once, she was pleading with me to try and see her point, instead of just insisting she was right.

And her face was strikingly beautiful when she was talking to me like an equal.

I cleared my throat. “I mean… yeah. Yeah, you have a good point about that. I just… Anything could happen out there, and I don’t want us being blindsided. Either of us.”

Efasia pursed her lips in thought, then nodded before looking to Prianna for a final verdict.

My mentor’s lively blue eyes were flicking between the two of us now, and she had a barely-concealed smirk still playing on her lips.

“How about we try a few double-pronged attacks to start?” she suggested. “Then we’ll work on branching out.”

“Yeah, okay,” I said a little too quickly, and I could’ve sworn Efasia was smiling as she rolled her eyes and turned away to get into position.

The three sessions in total that we ran with Prianna went incredibly well after that, and they were the most fun I’d had since coming to the Academy. Efasia had been improving just as much as I had during our extended stay at the College of the Moon Elves, and we were honestly a kick-ass duo.

But in the end, I couldn’t deny that the two of us working to our rovkins’ separate strengths did go very nicely.

Her bond with her Tempest Direwolf had evolved to be as tight as mine and my dragon’s was. Her rovkin was all hard strikes and booming thunder, with an incredibly calculated hunting instinct that paired seamlessly with Efasia’s own lethal and clever demeanor. And while my own rovkin was all swiftness, stealth, and risky instinctual decisions, I was able to lean into those same instincts and think on the fly to keep up with Efasia no matter what was going on.

I felt really, really good about our co-training, and we ended up using those sessions like extended simulations until well into the evenings, at which point Prianna called a stop.

“You won’t do anybody any favors by tiring yourselves out,” she said firmly after our third four-hour session. “I know this is a big mission, but I really think you’ve got this. You’re both fast, smart, and extremely adaptable. You won’t be any of those things if you’re sleep-deprived. Go get some food and bed down for the night.”

“You’re right,” I said with a heavy sigh as I rubbed my hands tiredly over my face. “Thanks, Prianna.”

“Yes, thank you,” Efasia said as she swiped some sweat from her brow in the most dignified way I’d ever seen. “Your expertise is much appreciated.”

“Anytime.” Prianna nodded her head, and Efasia turned on her heel to leave the arena without another word.

I was about to follow, when my mentor laid a hand on my arm.

She met my eyes with her warm, dark blue gaze. She was smiling, but there was a trace of worry to it.

“Be careful, okay?” she asked.

“I will,” I said. “I promise.”

“And keep that dragon of yours out of trouble out there,” she said more teasingly.

“That, I’m afraid to promise,” I chuckled.

“He’s certainly a character,” Prianna laughed. “I’m not sure I’ve ever met a rovkin quite like him.”

“I feel lucky to have him,” I said in earnest. “I’ve, uh… I’ve actually been wanting to name him. Is that… weird? Do people do that?”

“Some,” she said in a more serious tone. “It’s something I certainly recommend, if you feel you know your rovkin well enough. It will help strengthen your bond, give you two a sense of understanding between you that goes above simply wielding a spirit weapon.”

I nodded as I thought on this, and I decided I did feel I knew my rovkin well enough by now to take a step like that. I’d also come across a word at the College of the Moon Elves that stuck with me.

They had different terms for different kinds of darkness, because of course they did. They were moon elves. And there was a special name for a type of darkness that lures a person in almost mischievously, rather than causing them to want to run in the other direction. Feya had taught me about it when she saw how my dragon was sort of prone to mischief.

In Elvish, the term was “raddre,” and it sounded like “raider” from back on Earth. I liked it both because of his stealthy side, but also because it reminded me of hundreds of dungeon dives I’d gone on with my friends in high school and college when we gamed together. We’d had a hell of a time causing absolute mayhem and looting together, and I felt a similar connection with my Shadow Dragon. A kind of gamer bro vibe, but make it dragon, if you will.

And the fact that it also reminded me of Darth Vader wasn’t exactly a negative.

“I was thinking of naming him Raddre,” I told Prianna, and her face immediately lit up in recognition.

“I love it,” she said with a wide smile. “A selfish side of me is pleased you’re using the language of my own people to name such a magnificent creature. But I have to say, it also suits him very well.”

I grinned back, but not so much because of what she’d said.

It was the way my Shadow Dragon was reacting.

I could’ve sworn his energy went from zero to a hundred in seconds flat, and I imagined his spirit parkouring its way around my insides, like he couldn’t fucking wait to get out and rock his new name.

“Yeah, it’s perfect,” I chuckled.

Prianna gave me a brief squeeze of the arm before I left, and I stopped to grab some food on my way to the dorms. Then I went to bed early, which turned out to be a very good decision.

I was woken up in the early hours by Gylephene knocking gently on the door. Her face was pale when I answered.

“The General wants to see you,” she whispered while Gerrin snored away in the background. “He says it’s time.”

It wasn’t easy getting dressed and armored in the dark, but I managed it. Efasia and the General were both in the courtyard already when I got down there. Efasia gave me a tense half-smile when she saw me running toward her while I finished fastening my cloak.

Then I saw Looly behind her.

The pink-haired elf was shivering in a flowy white nightdress that showed her pink nipples clearly through the fabric, and her feet were shoved into soft, deerskin boots that went up to her knees.

“Looly,” I gasped as I pulled her into my arms. “What are you doing out here, you’re going to freeze to–”

Her lips slammed against mine before I finished my sentence, and I didn’t bother being a professional. I delved my tongue into her sweet mouth and let her cling to me despite the eyes I knew were on us right now.

My elven lover’s whole body was shaking from more than just the cold, and my heart clenched as I realized how terrified she was for me.

I was suddenly just as terrified that I’d never see her again, and I gave into the primal need to kiss her like it was the last time for a few long moments. I memorized the plumpness of her soft lips, the sweet smell of her skin, and the little squeaks she let out as she fought to press herself even tighter against me.

Finally, we broke apart, but I kept her in my arms as she quivered and looked up at me in the moonlight.

“Be careful,” she managed through grating breaths.

“Always,” I promised and brushed my hand along her cheek. “I’ll be back before you know it, okay?”

Tears sprang up in her eyes, but she furiously blinked them away as she nodded.

“You promise?” she asked.

I swallowed the lump in my throat and forced myself to say the words I knew I couldn’t be sure were true. For her sake.

“I promise,” I said. “When you wake up tomorrow, I’ll be right here waiting.”

Looly was shaking worse than ever, and Efasia swiftly stepped forward to take her arm and pull her from me.

“We’ll be right back,” she said with a thick voice as she steered Looly toward the castle. “Don’t… Don’t worry. I’ll bring him back.”

Looly was crying now, but she nodded repeatedly at these words and let her friend lead her to the door. She didn’t look back, either. She just sniffed loudly and walked determinedly back into the warmth of the castle.

The sight of her petite body and soft nightgown disappearing almost wrenched my heart in half, but I knew I had to leave right now. No matter the dangers we faced, I had to leave and hope to whatever gods this world had that I would get to return to Looly’s sweet embrace again.

Efasia’s expression was like marble when she returned to my side, and I could tell she was just as affected by Looly as I was.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Ready,” she said in a tone as sharp as a damn knife.

The General looked us both over with an uneasy clench in his jaw. In that moment, I could tell how heavily it weighed on him that he had to send his cadets out on such dangerous missions, especially his only granddaughter. I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring nod as I stood straight and tall.

“We won’t let you down, Sir,” I said.

He smiled slightly.

“I know you won’t,” he said. “I’m very proud of you. Both of you.”

He paused and cleared his throat.

“Now,” he continued. “The soldiers are gathering at the Western Gate. You answer to them on this, understood? Keep to protocol wherever they mandate it, and do me proud out there.”

“Yes, Sir,” we both replied with a crisp nod of our heads.

“The carriages will take you as far as they can, but the dragon is deep in the mountains,” he continued. “It’ll be a long journey to a long fight. Make sure you get whatever rest you can on the ride.”

“We will, Sir,” Efasia said. “Thank you.”

The dozen or so soldiers who met us at the gate all seemed ready for a hard mission, but there was a general air of trepidation that hung over the whole group, and around the six carriage drivers who’d been assigned to transport us all.

The soldiers were led by a man called Captain Feque, who kept his long brown hair in a tight braid at the back of his head and had the strangest skin patterning. He was dappled all over in various shades of brown and black, and it took me a beat to realize I was looking at the first land nymph I’d ever met in this world. Well, half-land nymph, since he was a man. Whatever the other half was, I couldn’t even guess. But he had pointed ears, one brown eye and one black eye, and he seemed to be the kind of person who didn’t like to speak unless he absolutely had to. He had a longsword sheathed at his hip, as did about half of the other soldiers, while the rest carried a mix of crossbows and longbows. He gave us a stoic nod as we walked up and motioned silently at the rear carriage we were going to be riding in, before he climbed up to ride beside the driver of the carriage in front.

“You kids ready to get on the road?” the lead archer asked. She was a surprisingly kind-looking woman with curly black hair who’d introduced herself as First Lieutenant Trynne. Her red eyes were a darker, warmer shade than I was used to seeing in dark elves, and I decided I liked this variety a lot more. “This isn’t gonna be an easy one.”

“We’re ready,” Efasia said shortly as she visibly bristled at the word ‘kids.’

I imagined she probably had a long history of members of the Legion seeing her as a child instead of a fellow fighter, so I decided I couldn’t fault her. I touched her elbow briefly once all the soldiers had turned to climb into the carriages. She shot me a tired look, but she had a hint of a smile around her eyes and the corners of her mouth.

After the carriages dropped us off and we were left to hike the rest of the way, I had the chance to ask her about it.

So what if I was also distracting myself from thinking about the Blood Dragon until I had to? It wasn’t like anyone else needed to know about it. I kept the tight knot of anxiety in my gut to myself and focused on Efasia.

“Hey,” I said as I jogged over to join her at the very edge of the group of soldiers as we moved quietly through the snowy forest. I kept my voice low so none of them would overhear. “How are you feeling about all this?”

Efasia kept her expression smooth, and she stared straight ahead as she walked.

“Fine,” she said. “Good, even. You?”

“Not great,” I said. “Which is why I’m a little worried. You know you don’t have to be like, super tough all the time, right? You’re allowed to be freaked out. We’re about to fight a fucking dragon.”

“Again.” She forced a shrug that I saw straight through.

So I stared her down until she gritted her teeth and seemed to struggle with herself for a moment.

“The entire legacy of my family rests on my shoulders,” she said. “They’re counting on me to act as their representative. If I look afraid, the Carnelises look afraid. If I look weak, the Carnelises look weak.”

“Do you think I look weak?” I asked genuinely.

I wasn’t even offended by the idea, just curious, but she grimaced anyway.

“No,” she admitted. “But it’s different for you. I know you’ve got a lot to prove in some ways, I know you’ve got a lot of expectations on you… But you’re also an unknown quantity. People expect big things from you, but what those things turn out to be are still up in the air. Me? I’ve had my whole life planned out since the moment I was born. If I don’t live up to it…”

She kept her strides even, her posture straight, and her sharp eyes straight ahead, but I saw the way her chest was rising and falling with shallower breaths.

I sighed.

“I get it,” I said. “Sort of, at least. I used to feel that way, back when I lived with my uncle.”

She blinked at me curiously. “You never talk about your family.”

I gave an uneasy shrug, rubbed awkwardly at the back of my neck, and glanced around to make sure none of the soldiers had started listening in on our conversation. All of them were keeping an eye on our surroundings as we walked, and Feque was studying the map he’d brought carefully to keep us all on track, but none of them were paying Efasia and I that much attention.

“There’s not a lot to tell,” I said. “My parents died in an accident when I was little. I lived with my uncle until I was eighteen. He had a lot of expectations for me. He didn’t think my hobbies were worth any real time. He looked down on them, like my genuine interests were stupid as fuck to him. He owned a farm that he’d inherited from my grandparents. He was an ‘up at dawn and out with the livestock’ type. He wanted me to take it over someday. I respected his way of life, but he definitely didn’t respect mine. I wanted to go to college, study, make some money, and travel. If I’d stayed with the farm, all those options would’ve been closed off.”

Efasia frowned at me slightly like she couldn’t decide how she felt, but she didn’t say anything.

“I used to struggle with it,” I continued. “I felt guilty for leaving him, especially in my first year or two at college. He used to contact me with all these warnings about what’d happen if I didn’t take the farm from him, how all my ‘hard work’ was a waste of time and would amount to nothing. Really laying it on thick, you know?”

“He sounds like an ass,” Efasia muttered, and she glared at a branch sticking out of the snow like she’d kick it if she was childish enough.

“He is,” I said as I ran my hand through my hair like I could physically tug away the memories.

I wondered if it was strange that I was suddenly spilling my guts to her, but I honestly didn’t care that much. I couldn’t ignore the very real possibility that we were both about to die trying to kill this dragon, and now that I’d started talking, I found that I really wanted her to know that I understood her on this level.

I wanted to know her, and I wanted her to know me.

“I pretty much hated him, growing up,” I said. “He’s one of those guys who hates their life so much, they can never stand seeing anyone else try to be happy, you know? All the hard work he did, he did with a scowl and like… every curse word under the sun. But even with all that, I used to think about going back all the time. I came pretty close, a few times.”

“So why didn’t you?” Efasia asked.

I shrugged. “It wasn’t really one thing or another. I think I just knew, deep down, that I’d always regret it if I did. You only get one life, you know? I didn’t want to spend mine stewing over all my choices and turning into a resentful, bitter old man like my uncle. I want to take all the opportunities life throws at me and see what I can do with them.”

The corners of Efasia’s mouth twitched with the smallest hint of a smile.

“That sounds like you,” she said. “And the Shadow Dragon.”

“Raddre,” I corrected her. “That’s his name now.”

“Raddre,” she said slowly, like she was testing the feel of it on her tongue. “Yes, the elf woman explained its meaning. It’s fitting.”

“You heard that?” I asked with some surprise.

Efasia’s eyes flicked forward with determination. “No. Well, yes. Only because she was talking so loudly. I wasn’t listening.”

“Right.” I grinned as I pictured Efasia eavesdropping on me and the pretty lavender-eyed moon elf’s conversations.

Efasia cleared her throat. “Anyway. It’s a good name. And… It’s a good attitude to have.”

“But not one you feel like you can have?” I guessed.

She grimaced.

“I feel like I can’t explain myself now without insulting you,” she admitted. “I want to say ignoring my family’s legacy is selfish, but I don’t want you to think I’m calling you selfish.”

“I get that,” I said with a shrug. “It’s different, I know. There’s a huge difference between being a farmer and being an Atlantean princess.”

“I’m not a princess,” she practically spat, and I realized her cheeks had flushed. “I’m the granddaughter of General Carnelis, Fifth-tier Nautical, Eighth-tier Slayer of the Legion, and my people--”

“I know,” I hastily cut in. “I didn’t mean it that way, I just don’t know shit about Atlanteans. I’m improvising here, alright?”

I chuckled lightly, and she sent me a more relaxed look as she nodded.

“Even if I understand how you feel, though,” I continued. “You’re operating at a totally different level. And your Grandfather… he’s an intense guy, but he’s not an asshole. I know he loves you a lot.”

Efasia nodded miserably.

“I think it weighs on him,” she said. “Having to put so much on my shoulders. My parents, as well. If they’d had even one other child, I’d have someone to share the load with. But it’s just me, so…”

“Is that why they’re trying to marry you off?” I asked. “So you’d have someone to split the burden?”

“That’s part of it, yes,” she said. “Merrel has a big family, and his parents have been friends with mine for decades. That’s why they set up the engagement when we were so young, it was their way of making sure our families would always be able to take care of one another.”

“Really?” I asked in surprise. “Then why is Merrel so…”

“Repugnant?” Efasia suggested.

“I was going to say dickish, but that works,” I said as I motioned for her to continue.

She smiled properly this time, and then she let out a sigh. Her breath clouded in the air and framed her face in a way that made her look almost angelic, for a moment.

“He wasn’t as bad when we were children,” she said. “I think the power started going to his head, at some point. His parents are nice people, but they were never all that good at teaching things like humility and moderation, and they never paid attention to the smaller warning signs. How he spoke to the servants, things like that.”

“Ah,” I said. “Yeah, that sounds like a recipe for an entitled asshole if I ever heard one.”

“People who are raised with the idea that the world owes them something eventually start to believe that the world owes them everything,” the Atlantean said with a resigned shrug.

We came to a rougher part of the forest where the mountain’s incline really started to kick in, so we had to stop talking while we concentrated on where we were putting our feet and conserved our breath.

As we climbed, I thought about everything Efasia had told me, and how she’d acted toward me when I’d first arrived in the Sundered Realm. I thought all of it was just her anger at me taking the Shadow Dragon rovkin she’d been gunning for, but now I wondered if there was another layer to it.

“Is that part of why you didn’t trust me when we first met?” I asked once we got to a more level part of the trail. “You were worried I’d abuse the power I got through the dragon rovkin?”

Efasia flexed her jaw like she was reluctant to answer, but then she nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “I had no idea who you were or where you’d come from. All I knew is that you were suddenly wielding a level of power I barely trusted myself with, let alone a complete stranger. Let’s just say I was relieved when you turned out to be… you.”

I blinked in surprise and opened my mouth to answer, but I found I couldn’t really think of anything to say. I just barely managed to fend off a pleased flush and ducked my head to hide my smile. I didn’t mind if Efasia noticed, but I knew if any of the soldiers did, we’d be in for the ribbing of a lifetime.

It wasn’t exactly a great time for flirtatious back and forths with the General’s daughter.

However, all of the soldiers had their attention fixed firmly on Feque all of a sudden. He’d stopped a few yards ahead with his hand in the air and the map lowered to his side.

“Eyes up,” he ordered. “We’re getting close. It was last spotted about a quarter-mile north of here. Our trackers should be nearby.”

He summoned his rovkin, which revealed itself to be a huge, lolloping wildcat-looking thing I didn’t recognize. His armor formed dusty yellow and solid over his clothes, and it shimmered like it was dipped in stardust.

“Holy shit,” I breathed before I could stop myself.

His rovkin was as big as a damn rhino, and while it still held the ghostly aura of all rovkins, it was more girthy and substantial than any I’d seen before.

“Crippler Cat,” Efasia breathed barely above a whisper.

I’d never heard of it, but its hulkish shoulders and yellow-and-brown patchwork of fur made me think of WWE wrestlers in wild outfits.

Lieutenant Trynne caught my eye next. She slowly slid an arrow from her quiver and nocked it, although she didn’t draw just yet. She’d summoned her own eagle-like rovkin the moment the Captain did so. I recognized it as a Fire-Spitting Death Sparrow, and with a single tilt of her head, she sent it to fly overhead and keep watch. Her armor was almost as ethereal as the Captain’s, but it was a dark bronze color, and the bronze decals all over her shoulders looked like a cloak of feathers that matched her rovkin to a tee.

A tense moment passed as the rest of us summoned our rovkins. The soldiers had clearly been briefed about mine, because none of them paused to stare, even though a couple of them clearly wanted to.

I was mostly trying not to gawk at all of them.

I’d never been surrounded by a whole troop of Legion soldiers, and the sight was fucking insane.

Rovkins the size of cars and buses burst into being, and the magical armor everyone was suddenly sporting looked like an array of video game skins I could only wish I had the money for back on Earth.

I felt a little awkward in my own translucent variation, but seeing Efasia stand as tall as the others no matter her armor made me feel less strange about it.

Plus, I had a fucking dragon rovkin, so I arguably looked more badass than anyone here.

Raddre came out like a pool of smoky ink pouring from my chest, and he landed in a crouch with his bright violet eyes already narrowed and scanning our surroundings. I gave him a silent but firm warning to keep still, and asked him to keep his eyes open while I did the same.

Efasia’s direwolf was anxiously pawing the ground, but with a single look from her, it calmed the lightning that was webbing over its whole body until it only sparked in its eyes.

Then we proceeded.

Feque’s hand drifted to the pommel of his sword where it was sheathed at his waist. I did the same with one hand, and I notched a couple of karambits between my knuckles with the other. Efasia quietly slid both her axes out of their holsters and held them ready against her thighs.

Silence fell over the group while we continued through the snow, and I held my breath and listened hard as I looked around for any sign of movement through the bare trees.

Then we found the first body.

Up ahead of the Captain, the mutilated corpse of a man nearly six inches taller than me lay strewn in the bloodstained snow. His skin was eaten away by some grotesque burn marks, and his frostbitten face was twisted in a tortured scream.

There was no doubt in my mind. This was one of the Legion’s trackers.

Ten feet further, another two bodies had met the same eerie end.

Our entire troop halted and awaited orders, but the Captain didn’t move a muscle.

Then a noise pricked at the edge of my hearing that sounded strangely like falling raindrops, and I whipped around to face in that direction.

My dragon let out a vicious snarl that split the silence, and I only had time to register the sight of something dark red and wet hitting the snow before my ears caught the unmistakable flapping of wings.

A giant shape suddenly loomed overhead.

It was coming straight at us.

I opened my mouth to yell a warning, but I was drowned out by a deafening roar, and the dragon descended on us in a shower of blood.


Chapter 16

The blood burned.

Everywhere it landed, a hissing, sizzling sound split the air, and I realized with a jolt of terror that the magical armor of the soldiers around me was being eaten away by every single drop that fell.

“Take cover!” Captain Feque roared.

I dove to the side without a second thought, and I dragged Efasia with me.

Her body was rigid as chaos broke out around us, and we landed with a thud in the snow beneath the nearest cluster of trees. I heard her cursing like a sailor before she wrenched herself out of my hold and launched to her feet.

I scrambled to join her, and the sight that met us made us both freeze in place.

The beast was as big as a fucking two-story house. It had flattened every tree around it in a matter of seconds, and its white scales oozed with wine-red blood between each and every one of them. Four soldiers were already crushed to death between the front claws of both feet, and its wingspan stretched twice as far on each side as its body width.

But the face was the most freakish thing of all.

Two red eyes poured blood down its white-scaled cheeks, and its three-foot-long fangs dripped the same red, acidic liquid. Every snap it made with its maw sent a spray of red out across the snow like an industrial sprinkler, and with each spray, more sizzles and screams rose up.

The soldiers were scattering.

They shot arrows, bolts, and magical attacks as they sought cover under the remaining trees, but the dragon barely flinched.

Every enormous, mutated rovkin we had was charging into the fray, and I could barely process the number of fiery, watery, or downright electric attacks taking place all at once.

My heartbeat was hammering in my throat as I watched this behemoth of a monster unleash utter carnage on our troop, and through it all, a deep, gurgling roar rent the cold air and sent a violent shiver through my body.

Raddre watched from my side with shadow fire bristling over his whole frame.

I swallowed dryly and looked over at Efasia. She was paler than ever, but her yellow eyes blazed against the bloody snow with a fierceness I’d never seen before.

Then she brushed a hand against her direwolf’s ghostly flank, and she looked my way.

“What’s the plan?” she asked in a surprisingly steady voice.

Just like that, my nerve returned.

I scanned the scene with new eyes in seconds flat.

The soldiers had regrouped. Two groups were launching volleys of projectile attacks in sync with one another. The magical strikes were buying us some time, especially the water-based ones. They seemed capable of diluting the burning blood, at least a little bit, but the regular arrows and bolts were lancing off the bloodied white scales without doing a damn thing.

A third and fourth group closed in from the sides with their swords and rovkins, but I could tell they were risking too much already.

The blood did minor damage to the rovkin ranks, but the soldiers’ armor was smoking within seconds. Those without helmets were screeching as blood poured over their scalps and into their eyes, and two more fell to the snow with life-ending wails as the blood ate away at their flesh and bones.

If the dragon wasn’t so damn big, they’d stand a chance, but the amount of acidic blood it was dumping on us all was just insane.

“It’s a death sentence going at this head-on,” I said. “We need to end this quickly and carefully.”

“Stealth it is,” Efasia said with a curt nod. “I’ll take the back left flank, you take the right, and we’ll—”

“No,” I cut in and pointed. “Look at its tail.”

The Blood Dragon’s massive tail was lined with spikes all the way to the tip, and every one of them flicked blood over the cold night scene as it thrashed through trees and snow.

“Those spikes are as tall as me,” I breathed. “We can’t be sloppy about this.”

“We can’t stall any longer, either!” Efasia hissed. “Those soldiers--”

“Are holding their own,” I said. “They’re doing what they came here to do. It’s our job to figure out how to really take this fucker down. Starting with how to even get close.”

Efasia’s jaw tensed with fury, but I knew she could tell I was right.

We both looked forward, and I caught Captain Feque’s eye.

He was slashing at the swiping arms of the Blood Dragon and dodging its talons with his Crippler Cat. The cat in question was sending out minor earthquakes with every pound of its paws, and its snarling roar seemed capable of emitting a forcefield of its own. At the same time, the Captain was barking commands with a clear-headedness I immediately admired, but his eyes darted from me to a group of soldiers near the dragon’s right flank and then back again. Then he thrust a finger straight in their direction.

I looked toward the group in question.

The soldiers there were primarily wielding water-based rovkins, and they seemed like our best shot of getting closer without drowning in acid. The night was still dark enough to offer plenty of shadows between the moonlit trees, too, but that wouldn’t last for much longer.

Dawn was coming, probably within the next twenty minutes. My dragon and I had to get going if we were going to use this time to our advantage.

“Raddre and I will get to that group there,” I told Efasia. “The opposite troop are focusing their efforts on keeping the dragon from attacking the water rovkins. You head there and—”

“Got it,” Efasia replied and jumped into action without another word.

I was already sprinting in the opposite direction.

I concentrated on weaving between the shadows to keep the cover of the trees above me, and Raddre shadow hopped right alongside me. I tried to ignore the chaos of the soldiers and magical monsters around me, but the wrenching roar of the dragon was harder to block out.

Every shriek it gave off split the darkness and seemed to shake the ground beneath me, and its thrashing tail was taking down tree after tree. Even avoiding bloodied puddles in the snow was proving to be a minefield, but I made it into position without sustaining any injuries.

The moment I arrived, though, the dragon’s dripping red eyes locked on me.

It was like it hadn’t even given a shit about this group until I joined it.

What the fuck?

“Look out!” a sergeant beside me screamed, and the troop all dropped to their knees as their shields went up above their heads.

I didn’t even have time to think. Shadow magic burned in my chest as I thrust my arm upward on instinct, and a deep purple shield of fire billowed up over all of us.

All I could hear at first was sizzling as blood rained down and struck my shield, but it never got further. Every drop dissipated into steam and smoke, but when the dragon’s teeth came chomping down on the shield next, its war shriek hit ear-splitting heights.

I gaped up at the sight of the shadow fire scalding the beast’s fangs and gums, and it tore its head back as it let out another furious roar.

“What the…” I breathed.

The soldiers around me whooped in triumph as they retook their positions and readied their next attacks. I waited until the closest Sergeant counted me down, and then I let the shield drop. The group went right back to launching water-based attacks everywhere the blood was pouring down the worst, but I was too stunned to move.

How the hell had my shadow fire had such a strong effect?

“Go on the offensive, kid! Keep that shit up!” I heard Lieutenant Trynne yell from behind me.

She’d clearly seen the whole situation, and I snapped out of my confusion at her command.

I was close enough now to see that the white scales of the dragon thinned out and became softer skin at the base of his enormous belly. Its sternum was clearly thick as hell and would make striking at the heart impossible, but we could sure as hell do some work at injuring it and hopefully making it bleed in the more normal ways for now.

“Raddre, aim for its softer belly, let’s see what we can do to injure this bastard!” I hollered.

My dragon disappeared into the shadows beside me as I ignited my sword, and we immediately started launching our attacks. I struck at the softer-looking flesh as viciously as I could, and my dragon crouched low to send out a stream of purple flames nearly fifteen feet long.

And it worked better than anything we’d tried so far.

Genuine gouges were appearing in the monster’s tender flesh with every swipe of my blade, and its flesh and surrounding scales curled and began to warp from Raddre’s onslaught.

But the Blood Dragon was already watching our every move again.

And it was fucking pissed.

The talons on its front feet started lashing out at us wherever we moved. The whole dragon shifted to try and get at us, and the rest of the soldiers began screaming for one another to regroup and seek safer positions.

This was only complicating things more, regardless of the progress the two of us made.

Each swipe of my flaming sword cut through thick sinew and drew genuine blood at last, but at what cost?

The whole fucking troop would be flattened if we kept this up for too long.

Not to mention, I could barely move fast enough to avoid the flailing swipes of the dragon. Raddre had no problem shadow hopping and blasting out flames like a manic blowtorch, but I knew I couldn’t keep this up while the Blood Dragon had so much damn energy.

I landed two more crucial blows, and I caught a few glimpses of Efasia’s group doing all they could to draw the monster’s attention back to them, but none of the rovkins’ attacks seemed to affect it the way my dragon’s did. Lightning, flames, ice spears, everything paled in comparison.

Then my gaze shot to the ground.

All around us, snow was melting from the intense heat of the shadow fire. The water of the rovkins was only adding to the puddles beneath us, too, and I grinned as I saw the Blood Dragon’s talons sloshing through the muck.

I’d never missed Gerrin and his Ember Paw Fox more than in that moment, but I could still do this. I had the rest of the troop to assist. I just needed to get the word out fast.

Without drawing the attention of the Blood Dragon even more.

“I need to get to the captain!” I yelled to the water-based soldiers as I dove past them and narrowly missed being sliced in half by a talon.

“Water shield on three!” a sergeant roared.

On three, I put every scrap of trust I had in those soldiers and just fucking booked it.

I barely registered the tidal wave of water ripping up over my head. I was too focused on the nearest shadowy treeline. I made it there in seconds flat, but by the time I turned to locate the captain, it was already too late.

The Blood Dragon had found me again.

“What the fuck!” I growled as its talons swiped within a foot of my head, and I took off running again.

I desperately wished I could fall into the shadows of the ground like my dragon could, but I had no idea how to even execute something that advanced. What if only half my body vanished? What if that half never returned?

Or even worse, what if I did manage to shadow hop and ended up lost in the shadow void forever?

That’s when I thought back to my conversations with the Arch Mage.

My magic was too strong of a presence right now. For whatever reason, the advanced powers of the full-fledged soldiers and their rovkins weren’t cloaking me at all.

I summoned my rovkin back to me in the blink of an eye without missing a single step. I needed our powers as condensed as possible right now. Then I focused as well as I could, in the current chaos, on adjusting the way my magic was projecting out of me.

I was running on pure instinct now. I must’ve ran the full length of our ranks and back by weaving through the remaining trees before the dragon lost track of me.

My lungs were burning with cold air and my chest was tight, but I didn’t slow down. I used this brief bout of freedom to finally reach the captain. He must’ve retreated to the treeline with the long-range soldiers to help command their volleys once the dragon got pissed over my fire.

“Captain!” I roared as I barreled into his troop. “We need more water! Drown this clearing!”

“More? It’s about to be a pond out here!” he snarled as he waved his arm for another release.

Twenty magically charged arrows soared toward the mangled belly of the beast that me and my rovkin had left behind. Each one did significantly more damage than we’d managed before, but the dragon seemed to barely notice.

“We need to cripple it more significantly, or we’ll all wear out before it does,” I panted. “You’ve got a strong electrical defense, so if we use this water to conduct it more—”

“Aye!” the Captain yelled back, and he immediately started shouting commands.

Within seconds, fires of every color blazed in the night.

Green flames licked at the snow while magenta fires sprang up at random intervals all around us. Blue flames spilled from the sky like firefalls, and an entire wave of orange fire rose up behind a sprinting lion rovkin like a billowing cape.

Snowmelt sloshed between the trees and flooded under the Blood Dragon while it roared in annoyance as it tried to decide where to unleash its fury first.

“What’s going on with your magic?” the Captain demanded as he motioned for another volley of magical strikes.

“I don’t know, but it seems to be extremely effective,” I said. “And extremely prevalent. He’s tracking me, Sir, and doing a hell of a job at it.”

“I noticed,” the man growled. “But you’re our best asset once this electrical strike neutralizes. We can use the interlude to overwhelm the beast and get you into position, but if we’re going to really deliver some damage, you’re our in.”

“Understood,” I said even as my heart nearly dropped out of my ass.

There was a lot riding on me right now.

But first things first.

I knew if I could only lock eyes with Efasia, she’d understand my plan.

“Efasia!” I shouted as I cupped my hands around my mouth.

A booming bark responded in an instant, and I whipped around to find her direwolf singling me out with its electrifying eyes.

The wolf’s master turned a split second later, and that was all I needed.

“Light it up!” I roared.

“Soldiers, out of the water!” she hollered with all the command of her grandfather’s rank. “Lightning rovkins at the ready!”

“Archers deeper into the treeline!” Lieutenant Trynne called out as she, too, picked up on the plan.

All I needed was a good strong blast of lightning, and the water would do the rest. If we could conduct even three times as much electricity as the individual rovkins were giving off, then that would buy us enough time to truly strike out at this bloody bastard.

“Remember, when this strike finishes, you’re up kid,” the Captain informed me. “I want to see more blood coming from that gut. Char the entire belly if you have to, just get this beast to the ground so we can go for its head. Understood?”

I was about to respond when I realized the forest was much brighter than it should be from the magical flames alone.

I whipped to the side, and my stomach tightened.

The sun had crested the horizon.

My one true ally, the darkness, was rapidly waning.

“Shit, shit, shit!” I breathed.

My mind reeled as I tried to come up with a plan.

Without enough shadows around the base of the dragon, Raddre and I would be severely limited as to where and when we could strike. I hoped the electrical element would work in our favor and give me plenty of time to maneuver out in the open, but I couldn’t bank on it entirely.

“Attack in ten… nine…” Efasia started her countdown.

I summoned my Shadow Dragon, and he appeared in a blaze of violet fire with a ripping growl in his chest.

Every soldier shifted as one to get as far back as possible from the waters beneath our target, but as the rest of the magical fires snuffed out, it was suddenly like I had a magnet right in the center of me.

Without the flashing flames, the dragon’s eyes locked on me once more.

In just two seconds, its head was at ground level with its bloodied maw parted, and with a single snarling breath, it unleashed a perilous mist of acidic blood straight at us.

Every rovkin in our ranks lost their shit.

Their instincts to protect their wielders went into overdrive, and there was a massive clashing of ghostly monster bodies as magics of all kinds collided before us. Shields, strikes, and entire offensive walls of magic were launched in unison, and it looked like not a single soldier was left unguarded.

My own dragon had formed a shield for me that managed to scald away any blood that might have reached me, and I’d never been more grateful. The mist was thick, but every particle in it was so fine that I didn’t doubt breathing it in would’ve scalded our lungs from the inside out.

But through the translucent purple veil, the view was fucking terrifying for way more reasons than just that.

The dragon’s skull was twice as tall as me, and its eyes were easily two times bigger than my head. The blood pouring down from them seemed to steam ominously, but that hardly caught my attention.

Looking straight down the gullet of a monster this huge and lethal almost stopped my heart right there and then.

That’s where I’d end up, where we’d all end up, if I dropped the fucking ball on this.

“FIRE ON THE HEAD!” the captain roared, and arrows, bolts, and magical projectiles launched straight at the beast’s skull.

Several of them did a damn good job of meeting their marks. Nearly ten arrows were planted in the roof of the dragon’s mouth before it reared its head back and rose to its original height. Its face was cut and bleeding in a respectable number of places, too. And yet, it seemed barely fazed.

I was grinning like an idiot, though.

Because deep in that terrifying gullet, I’d seen the answer.

Far in the back of the beast’s throat, I’d seen a gland of some sort shaped like a series of gills. This had been responsible for spraying that lethal haze of blood at us all, and the skin surrounding all of it looked incredibly papery and thin. As I watched the monster whip its head back and forth now, I noted for the first time how slender its neck was where it met with its head.

Which meant if we could strike at that soft patch in its throat with enough force, we could sever its spine.

“As soon as the lightning stops, aim for the throat, right below the mouth!” I screamed.

“Lightning on three!” the lieutenant commanded. “Archers at the ready! One… two…”

The lightning strike lit the world up brighter than the rising sun.

Efasia’s wolf was at the head of it all, and it was joined by electrifying bats, cats, even mutant monkey-looking things that all sent lightning of every color crackling straight into the water.

My eardrums quit working for a while after that.

The initial scream of the Blood Dragon was louder than any firearm I’d ever heard, and combined with the deafening thunder, there was no chance of regaining my hearing anytime soon. A blazing ringing sound overtook my senses as my vision was blinded with light.

I stumbled backward and squinted hard. I could see the archers loosing their arrows and bolts. I could see the Captain screaming more orders. I could see Efasia’s fierce face lit up by lightning and looking up fearlessly at the monster towering above us.

And I could see Raddre shrinking away as panic swelled in my chest.

He sent flames straight at the soldiers beside him, and then he sent more at their rovkins the moment they turned on him.

This wasn’t his world. This bright, loud, explosive situation was the antithesis of his entire existence, and the raw panic I felt inside of me was his own.

I immediately tried to summon him back to me, but somehow, our connection wasn’t responding.

It was like he’d severed himself from me entirely in his fear.

“Focus on me,” I yelled, although I never heard the words myself. Only ringing.

Still, I put every ounce of my attention into reaching out to my rovkin and connecting with his emotions.

I made sure he knew who the real enemy was. I told him we needed to destroy this Blood Dragon. I poured my determination and my fierce dedication to this mission into him, but most of all, I poured my trust into him.

I trusted this shadowy, spooky little bastard more than anyone I’d ever known. I didn’t know it until that moment, but having felt that brief disconnect made everything crystal clear.

The Shadow Dragon rovkin was a part of me. Our spirits were intertwined for life, and no one in this world or any other world for that matter would ever be as connected to me as he was.

And he knew it.

I felt his connection rushing through my veins like a fucking morphine injection. It nearly knocked me to my feet. I never knew a creature like him, a monster by definition, was capable of such trust, but I could barely breathe from the wave of loyalty Raddre suddenly threw in my direction.

Then everything was shadows.


Chapter 17

I was weightless, spiraling in a void of black and purple stardust. No senses were working. No time seemed to pass. I was only aware of the velvety darkness around me. And it was eating me alive.

No, wait. Not eating away at me.

Feeding me.

If I could’ve breathed, I would have taken the deepest, most satisfying breath of my life. The pure power of the shadows fed me to my very core. It restored me, took away all my exhaustion and anxiety. It became a part of me, and I never wanted to leave it.

The moment this thought hit me, I almost freaked the fuck out. For half a second, I thought I was lost to the void forever, but then the wrenching began.

It started with painful pinpricks of light. They bloomed in the abyss of black and purple like a thousand tiny suns, but there was a strange buffer between them and me. A haze protected me still, even as the pinpricks grew and grew, and with a chilling wave of force, I was plunged out of the void.

And straight into the Blood Dragon’s mouth.

My hearing was definitely working again.

The roar of the dragon throttled my whole body as I staggered across its tongue. I lost my balance and went flying toward its fangs, but at the last second, I managed to grab onto one of its dripping red canines before I could be launched into the air.

“Shit!” I growled as the acidic blood oozed down over my hands and arms. It burned straight through my magical and physical armor, and I almost let go from how badly it hurt.

“Charlie!” I heard Efasia scream.

It was a genuine scream, too. Not the usual yell of a soldier trying to be heard over the mayhem of the battlefield. This scream was laced with true terror, and I looked down from the dragon’s roaring mouth to see the Atlantean woman staring up at me. She looked so small and scared from way up here, and every inch of me wanted to hold her in my arms at that moment.

But I was in a fucking dragon’s mouth, and I had a feeling I knew how I’d suddenly gotten here.

I waved a half-crippled arm at Efasia to let her know I was alive and functioning, and then I whipped around to see Raddre.

He was waiting in the shadows of the Blood Dragon’s mouth. The rising sun was streaming sidelong against its head, and here we were, right where we needed to be.

I was dizzy from my trip through the shadows, and I almost felt high from whatever the hell had happened to me in there, but there was no time for that now.

That murderous mist gland was only feet from us, and so was the most vulnerable part of this massive son of a bitch.

I switch back into full instinct mode.

“Aim for the throat!” I yelled without a second thought.

Then I launched myself toward the back of the dragon’s mouth.

Raddre and I were side by side as we approached the papery, pink flesh near the bloody glands, and I made sure not to let my mind consider the risks for a single second. I just ignited my sword, jumped, and buried my flaming blade into the monster’s throat.

Raddre’s flames were scalding the flesh and weakening it right where the glands and my sword were, and as I wrenched my sword in a twist, I felt the crunch of bone along with a burst of power,

But that was all I remembered. Everything went black after that. Although, I was vaguely aware of a falling sensation before complete unconsciousness took over.

The world was shaking when I woke up.

“Charlie!” Efasia pleaded. “Charlie, please! Open your eyes or I’ll cut your throat, you idiotic--”

My bleary eyes parted to find an unbelievably gorgeous pair of yellow irises blazing only inches from me. I’d never noticed before, but there were silver and gold lines streaking through the yellow like intricate etchings.

“Charlie?” Efasia gasped.

“Don’t cut my throat,” I croaked through a desert-dry mouth. “That’d be super mean.”

Efasia actually laughed, but the sound got muffled as she buried her face against my neck.

I let her hold me in a vise grip while I regrouped.

I was on the floor and staring up at the ceiling of a carriage. Snowy trees were passing by outside the window, and two soldiers were seated beside me. They were positively drenched in watered-down blood and looking awkward. I would have cared more about their presence if Efasia’s soft hair and vanilla scent weren’t overwhelming me right now.

“I’m okay,” I managed as I tried to stroke her hair, but I couldn’t move my arms. “I think…”

“Don’t move,” she commanded, and she sat up like she’d suddenly remembered who she was. Her tone was all business now. “You barely survived that fall, Charlie. Stay still and let us get you to the Academy to—”

“No, the dragon!” I strained to sit up and deeply regretted this as pain lanced through every single muscle.

“It’s dead,” Efasia assured me and pushed me flat against the carriage floor. “You did it. I don’t know how, but you did it. Then almost died as the beast crashed to the ground with you buried in its throat. But we got you out of there, Charlie.”

“What about the Blood Dragon’s spirit?” I winced as the pain started to subside.

“The rest stayed behind to handle it,” she said. “We lost about seven soldiers, but that leaves the remaining ranks still adequate to handle the issue. Captain Feque insisted we get you back to the healers as quickly as possible. The few they brought with didn’t have nearly enough to manage tending to you after all that. Something’s… something’s wrong. They sensed that your magical energy was skewed down the middle and—”

“I went into the void,” I told her as I suddenly recalled all the crazy shit that had happened back there.

It was so chaotic at the time, but now my heart rate sped up as I really processed everything.

“What void?” Efasia’s eyes pierced through me.

“The shadow void.” I swallowed hard to try and wet my dry throat. “He took me with him. My dragon, I mean. He took me into his shadows and brought me out inside the Blood Dragon’s mouth.”

“He… what?” Efasia seemed lost for words for the first time since I’d met her.

The two sergeants with us were equally dumbfounded, and they didn’t even pretend to give us privacy. They both leaned forward with rapt expressions.

“He shadow hops,” I explained. “And this time… I don’t know how, but he took me with him.”

“Charlie, that sounds dangerous,” Efasia replied tensely. “What if part of you didn’t come back?”

“It wasn’t dangerous,” I said without really believing it. “It was strange, sure. But it was…”

I stopped talking because I didn’t want to sound like a fucking hippie, but the only words that came to mind now were ‘heady,’ ‘wild,’ and ‘and sweet, carnal bliss.’

I cleared my throat as Efasia’s expression became calculating. She was reading my every move, I could tell.

“I’m fine,” I reiterated.

“No, you’re not,” she gritted out. She was pissed at me now. “The Captain’s healers said there’s a fissure in your magical energy. Something’s off, and that’s not good. Your spirit is unstable, Charlie.”

“Where’s Raddre?” I gasped, but a second later I knew the answer.

He was in my chest, but he didn’t feel like himself. He was anxious, shifty, and seemed to be wired like never before.

“He absorbed back into you as we dragged you out of the dragon’s mouth,” Efasia said more gently now. “It takes a strong rovkin to do such a thing without being summoned, but he seemed upset. Like a cornered beast. I’ve never seen him act like that.”

“The lightning attack really messed with him,” I admitted, and I flicked my gaze toward the eavesdropping sergeants.

Efasia caught my meaning and didn’t pry further for now. If there was anything wrong with my rovkin, I sure as hell didn’t want too many people knowing about it. Raddre was already feared and distrusted by most.

“Well, he’s safe inside you, but you’re going to the head healers at the Academy,” she informed me.

“How are you?” I asked.

“I’m fine.”

Efasia sat back and turned her gaze out the window with a stubbornness I knew better than to fight against.

She didn’t say another word to me the whole ride back to the Academy, either.

It turned out the head healers were even more concerned than Efasia had been. The moment I reached the grounds and the sergeants relayed Captain Feque’s message, I was rushed to the hospital wing. Even the General had to run alongside us to try and keep up, and I was promptly shut away in a room with seven healers and no hope of leaving anytime soon.

I was given a strong sleeping tonic, and the last thing I remembered before I went under was watching a series of oddly-shaped vials being brought out and placed on a surgical-looking table. Each one glowed with different colored liquids, and several orbs of rovkin light danced above my head as I slipped into a heavy sleep.

I woke up to Looly’s pink head resting on my chest. She was breathing slowly, so I knew she’d fallen asleep like that, and I smiled as I reached up to stroke her soft curls.

The good news was my arms worked again. They didn’t even hurt. In fact, nothing hurt. I seemed to be wearing a fresh, white, short-sleeved tunic, and soft pants. My entire body from head to toe felt restored, but I didn’t know if that was just some super-strong painkillers this world had to offer.

I flexed my fingers above my face to see if the damage from the blood-covered fangs was visible, and I was unsurprised to find I was scarred. Several odd streaks of pale pink scar tissue dripped from my hand down my forearms, almost like I’d poured bubbling ink down myself. It looked brutal, but honestly kind of badass.

I drew a deep breath as I continued stroking Looly’s soft hair, and she woke a moment later with a sleepy sigh.

“Charlie?” she moaned and rubbed her eyes.

“I’m awake,” I said with a smile.

Her lips were on mine before I could say another word. Her sweet tongue delved into my mouth to tangle with my own, and it was like I’d never left her side. We picked up our kiss right where we’d left off before I went to fight the Blood Dragon, except this time the tears on her sweet face were tears of joy instead of fear.

“I told you I’d be right back,” I chuckled against her lips.

“I know,” she whimpered and pulled back. “But I hoped it wouldn’t be under these circumstances. They wouldn’t allow me in for hours and hours. I paced the hall all yesterday, and still they wouldn’t—”

“How long have I been in here?” I asked in confusion.

“Almost two days,” she replied. “You’re okay, Charlie, don’t worry. They gave you every tonic they could, mostly to mend your spirit. Something’s off with it, but they say the mend is holding and should heal fully in a few days. Your rovkin seems to be okay, too. A little shaken up, and he keeps hiding from their magical scanning, but as far as they can tell, he’s not injured.”

“Good,” I sighed with relief. “I think I almost lost him out there.”

“What?” Looly’s silver eyes filled with worry, and I tried to explain what happened after the lightning attack as calmly as I could.

To be honest, it scared me a little to think back on it, but knowing Raddre was back inside of me helped me stay as levelheaded as possible about it.

“Poor thing,” Looly murmured when I’d finished. “That’s so incredible that you were able to connect with him through all of that. Your bond has become such an amazing thing. I think you should get retested to check your rank once you’re feeling better, there’s no way you haven’t advanced by several levels in the last few weeks.”

“Maybe,” I said with a smile. “A lot of things happened out there that are making me question where I’m at with all this…”

I explained the way the Blood Dragon had zeroed in on me so strictly, and how my shadow powers had a stronger effect on him than I’d expected. I told her about hiding my presence from him, going through the shadow void, and how disorienting returning to the real world had been, and I even admitted my fears about losing part of myself to that void.

Maybe that was causing the rift in my spirit right now.

Looly listened without judgment, despite her worries, and she placed a soft hand on my arm to stroke my strange new scars until I’d gotten everything off my chest.

“That’s a lot to deal with,” she told me softly. “I think speaking with Prianna is a priority, but you should tell the Arch Mage all of this, too.”

“Right now I just want to rest and not think about missions for as long as possible.”

“Good luck with that,” my elven lover giggled. “The entire academy has heard everything. You’re a hero, Charlie. Even the College of the Moon Elves have contacted the General after receiving the news. They want to bring you back to their college for a celebration in your honor. General Carnelis is trying to persuade them to join us here for an event like that, but gods only know how that will go.”

“The moon elves?” I blinked in surprise. “Coming here?”

“Maybe,” she stressed. “From the way it sounds, they’re pretty adamant about contacting you, though, regardless of what decisions they reach in terms of celebrations.”

“Has the General been by?” I asked. “I wanted to talk to him about a few things.”

“He has, but he seems to have his hands quite full,” Looly said. “He’s been seeming tense. Tenser than usual. But I’m sure he’d have come by again if it was anything serious. I’m assuming it’s about the moon elves, honestly.”

I nodded. “Well, I’ll send the Arch Mage a letter as soon as I’m out of here.”

“If you ever want to be allowed to leave, you need to rest up first,” Looly said and traced her soft fingers over my cheek. “The healers won’t release you for another two days, but I was just so worried, I had to see you.”

“I know what you mean.” I smiled and let her stroke my face, my hair, and my neck.

Being beside Looly after everything that had taken place was like slipping into a warm bubble bath after a long day in the frigid cold. I basked in her light for several long moments until I felt warm all over, and then I groaned in protest as she giggled and left a parting kiss on my cheek.

“Don’t go,” I tried.

“Rest,” she said with a sweet little smile. “The sooner you’re out of here, the sooner we can spend hours just staring at each other like lovesick bubbleflies.”

“Bubbleflies?” I chuckled.

“They are as adorable as they sound,” she promised with a cute bob of her pink head.

With that, the peppy elf left my healing quarters, and I let out a long sigh as I stared at the ceiling.

It took me several minutes to really process that we’d completed our mission. Being unconscious for the end of it really threw me off, but I’d slain the Blood Dragon. I’d survived the whole ordeal, and I’d made it back to the Academy like I’d promised I would.

Whatever had happened with my Shadow Dragon along the way was definitely something I wanted to explore with Prianna as soon as possible, but for now, I tried to relax.

Raddre definitely didn’t want to get on board with this plan, but I didn’t mind his resistance. I was honestly worried about the little guy. He’d been through just as much as me in that forest, if not more, but I knew we could recover from this. Together.

A knock on the door made me jolt in surprise, and I slowly sat up. I straightened my tunic and the sheet over my legs, and then I called the healer in.

“Charlie?” Efasia’s voice called back through the barely opened door.

“Oh.” I blinked and sat up a little straighter. “I thought you were a healer. Uh… come in. It’s fine.”

Efasia entered like she wasn’t sure she was welcome, so I sent her a reassuring smile and beckoned her closer.

She was wearing a tight black tunic that was cropped at her slim waist, and her tight black breeches hugged her toned legs like a second skin. She reminded me of a blonde Lara Croft, especially with her long white hair braided at the back of her head.

“You’re looking better,” she said as she took a soldier’s stance at the foot of my bed.

“At ease, soldier,” I chuckled.

She didn’t relax at all.

“Looly said you were awake,” she said in a measured tone.

I narrowed my eyes a little. There was absolutely no openness in her expression now. Not even a hint of the bond we’d begun to build on our way to the battle was visible, and if I didn’t know better, I’d think I dreamed everything that took place in the last several days.

“What’s wrong?” I asked outright.

“Nothing,” she said instantly. “I simply came to check that you were on the mend. You looked… nearly dead before. You look less dead now.”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah. I’m less dead. You look kinda… weird, though.”

Efasia rolled her eyes.

“I’m on my way to train,” she informed me. “I just thought I’d—”

“No, I mean the way you’re acting,” I clarified. “What’s going on? You’re acting like we barely know each other.”

“We do barely know each other.”

I was officially annoyed.

I pulled the sheet off and stood up, and Efasia remained stock-still as I came closer to her.

“For once, will you just drop the stoic warrior bullshit with me?” I asked.

“What?” she scoffed and turned on me. “I am a warrior, Charlie. Daughter of the—”

“Daughter of the General, Fifth-tier badass, yeah I know,” I sighed and crossed my arms. “You’re more than that, I know it, so talk to me like a normal person. What is going on and why are you acting like you don’t want anything to do with me… even while you’re showing up in my healing quarters to check on me.”

“I’m not acting like anything,” she gritted out. Her yellow eyes were ablaze with annoyance, but I matched her expression with ease. “I’m just checking on you because the General asked me to. He wants to speak with you as soon as you are released, but he didn’t give any specifics, so I thought I’d let you know–”

“I heard you scream my name,” I said.

She didn’t seem to have a comeback this time. A tense silence settled between us, and I let her stew in it for a good long minute before I took another slight step closer.

“I know you were terrified for me out there, and there’s nothing wrong with that,” I said. “I know you thought I was going to die, and I know what that thought did to you.”

“I’m fine,” she said, but her voice was as tight as a thinly stretched rubber band.

“You’re not fine,” I informed her. “And you’re not impervious to feelings, either. You can care about me, you know. It won’t actually kill you.”

I could hear her swallow hard, and her mask almost cracked, but she held it impressively well.

“I can’t care about you,” she said.

“Why?” I asked.

The tension between us felt electric as I waited for an answer, but I knew she wasn’t ready to give me a real one. Not yet.

“I’m…” Efasia faltered, straightened her posture, and lifted her chin in defiance. “I’m betrothed, Charlie.”

“To a fuckwad,” I snorted.

She blinked in confusion. “A what?”

“You’re betrothed to a dimwitted, entitled, pathetic, elven asshole,” I said and took another step forward. I was mere inches from her now, and she actually stepped back instead of holding her ground. “You’re betrothed to a piece of shit that you know without a doubt is beneath you. He’s not even worthy of breathing the same air as you, no matter what family he comes from.”

“I have to go train,” Efasia said and turned on her heel.

I caught her wrist as she reached the exit. Then I turned her back around just in time to push her against the door she’d opened.

The door clicked shut, and the only sound was Efasia’s quickened breaths as I held her pinned in place with just a few inches between her body and mine.

“It’s really fucking annoying when you act like this,” I informed her.

“Likewise.” Her eyes were blazing with fury, but there was something way more intriguing there, too. Something that kept me right where I was.

“Tell me you don’t care about me, and I’ll let you go,” I said, but my voice came out huskier than I’d meant it to.

“Stop telling me what to do,” she practically growled.

I grinned. “Why so mad, princess? Not used to having people stand up to you?”

“I’m not a princess,” she spat and tried to wrench herself out of my hold, but I wouldn’t let her.

“You didn’t say it,” I murmured. “Go on. Say you don’t care about me. Say you want to save yourself for your betrothed, and that all that legacy crap is more important than how you feel about me.”

The Atlantean woman looked ready to scratch my eyes out with her bare hands. Her cheeks flushed scarlet as her breasts heaved against her tight black top, and I realized I was rapidly losing hold of my self-restraint.

I wanted her.

I was furious with her, and just about done dealing with her stubborn shit, but I also wanted to tear her tight pants down and taste the sweetness between her legs. I wanted to take what that dipshit Merrel thought he was entitled to, and I wanted to devour every inch of this chiseled, fierce warrior woman until she was finally soft like putty in my hands.

Heat billowed through me as I realized just how badly I’d been wanting this for a while now. Every bitchy comment, every condescending look, every bossy demand she’d ever made came rushing back. Along with every hint of a smile, all the hours we’d spent training together, and the quiet conversation we’d stolen together in the forest before all hell broke loose.

Before we’d truly gone to battle and come out the other side.

Now I had her here with me. No one to distract us. No excuses or things to do.

There was no way I’d let her go until she did what I said for a change.

“Efasia…” I growled and stepped closer until her body was pressed against mine.

“Shut up and fuck me,” she suddenly gasped.

A dirty grin spread across my face. “You really don’t take orders well…”


Chapter 18

I pulled her so roughly toward the bed that the woman gasped in shock. Then I planted her against the footboard and finally released her wrists.

“Take off your clothes,” I ordered. “Now. Strip.”

Two pissed-off yellow eyes narrowed at me as Efasia set her jaw in defiance.

“Now,” I growled. “Or you don’t get an inch of my cock.”

That did it.

The stubborn warrior broke under my glare and wrenched her tight top up over her head. There was no sultry fanfare to the way she tore the ties of her breeches open and yanked her pants down her toned thighs, but it was somehow incredibly sexy seeing her do this in such a furious way.

Especially now that I could see her tight, black velvet panties and matching bra. Or stays? I wasn’t sure what they were considered in this world, but they looked like a cropped corset with boning and everything, and they shoved her pert breasts up into two gorgeous pillows at the top.

Efasia reached around her back to tear open the ribbons there, but I raised a hand to stop her.

“No, this will do,” I murmured. “Turn around. I want to see all of you.”

Now, her furious energy seemed to simmer out into a coy sexiness. Her thick lips quirked ever so slightly into a smirk, and she crossed one long, pale leg in front of the other before slowly turning for me.

She was toned everywhere, but not in a bodybuilder way. Every inch of her looked as soft as satin.

Her slender shoulders and tiny waist were accentuated by the black velvet stays, and the ribbons dangled down to where she had two adorable back dimples right above the line of her velvet panties. She truly had a perfectly honed athlete’s build from top to bottom. Especially her bottom.

The half-moon tuck under each of her tight ass cheeks looked carved by the gods themselves, and the little gap between her lean, muscular thighs looked like it was made for me to slide my cock inside of it.

My pants were already half-bulging before, but now my length had hardened into a thick rod, and I was already untying my own breeches to release it.

“Very nice,” I purred. “I like when you do what you’re told.”

Efasia slowly turned back around to face me, and her cheeks were pink.

She looked nervous now, but there was still defiance in her yellow eyes.

I liked the combination.

No, I loved the combination. Knowing I could make a hardened woman like her blush like that, even while she was looking so stubborn, made me very, very excited for what would come next.

My breeches dropped to the floor, and I palmed my hard cock as I continued admiring the view. When my eyes finally made it back up to her face, Efasia was staring down at my dick curiously.

“Tell me,” I said. “Have you ever taken one of these inside of you?”

“No.” Her words were barely above a whisper, and molten heat pooled in my lower back as I fought back a groan.

Holy shit, she was a virgin.

I removed my hand from my cock, reached out to tip her chin up, and waited for her eyes to meet mine.

“Efasia, are you sure about this?” I asked more gently. “We don’t have to—”

“Yes…” Efasia’s gaze was entirely direct now. “We do have to.”

I furrowed my brow. “Why?”

“Because I do care about you,” she blurted out, and her pillowy breasts heaved above her stays. “Because I thought you were about to get shredded apart and eaten by a dragon out there. And it ripped me apart inside to think that I could lose you. We could lose each other. Any day. Any mission. And I don’t want to spend a single day regretting the way I’ve been toward you. You’re the most incredible person I’ve ever met. You’re… infuriating. But so brave. And talented. And you don’t treat me like I might explode if you say the wrong thing.”

“You would explode if I say the wrong thing,” I chuckled. “You do so frequently. I just don’t mind because I care about you, too. You’re so scary Efasia. You’re the most murderous woman I’ve ever known, and it’s so, so sexy. And admirable. The way you carry yourself does your family justice.”

These last words made her raise her chin in that defiant way again.

“And they would be furious with me for letting you claim me instead of waiting for Merrel,” she said bluntly.

“Are you okay with that?” I asked as my heartbeat jumped up into my throat.

I was starting to worry she’d changed her mind.

I suddenly remembered who she was: An Atlantean warrior carved like a goddess.

And who I was: Some random human dude with a dragon spirit. Which was cool, don’t get me wrong. But she had a sick lightning wolf, so… we were pretty even in my opinion.

Efasia held my gaze as she closed the gap between us and slowly reached down to take my still-hard cock in her hand. My eyes fluttered shut at her silky soft grip, and when she started stroking me like she’d seen me do, my knees just about gave out.

“I’m more than okay with that,” she murmured softly, and my eyes shot open to see the heat in her gaze. “I’m desperate for it, Charlie. Please… put me out of this misery. I’ve spent too many nights tossing and turning. When I think about you, the heat is… It’s too much to bear.”

I grinned a little. “Where do you feel this heat?”

She blushed scarlet now as she bit her lip.

“Answer me,” I commanded as I reached down between us as well, and I traced my fingers delicately over the velvet covering her pussy. “Tell me where you feel this heat when you think of me.”

“Down there,” she gasped as her stroking quickened.

“Here?” I slid my fingers between her legs, and the velvet was soaked.

Her breath hitched, and her hand stilled as she nodded fervently.

“Yeah… you’re so fucking wet for me,” I groaned.

“Is that bad?” she panted.

“Not at all.” My voice was like gravel now. I forced myself not to bend her over right there. “It means when you take my cock inside you, it’ll slide in juuuuust right.”

My words made her blush travel down her neck now, and I pulled her hand off my cock as I took a step back.

“Get on the bed,” I ordered.

There wasn’t a single scrap of defiance in her now. She hopped to like I was a general, and the moment she was seated, I took a step closer. Part of me wanted to be a gentleman right now. It was her first time being with a man, after all. But this was Efasia.

Atlantean badass, monster slayer extraordinaire.

And she was desperate for me.

So I’d sure as hell give her what she was looking for.

“Open your mouth,” I said as I reached forward to cup her head with my hand. She did as she was told, and she let me guide her face forward without putting up a fight. “Good girl. Now, you’re gonna let me put my cock in your mouth.”

“Yes, sir,” she breathed.

I could tell she hadn’t meant to say it. Her eyes snapped up to mine, and she tried to pull away, but I locked my fingers in her braid as I grinned down at her. Then I brought my other hand to stroke my thumb across her parted lips.

“I like when you call me that,” I murmured. “Say it again.”

Efasia bit her thick bottom lip. “Yes, sir.”

“Very good.” I took my cock in my hand.

I traced my head across that same bottom lip– that stubborn fucking lip– and I let my precum paint her like lip gloss. She stared up at me looking hungrier than ever, and I decided it was going to be so nice fucking the mouth that had been so bitchy with me when we first met.

That thought kicked my blood into high gear, and I plunged my cock into her waiting mouth without another moment of hesitation. Then I kept slowly pushing, because her tongue was as velvety and wet as her panties had been. And I didn’t stop. I inched my way into Efasia’s mouth until I felt my head touch the back of her throat, and I only eased back when she gagged.

“Sorry,” I groaned, but she suddenly locked her hands on my ass cheeks to keep me from pulling out. “Fuck, you love this, don’t you? You love being gagged by my cock. Being held here and just taking it…”

Efasia nodded as she moaned around my length, and I lost all control.

I started pumping my hips, and I bottomed out in her throat with every single thrust. Her eyes began to water from the size, but she kept them glued to mine, so I picked up the pace until I was fully fucking her face.

She started to whimper, but she never loosened her grip on my ass, so I didn’t stop.

“You’re doing so good,” I groaned. “One day, I’m going to spill my seed into this pretty mouth.”

Efasia’s cheeks reddened as she nodded fervently, but I just grinned and slowed my thrusts.

“Not today, though,” I chuckled as I went to pull out.

Her nails dug into my ass, and I gasped as I took a firm hold of her hair and yanked her off my cock. A strand of spit and precum trailed from her gasping lips to my head, and she looked ready to kick my ass all over again.

“Ah, ah, ah,” I scolded and shoved her down onto the bed. I brought my weight down on her as she fought against me, and I traced my lips against her ear. “Is this you not taking orders, cadet? Because there are punishments for that sort of thing around here.”

“Charlie,” she moaned impatiently. “Give me something. Anything. Please! The heat, it’s… I can’t stand it. I need you. All of you.”

“If you insist, princess,” I teased as I pulled away and brought myself down between her thighs.

I forced them open further, and I yanked the wet velvet strip to the side to reveal her bright pink pussy. She was gushing for me already, and I lapped my tongue up her in one long stroke.

“Ohhhhhhh, godsssss,” Efasia moaned and went absolutely limp on the bed.

I’d never seen her well-honed body so undone.

“Again,” she begged. “Do it again.”

“Oh, I’m gonna do more than that, princess,” I murmured against her pussy lips, and she squirmed at the sensation. “I’m going to devour you.”

And I did. I plunged my tongue into her pussy over and over again as she started gasping in desperation, and then I lapped my way up to her clit. The moment I started sucking on the swollen bud, her gasp hitched up into keening moans, and I slapped the side of her ass harshly.

“Keep quiet,” I growled. “Or you won’t get my seed at all tonight.”

“Yes, sir,” she gasped at once. “I’ll keep quiet.”

Her hand flew up over her lips, and I grinned at the sight of her heaving breasts in her tight stays. Then I carried on suckling at her clit until she was squirming so badly I had to lock her hips in place. I didn’t release her no matter how much she bucked, and I kept relentlessly switching between teasing her clit and licking up her juices until she was damn near losing her mind.

Then I abruptly stopped.

“Charlie!” she all but roared, and she furiously propped herself up on her elbows. “I did not say you could stop.”

I cocked an eyebrow as I rose to my feet. I started stroking my cock nice and slow while I glared down at the bossy woman.

“And I didn’t say you could make demands in here,” I growled. “Get up. Now.”

She huffed angrily as she straightened her panties and scooched to the edge of the bed. Then she shot to her feet right in front of me with fire blazing in her yellow eyes.

“You’re such a jerk,” she seethed.

I caught her throat in my hand, and she gasped at the light pressure I applied there.

“Well, now I have to punish you.”

I didn’t give her any more warning. I manhandled the fuck out of her after that, and from the second I forced her to turn around and wrenched her panties down to her knees, she was in a much better mood.

She sent a wicked smile over her shoulder at me, but that only egged me on.

I forced her forward so she was bent with her ass presented to me, and I delivered a firm spank.

She gasped and whimpered at the same time.

“When I tell you what to do,” I said, and I accented the words with another, harder spank. “You do it.”

The third spank made her genuinely moan as I left a pink handprint on her porcelain backend.

“Got that, princess?” I asked.

“Yes, sir,” she moaned.

“That’s better,” I growled. “Now, you just hold still and let me fuck you.”

“Yes, sir,” she whimpered, and she tilted her ass up to give me even easier access. “Anything you say.”

“God, I love when you talk like that,” I groaned and palmed my cock. I started sliding it up and down her drenched pussy lips, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I wanted to tease her for hours, make her pay for her shitty attitude, but she was being such a good girl. And my cock was aching by this point.

Judging by how swollen her pink clit was, Efasia was aching, too.

“Please,” she begged and wriggled her hips. “Please let me have it…”

“Anything you say, princess,” I half-panted, and I finally slid my cock in.

Well, I tried to, at least.

“Holyyyyy shiiiiit, you’re tight,” I croaked and willed myself not to cum on the spot. “You feel so… fucking… good…”

I forced myself deeper, but only made it another couple of inches before the tightness almost undid me again.

“Moooooore,” she moaned.

“You’re not ready,” I rasped. “You need to get used to my size.”

She growled impatiently, and I delivered another spank that I only barely registered. I was so focused on the warm, velvety, vise-like abyss of her pussy that the world practically faded around us. Everything was Efasia’s satiny body bent over and presented to me like a sinful gift. Watching her pink lips strain around my cock was one of the prettiest things I’d ever seen.

But she started to quiver.

“Charlie,” she gasped. “Charlie… Charlie, I… I… Ohhhhhhhhhh!”

She started to cum.

“Fuuuuuuck,” I growled as her already tight pussy spasmed around me, and I lost all sense of pacing.

The primal side of my brain took over, and I forced my entire girth into her. She took it like a champ and even shoved her ass back into me like she couldn’t get enough. Her orgasm just swelled even more, too, and I started slamming myself in and out of her like a man possessed.

Her ass cheeks were red from my spankings, and her pussy was bright pink now, and I stared down at the gorgeous sight while I gripped her hips and bottomed out over and over.

“Charlie… more!” she demanded, and she didn’t bother trying to be quiet. “More!”

“Say please,” I growled and spanked her again.

“Pleeeeease, sir!” she practically screamed.

I pushed forward and forced her to flatten out on the bed with my cock still buried in her. Then I jackhammered down into her and watched her pert ass jiggle with every thrust. She was squirming and panting on the bed, and I could feel her body tensing like a coil.

She was nearing another release, and I was nearing insanity waiting to finally climax.

“Where do you want my cum?” I panted through desperately clenched teeth.

“Inside meeeee!” she screamed. “Now! Now, pleeeeeease!”

It was the please that got me.

I exploded a split second later, and she followed me right over the edge.

My back spasmed as I poured my seed deep inside the Atlantean goddess, and I nearly blacked out. Her quivering walls milked me for everything I was worth, and she writhed her ass up against me while a long, loud, moan shook through her.

Then I collapsed to my elbows, but I made sure not to crush her with all of my weight. We both panted and caught our breath for several long minutes while I stayed buried in her glorious pussy, but finally, I slowly pulled out and rolled off of her.

“Gods,” she whimpered and rolled so she was facing me. Her cheeks were red, her lips were swollen, and her eyes were the softest yellow as she gazed at me like a contented cat. “That is my favorite way to exercise now.”

A laugh bubbled up in my chest. “Mine, too…”

“Looly did you justice,” she chuckled.

I sobered a little at the words, but Efasia seemed to guess the direction of my thoughts.

“She sent me here,” she admitted with a shy smile. “She sensed how upset I was after we returned. Of course. She usually sees straight through me. It’s annoying.”

“It’s adorable,” I corrected.

“Sure,” she conceded. “She said something, though, that made it hard to resist coming here.”

“What was that?” I stroked a piece of stray hair off of her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. She was so incredibly calm and soft right now, and I wanted to soak up this moment for everything it was worth.

Efasia looked down briefly before meeting my gaze again. “She said it was killing her to watch me hurt like this. Then she huffed and stomped her foot, so she was mad, too.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s it? That made you come here?”

“It’s Looly!” she scoffed. “Seeing her upset is more painful than a dagger to the inner slope of the bicep!”

There was a lot to unpack here.

“You know this from experience?” I checked. Her nod was quick and casual. I laughed so hard. “So… You can face down a two-story dragon with acidic blood dripping from every orifice, but a pink-haired elf makes you crumble in defeat?”

“Not defeat,” she insisted, but she was smiling. “I wasn’t defeated, I was just… persuaded. She looked way too pleased with herself after that, too. Really, it was annoying, but I’d already made up my mind, so.”

My grin spread from ear to ear.

I was definitely going to repay Looly tenfold for this one.

Because as weird as it had seemed to consider being with two women instead of just one, especially when that one was as fantastic and lovely as Looly, now it seemed so normal. So natural.

It was as easy as breathing to lay here with Efasia and not feel guilty or strange about the situation. I knew without a doubt that Looly would be waiting to climb into bed with me the moment I saw her again, too. After jumping around and squealing for joy about me and Efasia, that is.

“God, my life is insane,” I sighed without thinking. “How did I get this lucky?”

Efasia looked serious now as her brow creased in thought. “Do you really consider yourself lucky?”

“Of course,” I chuckled. “Sure, I was randomly wrenched out of my homeworld and thrust into a shadowy hellscape to slay a dragon and get told off by a pretty snotty bitch… but it’s been so fucking cool from there forward.”

She slapped my arm and rolled her eyes, and I waggled my eyebrows at her.

“Yeah, you’re right, it was cool getting told off by you, too,” I admitted. “Even though you were practically dead.”

“I was not!” she scoffed. “I was totally fine!”

I leveled her with a pointed stare. “Yeah, I was totally fine after I killed the Blood Dragon, too. Tooooootally fine.”

This sobered her, and she cast her eyes down as she shifted a little closer to me.

“I should let you rest,” she murmured. “You need to rest after everything that’s happened.”

“I am going to be fine, you know,” I told her gently and traced my fingers down her pale arm. “Really. I feel much better, I’ve been given the best care possible.”

“But your magic,” she whispered and peered up at me. “What if it’s damaged? Or changed?”

For the first time since I’d lunged into the back of the Blood Dragon’s throat, I let myself admit how worried I was about this very thing. Well, sort of.

“I don’t know what to say.” I met her gaze. “I know I should be worried about my magical abilities, but I’m too worried about Raddre to even think that far ahead. My magic came from him. He is my magic, you know? And he doesn’t… feel right. He’s upset, I know it. He’s anxious. I’m worried something is wrong with him.”

Efasia took this statement extremely seriously. She propped herself up on her elbow to look at me as her usual soldier’s tension pinched her features into stoicism again.

“That’s not good,” she said. “Have you checked on him?”

“Not yet,” I admitted. “I’m kind of afraid to. Which is so dumb, I know. If something is wrong, then I need to figure out what it is. I just… He means so much to me now. What if I pushed us too hard?”

“Charlie,” she sighed, but she didn’t give me a hard-ass pep talk like I was expecting. She looked at me softly as her chest swelled with a deep breath. “I know it’s hard to take risks when others could be hurt because of it. But that’s the world we live in. The world you live in now. Every day, we have to push ourselves harder than we thought we could. And sure, there are repercussions sometimes. But we’ll handle whatever comes together. Okay?”

I pulled her against me and kissed her then. The whole time we’d been fucking, not one kiss was exchanged, but it hadn’t felt like the time for that. There had been so much tension built up between us that raw, carnal pleasure was on both our minds.

I didn’t regret it, either. This kiss, the way she softened and let me hold her while her lips moved so tenderly against mine, this was worth the wait. This was right.

“Thank you,” I whispered as we parted at last. “You’ve made me a stronger person, you know that?”

She smiled coyly. “You’ve made me a softer one.”

“You needed to lose a couple of those rigid edges, alright?” I chuckled. “You’re welcome.”

“Didn’t thank you.” She winked. Then she sat up all the way and looked at me over her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go.”

“Where?” I asked. “I’m not allowed to leave for two more days.”

“I’m the General’s daughter,” she snorted. “I try not to flaunt it, but I can pretty much do whatever I want around here. And right now, we need to go to the roof to check on Raddre. It’ll be dark up there, and calm. And open. He’d do better with that, right?”

I nodded seriously. “He would. That’d be the perfect place to check on him.”

“Then let’s go. No more stalling.”

We got dressed in silence, and I didn’t bother keeping my eyes off of Efasia as I watched her squeeze her gorgeous body into her tight black clothes. Then she slipped her hand in mine, and I smiled as she led me out of my healing quarters. It must have been late at night, because we only passed two healers on our way out of the quiet wing. Efasia got me past them with two curt sentences and a very stern expression, and then we were traveling up a spiral stone stairwell to reach the roof of this wing.

The moons were high in the sky, and the air was bitter cold, but I welcomed the chill. I’d been needing fresh air for days now, and it helped wake up my mind and restore some of my nerve.

It also restored my vivid memories from the battle.

The terror, the noise, the chaos.

We’d been victorious, though. We’d done what needed to be done. Now, there was just the recovery.

I was honestly afraid to do this. I could feel how tightly wound Raddre was inside of me. He’d only gotten more agitated during my extended stay with the healers, and I couldn’t quite decipher his feelings. I just knew he was out of it, and I knew I had to bite the bullet and see what the damage was.

“Are you ready?” Efasia stood beside me with that calm, all-business expression that I loved. It grounded me quickly.

“I am.” I nodded. “I think he is, too.”

Raddre was practically clawing at me right now. His wriggling made my skin ache, and I swiftly raised my palm to summon him.

Pain lanced down my arm, which was the first unusual thing. A flash of violet light that was way brighter than usual followed, and it burst from me like a cannonball. With it, my Shadow Dragon catapulted and rolled all the way across the roof. He slammed into the stonework of the castle ramparts in another bright flash of violet, and I raced forward to see if he was alright.

He didn’t stop moving, though. He rolled some more, clawed around the ground, and let out bursts of fire with every move.

Efasia had to hop and dive to avoid getting burned.

“Buddy, it’s me!” I tried as I frantically scrambled after him.

Is this what Gerrin always felt like with his Ember Paw Fox?

“Hey, calm down, will you?” I jumped forward in a lame attempt at blocking his progress, but he blasted through some nearby shadows and straight through me, only to materialize on the other side.

“Are you okay?” Efasia hollered.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I sighed and whipped around. “Raddre! I’m putting you away if you can’t calm the fuck down. What the hell is going on?”

The Shadow Dragon did another four rolls, and I heard him make a pained squeal.

“Raddre?” I gasped and rushed forward.

His black body finally righted itself. He was on all fours and panting like a dog, and his back was turned to me. His violet eyes illuminated the base of the wall he was facing, and I tentatively approached as I heard a strange sound.

“Raddre? What’s…?” I peered around him. “Holy fucking shit sticks.”

“What’s wrong?” Efasia gasped and rushed to my side.

Then we both just stared in silence.

It wasn’t Raddre who had squealed before.

My rovkin had cornered and was towering over a mangy-looking wisp of a white dragon.

With wispy blood pouring from its tiny eyes.

Its tail was spiked as it flicked frantically behind it, and it crouched in a defensive pose, like it absolutely thought it could take on my much bigger and very pissed off Shadow Dragon.

“Is that…?” Efasia’s voice was small and shaky.

“Yeah.” I blinked in utter confusion. “It’s another rovkin.”

“And did that…?”

“Come out of me?” I shifted uneasily on my feet. “Yes. Yes it did.”

As if it registered my sheer fucking panic, the little wispy devil tore its eyes off Raddre and locked them right on me. Then the Blood Dragon rovkin spread its jaws, and with a wheezing hiss, it unleashed a misty haze of red into the night.

End of Book 2
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