
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
  

 
   
    Would you like to see chapters of my books before they come out? Do you want to see cover art sketches and vote on which poses should make it to final production? Would you like to see even sexier versions of my covers? Would you like to get my audiobooks at a deep discount? 
 
    Of course you would! Join my Patreon here to get all these awesome benefits (or search for my name on Patreon.com). 
 
      
 
    You can also join my Facebook group right here. Then you’ll know when my books come out before anyone else. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    “Come one, come all! To Magia Schola’s annual fall festival!” a familiar voice shouted. 
 
    Everyone crowded the arched gateways into the stone stadium and jostled for the best seats. I was officially halfway through my first semester at a magical university and had managed to not only survive but thrive. The last couple of weeks had been a mixture of pats on the backs for a battle that I’d won and new challengers ready to take on the human sorcerer. 
 
    The latter came mostly from elves that wanted to prove that they were better with magic than a lowly human, but the headmaster had banned any more fights outside of the arena and then promptly told me that I’d be performing in a match for the school festival. The wizened old mage was like a mischievous Gandalf that shuffled around the school and tried to cause confusion while teaching a lesson. 
 
    I’d asked my favorite professor, Ira Lovelace, how he’d become the headmaster, but she’d just given me a pained look. The dragon-woman was more human than dragon with her curved hips and long legs, but her purple eyes and the black scales over her pale cheeks always reminded me that she wasn’t actually human. I’d already learned so much from the summoner teacher and couldn’t wait to learn more, especially since her flirtations with me had become more serious. At least, that was true whenever we were alone. Anywhere else, she was still the strict instructor I’d met on my first day. 
 
    “Why do I know that voice?” my roommate asked. 
 
    Mike was a tree-man with dark bark-like skin and black coals for eyes. His hair was made out of leaves that rustled when he was frustrated, and he was one failed experiment away from being a mad scientist with his mushroom collection. He’d turned out to be the perfect roommate, and we’d quickly become friends, but I was sure that one day I’d wake up with some kind of magical fungus growing out of my forehead. 
 
    “It does sound familiar, right?” I asked and looked around the outside wall of the stadium. 
 
    There were vendors from the town set up around the quad, and the luckier merchants had choice spots right next to the archways that served as the entryway to the stadium. The stalls were packed with games, trinkets, and even signs to wave with the names of everyone expected to fight.  
 
    I gaped at an entire stall dedicated to me, shook my head, and then turned away to try and find the mysterious voice. It was one that I’d heard more than once, but couldn’t quite place it, and I was sure that it wasn’t one of my teachers or the headmaster. Though, the old prankster might use a spell so that he didn’t sound exactly the same as he always did. 
 
    “There,” Mike said and pointed a long finger toward a man just this side of the archway. “Isn’t that…” 
 
    “The announcer from the underground ring,” I said when he trailed off. “Yeah. What the hell is he doing here?” 
 
    The short man had on a ridiculous red coat like the ringmaster at a carnival, and his too wide grin showcased the row of sharp teeth that always reminded me of a pixie. I’d learned pretty fast that his bulbous nose and sharp teeth meant that he was a gnome, but there was nothing friendly about the creepy man, and I couldn’t help but to compare him to the kind gnome merchant, Tins. 
 
    “And what do we have here?” the announcer asked from his raised wooden steps. “Is this the great and powerful human sorcerer that I’ve heard so much about?” 
 
    His pure black eyes glinted with joy as he stared at me, and I had to fight the urge to roll my eyes. He knew damn well who I was because he’d announced my name in the illegal underground ring more than once, but at least he didn’t out me and get me expelled. I forced a smile onto my face and waved at the short man. 
 
    “It is,” I said. “It’s so nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” the announcer said. “I look forward to your fight. Make sure that you don’t disappoint.” 
 
    “Never do,” I said and continued inside with Mike. 
 
    The magical world had very strict rules about magical battles since all nine realms had signed a treaty. The only legal fights occurred in the magic battle arenas stationed throughout the different dimensions with the biggest being the one at Magia Schola. Of course, there was a healthy underground arena where the mages could practice their magic to the death and make a pretty nice sum of gold while they were at it. 
 
    Not all the fights ended with someone dead, but those of us who went were all stubborn and proud, and most of them wouldn’t tap out. There were plenty of mages that had lost their lives, but thankfully I hadn’t been the reason for it since summoners were the only ones who fought with pets. The biggest risk that I took was becoming a mummy if I used too much mana and the occasional bite or slash from my opponent’s creature. 
 
    I’d been lucky so far since most of my fights were against other low-ranking summoners, but my reputation had started to grow, and that meant my opponents would be more terrifying. My arsenal of pets would need to grow if I planned to win more money, and if I wanted to stay alive. It was a tricky balance, but it made me feel alive, and I could hardly wait until the next match. 
 
    The one for the fall festival would be fun, and great practice, but the real fights were in the illegal ring. The sanctioned battles all ended when someone tapped out or couldn’t perform magic, and there was practically an army of healers to rid us of even the smallest bruise. It did help me to rise in the ranks at school, though, and it would put me in front of potential employers for when I graduated. 
 
    “That guy is even creepier in the daylight,” Mike muttered, and a shudder made his bark-like skin creak. “What is he even doing here? Shouldn’t he be hiding in a hole somewhere?” 
 
    “Maybe this is his day job,” I said with a shrug. “Or maybe he’s here to look for new recruits. This would be the place to do it.” 
 
    “Great,” the tree-man said. “So, there’s going to be nothing but our fellow classmates at the next matches? How do they expect to keep it a secret?” 
 
    “They only ask those who are worthy to join,” Rarus snarled from behind us. 
 
    The massive minotaur towered over me, and the sun seemed to sit between his gold-tipped horns. His molten brown eyes narrowed as he glowered at me, and two new white scars stood out against his bronze skin from where my jackalope had skewered him. The marks fit in with the other long gashes and stab wounds that he’d acquired over the years, but I still winced when I saw how close one of them had been to his heart. 
 
    I’d been in the middle of a summon when the bullheaded jerk had barged into the woods and demanded a fight. He’d declared that I’d embarrassed his brother, Ramis, by beating him in the freshmen ranking system and had said that blood was the only way to satisfy it. I’d managed to stay out of the way of his beefy fists, but that had only been half of the problem. 
 
    Any time a summoner calls a creature forth they have to give it their undivided attention, or it can come out wrong. Sometimes that means it’s inside out, other times it’s not connected to the mage correctly and won’t listen to instructions, or in the worst possible outcome, it becomes a giant rage-monster ready to kill everyone it lays eyes on. The first jackalope that I ever summoned had been the latter and had almost killed Ramus, all my friends, and me before I could send it back to the abyss. 
 
    My girlfriend, Atlesia, and Mike had retrieved a healer from campus before the minotaur bled out, but it was still a sore subject. I’d skyrocketed in the ranking system since the bullheaded man was near the top, and I’d beaten him, but the time in the recovery ward had only cemented his hatred of me. It had only been a week since he’d been allowed to move around again, and Rarus had already made it his personal mission to make my life hell. 
 
    I tried to make friends with the raging bull originally, but he’d made up his mind, so I just tried to stay out of his way as much as possible to avoid another fight. It was difficult since he was my mentor in the battle magic program, but thankfully, the new teacher in charge of us had strictly forbidden mentors and mentees from fighting each other. I wouldn’t have minded too much since his magic and fists were powerful weapons that I could learn from, but it wouldn’t hurt to let him cool down just a little longer so that I could actually survive the mock battles. 
 
    “Funny,” I said with a smile that made his eyes twitch. “Then how did you get invited? I mean… sure… you’re great now… but I can’t imagine that you were much better than Ramis when you first came to the school.” 
 
    “You dare to insult my brother again?” Rarus snorted and stomped a giant hoof into the soft grass. “I should kill you right now.” 
 
    “I can defend myself,” Ramis said as he joined us. 
 
    The younger minotaur wasn’t as skilled as his older brother yet, but he’d been to the underground arena and had won a few battles of his own. I’d beaten him when we fought, but it had been close, and it was only a matter of time before the bull-man caught up to me. We were two of the three freshmen summoners, and both of us were determined to be the best. 
 
    “Of course, you can,” the older minotaur said with a shrug. “But this little human will be mine to deal with. Even if he is a half-decent mage. I owe him.” 
 
    He ran a beefy hand over the twin scars on his chest and grimaced like they still hurt. I made a mental note to see if a summoner’s pets could inflict injuries that were harder to heal than a normal magical animal, and then lifted my chin to glare up at the angry bull-man. He lifted an eyebrow in challenge and then glanced toward the bright green field a few feet away from us before he turned back to the announcer. 
 
    “You do owe me for saving your life,” I said and ignored the implied threat. “After all, if I hadn’t banished the jackalope, then you wouldn’t have survived.” 
 
    “Although,” Mike added. “He wouldn’t have been injured in the first place if he didn’t insist on fighting you in the middle of a summon.” 
 
    “You make a great point,” I said and grinned at my roommate. “It was kind of his fault for just rushing in like a bull in a china shop.” 
 
    “You little--” Rarus started but was interrupted by a cough from behind me. 
 
    “Mr. Rarus,” Professor Lovelace said. “I believe that the headmaster has scolded you enough already about unsanctioned fights. If you want to beat Mr. Hall to a pulp, then you must do it during a legitimate battle. And Mr. Hall, shouldn’t you be preparing for your own sanctioned match? I hear that you’ll be pitted against Mr. Saloron. You’ll need to keep your wits about you if you expect to beat a djinn.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and then turned back to the minotaurs. “See you guys at the next fight.” 
 
    “Yes, yes you will,” the older bull-man said and then spun on his hooves, stomped toward the field, and snarled at a nearby pixie. 
 
    “Good luck,” Ramis said and then turned toward the stands. 
 
    Not everyone in the battle magic program had been assigned a fight for the fall festival. The headmaster had too many events planned for there to be more than five, especially since a well-matched pair could spar for almost an hour. It had been hard on the students who weren’t chosen, but there had recently been a massive influx of sign-ups since the rumors of war had spread through the campus. 
 
    The mages council had released an official statement across the nine realms about the shadowy creatures that everyone had seen. According to them, the evil beings were nothing more than a new animal that had been hidden in the depths of the forest for who knows how long. Some people bought into the lie because it was easier to believe than the alternative, but I’d seen them at the underground fighting arena, and there was nothing innocent about them. 
 
    Each time that they appeared above the iron cage, they’d suck up the pale blue mana that came from the dead mages and then slither away. I’d tried to track their movements, but they always blended in with the darkness of the caves. There was something about their silence that made my skin crawl, and I was almost positive that they were under the control of some evil mage. 
 
    And then I’d seen someone in a hooded cloak outside of my grandparents’ old Victorian manor, but the guy had disappeared before I could get a closer look. The wards that my grandmother had put up were firmly in place, so the mysterious man and the shadow creatures hadn’t been able to pass the white picket fence, but that hadn’t stopped them from haunting my dreams. I was sure that there was a bigger plan in motion since people had started to see them throughout the dimensions, but a war with some evil mage and his pets would require much stronger animals in my corner than I currently had, and that was why I’d joined the battle mage program. 
 
    And my grandmother had been absolutely no help the last time that I’d visited her in the nursing home. The new place had better facilities, and her treatment plan seemed to have shrunk her brain tumor, but the stubborn old woman would just pretend that she couldn’t remember me whenever I asked questions about summoning stronger magical creatures. She hadn’t even told me about the magical world until the sorting ceremony when she had me retrieve the teleportation amulet without even a hint about where it would take me or what it was. 
 
    I wasn’t completely unprepared for my new life since she’d started to teach me spells when I was in elementary school, but a heads-up would’ve been nice. The old woman had just made them seem like cool puzzles with lots of different answers, and she’d never said anything about the magical world or her own part in it. I was sure that once the brain tumor was gone, she’d answer my questions, or at least, there wouldn’t be anything for her to hide behind anymore. 
 
    And her old journals had helped me to figure out more about summoning and what gems would work best, even though most of her notes were in a language that I couldn’t read. I’d pored through the books in the library to find out what it was, but not even the ancient texts had yielded anything. She was an enigma wrapped in a riddle, but the old woman wanted me to figure it out on my own, and I would. 
 
    “Mr. Hall,” a skeletal man with gray skin said. “It’s so nice of you to join us. Would you like to sit with the others so that I can brief you before the ceremony begins?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor Mortice,” I said and ignored my racing pulse. 
 
    The thin man nodded, checked that the hood of his black robes was in place, and then stepped out onto the bright field. His gray hands were shoved into pockets, and no part of him could be seen from the stands. Professor Mortice had replaced Professor Louis as the battle magic leader and had made quite a few changes. 
 
    Professor Louis had been called away to help the council clean up the shadowy creatures and move them back to wherever they supposedly came from. The vampire’s training methods had basically been to let a mentor choose us and then send us out on the field to battle it out, but Professor Mortice was a little stricter. We were encouraged to try out harder spells, but the mentors could only fight us when we’d successfully beaten everyone else on the team. 
 
    It made sense since the mentors were all seniors, but it had irritated me. I’d already beaten Rarus once with the jackalope, and our first hand-to-hand fight had ended in a draw. The new rules just meant that I had to battle against a bunch of other freshmen and sophomores who weren’t as powerful, and I was somehow expected to grow despite not really being challenged. 
 
    Still, the rumors around campus were that Professor Mortice was one of the best necromancers in the nine realms, and I hoped that he’d give us a demonstration at some point. Summoner and necromancer magic overlapped a lot because we both used parts from dead animals, but a necromancer’s creation couldn’t use magic, and a summoner’s could. A necromancer also brought the actual animal back to life while a summoner used the essence of the creature to make them out of spells, mana, and gems. It was like they were two sides of the same coin, and I was sure that a lesson in necromancy would make me better as a summoner and a mage. 
 
    I shook my head to bring myself back to the moment and looked around. Mike had already wandered off to join Atlesia and the tree-woman that he’d been talking to over the last few weeks. I waved at them and grinned as my girlfriend waved a flag with my name on it and shouted excitedly.  
 
    The lavender-haired flower nymph was like a spring morning with all the energy of a sun. Her turquoise lips were turned up into a sweet smile, and her light green skin seemed like it was dusted with glitter as it sparkled in the sunlight. She bounced up and down as she continued to wave the flag and then blew me a kiss. 
 
    I’d noticed her on my very first day in the magical dimension, and she’d picked me out of the crowd, too. It didn’t take long for her to decide that we’d be boyfriend and girlfriend, though I didn’t put up much of a fight. I was more than willing to have the sexy girl to myself, and her ability to make friends had landed us some great intel about all the rumors and possible shadow creature sightings. 
 
    My eyes fell to her thighs and the Daisy Dukes she wore, then moved up to the bright pink halter top that barely covered her breasts. I’d learned fast that flower nymphs wore as little clothing as possible, and that included a ban on any and all footwear. Still, she somehow always managed to have perfectly manicured toes and nails, even when all of her free time was spent in the on-campus greenhouse. 
 
    Atlesia had recently added thin silk armbands to her daily wear. The strips covered her thin wrists and were a handy way to carry seeds for carnivorous plants and strong flower vines with thorns that she could use if anything dangerous appeared. The battle with the jackalope had really thrown her because she hadn’t been able to help until after the creature was already dead and ready to take apart. Apparently, one of her relatives had married an elf and taught her how to skin and take apart a wild animal, though she did look miserable the entire time, and I’d promised that she wouldn’t need to do it again. 
 
    I glanced into the crowd to find our other friend, Sarya Kaylen. She was a redheaded fire elf with a temper and haughty personality to match her powers. I spotted her higher up in the stone benches with her brother, Caros, and another man that had to be her father. 
 
    They all had the same bright red hair that reminded me of a bonfire, though the men had cut theirs short while Sarya had let hers grow into a long ponytail. The beautiful elf had donned a white dress with slits up the skirt to show off her muscular thighs, and the waist was cinched together with a golden belt. Her silver eyes were glued to me as I looked her over, and it seemed to take effort to hide the smirk that tried to escape her lips. 
 
    The stony-faced man was oblivious to his daughter’s change in mood, but Caros followed her gaze and sent a glare in my direction. Sarya had recently begun to act out and defy her family’s strict rules and guidelines for how a Kaylen should behave, and her brother blamed me for that. I’d only known the brilliant elf for a few months, but it was obvious that she wasn’t the type of woman to accept family obligations forever, even if her father was the all-powerful head of the council. 
 
    I think the real issue that Caros had with me was that Sarya had begun to spend more time with me and the others, and less time with the elves that were of noble standing. She’d even started to flirt with me more over the last few weeks, though a snarky comment or a challenge was always on the tip of her tongue. I enjoyed our banter, especially as she spurred me to be better with my magic, and I had no intention of letting her brother’s glare chase me away. 
 
    “Human,” Rarus hissed from the competitor’s seats. “Get over here right now, or you won’t make it to your battle. You can make gooey eyes at the snobby elf later.” 
 
    “Watch it,” I said and then shot a wink at Sarya, turned toward the minotaur, and joined the other fighters. “She’s my friend.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the bull-man said and rolled his eyes. “All elves are the same. They all think they’re better than you.” 
 
    “I take offense to that,” a blonde elven woman on the benches said with a lighthearted smile. “Guess I have no choice but to beat you.” 
 
    “You’ve never beaten me before,” Rarus said, but a rare smile tugged on his lips. “And there’s no reason to think you’ll start now.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Professor Mortice said in a dry tone. “Let’s go over what is expected of you today.” 
 
    The gray-skinned man still had the hood of his robes pulled all the way forward, and he was so thin that I could almost believe that someone had draped the black cloth over a skeleton. I took one of the empty seats, a few down from Rarus, and waited for our instructions. It wouldn’t be anything new, but Professor Mortice was strict enough that he’d take me out of the competition if he thought that I wasn’t taking it seriously. 
 
    “As I was saying,” he continued when we were all settled. “The headmaster has planned quite a few events for this fall festival. After the battles here, there will be a dance on the quad, and fireworks will be set off later tonight. Your one and only goal is to help open the ceremonies on a high note. That means no cheap shots, no death spells, and absolutely nothing that will disgust our visitors.” 
 
    “Guess you won’t be able to go on the field,” one of the pixies laughed and stuck his tongue out at a dwarf. “That beard is truly awful.” 
 
    “I’m going to use your bones to make my next weapon,” the dwarf responded and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “You already know the order that you’ll be going onto the field,” Professor Mortice continued like he hadn’t been interrupted. “Do not disappoint me. If you fail to follow the rules, then you will be evicted from the battle magic program, and your school rank will suffer as a result. Does everyone understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” we all responded at the same time. 
 
    “Good,” the gray-skinned man said with a nod. “Enjoy yourselves out there, but don’t slack just because it’s a festival. There are a lot of eyes on you today, and many of those could be potential employers.” 
 
    “Welcome, everyone,” the headmaster’s voice boomed throughout the stadium. “The battle magic program has graciously agreed to open our fall festival. Please, give our students a round of applause as they take to the field. I believe the first fight will be between Rarus and Eliana Izar.” 
 
    Cheers erupted through the crowd as the two competitors headed out onto the field. The blonde elf waved to someone in the stands, turned to Rarus, and then winked at him. The minotaur rolled his eyes and muttered something that made Eliana laugh, and then they both began the fight. 
 
    The wind magic that the elf used was a great counter to the minotaur’s water and earth magic, and she was definitely a showman. Her feet moved around the battlefield like they were at a dance, and I could see the frustration on Rarus’ face. One misstep on her part ended the battle as the minotaur used a bubble of water to distract the elf and then slammed into her small frame with a frothing water wall. 
 
    The rest of the fights weren’t nearly as interesting, but Professor Mortice had done a decent job of pairing off the other students. Finally, it was my turn to go onto the battlefield, and the shouts from the crowd were almost deafening. Stories about my skills as a human sorcerer had spread fast through the nine realms, no doubt by the gossipy pixies, and everyone was eager to see a human freshman summon a jackalope. 
 
    Saloron was relatively new to the battle magic program even though he was a senior, but I’d seen a djinn fight in the underground arena, and I had no intention of underestimating him. His dark blue skin was laced with bumpy markings that had been painted gold to make them stand out, and his icy-blue eyes seemed to glow with rage as we took our positions. He hadn’t talked to me before, but I was sure that he was pissed to be pitted against a human, even one that had bested Rarus in battle. 
 
    I took my position, nodded to my opponent, and then reached into my pocket for the emerald that contained the jackalope. It had been hard enough to summon the magical creature in the first place, and something entirely different to trap him in a stone for ease of access. The jackalope was as stubborn as the minotaur, and it had taken all of my willpower to make him obey me, though he’d almost gored me in the process. 
 
    “You may commence the fight,” the headmaster said and clapped his hands together. 
 
    I didn’t waste any time and started to summon my mana to the surface. The shimmering gold color hovered over my skin like a blanket and reflected in the afternoon light. Most mages couldn’t even see it, but a few powerful summoners were able to, and that seemed to be an inherited trait from my grandmother. 
 
    The mana shot into the emerald, and the inside of the stone started to glow as the creature emerged to stand right in front of me. It was the size of a wolf with sharp antlers and even sharper teeth. I could feel the mutated bunny struggle against my mental hold on it before it gave in and stomped a soft paw on the grass in frustration. 
 
    “I know,” I smirked. “But all you have to do is win this, and then you can go back to bed.” 
 
    It shot a glare over its shoulder, shook its massive head, and then did a little hop on its bunny feet. I took that as a sign that it wouldn’t fight me too hard and sent up a silent thanks that I wouldn’t have to use any more mana to keep it under control. The jackalope was almost at the edge of my magic’s abilities, and there was no way that I would risk becoming a mummy for the fall festival. 
 
    On the other side of the field, Saloron had summoned something that looked like a miniature manticore with a lion’s face instead of a man, but it still had a nasty-looking scorpion tail. The creature let out a roar from its lion’s head and then surged forward while the djinn smirked and crossed his arms. I’d read enough about manticores to know that one sting from its tail would kill my jackalope, and the smaller the scorpion, the more powerful the venom. 
 
    I had my jackalope leap over the creature at the last minute and held my breath as I watched the stinger reach upwards. The mutated bunny landed without a scratch, lowered its head, and then charged at the lion-like body. The manticore swung around and slapped my creature on the mouth, but its antlers were close enough to strike. 
 
    The manticore let out a loud roar as one of the sharp horns managed to impale its hindquarters, and its stinger swung around to stab at my jackalope. The wolf-sized bunny shook the lion off the end of its antlers and jumped back, but the manticore had managed to land a hit on his side. The lion-scorpion prowled around as my jackalope crouched down and shook its head like it couldn’t think, and I felt the fog that clouded its mind. 
 
    “You can do this,” I told him. “Just finish off the manticore, and then you can go to sleep.” 
 
    The crowds had gone silent as they watched the match and waited for the winner to be declared. My jackalope seemed to be down for the count as it struggled to get back up, and the manticore circled and lifted its stinger in the air for the final strike. It seemed like my first official, or at least legal, fight would end in defeat, but I had a plan that would hand me a victory. 
 
    I ordered the mutated bunny to hold off for a few seconds and let Saloron’s creature get closer. The jackalope laid its head on the soft grass like it was too heavy to hold up, and the manticore let out a triumphant roar before it swung its stinger downwards. I shouted in my creation’s mind to go, and its antlers jabbed upwards just as the manticore stepped close enough to be impaled. 
 
    Deafening screams erupted from the stands as Saloron’s manticore hung from the tips of my jackalope’s antlers. Dust floated down from the puncture wounds, and then the lion-scorpion crumbled into nothingness and blew away on the wind. My own creation didn’t last much longer, but the mutated bunny held on just long enough that he was the last animal on the field, and my opponent lifted his hands in surrender. 
 
    “And it seems that Andrew Hall has won!” the headmaster boomed and clapped his hands. “A jackalope and a manticore. What a spectacular fight. I hope that has all of you as excited as it does me. I’m ready to go play some games and be victorious myself. Who’s with me?” 
 
    The gray-bearded man pumped his fist into the air and then led a charge out to the quad. The dancers would perform soon, but everyone that filed out into the grassy courtyard was just as excited as the headmaster, and I noticed that the chatter I overheard involved winning prizes from the game booths like we were at a county fair.  
 
    I took a deep breath, nodded in respect to Saloron, and then turned toward the stands. Atlesia and Mike pointed toward the archway to let me know that they were headed toward the games, and Sarya was headed my way with her brother and the older man. I was a little dizzy from the battle, but my mana had already started to refill itself, and I managed to stand tall as the three elves approached me. 
 
    “You did a great job, Andrew,” Sarya said with a bright smile. “Didn’t I tell you that he was a great summoner, father?” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” the older man said with a nod. “It seems that you have a keen eye for skill. But I already knew that. It’s nice to meet you, young man.” 
 
    He didn’t offer his hand for me to shake, but at least the look he gave me wasn’t as hate-filled as the one Caros gave me, so I’d take it. I looked at Sarya for some clue as to how I was supposed to act in front of the head of the magical council, but the snarky elf just smirked and winked at me. It was sink or swim with her, but I’d always been a great swimmer. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, too, Mr. Kaylen,” I said. “It’s an honor to meet Sarya’s father. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” the redheaded man said with a glance at his daughter. “I don’t have much time. Council duties call me away. However, I wanted to meet you in person.” 
 
    “And he wants to invite you to the solstice dinner at our house,” Sarya interjected and then blushed as her father lifted an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Yes,” the older man said. “It is exclusively for council members and the teachers of Magia Schola. However, we honor a few students with potential every year and allow them to join us.” 
 
    “Potential,” Caros snorted and rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Caros,” Mr. Kaylen warned and then smiled at me. “Will you join us?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a confident smile. “It’s an honor to be invited.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Mr. Kaylen said and then turned to his two children. “I’m sorry that I won’t be able to play any of the games with you. I’ve heard that the headmaster has pulled out all of the stops for today. Please, enjoy yourself. And remember that you are first and foremost a Kaylen.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Sarya said with a warm smile. 
 
    The redheaded elf placed a quick kiss on the older man’s cheek and then watched him walk toward the archway with her brother right behind him. The two elven men seemed to be deep in conversation, and the head of the council had a crease between his eyebrows as if the conversation irritated him.  
 
    “That went well,” I said and turned my attention back to Sarya. “I was sure that your brother was going to hex me earlier. He glared so hard that I could feel it even on the battlefield.” 
 
    “He’ll come around,” the redheaded elf said with a shrug. “He’s just worried that I’m going to abandon elves altogether in favor of humans and nymphs.” 
 
    “What a tragedy,” I said as we started toward the arches. 
 
    Everyone had already filed out onto the quad to play games, and I shook my head at how similar it was to the county fair games that I’d played as a kid. There was even a ring toss game, and one of the pixies heaved a ring the size of her body at an empty glass milk jug. The prizes varied in size and value, but the most coveted ones were the giant stuffed animals that were next to impossible to get. 
 
    “Andrew!” Atlesia called as she bound up to me. 
 
    Her pink halter top bounced with each skip, and my eyes dropped to the bottoms of her round breasts. They peeked out at me from underneath the thin fabric but were quickly hidden as the nymph hugged a giant stuffed jackalope. It took me a second to realize what it was since the mint-colored woman squashed it so tight, but the antlers were a dead giveaway. 
 
    “How did you win that?” I laughed as my girlfriend grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    “Oh, it was easy,” she said and swayed like she was having the best day of her life. “I did one of those games where you have to knock all the cans down. My aim is amazing. I’ve had to throw little rocks at birds in our vegetable gardens for years. It’s not nice, but it only stings them, and then they leave my strawberries alone.” 
 
    “Convenient,” I said and leaned down for a quick kiss. “And now you have a jackalope all of your own.” 
 
    “I do,” Atlesia said. “It’s going to sleep with me on my bed when I can’t cuddle you.” 
 
    “A good alternative,” I said and then glanced over at Sarya. “Are you planning on playing any of the games?” 
 
    “No,” the elf said with a firm shake of her head. “They’re all rigged, and I don’t have the benefit of childhood target practice.” 
 
    “I could win you one,” my girlfriend said and motioned for us to follow her. “I’ll get one for each of you. They have some really cute direwolf stuffies with red eyes that match your hair, Sarya.” 
 
    The hyperactive flower nymph rushed back toward the rows of games, and I shared a look with Sarya. Neither of us seemed interested in the childlike games, but it was hard to tell Atlesia no when she was so happy. I motioned for the elf to go first and then followed after with my eyes glued to her swaying hips. 
 
    “I almost forgot,” Sarya said as we caught up to Atlesia and Mike. “But my father wanted me to extend an invitation to both of you for our annual solstice celebration. It’s a stuffy affair with the most boring people that you’ll meet in all of the nine realms, but the food is delicious. And Andrew has already agreed to join us.” 
 
    “An elven solstice celebration?” the tree-woman next to Mike gasped. “Those are super exclusive. Oh, Mikey, you have to go.” 
 
    “Mikey?” I mouthed at my roommate. 
 
    “Sure,” the tree-man said with a strained smile. “It’s an honor to be invited.” 
 
    “Only the best are,” Sarya said with a shrug like it was about as much fun as watching paint dry. 
 
    “We have a winner!” the man behind the stall counter shouted loud enough to hear in the battle arena. “It seems the little miss is very good at throwing things. What would you like this time? Another jackalope?” 
 
    “That direwolf right there,” Atlesia said and pointed to a giant black wolf, gave it to Sarya, and then smiled. “I usually go to my family’s solstice celebration, but I’m sure that they’ll be okay with me missing it since it’s at the head of the council’s home.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you can all join us,” Sarya said and discreetly hugged the direwolf, looked around, and then lifted her chin in the air like the elven snob she was supposed to be. “Nymphs and humans are rarely invited. But I have seen a tree-person there before. Only because there’s one on the council.” 
 
    “Naturally,” Mike said with a roll of his coal-like eyes. 
 
    “I wish that I could go,” my roommate’s crush said with a wistful sigh. 
 
    “If you raise your rank, then you should be invited,” the redheaded woman said with a shrug. “My family only invites those who are at the very top.” 
 
    “Of-of course,” the tree-woman said, and the long vines that acted as her hair shook like she was nervous. “Mikey, I think that I’m going to go. I still need to pack for my trip home. But I’ll see you later?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said and then reached over to squeeze her hand. “See you later.” 
 
    “I think you scared her away,” Atlesia said with a glance at Sarya. 
 
    “Sorry,” the elf said. “I meant it to be helpful.” 
 
    “I know,” Mike said and shrugged. “Willow just gets nervous about elves. And she’s not particularly powerful.” 
 
    “But she’s cute,” I pointed out. “And nice.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the tree-man said with a small smile. 
 
    We walked around the festival for the rest of the afternoon while Atlesia won enough stuffed animals to fill a children’s ward at a hospital. The flower nymph even won a stuffed willow tree for Mike’s potential girlfriend. The food was all delicious, and more than one person stopped to talk to me about the match, but I was ready to collapse the second that I made it back to my dorm room. 
 
    “Not heading home tonight?” Mike asked as he grabbed his weekend bag. 
 
    “I am,” I said through the pillow my face was shoved into. “I just don’t want to move right now.” 
 
    “You could stay,” my roommate chuckled. “You’ll have the whole place to yourself.” 
 
    “Nah,” I said as I forced myself to sit up. “I have some errands to run first thing in the morning. And there’s a match in the giant world that I want to go to in the afternoon.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” he said and then opened the portal to his home world. “You used a lot of magic today, and rumors about your jackalope are everywhere. Whoever your opponent is, they’ll probably be prepared.” 
 
    “I have a plan,” I said with a wink and grabbed my bag. “See you at the solstice dinner.” 
 
    Mike nodded, then stepped through the portal, and onto his family tree farm. It was tucked against the foothills of the mountains, and the jagged peaks looked like sharp teeth in the dark. He’d invited me home with him, but I needed to see my grandma, and there was a satchel of gold that I needed to trade for cash and gems. 
 
    I checked my weekend duffel, looked around my side of the room, and then hefted my laundry basket up with one hand. The moonstone amulet that my grandmother had given me grew warm, and the portal to the old Victorian house opened in front of me. I almost dropped the dirty clothes as I struggled to hold the magical rock, and everything else, but the wobbly circle stayed open until I’d stepped into the laundry room. 
 
    The place was a lot cleaner than it had been when I first took it over, but then my grandmother hadn’t been able to keep it up after my grandfather had passed. She’d only lived there alone for three months before the doctors found the tumor in her brain, and I’d immediately moved her to a facility that could help her. The old manor had been empty for a little over six months before the old woman convinced me to move back in. 
 
    I admit that I’d fought it at first because there were too many empty rooms that reminded me of growing up, but there was no reason to pay rent for an apartment in the human realm when I was in the dorms, and the Victorian house had the additional bonus of magical shields that would keep out any shadow creatures. 
 
     Grandma had apparently left out more than just our family history with magic, and I was sure that she knew something about the mysterious beings that had spread through the nine realms. Most of the magical creatures stayed away from the human realm, so the mana hunting beasts weren’t that big of a threat, but one of them had tried to come past the invisible barrier that the old woman had connected to our white picket fence. 
 
    “Alright,” I said and then yawned so big that my jaw cracked. “First things first, throw in a load of laundry. Then check the pantry and kitchen for food. If I’m going to be here all week, then I need something to eat, and coffee is high up on that list. Once the clothes are in the dryer, I can go to sleep.” 
 
    The next hour flew past as I distracted myself with a little light cleaning, and soon, my bed was calling my name. I walked down to the mailbox to grab the mail from the last week, double-checked that the barriers were still active with a small pulse of mana, and then almost jumped out of my skin as a moving truck came rolling down the road. I watched it slow and turn into my neighbor’s driveway, and panic started to race through my veins as I noticed the two ancient relics on their porch swing. 
 
    I was almost positive that they hadn’t been there when I first came out, but the nosy old couple were practically glued to the wooden swing, so I might’ve just missed them. The shield hadn’t reacted enough for them to have noticed, or at the very least, neither of them seemed to be shocked. I waved at them as a bunch of burly men jumped out of the moving truck, but the old man just narrowed his eyes and muttered something to his wife.  
 
    Neither of them spared me another glance, and I turned my attention to the late-night movers. It was almost midnight, but the men seemed to be ready to go as they rushed inside of the house like they wanted to have everything gone before everyone woke up in the morning. I watched for a few more seconds before my curiosity won out, and I dragged my tired feet across the street to find out what was going on. 
 
    “Hey!” I called from their driveway. “Are you guys moving?” 
 
    “What gave you that idea?” the grumpy old man snapped. “The movers?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled and ran a hand over the back of my neck. “I guess I just thought that you guys would be here forever. Going to move closer to the grandkids?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “Lyle,” the older woman scolded as she came toward us. “Why don’t you go inside? I’m sure the movers need your help.” 
 
    Lyle grunted something that might have been an agreement, but he didn’t leave his wife’s side. 
 
    “Hi,” I said with a bright smile when the two were in front of me. 
 
    “Hello,” she said and lifted a gray eyebrow. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” 
 
    “Almost there,” I said and held up the mail. “Just checking the mail. I haven’t been around much. Been going to college and taking care of grandma.” 
 
    The ancient couple shared a look, and Lyle shrugged as if in answer to an unasked question. I was sure that the two nosiest people in our neighborhood would’ve noticed that I hadn’t been around, and technically, it wasn’t a lie. Still, there was something about them that had always given me the creeps. It was like they knew way more than they said, and their eyes were always glued to our house as if they expected it to sprout legs and tumble down the street like Howl’s Moving Castle. 
 
    “Anyway,” I said to break the silence. “I don’t see a for sale sign. Does that mean that you’ll be coming back?” 
 
    “Not if we can help it,” Lyle sniffed and then turned to scold one of the movers. 
 
    “We’ve already sold the house,” the wrinkled woman said. “To a lovely young inventor. I’m sure that you’ll meet him soon enough.” 
 
    There was something about the way that she said it that made a shiver crawl up my spine. It was almost like a warning, and the first smile that I’d ever seen on her lips tugged at the corners of her mouth. I was almost positive that the new neighbor would be a problem, but the barriers were still up, so I felt safe even if the new neighbor was a full wizard. 
 
    “That’s awesome,” I said with a forced grin. “Well, I’ll let you guys get to it. I’m about to turn in for the night. All those tests have me wiped out.” 
 
    Neither of them said goodbye to me, and I didn’t breathe easily until I was behind the white picket fence and the magical shield that it held. Grandma would probably know more about them since they’d lived there long before she and grandpa moved in, but it was a toss-up whether the old woman would tell me anything or pretend that the tumor was making her forgetful. I was probably just paranoid because the movers were there so late, and it was the first time in years that the ancient couple had talked to me. 
 
    I double-checked that the door was locked, looked out of the window to watch the movers for a few more seconds, and then padded up the stairs to my room. The mystery of the new neighbor could wait until he was actually living in the house across the street. I stripped down, glanced outside to make sure that none of the shadow creatures had made an appearance, and then sighed happily as I slid into bed. 
 
    The next morning, I slept in later than I meant to and had to rush to get ready. Sheila choked and coughed when I turned the key in the ignition, but eventually the Jeep Cherokee came to life. A glance in the rearview mirror showed me that the neighbors’ house was silent, and a creeping sensation crawled across my skin like danger was on its way. But until it was there, I was on my way to Candyman Chris’ shop, and then maybe a car dealership so that the old girl could finally retire. 
 
    A cop had pulled onto the curb outside of Candyman’s store when I arrived, and a thin guy with missing teeth was plopped on the pavement with a distant look in his eyes. I held my breath and parked as far away from the two as possible. The neighborhood was known for drugs and shootouts, and I didn’t want to be outside if one followed the other around, so I hurried around the side of the building toward the front door. 
 
    “Trouble,” one of the beefy security guards said as I walked up.  
 
    He and the other guard, James, had greeted me the last time that I came to the store, but the latter was focused hard on the cop across the concrete yard. Their pure black suits did nothing to hide the guns strapped to their sides, and I glanced behind me and forced myself not to seem nervous. The last thing that I needed was some cop asking me how I came by an entire satchel of gold. 
 
    “Hey,” I said and took a deep breath, held up the bag, and then motioned to the door. “Can I go in?” 
 
    “Yeah,” James answered without a look in my direction. “Candy’s in the back. Just tell Sugar that you’ve done business with him before and give her your name.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid, Trouble,” the other man smirked. “I’d hate to have to shoot you when there’s a cop right there. They tend to frown on things like that.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I let myself in. 
 
    The shop hadn’t changed at all since the last time I was there, though the gold-painted accents seemed to glow a little brighter like someone had polished them. I shook my head at the pictures of Candy with his gold and diamond smile posted everywhere, and then turned to the woman behind the counter. She was the only one there, so I walked over and held up the jingling leather pouch for her. 
 
    “You must be Sugar,” I said. “I’m here to do business with Candy. I’ve been here before. My name’s Andrew.” 
 
    “Whatever you say,” she said with a shrug. 
 
    The giant golden hoops that brushed her shoulders shimmered in the fluorescent light, and the glitter on her arms and chest made me think of stripper poles rather than a jewelry store. Her long braids swayed right above the small of her back, and my eyes went straight to the apple bottom that she’d stuffed into jeans. Sugar was definitely sweet, and I fully believed that she could convince even the most miserly man to part with his money. 
 
    I watched her head to the door to the back and then jumped a little when she caught me checking out her ass. A sly grin crawled over her crimson-painted lips, and she motioned for me to follow. I had to restrain the urge to run like an excited puppy and made a mental note to check my textbooks to see if succubi were real, because with one smile, I was ready to go wherever Sugar wanted me to. Thankfully, it was just to Candy’s office door, and I didn’t sense any magic, but it was unusual for me to be that excited about a beautiful woman. 
 
    “Andrew,” Candy said as I opened the door. “It’s been a while since I last saw you. Come in and take a seat. How’s life been treatin’ you? Sugar, fetch us some coffee.” 
 
    “Of course, Candy,” she purred. “Do you want some sugar, Andrew?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” I said and felt the heat of a blush crawl up my neck. “And cream.” 
 
    “Anything for you,” she said with a wink. 
 
    “Don’t mind Sugar,” Candy said as he leaned back in his chair. “She got that effect on everyone. It’s one of the reasons that I keep her around. Nothin’ like a gorgeous woman to make a man part with his money.” 
 
    “I was just thinking that,” I chuckled and shook my head.  
 
    “So, you got more gold for me?” the businessman said and glanced at the satchel that I’d put on his desk. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and gave the bag a gentle nudge. “I want to change most of it out for money this time. But I wouldn’t mind a few rubies. They can be lab grown as long as they’re flawless.” 
 
    “Rubies, huh?” he asked and pulled out his testing kits. “Diamonds, emeralds, rubies… what exactly you doin’ with all of these rocks?” 
 
    “Just this and that,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “This and that?” the cunning man said with a serious look. 
 
    I’d been to Candy’s a couple of times before, but the famous jeweler wasn’t the type to ask a lot of questions. Usually, he just traded my gold for cash and gems, but I made a mental note to wait a little while longer before the next visit. He wasn’t stupid, and if I kept bringing him golden coins, then he’d want to know where they came from. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a noncommittal shrug. “This and that.” 
 
    “Here’s your coffee,” Sugar said and brought in two steaming mugs. “I put a little extra sugar in yours, Andrew.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and forced myself not to look down her shirt as she bent over. 
 
    “The gold is good,” Candy announced as the door shut behind Sugar. “Listen, I’m not too picky about where you’re gettin’ this from. You could be robbin’ somebody for all I care. But don’t bring that drama into my store. You make sure to cover your ass. Especially with the IRS. That’s how they got Capone. And even the Joker is afraid of them.” 
 
    “The Joker?” I asked and took a sip of coffee. “Like, from Batman?” 
 
    “I read,” the businessman laughed as he pulled out a box filled with cash. “Just out of curiosity, where are you gettin’ the gold from? I don’t need to worry about someone coming to take it back, right?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “But you don’t want to know where it’s coming from.” 
 
    “Plausible deniability,” he said and dropped three stacks of ten thousand in front of me. “You just remember what I said about the IRS. You don’t want those bastards finding you. And they will. They worse than prison bloodhounds.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. 
 
    “Sugar,” Candy said through the speaker on his desk. “Bring us some rubies. Nice ones.” 
 
    I left Candy’s with thirty thousand dollars and four rubies the size of my thumbnail. The day was still young, so I pointed Old Sheila to the line of dealerships a few miles away. My plan was to buy something in the midrange for the moment since it would be sitting in the garage until I was done with college, and I didn’t want to draw too much attention to myself when I wasn’t home often, but the new girl still needed to have all the bells and whistles. 
 
    The new line of Sonatas caught my eyes, and the sleek design was exactly the kind of car that I’d always wanted. The salesman was eager to help me the second that I told him the transaction would be in cash, and I managed to talk him down to thirty thousand dollars even for the Limited Sonata that I picked out. It was hard to say goodbye to Sheila since I’d rebuilt her engine myself, but it was time, and my new girl purred like a kitten as I drove her off the lot. 
 
    I drove the long way home as I tested out how well the Sonata took corners, and the heated seats were sheer perfection in the chilly autumn air. It was the first big purchase that I’d made with my winnings from the illegal battle arena, and my heart raced as she sped down the streets without one cough or splutter. She didn’t even shake when I brought her up to sixty miles an hour, and I made a mental note to save up for a Ferrari or Tesla as a graduation present for myself. 
 
    It was weird to see the neighbors’ porch swing empty as I pulled into the driveway, and the inside of the house was completely dark. They must have moved out entirely, and I wondered when the new neighbor would move in. I parked the Sonata in the garage, gave one last look at the creepy old brick manor across the street, and then hurried inside. 
 
    I’d always thought that the place gave me the creeps because of the ancient couple that always sat like statues on their porch swing, but it was somehow worse now that they were gone. It was like the house had eyes, and I had to fight the urge to check the barriers again. I told myself that I was just a little paranoid because of all the shadow creatures, and the brick building couldn’t watch me. Soon there would be a new tenant that would hopefully talk to me rather than just glare, and whatever uneasiness I felt would disappear. 
 
    The hardwood floor in the hallway creaked as I walked over to the entryway table and tossed my keys into my grandma’s favorite glass bowl. I looked around at the golden beams of light that danced with dust and the peeling wallpaper that had been there since my parents were still alive. It wasn’t just my car that needed some upgrades, but whoever I hired to fix the Victorian manor would have to be magical enough to reinforce the barriers on the white picket fence. 
 
    I made a mental note to talk to Tins and see if any of his gnome buddies would be able to help. It would cost a lot more money to hire the magical creatures, but gnomes were the best tinkerers, and I wanted to drag my grandparents’ house into the twenty-first century. My main priority was still the shields around the property line, but Tins would have some great ideas, and I was sure that they could build me a practice room where I could cast spells without alerting the whole neighborhood. 
 
    All I had to do was find someone that wouldn’t draw the humans’ attention. 
 
    And win my next battle in the underground battle arena. 
 
    And avoid using so much mana that I turned into a mummy. 
 
    Simple. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    The trip to the giant home world always made my stomach heave like it was about to turn inside out. I was pretty sure that it wasn’t further away than the elf realm was, but there was something about the place that made it harder to reach. It was probably the reason that the underground ring had been moved there, but it was definitely not a place that I’d visit just for fun. 
 
    I stepped through the portal that my amulet made, bent over, and sucked in a deep breath of cold air. Goosebumps erupted all over my body, and the chilly breeze that wound down the mountain peaks made me dream of a warm fire and hot apple cider. I swallowed hard as bile threatened to crawl up my throat, shook off the rest of the nausea, and then looked around to make sure that nothing was about to attack me. 
 
    A dark forest with trees taller than the Empire State Building loomed over me, and fields of heather beckoned me into the shadowy depths. A deer the size of a moose drank from a nearby stream, and music drifted down from the cave where the underground ring had set up shop. It was almost peaceful if I could get past the creeping sensation that someone was watching me with a watering mouth. 
 
    “Just get into the cave,” I told myself and headed to the old wooden bridge. 
 
    The ancient cedar creaked under my feet, and I wondered who’d made it, because it wasn’t wide enough to support a giant’s weight. I’d only seen a few of them since the arena had been moved, and none of them would need a bridge to cross the tiny stream anyway. It was probably one of the other sentient creatures in their realm, but I was pretty sure that the dwarves would’ve used stone, and the elves were in a completely different world. 
 
    I climbed the steep stairs to the mouth of the cave and gave a silent thanks that at least this place didn’t have a waterfall right next to it. The one in the elven realm had short steps that barely fit my foot, and the mist from the waterfall made them mossy and slippery. I’d almost bit it more than once, and Sarya had made a point to turn and laugh at my human clumsiness every time. 
 
    “Password?” the ogre guard asked as I walked into the mouth of the cave. 
 
    “Fennel,” I said and then watched the muscular man slide back into the shadows. 
 
    His red eyes still stared at me from the darkness, but his dark green skin was completely hidden. I’d tried to find out how the ogres managed to blend in so well, but the guards at the underground arena only wanted the password or to break up the occasional bar fight. There had been a few of them on campus that acted as extra security, but they’d been about as talkative as the ones at the arena, and most of the time they didn’t even look at the students as they passed. 
 
    I forced myself to walk toward the back of the cave and leave my curiosity alone for the moment. The stony surface rippled as I stepped through it, and the illusion clung to my skin like a bubble before it let me into the hidden bar. I shook off the slimy feeling, took a deep breath, and then looked around at the crowd that had gathered. 
 
    There seemed to be fewer people than there had been in the elven realm, but I’d heard rumors that some of the frost giants in the mountains had decided to supplement their diet with visitors. I still hadn’t seen any of them, but then again, I didn’t wander around the forest or explore. My goal was to come to the fight, win, and go home or back to the dorms. 
 
    The bartender for the night was a beautiful vampiress with red eyes that seemed to look right into my soul. Her fangs flashed as she shot me a smile and a wink, and I lifted a hand in greeting. Her tinkling laughter wrapped around my spine as I turned away to find the ringmaster, and it took all of my self-control not to join her for a drink. 
 
    “Mr. Hall,” the short man smiled as I walked up to the outside of the ring. “Well, aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? You were mighty impressive in that sanctioned fight. But I’ll admit, I’m excited to see what you’ll do tonight. I’ve got the perfect opponent for you.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Just let me know when it’s my time to head inside the cage.” 
 
    “Of course,” the gnome said with a malicious glint in his eyes. “By the way, what do you think of our new location? These giant caves have amazing acoustics. I think it’s the extra height on the ceilings. Can’t get that in the elven realm. Makes it easy for the guests to hear everything that happens in the ring, no matter where they sit.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I said as I looked around for a waitress.  
 
    The red coat wearing ringmaster gave me another smarmy smile and then turned to another fighter. I used the opportunity to escape, and I wandered toward the tables in the back. There weren’t as many chaise lounges as there had been in the elven arena, but the stone seats were surprisingly comfortable, and I stretched out on one as a willowy nymph came up. I’d seen her before, and the waitress looked around as if she expected me to be surrounded by my friends. 
 
    “What are the odds on me tonight?” I asked as she balanced the tray in her hands. 
 
    “Twenty to one,” she said with a smile. “The ringmaster has an amazing challenger. You’re not expected to live.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I laughed. “I’ll bet on myself. The usual amount.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said and jotted the bet down. “I hope that you survive.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and then watched her rush off to the next chair. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the ringmaster to call me into the cage, and my heart skipped a beat as a full-grown frost giant ducked through the iron gateway. The top of his head was almost to the cave ceiling, and his massive shoulders were at least six feet wide. A wave of cold air washed over me as he took a step closer to shake my hand, and frost crawled up my hand at the contact. 
 
    “We have a very special presentation for you tonight!” the ringmaster announced and motioned for everyone to come closer. “The human summoner, you know him well by now as Andrew Hall, will be attempting to defeat none other than the Great Rignvuf. Place your bets and get your eyeful now. It won’t be long before the tiny man is turned into an ice sculpture.” 
 
    Cheers went up from the crowd, and I realized that there had been an influx of late arrivals. Dwarves covered in soot vied for the best seats right outside the ring while giants hunched over in the back. The air dropped another five degrees as more frost giants poured into the illegal underground bar, and I wondered if they’d retaliate when I won. 
 
    I took a deep breath and turned to my opponent as the bell went off and the fight officially started. My fingertips were almost numb from the cold already, but I managed to pull the emerald out of my pocket. The lightning strike from the jackalope would be enough to hurt the frost giant, but his skin looked like leather, and I wasn’t sure if my mutated bunny would be able to puncture him. 
 
    The air crackled with electricity as the jackalope emerged from the emerald ready to fight. Rignvuf grinned and sank down to his knees to beckon the volatile creature over like it was nothing more than a cute kitten. I barely had to urge the bunny forward, and it chomped down on the frost giant’s finger like he was a delicacy. 
 
    A rage-filled roar erupted throughout the cave, and the dwarves all laughed as the frost giant sucked on his middle finger. My ears rang for a few seconds, but I shook it away and focused all of my attention on the jackalope. Rignvuf slammed his injured hand onto the stone floor, but the mutated bunny jumped out of the way, and the lightning between his antlers sizzled as it danced across the giant’s eyes. 
 
    Frost erupted around Rignvuf as the lightning attack boiled his eyes, and I had to look away as they popped and leaked down his face. Another scream echoed through the cave, but it didn’t come from my opponent, and I turned to see a female frost giant with murder in her eyes. The distraction was enough to make an opening for the injured mage, and he squished my jackalope into a fine dust. 
 
    Cold crawled up my legs, and I realized that the ground underneath me had turned to ice. Rignvuf might be blinded, but that didn’t stop his magic, and I was frozen in one place. My pants were brittle like they’d been dipped into liquid nitrogen, and panic swept through my body as I realized that soon I really would be a frozen statue. 
 
    My fingers fumbled in my pockets and closed around a handful of small quartz that warmed with my touch. The firebugs that I’d found in the forest might not kill my opponent, but they’d burn hot enough that I could move, and there were enough of them to distract him while I worked. My golden mana dusted across my skin, and the heat of the tiny insects rushed through my hands and up my arms. 
 
    “Folks, it looks like the human has finally… wait… now wait just a minute, what is he summoning now?” the ringmaster shouted. “Are those firebugs?” 
 
    An irritated grumble ran through the dwarves as the firebugs swarmed around me to melt the encroaching ice, and my opponent fell backwards onto his butt as he swatted at the annoying pests. I could vaguely hear the protests from the other frost giants over Rignvuf’s grunts, but it was obvious that I wasn’t the most popular opponent at the moment. Most of them had probably bet on the frost giant, but they should’ve realized that I always had a trick up my sleeve. 
 
    “And the human is free!” the ringmaster boomed as my feet were finally able to move. “Folks, this is an exciting match. A human summoner against one of the greatest frost giants to ever exist. Who could’ve guessed that he’d survive this long? But… we all know that Rignvuf isn’t down for the count.” 
 
    I tried to ignore the commentary as my mind raced through all of the pets that were left in my pockets. The jackalope was done even if I did have enough mana to summon him into another emerald, and the firebugs had all been crushed in my opponent’s massive fists. I dodged a blind punch as Rignvuf tried to push himself to his feet, and an idea popped into my head. 
 
    It was a move that I’d used against giants in video games where I ran rope around their ankles and watched them crash to the ground. I was short on rope, but my bats could slash him with their wings, and the effect would be about the same. My mana faltered as I summoned the leather-winged creatures, and dizziness washed over me like a tidal wave. 
 
    “Where are you?” Rignvuf roared as his huge hands swept around the arena. “I’m going to break you into a million pieces and use your corpse as ice in my drinks.” 
 
    “I’m gonna have to pass,” I said as I directed the bats toward his legs. “But you’re more than welcome to tap out. I’d hate to see you die. And the healers might even be able to save your eyes if you hurry.” 
 
    “How dare you suggest that I concede,” he snapped. “What are you attacking me with now, you little pest?” 
 
    “A pest of my own,” I said and ran around the edge of the cage so that he couldn’t snatch me up as easily. 
 
    The cold inside the iron cage had started to diminish, and Rignvuf’s movements were slower. He was almost to his feet, but one of my bats sliced through his tendons behind the knee where one of the fireflies had burned him, and a thin line of black blood oozed out to the arena floor. The ground shook as he went down, and I sliced my hand open on a jagged piece of ice as I toppled to the floor. 
 
    “I yield,” the frost giant said as he laid down. “I yield. The human wins.” 
 
    “And Andrew Hall has done it again!” the ringmaster said as he opened the door. “For all of you who had the foresight to bet on the human, please collect your earnings in the back.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I wrapped my injured hand in my shirt. “Rignvuf. Do you want help to get to the healers? I’m sure there has to be one around here somewhere.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to touch him again,” the female frost giant snapped as she ducked through the iron gate. “You’re lucky that I don’t grind you to a pulp myself. Blinding him was a dirty trick--” 
 
    “Erlva,” Rignvuf scolded as he sat up. “The human won fair and square. But don’t think that I won’t destroy you the next time that we’re in the ring together. And I’ll have my eyes healed so that I can watch the terror in your eyes as I freeze you into a human popsicle.” 
 
    “Can’t wait,” I said and then slipped out into the crowd. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time that I’d gone against a mage that wasn’t a summoner, but Rignvuf had put up a hell of a fight. My entire body hurt as I made my way into the back to collect my winnings, and my joints cracked as if they were ice cubes in a frozen tray. I had to force myself to stand tall so that no one knew how close the giant had come to winning, but a steaming hot bath was in my future.  
 
    “That was pretty close,” Sarya’s voice whispered in my ear as I stood in line. 
 
    “Sarya,” I said with a relieved smile. “I didn’t see you earlier.” 
 
    “I made it just in time to see your fight,” the redheaded elf said as she looped an arm through mine. 
 
    Glorious warmth washed through my body as the fire mage used her abilities. Her silver eyes glowed with power, and I leaned into the soft curves of her body like I’d just slipped into a hot tub. It took a few seconds for me to figure out how to move my relaxed limbs, and Sarya’s laughter tinkled in my ear as she dragged me forward for my winnings. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as we started toward the door. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” she said. “I heard a rumor that you’d be going against a frost giant, so I made sure to be here to help you out. I’m glad you didn’t die. And I made a tidy sum of money on you.” 
 
    “It’s a win-win for everyone,” I chuckled and nodded to the ogre guard at the mouth of the cave. “So, how’d you hear about my fight before I did?” 
 
    “It is a win-win,” she said and flipped her ponytail. “And you know that I never reveal my sources. I came to your rescue, and that’s all that you need to know. You’re still coming to the solstice dinner?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    “Good,” Sarya said and then stared at me for a few seconds like she had something else to say. “Well, I can’t be away for too long. I just wanted to make sure that you weren’t a popsicle. Father would be very upset if you died before he could interrogate you more.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I said as we strolled down the deep stairs. 
 
    “Make sure that you wear something nice,” she reminded me. “Not human nice. Elven nice.” 
 
    “I don’t have any idea what that means,” I said. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” she said and opened the portal to her family’s palace. “And if you don’t, then I’ll never let you forget it.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said with a roll of my eyes. 
 
    The portal closed behind her, and I summoned the door to the Victorian manor. The circle of light led me right into my room, and I collapsed onto the bed without changing my clothes. Exhaustion had turned my eyelids into sandpaper, but I managed to kick off my shoes and snuggle under the blanket before sleep dragged me under. 
 
    I woke just as the first golden rays of morning peered through my blinds. My pulse raced as the last of my dreams drifted back into the ether, and I tried to grasp onto it, but it was like silk that slipped through my fingers. The only thing that I knew for sure was that the shadow creatures had made an appearance, and a vague warning stuck in my mind like an echo through time. 
 
    “I really need to talk to grandma,” I muttered to myself and checked my amulet. 
 
    The moonstone was still warm to the touch, but it wasn’t the blistering heat that it usually gave off when a shadow creature was nearby. I pulled one of the blinds down and saw something move near the forest behind the house, but it disappeared before my blurry eyes could adjust. It had almost looked like the cloaked man that I’d seen at the neighbors’ house, but it could’ve been anyone. 
 
    Noise from the street drew my attention away from the pine trees, and I leaned closer to the window and almost tipped over. The brick house across the street had an eighteen-wheeler semitruck out front with a team of movers. It seemed like the new neighbor had already started to bring in his stuff, and I hurried to get ready so that I could greet him. 
 
    The movers had emptied almost all of the trailer by the time that I made it across the street and up the driveway. There was just a giant couch that looked like pieces of a dark gray sectional, and some shiny metal pieces that could’ve been steel statues. I had to pry my attention away from one that reminded me of a water spiral, but the new couple strolled out of the front door, and I wanted to make a good first impression. 
 
    “Hey,” I said with a half-wave. “I’m your neighbor from across the street. My name is Andrew.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Andrew,” the woman said with a smile. “My name is Stacy. This is my husband, Charles. I hope that we didn’t wake you. Moving furniture can be terribly loud.” 
 
    There was something off about the way that Stacy spoke, like she was reading from a script. A shiver ran down my spine when she smiled at me, and I had a flashback to The Stepford Wives with their plastic grins and perfect hair. My new neighbors could’ve been plucked out of a Barbie magazine from the fifties, but at least they seemed nice enough. 
 
    “Especially with all of my lab equipment,” Charles said and then threw his head back to laugh. 
 
    The sound was almost mechanical, and it took all of my willpower not to immediately retreat behind the safety of my barrier. I didn’t sense any form of magic from them, but they were just a little too perfect, and their clothes just a little too pressed. It was like I’d woken up in an episode of The Twilight Zone, and the warning from the old woman rushed to the surface of my mind. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and tried to remain normal. “I heard that you’re an inventor. What kind of stuff do you make? I don’t have to worry about bombs or chemicals, right?” 
 
    “Ha-ha, of course not,” the husband said and slapped his thigh like I’d told a hilarious joke. “My inventions are for the betterment of all humankind.”  
 
    “Charles creates technology that will bring us into the future,” Stacy said and then turned her crystal blue eyes toward one of the movers. “Excuse me, I must attend to the placement of the couch.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “It was nice to meet you. I’m in college, so I’m not home very often, but hopefully, we can talk once you’re all moved in.” 
 
    “That would be delightful,” Charles said and tilted his head to the right as if he was studying an insect under a microscope. “You don’t seem old enough to have a house like that. Do your parents live with you? Or perhaps your grandmother?” 
 
    “No,” I said as my shoulders stiffened. “I live alone. My grandmother is sick, and the rest of my family is dead.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s absolutely terrible,” the Stepford wife said as she followed a mover past us. 
 
    Her shiny blonde hair was pulled up into a twisted bun, and I noticed a small tattoo behind her ear. It reminded me of the spells that I used to summon my creatures, and my stomach churned like I’d had a glass of sour milk. They couldn’t be a wizard’s creatures, because no one used humans for that. Even necromancers were banned from bringing us back to life.  
 
    Of course, that didn’t mean that some insane mage hadn’t broken the rules. I forced myself to look back over at Charles and caught a flash of irritation in his honey-brown eyes before the mask slid back into place. The symbol was unique enough that I’d be able to draw it out later, and maybe grandma would actually answer my question and tell me what it meant. 
 
    “I should be going,” I said with a strained smile. “Grandma is waiting for me.” 
 
    “Have a wonderful time,” Charles said and then clapped me on the shoulder. “Visiting sick relatives is important. I promise that we’ll try to keep the noise to a minimum while we adjust.” 
 
    “It’s totally fine,” I said and took a step backwards. “I’m actually going to have someone come and do work on the house over the next few days. I took over the old manor from my grandparents, and it needs a serious facelift.” 
 
    “If you would like help updating the technology, then I would be glad to offer my services,” the Ken Doll said and glanced at the Victorian manor. “It’s what good neighbors do.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be fine,” I said. “But I’ll keep that in mind. I hope everything goes well.” 
 
    I bit back the invitation for either of them to come over and visit if they needed anything. The words sat on the tip of my tongue like grandpa had just reminded me to be neighborly, but there was just something too off about them, and I didn’t want to give them the ability to pass the barrier. I wasn’t exactly sure how it worked, but hopefully it was like with vampires, and no magical creatures could pass without being invited. 
 
    The walk back across the street felt like an eternity, and I double-checked the ward to make sure that it was still active. It had become second nature since the shadow creatures had shown up, and my nightmares had steadily grown worse, but now I had a whole new reason to make sure that they were intact. Grandma would have to explain how they worked for me, and then I’d reinforce them to make sure that the Stepford Wife and Ken Doll wouldn’t be able to come in. 
 
    I hopped into my brand-new Sonata and took a deep breath of that new car smell. The engine purred as I started the car and pulled out of the driveway, and excitement coursed through me when she revved up and flew down the road. I’d never been able to afford a new car before, and it was going to be a while before warm seats and a working touchscreen were just an everyday thing. 
 
    The drive to Serenity Valley nursing home was short and pleasant, and I pulled into the parking lot next to my grandmother’s building. The tumor in her brain was supposed to be shrinking with the more advanced treatment that the doctors’ offered here, but I still needed to check in with the nurses to make sure that the new methods worked. They’d decided to keep her in the dementia ward so that she didn’t wander off during an episode, and I’d agreed since she frequently tried to go on adventures when she’d lived in Cozy Acres. 
 
    “Mr. Hall,” the head nurse greeted me with a smile. “It’s been a few weeks. How are your classes going?” 
 
    “Pretty well,” I said. “We have a long weekend this week, so I finally have time to come check on grandma. How’s she doing?” 
 
    “Oh, she’s doing so much better,” Nurse Polinksi said and motioned toward her tablet. “She had her last treatment a few days ago, so she should be fine to have visitors. Her medication has helped to shrink the size of the tumor.” 
 
    “Great,” I said and peeked at the nurse’s charts. “How long until she’ll be able to have the operation to remove it?” 
 
    “Why don’t you come have a seat, and we’ll talk about that,” the older woman said and motioned toward a little cafe. 
 
    Every warning light went off in the back of my mind as I sat in the small metal chair, and it didn’t help that the seats and tables were bolted down like the residents might throw them. I didn’t want to think about grandma not being able to have the surgery, or the chance that she might die, but it wouldn’t help to bury my head in the sand. I took a deep breath in, held it, and then let it out to settle my nerves. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. “You can tell me. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing is wrong, per se,” the head nurse said with a glance around like she didn’t want anyone to overhear us. “But the doctor has decided that it’s too dangerous to operate because of where the tumor is. Of course, the treatments have been working, and it’s smaller, but I’m afraid that Serenity Valley won’t be able to help any further than that.” 
 
    “You say that like there’s someone who can,” I said and narrowed my eyes. “Is it close by?” 
 
    “No,” Nurse Polinski laughed and shook her head. “It’s quite far. In fact, it’s in another dimension.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I asked as I sat up straighter in my chair. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mr. Hall,” the older woman said with another look around. “I promise that you don’t need to worry about any witch hunts coming from me. I come from a long line of mages, too. Your grandmother and I have spent a lot of time together talking about our childhoods and training.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and tapped my fingers on the table. “So, what is this place that will operate?” 
 
    “It’s a very exclusive nursing home in the elven realm,” she said. “I can help get your grandmother admitted, but it costs. A lot. Even by Serenity Valley standards. Of course, the mages that work there are the best healers in the nine realms.” 
 
    “Andrew!” my grandmother shouted and waved. “Oh, you’ve met Inara. She’s a wonderful woman. From the elf realm. Her glamor is on par with some of the greats.” 
 
    “You’re too kind, Deloris,” Inara said with a kind smile. “I was just telling Andrew about the new nursing home.” 
 
    “It’s a bit much,” the gray-haired woman said and took the last seat at our table. “You should just let me go, dear. I’ve lived a good, long life. Now, let’s talk about something important. How are the barriers around the house? Still holding up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and looked between the two women. “I’m going to hire someone to fix up the house and recast the wards.” 
 
    “Good, good,” grandma said with a nod. “You can’t be letting them in. Oh! There’s Wilma. I’ll see you later, dear. And be careful. You never know who is watching. You can trust Inara, I do, but don’t let anyone at your school inside the barrier. No one. And never let a technomage through the front door.” 
 
    “A what?” I asked, but the old woman had scurried away after her friend. 
 
    “Don’t worry about technomages,” Inara said with a shake of her head. “Your grandmother has been a little more paranoid lately. I haven’t told her about the rumors of the shadow creatures. It would only set her off on another spiral.” 
 
    “Nurse Polinski,” another nurse said and rushed up to the table with a frantic look on her face. “I need your help. The patient in room one-twelve is acting out again, and I can’t contain him by myself.” 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” the head nurse said and then stood, paused, and turned back to me. “Think about what I told you. Your grandmother is only going to get worse. And it can be dangerous for… some people… to lose their minds.” 
 
    The other nurse waved Inara toward her, and I watched them disappear down another hallway. My mind swirled with the new information, and more questions piled on top of each other. I always seemed to be more confused after a visit with my grandmother than when I arrived, but at least the head nurse had given me some hope. 
 
    There was a magical nursing home that could heal my grandmother completely. 
 
    And I knew just how to come up with the money to pay for it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    I strolled back out to the Sonata with a million thoughts running through my mind. The fight with the frost giant had paid very well since I’d won, but a magical nursing home might cost at least three times as much. It would also make it obvious to everyone in the nine realms that I was somehow making money while at school. 
 
    Professor Lovelace had hinted that she knew what I was up to, but we’d never talked about it. If any of the other faculty members found out that she’d known about the underground arena, then they’d have her fired. She was too good of a teacher for that, but there was still plausible deniability, and most of the mages were from realms that never visited the human world, so they wouldn’t know how much money I really had. 
 
    I could easily lie and say that all the money was from an inheritance that my grandmother left me, or maybe a lottery. It would be a little flimsy, and someone could easily uncover the truth, but human summoners were rare, so the headmaster might look the other way. Besides, most of the other races thought so poorly of humans that I doubted anyone would bother to do any real investigation. I just needed to find out how much it cost and go from there because it wouldn’t help to worry about problems that might not even come up. 
 
    A sigh blew through my lips as I slid into the driver’s seat of my new car. Serenity Valley was supposed to be the top-of-the-line nursing home in the area, so if their doctors couldn’t operate, then there weren’t any other options except the magical ones. At least there was still hope, even if it would make the tightrope that I was walking bounce around like I was in a hurricane. 
 
    The moonstone amulet in my pocket started to get warmer right as I put the car in reverse, and I slammed the car into park so fast that the gears grumbled at me. My attention shifted to every shadow in the parking lot and against every building, but none of them moved. The paranoid part of my mind said that the stone was reacting to something that the creepy new neighbors had done, and my hand immediately reached up to where Charles had patted my shoulder. 
 
    I yanked the top of my shirt around and shifted to look at it in the rearview mirror, but there was nothing there. There was definitely something wrong with the Stepford Wife and the Ken Doll, but at least they hadn’t put a tracker on me. I let go of the bunched-up fabric, stuffed my hand into my pocket, and felt the edge of a piece of paper. 
 
    “It’s just a note,” I said out loud like that would calm my racing pulse. 
 
    The small slip of paper must’ve come from one of my friends like a magical text message. It was easier than a portal, and the amulets were notoriously bad as communication devices. I flipped over the note to see Professor Lovelace’s perfect script across the middle with an invitation to her house for later that day. 
 
    The professor didn’t explain why she wanted me to visit, but it had to be important enough to give me an invitation to her actual house instead of the dorms. There was a note at the bottom of the paper that said that it would act like a key to the wards the tough woman had in place, and I stuffed it back in my pocket to use later. The strict teacher wasn’t the type to let students know where she lived, but we’d grown closer over the last few weeks, and I was sure that there’d been flirting on both sides. 
 
    I put the car back in reverse, checked the shadows for any of the creepy creatures, and then pulled back out onto the road. A list of all the things that needed to be done that day ran on a constant loop as I drove toward the Victorian manor. The long weekend had more events than my usual weeks, but the solstice dinner with the most powerful mages in the nine realms would be interesting, and to top it off, Professor Lovelace had invited me to her home. 
 
    The eighteen-wheeler outside of the neighbors’ house was gone by the time I pulled into my driveway, and curtains had already been hung on the windows so that no one could see inside from the street. Those two were definitely up to something, but grandma had been too manic to answer any of my questions. Ira might know what the symbol behind their ears was, so I hurried inside to find a piece of paper. I quickly drew the symbol, though I did leave out just one line so that if it was a spell it wouldn’t activate. 
 
    My next order of business was to pop back into the town around the school and talk to Tins. The steampunk gnome ran a shop with items that varied in rarity, and I was sure that he’d have a connection with someone who could repair the house. I opened the portal and stepped onto the cobblestone street right outside the store and grinned from ear to ear as the short man waved from the window. 
 
    “Andrew,” Tins said and hobbled over on his metal leg. “To what do I owe this visit? Do you need another emerald after that fight with Saloron?” 
 
    “I still have a few,” I chuckled and walked over to the counter to look at some insect parts. “I wouldn’t mind some firebugs if you have them.” 
 
    “Oooh,” the gnome said with a sharp-toothed grin. “Now that’s interesting. Trying to keep up with the fiery Sarya?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said with a shake of my head. “How do you know so much?” 
 
    “I have very big ears,” he said with a gesture to his average-sized ears.  
 
    “Of course,” I said and rolled my eyes. “Actually, that’s the reason that I came to see you today. I need some help with repairs at my grandparents’ old house, and I was hoping that you knew the perfect person for the job.” 
 
    The gnome hopped up onto a wooden footstool and started to pull the firebug pieces out of the display case. His face twisted like he was deep in thought, and the old man nodded a few times as if agreeing with something his inner voice said.  
 
    “The one in the human realm, right?” Tins asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and suddenly wondered if grandma had another house that I didn’t know about. 
 
    It wouldn’t be the first secret that the old woman had kept from me, and I didn’t know anything about her family. Every time that I’d asked her about it growing up, she’d just said that her life started with grandpa, and he’d always agreed. There could be an entire family out there somewhere that I never knew about, but they hadn’t tried to contact me, and everyone in the nine realms had heard about the human summoner, so it’s not like they wouldn’t have had the chance. 
 
    “That’s a complicated matter,” the gnome said and brought me back to the shop. “The human realm is a dangerous place for our kind. That’s why we usually avoid it. Humans are always ready to burn somebody at the stake. Or they think that we’re monsters and try to hunt us down. I don’t know why the yetis stay. Of course, they live so high in the mountains that most people don’t come to visit them.” 
 
    “Yetis?” I asked and then held up my hands. “Never mind. That’s a topic for another time. Does anyone come to mind that can help me? They’ll need to be discreet because I have neighbors, but most of the repairs will be inside the house. There is a magical shield around the property, so they’ll have to be invited in, and I’d like someone that could reinforce the barriers.” 
 
    “You expecting a lot of magical intruders?” he laughed. 
 
    “Something like that,” I said with a noncommittal shrug. “I’ve been having a lot of nightmares lately, and I just want to make sure that they don’t come true.” 
 
    “Nightmares, hmm?” Tins mumbled and studied me closely. “You sure there’s no seers in your family? Could be that you’re getting a warning from the other side. It’s rare in humans, but so is being a summoner.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know even if there were,” I said. “My grandma didn’t even tell me what the amulet was for until after I was sorted.” 
 
    “And what was her name?” he asked. 
 
    “Deloris Hall,” I said. “I don’t know what her name was before she was married.” 
 
    “Deloris,” he rolled her name over his tongue and then nodded sharply. “Sounds vaguely familiar, but I’m an old man, and I’ve met a lot of customers in my time. About that crew… I do have a cousin that has a fantastic team. He’ll charge a little extra for hazard pay since he’ll be in the human realm, but your house will be squared away by tomorrow.” 
 
    “That fast?” I gaped. “I have a lot that needs to be done.” 
 
    “We’re gnomes,” Tins said as if that explained everything. “Should I send him a note?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and started to drum my fingers on the glass display case. “How long until he can get here?” 
 
    “Just a few minutes,” the gnome said and looked up from a device that looked like a steampunk version of a cell phone. “He’s finishing up another job right now.” 
 
    “Great,” I said and then looked around the shop. “I guess I can peruse while I’m waiting.” 
 
    “Since you’re buying the firebugs, I think that I can help you with a stone,” Tins said. 
 
    He hopped down from the footstool, hurried into the back, and started to rummage through wooden boxes filled with rocks and gems. I could just barely see him at the end of the hallway, but I heard the little victory shout he gave before he hobbled back toward me. He held up a tan stone with reddish-brown stripes and slapped it down on the counter with a flourish. 
 
    “Is that tiger’s eye?” I asked and bent over to look at the gem.  
 
    “It is!” he exclaimed with a proud smile. “It’s the perfect stone to hold the firebugs. It’ll enhance their fire, and it’ll give you courage when you use it during a fight.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said and turned the stone over in my hand. “I’ll take five. And all of the firebugs you have.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tins said with a knowing nod. “Winter is coming. You need to make sure that you’re not overwhelmed by the frost.” 
 
    I stared at the gnome for a second and wondered if he somehow knew about the underground arena, but before I could ask, another gnome popped into the back of the store. The amulet had clearly opened right into a shelf because a string of curse words in another language burst out of the short man, and I had to bite back a laugh. 
 
    “Tins, what have I told you about keeping so much crap back there?” the new arrival huffed as he came to the front of the store. 
 
    He had the same sharp-pointed teeth as the ringmaster and Tins, and a large bulbous nose took up most of his face. His work overalls were covered in pieces of plaster and paint, and his right pinky finger was missing. Everything about the gnome reminded me of construction workers, including the deep frown and the tanned skin that was so dry it could be mistaken for leather. 
 
    “It’s a storage room, Rils,” Tins said with a roll of his eyes. “Where else am I going to keep my stock? Don’t answer that. This here is Andrew. He’s the human that needs work done on a house in the human realm.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, kid,” Rils said with a curt nod. “What is it, exactly, that you’re wanting done?” 
 
    “I need the barriers around the property reinforced, the hardwood floors refinished, the entire house probably needs to be rewired, the roof is ancient, and there are cracks in at least three windows,” I listed and tried to think if there was anything else. “There’s likely more, but that’s all that I can think of right now.” 
 
    “And we need to make sure that your human neighbors don’t notice us?” the construction gnome asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Especially the new ones across the street. There’s something off about them. I don’t think they’re mages, but they had a weird symbol behind their ear. Could be golems.” 
 
    “Golems, huh?” Tins asked, and the two men shared a significant look.  
 
    “That’s fine,” Rils said after a few seconds in silent conversation with his cousin. “It’ll cost extra, but I’ll have my crew inside within the hour. We’ll be discreet and work through the night. Should have everything done by tomorrow afternoon. I’ll send you an invoice when I’m done.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod. “I can give you one pound of gold for everything.” 
 
    “That should cover it,” he said. “But depending on how bad it is, it might cost a little extra. Especially if your neighbors are poking around. I can offer you a payment plan, if you need it.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said. “But I do want an itemized list so that I know that you’re not trying to cheat me.” 
 
    “Careful, boy,” Rils said. “A lesser gnome might take offense to that.” 
 
    “You would cheat him,” Tins chuckled. “If I hadn’t given you the job and vouched for him.” 
 
    Rils made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat that told me he would’ve taken me for everything I had if Tins hadn’t been on my side. The gnome’s toothy grin reminded me that he could be dangerous, but he just nodded and then opened a portal to his workshop. He waved goodbye as he stepped through and then started to bark orders at a group of gnomes that were sitting around. 
 
    “He was pleasant,” I said and paid Tins for the stones and firebugs. 
 
    “He’s an asshat,” Tins said with a huge smile. “But he’s the best. And don’t worry, he knows that I’ll come after him if he robs one of my best customers.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said as I pocketed my new toys. “I’ll see you later. Thanks for everything.” 
 
    I walked outside of the shop and then tugged the note from Ira out of my pocket with the amulet. The blue swirls began to shift around on the moonstone in response to my unspoken request, and a portal opened right in front of me. I stared through it as a shield shimmered like it didn’t want to let me in, but Professor Lovelace said that it would be fine, so I stepped through. 
 
    The slip of paper burned up like an asteroid entering Earth’s atmosphere, and it felt like someone had wrapped my entire body in plastic wrap. I could see the lush forest and the two-story cottage with an old wooden waterwheel, but my lungs refused to take in air, and it took all of my self-control not to panic. The shields shimmered across my skin as if it was about to smother me, but finally it broke like a bubble, and sweet oxygen rushed into my aching body. 
 
    It took me a few seconds to recover, but I pushed my legs forward, and the packed dirt path led me straight toward the house. The sound of rushing water drew my attention to the stream that the waterwheel dipped into, and golden sunlight cast patterns on the forest floor. Peace washed over me as the panic subsided, and I wondered why Professor Lovelace didn’t just stay here all the time instead of living in the faculty dorms. 
 
    “Andrew,” the beautiful woman said as I reached the stairs to her porch. 
 
    She’d pulled open the intricately carved door, and a smile crawled across her lips. The strict teacher was nowhere to be found, but she still wore a form-fitting black dress that hugged her shapely hips and made my mouth water. Her long black hair had been released from its bun prison and allowed to flow down her back, and the silver-rimmed glasses seemed to enhance the charcoal scales that lined her cheekbones. 
 
    “Professor Lovelace,” I said and climbed the stairs. “Your home is amazing. I don’t know how you ever leave it.” 
 
    “It is wonderful, isn’t it?” she said with a look around the wildflower-strewn forest floor. “But the campus has its own sort of beauty. And please, call me Ira when we’re alone. Now, come on in. I have some tea steeping, and I think that I’ve found something about those shadow creatures.” 
 
    I followed her inside, and my jaw dropped open at the splendor. The entire first floor was an open concept design that was only interrupted by swirling tree trunks and a hanging staircase held up by ivy vines and copper pipes. Everything was made from the same reddish mahogany that had been polished so well that I could almost make out my reflection, and a library was tucked into one of the back corners with stacks of books everywhere just like in her office. 
 
    Metal contraptions with storm clouds and glass bubbles hung around the walls, and a large system of rings floated over the middle of a living room. I walked underneath it and stared up as the circles tilted, and little colored marbles flitted around as if it was a working replica of the solar system. Shafts of light poured in through the arched windows to make the glass pieces glow, and I had an overwhelming urge to reach up and touch the closest ring. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that,” Ira laughed from beside me. “That’s an orrery. It shows where all of the nine realms are at any given time. The ones in the human realm show the planets, but I admit that I’ve never been particularly good at astrology.” 
 
    “What happens if I touch it?” I asked as I shoved my hands in my pockets. 
 
    “You’ll be transported to that realm,” she said with a shrug. “And the one that you almost touched is the purgatory realm. There’s no coming back from there. It’s where they send all of the mages that are too dangerous to house in normal prisons.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “That’s where that one wizard was sent.” 
 
    “Yes,” the dragon-woman said and then motioned toward the kitchen near the back of the house.  
 
    “What about the rest of these?” I asked and waved at the other metal contraptions. 
 
    “They monitor weather patterns, magical output, and some of them keep an extra special eye on the more rebellious factions of mages,” she said. 
 
    The kitchen was bathed in even more light than the rest of the house because the back wall was entirely made of glass, and the quartz countertops glittered. There was a small table off to the side with two chairs, and Ira had placed a tea set for two next to a stack of books. A wall feature with potted herbs hung next to the ceramic stove, and something that smelled like stew bubbled on the heated surface. 
 
    “Rebellious mages?” I asked and took a seat, sniffed the air, and ignored my growling stomach. 
 
    My breakfast had already come and gone, and I’d been too distracted by grandma and the renovations to eat lunch. It would be dinnertime soon, and there seemed to be enough for both of us in the cauldron-like pot, but I didn’t want to just assume that Ira had planned to share it. Still, the smell of sage, thyme, and meat made my mouth water in anticipation. 
 
    “The stew is for both of us,” she answered my unasked question. “And yes. Not everyone agrees with the treaty that the nine realms signed. They believe that it’s their right to explore and conquer. And that some races are not worthy of freedom. Minotaurs are a particular target of groups like that. They’re seen more as creatures than thinking beings.” 
 
    “No wonder Rarus has such a big chip on his shoulder,” I said and watched as she poured us tea that smelled like honey and chamomile. 
 
    “It does not excuse his behavior,” the professor frowned and shook her head. “But yes. His rage is likely from years of being told that he wasn’t good enough to do magic, despite his affinity for it. Us hybrid species are always a hot topic of conversation. Even among the council. They’ll no doubt talk about it at the solstice dinner once the drinks have been poured and the tongues are looser.” 
 
    “The solstice dinner,” I said and slapped my forehead. “I completely forgot. I need to find an outfit. Sarya said that it needs to be fancy, but not human fancy. And I have no idea what that’s supposed to mean.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” the ebony-haired woman laughed. “I thought that you might need something, so I bought you an outfit when I was shopping for myself. It’s in my closet. I can show you later.” 
 
    She leaned forward to run a hand down my forearm, and white-hot need raced through me at her touch. There was a hungry look in her eyes that made my knees go weak, and my mind went wild with fantasies about sleeping with my hot teacher. The dragon-woman seemed to read my mind, because a smirk tugged at the corners of her lips, and then she winked before she took a long sip of tea. 
 
    “That would be great,” I said and cleared my throat. “Is that why you invited me here?” 
 
    “It’s one of the reasons,” she said, and the serious professor slid back over her like a well-worn glove. “My main priority was to show you the research that I’ve found regarding the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I sat forward. “I haven’t been able to find anything in the library about it. I’m almost positive that the headmaster has something to do with that.” 
 
    “He does,” Ira huffed and tapped her long fingernails on the table. “He’s banned any mentions of the shadow creatures from the textbooks and the library. And any professor caught discussing them, or their origins, will be suspended. Someone else will be assigned to take over their classes for the rest of the semester.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me,” I said and then took a swig of tea. “How are we supposed to protect ourselves if he and the council keep pretending like it’s not a problem?” 
 
    I had to bite back the comment about seeing them at the underground arena, but the words hung on the tip of my tongue like the sweetness from the honeyed tea. It wasn’t like Ira would be too shocked to find out what I’d been up to, and I could leave out everyone else’s involvement, but she’d already put herself at risk of losing her job. I didn’t want to be the reason that she lost her job permanently, and the council might even throw her into that purgatory realm if they thought that she was corrupting the youth or something. 
 
    “They want to stick their heads in the sand and pretend that it doesn’t exist,” the dragon-woman said and stood to stir the stew like she needed to get her irritation out somehow. 
 
    “Even Sarya’s father?” I asked and poured more tea. “I can’t imagine that he’d do anything that would damage the family name.” 
 
    “I’m sure that he’s doing something,” she said as she started to pace the small kitchen. “But he and the headmaster aren’t telling us anything about their plans. Tins has been keeping his ear to the ground and listening for any rumors about the shadow creatures, but someone is protecting them.” 
 
    The man in the cloak outside of my house popped into the forefront of my mind, and a shiver ran down my spine. I hadn’t been able to see his face, and he hadn’t been able to pass the shields, but there was something evil about him. A malicious intent had rolled off the mysterious man like a fog, and I had no doubt that he was the one in charge of the creatures. 
 
    “Ira,” I said and shifted in my seat. “I have something that I need to tell you.” 
 
    “Is it about the creatures that you’ve seen at that illegal fighting ring?” she asked with a small smile. “Tins already told me all about that. Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me. Just like I’m trusting you with my secret about defying the headmaster’s orders to leave all of this alone.” 
 
    I gaped at the beautiful woman for a few long seconds as I processed what she’d just said. The professor had hinted at knowing about my involvement before, sure, but to hear her mention it directly made a cold sweat break out on the back of my neck. It was like there was a new layer to her that she’d just revealed, and a smile broke out on my face as my muscles relaxed. 
 
    “Right,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “Then you should know that there is someone controlling them. I’ve seen him outside of my house. I think he was there last night. It’s only happened a couple of times, but the shadow creatures are always trying to get past my wards when he’s there. I think it has to do with my grandmother, but she’s absolutely no help. Every time I ask about them, she changes the subject and blames it on the tumor.” 
 
    “And your amulet gets hot every time one of them is nearby,” she said and sank into her chair. “I think that your grandmother might be the key to all of this. Do you think that she might talk to me?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” I said with a shake of my head. “Whatever she’s hiding, she has no intention of telling anyone about it. I do have some of her journals, but most of the notes are in a language that I can’t read.” 
 
    “Maybe I can,” the professor said and then took a long swig of tea. “Bring them to me after the winter solstice. I’ll take a look at them and the amulet. With any luck, we’ll be able to figure it out on our own.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said and then pulled out a sheet of paper that appeared in my pocket. “Rils sent an invoice already?” 
 
    “Tins cousin?” Ira laughed.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, and the tension from our conversation drained away. “He’s doing the repairs on my grandmother’s house. He’s practically charging me for my firstborn, but it looks like everything will be perfect when I go back home.” 
 
    “I’m sure that he’s being fair,” she said. “At least, if Tins recommended you. Gnomes very rarely screw over family, and you’re one of Tins’ best customers now.” 
 
    “That’s what he said,” I chuckled. “I just hope that the barriers are okay.” 
 
    “Why don’t we take a look?” the dragon-woman said as she stood. 
 
    She offered her hand, and I laced my fingers between hers. The contact sent warmth up my arm and through my entire body, and it took all of my self-control not to pull her in for a kiss. She seemed to think the same thing, because her purple and gold eyes dropped to my lips. 
 
    “Maybe we can check them later?” I asked and took a step closer. “You said that you have an outfit in your room that you wanted to show me?” 
 
    “I do,” she said and then pulled away. “But first, let me turn off this stew. It’s almost done now, and I don’t want it to burn while we’re upstairs.” 
 
    “Changing clothes always makes me work up an appetite.” I smiled and then watched her hips sway back and forth. 
 
    The beautiful woman took my hand again and then led me up the hanging staircase. Her room was at the end of the hallway, and a king-sized four-poster bed sat directly across from the door. It took a few seconds for me to follow her to the walk-in closet, and the bed behind us stayed in the forefront of my mind. 
 
    “This outfit should fit you perfectly,” she said and pulled out a set of robes, flowing black pants, and a matching shirt. “It’s more in the djinn style than the elven, but it’s lightweight, and they always have way too many candles burning, so it’s bound to be stuffy.” 
 
    “It looks great,” I said as I noticed how close we were to each other. 
 
    I could feel the heat from her body against mine, and her words danced across my cheek. She still had one hand in mine, and I stepped closer to take the clothes from the other hand. Everything in me wanted to throw her onto the bed and kiss her until it was just us in all the nine realms, but she was still my teacher, and I couldn’t be the first one to make a move. 
 
    “I’ll go try these on,” I said as I took the outfit. “Do you mind if I use your bathroom to change?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and then yanked the clothes from my hand. “You can try these on later. Right now, you need to be in my bed.” 
 
    She pressed her lips to mine before I could react, but it didn’t take long for me to respond.  
 
    I ran my tongue along hers and groaned as the gorgeous woman pushed me against the doorframe. 
 
    “Strip. Now,” she demanded. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Yes, Professor,” I smirked and tugged my shirt off. 
 
    Ira’s purple and gold eyes roved over my chest and stomach like she wanted to devour me in all the best ways, and I took a little more time with my pants than was entirely necessary. There was a palpable hunger that rolled off the dragon-woman as she followed me toward the bed. She spun me around the second that we reached it and tossed me onto the mattress. 
 
    “I’ve wanted this since the first time that I saw you,” she said and then licked her lips. 
 
    “Then why did you wait?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I’m your professor,” she said with a faint smile. “And while it’s not strictly forbidden, it’s usually frowned upon.” 
 
    “They don’t want people using sex for better grades?” I guessed. 
 
    I had to remember how to breathe as the sexy woman slowly tugged the form-fitting dress up to her hips like she planned to mount me. The ivory skin of her thighs was dusted with the same black dragon scales as her cheekbones, and my mouth watered at the idea of running my tongue along them. I propped myself up on my elbows to see the show better and forced my eyes up to hers. 
 
    “That’s one of the reasons,” Ira said as she climbed into my lap.  
 
    Her knees locked me into place, and I slipped my hands up her dress to grab the round ass that always stole my attention in class. She leaned down to press another hungry kiss to my lips and then drove herself down onto my hard cock.  
 
    A groan crawled up my throat as she started to rock her hips in figure eights, and I thrust myself deep into her slick tunnel. The professor ran long claw-like fingernails gently down my stomach and then sat up as she sped up. Her long black hair cascaded around her, and I dragged her back down for another kiss. 
 
    The professor rode me like I was her favorite pony for a good twenty minutes, but despite the numerous climaxes, she didn’t want to change position. If anything, she got wetter after each minute, and my balls and legs were completely soaked.  
 
    “Andrew,” Ira gasped as she started to reach her sixth climax. “Yes. Yes. Please, I need you to fill me. Please. Give me your seed… deep inside me… please…” 
 
    “Yes, Professor,” I whispered against the shell of her ear. 
 
    Electric heat raced through my body as I reached my own orgasm, and I shot cum deep inside of the sexy professor. She drove her hips down like she needed to take all of it, and my balls emptied into her as if they could hear her unspoken command for more.  
 
    “Yeeeeessss,” she whined. “Your cum is so hot and thick. It’s filling me up.” 
 
    After her tunnel milked every last drop of me, I gripped her hips and thrust up into her one last time, pulled her down, and kissed her until neither of us could breathe. 
 
    “Damn,” I finally sighed. 
 
    “You pass with flying colors,” the professor said and then nibbled on my bottom lips. 
 
    “I can’t wait until the next exam,” I laughed and winked. “Hopefully it’s oral.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” she said and then kissed my neck, yawned, and then climbed off of me to lay down. 
 
    Cold rushed in as the warmth of her body faded, and I quickly shifted so that I laid right next to her. The professor snuggled into my chest, yawned, and then drifted off to sleep with a contented smile on her petal-pink lips. I brushed the inky-black strands of hair out of her face and then let myself slip into peaceful slumber. Even though we’d never gotten around to the stew, I felt sated and more than ready for a long rest. 
 
    Night had fallen when I shot up in bed, the wisps of a nightmare running through my head like the end of a film reel, and a cold sweat on my forehead. My heart raced so fast that it felt like it might burst out of my chest and run across the room, and nausea crunched my stomach like I’d swallowed a hot coal. 
 
    “Andrew?” Ira mumbled as she woke up. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I had another nightmare,” I said and then turned toward my discarded pants. 
 
    Bright shafts of pure white light erupted from the pocket where I’d kept my amulet. The faint smell of smoke filled the room, and neon orange flames started to consume the pile of clothes near Ira’s closet. The amulet vibrated so hard that it sounded like a cell phone as it skidded across the hardwood floor. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” the professor said and cast a spell around the chaotic stone.  
 
    A shield of swirling blue and purple blocked the rest of the light, and the sound of the angry moonstone faded as if it had calmed down. We both stared at the magical dome for long seconds like we expected the amulet to break through, and then I sighed with relief as Ira finally released it. My pants and shirt were completely done for, and the floor around it was singed, but the flames had been snuffed out. 
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered as I slipped from the bed. “It’s never done anything like that before. I mean… sure… it lit up when I had a nightmare about the shadow creatures, but it’s never caught fire before.” 
 
    A flash of the nightmare that I had ran across the front of my mind and then disappeared like smoke that floated away on a breeze. The only thing that I could remember were screams and the smell of fire. It might’ve been a way for my brain to warn me about the amulet, but there was something different about the scent from the nightmare and the one that clung to the air like humidity after a summer storm. 
 
    “You said you had another dream?” Ira asked as she padded over. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I think people were dying. But I can’t remember much more than that. It felt so real. Like the time that the shadow creatures were trying to smother me in my grandparents’ house.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she said and bent down to pick up the moonstone. “It’s cool to the touch already.” 
 
    “Does that mean something?” I asked. 
 
    “It could mean any number of things,” the professor frowned and turned the amulet over in her long fingers. “I think that I’ll make our study of this my first priority after the winter solstice. For the moment, let’s go back to bed. Tomorrow will be a full day.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a nod. “Is there a place that we can put that so that it doesn’t catch the whole house on fire?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and flashed a proud smile. “I have just the thing.” 
 
    I followed her over to a three-foot-long wooden chest and watched as she recited a spell to open it. The incantation reminded me of the one that was around an old trunk in my grandmother’s attic, so I memorized it and hoped that it would work. I was almost positive that my grandmother had more journals in the wooden box that would explain more of what was going on, even if it was probably in that same indecipherable language. 
 
    Ira pulled out a smaller wooden box carved with sigils on every surface and then placed the amulet inside it. Violet light raced through the etched designs before the lock clicked with finality. The professor gave the small clasp a tug, nodded when it didn’t move, and then placed the stone and tiny chest on her bedside table. 
 
    “You’re sure that won’t catch fire?” I asked and studied the sigils. 
 
    “Positive,” the professor said and then climbed into bed, held up the blanket, and motioned for me to join her. “Now, come back to bed.” 
 
    “Yes, Professor,” I chuckled and then snuggled next to the beautiful woman. 
 
    The rest of my night was blissfully uneventful, and I woke to an empty bed with a note on cream-colored paper on the pillow next to my head. Ira had apparently woken early and had some errands to run. The box with my amulet was still on the bedside table, and she’d given me the incantation to open it, but warned that it might be dangerous if I’d had another nightmare. 
 
    I yawned, stretched, and then laid back against the soft pillows. Ira’s bed cradled me like a cloud, and my motivation to leave fled from me like a cat who heard a plastic bag being shaken out. The minutes ticked by and finally my bladder made it apparent that my time in bed was over, so I threw off the heavy comforter and padded over to the master bathroom. 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to take care of the morning necessities, but I quickly realized that there was nothing for me to wear except for the outfit for that night. The warm buttery light that poured in through the windows told me that it was late in the morning, but the solstice dinner didn’t start until sunset in the elven realm, and I didn’t want to risk staining the clothes that Ira had bought me. 
 
    I wandered into the professor’s closet in search of anything that would work as clothes, but it was mostly filled with more form-fitting dresses and a few sheer nightgowns. A fantasy played in my head as I ran a dark purple baby doll dress through my fingers and made a mental note to have her wear it the next time we were together in bed. I doubted that it would stay on very long, but it was short enough to show her muscular thighs, and the cut on the top was deep enough that her breasts would practically spill out of it. 
 
    There were a few thick black robes in the back like the ones that the professors wore around school, so I tugged one down and slipped into it. The crushed velvet was soft and supple against my bare skin like it was a hug from the sexy dragon-woman. I tied it into place, stuck my hands in the pockets to make sure that there weren’t any forgotten spell components, and then made my way down to the kitchen for something to eat. 
 
    “Good morning,” Ira said as she came through the back door. “Did you just wake up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled and then pulled her in for a kiss. “Your bed is so comfortable that I didn’t want to leave it. But it’s not the same without you there. Did you get a haircut?” 
 
    “I did,” she said with a bright smile. “I didn’t think that you’d notice.” 
 
    “It’s subtle, but I think it’s a little shorter than it was last night,” I winked and then grabbed a glass of water. 
 
    “This is why you’re such a great summoner,” the professor said as she set her bags down on the kitchen counter. “You recognize the smallest details. It’s why you can create such intricate designs in your spells.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said as I looked around. “Did you already eat breakfast?” 
 
    “I ate earlier,” she said. “But feel free to eat anything here. I’ll need to start getting ready soon. The council is ridiculous when it comes to the solstice dinner, and we professors have to look our best so that we bring honor to Magia Schola.” 
 
    “You look amazing all the time,” I said with a shrug. “But if you need help with anything, then just let me know. I have absolutely no idea how to do makeup of any kind. But I used to help my grandma braid and pin her hair up when her hands had trouble moving.” 
 
    “You’re a wonderful grandson,” Ira said and then stole a quick kiss. “I’m sure I’ll manage, though.” 
 
    I watched the sexy dragon-woman head upstairs with my eyes glued to the sway of her hips, and I had to remind myself that there would be time to play after the solstice dinner. My mouth watered at the idea of having her for breakfast, and I promised myself that would be my treat the next morning. Instead, I found the stew in her cooling box and warmed myself some of that. 
 
    The rest of the day went by in a flash as I showered and wandered around the garden outside. Ira had almost as many plants as I’d seen in the greenhouse at school, and I even recognized a couple of them that were used to make poisons. Those were the prettiest ones, and I imagined Atlesia and Professor Lovelace talking for hours over what to feed them. It would be nice to have the two women become friends, and I imagined them as the most beautiful flowers in the garden. 
 
    “Are you ready to go to the solstice dinner?” Ira asked near sundown. 
 
    I looked up from the book about rare mythical creatures that I’d found in her library, and my mind went completely blank. The professor wore her usual black robes and form-fitting dress, but they both sparkled with silver specks like she’d captured all of the stars in the sky and sewn them into the fabric. Her long black hair had been tugged up into a tight bun with plaited braids looped around it in an intricate design that hung over her forehead and the sides of her head like a circlet. 
 
    “Wow,” I whispered as I shut the book. “You look… amazing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and a faint blush crawled up her cheeks. “Those robes look fetching on you. I knew they would.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and stood. “They’re really comfortable. I may even trade in my jeans for these.” 
 
    “The djinns know comfort,” Ira said with a nod. “I’m going to leave for the solstice right now, but you should wait another minute or so. That way no one thinks that we came together.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “How is your amulet?” the professor asked. “Has it reacted to anything else today?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said with a shake of my head. “It’s been completely silent.” 
 
    “Good,” she said with a relieved sigh. “Hopefully, we’ll be able to get through tonight without any other incidents. Did you manage to remember any more of that dream?” 
 
    “No,” I said, but a feeling of dread crept up my spine. 
 
    “Alright,” she said and then leaned in for a quick kiss. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    Ira used her amulet to teleport to the elven palace, and I counted down the seconds until I could follow her. When it was finally my turn, I focused on the swirling stone that served as my portal to the magic realms. The amulet warmed in my hand, but it didn’t freak out like it had the night before, and soon, a doorway was opened to the palace in the elven dimension. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves and then stepped through into a garden filled with wisteria, roses, and jasmine in full bloom. 
 
    The elven dimension seemed to be in a perpetual state of spring every time that I visited, and I was sure that their second moon had something to do with that. It was smaller than the white moon that cast silvery light over the tall domes of the palace, but the purple light seemed to shine only on the flowers that covered the roofs and trellises. I stuck my hand through one of the beams and was surprised to find that it was actually warm, and another round of questions ran through my mind. 
 
    Sounds of revelry drifted toward me from the city on a gentle breeze, but the high walls of the Kaylen estate blocked my view. I’d seen the elves celebrate before as they spilled out onto the cobblestone streets with drinks in their hands. The solstice had clearly started early for them, but I doubted that the dinner party would be nearly as much fun. 
 
    “Andrew,” Sarya’s voice grabbed my attention. “I’m so glad that you made it.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it for the--” I started to say and then stopped when the elf stepped into silvery moonlight. 
 
    A dark blue silk dress clung to her willowy frame with a v-cut so deep that it almost showed her belly button. The skirt had slits on each side that stopped just below her hips, and a golden belt held the scant fabric in place right below her breasts. Sarya had donned glittering slippers that matched her belt, and delicate earrings lined the shell of her ears all the way to their pointed tips. 
 
    Black eyeliner with sharp wings lined the molten silver of her eyes, and her scarlet lipstick was the exact shade of red as the hair pulled into a high ponytail at the back of her head. Chains that matched the elf’s earrings were woven between the braids that looped through each other and then joined in her ponytail. 
 
    “So, you like it,” she said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “Yeah,” I managed to say. “You look stunning.” 
 
    “Of course I do,” she winked and then offered her arm. “Now, let’s go inside. Father has asked to have a word with you, and it’s best to just get it over with before he hunts us down. If you survive, then I’ll show you around the grounds. The back of the estate has cliffs and waterfalls, and there are stairs carved into the side that leads to sitting rooms where we can watch the moonlight on the hills in the distance.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing,” I said and squashed the panic that threatened to overwhelm me. 
 
    “It is,” she said as she led me down a cobblestone path toward the palace. “This may not feel like home, but it is gorgeous. I wouldn’t mind settling down in a place like this as long as it’s far away from the capital. There are smaller cities further in the realm with cliffs and waterfalls. I actually have a list of them in my bedroom.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” I chuckled. “Are there flowers there, too?” 
 
    “Obviously,” the haughty woman teased. “This is the elven realm. I’d love to show it all to you at some point. If you continue to stay at the top of the rankings.” 
 
    We reached the stone steps that led to a marble patio, and I gaped at the colorful lights that hovered around the guests like fireflies in summer. It seemed like most of the people outside were professors from Magia Schola, and we waved as we passed but didn’t stop to talk to any of them. Only Ira looked happy to see us, but the smile that she flashed in our direction was small enough that she still maintained the stern teacher look that she favored in public. 
 
    An arched doorway led into a hallway at least ten feet wide with tables laden with golden goblets and fruit cut into stars or rolled into full moons. More people that I didn’t recognize wandered around, and servants with filled glasses hurried back and forth into a ballroom to our left. Every balustrade and column was covered in jasmine or wisteria, and more of the fairy lights hovered around our heads. 
 
    “Of course, I have to stay at the top of the class,” I said with a shake of my head. “Just so I can see what the rest of this realm looks like.” 
 
    That comment earned me a smile from Sarya as she led me into the ballroom, and I waved at Mike and Atlesia as they talked to a tree-man in dark green robes. They both waved to us, and the nobleman tilted his head in my direction to acknowledge me, but then they went back to their lively conversation. Atlesia bounced on the tips of her toes as if she was thrilled with whatever they discussed, and Mike watched with an amused grin. 
 
    They’d both dressed up for the occasion, but Mike’s suit was a little less formal than the man in front of him. I remembered that one of the council members was supposed to be a tree-man, and I wondered if my friends had already started to make connections. It would definitely help them in the long run to have someone so powerful on their side, especially since both of them liked to push the limits of safe experimentation when it came to plants and fungi. 
 
    “I may not like all of the obligations of my family,” she said. “But I’m still a Kaylen. And that means that I only associate with the very best, so that’s another reason for you to stay at the top of the rankings.” 
 
    “That’s right, dear,” her father said as he strolled up to us. “Though, I think that your family obligations are worth more attention than you’ve given them recently.” 
 
    The red-haired man was dressed in a dark blue outfit the same color as Sarya’s, but golden symbols for the nine realms were embroidered into the sleeves and near the collar. His silver eyes swept over my outfit, and he arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow before giving me an almost imperceptible nod of approval. A polite smile tugged on the corners of his mouth like a mask that was permanently in place, and I forced one onto my face to match the powerful politician. 
 
    “I’ve been home for most of the family dinners,” Sarya said, and a defiant light flashed in her silver eyes. “And I’m near the top of my class. You did say that a Kaylen should make powerful allies while at school, and so I have.” 
 
    “A tree-man, a flower nymph, and a human summoner,” he listed as he wrinkled his nose as if he smelled something terrible but was too polite to mention it. 
 
    “They’re obviously talented,” the elf pointed out and lifted her chin. “Or you wouldn’t have invited them to the solstice dinner. Nor would they be at the top of the ranks for the entire school, not just the freshmen.” 
 
    “A valid point, my dear,” he said. “Andrew, I hope you don’t mind me calling you Andrew… I feel as if I can dispense with formalities with such a good friend of my daughter.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    “Fantastic,” he said and stood to his full height like he wanted to intimidate me. “Now, Andrew, I’ve heard quite a bit about you. Caros tells me that you and Sarya have been spending an inordinate amount of time together. She’s even left her childhood friends behind in favor of your… group.” 
 
    Sarya tensed beside me, and the hand that she had on my arm almost clenched into a fist. It took all of my self-control not to wince, but I didn’t want to show any sign of weakness in front of the head of the magical council. He clearly wanted to make me feel like I didn’t deserve to be friends with his daughter, but he had no idea who he was talking to, or who he’d raised. 
 
    “That happens when you go to college,” I said and met his silver eyes. “Sometimes new friends help us to expand our minds and reach our full potential.” 
 
    “You’re right, Andrew,” the politician said without missing a beat. “And of course, new friends can help us to reach new heights that wouldn’t have been possible without them. Consider your friends in the corner. I believe their names are Atlesia and Mike. They wouldn’t have had the opportunity to talk to a councilman about their realm under normal circumstances. But their friendship with my dear Sarya has helped to elevate them.” 
 
    “They’re wonderful mages, father,” Sarya said in a strained voice like she was about to punch the man in the face. “Which is why we’re friends. They would’ve risen through the ranks without my help. I don’t waste my time on anyone who isn’t the best.” 
 
    “As you shouldn’t, daughter,” he said, and that same angry light in Sarya’s eyes was reflected in his glare. “I’m so happy that you’ve managed to make wonderful connections. And in your freshman year. Fantastic. Now, Andrew, let’s get back to you. What do you have planned for your time after graduation? Are you going back to your human realm?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about opening up a shop. Or maybe becoming an adventurer. That seems to be what most summoners do.” 
 
    “If they survive,” Sarya’s father said with a tight smile. “Personally, I think both of those professions may be suitable for you, but I’ve heard that your grandmother is sick. A tumor, I believe. It’s terrible how fragile you humans are. But a little birdy told me that you’ll be moving her into the nursing home here in the elven capital.” 
 
    I ground my teeth together and tamped down on the rage that swelled in my chest. He’d clearly done his research on me, and the idea that someone had told him about my grandmother made me want to punch him square in that aquiline nose of his. I wouldn’t put it past Caros to snoop around and use the Kaylen name to loosen tongues, especially if it involved protecting his sister from the big bad human summoner. 
 
    “I will be,” I managed to say without too much anger in my voice. “As soon as she’s cleared to be moved.” 
 
    “It’s quite expensive,” Mr. Kaylen said. “I hope that you can afford it.” 
 
    “Father,” Sarya warned.  
 
    “I’m just concerned about your good friend,” her father said with a nonchalant shrug. “The nursing home here is the best in the nine realms, but she’s a fragile human. Who knows how she’ll handle the treatments? And I wouldn’t want Andrew doing anything too risky just to help pay for his grandmother’s treatments, only to see it come to naught. It’s a dangerous world, after all, no matter which dimension you’re in.” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern,” I said with a forced smile. 
 
    “Of course,” he said and then waved to someone behind us. “Well, this chat has been wonderful, but I must attend to my duties as the head of the council.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said and then watched the haughty man leave. 
 
    “I need some fresh air,” Sarya said. 
 
    She led me across the ballroom and out the arched doorways that overlooked the gardens. The ground beneath us sloped downward and led into an intricate maze of hedges, but Sarya stopped and leaned against the stone balustrade that separated the stone overlook from the oversized shrubs. There were fewer people around us since the balcony was smaller than the massive patio on the back of the house, and most of the stray guests quickly scurried away when they caught Sarya’s eye. Sarya let go of my arm as soon as we were alone, took a deep breath, and then slowly released it as if she was about to scream. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said and leaned against the stone railing. “He’s just being overprotective. That’s normal dad behavior.” 
 
    “It was humiliating,” the elven woman huffed and ran a hand through her ponytail. “If there hadn’t been so many witnesses, then I would’ve burned him to a crisp along with this awful palace.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I chuckled and then motioned to the gardens. “But it’d be a shame if all those flowers went up in smoke, too.” 
 
    “Atlesia would be furious with me,” Sarya said, and her shoulders relaxed a little as the tension drained from her face. “I think she might even sic one of those carnivorous plants on me.” 
 
    “She might,” I said with a nod. “Actually, she probably would.” 
 
    “Well, then I’m glad that I didn’t do anything too rash,” the redhead said. “I really am sorry about my father. He and Caros act as if I have no idea how to run my own life.” 
 
    “It happens,” I said. “Grandma used to be that way before grandpa got sick. She’d interrogate any of the friends that I brought home.” 
 
    A breeze drifted up from the gardens below us and carried the sound of voices. I peeked over the side of the railing to see a couple of elves were right underneath us. They had empty drinks in their hands, and their conversation was loud enough for us to hear even though they attempted to whisper. 
 
    “Did you hear the council’s plan to evacuate those creepy shadow things?” one of them slurred, and I glanced over to Sarya. 
 
    Both of us scooted closer to the edge of the balcony to hear, and thankfully no one else had dared to join us. The elves below must’ve had enough to drink that their tongues were looser, because the council had made it clear that no one was supposed to talk about the shadow creatures. They said it was to stop the spread of fear and anarchy, but I was sure that they just didn’t want to admit that there was a real threat to the nine realms. 
 
    “I did,” the other elf nodded and then swigged the last of his wine. “Completely unnecessary, if you ask me.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” his friend gasped. “I saw one of those things in the distance at my summer house. And even from inside I was completely terrified. There’s something evil about them.” 
 
    “And how much wine had you had that night?” the man laughed and almost lost his balance. “Those things are just fogs that got lost. Nobody has heard a single thing about them acting violent. The council will move them back to the forest, where they belong, and then everything will go back to normal. Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “You only say that because you haven’t seen one,” the first elf said. “Mark my words, there’s something happening.” 
 
    “You’ve been saying that since we were kids,” the man said with a shake of his head. “And you’re still alive.” 
 
    “True,” the other elf laughed. “And I did have two bottles of that dwarven wine before I saw that thing.” 
 
    “It was probably just a shadow created from a cloud,” the second one teased. “Two bottles of dwarven wine. Now that’s a real threat to your life.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” the first one said and held up his goblet. “I think it’s time for a refill.” 
 
    “To the council!” the other elf said as the pair clinked goblets. “And to the shadow creatures.” 
 
    They headed back inside, and I turned to look at Sarya. The council had already announced that the creatures were harmless, and that they would be moved back to the forests where they supposedly originated, but I couldn’t believe that someone actually believed them. 
 
    It seemed like no one wanted to take the threat seriously. 
 
    There had to be some way to warn the realms about the real danger, but who the hell would listen to a freshman summoner, and a human at that? 
 
    Especially when the council seemed determined to hide the threat. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “They need to take those creatures more seriously,” I huffed and ran a hand through my hair. 
 
    I’d managed to force the unruly waves into some semblance of order, but the breeze that wound its way from the garden tossed them around like a ship in the middle of a storm. It was a lost cause as far as I was concerned, and my hair was the last thing on my list of worries. Especially if everyone was as flippant about the shadow creatures as the two drunken elves had been. 
 
    “I’m sure that my father is,” Sarya said, but a frown tugged at her scarlet lips. “He’s usually very secretive when it comes to his work. And I may want to light him on fire for the way he talked to you, but he takes the safety of the nine realms very seriously.” 
 
    “I’m sure he does,” I said with a reassuring smile. “But no one else seems to be worried at all, and the council telling everyone that the creatures are harmless will only get people hurt. We need to have a plan. And we need to find out what the council is actually doing, because I doubt that they’re just shuffling them back into the forests. At least, not if they realize the very real threat that they represent.” 
 
    “Hey, handsome,” Atlesia said as she threw herself at me. 
 
    I turned just in time to catch the flower nymph, and the force of her body slamming into me almost put us both over the stone balustrade. My girlfriend didn’t seem to be worried about it because her lips immediately found mine and claimed a kiss. I melted into her soft curves and hugged the adorable woman tightly. 
 
    “Hey,” I said when we pulled away to breathe. 
 
    “Hey, everyone,” Mike said as he walked out onto the balcony with us. “Atlesia, you didn’t even greet Sarya.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” the elf said and lifted her chin. “I understand that flower nymphs have a one-track mind when it comes to their… pollinators.” 
 
    “We do,” Atlesia said with a bright smile like the insult had gone right over her head. “But I am glad to see you, too, Sarya.” 
 
    “I’m happy you made it,” Sarya said, and some of the tension drained out of her shoulders. 
 
    The two had become better friends over the last few weeks, but their truce stood on shifting sand, and I was never sure if they would actually come to blows, or if they’d just laugh it off. The school festival had brought them closer as they bonded over the cute stuffed animals, and I had to admit that I wanted both of them to be closer. Especially since Atlesia didn’t have a problem with me having other girlfriends, and Sarya had started to show interest. 
 
    “I saw that conversation with your dad and Andrew,” my girlfriend said and slipped an arm around her waist. “I thought for a second that we were going to have to come to his rescue. Did you know that the golden highlights in your hair glow when you’re pissed? It makes your ponytail look like you’re about to explode into a pillar of flame.” 
 
    “Yes,” the redhead huffed and flipped her ponytail. “It’s a failing of mine. The only one I have.” 
 
    “Naturally,” the lavender-haired woman laughed and rolled her eyes. “So, what did he say that had you so pissed?” 
 
    “Just the usual overprotective dad stuff,” I interrupted. “Nothing to worry about. How did your conversation with that council member go? Did he mention anything about the shadow creatures?” 
 
    The balcony was completely empty except for our little group, but I still looked around to make sure that no one would overhear our conversation the way that Sayra and I had with the drunk elves. There was a couple on their way toward the maze, but they were too invested in their whispered giggles to pay any attention to us. I watched a group of teachers that had wandered over to a set of trees that had been shaped into benches, but they looked like they were about to fight over something, and I was pretty sure that they wouldn’t notice us unless Sarya actually set something on fire. 
 
    “He didn’t,” Mike said with a glance inside. “But it almost seemed like he wanted to. He mentioned the deep forests that spread out into the uncultivated lands, but then quickly changed the subject.” 
 
    “He started asking me about my leather bracers and the seeds that I keep in them,” Atlesia said. “I didn’t want to press him, so I took over the conversation. He almost looked scared to even talk about it.” 
 
    “Not everyone feels the same way,” I said and jerked my thumb to the garden behind me. “We just heard two drunk elves talking about them like they’re no big deal.” 
 
    “It’s because my father thinks he knows what’s best for everyone,” Sarya said and crossed her arms over her chest. “He thinks he knows what I need, just like he thinks he knows what everyone else in the nine realms needs. But he’s wrong about me, and probably about them.” 
 
    “Wow,” my girlfriend said and started a slow clap. “To hear a Kaylen speak ill of their great family… I never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    “I love my family,” the elf said and shot a glare at the lavender-haired woman. “But my father can be overbearing.” 
 
    “Decades of being the head of the magical council will do that to someone,” I said. “He’s done a pretty good job of protecting everyone up until now. I can’t believe that he’s going to just pretend like nothing is happening and relocate the shadow creatures into the forests. Besides, how would he even move them?” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Mike said and tapped a long twig-like finger on his thin lips. “I imagine that they’d have to be trapped by light. Only a few mages can work with that. There are some creatures that have a natural ability with it, so maybe a summoner could be used.” 
 
    “That sounds right up my alley,” I smirked.  
 
    “My father wouldn’t hire a freshman, especially one that he blames for my rebellion,” Sarya said with a thoughtful frown. “But there are some summoners that are already established that he might call on.” 
 
    “Can you sneak into his office and read his reports?” I asked. “The council has to have files with all of the orders that they’ve given. It would probably include the names of everyone they’ve hired to get rid of the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “He might have hired one of the tree-people to investigate them,” my roommate said. “At least, if he originally thought that they were from the forests.” 
 
    “Father is nothing if not meticulous,” the elf said and nodded. “I’ll try to slip into his office after the party tonight.” 
 
    “Great,” I said with a smile. “As soon as we know what they’re actually doing, then we can make a plan of our own. Because something tells me that whatever they’re doing, it won’t be enough.” 
 
    “Good evening, everyone,” Ira said as she glided out onto the balcony. “It’s almost time for us to gather for dinner.” 
 
    The dragon-woman’s eyes drifted over my outfit with the same hunger that she’d had when we were in her room, and my cock twitched in my pants as she licked her lips. Sarya and Atlesia shared a look like they knew exactly what had happened between us, and the grin on my girlfriend’s face made me wonder if they’d had a bet going. Professor Lovelace noticed it at the same time that I did, and a faint blush colored her pale cheeks. 
 
    “We’ll be right in,” I said with a glance around to make sure that no one had moved closer. “We’re just talking about our plans for the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “That should be discussed somewhere more private,” the professor said and pushed her glasses up. “Tomorrow. All of you come to my house. I’ll send out invitations tonight so that you’ll be able to come through the barriers. Until then, no more talk about those creatures. I have the feeling that after more wine is poured, you’ll be able to learn quite a bit more. As long as your ears are open.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “And Mr. Hall,” Ira said as if she’d just remembered something. “I believe that I’ll have all the ingredients to finally take a closer look at your grandmother’s amulet tomorrow. Once we know how it’s connected, we’ll be able to move forward on a clearer path.” 
 
    “I’ll be glad to help with that,” Sarya said. “My aunt owns a custom amulet shop, so I’m familiar with some of the wards that are placed on the moonstones.” 
 
    “Perfect, Ms. Kaylen,” the dragon-woman said. “Until then.” 
 
    The tall woman turned and strolled back inside as if she’d simply come out to chat with some of her students. Someone strummed a harp to gather everyone’s attention, and I watched as Ira started up a conversation with a bird-woman with bright blue and green feathers. The professor didn’t spare us another glance, but my eyes were glued to the sway of her hips underneath her robes. 
 
    “I’ve never been to a professor’s house,” Atlesia said and laced her fingers through mine. “What’s it like?” 
 
    “Really beautiful,” I said. “And peaceful. She also has protective wards everywhere, so no one will be able to sneak up on us. And there’s a garden that I think you’re going to fall in love with.” 
 
    “We should head into the dining room before my brother comes to gather us himself,” Sarya said and started inside. 
 
    Mike followed after her, and Atlesia and I brought up the rear. My girlfriend skipped a little as we walked through the ballroom, and I lifted our hands so that she could spin under my arm. The skirt of her pink dress spun out like the petals of a flower and then settled on the top of her thighs. 
 
    “Sooooo,” Atlesia whispered with a mischievous grin. “You and Professor Lovelace?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “That’s not a problem, is it?” 
 
    “Of course not,” the flower nymph said. “And Ira is the best professor at Magia Schola. And she’s gorgeous. Those eyes of hers just pierce right through me every time she looks at me in class.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said. 
 
    “Just the thought of watching you make love to her…” Atlesia purred in my ear. “It’s making me so wet. Did she whine and moan your name when you filled her up with your cum?” 
 
    “Uhhh…” I felt my face turn hot as we walked into the dining room, and I decided to hold off on answering until there were less people around.  
 
    The room was half the size of a football field with perfectly waxed parquet floors. A long table near the front of the room hosted the council members and the Kaylen family, and they’d left one open right next to the sour-faced Caros. Sarya’s brother glared at me for a second before he turned his attention back to his sister and motioned for her to hurry and take a seat. 
 
    I watched the heated conversation for a moment, but Sarya could take care of herself, and their mother whispered something that made both of them sit up straight. They looked like they were a royal family up on the platform that lifted their table above everyone else. Mr. Kaylen even kept that plastic political smile on his face, though it lost some of its wattage when a servant came over to tell him something. 
 
    The rest of the room was filled with round tables, and silvery paper name tags with perfectly scrawled black ink marked the seating arrangements. Wisteria and jasmine vines had been draped along the walls, and large arrangements of iridescent flowers filled tall columns that had potted plants on top. The multicolored fireflies drifted lazily a foot above everyone’s heads, and conversations buzzed as everyone chatted with their tablemates. 
 
    “Now that everyone has arrived,” Mr. Kaylen said and lifted a goblet. “Dinner will be served.” 
 
    “I think that’s our table,” Mike said and motioned to the one to our right. 
 
    There were three empty seats open, and the other nearby tables hosted seniors that I recognized from around campus. One of them was the elf that Rarus had fought during the battle magic opener, but the minotaur was nowhere to be seen, and I was surprised by how irritated that made me. He may be a jerk, but he was one of the best, and it seemed wrong that the council would invite the woman that he defeated and not him. 
 
    “It looks like we’re stuck with the freshmen,” the dwarf from the battle league muttered as we took our seats. “I’d hoped that the little brats would be too scared to come.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad, Krom,” Eliana said with a polite smile. “Maybe they’ll learn that they don’t belong here.” 
 
    The blonde elf leaned forward and cupped her face between her long, tanned fingers. Her bright blue eyes sparkled with hatred, and I could almost feel the rage that rolled off of my girlfriend. Eliana’s attention was glued to me like she meant that it was me that didn’t belong, but it would take more than some nasty comment and a glare to chase me away. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I unfolded my napkin. “At least I won my battle. So did Krom. I’m actually more surprised that you’re here. Your family must’ve paid quite a pretty penny to make you worthy of an invitation.” 
 
    A sharp snap of wind blew across my face like someone had punched me, but I refused to flinch and give the snobby elf the satisfaction. I forced a smile and then turned toward Atlesia as her hands became fists. The breeze died down in the blink of an eye as someone played a harp near the front of the room, and Eliana lifted her chin in the air. 
 
    “The servants will be bringing the food out in just a moment,” Mr. Kaylen said as he stood. “However, the council and I wanted to announce the most recent developments with the shadow creatures that have spread through the nine realms.” 
 
    The head of the magical council clasped his hands together and then nodded to the tree-man three chairs down from him. It was the same council member that Mike and Atlesia had spoken to, and we all shared a look as the oak-skinned politician stood. He cleared his throat, and the sound of bark rubbing against itself filled the suddenly quiet room. 
 
    “My team and I have worked tirelessly since the creatures’ first appearance,” the tree-man said in a low, resonant voice. “And we’ve finally found a place for them to be safely relocated. The other council members and I will be working around the clock to study this new species, and we expect to have more information to share with you about them soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” I whispered and shook my head. 
 
    “We assure you that all of the shadow beings will be moved without any harm to them or anyone who has been unfortunate enough to find the creatures on their property,” a nymph with flowing pink hair said. “They’re a modern marvel, a species that we haven’t had the chance to meet yet. How exciting is it to be in an era where we can discover something new?” 
 
    “Very,” Mr. Kaylen said with a plastic smile. “Ah, it seems the servants have brought the food. Please, enjoy. Eat and drink your fill, and when you’re done, feel free to explore the gardens or take a turn around the ballroom. We have much more than just the solstice to celebrate this year.” 
 
    Polite cheers like we were at a golfing tournament swept through the room but quickly faded as golden trays laden with food were brought around. Three waiters dressed in red and gold stopped by our table and offered a selection of roasted duck, chicken, and beef, roasted vegetables, and honeyed cakes that made my mouth water. My stomach growled as my dinner was set in front of me, and the dwarf chuckled to himself and then patted his middle. 
 
    “You always have to save room for the food at the solstice dinner,” Krom said. “No matter what realm you go to. I doubt that you’ll be invited back to the council’s celebration, so you should enjoy it while you can.” 
 
    “I will,” I said and then took a bite of a perfectly seasoned carrot. “I suggest you do the same. You’re a senior now, right? This might be the last time that they’ll bring you here since you’re not going to be at Magia Schola, and while your magic is good, I don’t think it’s going to earn you a seat on the council.” 
 
    “And you think a lowly human will?” the dwarf snarled, and his face turned as red as the tomato on his plate. “You may be a summoner, and you may have swayed the youngest Kaylen to be your friend. But make no mistake, all three of you are just toys in the little princess’ hands. Eliana and I’ve paid our dues. You should show us some respect.” 
 
    “Don’t talk about Sarya like that,” I said with a glance at the front of the room. “I don’t care where we are, if you insult my friend, then you’ll suffer the same fate that Rarus did.” 
 
    “And Mike and I won’t be kind enough to fetch a healer,” Atlesia said with a sugary sweet smile. “I might just let my plants eat you.” 
 
    “Guys,” Mike sighed and motioned to the tables around us. “You’re drawing a lot of attention. And the other seniors are listening. I’d rather not get in a fight tonight.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said and then stabbed another carrot onto my fork. “We wouldn’t want to give them a reason not to invite us to the next one. Unlike the seniors, we still have a few more years to go. And by the time we graduate, the council and their friends will all know our names without having to be reminded by a servant.” 
 
    “Or bribed to be allowed to attend,” my girlfriend said with a pointed glare at Eliana.  
 
    “Why don’t we call a truce for the night?” the blonde elf said with a pained expression. “And we can pick this conversation up on the battlefield the next time we have training.” 
 
    “Yeah, like the necromancer will allow that,” Krom said. “But maybe Professor Louis will be back soon since they’ve figured out how to relocate the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “That would be nice,” Eliana said, and her shoulders relaxed as the subject changed. “I miss being able to beat up my mentees. And I know that Rarus has been stoking a grudge.” 
 
    “I have to admit that I miss going hand to hand with the minotaur,” I said as my rage started to subside. “He’s got a terrible temper, but he’s a good mage, and an even better fighter. Of course, I’ll never admit that to his face.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need the ego boost,” the elf laughed. “He isn’t too bad for a minotaur, but he’s fighting an uphill battle. The council will never give him the respect that they’d show me, even though I lost the fight, and that’s just a fact.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Krom said around a mouthful of roasted duck. “The dwarves were treated terribly a few centuries ago, but then one made it onto the council. Maybe that’s what’ll happen with Rarus.” 
 
    “Not unless he curbs his temper,” the blonde countered. 
 
    The rest of the dinner went by quickly as Krom and Eliana discussed the other seniors around us and the potential of everyone in their graduating class. Most of it was information that I already had surmised, so I ate fast and then invited Atlesia out for a walk while Mike wandered off to talk to a few more tree-people. 
 
    “Those two are more gossipy than dandelions,” Atlesia huffed as soon as we were out of earshot. “I swear, they talked so much and said absolutely nothing. I shouldn’t be so harsh on dandelions. They may grow too fast and choke everything out, but at least they’re nutritious. Anyway, where did you want to go?” 
 
    “Why don’t we take a walk out to that stone porch in the back?” I asked while I led her through the hallway. “There are a lot of people gathered out there, and it looks like the servants have brought out the alcohol. Maybe we’ll overhear a conversation or two about the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “Oooh,” my girlfriend said with a mischievous grin. “Espionage. I’m all in for that. Here, take this goblet and pretend to sip from it. It’ll help us to blend in.” 
 
    “Good idea,” I said and took the drink, then leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. 
 
    The porch along the back of the palace was spotted with groups of high-ranking officials from all over the nine realms. There were quite a few elves, since this was their realm, but I also picked out dwarves draped in gems and nymphs with dresses that fluttered like butterfly wings. A cool breeze drifted through the crowd, and the scent of fresh water hung in the air like there was a river nearby. The multicolored fireflies cast shimmering light everywhere they went, and more of the bioluminescent flowers were arranged in three-foot-wide planters. 
 
    “This is really dreamy with the moonlight and the smell of jasmine,” Atlesia said and laced her fingers through mine. 
 
    “It is,” I agreed and stopped next to a balustrade. “No one will think twice about a young couple wanting to enjoy it.” 
 
    A group of nymphs came to stand next to us, and none of them spared a second glance in our direction as they sipped deeply from their goblets. The smell of honeyed apple wine washed off of them like they’d bathed in it, and one of the green-skinned women started to laugh so hard that she couldn’t breathe. Their conversation turned out to be nothing but commentary about everyone’s wardrobe, so I led Atlesia further into the gardens and to a bench near a gathering of elves and dwarves. 
 
    “You hear ‘bout the techno… technomages?” one of the dwarves grunted.  
 
    He threw back the contents of a pint and grabbed another one from a passing waiter. His speech was slurred enough that I wouldn’t be surprised if he fell over, but the elves seemed like they were three sheets to the wind themselves, and one of the pointy-eared nobles had to hold onto a planter to stay on his feet. The dwarf laughed as the thin elf plopped down on the edge of the stone square, hiccupped, and then downed the rest of his wine. 
 
    “I heard,” the clumsy elf started and then blinked like he’d forgotten where he was going with the sentence. “I heard that they’re tryin… I may vomit. No. No, wait. I’ll be fine. I heard they’re trying to take over.” 
 
    “It’s gonna be a war on all sides, I guarantee it,” the dwarf said as he pointed at the elf. 
 
    “They said the shadows aren’t a threat,” a raven-haired elf said and then had to catch himself as a breeze blew by.  
 
    “Minotaur shit,” the dwarf grumbled. “I seen ‘em in the mines. An’ people be missin’. You mark my words. Somethin’... somethin’ is about to happen. An’ it’s gonna change every-everything.” 
 
    A shout of joy from the ballroom interrupted the conversation, and the group teetered on unsteady legs up the stone steps. It seemed like most of the older attendees had started to file back inside as the temperature dropped, and lively music drifted through the open doors like an invitation, but I’d heard what I needed to hear. 
 
    The dwarves were scared of the shadow creatures, and some of their people had vanished. That meant that there would be at least one group that would be willing to help me if I needed it, and then we could convince the council to do more than just try to relocate them. I was still sure that Mr. Kaylen knew more than he’d let on, but whatever progress he made would be slow because he couldn’t do it where everyone would see and know that there was a real threat wandering through their cities. 
 
    I tabled the comment about the technomages for a second since I hadn’t actually seen any. At least, not that I knew of, and the only other person who’d mentioned them was my grandmother. They would just have to wait until after the shadow creatures were dealt with, and then I could give their plans more consideration. 
 
    “I thought that dwarves could hold their liquor better,” Atlesia said with a shake of her head. “I’m not surprised the elves were drunk, but the dwarf is a new one. Of course, I don’t spend a lot of time in the mountains with them, so it’s not like I have a lot of experience with them.” 
 
    “I know, right?” I chuckled as I stood. “But at least it loosened their tongues.” 
 
    I offered the nymph my hand, and we started to walk back toward the doors. Music drifted on the night breeze, but I wasn’t sure how many people would still be able to dance. Most of the folks I had seen were too drunk to do much more than stumble around. 
 
    “Would it be terrible if I left a little early?” my girlfriend asked with a yawn. “I’m not used to eating such rich food.” 
 
    “Go,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I’ll see you at Ira’s tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ira,” the green-skinned woman said with a playful wink. “How informal.” 
 
    The flower nymph tugged the amulet from between her breasts, opened a portal to her family’s nursery, and then stepped through. My eyes watched every step until the portal shut behind her, and I shook my head to drive away the daydreams of the two women in bed with me.  
 
    “Where is your mind?” Sarya teased as she came down the steps to meet me. 
 
    “Nowhere,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Did Atlesia just leave?” the redhead asked and looked around the gardens. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “She was exhausted. Have you seen Mike?” 
 
    “He left,” she said and offered her arm. “He told me to say goodbye for him. The other tree-people wanted to leave, and he didn’t want to end their conversation about fungus, so they traveled together.” 
 
    “I hope they give him some good information,” I said and hooked my arm through hers. 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” Sarya said with a wave of her hand. “Professor Lovelace left as well.” 
 
    I glanced at the paths that wound through the gardens, but the elf tugged me toward one that led to the maze of hedges. The smell of fresh water grew as we neared it, and the sound of a waterfall tickled my ears. I couldn’t see the edge of the cliffs through the walls of greenery, but they had to be nearby since the only water in the area around the palace was supposed to come from the falls. 
 
    “I’ll see Ira later tonight,” I said once we were alone. “And all of you will see her again tomorrow. Do you still think that you’ll be able to sneak into your father’s office tonight?” 
 
    “Of course,” the redhead said with a flip of her ponytail. “He and mother will retire as soon as the guests leave, and most of my siblings will be in their rooms by then. The servants will get drunk on the leftover wine, and the whole house will be clear. Except for the guards, but I memorized their locations when I was still too young to venture out without supervision.” 
 
    “Your rebellion started early,” I smirked. “And still your father blames me.” 
 
    “It’s easier than admitting that I’m never going to be his perfect little angel like my sister,” Sayra sighed.  
 
    The beautiful elf had led us deeper into the maze, past all of the other couples, and closer to the sound of the waterfalls. The fireflies danced just below the edge of the tall shrubs like they didn’t want to give away our location, and their pale light made the dark pathways almost romantic. Statues of elves and benches made from trees were hidden in dead ends, but my attention was focused entirely on the gorgeous woman next to me. 
 
    “I like you just the way you are,” I said. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said and then pulled me into a four-foot square room made entirely of yew hedges. 
 
    She looked around as if someone would jump out and surprise us, but we were too far into the maze, and I hadn’t seen anyone for at least five minutes. The sound of the waterfall filled the space between us while I waited for Sarya to say what was on her mind. It wasn’t like the haughty elf to be tongue-tied, so whatever it was had to be important. 
 
    I’d dropped her arm when we’d stopped, and the beautiful woman started to pace back and forth like something important was about to burst out. The seconds ticked by while I gave her space, and then without a warning, her lips were on mine. It took me a moment to realize what was happening, but then my arms were around her slim waist, and the taste of honey cakes lingered as the beautiful woman pulled away to breathe. 
 
    “I don’t care if I have to share you with Atlesia and Professor Lovelace,” Sarya said and met my eyes with determination. “But if you don’t stay at the top of the ranks, then I’ll drop you faster than Rarus loses his temper. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” I laughed. 
 
    “Good,” she said and nodded, took a step back, and then fixed her dress. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Until then,” I said and pulled out my amulet. 
 
    The moonstone shimmered in the palm of my hand and then opened a portal to Ira’s house. I stepped through, waved to Sarya as the door shut behind me, and then looked down at the warm stone. 
 
    Soon, we’d know how it was connected to the shadow creatures. 
 
    As long as another nightmare didn’t turn it into a raging inferno first. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7 
 
    “Wow,” I whispered as I walked closer to Ira’s house. 
 
    The jewel-colored barriers around the two-story cottage shimmered as I passed through each one. I counted at least five of them, and each one felt slightly different when it flowed over my skin. There were definitely more than there were around my grandmother’s house, and I made a mental note to ask Ira about them later. 
 
    A yawn big enough to crack my jaw blurred my vision as I started up the stairs to the second floor, and my hand immediately reached for the nearest banister to keep me steady. Exhaustion from the day washed over me, and the barely perceptible sound of flowing water from the waterwheel lulled me into a drowsy stupor. I shook my head to clear some of the fog and then made my way up to Ira’s room. 
 
    I was sure that the professor had other rooms nearby, but she hadn’t shown me any, and the beautiful woman had told me that she’d see me later. The door to her bedroom glided inwards on well-oiled hinges, and the soft golden light from one of her devices bathed the walls and hardwood floor. I stripped the second that I was inside, kicked everything into a neat pile, and then padded over to the left side of the four-poster bed. 
 
    Ira was already tucked under the heavy comforter, so I pulled back one corner, and then realized that my amulet was still in the right pocket of my pants. I held back a stream of curse words so the sleeping beauty wouldn’t wake up, retrieved the moonstone, and then carefully set it back in the wooden spell box. The incantation was easy enough to remember, but the whispered words were just loud enough to rouse my professor. 
 
    “Andrew,” she mumbled as her purple and golden eyes focused on me. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Securing my amulet,” I said and leaned over to kiss her forehead. “Go back to sleep. I’ll be in bed in just a minute.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said with a nod. 
 
    Her eyelids fluttered closed, and I watched as her breathing steadied before I checked the wards on the spell box. The lock was firmly in place, and the runes had danced with light when I’d recited the incantation, but it still made me feel better to double-check. I brought the wooden case with me to the other side of the bed, patted it once like it was a pet that had done a good job, and then slipped between the sheets and into blissful slumber. 
 
    I woke early enough that the first rays of sunlight still hadn’t poked over the horizon. The forest outside of the bedroom window was still bathed in the gray mist of predawn, but it was the first night in at least a month that I’d woken up rejuvenated, and it seemed like a waste to stay in bed. I retrieved my amulet as quietly as possible and then climbed out from beneath the comfortable blanket. 
 
    Ira was in a deep sleep as I stole across the room to retrieve my pants and the flowy shirt from the solstice dinner. They were the only clothes that I had at the moment, and thankfully, nothing had spilled on them last night, though one of the drunken elves had come close. The dragon-woman stirred as I opened the door to the bedroom, and my attention shifted to her stretched out form, but she’d fallen back into a peaceful slumber. 
 
    The blanket that had covered her had been tossed aside sometime during the night like it was too hot, and my pulse raced at the sight of her in a silk baby doll nightgown. The black fabric draped over the swell of Ira’s ample hips and exposed the pale thighs that I longed to run my tongue over. Her long black hair spilled over the edges of the bed and around her head like a dark halo, and I drank in the sight of the gorgeous dragon-woman for so long that my stomach growled to remind me it was empty. 
 
    I tore my eyes away from my professor and then made a beeline for the downstairs bathroom. It didn’t take long for me to take care of my morning business, grab a bright red apple from the counter, and then stroll out into the misty morning. I walked down the paths of the garden while I ate and then checked out the river that ran next to the cottage. 
 
    Droplets of castoff water from the wooden wheel to my right soaked through my clothes, but the first rays of daylight peeked through the thick trees of the forest and chased away the chill. Wildflowers on the outskirts of the garden opened to greet the morning, and birds began to sing happily to each other. It was like a fairytale, and I promised myself that one day I’d have a home that was just as peaceful. 
 
    I strolled along the edge of the little river to see how far the barriers went and noticed small rocks with runes carved into them every four feet. The wards shimmered a sapphire blue when I stuck my hand past the stones like they were irritated, but Ira’s permission to enter seemed to still be in place, and the wall of energy subsided the second that my arm was back inside. I memorized the rune and the type of stone that had been used and then continued my journey around the outskirts of the property. 
 
    The other shield runes were a little harder to find, but I’d discovered three more by the time the sun had fully risen over the horizon. Each one had a different symbol, and a couple of them I recognized from my time in the library. There was one that invoked fear, another that detected magic, and one that kept anyone with ill intent out. The latter was the same one that was around my grandmother’s house, but there was an extra sigil that I hadn’t seen on our white picket fence. 
 
    “Good morning,” Ira said as I walked back into the garden. 
 
    The dragon-woman still wore the silk nightgown that showed off her long legs, and my tongue ran across my lips as a different kind of hunger raced through my veins. Her sleek black hair flowed around her like a veil, and a mischievous light glowed in the depths of her purple and gold eyes. It took me a few seconds to remember how to breathe as the sexy woman’s gaze roamed over my body, but soon my brain kicked back into gear, and I closed the gap between us. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said and then leaned in for a kiss. 
 
    She tasted like coffee and cinnamon, and my cock twitched in my pants as the gorgeous woman pressed herself against me. A groan crawled up my throat as her nails slid down the back of my shirt, and I took a few steps forward until she was pinned between the wall and me. Ira pulled back to catch her breath, and I nibbled on the soft skin of her neck. 
 
    “Andrew,” she gasped as I bit down a little harder. “We go back to school tomorrow. You can’t leave a mark where someone can see.” 
 
    “Good point,” I said and then flicked my tongue over the red spot. “Maybe I should go just a little bit lower.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ira gasped as I tugged one breast free. “That… that’s a better idea.” 
 
    Her fingers tangled in the mess of my hair as I gently nipped the taut peak of her breast, and a moan loud enough to rival the birds’ songs burst into the quiet morning. I sucked on her nipple as my hand ran beneath the silk nightgown, and the sexy woman rewarded me with another gasp of pleasure. The professor didn’t have any underwear on, and I grinned when I felt the wetness between her legs. 
 
    “Andrew,” she gasped as my fingers slid inside of her. “Andrew… please…” 
 
    “Please what?” I asked as I lifted my head to kiss her. 
 
    The dragon-woman bucked against the palm of my hand as I ran the tip of my finger over her sensitive nub, and a shiver made her knees go weak. I pushed her back against the wall and cupped her ass with my free hand as the professor reached her first orgasm.  
 
    “I want you inside of me,” she demanded as the last shivers of ecstasy pulsed through her. 
 
    “Not yet, Professor,” I said and pulled my fingers out of her.  
 
    “That wasn’t a question,” she panted and tried to reach for my pants. 
 
    “I’m aware,” I grinned and then pinned her hands to the wall. “But I still haven’t had my breakfast.” 
 
    Ira’s tongue flicked across her lips as I knelt down and hooked her legs over my shoulders. I licked the inside of her muscular thighs all the way to between the silken lips of her vagina and had to hold back a groan at the taste of honey and chili. It was like the dragon-woman was made of everything sweet and spicy, and I gripped her hips as I drank deeply from her well. 
 
    “Andrew,” she gasped and drove her hips down onto the tip of my tongue over and over. “Yes, yes, YES!” 
 
    Another orgasm rocked the professor, and I lapped it up like it was my favorite dessert. I gave her sensitive nub one last lick before the sexy woman pulled me up and kissed me hard. Her tongue ran over mine while she yanked down my pants and exposed my erect penis.  
 
    “I want you inside of me,” she demanded again and hooked a leg around my waist. “I want you to fill me.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and then thrust deep inside of her waiting tunnel. 
 
    I lifted the sexy woman off the ground and wrapped her other leg around my waist as she started to ride me. Black hair surrounded us like a curtain as we moved at the same time, and electric pulses shot through my veins as if I was about to explode. My balls tightened as my own orgasm burst into the professor, and she followed right after me. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” Ira panted and then kissed me until neither of us could breathe. “I’ll need to make my walls soundproof if you’re going to visit me in the teachers’ dorms.” 
 
    “You don’t want everyone to know how many orgasms you’ve had in one day?” I teased and then nipped the side of her neck. 
 
    “It’s tempting,” she said and then slipped back to the ground. “But then I’d have to share you with more than just Atlesia and Sarya, and I’m not sure that I’m that nice.” 
 
    “You are very sweet,” I said and licked my lips. 
 
    A blush crawled up her neck as I stepped back to pull up my pants, and a grin spread across my face at the sight. The strict professor facade had crumbled for the moment, and I reveled in the shy moment before she cleared her throat and tossed her hair back. 
 
    “Only for you,” she said and then tugged me in for a quick kiss. “Why don’t you go shower while I make you a proper breakfast? Your friends should be here within the hour, and there’s a change of clothes for you on the bed.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said as I slapped her ass. 
 
    She squeaked and then playfully slapped my arm as I walked past. It was a shame that we would have to go back to school the next day, but the idea of testing her soundproofing spell was enough to make me go back that second. Ira’s magic was stronger than a lot of the teachers, but that didn’t mean that it was unbreakable, and I wondered if her spells would falter if enough orgasms addled her mind. 
 
    I took my time in the shower and let the smell of Ira’s eucalyptus body wash mix with the steam until it smelled like a koala’s paradise. The oval mirror was completely fogged, but that was easily remedied with a hand towel, and my hair actually fell into some semblance of order. I finished up in the bathroom and then headed into the bedroom to find the clothes that had been set out on the bed for me. 
 
    It looked almost identical to the shirt and pants that I’d worn at the solstice dinner, but the fabric was a deep forest green instead of black. I slipped into the lightweight clothes and then tossed my towel in the laundry basket, double-checked my amulet, and then followed the smell of bacon back to the kitchen. 
 
    “Hey,” Atlesia said as soon as I came around the corner. 
 
    The lavender-haired woman wore her usual Daisy Dukes and crop top combo, and I devoured every inch of her curvy frame as she sat on the counter. It was a study in spring and winter with my girlfriend’s green skin and turquoise lips next to Ira’s pale skin and raven hair. I stood for a few seconds to appreciate the differences in beauty and wondered how I’d gotten so lucky. 
 
    Ira must’ve slipped into the bedroom while I was in the shower, because she’d donned the skintight black dress and robes that she wore while at school. Her long hair was still free, and the usually stern look that she wore around students was still stowed away in favor of a faint smile. She even laughed a little as Atlesia passed the salt and made a joke about eating all of the eggs. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said as I walked around the island to give Atlesia a quick kiss. “Are you helping?” 
 
    “Not really,” the flower nymph giggled.  
 
    “She is a wonderful companion,” Ira said with a small smile. “Breakfast is almost done. Sarya and Mike have just arrived. They should be coming through the back door--” 
 
    “Right now,” Sarya finished as she entered the kitchen from the garden. “Thank you for the invitation, Professor Lovelace.” 
 
    “You may call me Ira while you are in my home,” the tall woman said and then gestured to the dining room table. 
 
    The small round table had expanded since I’d gone upstairs and was now big enough for the five of us to fit comfortably. Even the books had been neatly stacked underneath the herb walls, and new chairs had been added. I watched Mike and Sarya take their seats before I grabbed the pitcher of lemon water and a set of glasses from the counter, and then brought it over to the dining room table. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” my roommate asked as he accepted the water. 
 
    “I did,” I said and ignored the small smirk on his thin lips. “Ira has a case that keeps my amulet inert, and I didn’t have a single nightmare. I think it was the best night’s sleep that I’ve had since all of this started.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” the tree-man said and then leaned back in his high back chair.  
 
    “Sarya,” I said as I took a seat next to her. “Were you able to sneak into your father’s study?” 
 
    “Yes,” the elf huffed. “But I couldn’t break through the wards that he had on his desk. He’s clearly more paranoid than usual. I’m supposed to be at a family dinner tomorrow, so I’ll try again then.” 
 
    “What about tonight?” Atlesia asked and brought over a plate of eggs and toast. “Are you going back to the dorms already?” 
 
    “I’ll be back before I go to bed,” Sarya said. “But dinner will be at my eldest brother’s house, so there won’t be a reason for me to be at my parents’ house.” 
 
    Ira turned off the stove and joined us at the dining room table with a plate of bacon in one hand and sliced fruit in the other. I quickly retrieved the plates from the island and distributed them to everyone before I dug into the delicious food. The professor had gone above and beyond with her preparation, and we all fell silent as we devoured everything right down to the last grape. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and set my fork on my plate. “So, Sarya will look into her father’s study tomorrow night. And today we’ll study the amulet. Ira, are you almost ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a short nod. “All of the ingredients to take down the wards around the moonstone are in my office. It should be a relatively easy matter as long as your grandmother hasn’t placed any traps in it.” 
 
    “Great,” I said with a bright smile. “We have a plan. I do think that we should cast a protective barrier, just in case. The old lady has always been a little paranoid, even before the brain tumor.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do while you guys work on the amulet?” Mike asked and motioned to Sarya and Atlesia. “It sounds like a two-person job.” 
 
    “Maybe you can work on translating my grandmother’s journal,” I suggested. “Ira, do you still have the one that I left with you?” 
 
    “It’s in my office,” the professor said and stood. “I identified the language that she uses as an ancient form of elvish that no one really uses anymore. There are a few books on it in my library, and the three of you can use those to translate some more. I think your grandmother’s notes will be pivotal in understanding why your amulet is connected to the shadow creatures. Of course, I’ll be able to do some experiments once the wards are gone, but it would help to know exactly what’s happening.” 
 
    I stood and helped to clear the table before we made our way to the office and library. Mike immediately picked up a book about rare magical fungus and made himself comfortable in a red velvet chair, and I rolled my eyes as we lost the tree-man’s focus for at least the next few hours.  
 
    “Atlesia and I can work on the translations,” Sarya said and shook her head at my roommate.  
 
    “You can use my notes to help you,” Ira said and pointed to a heavy mahogany desk. “They’re tucked into the journal. I wrote down the words that repeat the most and circled the ones that I’m having trouble with. I think she may have used some combination of elven slang, English, and the ancient elven language.” 
 
    “Perfect,” my nymph girlfriend said and bounded over to the high back desk chair. “Sarya should actually be useful with that.” 
 
    “I’m always useful,” Sarya huffed and rolled her eyes. 
 
    The two younger women quickly descended on the leather journal, and Ira motioned for me to follow her into a glass room off to the side. A shimmering golden barrier slid across my skin as I stepped inside, but the professor whispered a spell, and air rushed into my lungs. 
 
    The room looked like it was meant to be an arboretum with a twenty-foot-high domed ceiling and curved walls. A table stood in the middle, and a single shelf about three feet off the ground wrapped around the glass walls. There were a couple of the metal devices that she had hung around the house, but each one was completely still like a car that was lifted up on jacks and didn’t have any wheels. 
 
    “This room was created for my magical experiments,” the dragon-woman explained. “The others will be safe no matter what happens here.” 
 
    The tall woman stood behind a flat wooden table with burn marks and runes etched into its surface. The late morning light filtered through the domed glass ceiling, and I noticed silvery lines in the marble floors. It took me a few seconds to realize that they formed a giant protection sigil, and a smile spread across my face at Ira’s brilliance. 
 
    “Perfect,” I said and tugged the amulet from my pocket. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I’ll need you to recite this incantation,” she said and passed me a slip of paper. “I’ll need to add the ingredients in order while you’re reading. Only do one line at a time so that I have time to work, and only move on when I nod.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said and silently read through the spell to make sure that I wouldn’t mispronounce anything. 
 
    I had used plenty of spells in the last month, and grandma had given them to me in the form of puzzles since kindergarten, but those were different. They were lines and sigils usually drawn on colorful construction pages, but Ira was about to use a mixture of symbols and incantations. It was the kind of advanced magic that my other teachers wouldn’t even touch on until my junior year, and a thrill of excitement ran through me as the dragon-woman gathered everything together. 
 
    “Alright,” Ira said with a small smile. “It’s time to start.” 
 
    I held the slip of paper in my hands and forced myself to concentrate all of my attention on the amulet and Professor Lovelace. It was completely inert as Ira sprinkled a white powder that reminded me of baking soda, but then the blue swirls began to shift the way it did when it was about to open a portal. I watched for the slightest nod and then recited the first line slowly and methodically so that nothing was mispronounced. 
 
    A baby pink light glowed around the rock for a few seconds, and a wind picked up from nowhere to rustle the loose papers on the table. The air crackled with the hum of magic as the swirls in the moonstone started to move faster, and a wave of heat rushed upwards as Ira crumpled an iridescent flower over the amulet and then gave me an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    The next line of the spell was short and mentioned something about travel, but I shook the questions out of my head and took a deep breath. The ground beneath us started to shake like there was an earthquake, and the glass shivered as if the three-foot-tall panels were about to be pulled inwards. I skimmed over the rest of the spell again, looked up at Ira, and saw a worry line creased between her eyebrows. 
 
    The stoic woman’s reaction indicated that something was wrong, and the moonstone had started to vibrate inside of its golden casing. Her long fingers pinched the bridge of her nose, and she paused to tame the long black hair that had started to fly around in the wind. The professor gave me the smallest shake of her head when I opened my mouth to ask a question, pointed to the table, and then flashed a reassuring smile. 
 
    I bit back my concern, watched as she waved her hands in the air to form a sigil, and then pushed the faint blue glowing lines toward the stone. The reaction was instantaneous, and a blood-red barrier pulsed out of the amulet in a violent arc of light like the strands of a cat o’nine tails. One of the strands slapped me across the cheek, and I could feel blood start to drip down my face. 
 
    Ira gasped as one of the angry chords sliced through the wide sleeves of her robes, but thankfully it didn’t cut her. The determination in her purple and gold eyes was sharper than the barriers’ defenses, and she tossed a pinch of a silvery powder onto the stone. The professor gave a sharp nod of approval as the attack subsided, looked up at me, and then bobbed her head again. 
 
    The wind snatched the slip of paper before I could read it, and I watched in horror as it flew upwards and stuck to the ceiling of the dome. There was no way that I could reach it, but the spell was simple enough, and it raced through my mind as if it demanded to be completed. I took a deep breath and carefully recited the next line, but the words were cut off before I could finish. 
 
    A sudden gust of heat that smelled like brimstone shot out of the amulet and threw me backwards six feet. All of the air burst out of my lungs at once as my spine slammed against the glass wall behind me, and I heard a distinct cracking sound as the window fractured. I had to shake away the stars from my eyes before I could see that Ira had been tossed aside, too. 
 
    “Andrew!” she shouted over the chaotic howl of the wind. “We need to reseal it. Now. Go get the others. This is going to take all of us.” 
 
    Flames licked the sides of the moonstone as the red whiplike cords were joined with a pulsing orange arc of light. The stray papers had been picked up and swirled around like they were in a mini tornado, and the smell of sulfur spread through the room like a caustic cloud. The wooden table miraculously didn’t catch fire, but all of the other spell components did, even the small sliver of black onyx. 
 
    “On it,” I said and shoved myself to my feet, ran toward the barrier over the doorway, and then pushed through into the office. 
 
    The sound of screeching wind cut off so abruptly that it made me dizzy, and I shook my head to clear the high-pitched buzzing sound that rushed into the silence. Ira had told me that the others would be safe if anything went wrong, but the barrier was strong enough to keep even the smell of rotten eggs from spreading, and I made a mental note to have it added to my own spell room at grandma’s house. 
 
    “Wow, you look like you’ve been through it,” Sarya teased from the velvet chair next to Mike. “How’s the spell going?” 
 
    “Bad,” I said as I caught my breath. “It’s all hands on deck. Now.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Atlesia asked as she popped up like the desk chair was spring-loaded. “Is Professor Lovelace okay?” 
 
    “For right now,” I said and motioned for the others to follow me. “Brace yourselves. It smells, it’s hot, and the amulet is angry.” 
 
    “Angry?” Mike asked as we stepped through into the workroom. “Oh.” 
 
    The single word fell from the tree-man’s thin lips like a stone in a pond, and his black coal-like eyes scanned the chaos in an instant. The twister of papers had plastered itself to the panels of glass to the left, and Ira had managed to push through the wind to return to her table. Somehow, the scent of sulfur and brimstone was even worse, but the professor had managed to contain the flames that shot out from the amulet. 
 
    “Everyone,” Ira panted and motioned for us to spread out around the table. “I’ll need you to lend me your mana. Don’t worry, I won’t take too much. All you have to do is concentrate on the moonstone and only think about locking it behind a barrier.” 
 
    “What in the nine realms…” Sarya muttered as she went around the side of the table. “Nothing like this has ever happened in my aunt’s shop. Did you accidentally open a portal?” 
 
    “No,” the dragon-woman said with a sharp shake of her head. “This is something different. Ancient. I’ve only read about a ward like this in my textbooks, but all we have to do is reestablish the barriers that were already in place. Andrew and I just opened them. We didn’t remove them entirely. Is everyone ready? Don’t resist the pull on your magic. It’ll only hurt you.” 
 
    The five of us stood around the table, nodded in agreement, and then focused all of our attention on the amulet. I felt the tug on my mana immediately like someone was trying to suck the soul out of my body, and it took all of my self-control not to fight against it like a fish on a hook. The golden glimmer of my magic danced across my skin and flowed toward the moonstone as if it was the wind of a sandstorm. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Sarya gasped as her flame-red mana joined mine. “It feels wrong.” 
 
    “Just a little further,” Professor Lovelace promised as Atlesia and Mike’s green and brown mana joined.  
 
    A wave of exhaustion washed over me as the siphon of my magic stopped, and I wasn’t the only one to hold onto the table for support. Ira moved her hands around above the pool of mana, muttered something in a language that I couldn’t understand, and then shoved the sigil and the colorful swirl of energy toward the amulet. 
 
    There was a loud pop sound like a string that had been pulled too tight, and then a gust of wind erupted from the moonstone and threw all of us backwards. My back slammed into the same spot on the glass wall, and the crack in the window spread, but somehow, it held. My companions fared about as well, and Sarya looked ready to go to war as she stood and stomped back to the table. 
 
    “Is it done?” I asked and forced myself to stand despite the wave of dizziness. 
 
    “Yes,” Ira said and approached the amulet. “The wards are back in place. But I’m going to need a few more spell components before we try this again. And we’ll all need to be involved. Don’t worry, I won’t need to use your mana again.” 
 
    “Good,” the redheaded elf said. “Because I’m fairly certain that what we just did was illegal in all of the nine realms.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Atlesia agreed. “I was always taught that pulling mana from people was a dark art that’s punishable by being sent to the purgatory realm.” 
 
    “Unless it’s an emergency,” the professor said with a tired smile. “And it was.” 
 
    We all stared down at the inert moonstone and nodded. 
 
    One thing was for sure. 
 
    My grandmother had hidden more than just magic from me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “Let’s leave the moonstone for now,” Ira said and motioned toward the office. “The barriers are resealed, so it won’t react anymore, and we all need to eat something.” 
 
    “I have a mushroom in my dorm that will help to restore our mana,” Mike said and pulled out his own amulet. “I can make us some tea.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful, Mike,” the beautiful dragon-woman said. “It goes without saying, but we shouldn’t discuss what happened here while we’re on campus. The spell to siphon energy is a well-kept secret for a reason.” 
 
    “How do you know it?” I asked as we walked through the house toward the kitchen. 
 
    “It was performed on me once,” she said. 
 
    Ira’s tone had been casual like she’d just stated that the sky was blue, but her right eye twitched as if a memory had broken free of its cage. Her slitted pupil dilated for a few seconds, but then the strong woman shook her head and threw a small smile on.  
 
    “But…” Atlesia started to say but then bit it back. 
 
    “Yes,” the professor answered the unasked question. “It was illegal, but in the depths of the mountains, no one can hear you scream. I survived. Perhaps I’ll tell you more about it another time. For now, we should focus on Andrew’s amulet and the spells attached to it.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” my roommate said and then opened a portal to our dorm room. 
 
    A circle of mist hung around the oval doorway like it was a picture frame, and the scene on the other side was filled with every shade of green and brown imaginable. I couldn’t see my side of the room, but every inch of Mike’s was covered in plants, trees, and mushrooms. The tree-man stepped through into the foliage and began to rifle through a box under his desk. 
 
    “I’ll start a pot of water,” Ira said and headed straight for the stove. 
 
    “And I’ll grab the teacups,” I offered as I strolled over to the cabinets. 
 
    Sarya and Atlesia shared a horrified look and then glanced over at our professor. The raven-haired woman was older than me, but I’d read that hybrids lived a shorter human lifespan rather than that of their magical heritage. Nymphs and elves, on the other hand, lived hundreds of years, even if they weren’t considered adults until well after their first sixty or so cycles around the sun. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to guess what Atlesia and Sarya were thinking about as they studied Ira, and a look of pity filled the elf’s silver eyes. I hadn’t done much research into hybrids since it was against the law to use them in summoning, mostly because they were sentient creatures, but there had been a clear bias against them even in the textbooks. That alone made me wonder what kind of bullshit the dragon-woman had put up with, and my mind raced with what could have led someone to try and take her powers. 
 
    More than likely, it had been someone who thought that she was more dragon than human, and that meant it was okay to steal her mana as if she was nothing but a beast. I’d read about the different types of drakes in one of my textbooks, and the ones that could shift into a humanoid form were considered to be extremely wise, and their mana levels were higher than almost every other species. The books hadn’t talked about poaching, but it wasn’t that far of a stretch, and rage welled in my chest at the idea of someone almost killing Ira. 
 
    “I’ll help with the teacups,” Atlesia said in a cheerful tone. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    I’d gripped the one in my hand so hard that the ceramic almost splintered apart, but my girlfriend quickly pried it from my fingers. There was no point dwelling on a past that couldn’t be changed, and Ira had become an amazing professor and mage despite everything, so I forced myself to take a deep breath and calm down. I retrieved a few more teacups and then shoved a grin onto my face as Mike stepped through the portal with a handful of mushrooms. 
 
    “Here we are,” the tree-man said with a smile on his thin lips. “They were still thriving even though I left them alone all weekend. The system that I put in place for their food worked perfectly. One of my maidenhair ferns was a little droopy, but everyone else was still okay.” 
 
    “From what I saw, you have quite the collection,” Ira said as she opened the teapot for Mike to put the mushrooms in. “I’m surprised that it’s growing so well in your dorm room. My own plants give me trouble when I try to bring them to the teachers’ apartments.” 
 
    “I can share my system with you,” my roommate said in an excited tone. “I adapted it from what I learned from Atlesia about nurseries with my own personal research into mushroom growth.” 
 
    “That would be lovely,” the professor said as we all took our seats.  
 
    “I could help, too,” Atlesia said. “I have some rare flowers growing in my room that I don’t want to have in the greenhouse. Not that the arboretum and everything aren’t amazing, but they’re my babies, and I don’t trust some of the other flower nymphs.” 
 
    I passed Ira teacup after teacup until we all had a steaming mug in front of us, and the feeling of dread that hung over us started to dissipate. The chaos from my grandmother’s amulet and the realization that someone had tried to kill our professor had weighed us down more than I’d realized, and my shoulders relaxed as Atlesia’s cheerful nature washed over me. 
 
    “Is there a lot of plant theft among the flower nymphs?” Sarya teased and then took a sip of the tea, grimaced, and shook her head in disgust at the ceramic cup. 
 
    “Actually, yes,” the green-skinned woman said and then stuck out her tongue. 
 
    “This tea is awful,” I muttered after the first taste. “Do we really need to drink this?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ira said with a firm nod. “I didn’t take much of your mana, no more than you’d use for a basic spell, but it’s important that you refresh yourselves.” 
 
    “I think it tastes fine,” Mike said with a shrug. 
 
    “That’s because your taste buds are broken, dude,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Rude,” he huffed and then purposefully took a long swig of the disgusting concoction. 
 
    Laughter filled the room as a shiver ran through the tree-man like he couldn’t handle the dirt and tang of the mushroom. For the moment, the war with the shadow creatures, my grandmother’s amulet, and the stress of the upcoming semester faded away. We were just five people around a table who hated taking their medicine, and I held onto that moment for as long as I could before it was time to come back to reality. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed and then forced myself to finish the tea. “What are we going to do about the amulet?” 
 
    “You should be safe to use it now,” Ira said and pushed her cup away. “I reformed all of the barriers that we’d broken down. I’ll go to the school this afternoon and reach out to my contacts. The ingredients that I’ll need to break the other wards are harder to come by, and there are a few books in my office about ancient spells. I’ve read about the one that we encountered. At least, I’m almost certain that I know which one it is, but given its volatile nature, it seems prudent to double-check.” 
 
    “I still have dinner with my family,” Sarya said. “But as soon as I leave here, I’ll go back to the palace and do whatever snooping I can. Father told one of the servants that the headmaster would be visiting today, and they usually lock themselves in his office, but sometimes they walk through the maze while they talk.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. “I need to go back to my grandparents’ house. Rils already sent me an invoice for the work he and his crew did, but I want to take a look at it myself before I pay him. And I’ll grab my grandmother’s other journals. There’s only two, but hopefully they’ll be able to give us some more insight into what the hell she’s gotten me, and all of you, into.” 
 
    “Oh!” Atlesia exclaimed and clapped her hands together. “I almost forgot. Sarya and I were able to translate one more page.” 
 
    “The common elvish she uses can mean several different things depending on where she was and the time period, so it’s slow going,” Sarya added. 
 
    “But we did figure out that she said something about technology and magic,” the flower nymph continued. “It was a weird word, but I think she actually meant mages that use machines like in the human realm to help with their spells. I’m not sure if that makes any sense since magic doesn’t usually work with that stuff, but maybe Professor Lovelace knows something?” 
 
    “There’s a small sect called the technomages,” the dragon-woman said and glanced in the living room, narrowed her eyes at one of the cage-like devices, and frowned. “They’re very small, and usually not a threat, but if Andrew’s grandmother has caught their attention, then we may have more to worry about than just the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “One of the dwarves at the solstice dinner mentioned them,” I said. “Can they really use magic and technology?” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” the flower nymph said with a wistful look in her dark brown eyes. “I’d love to be able to use some of the human farming equipment in our nursery. Pops showed me a picture of a harvester once, and I practically drooled, but our realm is too magic heavy, so I don’t think it would work.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Mike said, and his bark-like skin creaked as he shifted in his chair. “My brother once brought something called a chainsaw to help cut down one of the older trees that had started to rot and poison the others, but the thing practically exploded in his hands.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous to mix technology and magic,” the professor said. “It’s why most people don’t even try. I’ve kept an eye on a small group of them for the last few years, but they don’t usually visit the other realms. From what I understand, they believe that arcane magic like what we use is a sin, and that their machines are so advanced because they’re just that brilliant. They’re exclusively human and don’t believe that the other species should exist.” 
 
    “They sound like radicals,” I said and thought of my neighbor’s strange tattoo.  
 
    “They’re mostly harmless,” Ira said with a shrug. “But you should keep an eye out for anyone strange, just in case. Your grandmother’s journal is from twenty years ago, so I doubt that they’ll have any interest in you, but it’s always better safe than sorry. Especially given the other issues we’re already facing.” 
 
    “Right,” I said and stood. “I’m going to head back home. I’ll leave grandma’s journal with you, Ira.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look at it later,” the raven-haired woman said with a glance at Atlesia and Sarya. “Thank you, ladies, for working on it today.” 
 
    “It was fun,” Atlesia said with a thousand-kilowatt smile. “I don’t usually get to do stuff that’s not plant-related.” 
 
    “I’ve always enjoyed translating my father’s notes from other languages,” Sarya said and flashed a mischievous grin. “Not that he ever realized that I’d gone through them.” 
 
    “Rebellious from the start,” I teased. 
 
    “But it’s still your fault,” the redheaded elf laughed. 
 
    “Naturally,” Mike said and stood. “He’s a terrible influence. Did you see all those plants? And the questionable mushrooms? Only a human would do something like that in their dorm room.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I chuckled and waved my hand at them. 
 
    Everyone else said their goodbyes and then teleported back to their homes with smiles on their faces. Something tickled the back of my mind, though, as I thought about the technomages, and I made a mental note to do more research on them. The neighbors were just a little too weird, and that sigil behind the wife’s ear was just a little too close to a spell. 
 
    “Here,” Ira said as I walked out of the glass room with the amulet in hand. “It’s a spell for you to use when you’re in the dorm. That amulet may still react to your nightmares, but this should keep it under control.” 
 
    “What about that wooden case?” I asked with a glance up the stairs. 
 
    “If you’d like, then you can take it with you,” the dragon-woman said as she pushed the slip of paper into my hand. “But the spell should have the same effect. Just write it on a piece of cloth and wrap it around the amulet before you go to sleep.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “I’ll leave the box here for the next time I visit.”  
 
    “Which I hope is soon,” the beautiful woman said and then stole a kiss. “I’ll see you tomorrow in class.” 
 
    “Until then, Professor,” I said and then opened a portal back to my house. 
 
    A golden shimmer wrapped around me as I walked through the oval doorway and into the foyer of the old Victorian manor. The magic touched my amulet and then faded to let me through right as the opening to Ira’s house disappeared. I checked the moonstone to make sure that the blue swirls stopped moving, and then let out a sigh of relief as it returned to normal. 
 
    My attention shifted to the walls and the hardwood floor around me. The yellowed floral wallpaper that had been plastered to the walls since I first moved in was completely gone, and a grayish blue had taken its place. The floors had been smoothed and polished, and even the wooden railing along the stairs had been refurbished. I would’ve thought that I was in the wrong home if it hadn’t been for the marks on the living room door that showed my height through the years. 
 
    “Damn, Rils,” I said with a shake of my head. “You guys really outdid yourselves.” 
 
    I strolled through the rest of the house to see that the grayish-blue paint covered every wall, and that the crusty rose-colored carpet had been replaced with wood to match the rest of the house. The kitchen had been renovated to include the double oven that my grandmother had always wanted, and the laminate countertops were replaced with pale white marble. 
 
    Everywhere I looked there was something new to see, and there were runes carved into the door frames and around the windows to add an extra layer of protection. Rils had gone above and beyond what I’d asked for, and my grandfather’s old woodworking room had been converted into a space for me to practice spells safely. I checked the invoice again to make sure that I’d read it right, grinned from ear to ear, and then went to my bedroom to retrieve the payment. 
 
    I used the invoice to find where to send the gold, paid for the repairs, and then walked down to the office to put the invoice in my files. The rest of the day was spent in the attic trying to open up the old trunk, but the spell was strong and refused to come undone. There were a few more journals in a box in the back, but they had more of the elven language, so I packed everything up to take with me to the dorms and then crawled into bed. 
 
    My alarm went off the next morning, and I jolted awake. The amulet sat on the bedside table with a scrap of quilting fabric wrapped around it. I’d found it in the attic with my grandmother’s things along with a white pencil that I used to write the runes on it. The spell seemed to have worked well, because there weren’t any scorch marks, and my dreams had been boring enough that they’d already slipped into the ether. 
 
    I grabbed my books, the amulet, and the overloaded weekend bag next to the bedroom door. The kitchen didn’t really have much, so I portaled into the dorm and then made a beeline for the cafeteria before my first class. There were several students and faculty with sleepy faces already in line for food, but my only concern was coffee and breakfast, and I barely managed a smile on my way to the usual table. 
 
    The scraps of conversations that I did catch were all about the council’s announcement about relocating the shadow creatures and the solstice celebrations that everyone had. It sounded like the entire school was in high spirits and had already had their coffee, but my brain was still half-asleep. 
 
    “Hey,” Mike said as he plopped down across the table from me. “How’s the house?” 
 
    “Amazing,” I said and then stuffed a mini cinnamon roll in my mouth. “How was your parents’ house?” 
 
    “Good,” the tree-man said and let the sun drip over him.  
 
    “Good morning, students,” the headmaster said loud enough for everyone on campus to hear. “Welcome back from your solstice break. I’m sure that all of you had a wonderful time with your families. I know that I did. Now, onto the more important things. We’re going to be continuing our solstice celebrations throughout the week with contests and giveaways.” 
 
    “Sounds like he’s trying to distract us from the shadow creatures,” I muttered into my coffee. 
 
    “Probably,” Sarya said and then sat down. “I managed to overhear some of the headmaster’s meeting with my father last night. They said something about avoiding a widespread panic, but then Caros came around the corner and asked me what I was doing, so I had to distract him with his favorite subject… himself. That conversation lasted until we left for Trayr’s house.” 
 
    “We should keep an eye out for any signs of the creatures,” I said. “If they’re worried about causing panic, then there’s more that they’re not telling us.” 
 
    Fragments of the nightmare I’d had flashed across my mind and combined with the memory of sulfur from the amulet. A shiver of dread raced up my spine like a spider had crawled underneath my shirt, and it took every ounce of self-control I had not to jump around and make sure that it was nothing. Thankfully, no one seemed to notice the momentary panic as Mike asked if Sarya had been able to sneak into her father’s office before she came back, and I forced the fear back down so that I could pay attention to the conversation. 
 
    “I was only able to look around for about five minutes,” the elf sighed and rolled her eyes. “I think Caros suspects that I’m up to something because he hovered over me all day. The only break I had was when he went to pack. But I did manage to look at one of the notes that father left on his desk. It was in the same ancient language that Andrew’s grandmother used, and I recognized enough words from the list that Professor Lovelace gave us to know that the message was about troops and danger… but not much else. They could’ve easily been talking about relocating the shadow creatures since they’ll be using light spells and those sometimes backfire if the mage is inept… but the writing was messy like whoever wrote it was in a hurry.” 
 
    “We need to have a backup plan, just in case there’s an attack,” I said. “You’re sure that your father’s note used the same ancient language as the journals?” 
 
    “Yes,” the haughty woman said and flipped her ponytail. “I know how to read. It didn’t have the same mixture of English and slang, so I don’t think that they came up with it together if that’s where you’re going.” 
 
    “But it might be significant,” I said. “I’ll go see Professor Lovelace after classes and ask her for a book on it. We should probably all study it since it’s been coming up so much. And I have some questions for her about my next hunt.” 
 
    “The hunt for creatures or her bed?” Atlesia teased as she bounced up to the table with a full tray of food. 
 
    The flower nymph wore pink plaid shorts and a lavender string bikini top that matched her short hair. There was a mischievous twinkle in her dark brown eyes as she leaned down for a quick kiss, and it only made the adorable woman more attractive. Atlesia plopped down in the seat next to me, took a bite of a strawberry, and then tilted her head like she was waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Creatures,” I said with a shake of my head. 
 
    “Likely story,” Sarya smirked. 
 
    “What kind of creatures are you thinking of trying to hunt?” Mike steered the conversation away from my sex life before it got out of hand.  
 
    “I’m not entirely sure,” I shrugged and then ate a piece of bacon. “I need to diversify my collection. There’s a few that I have in mind, but I don’t know how hard they’ll be to hunt, or if I could even find one.” 
 
    “Maybe you can find something that uses light,” the tree-man suggested. “Just in case we have a run in with those shadow creatures.” 
 
    “Those might be hard to find,” Atlesia said.  
 
    “And harder to capture,” Sarya agreed.  
 
    “But they would be helpful,” I said. “Alright, let’s head to class. I’ll talk to Ira.” 
 
    “And we’ll head to the library for more research!” my nymph girlfriend declared. 
 
    The four of us headed to our classes and started the next round of history lessons from our ghostly teacher. Professor Edinbock still wore the Victorian clothing that he’d been buried in like the semi-transparent human was stuck in time, and I sincerely wondered if he knew about anything that had happened in the nine realms since he was murdered. His knowledge of the great mages that died hundreds of years ago was vast, and he spoke with so much authority that I couldn’t help but listen with rapt attention as we went over the men and women of various species that created the treaty and established peace. 
 
    Professor Lovelace’s class went by quickly as we moved onto more complicated spells and puzzles. The ones that my grandmother had me solve as a kid were primarily for summoners, but there were others like the one she’d used for the amulet that combined the patterns with a more complicated incantation. Those were usually used for elemental magic or advanced spells, but the dragon-woman had slipped me a few that were specifically meant for summoners like me. 
 
    Ramis grunted as she handed some to him, and the other freshman summoner gasped like he’d been given the Holy Grail. I rolled my eyes at the dark-haired elf, met Ramis’ eyes, and then held back a laugh as the minotaur gave me a look of sheer irritation with our companion. It was true that Eldar wasn’t on our level, and in fact, he hadn’t even joined the battle magic program. The haughty elf had barely passed the first half of the semester, yet he acted as if he was the best thing since sliced bread. 
 
    I studied the new puzzle and flipped through my textbook until I found the incantation that accompanied it. The spell was for a fire creature, and the different patterns that the maze of lines could create would work on something as small as a fire salamander all the way to a fire-breathing dragon of lore. I jotted down notes for the variations, chatted with Mike about the spell that Ira had given him, and then waited until class ended to approach the gorgeous professor. 
 
    “Hello,” the raven-haired woman said with the smallest hint of a smile. “How can I help you, Mr. Hall? Is there a problem with the spell that I gave you?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “But I was wondering if you could help me with a few questions.” 
 
    “Of course,” Professor Lovelace said and gestured to the door in the back of the classroom. “Let’s go to my office. Did you get a chance to read through the textbooks that I loaned you for the long weekend?” 
 
    “Still working through them,” I said and followed her down the hallway, up the winding stairs, and through the door to her office. 
 
    The sexy woman kissed me as soon as the door clicked shut behind us, and I reveled in the taste of honey on her tongue as we made out like teenagers. We stayed like that until both of us gasped for air, and then she walked around the desk to put some space between us like the temptation was too much if we were right next to each other. I watched the sway of her hips and then forced myself to focus on what had actually brought me there in the first place. 
 
    “So,” Ira said and sat in her high-backed office chair. “You mentioned something about questions. Does it have anything to do with your amulet or your grandmother’s journal?” 
 
    “Actually,” I said as I took the chair across the desk from her. “We were wondering if you had an extra book with that ancient language. Sarya found a note on her father’s desk that was written in it, so we thought we should study it.” 
 
    “A good idea,” she said and turned to squint at her bookshelves. “This one here should be a good starting place. That’s not all you’re here for though, is it?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a smile and a glance at the door. 
 
    “We’ll have to save that for my on-campus apartment,” the dragon-woman laughed. “But you’re more than welcome to stop by anytime. Sadly, the offices are warded against any silencing spells. Likely so that no one can do any dangerous experiments where we can all be hurt without warning. I believe there was a professor once that blew a hole in the tower. They’ve kept a closer eye on us after that.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said and rolled my eyes. “Has to ruin the fun for all of us. We could always come back at night when everyone is gone.” 
 
    “That’s a very good idea,” Ira said in a proud tone. “I’ve always wanted to have sex in here. I’ll have to clear my desk.” 
 
    “Easily done,” I said and then shook away the memory of her taste. “But first, I needed to ask you about my next hunt. I need something that can fight one of those shadow creatures.” 
 
    Ira glanced at the door as if she expected the headmaster to burst through and fire her on the spot, but there was no one around, and she let out a sigh of relief. I didn’t think she had to worry, since there were enough books and papers to muffle the sound of our conversation if anyone was listening. But then again, there were a few professors that could walk through walls, and a couple that had enhanced hearing. 
 
    “I think I have a few ideas,” the professor said when the seconds ticked by with no interruptions. “In fact, I found this book the other day and kept it out. It’s a list of light magic animals. They’re harder to come by, and they’re almost impossible to catch, but I thought with the current issues, that you might want to take a look at it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and accepted the small leather-bound book. “It’s smaller than the others.” 
 
    “There aren’t a lot of light beings,” Ira said with a shrug. 
 
    “Is that a sun dragon?” I asked as I flipped to the first illustration. 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded. “They’re the rarest of the dragons. No, I’m not related to them. Those of us that can take a humanoid form are very different from the beasts that are used for spells and that have hoards in the mountains.” 
 
    I looked around at the books on every shelf and the stacks that covered every inch of open floor space. It was definitely a type of hoard, but that was a conversation for another time. Besides, I didn’t want to bring up any more memories from her painful past.  
 
    “Is that a will-o’-wisp?” I asked as I stared at a colorful painting. 
 
    The creature looked nothing like the fairy tales I’d heard of little balls of light that led people through forests or offered them a way to change their fate. Its thin frame and sharp teeth reminded me of a pixie, but it was as tall as Atlesia, and its wings seemed like they were made of pure energy rather than the butterfly-like ones that I’d seen around campus. 
 
    “Yes,” Ira said as she leaned over to study the picture. “It would be an amazing asset, if you can catch it. But they’re notoriously hard to find, and most mages don’t survive the encounter. That entry is so small because only a very select few have run into a will-o’-wisp and lived to tell the tale. Even fewer have actually managed to catch one. But they are quite powerful. You would definitely need to learn how to store more of your mana before you went after it.” 
 
    “I’ve been wanting to do that anyway,” I said with a shrug. “I need something powerful if we’re going to war. And I have a group of friends to help me.” 
 
    “You do,” she said in a proud tone. “With all of you working together, you might stand a chance. I’m afraid that I won’t be able to join you, though. The headmaster has all of the teachers on a short leash at the moment. When we aren’t teaching, we’re supposed to be working on a way to contain the shadow creatures in the forest or performing at these ridiculous events he has planned. Speaking of which, I’m scheduled to be on the quad during lunch.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    “You go ahead,” the professor said. “I’m going to gather my strength before I go perform for everyone.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Thanks for the book. See you soon.” 
 
    I walked out of the office with a spring in my step. The will-o’-wisp was a lot scarier than the stories that were passed around the human realm, but so was the jackalope, and I’d managed to capture it with the help of my friends. I just needed to convince them to go on another life-threatening hunt. 
 
    For a creature that no one knew how to find, and that killed almost everyone it met. 
 
    Sure. No problem. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “You’re just in time for the festivities,” Mike said as I joined everyone at our usual table. “It looks like even Professor Lovelace was roped into it.” 
 
    The bright green grass of the quad was covered in multicolored quilts that resembled a chessboard, but there were only five teachers on each side. Our illustrious headmaster stood in the middle with a smile and pointed to students on the sidelines. They started to fill in the spots, and I wondered if we were about to witness a real-life game of chess. 
 
    “She looks like she’s ready to stab the headmaster,” Sarya laughed and pushed a plate of food toward me.  
 
    “Did you get a chance to talk to her?” Atlesia asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and tugged the book out of my bag. “She gave me this. It has a bunch of light creatures, but I’ve already found the one that I want to go after.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” my roommate said and shifted so he could absorb more sunlight. “It’s even more dangerous than the jackalope.” 
 
    “Can’t let you get complacent,” I chuckled and then took a bite of squash.  
 
    “I have been wanting to try out my new plants,” my nymph girlfriend said with a look at her leather bracers. “What are we trying to catch?” 
 
    The headmaster announced the start of the game, and the side where Ira was went first. I watched for a few seconds as two students gave directions. There weren’t any spells, but everyone seemed glued to the distraction, and that meant they wouldn’t be listening into our conversation. 
 
    “A will-o’-wisp,” I said as I turned my attention back to the table.  
 
    “Those are a myth,” Sarya laughed. “No one’s actually seen one.” 
 
    “My grandmother did,” Mike said with a shrug that made his bark-like skin creak. “No one believed her. But she said that there was a palace up in the mountains near our plant nursery.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked and sat forward. 
 
    If Mike’s grandmother had really seen a will-o’-wisp palace, then they’d probably be established enough to still be there after all these years. It would at least give us a starting point for our hunt, and that was more than the small book that Ira had given me could offer. The tiny entry on the creatures mostly consisted of the drawing and one word, ‘deadly.’ 
 
    “No one believed her because she was probably hallucinating,” the redheaded elf said and then took a long drink of lemon water. “If she’d seen a real will-o’-wisp, then she’d be dead.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Atlesia said with a bright smile. “I’ve heard rumors that they’ve been seen around the mountain cliffs, too. Of course, that’s in tree-man territory, so we nymphs don’t usually go up there, but my parents told me stories of rare flowers that bloom in the cold air. Apparently, one of the old men in the town tried to find it because it can supposedly cure all sorts of things, but he never came back, and they say it’s because the will-o’-wisps killed and ate him.” 
 
    “That sounds like a children’s story,” Sarya said. “Made to keep young nymphs and tree-people from climbing onto the cliffs and falling to their deaths.” 
 
    “But they are real,” I said and patted the leatherbound book. “Or there wouldn’t be so many stories about them, and they wouldn’t be in this book.” 
 
    “There’s not a lot of information about them,” Mike said with a thoughtful frown. “At least, there wasn’t in my town’s library. All that I could find was a mention of them in a book about pixie history. It says that they’re very distantly related, but that the will-o’-wisp is supposedly a lesser being that’s more connected to the essence of magic.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure that they’re real,” the redheaded elf said as she finished her breakfast. “But I’ll go on this hunt with you. Trayr used to try and scare me with stories that he heard about them. He works in the archives, but everything anyone says about them is barely more than hysterical hearsay about some overly powerful creature that wants to kill and eat us.” 
 
    “That sounds like the kind of creature that I need to add to my arsenal,” I said. “Professor Lovelace said that I’ll need to learn to store more mana for the hunt before we can go.” 
 
    “I’ll get to work in the nursery,” Atlesia said and bounced in her seat. “This is going to be so much fun. And if we find them, then we’ll be one of the first people in all the nine realms to actually catch one.” 
 
    “It would be a feather in our cap,” Sarya said with a nod. “And it’ll keep us at the top of the ranking board for at least the rest of the year.” 
 
    “Then it’s decided,” I said and clapped my hands together. “We’ll research and then head out next weekend.” 
 
    “I’ll ask my family if we can stay at the house that Friday and then head out early on Saturday,” Mike said with a grin. “My mother has been wanting to meet all of my new friends. I’ll warn you that you should come hungry, because she likes to feed everyone in the neighborhood, and I can only imagine how much she’ll cook for you.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Ready for what?” Onet asked as she flitted up to the table. 
 
    The pixie landed in between our plates and twirled around so that her bright green hair flowed around her like a cloud. Her gossamer wings flapped lazily as the tiny woman inspected what was left of our lunches, but nothing seemed to be appetizing enough to steal. Onet turned her attention back to us, smiled, and showed off the rows of pointy teeth that every pixie had like a demented tooth fairy. 
 
    “A hunt,” I said with a nonchalant shrug. “I’m a summoner. I need to add more animals to my arsenal if I want to be in the battle magic program.” 
 
    “That sounds boring,” she said and flipped her hair. “I’d much rather spend the day at a spa. Oh! Atlesia, did you want to join us next weekend? A few of the girls and I are going to the spa in the elven realm. It’s supposed to be to die for.” 
 
    I didn’t miss the look of irritation that crossed Sarya’s face, or the fact that Onet pointedly looked at the elf as she spoke to Atlesia. The flower nymph and the pixie had come from the same realm and seemed to know each other before school started, but thankfully she didn’t try to hang out with us more. I’d learned fast that there was nothing pixies loved more than gossip, but they were at least helpful when we needed to check the rumor mill. 
 
    “I can’t,” Atlesia said with a disappointed face. “I’m going on the hunt, too. But maybe the three of us could go when we get back. I’m sure that Sarya and I will need a spa trip after a few days in the mountains.” 
 
    “The mountains?” the pixie sneered. “In our realm? Why would you go there? It’s cold and there’s absolutely no society up there. How are you going to eat? You’re not going to, like, sleep on the ground, are you?” 
 
    “Probably,” I said with a shrug. “But we’ll bring sleeping bags and a tent so it’s not as bad.” 
 
    “Never,” the tiny woman said and threw her hands in the air like she’d just heard the most ridiculous idea in the world. “What kind of creature could possibly draw you away from an elven spa?” 
 
    “A will-o’-wisp,” Mike said in a flat voice.  
 
    “Aren’t those related to you?” Sarya asked with a venomous smile that made me glad we were friends. 
 
    “Of course not,” Onet said and glowered at the redheaded elf. “Those are lesser beings. They’re not fit to be compared to pixies.” 
 
    “I heard that they’re pretty powerful,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Raw magic isn’t useful if you can’t think of anything but filling your belly,” the green-haired woman huffed. “And they’re, like, not even that pretty. Like, they’re just feral beasts with wings. It’s not like they can actually do anything worth mentioning.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about them?” I asked and leaned forward. “Have you ever seen one?” 
 
    “Obviously not,” she said and rolled her pupil-less blue eyes. “But ignorant people have been comparing me to them for, like, forever.” 
 
    “Ignorant?” Sarya seethed, and the temperature around the table spiked a few degrees as rage pulsed through the elf. 
 
    “Anyway,” the pixie said and waved a hand dismissively. “Have you guys heard the latest rumors about the shadow creatures? One of the girls heard it from a dwarf, who heard it from an elf that was at the solstice party thrown by the council. You all were there, right? I can’t believe that they’d invite freshmen, but I guess you’ve done okay for yourselves. Don’t get too comfortable at the top. I’m bound to overtake you. At least, once I actually start caring what the powers that be think about me. Like that’s ever going to happen.” 
 
    “What rumors?” I asked and sat back, crossed my arms over my chest, and tried to act as if my heart hadn’t started to race. 
 
    “Oh, right,” the excitable woman said and bounced on the tips of her toes. “So, like, the council has said that they’re relocating the shadow creatures, right? But like, the rumors are that the things aren’t nearly as harmless as everyone wants us to believe. The elf told the dwarf who told my friend that there’s, like, been attacks on villages, and no one’s survived. It’s totally crazy. The council is, like, totally hiding the fact that we’re about to be murdered in our sleep.” 
 
    “If there are no survivors,” I said and paused to take a sip of water. “Then who’s spreading the rumors? Someone had to have lived if the story has gotten out.” 
 
    “People, like, found the charred remains of buildings and stuff, obviously,” the pixie said with a shrug. “Anyway, the rumors say that, like, the council knows and is totally covering it up to save their asses. It’s going to be a total mess. But at least we’re safe on campus. There’s, like, no way the headmaster would let anything try to kill us here.” 
 
    “Those rumors sound like they were created by small minds that want to spread panic,” Sarya said in a bored tone like the pixie was ridiculous for believing the stories. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Onet snapped and put her hands on her hips. “Maybe you believe everything that your daddy tells you, but some of us like to know the truth instead of burying our heads in the sand. Atlesia, I’m not sure that you should be hanging out with a Kaylen. They’re, like, total snobs. Anyway, let me know if you change your mind about the spa next weekend. It’ll be much more fun than sleeping in a tent. Bye, Andrew and Mike. It was fun seeing you.” 
 
    The pixie flitted off to a table full of laughing nymphs and other pixies, and I shook my head as she started to spread more rumors. It was a hassle to have to deal with the gossipy species at the school on a regular basis, especially since they were small enough that they could eavesdrop from every small crack and crevice, but sometimes they were useful. Onet did manage to find out what the council had been hiding, even if the tiny woman wanted to spread mass hysteria like a plague. 
 
    “I can’t stand pixies,” Sarya huffed and then angrily ate a strawberry. 
 
    “Onet’s not that bad,” Atlesia said with a shrug. “But she can be really rude. I’m sorry that she was mean to you. We’ll go to the spa ourselves. How about that?” 
 
    “I think that would be lovely,” the redheaded elf said, and her shoulders released the tension they’d held since the pixie landed. “And we’ll charge it to my father’s accounts. It’s the least that he deserves for how he treated Andrew at the solstice dinner.” 
 
    I barely heard the girls as they planned their spa trip because my dream forced its way back to the surface. The memory was still fuzzy like there was a blurring filter over it, but the smell of smoke and the sound of screams was almost real. I shook my head to force it away, took a deep breath, and then looked at everyone. 
 
    “I think that we should believe that rumor,” I said. “Or at least, give it some consideration. That note that Sarya found said something about troops. If the council knows about the attacks on the villages, then those soldiers are probably trying to offer help to any survivors.” 
 
    “That would explain how the rumor spread in the first place,” Mike said with a nod. “And it would explain why the councilman that Atlesia and I talked to was skittish when it came to talking about the relocation. If the shadow creatures are dangerous, then the council will want to hide it for as long as possible while they take care of it. Saying that the shadows being moved into the deep forests is the perfect solution because no one ever goes there.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Sarya, you’re still having dinner with your family tonight, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” the elf sighed. “Caros has already told me that he’ll escort me home so that he knows that I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good,” I said with a reassuring smile. “Maybe you can have some wine and stay the night.” 
 
    “And snoop through my father’s office after everyone goes to bed,” she said with a knowing grin. “I knew there was a reason that I liked you.” 
 
    “Only if I stay at the top of the ranks, though,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Naturally,” she said and flipped her long red ponytail. “I can’t be seen with anyone less.” 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Atlesia asked and motioned to herself, Mike, and me. 
 
    “Research,” my roommate chuckled. 
 
    The library had become one of our favorite places to hang out since the start of the semester. The rows of books had helped us to plan the hunt for the jackalope, and we’d even tried to find more information on the shadow creatures in its depths. The librarians hadn’t been much help with the latter since everyone on the staff was supposed to keep the threat under wraps, but we’d found a few books on our own that depicted them with one of the most evil mages in history. 
 
    “I think someone is controlling them,” I said as the hooded figure popped into my head. “And if that’s the case, then there’s an end goal. I’ve seen them at the underground arena and my house, but if the shadows are really attacking villages, then it’s probably because someone told them to.” 
 
    “Do you think that they’re collecting the mana from the people that they kill?” the flower nymph asked with a shudder. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised,” I said. “That means that our hunt for the will-o’-wisp has to work. It’s only a matter of time before they turn toward the cities.” 
 
    “There have been sightings in all of the nine realms,” Mike reminded us. “But no one in the cities has been attacked by one. It’s as if they want everyone to become complacent before they attack.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “They’ve been wandering around the cities and attacking the villages on the outskirts where no one will be there to stop them. Once whoever is controlling them is powerful enough, then they’ll go after the bigger targets where there’s more mages to siphon mana from.” 
 
    “That’s terrifying,” Atlesia said.  
 
    “I’ll mention the village attacks tonight at dinner and gauge my father’s reaction,” Sarya said. “If they’re true, then I’ll know. He may be able to hide behind a smile with everyone else, but I’ve always been able to read the truth on his face.” 
 
    “Good,” I said and clapped my hands together. “We have a plan.” 
 
    “How are we going to find out who’s behind the attacks?” the flower nymph asked and shot a quick glance at the headmaster. “No one on campus is going to give us any information. And if Onet had heard about some evil mage, then she’d definitely have told us by now.” 
 
    “I want to take another look at the books in the library,” I said. “There was a painting of that mage, Kruwyn, with a bunch of dark clouds around him. I bet those are the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “But he died hundreds of years ago,” Mike pointed out. “And he was a human. Your kind don’t live that long, do they?” 
 
    “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “But he was evil, so maybe he found a way to use mana to extend his life.” 
 
    “He was thrown into the purgatory realm,” Sarya said. “No one escapes from there. It’s why the most evil mages are imprisoned inside.” 
 
    “I know,” I said and shrugged. “Maybe it’s one of his followers. I’ve seen someone at my house twice now, and each time the shadow creatures were there, too. It can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “To the library,” my roommate said as he stood. “Unless any of you are interested in the prizes that the headmaster is about to hand out.” 
 
    I looked over at the quad to see that the game of chess was almost over. The students who’d been defeated by the other team stood off to the side and talked amongst themselves like they were already planning a rematch. I caught Ira’s attention, and the dragon-woman gave me an almost imperceptible smile before the student in charge of her side ordered the queen to move and overtake the last knight. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” I said as Ira put the other team in check. “I can’t imagine that it’s anything that I want.” 
 
    We all headed to the library and found a table in the back of the second floor where no one would bother us. There were plenty of smaller study rooms open, but most of the larger ones were already occupied when we arrived, and I didn’t want it to seem like we were hiding. I had plenty of books about creatures and mana to cover the ones about Kruwyn and his cult, just in case Onet stopped by, and Mike covered the rest of the table in books about mushrooms. 
 
    My roommate’s experiments had started to thrive in the dark wooden boxes that were stashed under his bed and desk, and a contact at the underground fighting ring had even given him the spores to a rare mushroom that was supposed to enhance the flow of mana. The sleeping bombs that the tree-man had made for the jackalope hunt had worked in our favor, even if it had taken more than we expected to actually make the creature fall asleep. Mike was a mad scientist, but a brilliant one, and I could hardly wait to see what he came up with next. 
 
    “If I read one more word about the history of the purgatory realm, then I’m going to lose my mind,” Atlesia said and shut the dusty tome in front of her. “I think that I’m going to spend the rest of the night in the greenhouse. Some of my plants should be blooming since they’ve been through their first new moon.” 
 
    “Have fun,” I said. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    “You two should be leaving soon, too,” she said and then stole a quick kiss. “Or else you’ll be falling asleep in class.” 
 
    “I don’t need much sleep,” my roommate mumbled with his nose stuck in a book. 
 
    “I think I’ll be heading out in a few minutes,” I said around a yawn.  
 
    I watched the green-skinned woman skip toward the stairs despite the stack of books in her hands. Atlesia always seemed to have more energy than anyone that I’d ever met, but it was one of the most wonderful things about her. I wouldn’t have been nearly as social if the flower nymph hadn’t taken one look at me and decided that we would date, and my position at the top of the ranks would have suffered, too. 
 
    The minutes ticked by as I flipped through a palm-sized bestiary for any mention of will-o’-wisps. My research into Kruwyn had hit a brick wall since all of his followers had disappeared after his imprisonment, but there was something about the dark mage that made warning lights go off in the back of my head. I planned to ask Professor Edinbock about him the next morning, but for the moment, my focus was on the upcoming hunt. 
 
    All of the bestiaries that I’d found in the library had one or two lines about the mythical creatures, and even fewer had paintings like the one that Ira had given me. It had started to look like Sarya might be right about them being nothing more than stories to scare children, but Onet had talked about them like they were real, and there were enough books that mentioned them that they had to exist somewhere. I just hoped that Mike’s grandmother had been right about the palace that she saw in the mountains, because if the rumors about the shadow creatures were true, then we were about to be in a full-scale war, and I would need every advantage I could find. 
 
    “Andrew,” Mike said and shook my shoulder. “You good?” 
 
    “Huh?” I asked and blinked, looked around, and realized that I’d started to fall asleep. “Yeah. I think I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Probably a good idea,” the tree-man laughed. “I don’t want to get in trouble with the librarians because you drooled on a book.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said and started to gather a stack of the reference books. “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “See you’,” he said with a distracted wave goodbye. 
 
    The library was almost completely empty as I returned the books to one of the carts and then headed downstairs. There were only a few students scattered around the tables in the open study area, and the librarian behind the front desk glared at me over the rim of her glasses. I flashed her a smile and walked as quietly as possible through the rest of the first floor. 
 
    A cool autumn breeze sent a shiver through me as soon as I stepped outside, and the smell of a fireplace hung in the air around me. The lights on the greenhouse across the quad caught my attention, and a small smile tugged at my lips. I was tempted to drop in on my girlfriend and check out the night-blooming flowers, but another yawn stretched my mouth so wide that my jaw cracked, so I turned toward the dorm instead. 
 
    The soft twin mattress of my bed called to me the second that I walked through the door, but the amulet needed to be wrapped in the spell cloth, and the need to use the bathroom was a little louder than my exhaustion. My eyes burned as I finally laid down to sleep, and the last thing I saw was the quilting cloth with its faded white runes scrawled across it. Something like a warning tickled the back of my mind, but whatever it was would have to wait until the morning. 
 
    The first thing that I noticed was the smell of burning wood and a thick cloud of black smoke that wafted into the night air like a bad omen. Thick trees stood sentinel at the edge of a dense forest, and I was stationed right between two massive pines that were as wide as Ramus. Red and orange light chased the shadows away from the field that separated me from the town in the distance, and I realized with horror that it was all on fire. 
 
    My pocket burned as if the flames had started to crawl up my legs, but when I looked down all I saw was the bright white light from the amulet. The moonstone scorched my hand and dropped to the grass but then went dark as if its work was done. I carefully reached down to pick it up and then turned it over in my hands to make sure that it was completely inactive. 
 
    “Where the hell am I?” I muttered as I studied the field, the trees, and the burning town. “And when the hell did I get dressed?” 
 
    A woman’s scream pierced the fog that filled my head, and my attention snapped to the nearest building. The yellow and orange flames licked at the straw roof and burst out of the small window that overlooked the fields. The cry for help cut off as if someone had hit mute, and I took a step forward like something pulled me toward the chaos. 
 
    “I have to be dreaming,” I told myself. “This isn’t really happening. It can’t be.” 
 
    The rumors about the villages being attacked and the last dream that I’d had forced its way into the forefront of my mind. Tins had said something about seers in my family and something calling to me, but the gnome had to have been joking around. Of course, I didn’t know anything about my grandmother’s magic except that she was a summoner like me. The rest of her side of the family was a complete mystery. 
 
    A shadow the size of an SUV flitted across the field and into the building where the scream had come from. I shook my head and decided to treat the dream like it was real, and that meant that the shadow creatures had attacked another town. Another black cloud flew toward the tops of the trees with the pale blue mist of mana clutched in its underbelly, and the sour taste of bile filled my mouth. 
 
    I needed to help these people, even if it was just a dream, but all of my creatures and spells were back in the dorm room. The amulet was the only thing that I had on me, and it had gone dormant as soon as it had transported me, but that didn’t matter. I wasn’t about to stand and watch as everyone in the village died and had their lifeforce stolen by some evil mage and his shadow minions. 
 
    Something moved to my right, and my attention snapped toward the trees as if one of them was about to swing its long limbs downward like an Ent. I held my breath for a few seconds and slipped behind the tree to my left so it was harder to spot me. The seconds ticked by while the screams from the village began to become fewer and farther apart, but I couldn’t just rush over and try to help if someone was waiting to ambush me. 
 
    The man in the hood stepped out of the tree line just as my patience started to wear thin, and all the air in my lungs seemed to disappear in an instant. A wave of power washed over me as the mysterious figure lifted his hands, and a swarm of the shadow creatures rose out from between the burning buildings and rushed across the field. The collected mana from the villagers flowed around the dark mage like a maelstrom before it soaked into him. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I whispered as my heart threatened to beat out of my chest. 
 
    The hooded figure’s head snapped in my direction, and I reached in my pocket for a spell that wasn’t there. The amulet didn’t react when I thought of the dorm room, and fear raced through me as the dark mage turned his entire body toward me. I was about to find out who had been stalking me, but that would be a secret I’d take to my grave. 
 
    “Alright, men,” an unfamiliar voice said as an elven mage popped into the clearing. “You know what to do.” 
 
    I watched as twenty soldiers appeared around the field and then turned to look at the evil mage. The shadow creatures had dispersed as soon as they’d given the mysterious man the mana, and the screams from the village had stopped like everyone was already dead. I searched the tree line, the tall grass, and even the closest buildings for the hooded man. 
 
    But he was gone. 
 
    The only people left were the troops that the council had sent. 
 
    And none of them even looked toward the forest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” I scowled at the moonstone in my hand. 
 
    It had worked fine when I’d gone back to my grandparents’ house and on the trip back to the school, but now it sat in my palm like any ordinary rock. I took a deep breath to calm my racing thoughts, ran my free hand through my hair, and then nodded to myself. The amulet had been fine earlier, so the problem wasn’t with the moonstone, it was with me. 
 
    “I have to be asleep,” I said. “That’s the only explanation. All of this is just a bad dream. Now, how do I wake up?” 
 
    I ground my teeth together and then pinched my thigh as hard as possible. Swear words erupted out of me as pain coursed from the now bruised spot, but the field started to fade away, and the softness of my bed greeted me with open arms. I shot up to a sitting position and smelled the stench of burning wood everywhere. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Mike asked from his desk. “You were mumbling in your sleep. And your amulet got really bright.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Was I here the entire time?”  
 
    “What?” the tree-man asked and turned to look at me directly.  
 
    “Was I in my bed the entire night?” I asked.  
 
    “As far as I know,” he shrugged. “You’ve been here for at least the last hour. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I just had the most realistic dream yet,” I said. “I think it was a fairy village. Maybe, but there was so much smoke that it was difficult to see clearly. And those shadow creatures were everywhere… just collecting mana. Wait, are you smelling smoke, or is that just me?” 
 
    The tree-man gave the air a tentative sniff, frowned, and then stood up to walk closer to my bed. His bark-like skin creaked as he bent at the waist, took a deep breath, and then immediately took a step back like he’d caught the scent of something terrible. 
 
    “I definitely smell it,” he said. “It’s really faint, but it’s there.” 
 
    “I’m going to try and open a portal,” I said and reached for the amulet on my bedside table. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” my roommate asked as he retrieved his own amulet. “You said that you weren’t sure if it was a fairy village or not. And it was under attack. What if they’re still there? Or what if it was all just a dream?” 
 
    “Then why do I smell like smoke?” I asked and shoved my legs into a pair of jeans. 
 
    “I’ll give you that one,” he said with a thoughtful frown. “Give me a second, and I’ll come with you. I just need to grab some of those sleep bombs that I made to hunt the jackalope.” 
 
    I rifled through the gems and vials of wasp stingers and jackalope horn as a plan started to form. The troops would still be there if my dream had happened in real time, but the picture of the woods was still fresh in my mind, so it wouldn’t be hard to portal into the tree line. I would be too late to save anyone, and none of my animals could take on a shadow creature, even the jackalope, but this was just a trip to make sure that I hadn’t gone completely crazy. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked as I stuffed my pockets with spell components. “I’m just going to pop in and out.” 
 
    “I’m as ready as I can be,” the tree-man said and motioned for me to go ahead. 
 
    I carefully unwrapped the amulet from the spell cloth and noticed that one of the runes near the inside corner was smudged. That had to be how the dream made it through the barrier in the first place. I’d need to use a permanent marker or stitch it into the cloth if I planned to use it more than once. 
 
    The blue swirls in the moonstone began to shift around like writhing snakes, and the stone glowed with pale white light. An oval doorway opened in the middle of our dorm room, and Mike sucked in a breath as the stench of burnt wood washed over us. I took a step into the darkened woods, moved aside so that my roommate could follow, and then closed the portal before anyone saw us. 
 
    “You’re seeing this, too?” I whispered to the tall man beside me. “This isn’t another dream?” 
 
    “It’s real,” Mike said and then inched closer to the tree line. “I thought you said that the shadow creatures were gone.” 
 
    “They were,” I said and squinted through the fog of smoke. “It was just the council’s troops.” 
 
    Humanoid figures walked through the streets like ghosts, but I could just barely make out the different colors of mana that glowed around their hands through the hazy clouds. The last of the fires were put out by bubbles of water like the one that Rarus had used on Eliana during the tournament, and what was left of the buildings were covered in black smears from the smoke. A small group of mages gathered the few survivors and teleported somewhere that looked like part of the mountains of the giant realm. 
 
    “They’re covering it up,” Mike said from beside me. 
 
    “It looks like it,” I sighed and then dodged behind a thick tree trunk as someone looked our way. 
 
    “I’ve got this,” the tree-man said. 
 
    The trees in front of us bent forward just enough that it would be impossible to see us unless someone was two feet away. The mage that had turned when I spoke frowned and then took a step toward us. The forest moved in the gentle sway of a breeze as one of the wind mages worked to clear away the smoke in the village, and I held my breath until the elf shook his head and then went back to work. 
 
    “That was closer than I would’ve liked,” I said and ran a hand through my hair. “Let’s go back to the dorms.” 
 
    I opened a portal to our room, stepped through, and then closed it the second that Mike was through. No shouts rang out from the other side, but the scent of smoke lingered in the air around us. I plopped down on my bed and forced myself to slow my racing thoughts. 
 
    “You were right about the council coverup,” Mike said and sat in his desk chair. “I can’t believe it. They were just making it look like it never happened. What did happen? Do you still remember the dream?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I tugged out the spell cloth. “It was like I actually teleported there. You’re sure that I was still in bed?” 
 
    “You never left,” the tree-man said with a frown. “I’ve never heard of anyone being able to do that. Not really. There are bedtime stories of people that can, but it’s rare, and dangerous. I don’t think there’s one book about how to do it.” 
 
    “I’m going to talk to Ira tomorrow before class,” I said as I rewrote the protection runes on the cloth. “I’m sure that she knows what happened. It has to do with this amulet.” 
 
    “Can you talk to your grandmother?” he asked. “I know she has that brain tumor, but you said the treatments have been going well.” 
 
    I finished with the runes and carefully rewrapped the amulet, set it on the bedside table, and then watched to make sure that it didn’t activate. The white and blue stone sat inside the thick cloth like a normal piece of jewelry, and a wave of rage washed through me. I couldn’t believe that my grandmother had just thrown me into the deep end of whatever she’d gotten us into, but she was still sick, and at least I’d been taught how to work the summoning spells. 
 
    “She’s not going to help,” I said as silence filled the room. “The tumor has shrunk, but until she’s treated at the elven facility, she won’t be healed completely, and that could take months. We don’t have that kind of time. And even if she does remember, the old woman isn’t going to tell me anything. She’s paranoid about someone listening.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s paranoia?” Mike asked, and the leaves on the top of his head wiggled like they did when he was nervous. “After what I just saw, I’m pretty sure that I’d believe almost anything.” 
 
    “At least they were saving the survivors,” I said. “But they showed up too late to catch any of the shadow creatures. Sarya’s dad may be a jerk to me, but I believe her about him wanting to protect the nine realms. He has to have a plan. But we need to be prepared as well, just in case it doesn’t go the way the council expects.” 
 
    “I still have those bioluminescent mushrooms,” my roommate said and tugged a notebook from a stack on his desk. “I think I can modify the sleep bomb to emit a cloud of the spores. They won’t be very bright, but if the shadow creatures have a body of some sort, then the spores will attach to it.” 
 
    “And next weekend we’ll go on our hunt for the will-o’-wisp,” I said and tugged my shirt off, yawned, and climbed into bed. “I’ll need to learn how to store my mana. But Ira can teach me that. And hopefully she can get the components to safely open the amulet. Once that’s done, we’ll know more about what we’re dealing with, and we’ll have the weapons we need to go on the offensive instead of just watching from the sidelines.” 
 
    “This is a lot more than I planned for my freshman year,” Mike said, and a slow grin spread on his thin lips. “I said it before, and I’ll say it again… I’m glad that you’re my roommate.” 
 
    “I do make life interesting,” I laughed. “Try to get some rest. It looks like that war is coming a lot faster than we thought.” 
 
    “I don’t need as much sleep as you,” the tree-man said as he turned back to the notebook. “Try not to dream of any more attacks.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” I said around a yawn. “We should probably map out how long it’s been between my dreams. And I’ll see if Sarya can find anything in her father’s notes. The council is probably tracking the time between the attacks to make sure that they’re not becoming more frequent.” 
 
    Mike grunted in agreement, but his face was back in the notebook as calculations filled the pages. The bioluminescent bombs would probably be ready in the morning, which meant the tree-man would be exhausted in class. But I was lucky to have the mad scientist as my roommate, and some part of me wondered if it was fate or just a really big coincidence. 
 
    Morning came in the blink of an eye with no more dreams of burning villages, but the screams still echoed in the corners of my mind. Mike’s desk was empty, and the trees around his bed had moved closer together the way they did when he was asleep. I listened for a few minutes to make sure that the tree-man was actually asleep and then shook away the last remnants of sleep, stood up, and headed toward the bathroom. 
 
    A million questions ran through my brain as I got ready, but all of them would have to wait for Ira. Mist still covered the grass and hovered around the greenhouse as I stole across campus and snuck into the teachers’ dormitory. Professor Lovelace’s small apartment didn’t have the solstice wreaths or welcome mats that the others did, but there was a barrier around it that clung to my knuckles as I knocked on the door. 
 
    “Andrew?” Ira asked as she opened the door. “What are you doing here so early? Shouldn’t you still be asleep?” 
 
    “Probably,” I chuckled and then slipped inside. “But one of the runes on the cloth was smudged last night, and I had another dream. It was the most vivid one yet, and Mike and I traveled to the village when I woke up. It was real. And the council was covering it up to make it seem like nothing happened. They know what’s going on, and it’s worse than we thought. The shadow creatures have a leader that they’re feeding the mana to.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely certain?” the dragon-woman asked. 
 
    She poured us both a steaming cup of hot coffee, but the pot shook in her pale hands. I could almost feel the fear that rolled off of the strong woman, but she took a deep breath, and the crease between her eyes disappeared. Ira knew more than she wanted to say, but I wasn’t going to leave until some of my questions were answered. 
 
    “I am,” I said and took the coffee. “What is it? You can tell me anything. I just watched an entire village burn before I could do anything to help. And those creatures sucked up the mana like it was juice and gave it to the hooded mage like he was a baby bird.” 
 
    “It’s just a theory,” she said and began to pace the room with the coffee mug clasped in her hands. “But I’ve been researching…” 
 
    “Of course,” I said in an encouraging tone. “And you found something.” 
 
    “Yes,” the raven-haired woman said with a nod. “Your grandmother’s notebook talked about that spell I used to siphon your mana. It’s illegal for a reason. Even mages that know it, like me, don’t use it unless it’s an absolute emergency because it can easily kill. But some of the evil mages, like Kruwyn, thought that those who didn’t use their magic for greatness didn’t deserve it in the first place.” 
 
    “And that’s what got him sent to the purgatory realm,” I said with a nod. “I remember reading about that. Well, they didn’t say exactly how he got the power, but they said that he stole it.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t mention the spell,” Ira said. “Everyone knows that it’s illegal, but like Atlesia and Sarya, most have only heard the frightening stories told to children. The council doesn’t want anyone to know how easy it is to cast, or how thrilling it feels to have that extra energy surge through you. Personally, I’ve never craved more power. I have enough trouble keeping my place in the nine realms without adding another target to my back, but to some it’s very addicting.” 
 
    “Like Kruwyn,” I said and then took a sip of my coffee. “Do you think his followers are the ones in charge of the shadow creatures? I’ve only seen one person, but there has to be more… right?” 
 
    “It’s likely,” the dragon-woman said and then sank into her sofa. “I need more answers, and your grandmother’s amulet will have them. I hate to say this, Andrew, but I think she may have been involved with the cult somehow. What do you know about her life before she settled in the human realm?” 
 
    “Absolutely nothing,” I said and sat next to the professor. “She never talks about it. Grandma is a lot of things, but she’s not a power-hungry mage. Hell, I didn’t even know she had magic until a few months ago.” 
 
    “We all do dumb things when we’re young,” she said. “Your grandmother may have gotten herself caught up in something that was bigger than she realized. Her journals talk about a man that she seemed close to. And every mention of the mana spell is treated with disgust. I think she figured out what was happening and left.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with the amulet?” I asked and pulled the moonstone out. “And why does it react to the shadow creatures?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the professor sighed. “But I should have the last ingredient that I need to safely open it tomorrow.” 
 
    “Right,” I said as I took a deep breath, let it out, and then stuffed the stone back in my pocket. “Until then, I need to learn how to store my mana. Do you think that you could help me today after classes, or does the headmaster have you scheduled for something?” 
 
    “I have something this afternoon, but it’s nothing that can’t be wiggled out of,” the dragon-woman smirked. “Especially if I tell the headmaster that I’m going to be training the human summoner on how to channel his mana.” 
 
    “Won’t he be suspicious?” I asked. 
 
    The headmaster oscillated between a crazy old coot to one of the smartest men that I’d ever met. I was almost positive that he was partially human with his long gray beard and wrinkled face, but there was something about him that just seemed off. His cheekbones were a little too pronounced, and his canines were a little too long, but I’d seen him in full sunlight, so he wasn’t a vampire. 
 
    “Definitely.” Ira shrugged. “But I can say that you wanted to hunt bigger prey than the jackalope. He’s planning another big battle magic event for the end of the semester, so it’ll be worth it to him to have you practice storing mana.” 
 
    “There’s nothing he loves more than a good show,” I muttered. 
 
    “Exactly,” the professor said. “Now, you should head to breakfast before the other teachers wake up. I’ll see you in class later. Stay after everyone leaves, and I’ll show you to a place where you can safely practice.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and then stole a quick kiss. “You look gorgeous, by the way.” 
 
    “I haven’t even brushed my hair,” she said with a roll of her eyes, but a faint blush spread across her pale cheeks. 
 
    I gave her a long once over, winked, and then snuck back out into the morning. There was noise behind some of the doors like the professors had begun to stir, but I made it to the cafeteria without anyone noticing me in the teachers’ dorms.  
 
    Sarya and Atlesia joined me after a few minutes, and I recapped the night’s events for both of them. The redheaded elf had found a few more notes in her father’s office, but they only mentioned meetings in the giant realm, and the desk still had a no-tamper ward on it, so she hadn’t been able to get inside. We all agreed that the supposed meetings were probably with the survivors of the attacks, and Sarya agreed to make another trip home to surprise her father and maybe overhear something. 
 
    Atlesia listened to all of it with rapt attention, and her legs bounced so much that I thought she might fall out of her seat. The flowers that had bloomed the other night weren’t bioluminescent like Mike’s mushrooms, but they did have healing properties that would help to restore our bodies if anything went wrong on the hunt. The lavender-haired woman promised to have it ready by the next weekend, and then opted to skip classes for the day so she could work on the potion. 
 
    Mike didn’t show up until Professor Edinbock had already floated through the wall into the classroom, and his long limbs shuffled slowly as if it took too much effort to pick them up. His revisions to the sleeping bomb had gone well, but the tests would take a few days, and the tree-man hadn’t crawled into bed until it was almost dawn. 
 
    Everything seemed to be on track, but my nerves were still on high alert, and I swore that the smell of smoke followed me everywhere. Sarya excused herself as soon as Ira’s class was over and promised to find out more from her father, and Mike practically vanished the second that we were dismissed. We all had our jobs to do to prepare for the hunt and for the war that seemed to loom closer every second while the other students laughed and talked about the events that the headmaster was putting on. 
 
    “Mr. Hall,” Professor Lovelace said as her class ended. “Are you ready for your lesson?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a smile. “I reread my notes earlier.”  
 
    “I hope it wasn’t during another teacher’s class,” the raven-haired woman said with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “Don’t forget that we have battle magic practice tonight,” Eldar sneered. “Unless you want Rarus to come find you and snap your neck like a twig. It would be devastating if the great human summoner lost his life.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” I said with a shrug. “Unlike you, I’m actually good at multitasking.” 
 
    “Gentleman,” Ira said as the dark-haired elf stepped closer. “You know the rules about fighting outside of the arena. Save it for practice. And Mr. Hall, we have work to do.” 
 
    “Good luck with your remedial training,” the pointy-eared jerk laughed and then strolled out of the classroom. 
 
    “Shall we?” the professor asked and motioned for me to follow her. “Now, I don’t want you to be too upset if you aren’t able to channel your mana today. It takes weeks for mages to create their first stone. Today will simply be the start for you. You’ll need to be able to pool all of your mana into your hands before you can meld it into something like a rock. Have you given more thought to what you want it to look like? It should be something inconspicuous so that no one will be tempted to steal it.” 
 
    My lover led me through the halls and out of the back door. Squat marble buildings that looked like mausoleums stood on the edge of the eastern forest, and Ira walked straight up to one with a wooden door etched with mages casting spells. There was no handle on the door, but a shield wavered for a moment and then gathered to become a glowing knob of silvery light. 
 
    “I’m going to make it look like a butterscotch,” I said and followed her in. “My mana is golden, so it shouldn’t be that difficult. What is this place? I feel like we’re walking into a tomb.” 
 
    The building consisted of exactly one ten-foot square room with brass sconces on the walls and a power-enhancing spell etched into the marble floor. A wooden chest sat directly across from the door, and I noticed some of the same markings that were on the box that Ira had used to store my amulet. There was a small break between the ceiling and the top of the wall where tiny stone columns let in fresh air, and another silvery barrier shimmered like a constant reminder that no one was allowed in without permission. 
 
    “It’s a safe room,” Ira said and lit the candles in their sconces, shut the door, and then activated a protection ward that spread across the floor, ceiling, and walls. “It acts much like the glass room in my house. You’ll be able to practice your spells safely here.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t anyone shown me this before?” I asked. “This place would be really helpful.” 
 
    “It can only be opened by a professor,” she said and opened the chest, pulled out a pillow, and then sat against the wall. “The only reason you would need this room is because you’re trying a spell that could endanger the entire campus.” 
 
    “Summoning my mana into a stone could do that?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the dragon-woman said with a nod. “If you happen to release too much, then the pure magic would arc out, and anyone nearby could be hit with the chaos. I’ve heard of people being turned to ashes on the spot.” 
 
    “And you’re still in here with me?” I laughed. 
 
    “I have every confidence that you can do this, Andrew,” she said and motioned to the center of the room. “Now, you’ll stand inside the circle. Directly in the middle, if you please. Yes. Right there. You may want to sit because you’ll literally be pulling the lifeforce from yourself.” 
 
    “Right,” I said and sat on the cold marble.  
 
    The chill seeped through the fabric of my jeans and into my bones, but it helped to keep me awake, and I rolled my shoulders to relax some of the tension. I’d already learned how to summon my mana to the surface and hold it for an extended period of time, but that was a far cry from being able to create a stone with it. The textbooks had mentioned something about cutting the mana off like a piece of stretched taffy, but the how-to part had been a bit vague. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Ira asked as she pulled a notebook out of her robes.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said and closed my eyes. “Just summon my mana, let it flow into my hands, and try to press it into a stone. No big deal.” 
 
    Energy pulsed through me as I summoned the magic that flowed through my veins. Golden light skimmed across my body and glittered in the flickering candlelight, and the familiar tug pulled at my insides. I forced myself to remain calm and directed the mana into the palms of my hands, but it felt like it was a turtle in peanut butter, and nothing had happened when I opened my eyes. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” Ira said with a reassuring smile. “It’s all on the surface. Just hold it like that for a few minutes. You don’t want to rush this process, or you may end up using more magic than you intended. This room will help you cut off a spell before it turns you into a mummy, but wards can only do so much, so you still need to be careful.” 
 
    “Right,” I grunted. 
 
    Sweat dripped down the back of my neck, and my stomach churned like I’d chugged an entire gallon of sour milk. My head swirled with stars as I started to lose consciousness, but thankfully the golden mana surged back inside of me before the black dots on the edge of my vision converged. I bit back the vomit that tried to crawl up my throat, shook my head, and then took another deep breath. 
 
    “That was a great first try,” Ira said. “Your aura was large enough that I think you pulled most of your mana out of your body. Next time, try to concentrate so that only half of your magic comes out. You’ll know when that is because it’ll feel like your heart is about to beat out of your chest. Once that happens, picture the magic flowing to the palms of your hands.” 
 
    “Okay,” I managed a wobbly smile.  
 
    “Remember, your only goal today is to have your mana pool into your hands,” the dragon-woman said. “Tomorrow you can try to create a stone. You’re a quick learner, but every mage has their limits. And you’re still very young and new to magic.” 
 
    “I know,” I said, but my stubbornness rose to the surface like she’d challenged me. 
 
    I steadied my nerves, nodded to myself, and then tugged on the magic inside of me one more time. It didn’t take long for my heart to start racing like I was in a marathon, and then it was just a matter of determination to move the mana toward my hands. I tried to form it into a butterscotch, but the taste of blood washed over my tongue, and the golden light surged back inside of me. 
 
    “That was wonderful,” Ira said. “Do you think you can try one more time? I think that you might be able to form a small one. Try for something no bigger than a pea.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said and started the process one more time. 
 
    Every muscle in my body ached like I’d competed in a triathlon, but it was easier this time than it had been during the first two attempts. I opened one eye to peek at the magic that pooled in the palms of my hands, brought them together, and then focused all of my willpower on envisioning a tiny butterscotch stone. 
 
    “You’re doing it,” Ira said in a shocked tone. “Just be careful. There you go. The mana is becoming solid, don’t use too much. Okay. Now, think of cutting the magic with a giant pair of scissors. Perfect.” 
 
    I managed to smile through the pain as a pea-sized butterscotch landed in the middle of my hands. The rest of the golden mana had rushed back into me the second that I’d used the imaginary scissors to cut a piece off, and the queasiness had subsided a little as the black dots on the edge of my vision started to fade.  
 
    “I did it,” I said and turned the stone over and over in awe. “I actually did it.” 
 
    “You did,” the dragon-woman said and produced an apple from inside of her robes. “Here… you need to eat something. You’ve used a lot of your mana.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and then took a giant bite. “Do you think that I’ll be able to make more?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” she said with a shake of her head. “But we’ll come back tomorrow. Make sure you sleep tonight, and have Mike make you a tea to help your body and mana replenish. With any luck, you’ll be able to make two tomorrow. Keep making at least one a day until the hunt.” 
 
    “What about the amulet?” I asked. “I thought we’d be able to open it tomorrow.” 
 
    “My contact said he needs another day,” she sighed. “There’s been some commotion in the giant realm that’s made it harder to get the item out.” 
 
    “Because that’s where the council is stashing the survivors of the attacks,” I said. “Okay. I’ll focus on making more of these stones tomorrow. For now, I need to go to battle magic practice.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Ira asked as we both stood. “You’ve used a lot of magic. You need to make sure that you don’t use too much.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll just tell Rarus that it’ll have to be hand-to-hand combat or something. He won’t pass up a chance to try and beat me to a pulp.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” the dragon-woman said. “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “You won’t,” I said and gave her a long kiss. “Besides, Professor Mortice won’t let it get that far.” 
 
    “True,” she laughed and then took a look at the fake butterscotch. “You really did amazing.” 
 
    “It’s pretty small,” I said with a frown. “But it’s a start.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 11 
 
    “You’re late,” Rarus said as I walked into the arena. 
 
    The minotaur stood at the edge of the grass field with a deep scowl on his face and rage in his molten brown eyes. His horns practically glowed in the late afternoon light, and the golden tips seemed sharper than usual. He stomped a giant hoof impatiently, motioned to where everyone had started to practice, and then bent down to glare at me like I was a little kid who’d broken his favorite train set. 
 
    “I was busy,” I said and glowered up at the bull-man. “Professor Lovelace is teaching me how to store my mana.” 
 
    “Only a weakling needs to back up his energy,” the bull-headed man said. “You should be able to fight with your fists as much as your mana.” 
 
    “I’m a summoner,” I said with a shrug. “And if memory serves me, which it does, I did pretty well against you in hand-to-hand combat as well.” 
 
    Professor Mortice stood near the bleachers with his hooded head turned toward us. His skeletal face was hidden in the shadows of his robes, but I could almost feel the death stare that he shot in our direction. The necromancer pointed a finger to the green field and then crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Summoner or not,” Rarus began as we walked onto the grass, “you need to be more powerful. I will not have anyone saying that a weakling beat me in a fight.” 
 
    An evil grin spread across his face as we stopped in an open area, and blue mana started to drip from his fingers like water droplets. The minotaur brought his palms together and formed one of the bubbles that he’d used on Eliana in the battle magic fight. There was an excited light in Rarus’ eyes, and one of the other students moved further away like they knew what was coming. 
 
    “I’m not weak,” I said and reached in my pocket. 
 
    I didn’t have a lot of spells with me, but there was a quartz with a swarm of wasps in it, and the butterscotch rock with my stored mana. Professor Mortice was behind me in an instant as the rest of the spells in the arena died down because no one wanted to miss another epic battle between the minotaur and the human summoner. I clutched the quartz in my hand but didn’t pull it out as the new battle magic professor came around to stare at both of us like we’d lost our minds. 
 
    “You know the rules,” Professor Mortice said in his dry, brittle voice. “Mentees and mentors are not to fight.” 
 
    “The human was late,” Rarus sneered. “There’s no one else available.” 
 
    “I will not have you act out your fantasy revenge on my field,” the necromancer said, and the air around us grew colder as if death was on its way. 
 
    “It’s fine, Professor Mortice,” I said. “I’m not worried about Rarus.” 
 
    “See?” the minotaur said and clutched the water bubble in his hand. “I promise that I won’t kill him. Besides, there are healers nearby.” 
 
    “It won’t come to that,” I said and lifted my chin in the air. “Unless you think that you’ll need it.” 
 
    “After you spent the afternoon learning how to store your mana?” my mentor chuckled. “You’d be lucky if you could summon a fly. And a strong gust of wind could blow you over.” 
 
    “Enough,” Professor Mortice said. 
 
    The cold breeze that wafted off of the necromancer smelled like mold and decay, and I used all of my self-control not to shudder as the tendrils wound around me. Rarus grunted and shook his head as if the professor’s magic had affected him, too, but neither of us budged an inch. 
 
    “I will allow you two to battle today,” the skeletal man said and broke the silence that had fallen in the arena. “But mark my words, Rarus… if you try to kill your mentee, then I will ban you from the battle magic program for the rest of your life. You will not be able to participate in any of the events at Magia Schola, or in the leagues once you’ve graduated.” 
 
    “Fine,” the minotaur snorted. “How about a little target practice, human? It’s just as important for you to learn to avoid spells as it is to cast them. And I promise to release my bubbles before you drown.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said and took a few steps away to give him space. “Why don’t you throw those little water balloons, and I’ll try to punch you in that big nose of yours. The healers fixed it after the last time, right? When I almost broke it.” 
 
    “Remember what I said, gentlemen,” Professor Mortice said and then turned to everyone else. “Did I say that practice is over? Why are you standing there?” 
 
    The field erupted in a flurry of activity as the skeletal man glided back toward the bleachers. His movements were so smooth that the thick black robes that clung to his thin frame didn’t move, and a shudder that had nothing to do with the cold ran down my spine. There was a reason that Mortice had taken Professor Louis’ spot as our instructor, and I didn’t want to find out what would happen if I got on his bad side. 
 
    A bubble of water slammed into my side like I’d done a cannonball from a high board, and the wind rushed out of me in an instant. I bent forward to try to catch my breath, but another ball of cold seawater was on its way, and I had to spin to avoid it. Every muscle in my body ached from the mana practice, but my damp clothes reminded me that there wasn’t time to rest. 
 
    “Did you fall asleep?” Rarus laughed. “And here I thought that you were some great mage. Maybe I gave you too much credit. You were just lucky enough to catch me off guard with that jackalope. No real skill involved.” 
 
    “Is that why we had to save your life?” I grunted. 
 
    I dodged three more frothing globes, pushed myself forward, and then stumbled as the minotaur threw one at the ground in front of me. The slick grass made it hard to jump back up, so I rolled away until I was back on dry ground and then hopped to my feet. I was only a little closer to Rarus, and the warrior had already turned in my direction, but it took him a moment to make another one of the seawater globes. 
 
    “The healer saved my life,” he snapped and tossed a bubble the size of a giant beach ball at me. 
 
    The projectile was too big for me to avoid, and my lungs burned like I’d breathed in toxic fumes. If that thing hit me head on, then it would drown me long before Rarus let it go. My mind raced as I tried to figure out the best course of action, and then my hand wrapped around the small mana stone in my pocket. 
 
    There wasn’t enough mana left in my body at the moment to do anything great, but the fake butterscotch would give me just the boost that I needed. There wasn’t time to think of anything else, and the scent of seawater washed over me, so I crushed the stone in the palm of my hand. My magic rushed back into my veins, and I threw up my hands, whispered an incantation for a shield, and then braced as the water bubble burst against the golden barrier in front of me. 
 
    As soon as the water was released, I dropped the shield and cast the spell to release my wasps. The skin on my right hand pruned like I’d spent two hours in a hot tub, but the swarm of angry insects shot toward Rarus as if he’d been the one to trap them. The buzz of hundreds of wings fell silent as the minotaur swallowed them up in another bubble, but it was just the distraction that I needed. 
 
    I summoned what little strength I had to run toward the tall man, leapt up, and slammed my fist straight into his bull-like nose. A satisfying crunch seemed to echo through the arena, and my mentor stumbled back, but not before he threw a punch of his own. I didn’t have the energy to block it, so the hit landed right on my ribs, and the unmistakable crack of broken ribs made my teeth grind together. 
 
    “Enough!” Professor Mortice shouted as Rarus and I squared off. “The battle is over. If one more of you uses a spell, or uses their fists, then I’ll personally see that you never fight again. You’ll go to the healers. Now. Am I understood?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I grunted and held my side like the ribs would spill out of my body and crumble to dust. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Rarus mumbled with a nod. 
 
    The two of us hobbled over to the bleachers where a healing fairy waited in dark blue robes. Her delicate mouth was pulled down into a frown, and her gossamer wings flapped so hard that she started to lift off the ground. Neither of us said anything as the healer pointed to a bench and started to mumble to herself about the stubbornness of bulls and humans alike. 
 
    “I’m surprised you survived,” the minotaur said as the fairy stomped off. “You were paler than Professor Mortice when you walked into the arena.” 
 
    I repeated the words in my head and tried to find some malice in them, but his tone was the friendliest that I’d ever heard it, and somehow that made me more suspicious. The minotaur wasn’t known for his kindness, but his blunt nature was more notorious than he was. I decided to take the small olive branch, especially with Professor Mortice looming nearby. It helped that the healing fairy had just finished with her work, so I was feeling almost whole once again. 
 
    “You know how Professor Lovelace is,” I said with a shrug and leaned back, grimaced as my bruised ribs shot pain through me, and then managed to breathe normally. “She’s even harder on us summoners. I’m sure Ramis has told you all about her.” 
 
    “He has,” the bull-man said with a nod. “And I remember her classes well. There weren’t any summoners in mine, but that didn’t stop her from teaching all of us as if that was our proclivity. It’s the reason that I can summon bait for the ships when we go out.” 
 
    “That’s a really good skill to have,” I said and watched the other students fight.  
 
    Silence grew between us as we both stared out across the field. The muscular brute shifted and rubbed the bridge of his bruised, but no longer broken, nose. I could cut the tension with a knife, but if the minotaur wanted to ask me something, then he was going to have to suck it up and say it. 
 
    “I know that you and the others are planning another hunt,” Rarus said in a rush. “And Ramis and I want to join you.” 
 
    “Another hunt?” I asked and lifted an eyebrow. “You. The great Rarus, want to join my friends and I on a hunt?” 
 
    “Don’t act like I’m asking to be best friends,” he snapped and then glanced around to make sure no one had heard him. 
 
    He sighed and ran a hand over his horns like this was torture, but I was too confused to know where to begin. The two of us had been enemies practically since my first day of school. It didn’t help that I’d almost killed him with my jackalope or that he’d threatened to murder me more than once over the last few months. Rarus was not the kind to ask for assistance, but there was something like worry in his molten brown eyes, and I wanted to know what could make the proud man want to join my group of friends. 
 
    “So, why the hell do you want to come with us?” I asked and brushed the dirt off my jeans. “I could see why Ramis would. He’s doing well in class, but he’ll need more animals. But I don’t think he needs his big brother watching over him every second of the day.” 
 
    Ramis wasn’t exactly the most pleasant person in the world, but the minotaur had the potential to be a stronger mage than his brother. Our rivalry wasn’t as intense as the one with Rarus, but the younger bull-man had made it clear that he planned to rise above me in the ranks by the time we graduated.  
 
    “I know that you’ve seen those things at the underground arena,” Rarus hissed. “And I know that you and your friends can’t resist sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong. It’s a human trait. But my brother and I aren’t going to sit around and do nothing while the council acts like there’s nothing wrong. And whatever you’re about to hunt will help you defend yourself.” 
 
    “You heard what the headmaster said,” I shrugged and watched as everyone took a water break. “The council is relocating them into the woods to study them. They’re harmless. Why would we need to do anything?” 
 
    “That’s centaur shit, and you know it,” the minotaur said and stood. “I’m not asking to be friends with you. I just want to be involved in whatever you have planned. It’s only a matter of time before war breaks out, and I’m not going to be caught with my pants down.” 
 
    I stared up at the angry bull-man for a few seconds and then shrugged. The minotaur may have been mostly brawn, but he wasn’t an idiot, and I didn’t have the energy to lie to him. I forced myself onto wobbly legs, steadied myself, and then glanced at the other students in the battle mage program before turning back to Rarus. 
 
    “I’ll talk to everyone at dinner,” I said. “I’m not saying that we have anything on the agenda, or that we’ll let you come along if we do, but I’ll at least bring it up.” 
 
    “Fine,” he snorted and scraped a huge hoof on the soft soil near the bleachers. “I assume that you’ll be at the next match in the giant realm. You can have your answer for me then.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    The sun had already set behind the horizon by the time that I made it to the cafeteria, but there were still plenty of students out on the quad or at the tables. Sarya, Mike, and Atlesia sat at our usual spot, and it took all of my energy to trudge over and sink into one of the wooden chairs. The smell of meatloaf and fresh baked bread wafted out of the arched doorways, and my stomach growled louder than a manticore. 
 
    “Training was that rough?” Mike asked and looked up from his journal. 
 
    “I used so much mana that my hand looks like it’s eighty years old,” I grumbled and held up the offending appendage. 
 
    It no longer had quite as many wrinkles as it had when I’d first cast the spell, but my middle and index fingers still looked like prunes. At least they hadn’t completely mummified, but the nerves tingled with a warning not to try any magic again that night. 
 
    “That’s really dangerous,” Sarya hissed and looked around. “There’s no use pushing yourself that hard. You’re no good to anyone dead.” 
 
    “I’ll go get some food,” Atlesia said and hopped up. “You need to eat and replenish your strength.” 
 
    “Can you grab a hot water for his tea?” Mike asked as he pulled out a bag of dried mushrooms. 
 
    “Will do,” the lavender-haired woman said and then rushed inside. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I said. “I just forgot that I had battle magic practice when I made plans with Professor Lovelace to learn how to channel my mana.” 
 
    “How did it go?” the redheaded elf asked and arched a perfectly manicured eyebrow.  
 
    “I managed to summon a small stone,” I smirked and sat back in the chair. “But I had to use it in my fight against Rarus.” 
 
    “I thought Professor Mortice doesn’t let you fight against your mentor,” Mike said with a frown. “And why would you go against one of the strongest mages in our school when you were already weakened?” 
 
    “I didn’t really have a choice,” I said with a shrug. “By the time I made it to practice he was the only one left. Professor Mortice threatened to ban us from battle magic for the rest of our lives if we tried to kill each other.” 
 
    Sarya glared at me from across the table, but there was a hint of pride in her silver eyes. It was hard to tell which emotion won the battle for control, especially as she flipped her ponytail and let the carefully curated mask fall back into place like we were at the elven palace and not Magia Schola. 
 
    “I’m glad you survived,” she said. “But if you do anything like that again, then I’ll personally light you on fire.” 
 
    “You like me too much to do that,” I laughed. 
 
    “Maybe,” the elf huffed and brushed an invisible piece of lint from her blue linen dress. “But I’d rather see you burn to a crisp than turn into a mummy.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said and reached over to squeeze her hand. “I’ll be more careful next time. I know how to make the mana stones now and how much wear and tear it has on my body. Ira wants me to make at least one more a day until next weekend, so I’m going to the north forest in the morning. There’s a tournament tomorrow in the giant realm, and I want to make sure that my mana has time to replenish before then.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” my roommate said as Atlesia handed him a mug of steaming water. “There are some mushrooms that are only potent when they’re picked at dawn.” 
 
    “I’m going, too,” Atlesia said. “You said something about storing mana, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and accepted the plate of food. “Thanks for getting my dinner.” 
 
    “You better eat it all,” the flower nymph said with a hard glare. “I won’t date a mummy.” 
 
    “It sounds like we’re all going to the north forest tomorrow morning,” Sarya said.  
 
    My attention shifted to Ira and the headmaster as they walked out into the middle of the quad. The gray-bearded man had a smile on his face like he was the cat that ate the canary, and Professor Lovelace had a long-suffering look in her eyes as if she’d been roped into the older man’s shenanigans. The dragon-woman had been in more of the events than I’d expected, but that meant more information for us if she became his confidante again. 
 
    “Students,” the headmaster boomed with his voice-enhancing spell. “I have an extra-special announcement for you. The professors and I have worked together for the next event. Tomorrow evening, we will have a cooking competition hosted by the faculty and staff of Magia Schola. We’ve already selected the judges. All that you have to do is come and do taste testing.” 
 
    “Another event?” Sarya muttered. “He’s trying to keep everyone distracted while my father and the council deal with the attacks.” 
 
    “He is,” I said and watched Onet flit from table to table. “But you can go and listen to the conversations while I’m at the battle in the giant realm. Someone is bound to gossip.” 
 
    “You mean Onet,” Atlesia smirked and rolled her eyes. “I’ll make sure to mingle. And Sarya can come with me.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” the redheaded elf sighed. “I’d rather be at the fight.” 
 
    “I’ll do the socializing,” Mike said. “It’s easier for people to talk to nymphs and tree-people than elves. You can go and make sure that Andrew doesn’t use too much of his mana. We all need to be our best if we’re going on the hunt next weekend.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I said and ignored the jab about using too much mana. “Rarus and Ramis want to join us.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the flower nymph next to me gaped. “You’re talking about the minotaurs right? Specifically, the one that’s tried to kill you several times?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said and then took a bite of the meatloaf. “He talked to me at practice.” 
 
    There was silence at the table as everyone processed what I’d just said. It was just as weird to me, and the words had felt funny leaving my mouth like I had dreamed the entire conversation, but my dreams had been much scarier lately. I let the quiet spread and downed my food before everyone’s questions burst out of them, and Sarya was the first to start the barrage. 
 
    “You think that he’s serious?” the elf asked and narrowed her silver eyes. “Minotaurs are usually truthful to a fault, but I can’t imagine that he’d want to team up with us. Even if it would help his brother’s creature collection.” 
 
    “He wants to come because he knows that we’re going after something that can fight the shadow creatures,” I said. “And he and Ramis want to help.” 
 
    Mike tapped his long fingers on the table and looked around as if someone might overhear our conversation. There were a few pixies nearby, but they were distracted by gossip, and none of them spared us a second glance. The tree-man nodded to himself, turned his coal-like eyes on me, and then smiled. 
 
    “The minotaurs are loyal,” he said. “And they’re powerful enough to help us on the hunt. It might just be the help that we need. You wouldn’t have to store as much mana, either.” 
 
    “I bet he wants to catch something that will help protect his people,” Sarya said and flipped her ponytail. “There’s been rumors around the palace that minotaur ships have gone missing, and that the mermaids and krakens are all up in arms about something.” 
 
    “That would make a lot of sense,” I said. “We all know that Rarus’ number one priority is his people. If the shadow creatures are attacking the minotaur ships, then it’s enough to make him ally himself with us.” 
 
    “I still don’t like it,” the redheaded elf said. “His temper might get the best of him and get us all killed.” 
 
    “He did almost kill us when you first summoned the jackalope,” Atlesia pointed out. 
 
    “But he learned his lesson,” I countered. “I’m not saying that they’re going to become our friends. But I think we should let them come on the hunt. And Mike has a point. The more people that we have in our party, the easier it’ll be to take down the will-o’-wisp.” 
 
    “And keep an eye out for any shadow creatures,” the tree-man said with a nod. “I vote we let them.” 
 
    The girls exchanged a look and seemed to have a conversation entirely with their eyes. I glanced over at Mike, and the tall man shrugged as if to say he couldn’t understand it, either. Sarya finally shrugged, and Atlesia bobbed her head in agreement like they’d had some great debate right in front of us. 
 
    “I suppose it should be fine,” Sarya said. 
 
    “I’m in,” Atlesia said. “This should be fun.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I said and stood. “I’m going to turn in early. I’ll see you all at the north gate at dawn.” 
 
    “Don’t forget your tea,” Mike said and pointed to the now lukewarm concoction. 
 
    “Thanks,” I muttered and forced myself to drink the earthy liquid. “I feel better already.” 
 
    My walk back to the dorm room was uneventful, but I did spot a few of the ogres on patrol. I didn’t think there were as many as there had been when the shadow creatures first showed up, but it was hard to be sure since they blended in so well with the dark spots on the wall. I still hadn’t figured out how the green musclemen could practically become one with solid surfaces, but it was only a matter of time before one of them told me their secrets. 
 
    I double-checked the runes on the spell cloth so that the amulet wouldn’t activate in the middle of the night again, stripped, and then set an alarm for six a.m. Sleep dragged me under the second that my head hit the pillow, and thankfully, all of my dreams were about the upcoming hunt and water bubbles that smelled like seawater. I woke up mostly refreshed right before the alarm went off and found a note from Mike reminding me to wake him up and a pouch filled with more of the mana mushrooms. 
 
    “Wakey-wakey,” I called into the trees around my roommate’s bed. “It’s time to go hunt mushrooms.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” he grumbled from the depths of his foliage cocoon. “How are you so chipper? Even the sun isn’t awake yet.” 
 
    “Because I’m going to store more mana today,” I said as I got ready. “It was a lot harder than I thought it would be yesterday, but I’ve figured it out now.” 
 
    “Good,” the tree-man said and grabbed his notebook. “We’ll stop by the cafeteria and grab some hot water so that you can have your tea.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered and slid my backpack onto my shoulder. “Let’s go.” 
 
    A mist hung over the campus grounds as the two of us made our way to the cafeteria. Atlesia and Sarya were already at our usual table with a plate of food to go, hot water for the tea, and a canister of coffee. The flower nymph hopped up and ran to throw her arms around me, and I kissed her until neither of us could breathe.  
 
    “Good morning,” she said with a bright smile. 
 
    “Good morning,” I chuckled. “You’re in a good mood.” 
 
    “Sarya and I were just talking about the spa that we’re going to after the hunt,” the lavender-haired woman said and skipped back to the table.  
 
    “I’ve already made the reservation,” the redheaded elf said. “I can add your name, if you’d like.” 
 
    “I’ll pass this time,” I said as I made the earthy tea, downed it as fast as possible, and then shuddered as the flavor clung to my tongue. “Shall we?” 
 
    The girls continued to talk about their plans to be pampered while Mike and I led the way to the north forest. A few of the ogres skulked along the outer wall, but no one tried to stop us as we slipped through the old wooden door. It was so peaceful that it almost reminded me of the first few weeks that I was at Magia Schola, before the shadow creatures had made their debut to the nine realms, and when our biggest worry was the underground arena fights. 
 
    “What is that?” Sarya asked as something moved ahead of us. 
 
    A blue jay-squirrel griffon ran across our path as we entered the usual clearing, and I managed to kill it with the wasps that were in the quartz in my pocket. The little creature put up a fight with its sharp beak and talons, but there were too many of the insects for it to win, and I salvaged its pieces to use in the fight that night. It wouldn’t be the strongest animal in my arsenal, but neither were the wasps, and they did great when I used them properly. 
 
    “Okay,” I said and took a deep breath, sat down, and channeled my mana. “It’s time to go to work.” 
 
    “I’ll keep watch,” Sarya said as she made herself comfortable against a tree. 
 
    “I’m going to look for those flowers,” Atlesia said. “Don’t overdo it. And make sure that you eat something.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I said with a reassuring smile. “Where’s Mike?” 
 
    “He already went in search of his mushrooms,” the flower nymph laughed and then skipped off toward the other side of the clearing. 
 
    “Right,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    I forced myself to focus and feel the flow of magic that danced across my skin. It was the easy part since I’d had to learn how to do that to summon my jackalope, but it still took a few tries to make it pool in the palm of my hands, and my stomach churned with the effort that it took to cut the mana away from me and form it into the fake butterscotch. I had to take a break after the first one, but by the time we needed to go to class there were two pea-sized golden stones in my pocket. 
 
    “That was very impressive,” Sarya said as she handed me another tea. “I knew there was a reason that I liked you. Most mages can’t do that until their senior year. If they can even do it then.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and swayed from exhaustion. “I just hope that my mana is back to normal by tonight.” 
 
    “You should hope that Professor Lovelace will take it easy on you in class,” Mike laughed and patted me on the back.  
 
    “That, too,” I chuckled as we started back to the school. 
 
    My limbs felt like they were made out of jelly as I bent down to slip through the north gate, but the mana tea had helped enough that I didn’t feel like passing out anymore. Still, if anyone attacked us, then I wouldn’t be able to do much to help. It was something that I’d need to think about the next time I stored mana, especially since the war seemed to be heating up. 
 
    I’d come a long way over the last few months, from a warehouse worker that could barely make ends meet to a mage with enough money to take care of his grandmother, restore the old Victorian manor, and buy a brand-new car. My entire life was different, and I’d finally found my purpose. 
 
    All I had to do was keep my new world from being destroyed by the man in the hood and his army of shadow creatures. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Ira did not take it easy on me in class, and neither did Professor Edinbock. I had to endure an entire speech about the history of great mages that wouldn’t have made it as far as they did if they’d fallen asleep in class. The ghost teacher had waved off my explanation and told me that I needed to prioritize class and learning before my hunger for power, warned me about the evil mages that had put personal gain above all else, and then made me late for Professor Lovelace’s class. 
 
    “Mr. Hall,” the dragon-woman said as the class ended. “I’d like you to stay after since you couldn’t be bothered to arrive on time.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said with my best worried look. 
 
    Eldar and his elven cronies snickered to themselves as they passed by my table, and Mike patted me on the back like he wanted to wish me luck. The rest of the class dispersed without a glance in my direction, and I let out a sigh of relief that it was lunchtime. The last thing that I needed was someone to volunteer to stay and interrupt the conversation that Ira and I needed to have about the amulet and the stored mana. 
 
    “How many stones did you make this morning?” the raven-haired woman asked as soon as we were alone. 
 
    “Two,” I said and patted my pocket. “Mike made some more of that tea before and after.” 
 
    “I heard about that fight that you had with Rarus last night,” she said with a frown. 
 
    The sexy teacher leaned against the desk in the front of the room and crossed her arms over her chest. Her black teacher robes opened slightly to show the skintight black dress underneath, and my pulse raced as I daydreamed about locking the doors and taking her right there. She seemed to follow my line of thinking because a pink blush painted her pale skin. 
 
    “It was for the battle magic program,” I said and glanced at the hallways, sighed when a bird girl rushed by, and then sat back in my chair. “I have to fight, or else Professor Mortice will kick me out.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” the strict teacher said and then waved to the professor who had the class next as he came in. “You have potential, but you’re taking on a lot all at once. This is only your freshman year. There’s still time. Now, I’ll expect you to bring me that makeup work by the end of the day.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and picked up the spell papers. 
 
    The wolfman that taught the next class bobbed his hairy head at me and then started to talk to Ira about the taste-testing event scheduled for that evening. His souffle was apparently famous, but the dragon-woman was known for a chocolate dessert that would give him a run for his money. Neither professor paid attention to me as I walked out into the hallway, but Ira’s message about dropping off schoolwork had been a brilliant cover for why I’d be at her apartment that night. 
 
    “Hey,” Ramis said as I walked through the hall.  
 
    The minotaur had waited for me a few classes down, and his brother joined us from the stairwell. It would look like an accidental meetup to anyone that passed by, and Rarus pointed to an empty classroom with the meanest scowl that he could muster. We all walked in, and Ramis shut the door behind us so that no one could eavesdrop. 
 
    “What did you and your little friends decide?” Rarus asked. 
 
    “We’d be glad for the extra help,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    I leaned against one of the desks and watched as Rarus let out a sigh of relief. It was weird to see the minotaur nervous, but Sarya had said that his people and their ships were under attack, and the big guy was nothing if not loyal to his kind. I almost felt bad for him, but then I remembered how he’d almost gotten us all killed when I summoned the jackalope and all of the times that he’d threatened to kill me for some tiny slight. 
 
    “Even me?” Ramis asked as he walked over to join us. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “You’re good at summoning, too. And we need as many hands on deck as we can get.” 
 
    “What are we going to hunt?” the older bull-man asked and narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “A will-o’-wisp,” I said. 
 
    “Those are a myth,” the younger bull-man said with a glance at his brother. “Right?” 
 
    “Mike said that his grandmother saw one in the mountains,” I said and shoved my hands in my pockets. “That there was some kind of palace where the clouds and peaks meet. The textbooks don’t say much about them--” 
 
    “Because no one that hunts them survives,” Rarus interrupted and shook his massive head. “I knew that you were crazy, but this goes above and beyond. Even for a human.” 
 
    “You don’t have to come if you don’t want to,” I said and started toward the door, paused, and turned to look at the two minotaurs. “We’re going to Mike’s house next Friday, and we’ll leave first thing in the morning. That’ll give you a full week to prepare yourselves.” 
 
    Ramis ran a hand over his horns and tapped a giant hoof on the marble floor. I could see the wheels turn behind his dark brown eyes, but the minotaur was as competitive as his brother, and there was no way that he’d stay behind if we were going to hunt something that powerful. He sighed, shrugged, and then looked at Rarus to confirm that they were on the same page. 
 
    “If you’re messing with us,” the older minotaur threatened. “Then I’ll kill each and every one of you. And I’ll take my time doing it.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “That seems fair.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Ramis said and then pulled his shoulders back. “But I have to admit that it would be awesome to have a will-o’-wisp. We’ll split the materials evenly.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I said with a shrug. “No one else on the hunt will need it. It’s too dangerous for anyone other than a summoner to try and tame an animal like that.” 
 
    “Don’t think that this means that I’ll go easy on you in practice next week,” Rarus said. “And as far as anyone else is concerned, we’re still mortal enemies. I still owe you for my new scars.” 
 
    “As long as you don’t try to get your revenge during the hunt,” I said.  
 
    “I’m not an idiot,” the bull-man said. “If you actually do manage to find a will-o’-wisp, then it’s going to take all of us to defeat it. And it would be dishonorable to break our agreement. I’ll defeat you in front of everyone, so that no one can say that it was by luck.” 
 
    “I look forward to when you try,” I said and then left the two minotaurs behind. 
 
    The rest of the day went by in the blink of an eye as I grabbed some food and headed to the library. I found another book that mentioned will-o’-wisps, but it was all just more hearsay and wild descriptions. According to the entry, the creatures could get inside of people’s heads and make them see their greatest desires. It made them sound almost God-like, but I made a note about it just in case. 
 
    “Are you still going to the fight in the giant realm?” Sarya asked as she joined me in the library. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I talked to Ramis and Rarus earlier. They’re down for the hunt next weekend, and I want to earn some extra gold for supplies. I have some rubies and emeralds, but I might want to buy a diamond to keep the will-o’-wisp in.” 
 
    “When do we leave?” she asked and helped me to return the reference books. 
 
    “Now,” I said with a smile. “I just wanted to finish all of my homework. Ira mentioned dropping it off tonight, and I think all of us should go. She should have the last ingredient that we need to safely open my grandmother’s amulet, and we can make plans for the hunt with no one listening.” 
 
    “I ran into her this afternoon, and she said that she’s picking up another book that mentions the will-o’-wisp,” the redheaded elf said while we walked out of the library. “Atlesia and I already have plans to go over after I get back from the fight. It won’t be as suspicious if we’re all there. The other teachers will just think that we’re there for a study group.” 
 
    “You and Atlesia seem to be becoming better friends,” I smirked and reached for the elf’s hand. 
 
    “She’s not that bad once I made it past her overly energetic surface,” Sarya said and laced her fingers through mine. “And she’s really funny, smart, and beautiful. I can see why you wanted to date her.” 
 
    “She is pretty fantastic,” I said. “And she manages to socialize a lot better than either of us.” 
 
    “Thank all the stars in the nine realms,” the elf laughed as she opened a portal to the giant realm. “I’ve done enough smiling and bowing for a lifetime. Of course, I can’t completely drop the act while I’m around my family. But the more time that I spend at Magia Schola, the less I want to follow in the Kaylen family’s footsteps. Political intrigue and fake smiles are exhausting.” 
 
    “I’ve only been to the solstice dinner,” I said and followed her through the shimmering doorway. “But it was exhausting to pretend to smile so much. I don’t know how you do it.” 
 
    The tall trees of the giant realm stretched out in front of us like sentinels guarding the nearby mountains. I checked the stream to make sure that there weren’t any moose-sized deer and then started across the old wooden bridge. The cave that led to the underground arena was darker than usual, but a pair of red eyes watched us from the shadows as we climbed the stairs cut into the steep cliff. 
 
    “I haven’t made much of an effort to look pleasant for a few years,” Sarya said. “At least, not as much as I used to.” 
 
    “What changed?” I asked. 
 
    “I did,” the elf said and flipped her ponytail. “I snuck out one night and found the underground arena. It opened my eyes to all the possibilities. And then I started to travel throughout the nine realms without Caros or any of the family guards. I’d never been on my own, and there’s so much adventure to be had. Going back to the elegant dinners and lies felt like a golden choker that was too tight around my neck.” 
 
    “Password,” the ogre at the entrance of the cave grunted. 
 
    “Mango,” I said.  
 
    The red-eyed man grunted and then blended back into the shadows while Sarya took my hand again. The two of us walked through the barrier and into the underground arena like a couple that had just been announced at their first ball. No one gave us more than a quick glance as they walked around and placed their bets, though, but it was the first time that we’d held hands in public, and my pulse raced so fast it practically sang. 
 
    “Andrew,” the ringmaster said with a sharp smile. “And Lady Sarya Kaylen, always a pleasure.” 
 
    “Of course,” the redhead said with a genuine grin.  
 
    “Can I assume that you’re here for a fight, Mr. Hall?” the short man said and gestured to the tall iron cage. 
 
    “Naturally,” I said. “Do you have anyone that might want to fight me?” 
 
    “I’m never in short supply of that, my boy,” the red coated gnome chuckled. “Some of your competitors have even paid for the honor to beat you. Of course, you haven’t given them that satisfaction, which is why I like you. I get to keep the odds stacked against you and make a tidy sum of money.” 
 
    “Isn’t it immoral to bet on fights?” I asked and lifted an eyebrow. “Since you’re the one running them.” 
 
    “Not at all,” he shrugged. “I just arrange them. My sister is the one that works out all the numbers. She’s got a brilliant head on her shoulders, that one. Usually hates that I bet on you, but you haven’t let me down yet. Though tonight’s fight might be hard on you. Might have to do a little hedging, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “I get your drift,” I said and looked around the bar. 
 
    It was emptier than it usually was, but there were plenty of dwarves that were at least two pints deep in their ale, and more fairies than I’d ever seen in the arena. The bartender moved so fast that I could barely keep up with her, and the waitresses flitted around with trays laden with colorful drinks and potions. A band of sirens sang dulcet songs from one side of the cave, and their magical voices rose higher every time an unscheduled fight was about to break out. 
 
    “Your classmate, Rarus, is up next,” the gnome said and jerked a thumb toward the cage. “He’s up for quite the match. Might want to get your seats before everyone else.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up,” I said. 
 
    “I wonder who he’s going to fight,” Sarya said as we walked toward the front seats. “His reputation precedes him, so whoever it is must be powerful if they think that they can beat him.” 
 
    “Or stupid,” I said and flagged down a waitress, put in my bets for the evening, and then sat next to Sarya. 
 
    “You have a lot of confidence in a guy that’s threatened to kill you on multiple occasions,” she said. “And failed.” 
 
    “He’s usually seeing red when he’s coming after me,” I said with a shrug. “But when he’s in the arena, he’s methodical, and I’ve learned from practice that he can be brutal.” 
 
    “Rumor has it that he broke your ribs in your last fight,” the elf said and snuggled closer to me. 
 
    “And I broke his nose,” I said. “We’re even. Besides, we have a sort of truce for the moment.” 
 
    The ringmaster walked into the middle of the ring and did his usual spiel about Rarus and his opponent while the drunken crowd ate it up. The minotaur was pinned against a fairy with long blue hair and a scar along her face that looked like a burn mark. Both of them used water magic, so the battle was on more even ground than most, but the woman left herself open, and the bull-man didn’t miss it.  
 
    She laid on the ground in a puddle of blood and water, but the gnome still didn’t call the fight. Rarus glared through the iron bars as he stomped up to the frail fairy, paused, and then glowered down as if to tell her to concede, but she shot a weak arrow of ice at his heart before collapsing. 
 
    I watched for a few seconds while everyone cheered and shouted Rarus’ name, but the minotaur looked angrier than I’d ever seen him before. It wasn’t an honorable end to the battle, and the bull-man knelt down to see if the woman still breathed, but the blue mana had already begun to float toward the ceiling. I almost felt bad for him as he closed her eyes and then marched out of the ring, but the shadows around the outside of the cage dragged my attention away. 
 
    “Why didn’t the ringmaster end the fight?” Sarya said with a frown. “He’s always done that when the opponent isn’t able to battle anymore. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “She had enough magic left in her to try and kill Rarus,” I pointed out and watched the slithering creatures collect the fairy’s life force. 
 
    “You’re seeing the shadows again, aren’t you?” the redhead whispered into my ear like she was flirting. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “But you aren’t?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “I don’t see anything except for the normal darkness created by the candles. How are you seeing it when no one else can? Do you think it’s the amulet? Or because you’re a summoner?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said and frowned, checked my pocket, and felt the warmth of my amulet. “They’re gone now, though.” 
 
    A dwarf at a nearby table slammed his hand down hard enough that the wood creaked in protest, and the siren band started to sing again. A nearby ogre walked over to ask what was going on, but the bearded man’s words were so slurred that it was hard to make out. He said something about too many missing people in the mines and lies fed to him by the powers that be, but the ringmaster motioned to the door, and the bouncer did his job before I could figure out the rest of the drunken rant. 
 
    “And now onto our next fight of the night!” the ringmaster said and brought everyone’s attention back to the iron cage. “You know him well throughout the nine realms… the human summoner that has burst onto the scene like a tidal wave of power… let’s give it up for Andrew Hall!” 
 
    Cheers erupted throughout the bar as I stood and made my way inside. The floor seemed darker than it was when I’d fought the giant, and it took me a second to realize that the ruddy stains were blood. The fight between Rarus and the fairy hadn’t been that rough, so there must’ve been other battles that were, and a lot of them if the ground stone had sucked up enough to change colors. 
 
    “And let’s give a big round of applause for our newcomer, Elisia!” the ringmaster continued. 
 
    The woman that walked into the ring was different from any of the people that I’d met before. Her skin was dusted with the deep orange fur of a fox, and a bushy tail swished behind her with every step. Power pulsed around her in a rose gold haze, and the fox-woman’s ears flicked back and forth like they picked up every sound in the cave. 
 
    “A fox fairy,” I heard someone say from the other side of the cage. “They’re rare. I put my money on her.” 
 
    “I wonder if she’s mastered illusion magic,” a pixie responded. 
 
    “I have,” Elisia said with a sly grin. “But you’ll see that soon enough when I destroy this human who dares to call himself a summoner.” 
 
    “I didn’t give myself that label,” I said and reached into my pocket. 
 
    I’d brought all of my animals with me, and the three new mana stones, but I didn’t want to use those unless it was absolutely necessary. The hunt was only a week away, and it had taken a lot of my energy to channel the fake butterscotch, but I wasn’t about to accept my first defeat. I flipped through the list and decided to start with a swarm of the wasps just to see what she could do. 
 
    “Whether you gave that label to yourself or not, by the time you leave here tonight you will have learned your place, human,” the fox woman said, and the air around her shimmered as her power fluctuated. 
 
    Sarya gasped from her seat near the iron cage, and I realized that the little show of rose gold magic wasn’t just for me. My attention shifted to the dwarves and nymphs that hung around the tables and noticed more than one of them with their drink paused halfway to their mouths like they couldn’t believe what they were seeing.  
 
    “Nice trick,” I said and summoned the wasps. 
 
    They swarmed around my head and buzzed so loud that it was hard to hear the ringmaster’s commentary. I could feel their hive mind colliding with mine, but they were easier to command than the jackalope, and I sent them forward with only a gentle nudge. The cloud of insects slammed straight into a wall of rose gold mana and burst into little puffs of white smoke that drifted toward the ceiling. 
 
    “It’s going to take more than that to defeat me,” the fox woman said and flipped her short red hair. “If that’s all that you’ve got, then you should bow out now.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be fine,” I said, but black spots already dotted the edges of my vision. 
 
    The mana tea that Mike had given me all day wasn’t enough to replenish my magic, and a queasy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. I definitely didn’t have enough energy to summon the jackalope, let alone control it, and the lightning creature would make light work of the iron cage before it gouged anyone in its way.  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Elisia sneered and started to walk around the edge of the ring. “You look pale. Or is that just how all humans look when they realize that they’ve met one of their betters? I thought I saw you with an elf earlier. It’s surprising that any of those snobs would lower themselves enough to talk to such a pathetic lifeform.” 
 
    The rose gold shield that surrounded the fox woman swayed with every flick of her fluffy tail, and little wisps broke off to form clones. Each one looked identical to its maker once it was fully formed, and I couldn’t tell which one was my actual target. Claws scratched along my back, but not deep enough to draw more than a few droplets of blood to the surface. 
 
    “You shouldn’t talk about my friends,” I said and spun around to punch nothing but air. “It’ll make me less inclined to have mercy on you.” 
 
    “Oooh, I’m scared,” a clone whispered in my ear and then disappeared into nothingness.  
 
    “You’re hopelessly outmatched, human,” the real fox woman said as she leaned against the wall of the cage. “It’s almost sad. I’d feel bad for you if you weren’t so arrogant.” 
 
    I reached into my pocket and felt the other stones and gems that I had in my pocket. The crowd had all started to cheer her name as the clones clapped their hands and egged them on, but there was only one way this fight would end, and it would be with me getting a giant payout for beating her. I still had the backup mana if it came to it, but there was still the blue jay griffon that I caught that morning. 
 
    “You’re calling me arrogant?” I sneered to distract the woman. “You’re the one trying to have everyone scream your name. Do you gain more power with their worship?” 
 
    “I deserve it,” she snapped. “I’m getting bored. Ringmaster, am I allowed to kill him if he doesn’t yield?” 
 
    “Of course,” the gnome flashed a vicious smile from the other side of the iron bars. “It’s the rules. If he doesn’t yield, then you’ll have to kill him if you want to leave the ring.” 
 
    “Are you ready to give up, human?” the fox woman asked, and her tail swished behind her like a cat about to pounce on its prey. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said and summoned the griffon. 
 
    The blue jay-squirrel was the length of my forearm with the sharp talons and beak of a blue jay, and the puffy tail and strong legs of a squirrel. A pair of bright blue wings lifted it into the air, and an angry screech filled the arena as whispers erupted from those around us. It wasn’t a particularly powerful creature, but it was rare, and I doubted anyone had seen one in person before. 
 
    “You think that little thing can stop me?” Elisia sneered as her clones surrounded me. 
 
    “I think it’s the perfect creature to go against you,” I said with a nonchalant shrug. 
 
    The griffon’s mind reached out to mine, but it didn’t fight the way the jackalope did. The empathetic link that we shared was strong enough that I knew the little guy just wanted to go back into his stone and rest, but that couldn’t happen until Elisia yielded or was dead. It understood my meaning and shot forward so fast that I barely had time to register its intentions before it slammed its beak into the real fox woman. 
 
    “You little shit!” the orange-furred woman screeched as my griffon bit her ear. 
 
    “Do you yield?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she snarled and slapped at the blue jay-squirrel like it was nothing more than a gnat. 
 
    “Then my pet will continue to take bits of you,” I said and then gave the mental order for it to go after her tail, ears, and stomach. 
 
    She was too pretty to attack her face, even if her attitude made my blood boil. I didn’t get along with Sarya when we first met, and the fox woman did have some interesting magic that would be helpful later as long as she didn’t decide to make me her mortal enemy. Even then, Rarus had come around enough to go on a hunt with me, and Elisia probably would too as long as there weren’t any permanent scars. 
 
    “H-how do you keep seeing through my illusions?” my opponent huffed as the griffon continued to find her among the clones. 
 
    “Birds see different light spectrums,” I said with a shrug. “Read that in a news article once. Didn’t think it was true, but here we are. You can throw whatever illusions you want, but you’re not getting past my little friend, and your movements are too slow to catch him. You should just yield now before you lose too much blood.” 
 
    Elisia’s eyes glowed a deep amber as she glowered at me from across the ring, but tiny rivers of blood dripped down her arms and ears. It was only a matter of time before the fox woman had lost too much blood to conjure any more illusions, and the rose gold mana had stopped swirling around her like a shield. 
 
    “Fine,” she huffed and stuck her chin in the air. “I yield.” 
 
    “And another win for the human summoner!” the ringmaster shouted while the other patrons booed or cheered depending on their bets. 
 
    I released the little griffon and felt its gratitude as it went back into the quartz that it now called home. The little creature seemed like it didn’t want to work if it didn’t have to, but at least the job had gotten done. I’d won another fight, made a lot of money, and had learned a little bit more about my pet. 
 
    “There are healers around here,” I told Elisia as we walked out. “They cost a fortune, but you won’t scar.” 
 
    “I don’t need your advice, human,” she growled. “And I’m not so vain that I worry about scars. You just focus on yourself.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “It was nice meeting you.” 
 
    The fox woman pinned me with an acidic glare that could melt the paint off of a car, turned, and stomped in the opposite direction. I watched her go and hoped that it wouldn’t be the last time I saw that fluffy orange tail. The battle may have been short thanks to my blue jay-squirrel, but Elisia’s magic had been strong enough that I would’ve lost without the griffon. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Sarya asked as she came up beside me. “You didn’t use too much mana?” 
 
    “No,” I said and shook my head. “But I swear that her illusions felt real. One of them whispered in my ear, and I could feel its breath on my neck.” 
 
    “Fox fairies are very powerful,” the ringmaster said and brought me a bag of gold coins. “She’s still young but mark my words… that girl will be back for vengeance. And I hope that you have more birds in your arsenal, or you won’t be able to tell which clone is which, and they’ll all be able to tear into you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said and took my winnings. “Why are you delivering this? Shouldn’t I go into the back?” 
 
    The satchel was as big as Rarus’ fist and filled with so much gold that the leather strings had trouble keeping it closed. The odds must’ve been against me more than I’d thought, but the heavy bag was perfect. I’d be able to buy the flawless diamonds that I needed for the will-o’-wisp, pay for all of my grandmother’s tumor treatments in the elven nursing home, and even have some left over just in case. 
 
    “There’s business going on back there,” the gnome said and gestured toward the front of the cave. “You should head out. Yours was the last fight of the night, and I’m closing up shop early.” 
 
    “You never close before moonset,” Sarya said and laced her fingers through mine. “What’s the rush?” 
 
    “Your father, that’s what,” he huffed. “His soldiers are everywhere looking for a place to hide the refugees from the attacks. It’s only a matter of time before they find us, and then they’ll bring me before the tribunal to distract the people from the real threat.” 
 
    “Valid point,” I said. “So, I’m guessing the next battle will be somewhere else?” 
 
    “You’ll get an update the day it happens like everyone else,” the ringmaster said. “Now, hurry up and leave so that I can go home.” 
 
    Sarya and I shared a look as the ogres ushered us toward the front of the cave. One of them watched something behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see one of the shadow creatures following the ringmaster into the back. He’d said that there was business being done, but the gnome was too short to be the hooded man that kept popping up. 
 
    “Safe travels,” one of the guards said and brought my attention back to him.  
 
    “You, too,” I said and forced a smile. 
 
    “That was weird,” Sarya said once we were at the bottom of the cliff. 
 
    “Very,” I said. “I think the ringmaster knows more about the attacks than he’s letting on. Let’s head back to campus and meet up with the others. They should be at Ira’s by now.” 
 
    The redheaded elf opened a portal on the side of the teachers’ dormitories, and we stepped through into a quiet night at Magia Schola. The portal shut as soon as we were clear of it, and I scanned the area to make sure that no one had seen us. The quad was completely empty except for the cleanup crew that was picking up sample cups, but none of the brownies looked in our direction. 
 
    “Is that the headmaster?” Sarya asked and pointed to the forest behind us. 
 
    “What’s he doing out this late?” I asked and squinted like that would help me see in the dark. 
 
    “I think he’s talking into his amulet,” the elf said. 
 
    “I don’t see an amulet,” I said as the old man glanced toward the quad. 
 
    There was something off about him, and it took me a few seconds to realize that his mouth had kept moving like he was reciting an incantation, but there was no recognition in his eyes as he stepped closer to us. 
 
    “We need to leave,” I said and tugged on Sarya’s hands. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” she said. 
 
    We bolted toward the front of the teachers’ dorms as a creeping sensation crawled up my spine. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder as we turned the corner, but the headmaster hadn’t chased us. 
 
    But his eyes were still locked on me. 
 
    And they’d started to glow red. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked as soon as the door shut behind us. “Did you see his eyes? They were red. It was like he was possessed or something.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Sarya said in a shaky voice. “But we need to get to Professor Lovelace’s apartment right now. She’ll have barriers that can keep him out.” 
 
    “I don’t think he was trying to chase us,” I said and led the elf up the stairs. “It’s like he was saying an incantation and just happened to look at us while the spell was taking effect.” 
 
    None of the other teachers were out as we hurried down the hallway to Ira’s apartment, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me. The amulet was warm in my pocket the way it was whenever one of the shadow creatures was nearby, and my heart pounded in my chest as if I’d run a marathon. I hadn’t felt that much fear since the dream where the shadow creatures tried to kill me. 
 
    “It’s like he’s breathing down our necks,” the redhead said as we stopped in front of Ira’s door. “I can almost feel him right behind me.” 
 
    I knocked on the door and squeezed Sarya’s hand in mine. Time seemed to slow down as we waited for someone to let us in, and I burst into the living room as soon as possible. The barriers slid over my skin like plastic wrap before they faded away, but I didn’t care as long as I wasn’t in the hallway anymore. 
 
    “What is going on?” Ira asked and then poked her head in the hallway like she expected a boogeyman to be chasing us. 
 
    “The headmaster,” I said and tried to shake off the fear that clung to me like tar. “He was saying some kind of incantation. His eyes were red. Something was wrong. Like, seriously wrong.” 
 
    “Did you hear what it was?” the dragon-woman asked as she reset the wards around the apartment. 
 
    “No,” I said. “And there’s nothing in this world that could make me get close enough to him to hear it.” 
 
    “It was like he wasn’t really there,” Sarya shivered and rubbed her arms. “I’ve never been so scared in my entire life. I think I would’ve started crying if Andrew hadn’t been there.” 
 
    “Where was he?” Ira asked and motioned to the couch where Atlesia and Mike sat with books and journals scattered everywhere.  
 
    “Near the forest,” I said.  
 
    “And you said his eyes were red?” she asked. “You’re sure?” 
 
    “I’m never going to forget that,” I said and took a deep breath, plopped down, and felt the rest of the fear start to roll off of me. “What the hell was that? It was like someone fear-kited me in a video game.” 
 
    “It’s an old spell,” Ira said as she made chocolate milk. “Whatever the headmaster was up to, he clearly didn’t want to be interrupted.” 
 
    “I don’t trust that old man,” Sarya said. “I don’t think my father does, either. But he’s the headmaster, so father keeps the peace.” 
 
    “I haven’t trusted him in a long time, but I don’t think he’ll do something that will hurt his position as headmaster,” the dragon-woman said and handed glasses of chocolate milk to both of us. “Here. This will help chase away the last of that spell.” 
 
    “Should we go find out what the headmaster is doing?” Atlesia asked with a glance at the window. 
 
    The lavender-haired woman hadn’t moved from the couch when we came in, but there was a worried look in her dark brown eyes. Her delicate green fingers gripped my grandmother’s journal tightly, and she only relaxed when I’d taken the seat next to her. 
 
    “Not tonight,” Ira said and sank into another chair. “For now, we’ll let him roam around. I doubt there will be any other students out near the forests at this time of night, and that spell will make them turn around and run. I’ll take a look at it in the morning before we go to my house to open the amulet. The spell may have been for an extra barrier around the school. I have one like it at my house, but I’ll double-check the area for residual dark magic.” 
 
    I sipped on the chocolate milk and sighed with relief. As I looked around, I realized that Ira and the others had been deep in a study session. There were a few books with illustrations of will-o’-wisps, a couple that talked about mushrooms, and one big one that was written in a language that I didn’t recognize.  
 
    “Did you get the last ingredient that we needed to open it?” I asked and pulled my attention away from a drawing of a particularly nasty looking will-o’-wisp. 
 
    “Yes,” the dragon-woman said with a smile. “I’ve been reading all night, and the spells that your grandmother cast on the amulet should be easy enough to undo now that we know what we’re dealing with. It will still be dangerous, but as long as we do everything in the exact order that the book mentions, then we should be fine. I think we could even have it opened by lunchtime.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “I’m ready to find out what the hell is going on with it, and why I keep dreaming about the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “It’s possible that the shields are hiding a message or an artifact,” Ira said. “The spells are very old and complicated. They were usually used to safeguard something. Your grandmother’s journals haven’t been too helpful, but they were written years ago, and they only briefly talk about needing to hide something or someone. The slang that she mixes in with the ancient elven and English is hard to pin down. The words could mean any number of things, and I’ll need more context clues to understand it fully.” 
 
    “I’m guessing that we’ll get it tomorrow,” I said and then looked over at Mike. “How’s it going with the light bombs?” 
 
    “Mike,” Atlesia said and nudged the tree-man when he didn’t respond. 
 
    “Huh?” he muttered and looked up, blinked like he’d just realized that we were there, and then broke into a smile that made his bark-like skin creak. “Hey. When did you guys get here?” 
 
    “A few minutes ago,” I said and shook my head. “How’s it going with the light bombs?” 
 
    “Good, good,” the mad scientist said. “I should have them ready for the hunt. I’m glad that we have another week. I’ll need to do some tests like I did with the sleeping bombs.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I said. “Are you coming over tomorrow to help us unlock my grandmother’s amulet?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said and then went back to his notes. 
 
    “And we’ve lost him,” I chuckled.  
 
    The tension had drained out of me as the chocolate milk chased off the residual magic from the spell, and Sarya seemed to have relaxed as well. Ira had known the headmaster longer than any of us, and I believed her when she said that he wouldn’t risk his position as headmaster, but there was something that the old man was trying to hide. I’d seen and felt the fear barrier around the dragon-woman’s cottage, and it hadn’t been anything like what had come over me when the gray-bearded man had stared at me with vacant red eyes. 
 
    “You should all get a good night’s rest,” Ira broke the silence that had fallen on the room. “We’re all going to have to be ready to open that amulet tomorrow morning. I’ll write out instructions so that we can follow the unraveling incantations to the letter. And be prepared just in case anything goes wrong again. We don’t know what your grandmother was trying to hide inside of the moonstone, and from what I’ve read, even a dragon can be kept inside one if the mage is strong enough to bind it.” 
 
    “I’d say that grandma wasn’t capable of something like that, but it turns out that there’s a lot that I don’t know about her,” I shook my head and then ran a hand down my face. “It’s like she’s a complete stranger. The only thing she did to prepare me was teach me the puzzles for summoning spells.” 
 
    “But you’re very adept at those,” the professor pointed out. “You’re at a level that most summoners never reach, and you’re only a freshman. She taught you to look outside of the box or the usual pattern.” 
 
    “It’s probably the reason that you can see the shadow creatures and everyone’s mana,” Atlesia said as she closed the journal. “If she hadn’t taught you how to look at all the possibilities, then you wouldn’t be constantly searching for things that don’t fit quite right. It’s like how my parents taught me how to listen to plants. If they hadn’t started when I was young, then I wouldn’t be able to understand the seeds and their needs.” 
 
    “Atlesia is right, Andrew,” Ira said with a small smile.  
 
    “I’m sure she has her reasons for hiding things,” Sarya said with a one shoulder shrug. “My father hides things from us all the time. And it’s usually because he’s trying to protect us. It’s not really the best idea, but it’s what parents and grandparents do… they try to keep us safe from all the bad things.” 
 
    “Until it’s time to be thrown into the deep end,” I pointed out. “But you’re right… Grandma has always kept me safe even if she’s been hiding her entire life from me. I wonder how much grandpa knew. He seemed like the most normal human being that I’d ever met.” 
 
    “He might have been,” the dragon-woman said. “But then again, it was their job to prepare you for what was ahead. And I think they did wonderfully.” 
 
    “They did,” I said and remembered all the long days grandma had spent teaching me the puzzles and how to figure out every possible combination. “I just wish that she’d trusted me with the truth.” 
 
    “She probably thought that she’d be able to handle it,” Mike said and pulled himself away from his journal. “If she knew that all of this was coming, then she probably expected to take care of it on her own, but then she got sick, and she had to put it all on your shoulders.” 
 
    “True,” I said and pushed myself off the couch. “I appreciate you guys. And my grandma.” 
 
    “It’s okay to be frustrated,” Ira said and stood to give me a hug. “But don’t forget that she loves you.” 
 
    “I know,” I said and gave her a quick kiss. “I’ll see all of you in the morning. I’m wiped.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” my roommate said. 
 
    We walked back to our dorm in complete silence while keeping an eye out for the headmaster, and I could almost see the calculations that ran through Mike’s head with every step. My own mind was focused on my grandmother as I went through every day that we’d spent together for any hint of what she’d been hiding. Grandpa had to have known at least a little bit, especially since both of them always deflected when I asked about grandma’s past, but it felt like they didn’t trust me enough to tell me the truth. 
 
    Crazy scenarios ran through my head about the sweet old lady that I’d grown up with on a battlefield with the shadow creatures. The note that she’d had when I visited her at Cozy Acres popped into my head, and everything started to fall into place. It was only after she’d received it that she’d told me to grab the amulet from the house, and it had been a warning about someone being back. 
 
    Mike had to be right about the plan to handle it all on her own, but the guy in the hood had come too late for the old woman to do anything about it. I was the backup plan, and grandma had taught me since I could read how to do those puzzles. The brilliant lady had taught me more than I realized, and that included how to open the spells around the amulet.  
 
    I made a plan to look through Ira’s book before we started in the morning and see if there were any other ways to open the ancient spells. They couldn’t be that different from the puzzles that grandma had given me growing up, and the old woman might’ve snuck the incantation into the lessons like she’d slyly taught me how to be a summoner. I let myself into the room, wrapped the amulet in the rune cloth, and then crawled into bed as I went through every conversation that I’d had with the gray-haired woman. 
 
    “Andrew,” Atlesia’s soft voice called a few seconds later. “Andrew, it’s time to wake up.” 
 
    “I’m coming,” I mumbled and pried my eyes open. 
 
    The lavender-haired woman sat on the edge of the bed with a sweet smile on her turquoise lips. The white halter top she had on barely covered the swell of her ample breasts, and my hand found the exposed skin of her inner thigh. The flower nymph giggled and playfully slapped my hand away with a pointed look at the bathroom to remind me that my roommate was still nearby. 
 
    “We’ll have time to ourselves soon,” she promised and leaned down to kiss me. 
 
    “Not soon enough,” I said as I tugged her down onto the bed with me. “It’s been too long since it’s just been the two of us.” 
 
    “It has,” she laughed and ran a hand through my hair. “But with school, research, and the shadow creatures… we’ve been busy.” 
 
    “I’m never too busy for you,” I promised and then kissed her until neither of us could breathe. 
 
    “Ahem,” Mike cleared his throat and started to pack up his desk. “Sorry to interrupt.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said and forced myself to pull away from my beautiful girlfriend.  
 
    “We were just saying good morning,” the cheerful woman said and hopped over me with a grace that I didn’t possess. “I’m really excited to find out what the amulet is hiding. And why it keeps reacting to the shadow creatures. You don’t think one of them is trapped inside, do you?” 
 
    “No idea,” I said as I got dressed. “But we’ll find out soon enough. I’m hoping that it’s not a dragon, but when we started to break the seal the last time, all I could smell was sulfur.” 
 
    “I’m going to bring every sleeping bomb I have,” my roommate said with a frown. “Your grandmother was up to some very interesting stuff. I wonder if maybe she was a spy or something for the council. I’ve heard that they have secret soldiers that check out potential rebellions.” 
 
    “At this point, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d been the leader of a cult,” I mumbled and then went to brush my teeth. “I tried to think of every conversation that I ever had with her, combing through my past with a fine-toothed comb, but she and grandpa always changed the subject when I asked about her life before they were married. That should’ve been a clue right there. When I was in high school, I thought that she might be in the Witness Protection Program.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Sarya asked as she walked into the dorm room. 
 
    The redheaded elf had her hair up in an intricate ponytail with braids that made a crown, and golden jewelry dripped down from the tips of her pointed ears all the way to the belt that cinched her thin waist. I could almost see through the black dress that just barely covered all of the essentials, and my mouth watered as I thought about peeling the sheer fabric off of her. Sarya’s proud smirk told me that was the exact effect that the elf had wanted, and I shook my head to focus on the question at hand. 
 
    “It’s a program that hides people from criminals so that they can testify against them,” I said.  
 
    “I don’t know if we have anything like that,” the elf said and then gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “Are we all ready to go?” 
 
    “Yep,” Atlesia said and skipped toward the door. “By the way, that outfit is divine on you. You could be one of the celestial goddesses.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sarya said and then winked at me. “That was what I was going for.” 
 
    “Mission accomplished,” I said and grabbed all of my gear, double-checked that I wasn’t forgetting anything, and then followed everyone outside. “Sarya, do you mind doing the honors and opening the portal?” 
 
    “Of course,” the elf said and flipped her ponytail. 
 
    A few students watched as the doorway opened, but the golden shimmer of Ira’s barriers made it impossible to see what was on the other side. My heart raced in my chest as I led the way into the peaceful forest and hoped that nothing went wrong. The shields washed over my skin like the ones in the dragon-woman’s apartment, and I had to remind myself to breathe until the spells dissipated and let me through. 
 
    “I’m never going to get used to that,” I muttered. 
 
    “It’s unpleasant,” Mike agreed and then gestured to the trees around us. “But the view is worth it.” 
 
    The soft burble of the river drifted on a lazy breeze, and birds sang their greeting as we walked toward the cottage. It was still early enough in the day that golden light poured through the leaves in the trees, and the scent of dew hung over everything. I took a deep breath of the fresh air and started toward Ira’s home while fat honeybees floated from flower to flower. 
 
    “It really is,” Atlesia said and then flashed me a shy smile. “Maybe we can have a house like this one day.” 
 
    “I’d love that,” I said as I laced my fingers through hers. “You still need to come visit my house in the human realm. Maybe you can work your magic on my grandmother’s garden. I’m afraid that it’s been neglected for too long.” 
 
    “Oh, that would be perfect,” the flower nymph said and started to skip. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Ira greeted as we reached the porch. “Everything is ready in the spell room.” 
 
    “Great,” I said and followed the dragon-woman inside. “I want to look at that book before we get started. Something about what we talked about last night rang a bell. What if grandma taught me how to open the amulet? There should be several variations, right?” 
 
    “There are,” the professor said, and a line creased between her purple and golden eyes. “I’ve gone through most of them and picked the most likely. Or at least, the one that most mages use. But… your grandmother hasn’t exactly acted like most mages. I think it would be a good idea to have you give it another look.” 
 
    We all huddled around the wooden table in the spell room while I looked at the book. There was something familiar about the book, and a memory from high school rushed to the surface. It had been after grandpa had gotten sick, and grandma had begun to show symptoms of her brain tumor. The old woman had sat me down with a puzzle identical to the ancient spell and walked me through how to solve it. 
 
    It was one of the only times that she hadn’t insisted that I figure it out on my own, but I’d been too worried about grandpa to care about some stupid game. Grandma only raised her voice at me a few times over the years, and this was one of those times. I’d had to run through how to solve the puzzle over and over until it was locked into my memory, and the old woman had insisted that I only ever solve it that way. 
 
    “This is how we should do it,” I said and drew out the right configuration, left out the last line, and then looked up at everyone. “Grandma said that this was the best way, the only way, to solve this particular puzzle. No matter what anyone else said, this was the way to do it.” 
 
    “I guess she prepared you more than you thought,” Mike said and studied the slip of paper. 
 
    “That’s a rare combination,” Ira said. “But the ingredients and incantation will be the same. You can draw the last line. It won’t activate until we’ve said the spell out loud and added the materials to fuel it.” 
 
    “Does it mean something specific?” Atlesia asked and tilted her head to the side.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the professor said. “There wasn’t much about this particular design. It’s the strongest version of the spell and uses a lot more mana, so most people don’t bother with it.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing that there’s so many of us,” I said with a smile. “Are we ready?” 
 
    “Yes,” everyone said at the same time. 
 
    The weeks of preparation had finally led us to this moment, and my palms were sweaty as we took our positions around the table. The spell had to be spoken in a very particular order as Ira added the ingredients, and each of us took turns with the different parts so that no one person was using all of their mana.  
 
    The amulet shook and glowed while the blue swirls shifted faster and faster. I recognized the first few barriers that Ira and I had made it through before and held my breath as we reached the one that smelled like sulfur. Sweat dripped down my neck as heat poured through the room, and the moonstone skittered around like an electric dreidel. 
 
    A red and orange shield burst out from the amulet as we began to chant the incantation to break the last barrier, and the stench of rotten eggs seeped through the stone to choke me. I forced myself to breathe steadily despite the burn in my throat and nose, and the others seemed to be having the same issue as Ira poured a silver powder on the puzzle. The light from the moonstone pushed outwards and threw us all backwards into the glass walls as we finished our work. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I gaped as I pushed myself up. 
 
    “We need to close it!” Ira shouted and gestured to the table. “Now!” 
 
    Hot air blew through the room and then started to create a wind tunnel like it would pull us all in. The red and orange barrier had turned into a portal that hovered right above the moonstone, and all I could see were spiked crevices and cracked earth that reminded me of pictures of Mars. I had to brace myself as the realm tried to yank me through, and it took all of my strength not to lift off the ground. 
 
    “How do we close it?” Sarya asked over the whistling wind. 
 
    “We do the same thing that we did last time,” the professor said. “Everyone join hands. We’re going to need to share mana. Your papers have the incantation to rebuild the barriers. You focus on repeating those while I close everything.” 
 
    We all latched onto each other as Ira frantically poured ingredients onto the spell sheet. I could feel the energy that pulsed through us, but my mind was completely focused on the incantation. It seemed like an eternity before the portal finally shut, and Ira rushed through the other shields until the moonstone sat on the table like it was just another pretty rock. 
 
    “What, and I can’t stress this enough, the fuck was that?” I huffed as the stench of sulfur began to dissipate. 
 
    “That was the purgatory realm,” Sarya whispered and stared at my grandmother’s amulet in horror. “How… How did she have access to that? Only a few mages do. And all of them are on the council.” 
 
    “Mike, do you have any of that tea?” Ira asked and used the table to hold herself up. “I’m afraid that I may have used too much of my mana.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked and rushed around to help hold the dragon-woman upright. “You’re not turning into a mummy, right?” 
 
    “No,” she laughed and laid her head on my shoulder. “But I do think a strong cup of tea would be useful. And maybe a nap.” 
 
    “You can nap once I know that you’re okay,” I said and bent down, swept the tall woman into my arms, and then headed toward the kitchen. 
 
    “I’ll heat the water,” Sarya said as she rushed to the stove. 
 
    “I’ll make an extra strong dose,” Mike said. 
 
    “I’ll grab some fruit from the garden,” Atlesia said. “We should all eat something to replenish our strength.” 
 
    The next few minutes were spent in a flurry of activity as Ira sat at the dining room table and forced herself to eat the berries that Atlesia brought, and the rest of us rushed to help the dragon-woman. Mike made us all tea that tasted like it was straight from a compost pile, and it took all of my willpower to keep the disgusting concoction down. Professor Lovelace sipped hers slowly and made a face every time she tasted it, but at least some color had returned to her pale cheeks. 
 
    “So,” I said as we all finished the last of the tea. “That was the purgatory realm.” 
 
    “It was,” Ira confirmed and glanced into the living room. “The orrery that I have will theoretically open a portal to the purgatory realm, but it was given to me by a member of the council to keep an eye on all of the nine realms. And as far as I know, there’s never been a human woman on the council. At least, not for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “So, how did my grandmother have access to it,” I said. “And why was she using such a powerful spell to hide it.” 
 
    “Maybe it was illegal?” Atlesia suggested. “There are plenty of mages that would like to throw their enemies into the purgatory realm. It’s a one-way ticket. You can toss whoever you want in, but no one can come out.” 
 
    “That’s why access to it is so highly restricted,” Sarya agreed. “Maybe your grandmother really was a secret agent or something. I can check my family’s library. My father keeps records of everything. What was your grandmother’s maiden name?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. “Every time I asked, she and grandpa would just say that her life began with him. But clearly there was a lot going on before then, too. I always guessed that she may have been an orphan.” 
 
    “Did anyone else see the shadow creatures?” Mike asked and shifted in his seat. “They were in the distance, but I saw them. They slithered along through the darkness cast by the fires.” 
 
    “I wasn’t paying that much attention to the shadows,” I admitted. “I was distracted by the spikes and fires that erupted from the crevices in the ground. You’re sure it was the same creatures that have been attacking towns?” 
 
    “I’m not positive,” the tree-man said with a shrug that made his bark-like skin creak. “But I saw one in the forests near my home, and it looked the same.” 
 
    “But how did they escape?” Atlesia asked. 
 
    “More like who helped them escape,” I said and drummed my fingers on the table. “That hooded mage has something to do with this. I can feel it in my bones.” 
 
    “Nobody escapes the purgatory realm,” Ira said, but the dragon-woman didn’t seem so sure anymore. 
 
    “What if they did?” I asked and looked around at everyone. “What would happen then?” 
 
    “If someone figured out how to escape, then we’re going to need the strongest magic in all of the nine realms,” the professor said. 
 
    “My father can’t know that the shadow creatures are coming from the purgatory realm,” Sarya said. “Or he wouldn’t be trying to hide them.” 
 
    “Probably not,” I said and reached over to take her hand. “If it’s this great prison that no one can break out of, then why would anyone think that the creatures came from it?” 
 
    “Andrew has a point,” Ira said with a reassuring smile. “I’m sure that your father has no part in this.” 
 
    “But someone does,” Mike said. “And we need to be prepared for whoever it is. If they have access to the purgatory realm like your grandmother does, then they could have an army of evil mages and the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “Right,” I said and took a deep breath. “I think it’s time that I have a heart-to-heart with my grandmother.” 
 
    “What if she doesn’t want to answer your questions?” Atlesia asked. “You said that she’s been using the brain tumor to avoid them.” 
 
    “Then I’ll have to break into the chest in the attic,” I said with a shrug. “It’s got a spell on it that’s been keeping me out, but I think I can figure it out.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” the flower nymph said. “I want to see your house. And I’m sure that I can help you pick the lock. I used to do that whenever my parents tried to hide new seeds.” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” I said. “You’ll have to stay inside, though. The house isn’t far enough away from town that they won’t notice a girl with green skin and purple hair.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” she shrugged. “I can just teleport back home if I need some fresh air.” 
 
    “I’ll go to my parents’ house for the rest of the weekend,” Sarya said and stood. “There has to be a record of any illegal portals to purgatory. And I’ll find them.” 
 
    “I’ll reach out to my contacts,” Ira said. “Someone may have heard rumors that will help us. Andrew, you should use Atlesia’s amulet as much as possible. The barriers should hold, but I’d rather you be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” I said and glanced toward the spell room. 
 
    “I’m going to work on my light bombs,” Mike said. “They’re going to have to be powerful if we’re going against an entire army.” 
 
    “We have a plan,” I said and stood. “I’ll see all of you on Monday.” 
 
    It was time to find out just what my grandma had gotten me into. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “This is my home,” I told Atlesia as we walked through the portal. 
 
    “It feels so cozy,” the flower nymph said and spun around the foyer. “My family’s home is huge and airy, but yours manages to offer space and still feel like a hug. I love it. Can I go explore?” 
 
    “Sure,” I laughed and headed upstairs. “Just make sure that you close all the curtains so that none of the neighbors see you.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said as she skipped away. “I should get one of those glamor spells so that you can show me around.” 
 
    “That would be fun,” I said. “I’d love to show you around.” 
 
    I could easily imagine the adorable woman on my arm as we walked around downtown. There were a few plant nurseries near the warehouse where I used to work, and they might carry something that would interest a flower nymph, though there probably wasn’t anything magical about them. I planned out a date for the next time Atlesia visited me in the human realm as I dropped my bags off in my room. 
 
    “Are those your neighbors?” my girlfriend called from somewhere downstairs. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But they’re kind of weird. Don’t let them see you until you have the glamor.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she said as she ran up the stairs to join me. “I shut all the curtains. I just took a sneak peek and saw that blonde woman walk back inside. There’s something weird about her.” 
 
    “She’s a Stepford wife,” I said and closed the blinds. “And the husband is a Ken doll. I don’t remember their actual names… but I don’t really plan on interacting with them. They’re creepier than the old couple that used to live in that house and watch us all day. It’s like they’re robots or something.” 
 
    “I don’t know what any of that meant,” Atlesia said and sat on my bed. “But I’m guessing it’s not good.” 
 
    “It’s kind of neutral,” I said. “But it’s eerie when it’s a person. Imagine talking to someone who had certain responses prewritten for whatever you said.” 
 
    “Like a politician,” the flower nymph laughed. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said and turned away from the window. 
 
    Atlesia sat on the edge of the bed with her legs open and a mischievous grin. My cock twitched as the adorable woman reached for my zipper. She had me naked from the waist down in seconds, and her tongue ran over the tip of my penis like it was an ice cream cone. 
 
    “Atlesia,” I whispered as her mouth wrapped around me. 
 
    A groan crawled up my throat as she began to bob her head up and down on my length, and my hands found their way into her lavender hair. The flower nymph folded her tongue around my shaft and sucked like I was her favorite flavor of lollipop. Electric pulses raced through my body as she massaged my balls, and after a good ten minute of her running her tongue all over me, I finally came into her waiting mouth. 
 
    “Fuuuuckkk,” I groaned as she sucked every last drop of my cream from my cock, and then I shuddered as she licked up any excess from my shaft. 
 
    “Delicious,” she said and then tugged my pants up. “I’ve been wanting to do that all week.” 
 
    “Really?” I laughed and hugged her close. “Is that why you wanted to help me look through my grandmother’s things?” 
 
    “It’s one of the reasons,” she said. “And I wanted to see your home.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I mumbled against her lips. 
 
    “Careful,” my girlfriend said as I ran my fingers over her taut nipples. “I’m not quiet, and you don’t want to let the neighbors know that you have company. At least, not until I can go outside and meet them.” 
 
    The landline started to ring in my grandparents’ room before I could respond, but I kissed the green-skinned woman again and then trotted down the hall. No one had called the house in almost six months, but some of my grandparents’ old friends hadn’t heard the news about grandpa, so it was still connected. The call was just about to go to voicemail when I picked up, and I tried to remember who Charles Smith was, but the name didn’t come to mind. 
 
    “Hello?” I asked and put the receiver to my ear. 
 
    “Hello!” a slightly familiar voice greeted me. “This is Charles. Your new neighbor across the street. I know this is a little forward since we’ve only met once, but I looked up your phone number.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said and glanced toward the hallway like the Ken doll would be in the house. “What’s going on, Charles?” 
 
    “My wife, Stacy, you remember her, right?” The man paused just long enough for me to confirm that I did and then continued on like there hadn’t been a pause. “Well, she makes the absolute best apple pie, and she made an extra one in the hopes of sharing it with you. We know how hard it is for college students to find the time to eat and wanted to give you a treat the next time you were in the area.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “But I’m on a diet.” 
 
    “A diet?” The man laughed, but it was almost mechanical, and a shiver ran down my spine. “Men don’t diet. Now, why don’t we bring over this pie, and some dinner, and maybe we can meet that lovely lady that shut the curtains. Stacy didn’t get a good look at her because of the thick fabric, but she was sure that it was the silhouette of a woman.” 
 
    “I’m on an athletic scholarship,” I lied. “And my girlfriend isn’t staying. Maybe you can give it to the family down the street. The Andersons are always looking for new friends to play cards with.” 
 
    “I might just do that,” Charles said in a flat tone. “You have a good night, then.” 
 
    “You, too,” I said and then hung up the phone. 
 
    “Who was that?” Atlesia asked as she walked into the room. 
 
    “The neighbors that I told you about,” I frowned and then headed toward the attic. “Apparently, they’ve been watching the house and waiting to bring me an apple pie.”  
 
    “That sounds delicious,” the flower nymph said and skipped beside me. 
 
    “It does,” I said. “But I told them no. I don’t want them in the house. Or even past the barriers at the white picket fence. There’s something off about them. And it’s not just their attitude. They have these weird symbols behind their ears, and I can’t shake the feeling that they have magic.” 
 
    “Do you think that they’re spies?” the lavender-haired woman asked as I opened the door to the attic.  
 
    Rils and his crew had renovated the musty space and organized every box and chest. The broken furniture that had been stored for a day when my grandpa felt better had been removed, and I had to remind myself that the old man was in a better place. The gnomes had replaced the single lightbulb with a long light with Edison bulbs and an iron grate etched with shield runes. Every inch of the attic had been cleared of dust bunnies, and the ceiling had been patched so no more shafts of light could break through. 
 
    “Wow,” I said and ran my hand over my grandmother’s old vanity. “Rils went above and beyond even up here.” 
 
    “That’s the guy you hired to fix the place, right?” my girlfriend asked as she bent to look at herself in an oval mirror. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “He’s the cousin of Tins.” 
 
    “I know Tins,” Atlesia said with a bright smile. “He’s so interesting. Of course, gnomes are always so much better with any form of technology than us nymphs, but he’s tried to help me understand a few gadgets that help around the farm and don’t conflict with our magic.” 
 
    “He’s very helpful,” I laughed as I searched for the chest with all the locks and wards. “Here it is. Rils must’ve known that I’d want to get into it.” 
 
    The heavy wooden chest sat in the middle of a colorful rug that reminded me of the Indian bazaars that I’d seen in movies. The solid iron lock was still in place, and a blue barrier flashed in warning as I neared it. Whatever grandma had in it, she didn’t want anyone to see, but that was the exact reason that I needed to take a look. 
 
    I thought about a visit to the nursing home, but it was already late in the afternoon, and the tumor always made her worse in the evening. Besides, it’s not as if she’d talk to me about it anyway. Not with the undercover elf, Nurse Polinski, so close, and I didn’t want to leave Atlesia alone with the new neighbors on the lookout. 
 
    “Wow,” Atlesia said as she plopped down on the ground in front of the chest. “This is a powerful spell. It reminds me of the one that my dad uses when the merchants are in town. I’m not saying that any of the gremlins would steal, but my parents have always warned me that it’s better to be safe than sorry.” 
 
    “So, you think you can open it?” I asked and sat next to her. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” the flower nymph laughed. “Sarya isn’t the only one to rebel against her parents. Give me a few minutes, and this thing will be ready to reveal all its secrets.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” I warned. “You remember what happened when we opened the amulet.” 
 
    “True,” she said and tilted her head to study the spells. “Maybe we should take it layer by layer. I think there’s more than one. We can write out the designs that appear, and you can see if they look familiar.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” I said and then trotted downstairs to grab paper and a pencil. 
 
    I peeked out of the stained-glass window in the front door and saw Charles working on a car in his driveway while Stacy tended the rosebushes out front, but both of them seemed more interested in my house than their work. The technomages that Ira mentioned flashed across my mind, and I wondered if grandma had made more enemies than just the hooded man, or if they were all connected. Either way, the neighbors would never be invited to step foot inside the barriers. 
 
    It took the rest of the night to document the first three shields and figure out how to open them. The only break that we took was for dinner, and then I enjoyed dessert in my bedroom until flowers bloomed through the whole house, and Atlesia curled up like a contented house cat and went to sleep. I snuggled the green-skinned woman, double-checked that the rune cloth was wrapped firmly around the amulet, and then drifted off to a dreamless sleep as well. 
 
    “Good morning,” Atlesia said as she set a plate of food next to my bedside table. “How’d you sleep?” 
 
    “Great,” I said and pulled her in for a kiss. “How about you?” 
 
    “I’ve never rested so well,” she said with a wink. “I brought you coffee, eggs, bacon, and some biscuits that I made with my mom this morning.” 
 
    “You went home?” I asked as I sat up. “How long have you been awake?” 
 
    Buttery light poked through the blinds, but the clock on my table flashed like it had been unplugged at some point. I saw that my cellphone was plugged into the outlet near my desk instead, and I tried to remember if I’d done that before I’d drifted off to sleep.  
 
    Not that it mattered. It couldn’t be later than eight, but Atlesia was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed like she woke the rooster up and not the other way around.  
 
    “A while,” she said and sat next to me. “My mom is trying to find her old glamor spell so that we can go out the next time that I visit. She hasn’t used it in years, but it should adapt to my body so that I’ll look pretty much the same but with human coloring.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said and then took a long swig of coffee. “I should check the mail before we head back to campus today. There shouldn’t be much, but I don’t want anyone to realize how often I’m gone and try to rob the place. Not sure that the new neighbors would do anything to stop it.” 
 
    “Are they really that bad?” the flower nymph asked with a glance at the window. “I saw them in the yard this morning, and they looked like normal humans.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that you’d be able to spot the difference between a normal human and one who’s just not… right,” I chuckled and started on my breakfast. “How many have you met?” 
 
    “Not many,” my girlfriend confessed. “Why don’t you go check the mail while I work on the spells on the chest. Don’t worry, I’ll be careful. I’m only going to unravel the next layer.” 
 
    “Alright,” I said and then tugged her down for a kiss. “Please don’t do anything if the barrier resists. I don’t want you sucked into the purgatory realm. Or blown up.” 
 
    “Or face to face with a dragon,” Atlesia giggled. “Although, if a dragon comes out of that chest, then my green skin is going to be the least of your worries with the neighbors.” 
 
    “Let’s hope grandma just kept her journals in there,” I said. 
 
    I watched Atlesia skip out of the room and smiled to myself. She was the most adorable woman that I’d ever met, and somehow, we were dating. I finished the rest of the breakfast that my girlfriend had made me, went through my morning routine, and then snuck down to the mailbox. 
 
    “Andrew!” Charles called as I started toward the white picket fence.  
 
    “Charles,” I said with a forced smile. “You’re up early.” 
 
    “The early bird gets the worm,” the Ken doll said with a plastic smile. “My inventions require quite a bit of attention. I’m surprised to see that you’re still here. Are you staying the entire weekend?” 
 
    “I’m heading back today,” I said and slowly inched toward the barrier. “There’s a lot of work to catch up on. You remember how college was.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said and strolled across the street, stopped at our property line, and pinned me with an unreadable expression. “I’ll be more than happy to help you with any of your science classes. And Stacy is quite adept with literature courses.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Have a good day.” 
 
    “Are you sure that we can’t bring over that apple pie later today?” the Ken doll asked and looked like he wanted to take a step forward but couldn’t. “It’s a real slice of Americana. And I know the wife would love to see the renovations that you had done to the house.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said and tried not to notice the glimmer of the property line shield. “I really need to get back. Maybe next time.” 
 
    “Next time,” Charles said. 
 
    A frustrated light flickered in his eyes before he turned and strolled back across the street. The symbol behind his ear was almost completely hidden by his perfectly styled hair, but I caught a glimpse of it and promised myself to ask Ira more about the technomages as soon as I was back on campus. The Ken doll gave me one last wave, opened the screen door on the porch, and then walked inside. 
 
    “Creepy,” I muttered. “So very, very creepy.” 
 
    I hurried back inside, double-checked the locks behind me, and then rushed up to the attic. The mail was still in my hand, but there was nothing but junk, so I tossed it on top of a nearby box. I couldn’t shake the feeling that Charles and Stacy were still watching me, but the Ken doll hadn’t been able to set foot on my grandparents’ property. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Atlesia asked from the floor in front of the chest. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Just had another conversation with the robot. It’s fine. He can’t come past the barrier, but he didn’t mention it, either. There’s definitely something weird about them.” 
 
    “Are you going to ask Ira?” the flower nymph asked and then gave a little triumphant shout as the last barrier faded. 
 
    The iron lock on the wooden chest clicked open and fell to the colorful rug. I held my breath and waited for an explosion or another portal to open, but nothing happened, and we both let out a sigh of relief. We’d counted seven different wards, but none of them were as advanced as the ones around the amulet. I hoped that was because grandma was less worried about someone pilfering through her old journals and not because there was nothing useful inside. 
 
    “As soon as I get back to campus,” I said and pried open the lid of the trunk. “She mentioned something about smaller factions of wizards, and I’m wondering if they belong to one of them.” 
 
    The inside of the chest was filled with leatherbound journals, moth eaten robes, and yellowed books that smelled like vanilla and almonds. Nothing screamed magic except for the robes, but grandma had protected it for a reason, and I was sure that there were answers in there somewhere. I pulled out the journals first and checked the dates, set the older ones to the side, and then moved onto the texts. 
 
    “Some of these go back almost thirty years,” Atlesia said as she went through the stack of journals next to me. “The older ones don’t have the sophisticated code like the diaries that we’ve been translating.” 
 
    “They’re probably from before she needed to hide everything with code,” I said and opened a spell book. “They might even lead us to whoever let the shadow creatures out of purgatory. And with any luck, she’ll have included a way to defeat the hooded guy that keeps stalking me.” 
 
    “I’ll look over them this afternoon,” the flower nymph said. “Are we going to stay here, or did you want to go back to campus?” 
 
    “I think campus would be the best place right now,” I said. “We can hang out in the dorm room. Ira mentioned that she was going to put up shields like the ones in her apartment. That way we have another place to go.” 
 
    “Great!” she said and clapped her hands. “I don’t think that Sarya will be back to campus until later tonight. But Mike should be there. We can have an all-night study session. Do you think that Ira can join us?” 
 
    “Probably not,” I said. “The headmaster has had her running around so much that she, and all the other professors, are behind on grading. I’m going straight to her office when we get back.” 
 
    “I’ll get snacks from the cafeteria while you check in,” the flower nymph said.  
 
    We packed up the journals and books, shut the chest, and then portaled back to my dorm room. Mike barely looked up from his calculations as we walked through the magical doorway, but his interest was sparked as he saw the spell books. I put them on my desk, so that the two of them could read whatever they wanted, and then headed across campus. 
 
    Ira’s office was in the same tower as the other professors, and I let out a sigh of relief when a group of teachers walked out. They barely paid attention to me since they taught upperclassmen, but it confirmed that the dragon-woman was likely in her office like everyone else. I didn’t want to chance a visit to her apartment on the weekend, and it was still early enough in the day that she’d have plenty of grading to do, so a visit from one of her students wasn’t too out of the ordinary. 
 
    “--don’t care what the headmaster says!” Professor Edinbock’s voice shouted as I stepped into the hallway where Ira had her office. “I’m telling you that all the signs are there. One of the evil mages is back. Or at the very least, some follower is trying to enact their last wishes.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that no one can escape the purgatory realm,” Ira responded, and I flattened myself against the wall outside near her door. “And if anything was seriously wrong, then the council and the headmaster would’ve already told us about it. They can’t hide something like that.” 
 
    “How do you explain these shadow creatures?” the ghostly professor asked. “I know that you’ve heard the rumors about them attacking villages.” 
 
    “Stanley,” the dragon-woman sighed. “You know not to listen to pixie gossip. Now, I know that you’re worried. You have a right to be after what Kruwyn’s followers did to you. But that was your last life. This is a new one.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” he sighed. “I haven’t been resting well lately. Dreams of fire and brimstone. Maybe I’m finally being called to the great beyond. I’ll leave you to your students. I believe Mr. Hall is waiting for you.” 
 
    I perked up at the sound of my name and wondered how the ghost had sensed my presence. My mana was still inside of my body, and Professor Edinbock had been human, so I was sure that he didn’t have a heightened sense of smell. I made a mental note to research more about spectors later and then forced a smile on my face as the Victorian-era man floated through the door, nodded, and then went on his way. 
 
    “Andrew,” Ira smiled as she opened the door. “Come in. I’ve almost finished grading the work that you turned in.” 
 
    “Great,” I said and looked around like someone might be listening. “I found those extra books that you suggested. Atlesia, Mike, and I are going to study in my room all night.” 
 
    “Good,” the dragon-woman said and sat back down. “Your dorm room is the perfect place to relax and read. I’ll look forward to your questions tomorrow in class. Is there anything else that you need?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” I said. “I just wanted to let you know that I found the books you mentioned, and I wanted to see if you’d graded my homework.” 
 
    “You’ll get your grades with everyone else,” the professor said and then waved to one of the other teachers in the hallway.  
 
    “Oh!” I said as I turned to leave. “I was wondering if you knew anything about technomages. I’m researching them for a project.” 
 
    “They’re a small faction,” the dragon-woman said and lifted an eyebrow. “But they can be quite dangerous. It’s best to leave them to more experienced mages.” 
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. “I’m not going to look for them or anything. I did come across this cool symbol, though. And one of the textbooks said that they tattoo it behind their ear.” 
 
    I quickly drew the sigil that Stacy and Charles had, passed it to Ira, and then waited. The line between her purple and gold eyes told me that I was right about the technomages, but she just cleared her throat and set it down on top of a stack of homework. I heard a door open down the hallway and heavy footsteps as someone passed by Professor Lovelace’s open office door. 
 
    “I don’t know enough about them to be sure,” she said with a glance behind me. “But that might be their mark. If you see anyone with it, then I suggest you run the other way. You’re a promising summoner, and I’d hate for the nine realms to lose you so young. Especially to a group of fanatics. Will that be all, Mr. Hall?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and turned to leave. 
 
    There were a million other things that I wanted to ask her, mostly about Professor Edinbock, but there were too many ears with perfect hearing that might report back to the headmaster. I waved goodbye, thanked her again for the advice, and then rushed back to the dorm. If the history teacher really had been killed by one of Kruwyn’s followers, then he might be able to help us more than I thought, especially if it was that cult behind the shadow creatures. 
 
    I also couldn’t shake the subtle warning that she’d given me about my new neighbors. If they really were technomages, then there might really be a war on two sides like the dwarf at the solstice dinner said. Still, the Stepford wife and Ken doll were a problem for a different day, and the shadow creatures were a much closer threat. 
 
    “That was fast,” Atlesia said as she organized a tray of snacks. “I just got back.” 
 
    “There were too many people,” I said. “I couldn’t ask her everything that I wanted without everyone hearing. She knows that we have the journals, though, and said that we should stay in the room to study.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere until I’ve finished combining the sleep and light bombs together,” Mike muttered and shifted so that the light from the window fell on him.  
 
    “I have plenty of work with the journals,” Atlesia said as she made herself comfortable on my bed.  
 
    “Great,” I said and joined her. “I’ll read through this spell book. Maybe there’s something about the purgatory portal.” 
 
    The hours flew past in the blink of an eye as we all worked in silence. I’d started to fall asleep with my back against the wall when a portal opened in the middle of the room, and all of us immediately reached for the nearest weapon. Mike had one of the sleeping bombs in his long fingers while Atlesia clutched a seed for a carnivorous plant, and I had the quartz with the blue jay-squirrel. 
 
    “It’s just me,” Sarya said as she came through. “No need to attack.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said with a smile. “How was your parents’ house?” 
 
    “Boring,” the redhead said and joined Atlesia and I on the bed. “Father was called away, and Caros was acting squirrely like he thought someone might attack at any moment. Mother said that the council members have been stopping by all week, and I couldn’t find one mention of illegal purgatory portals in our library. Please tell me that you have better news.” 
 
    “We have the journals!” Atlesia exclaimed and held up the one in her lap. “They’re much easier to translate. I’m almost finished with this one. It’s not very helpful. She was only seventeen when she wrote it, but it’s very interesting.” 
 
    “Does it mention her family?” I asked and then turned as someone knocked on the door. “Who the hell could be visiting this late? Mike, is your girlfriend stopping by?” 
 
    “She broke up with me,” the tree-man said with a shrug. “Said that she needs someone who isn’t always studying.” 
 
    “That’s why she’ll never be the best,” Sarya said and lifted her chin in the air. “And you deserve only the best, Mike. I’ll find you a nice tree-woman.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Atlesia teased. “Why don’t I do the reconnaissance on that one? You’d probably intimidate them.” 
 
    I slipped from the bed and went to the door while the girls argued, and Mike went back to his calculations. It was hard to see through the peephole since it was night, but I’d recognize the long horns of a minotaur in pitch black. I tugged open the door to find Ramis with an irritated look on his face. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” the minotaur snorted. 
 
    “I was studying,” I said. “What brings you to my humble abode?” 
 
    Ramis looked past me into the room, saw Atlesia and Sarya, and then turned back to me with a skeptical look. I didn’t care what he thought we were up to, but it did worry me that he’d stopped by. The minotaurs were supposed to still be my rivals, and if anyone saw us, then they’d think we might be becoming friends. 
 
    “You have a book about storing mana, right?” the bull-man asked in a hushed tone like his brother would appear out of the ether to yell at him. “If Rarus and I are going on the hunt with you next weekend, then I’ll need to start storing my magic, too.” 
 
    “I have it,” I said and retrieved the small tome. “But your brother isn’t going to like it.” 
 
    “I don’t do everything that my brother wants,” Ramis huffed. “And I’m not thanking you for this. It’s the only copy that Professor Lovelace has, and you’re not her only student.” 
 
    “I’m pretty much done with it,” I said with a shrug. “But don’t try to do it without Professor Lovelace or me there. You could pull too much and shrivel up into a mummy.” 
 
    “Your advice is noted,” he said with a roll of his eyes. 
 
    I watched the bull-man stomp off into the night like it irritated him to have to ask me for anything, and a nearby pixie dodged Ramis’ sharp horns. At least no one that had seen the interaction would think that we were friendly, but I was still worried that he might try the spell without anyone around, and Rarus had made it clear that he didn’t approve of storing mana. 
 
    Ramis was a good mage. 
 
    But he was competitive. 
 
    And that might get him killed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “I’m so excited for this weekend,” Atlesia said as she skipped beside me. 
 
    “Me, too,” I laughed and watched the bounce of her perky ass in the Daisy Dukes. “We have a lot to do this week to prepare. I’ll need to buy a few more stones. And I’m hoping that the ringmaster will send out another invitation so that I can test out my griffon again.” 
 
    Monday morning had never been my favorite part of the week, but my girlfriend’s enthusiasm for life was contagious, and I had a smile plastered on my face as we walked into our first class. Onet flitted by with her group of pixie friends, waved at Atlesia, and then the women settled into the entire first row like they were the best students in the whole school. Everyone else sat further back like that would help keep away the chill that emanated off of Professor Edinbock whenever he got excited about something. 
 
    “Why don’t you do that during the battle magic practice?” the flower nymph asked. 
 
    “I might,” I said. “It depends on who Rarus assigns me to work with. My group has a lot of earth and water users since that’s his specialty, and Professor Mortice rarely lets us work with anyone with a different mentor.” 
 
    “Why?” the lavender-haired woman asked as we sat in our usual seats. “That seems a little counterintuitive. Aren’t you supposed to be training to fight whoever you might go against if there’s a real war? Or in the professional arenas?” 
 
    “He says that it’s best that we learn against our own group first, that way we have a handle on similar magic, and then during the festivals we can pit ourselves against someone else,” I shrugged and pulled out my notebook. “He’s right about mastering our own type of magic. Sadly, no one else in the group is a summoner, and only Rarus can give me an actual challenge.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re the best,” Sarya said and sat down on my other side. “Maybe if you talk to Professor Mortice, then he’ll make an exception. You’re already high ranking enough in the school that you could probably be a mentor.” 
 
    “I definitely don’t have time for that,” I laughed and watched as Mike dragged himself up the stairs. 
 
    The tree-man had stayed up late into the night to finalize his plans for the light bombs by themselves as well as the one that included some of the sleeping potion. I’d heard the door close around two a.m. and then again at five a.m., but my roommate’s bed didn’t squeak until twenty minutes before my alarm went off. It would’ve annoyed me to be woken up so many times, but my dreams were filled with memories of that fairy town, and their screams, so his interruptions had been a nice reprieve from the nightmares. 
 
    “I’m this close to finishing the potions for this weekend,” the tall man said and pinched his fingers close together. “At the very least, I know that the sleeping potion is still potent. I accidentally knocked myself out and woke up to a bunny nibbling on my hair leaves.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said with a shake of my head. “How did the light bombs go?” 
 
    “Mixed results,” he mumbled around a yawn. “They only worked sixty-eight percent of the time, and they didn’t glow enough to do any real damage, but the iridescent spores clung to whatever they touched and didn’t fade for an average of five minutes.” 
 
    “That’ll weaken the creatures enough for us to finish them off with the--” I started to stay. 
 
    “Welcome back, everyone,” Professor Edinbock said as he floated through the chalkboard.  
 
    The ghost’s perfectly pressed Victorian suit flickered to show tears and wrinkles, and I looked at the others to see that they were just as shocked. I hadn’t done much research on spirits since they were considered sentient beings, so summoners couldn’t use them, but it was weird to see the teacher’s form change. As far as I knew, they only wore what they’d died in or were buried in, but the professor shook himself out like I used to do with the TV remote whenever the batteries were about to die, and then his body was back to normal. 
 
    “You saw that, right?” I whispered. 
 
    “Yeah,” Mike said and leaned forward.  
 
    “Ghosts only change when they’re under extreme stress,” Sarya frowned and started to wind her ponytail around one finger. “And something tells me that was a glimpse of what he looked like when he died.” 
 
    “I overheard him and Professor Lovelace,” I said. “She said that he was killed by one of Kruwyn’s followers. And he thinks that one of the evil mages is back.” 
 
    “I really hope it’s not him,” my roommate said. “But he was in the purgatory realm.” 
 
    “He was human, though,” I pointed out. “And it’s been a few hundred years. Even if he was a strong enough mage to withstand the fire and brimstone… there’s no way that a human can live that long.” 
 
    “If you’re done with your private discussion,” the ghostly teacher huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “Then I’d like to begin class. Ah… Mr. Ramis… so good of you to join us. Take your seat. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t fall asleep. It seems our young summoners just can’t help but overextend themselves.” 
 
    “Sorry, Professor Edinbock,” Ramis said and bowed his massive bull head. “I promise that I won’t fall asleep.” 
 
    The minotaur’s eyes were barely open, and he yawned so big that one of the pixies could’ve flown around inside his mouth. Ramis didn’t even try to walk up the stairs, and instead, he plopped down in the nearest chair hard enough that the wood groaned like it was about to crack. 
 
    “I think he got less sleep than me,” Mike said with a shake of his head. “What book did you give him last night?” 
 
    “The one about storing mana,” I said with a frown. “I’m betting that he tried to do it without help. Stubborn ass is lucky that he didn’t die.” 
 
    “Mr. Hall,” Professor Edinbock huffed.  
 
    “My bad,” I said and clicked my ballpoint pen. “I’m ready. Go ahead with the lecture.” 
 
    “Well, now that I have your permission,” the ghost said with a pointed stare and then turned toward the pixies. “Do I need to just dismiss class altogether? Or are any of you ready for this week to start? I could always assign my lecture notes as a paper if you’d rather gossip away your morning.” 
 
    “Sorry, Professor,” Onet said in her squeaky voice. “We’re just so excited about this lesson.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” he said and rolled his eyes. 
 
    The class settled down while Professor Edinbock started a new section about the nine realms and how they were all connected, but my attention kept drifting back to Ramis. The minotaur managed to stay awake the entire time because he pinched his leg every few minutes, but it was clearly a struggle. His tanned skin seemed lighter, like someone had sucked the life out of him, and I made a beeline for the bottom row the second that class was dismissed. 
 
    “You tried it, didn’t you?” I asked as everyone filed out. “You actually tried to do it yourself.” 
 
    “Of course I did,” the minotaur huffed and stomped into the hallway with me on his heels. “You’re not a better summoner than me. You just got lucky. I don’t know how… but you did.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “It’s luck. That’s how I’ve already managed to learn how to store my mana. It has nothing to do with the hours of practice that I only do when someone is around to call a healer.” 
 
    “Rarus found me before anything terrible could happen,” he said as we entered Ira’s class. “And I was in the battle magic arena. It’s not like I went outside of the school’s boundaries where something would attack me.” 
 
    “You will today,” I hissed. “Right after class. Meet me by the north wall.” 
 
    The bull-man had walked so fast that the other students in our class had just reached the door, but I still watched them for a few seconds to make sure that no one had heard us. Eldar narrowed his eyes at us, but the elf barely talked to anyone that didn’t have pointy ears, and I doubted that would change anytime soon. I glowered up at Ramis to let him know that I’d been serious and then went to my desk. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Mike asked as he pulled out a journal for summoning spells. 
 
    “He’s going to get himself killed before the hunt,” I whispered so low that no one nearby would be able to hear me. 
 
    “He’s not that reckless,” the tree-man chuckled. “He’s not Rarus.” 
 
    “Still,” I said. “I won’t be able to join you at the library after class. If he’s determined to learn how to store mana, then I’m going to help him.” 
 
    “I’d come with you, but I’m planning to sneak into my parents’ library,” Sarya said from the desk behind me. 
 
    “And I need to take care of my carnivorous plants,” Atlesia said. “I think that they’ll be strong enough by this weekend to help us, and one of the vines is doing well enough that I can bring a piece with me. I’ll need to work on my armbands, though, so that they have enough soil to keep the roots wet.” 
 
    “I’m sure that we’ll be fine,” I said with a smile. “We’ll be back on school grounds before dark.” 
 
    Professor Lovelace strolled into the classroom with a stack of papers and began to pass them out. The spell puzzles were sorted into different categories for the types of magic users, but complaints went up when the non-summoners saw how difficult the work would be. Ira hushed all of the protesters with a stern look and reminded them that whether they were summoners or not, it was important to know how to call pets that could help them, and some spells that they would use would need a stronger animal than they were currently able to bring forth. 
 
    I studied the stack of papers that she’d put in front of me and realized that most of them were for variations on blue jay-squirrels. The beautiful woman must’ve searched every book she owned for them, and I flashed a grateful smile before I delved into the work. It wasn’t an animal that grandma had given me before since they were fairly rare, but by the end of class I’d worked out a way to make my little griffon the size of my forearm, and how to advance its sight so that it could pick up any changes in light even in complete darkness. 
 
    “Be careful out there,” Atlesia said as we packed up at the end of class.  
 
    “Always,” I said and leaned over the desk to give her a quick kiss. “Both of you be careful, too. Carnivorous plants and forbidden libraries are just as dangerous as the woods.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me to be careful?” my roommate teased and shouldered his backpack. “Books are dangerous, too.” 
 
    “Would it matter?” I shot back. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” the tree-man laughed.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “But… you should be careful. Don’t do any crazy experiments alone, okay?” 
 
    “I make no promises,” he said as we walked into the hallway. “But I doubt that the sleeping and light spells are going to hurt me. I absorb light for food. And the ingredients for the knockout bombs aren’t that strong. At the most, I’ll just rest for a few days and then be ready for the hunt. Oh, and here’s two pouches of those mana mushrooms. Make sure that you both eat them even if you don’t make the tea.” 
 
    “We will,” I said. “And I’m not lugging you back to the room if you overdo it with the knockout bombs. I’ll leave you wherever you fall asleep.” 
 
    “Noted,” he said and then waved goodbye. 
 
    Atlesia gave me one last kiss and then started toward the greenhouse with Onet flitting around her head like a sparkly fly. I couldn’t understand why my girlfriend wanted to spend time with the gossipy pixie, but the intel was usually helpful, and the green-haired woman wasn’t much of a threat to the flower nymph, especially with the carnivorous plants on Atlesia’s leather bracer. 
 
    Sarya gripped my hand with an unspoken warning and then headed toward her dorm like she was about to spend the afternoon studying. The head of the council’s library was apparently extensive, but he’d put up ward spells around the important texts, and his daughter still hadn’t broken through all of them. It was only a matter of time before the redhead found the right combination, that or she’d just light them all on fire in a fit of rage. 
 
    I watched the sway of the elf’s hips until she was too far away to see, turned toward the north wall, and headed to my training session. Ramis had disappeared the second that class had been dismissed, but the minotaur’s ambition was high, and I knew that he’d be in the woods waiting for me. It would give me the opportunity to show him the process since I needed to create my own. It was dangerous to let someone outside of my immediate friend group know what my stored mana looked like, but I knew enough about the minotaur to know that he’d die before he used someone else’s strength to supplement a spell. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Ramis said as I stepped through the small wooden door into the north woods. “I thought that you’d forgotten.” 
 
     “Nope,” I said and strolled toward my favorite clearing. “Did you bring the book?” 
 
    “Of course,” the bull-man said and followed after me. “I read through the entire thing last night before I got started. It should’ve been easy, but I couldn’t even get my magic to come to the surface.” 
 
    “That took me an entire afternoon to learn,” I said with a shake of my head. “And even then, I was only able to hold it for a couple of minutes. I practiced for weeks before I tried to make mana stones. You can’t rush it.” 
 
    “But I need mana stored by the time we go on the hunt,” he huffed and then looked around the small meadow. “This is where you want to teach me?” 
 
    “Would you prefer to go to the battle magic arena where everyone can watch?” I asked and tossed my bag beneath a tree. “Because that can be arranged. Although, you really shouldn’t let the other mages know what your mana looks like once you store it. They might be tempted to steal it.” 
 
    “I read the book,” the minotaur said and tugged the small leatherbound tome out. “I’m not an idiot. I just need a little help getting started.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “Alright, first things first… you need to sit down and relax. You have to completely clear your mind and feel the magic flowing through your veins.” 
 
    “This sounds like something one of those brain-dead nymphs would tell me,” he said but sat next to me in the grass. “Next you’ll tell me to feel the wind on my skin and the grass beneath me.” 
 
    “If that helps,” I chuckled. “But minotaurs are better with earth and water, so I’d say you should focus on the soil. Or maybe remember what it’s like when you’re out on your family’s boats.” 
 
    “I’m not like Rarus,” he said and ran a hand over his long horns the way his brother did when he was irritated or nervous. “I’ve never been that good with the sea. It reacts better for him than my father. But with me it’s just liquid.” 
 
    “How are you with the animals?” I asked. “I’ve realized that I connect better with insects since I’ve summoned so many of them. It’s easier with my own, but the ones that buzz around the clearing are less foreign. If that makes any sense.” 
 
    “It does,” he said with a reassuring smile. “Okay. Just close my eyes, feel my magic, think of the fish. Anything else?” 
 
    “Just relax,” I said and closed my eyes. “You have to let go of everything else, or the mana won’t surface.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Just forget that everyone in my world is in danger. That the shadow creatures have started to attack the boats. And that if we aren’t successful on this hunt, then Rarus and I won’t have the strength it takes to save our people.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I laughed. 
 
    The minotaur snorted irritably at me but didn’t say anything else. It was easy enough to pull my mana to the surface since I’d practiced so many times, and I opened my eyes as the golden shimmer began to pool in my hands for the first fake butterscotch. There was a flicker of sea green to my left, and a smile pulled at my lips as Ramis finally managed to pull his magic to the surface. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, just in case it distracted him, but the bull-man managed to hold it for several seconds before the energy rushed back inside. There was sweat all over his chest and forehead, and he swayed from exhaustion, but it was the first step. I shook my head as I thought about the last few months and the competition that had formed between us, but for the moment we were somewhat allies, and maybe one day even friends. 
 
    “Alright,” I said three hours later. “I think we’re done for the afternoon. If either of us keep pushing it, then we’re going to pass out. And I don’t want to be in the woods after dark.” 
 
    “Have you seen any of the shadow creatures?” Ramis asked with a nervous glance around the trees.  
 
    “I thought I did once,” I confessed and shook off a wave of dizziness. “But I’m pretty sure that the wards have been strengthened since the attacks first started. The creatures mostly go after big groups of mages and magic users, so I doubt that they’ll find us very appetizing.” 
 
    “But it’s best not to test it,” the minotaur said and followed me toward the north wall. “I’m only going to say this once… but thank you. It means a lot to me that you’d help me even after my brother tried to kill you.” 
 
    “And you threatened me,” I pointed out. “Look, we’re all in this together. Forget ranks and jobs after school. If those things keep attacking the nine realms, then none of it’s going to matter anyway.” 
 
    “Would you look at what we have here?” Eldar said as Ramis and I passed by the battle magic arena. “Is it possible that you two are working together?” 
 
    “What?” I asked and looked up at the minotaur like I’d never seen him before. “Us?” 
 
    “We just ran into each other,” Ramis said with a shrug. “And you know how the headmaster has been about unsanctioned fights.” 
 
    The dark-haired elf glowered at us like he’d uncovered a conspiracy. It wasn’t like students weren’t allowed to work together, but the school knew about the rivalry that had started between the minotaurs and me, and I had to admit that it did look a little suspicious. If Onet or one of the other pixies saw us, then they’d start rumors that would draw too much attention from the headmaster, and I wasn’t sure that I trusted the gray-bearded mage. 
 
    “You really think that either of us would be hanging out?” I asked. “That’s just asking for Rarus to stop by, and then I’ll be kicked out of school for another fight.” 
 
    “Likely story,” Eldar said and lifted his chin in the air. “I bet that you two have been helping each other with your spells. That’s the only explanation for how a minotaur and a lowly human could be higher in the ranks than me. I’m from noble blood. I deserve to be–” 
 
    “You deserve to be kicked in the face,” Ramis growled and stomped a foot. “And if I ever hear you say that I worked with a human again, then I’ll personally rip out your noble tongue.” 
 
    “Why… you…” the elf spluttered. 
 
    “Andrew!” Atlesia shouted as she ran up to us. “There you are. We’re all going to dinner. Rumor has it that they’re going to serve the chili recipes from the contest so everyone that couldn’t attend can try some. I heard one of the professors even has a vegetarian dish that us nymphs can enjoy. It’s made with mushrooms, tomatoes, and I think squash--” 
 
    The lavender-haired woman trailed off to stare at Ramis and Eldar like she just realized that they were there. I forced the grin from my face as my girlfriend tilted her head as if the three of us together was the strangest thing in the nine realms. Atlesia was just as good of an actress as Sarya, and the two women together were a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    “What?” Eldar snapped. “Don’t think just because Sarya has debased herself with your lot that I’m going to.” 
 
    “Ew,” she said and shook her head like he was a skunk that had just sprayed her. “That’s gross.” 
 
    “I’m leaving this weirdness,” Ramis said and then glanced at me, nodded, and patted the mana book stashed in his pocket. “First, I run into the human, then the elf, and now Little Miss Sunshine. It’s too much for one day. Maybe the whole semester.” 
 
    “See ya’,” I said with a shrug. “So, you said that there’s going to be chili? That sounds delicious. It’s the perfect fall food. Why don’t we go to the table, and I’ll grab the bowls for everyone. You and Sarya have been feeding me enough lately. It’s my turn.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Atlesia said and laced her fingers through mine. “I do like when you pamper me.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Eldar said and drew our attention back to him. “I’m still here.” 
 
    “So you are,” I said. “But we’re leaving. I don’t know what kind of crazy world you have built up in your head, but Ramis and I just ran into each other. I can’t believe that you’d think either of us would want to be around each other for more than what’s absolutely necessary. His brother has tried to kill me on multiple occasions.” 
 
    “But you’ve always won,” my girlfriend said.  
 
    “True,” I said with a smile. “Eldar, if you want to be higher in the ranks, then maybe you should stop coming up with conspiracy theories and practice your spells instead.” 
 
    Atlesia and I walked toward the cafeteria while the dark-haired elf spluttered and tried to find an insult. He shouted something, but it was after we were too far away to hear it, and I just waved a hand over my shoulder like it didn’t matter.  
 
    “That was close,” Atlesia said as we joined the others at our table.  
 
    “Too close,” I said. “I’m glad that you stopped by. Your timing was perfect. As always.” 
 
    “Naturally,” the lavender-haired woman said with a wink. “I was on my way to grab you for dinner anyway.” 
 
    “And to make sure that you were safe,” Sarya said and glanced up from my grandmother’s journal for a split second before she went back to work with the translations. “She’s been freaking out for the last hour.” 
 
    “I have not,” the flower nymph huffed and stomped a tiny foot. 
 
    “You have,” Mike said. “She was convinced that Ramis gored you and left you to die in the woods.” 
 
    “His brother tried that,” she huffed and plopped down. “It’s not that hard to think that he would, too.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you were worried,” I said and kissed her forehead. “But we were just focused. I’ll be right back. I know that you want mushroom chili. Sarya, do you have any special requests?” 
 
    “Hmm?” the redheaded elf asked and shook her head. “Not really. I’m not that hungry. I’ll just try a small bit of whatever you want.” 
 
    “Is my grandmother’s journal that interesting?” I asked and leaned over to look at the translations. 
 
    “She’s talking about some guy,” Sarya said with a frown. “I think she was young. Her notes sound like something a teenager would write. My best friend gushed like this when she had her first crush, but there’s something wrong with this man your grandmother likes. I can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    “It looks like he’s the bad boy type,” I said and pointed to a passage about how he convinced grandma to sneak out late at night. “Have you found anything out about her family? It’d be nice to meet them.” 
 
    “Not much,” she said and shrugged. “Just the usual complaints about her parents being strict about her lessons. Your grandmother’s magical training started early.” 
 
    “That’s probably where she got the idea from for my studies,” I said. “I wonder why she didn’t teach my mom.” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t want to learn?” Atlesia said. “I mean… if I was a human in the human realm, then I wouldn’t want to be the odd one out. I heard that your people burn magic users at the stake.” 
 
    “True,” I said and tapped my foot. “Grandma did say that mom didn’t want any part of it. Alright, I’m going to grab the chili before everyone takes it all.” 
 
    The line in the cafeteria was longer than usual as everyone waited to test the teachers’ chili again. Eldar glared at me from a table of elves, but I ignored him, and Ramis and Rarus were with a group of battle mages. It was like I’d been transported back to high school with all the bitter rivalries and secret alliances.  
 
    I doubted that Eldar would be of any use to us when it came to the hunt, and even less helpful if we had to fight the shadow creatures. The elf believed everything that the council told him like it was holy writ, and never questioned the professors about stronger spells or the strong mages that Professor Edinbock mentioned. I was pretty sure he would just glide through school and finish in the middle, use his family’s connections to find a job, and then live an unremarkable life without ever accomplishing something great, but the rest of us wanted more than that. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said and set two trays down in front of my friends. “We might want to take something like this on the hunt. It’ll be nice on the overnight stay in the cold mountains, and our new allies will want something hearty.” 
 
    “Mom’s got that covered,” Mike said and shut his notebook. “She’s already started to cook, and we have four more days before you guys even come over.” 
 
    “I thought that tree-people didn’t really need to eat,” I said and tried the mushroom chili. 
 
    “We don’t,” he said with a shake of his head. “But mom really likes feeding people. I told you about the meals that she cooks for the neighbors. They all say it’s good and eat a lot of it, so make sure that you come hungry.” 
 
    “I will,” I said with a smile. “Do you think that your grandmother can tell us about her encounter with the will-o’-wisps?” 
 
    “You try and stop her,” the tree-man sighed. “She’s told it at least a hundred times since I told my family about the hunt. If she wasn’t so old and susceptible to cold, then the ancient oak would be right beside us. Thankfully, her bark can’t handle the snow anymore.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet your family,” I laughed. “They sound fantastic.” 
 
    “You say that now, but you just wait until my mother is shoving your fifth plate of food at you, and grandma is talking about the elf she dated when she was younger,” he said. “You’ll understand why I tend to stick to my books and experiments.” 
 
    “They sound wonderful,” Atlesia said. 
 
    “A lot more lively than my family,” Sarya said. “It’s all dinner parties, events, and reputations at my dinner table.” 
 
    We talked for the next hour about the tents, sleeping bags, and everything else that we’d need for the hunt. I jotted everything down to give to Ramis later, and then made plans to visit Candy in the human realm on Friday. The excitement was almost palpable as we said goodbye for the evening, and I almost skipped on the way back to the dorm. 
 
    All I had to do was make it through the next couple of days. 
 
    And then survive the hunt. 
 
    Hopefully, the will-o’-wisps weren’t as bad as the textbooks made them out to be. 
 
    If we were lucky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “It’s finally the weekend!” Onet exclaimed as Professor Lovelace dismissed our last class of the week. “Elven spa, here I come. Atlesia, are you sure that you want to go on some boring hunt instead of coming with us girls?” 
 
    “Positive,” the flower nymph said. “You’re welcome to join Sarya and I next week if you want to go to the spa again.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” the green haired pixie said with a dubious look at Sarya. “But I might be all spa’d out.” 
 
    “Your loss,” Atlesia said with a bright smile. “Sarya’s mother knows the owner, and they gave us the paradise suite.” 
 
    “T-that’s the best room they have,” Onet gasped and looked between the two women like her entire life philosophy had just come into question. “I’ll think about it. Really. You guys be safe on your hunt. Those savages are just… awful. Can’t believe people compare will-o’-wisps to pixies. The nerve.” 
 
    “I’m sure that we’ll be fine,” I said with a reassuring smile. “Have a good weekend.” 
 
    Onet flitted away with a wave as she muttered about the indignity of being compared to a will-o’-wisp. It was almost funny to see her worked up, especially when she loved to push everyone else’s buttons, but the little gossip was the last thing on my mind as the weekend started.  
 
    “Are you still going back to the human realm this afternoon?” Mike asked as we walked through the halls. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “This week went by in the blink of an eye, and I didn’t get a chance to buy the diamonds. I’m thinking of swinging by my grandmother’s nursing home, too. The elf that works there is helping me to get her into the nursing home in the elven realm, but because she’s human, the paperwork is ridiculous, and grandma refuses to give them any information on her magical family. It’s slowing the whole process down.” 
 
    “At least it’s not just you that she hides information from,” the tree-man pointed out. 
 
    “That’s a tiny comfort,” I laughed. “Anyway, I’m going to give Nurse Polinski a call before I stop by just to make sure that grandma can have visitors. She’s been more agitated, and the doctor said that there’s no point in treating her tumor since it’s stopped growing and refuses to shrink.” 
 
    “We’ll meet you at Mike’s,” Sarya said and put a hand on my shoulder. “Take your time. I’m sure that there will be plenty of food for you.” 
 
    “There will be,” my roommate sighed and shook his head. “Especially since she heard that two minotaurs will be with us. She found a cookbook that focuses primarily on seafood dishes. I don’t know where because not many people in our town actually eat… but she’s a force to be reckoned with when it comes to feeding people.” 
 
    “I won’t even grab a snack while I’m out,” I said and walked into our dorm room, grabbed my weekend bag, and double-checked that I had everything. 
 
    “I sent the guys all of the instructions for when to meet us, the pictures of Mike’s family nursery, and the location,” Atlesia said and sat on my bed with her legs crisscrossed. “Neither of them answered, but I’m sure that they got the messages. My amulet is used to sending notes to new people. Speaking of which, the floral nymphs are planning a party next week because one of the guys has a bioluminescent flower that’s supposed to bloom. It’s his senior project and everyone wants to celebrate.” 
 
    “That’s a good party to go to,” I said. “Mike, do you think that you’d be able to join us? You and Atlesia might be able to convince the guy to give us a sample. Or duplicate it somehow.” 
 
    “I could use another source of bioluminescent spores,” the tree-man said. “The mushrooms are doing well, but they can only make so many spores at a time, and the flower might have pollen that can be adapted to the light bombs.” 
 
    “I think the flower petals themselves have the bioluminescent ingredient,” Atlesia said, and a light blush colored her green cheeks. “I may have taken a look at it the last time I was in the greenhouse alone. It hasn’t bloomed yet, but the veins on the bud shine a neon blue.” 
 
    “That could be helpful, too,” Mike said. 
 
    The tall tree-man wandered around his side of the room and inspected the watering mechanism that he’d invented. There wouldn’t be time during the weekend to check in on the mushrooms, and one bad night could put our plans behind another month. Mike tweaked one of the sprinkler systems, nodded, and then started to pack up his notebooks. 
 
    “I’m glad that you looked into it,” I told Atlesia. “The plant could really be useful. Do you think that he’d let us have a petal?” 
 
    “He might,” the flower nymph said with a thoughtful smile. “He is friends with my brother… and he has a crush on one of my sisters. I could promise to put in a good word for him. But we’d have to promise not to use it before his senior project is graded at the end of the semester.” 
 
    “Hopefully, we won’t have to,” I said. “And by the time Mike is done with it, no one will know the source.’ 
 
    “That’s true,” Mike agreed. “If it’s the petals themselves that are bioluminescent, then I’d need to adapt the light bombs to disperse a potion instead of spores. It might take a few tries.” 
 
    “I’m sure that Atlesia can grow more,” I said. 
 
    “Obviously,” she said and flipped her short lavender hair. “I can grow anything.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. 
 
    “Mike,” Sarya piped up for the first time since we’d reached the room. “Do you think that you can use my fire in one of your bombs? I’ve been thinking about it for a while. If I can find a stone that will hold the flames, then a spell could be activated, and I wouldn’t have to use as much mana at once, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” the mad scientist said and looked longingly at the notebooks in his bag. “I’ll have to research it this weekend. My father has a book on fire elemental magic somewhere. We use it to clear the land when we need to plant new seedlings. In theory, a piece of lava might be able to hold the flame…” 
 
    “I could write a spell to summon a fire snake,” I said. “I think I saw one mentioned in a book in the library. It’s more for a fire mage than a summoner, but with our powers combined I think we could make something work. And that would definitely hurt the shadow creatures.” 
 
    “And any of the mages that are controlling them,” the redheaded elf said.  
 
    “We have our heading,” I said and pulled the amulet out of my pocket.  
 
    I still had to sleep with the rune cloth wrapped around it, but the stone hadn’t activated, and the shields seemed steady. Ira had taken a look at it a few days ago, but none of us wanted to chance opening it again until we figured out just why grandma had a portal to the purgatory realm. I’d looked through the library again for any mentions of the shadow creatures, and that included the mage prison, but all the books had to say on the topic was that the world was nothing but fire and brimstone. 
 
    “See you guys later,” Mike said and opened a portal to his family’s nursery. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Atlesia said. “My town isn’t too far, and I wanted to stop by one of the flower shops on the way. They’re trying to find me a very specific soil that will help me grow the spiked vines faster.” 
 
    “Sure,” the tree-man said and stepped into the other dimension. 
 
    “I’m going to head home and show my face for a few hours,” Sarya said. “Dad’s been locked in his office most of the week, but he’ll expect me on the weekend.” 
 
    “What have you told them about where you’ll be this weekend?” I asked. “I doubt that your dad is going to want you on a hunt when he knows the truth about the attacks.” 
 
    “Oh,” the redhead smirked and flipped her ponytail. “They think that I’m going to help Atlesia clear a parcel of land. It’s fantastic training for my fire powers, and it shows how generous the Kaylen family is.” 
 
    “Brilliant,” I said and stole a quick kiss. “See you soon.” 
 
    I waited until everyone else was gone before I opened the doorway into my garage. The barriers slid over my skin as they recognized me, and a sigh of relief blew through my lips that the house was still protected. I hopped into the Sonata and grinned as the engine turned over without any trouble. 
 
    The neighbors were nowhere to be seen as I pulled out of the garage, but it was only a matter of time before they realized that I was home. My goal was to slip in and out before Ken and the Stepford wife could stop me for another agonizing conversation. They would only ask to come inside the barrier for some reason or other, and the last thing I needed was another enemy, especially one with access to my grandmother’s journals. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to reach Candy’s shop, though there were a few cops that cruised the rough neighborhood, and more than a few people that just walked across the road without looking. I was happy to see the kids on the run-down basketball court and the old men who’d set up their lawn chairs in front of crumbling apartment buildings. It made the place seem less terrifying than it was in the wee hours of the morning when the only people that were out were the drug dealers and hookers on the way home. 
 
    “Trouble,” one of the big guards said as I came around the side of the building. “Haven’t seen you in a minute.” 
 
    “Working hard,” I said with a shrug. “Can I go in?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said and opened the door. “Sugar ain’t workin’ today. But James is in the back office. He’ll let you see Candy.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    There were more couples around the engagement ring section than I’d ever seen before, and one of the women squealed and started to jump up and down as one of the girls behind the counter handed over a ring big enough to sink the Titanic. The bodyguard in the corner shifted from foot to foot, and I noticed the revolvers tucked into shoulder holsters, but he nodded toward the back when I paused. I didn’t think any of the happy couples would rob the place, but stranger things had happened. 
 
    “Andrew,” James said as he answered my knock on the office door. “Candy, the white boy is back.” 
 
    “Well, let him in,” the businessman said and flashed a golden-toothed smile. “Mr. Hall, what brings you by my shop so late in the day?” 
 
    “I have a big ask,” I said and sank into one of the chairs. 
 
    “Bigger than usual?” Candy asked and lifted both eyebrows in mock surprise. “Now, this is bound to be interesting. What you need?” 
 
    “Flawless diamonds,” I said and tugged a big bag of gold coins out, plopped them onto the desk, and leaned back in the chair. “At least a karat each.” 
 
    “A karat?” he gaped and then burst into a laugh that shook the walls. “You never disappoint, do you? Well, I may have a few in stock. They are the same as the emeralds and rubies, you’ll be gettin’ ‘em from a lab if you want flawless.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said and motioned to the gold. “But I need them today.” 
 
    “That can be arranged,” the businessman said and glanced at James.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” the guard said as he started toward the door. “You just need three?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not gonna ask you what you need three karats worth of flawless diamonds for,” Candy said when we were alone. “But you should know that Sugar warned me ‘bout you. Said you might bring trouble, or that you could make me a ton of money. And Sugar ain’t never wrong ‘bout nobody.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” I said and thought of the young woman that I was almost positive was a succubus. “But I won’t be bringing any of my trouble your way.” 
 
    “Just make sure you don’t,” he said and folded his hands on the desk. “I like you, kid. You got golden balls comin’ in to see me and trustin’ me with all your money changin’, but if you bring danger to my people, then I’m gonna have to come after you myself.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said with a reassuring smile.  
 
    “Good,” he said with a nod. “You been claiming all this on your taxes like I told you to?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “I need to find an accountant that can help me. It’s a little complicated.” 
 
    “I bet it is,” Candy laughed and shook his head. “You’re a mystery. But like I said, you cool with me. As long as you don’t bring that trouble, and you keep makin’ me money.” 
 
    The rest of the meeting went by pretty fast as James came back with a selection of diamonds. There were a few that were uncut, but those weren’t shiny enough to draw anyone’s attention, nonetheless a creature that was supposedly drawn to shiny things like a magpie. I sorted through the rocks until I found three that glimmered in the bright white fluorescent light and cast rainbows on my hands. 
 
    Candy tried to charge me the same price as the other customers in his store, but I managed to talk the businessman down, and we were both happy with the deal. He gave me one last warning about my taxes as I walked out into the hallway, and James reminded me not to bring any heat down on the store. I promised that everything would be fine, walked outside, and then headed straight to my car. 
 
    The sun had already started to set by the time I pulled out of the parking lot, but there was still time to stop by grandma’s as long as she was okay. I dialed the number to the nursing home, connected it to the Bluetooth in my brand-new car, and then grinned at the touch screen. Some part of me missed the old, beat-up Jeep Cherokee that I’d rebuilt, but the Sonata had all the bells and whistles, including working air conditioning. 
 
    “Serenity Valley Nursing Home,” Nurse Polinksi’s familiar voice answered the phone. 
 
    “Nurse Polinski,” I said as I stopped at a red light. “It’s Andrew Hall. I was wondering if I could stop by and talk to my grandmother.” 
 
    “She’s sleeping right now,” the elf said. “She had a rough afternoon when one of the nursing home representatives stopped by.” 
 
    “Still doesn’t want to give her family history?” I sighed and pointed the car toward my house instead of the nursing home. 
 
    “No,” the nurse sighed. “But the woman that I talked to today said that she’d make an exception. Your grandmother’s tumor is in a very sensitive area of the brain, which is why most doctors won’t touch it, but as you know, the nursing home that Deloris is transferring to has special procedures. I managed to convince them to make an exception to the rule since it’s clear that your grandmother will continue to have fits that can become more and more violent.” 
 
    “Right,” I said and turned onto my street. “And they’re worried that she’ll release magic. I haven’t seen her do anything in a really long time. And she’s a summoner, how much can she do without the right ingredients?” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” the elf said and then greeted another patient. “You’re early in your studies, but you’ll find that your grandmother’s memories can make for quite… volatile… reactions. You should ask your professors about it.” 
 
    “I will,” I said and made a mental note to talk to Ira about it. 
 
    The headmaster had planned a team building exercise for all of the professors last minute, so the dragon-woman had to back out of the hunt. It was irritating that she wouldn’t be there, especially since she was the best summoner in the nine realms, but we’d be okay, and I didn’t want the minotaurs to know how close the teacher was to our group. Ira had given me all of her notes and put an extra layer of protection on my amulet just in case we ran into any of the shadow creatures. 
 
    “Andrew!” Charles shouted as I pulled into the driveway and waited for the garage door to open all the way. 
 
    I waved in the rearview mirror and then pulled into the garage to park the car. The Ken doll waited at the property line with his plastic smile as I climbed out and grabbed my weekend bag, the diamonds, and then locked the Sonata. I didn’t want to waste time with the technomage, but they hadn’t done anything yet, so I’d play nice for now. 
 
    “Hey,” I said as I walked down to the mailbox. “How’s your week been?” 
 
    “Good,” he said and took a step back. “How’s school? Learning a lot?” 
 
    “As much as I can,” I said with a shrug. “It’s all a bit of a haze. I’m sure you remember what it was like. Nothing but research and papers and lectures.” 
 
    “I remember,” the Ken doll said with a fake laugh. “What are your plans for the weekend? Going to hang out with that nice young lady that visited the other day? Stacy and I would love to have you over.” 
 
    “I’m actually going on a camping trip with my dorm mate,” I said and stepped through the barrier with the mail in hand. “I have to head out soon. But maybe my girlfriend and I can stop by when the craziness of the semester is over. Although, that might not happen until summer.” 
 
    “Stacy and I are patient,” Charles said. “We’ll wait until you’re ready to hang out with us.” 
 
    “Thanks, see you later,” I said and then turned toward the house, gave him one last wave, and then hurried inside. 
 
    My mind sped through the conversation as I tried to work out what the creepy plastic man had meant. The technomages were a small sect of mages, so they might want to recruit me, but Ira had warned me to stay away from them because they were dangerous. I forced my stomach to eat the nervous butterflies, pulled out the amulet, and then promised myself that I could worry about the neighbors and their intentions after the shadow creatures were dealt with. 
 
    “Hey,” Mike said as I opened the portal into his front yard. “Everyone else is inside. How’s your grandma?”  
 
    The farmhouse reminded me of a painting that hung in the entryway of my grandparents’ home for years. I’d always thought it was just a generic country scene, but I found myself staring at the real thing, complete with fresh white paint, blue-trimmed windows, and a wrap-around porch. A mushroom garden took up a large portion of the front yard, and trees surrounded the property line like silent sentinels. The air was as fresh as in our dorm room, and I took a deep breath of the sweet wind that shook the leaves. 
 
    “She’s still refusing to tell the elven nursing home anything,” I said and followed the man inside. 
 
    “You must be Andrew,” a woman with pale bark skin said and wrapped willowy arms around me. “I’m Mike’s mother. Oh, he’s told me so much about you. The others are already in the dining room. Please, eat as much as you can. You’ll need your strength if you’re going to climb the mountains in the morning. I’ve already baked a few snacks that you can take with you. And Sarya’s told me that the lembas bread is exactly like her mother makes.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “I really appreciate you going to all this trouble.” 
 
    “It’s no trouble at all,” she said with a dismissive wave like my grandmother used to give me when I thanked her for something. 
 
    “It really isn’t,” a man with dark brown bark skin like Mike said. “She’s been excited about this for the last week. If you hurry, then you might be able to eat some of the trout before those minotaur boys devour it all. And my mother is regaling your friends with her will-o’-wisp story.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said and followed Mike through the house. 
 
    “And this must be Andrew,” a woman with pale, wrinkly bark skin said. “Come, come, take a seat between the beautiful ladies. As I was saying… The mountain was so cold that my bark almost broke off. I still have a piece missing on my leg, but I won’t make you look at that while you’re eating. I’d gone up there thinking it would be a quick trip for some flowers, but then I saw the will-o’-wisp palace near the cliff and heard the music. If it wasn’t for Mike’s grandfather, then they might’ve drawn me into their trap. Legend has it that they eat flesh, so you kids be careful when you’re up there. And don’t let them get in your head.” 
 
    “I have an excellent grip on my mind,” Rarus said around a chunk of bread. “It’s important if you’re going to be in a battle. Especially with djinns. They’ll try to trick you the second that you let your guard down.” 
 
    “You’ve fought against a djinn?” the older woman gasped. 
 
    “Both Andrew and Rarus have won against djinns,” Sarya said with a proud smile in my direction. 
 
    “Now, isn’t that something,” Mike’s grandmother said. “A human strong enough to beat a djinn. You might actually be successful on this hunt. And I hear that you’re a summoner. I knew a human summoner once. She was a pistol. Fell into the wrong crowd at the start of college. Sometimes I wonder what happened to her. Of course, most humans drop out… and I didn’t know her well enough to be able to tell you if she had any chops. But she didn’t mind standing up to anyone who thought that they could push her around because she was a human. Reminded me of myself. Where was I? Oh, yes, the palace. You’ll be able to see it as soon as the morning light hits it.” 
 
    “We’re going to head out in the morning, and then find a place near the summit to camp for the night,” I said and then looked at the girls and Mike. “Do you remember the name of that human summoner?” 
 
    “Oh, no, dear,” the older woman laughed. “That was so long ago. I can barely remember what I had for breakfast. It might’ve started with a B… or a D… I can never remember human names. They’re so odd. And she was only there for a little while.” 
 
    “Right,” I sighed and took a bite of the trout. “Wow, this is amazing. Mike, how did your mother learn to cook like this?” 
 
    “A lot of trial and error,” she said as she brought an apple pie to the table. “My poor elven friends had to try so many terrible recipes. But now they’re quite happy. Now, all of you eat up and then go up to your rooms. There are beds for everyone. I’m afraid that you’ll have to share a room, but you all do that in the dorms, so I thought that you’d be okay.” 
 
    “We’ll be great,” I said with a reassuring smile.  
 
    “I can sleep anywhere,” Rarus said with a shrug. “Ramis and I are used to sleeping in hammocks on ships.” 
 
    “Those are the worst on stormy nights,” the younger minotaur said and shook his massive head.  
 
    “They’re amazing,” his brother huffed.  
 
    “We’ll be great,” I said and gave them both a pointed stare. “Thanks again for hosting us tonight.” 
 
    “Of course, dear,” she said. “Mike, make sure that everyone is comfortable.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the tree-man said with a nod. 
 
    The rest of dinner passed by with Rarus and Ramis eating most of the food, and Mike’s grandmother retelling the story of the will-o’-wisps and the way his grandfather came to save the day. I ate my fill and listened to the old woman’s story for any clues, but my mind kept drifting back to the human summoner that she’d mentioned. Tree-people didn’t live as long as the elves, but they did have a longer lifespan than humans, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that the older woman had been talking about my grandmother. 
 
    I finally managed to make my mind settle down around midnight and double-checked the rune cloth on my amulet. The only thing that I needed to focus on for the next couple of days was the hunt, and everything else would just have to wait. I’d work out the mystery of the technomages, my grandmother, and the hooded man after the will-o’-wisp was mine. 
 
    “Andrew,” Atlesia said a few minutes later. “Andrew, it’s time for us to get ready. Mike’s mother is already packing all of our bags.” 
 
    “Hmm?” I mumbled and then looked around the room. 
 
    Mike’s bedroom looked so much like our dorm that it took me a second to realize that we weren’t on campus. I pushed myself up and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes as my brain kickstarted. The trees around my roommate’s bed were already parted, and my adorable girlfriend was fully dressed like she’d been up for hours. 
 
    “Right,” I said and forced myself to unsteady feet. “Is there coffee?” 
 
    “There is,” Sarya said as she walked in. “I brought the strongest brew we had.” 
 
    “You’re a saint,” I said, gave the elf a quick kiss, took the mug from her, and then groaned as the caffeine washed over my tongue. “Is everyone else up?” 
 
    “Yep,” Atlesia said and skipped out of the room. “We thought that we’d let you sleep in since you’re a human. Oh! And Mike’s father gave Rarus and Ramis sweaters. There’s one for you, too. It should keep out some of the cold.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said and followed the ladies downstairs. 
 
    “I saw some of the council’s soldiers patrolling the forest this morning,” Mike’s father said as we walked into the dining room. “You should stay clear of them. They seemed a bit jumpy, if you know what I mean. I wouldn’t put it past them to cast a spell and then ask questions later.” 
 
    “My father might’ve sent them,” Sarya frowned and shook her head. “I don’t think that he or Caros know where I really am, but we’re in the same realm as Atlesia’s family, so he may have sent his troops just to be on the safe side. He’s a little overprotective.” 
 
    “Well, dear,” Mike’s mother said with a smile and handed each of us a wooden lunchbox. “He’s a parent. It’s normal for us to worry about our children.” 
 
    “You don’t seem worried about us,” Rarus pointed out and then stuffed bacon into his mouth. 
 
    “That’s because you’re going in a group,” she said. “But don’t think that we won’t be worried the entire time that you’re gone. I’d stop you if I thought I had a seedling’s chance in a thunderstorm of convincing my stubborn son to change his mind.” 
 
    “You don’t,” Mike said and shouldered his bag. 
 
    “We’re aware,” his father chuckled. “You’ve always been made of different bark than us. You take after your grandmother, may the forests help us.” 
 
    “Thanks,” the tree-man said and rolled his eyes. “Is everybody ready?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said and then swigged the last of the coffee, grabbed some lembas bread and bacon, and then followed everyone outside. 
 
    The mountains loomed over the forests in the distance, and I craned my neck all the way back to see the snow-capped tips. We all stood there for a few seconds before I finally took the first steps forward, and everyone else followed behind me. The journey to the top would take all day, and the cold washed over me as soon as my foot touched the steep path that led to the caves and the flowers that Mike’s grandmother had been searching for when she saw the will-o’-wisps. 
 
    “It’s too cold,” Rarus snorted a few hours into our climb. “And this sweater is itchy.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re not used to wearing clothes,” I huffed and tried to take a deep breath of the icy air. 
 
    “I could always light you on fire,” Sarya offered with an irritated smile. 
 
    “You could try,” the minotaur said. “But I’ll just cover it with water. There’s plenty around here.” 
 
    “And then you’ll freeze to death, fish brain,” Ramis said. “The only water around here is snow and icicles.” 
 
    “We’re almost to the caves,” I said and pointed to the gaping holes in the mountain’s face. “Once we’re in there, Sarya can start a fire, and Atlesia and Mike can cover the entrance in vines and trees so that we don’t draw attention to ourselves.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the sound of animals fighting in the winter months,” Mike said. “So, the fire shouldn’t be too bright.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it under control,” the redheaded elf said. “I don’t want my father’s men to find us, either.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said and forced my frozen legs to move. “We’ll get warm, eat, and then get some sleep. We need to be on the move before the sun comes up, or we’ll never find the will-o’-wisps.” 
 
    “We know,” Rarus huffed. 
 
    Silence fell over the group as we tried to push ourselves just a little further. It took another hour before the caves opened up in front of us, and I was sure that my fingers and toes were about to become frostbitten. The only one that seemed okay was Sarya because she’d used her fire magic to heat her body. 
 
    “The fire will be ready in just a few minutes,” the elf said as she arranged the firewood. 
 
    “The cave should be hidden,” Atlesia said as she and Mike moved plants in front of the mouth of our temporary home. 
 
    “You guys are amazing,” I said and started to unroll the bedding. 
 
    “I’m never going on another hunt with you,” Rarus complained as he unwrapped the food. “It’s too cold. Minotaurs are seafaring people. We need sunshine and heat.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ramis said with a shrug. “It’s not that bad. I think if I had a fire salamander that I’d be fine.” 
 
    “I could teach you how to summon one,” Sarya offered as the fire chased the chill away. 
 
    “I definitely think that we should’ve brought some along with us,” I said and plopped down on my makeshift bed. “But that’s something to remember for the next cold weather hunt.” 
 
    “Live and learn,” Mike said with a shrug. “I’m going to bed. You guys enjoy the food.” 
 
    “We will,” I laughed. “Your mom is an amazing cook.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard,” the tree-man said around a yawn. 
 
    Something howled outside, but it sounded far away, and the answer was even further. A shiver ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the cold, but no one else seemed to be worried about it, and I couldn’t hear any other animals nearby. I shook off the feeling, checked the amulet, and then focused all of my attention on the food that Mike’s mother had packed for us. 
 
    Exhaustion washed over everyone the second that we were warm and fed, but I offered to take the first watch. It was only fair since I’d been the one to suggest the hunt, and Rarus said that he’d take the second shift. A few howls and growls sounded further down the mountain as darkness fell, but none of the shadows moved, and that was at least a small win. 
 
    My eyes started to grow heavy as sleep called my name, but I pinched my leg to wake up. I tried to keep my focus by studying the cave we were in, and that was when I thought I saw something move on the other side of the trees that protected our camp. 
 
    I slowly rose from the sleeping bag and tiptoed over to the mouth of the cave. 
 
    The leaves rustled. 
 
    And I reached for my spells. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    My fingers wrapped around the quartz with the blue jay-squirrel, and I held my breath so that the cold air wouldn’t give me away. The trees and vines were thick enough that whoever, or whatever, was on the other side wouldn’t be able to spot me unless they had amazing night vision, but I didn’t want to take any chances.  
 
    A person-shaped shadow moved a few feet away from the mouth of the cave, and I pressed myself against the trunk of a thin pine. It didn’t have the same form as the creatures that had slinked around the underground battle arena, and there weren’t enough mages to draw them. At least, there weren’t enough on the mountain, and I didn’t hear the tell-tale sounds of an attack from the village near the base. 
 
    “Over here!” someone called in the darkness. “Come on.” 
 
    The voice sounded urgent, and I watched as the figure stepped closer to the edge of the path. There wasn’t anything down there except more trees and a steep plummet to craggy rocks, but the man still walked dangerously close. Clouds drifted away from the moon to reveal one of the council’s soldiers, and my heart hammered in my chest as the pointy eared elf glanced around. 
 
    I doubted that they were after us, or that they would care that we were on the hunt for a will-o’-wisp, but more rumors of attacks had spread through the campus during the week. The council had released a statement about moving people out of villages where the shadow creatures had been seen so that they could wrangle them without any interference, but no one believed them. Everyone was on edge, and I didn’t want the mages to attack us first and ask questions later, especially since the mage already had a hand up with flames that licked his fingers and cast shadows on his aquiline features. 
 
    “Come on,” the mysterious voice called again. “I don’t have all night. I thought that I heard something down here.” 
 
    “Is it one of those creatures?” the elf asked.  
 
    “Maybe,” the voice said. “Come on.” 
 
    A shiver ran down my spine as the council’s soldier hurried down the path, and all of the hairs stood up on the back of my neck. The elf clearly recognized the voice, but there were plenty of creatures that could mimic sounds, and I hoped for his sake that it wasn’t one of them. He disappeared on the path to the valley below, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. 
 
    I grabbed one of the sticks from the fire and used the charred tip to put a barrier in front of the mouth of the cave. The spell drawn in charcoal would be weak because I didn’t have all the right ingredients, but it would shimmer if someone tried to pass through it, and I wanted any warning that we could get if there was something out there, or if the soldier came back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Rarus asked as he woke up for his watch. 
 
    “There were soldiers,” I whispered. “At least one, but it sounded like another one was nearby.” 
 
    “Hmph,” the minotaur snorted. “I don’t need a shield to keep us safe. And it’s my watch now. Why don’t you go sleep? We wouldn’t want the human to get sick. I’ve heard how weak your bodies are.” 
 
    “And yet I keep beating you in fights,” I said with a shrug. 
 
    The minotaur glowered at me like he wanted to punch me in the face, but he rolled his eyes instead and then pointed toward my sleeping bag. I glanced outside one more time while Rarus towered over me, but there was no sign of the elf, and I didn’t hear any other noises. My replacement snorted irritably, and sleep sounded amazing, so I shrugged and crawled into bed. 
 
    The hard cave floor kept me in a half-sleep for the few hours that I laid down, but a fresh cup of coffee was enough to chase the cobwebs away. The first hunt we’d done had been for the jackalope, and our night was spent in a soft meadow, but I made a mental note to pack softer blankets for the next hunt. If I wanted to have stronger pets, then my trips would undoubtedly lead me to ever more inhospitable places, and rest would be vital so that we didn’t become the hunted. 
 
    “You’re up early,” Atlesia said as she woke. 
 
    “I’m excited,” I said. “Cup of coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” the flower nymph said and accepted the tin mug. “You’re amazing.” 
 
    “You can thank Sarya,” I chuckled. “And I put the muffins that Mike’s mom made us near the fire so that they’ll be nice and toasted.” 
 
    “That’s what smells so good,” Ramis said as he came back into the cave. “I could smell it all the way down the path.” 
 
    “They should be ready to go,” I said. “What’s it look like out there?” 
 
    “Cold,” the minotaur said and plopped down. “I think I might have to agree with Rarus this morning. Minotaurs are meant for sea and sunshine, not mountains and cold.” 
 
    “Really, fish brain?” Rarus chuckled and pulled out some of the dried meat. “And here I thought that I was all on my own.” 
 
    Atlesia and I shared a look as the brothers bickered back and forth and then burst out laughing. The noise echoed deep into the cave and woke Sarya and Mike from their deep sleep. It took us a few seconds to recover from the fit of laughter that had temporarily gripped us, and the minotaurs shrugged like we’d lost our minds. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Sarya asked as we calmed down. 
 
    “It’s just weird to see them so… normal,” I said and motioned to the brothers. 
 
    “Ha-ha,” Rarus snorted. “We’re always normal. You just piss me off.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said and then sipped my coffee. “It’s nice being friends.” 
 
    “We’re not friends,” the minotaur said with a stubborn glint in his molten brown eyes. “We’re only here together because it’s mutually beneficial. As soon as this is over, I’m going back to kicking your ass.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug. “But for the moment, it’s kind of cool. You’re not so bad when you’re not threatening my life.” 
 
    “You get used to it,” Ramis said. “He’s been threatening me since I first learned to walk. Apparently, I didn’t do it right because I fell. Literally my first steps, and he was already telling me that I shamed minotaurs everywhere.” 
 
    “That’s because you can do better,” the older minotaur said and then tore off a huge piece of jerky. 
 
    “You’re actually a pretty good summoner,” I said. “You’ve won almost all the battles in the arena.” 
 
    “Almost,” Ramis said with an irritated glare. “And don’t think that I won’t beat you one day.” 
 
    “Healthy rivalry is good for growth,” Sarya said as she picked at a muffin. “I don’t see why all of us can’t be friends.” 
 
    “With an elf?” Rarus chuckled. “Really? You think that your father would allow that? He didn’t even invite me to the Solstice dinner, but I hear that Eliana was, and I destroyed her on the battlefield.” 
 
    “Things are changing,” the redheaded elf said.  
 
    “We’re the new generation,” Mike said and stretched his long limbs. “We can do whatever we want.” 
 
    “And that starts with going on a hunt for will-o’-wisps,” I said and then drained my tin mug. “We should hurry and head out. The cliff where your grandmother saw their palace shouldn’t be too far. We can leave everything here so that we’re not weighed down. Just bring any weapons and spells, and then we’ll bring the wisp back here to take it apart. The fire will help us to dry and powder some of the ingredients.” 
 
    “I’m ready when you are, human,” Rarus said as he stood. “You’re the one that slept in.” 
 
    “Sure,” I shook my head and rolled my eyes. 
 
    It didn’t take long for everyone to grab the supplies they’d need for the fight, and Atlesia covered the rest of our gear in a pile of vines so that if anyone happened by the cave, they wouldn’t realize what it was. Sarya drew the flames from the small fire into herself, and I watched in rapture as her tan skin glowed red and orange before the magic subsided. Mike double-checked the pine trees that covered the mouth of the cave, and the minotaurs summoned water particles from some of the snow that had gathered near the entrance. 
 
    The cold hurt my face the second that I stepped out of our warm enclosure, and it took all of my self-control not to dip back inside and forgo the hunt. All of our research had shown that the will-o’-wisps came out during the night and right before dawn, but the textbooks warned that the closer it was to daybreak, the more powerful the dangerous creatures were. Of course, that was the time that we’d decided to go after them so that Ramis and I would have the most powerful will-o’-wisps possible, but that meant that the sun hadn’t chased away the chill yet. 
 
    “I can’t wait to be back home,” Rarus grumbled as we headed toward the cliff above our cave. “Where the sun shines and the dolphins play beside our ships.” 
 
    “And we have the fire whiskey that the dwarven merchants bring,” Ramis said through chattering teeth. “I never thought that I’d miss that swill.” 
 
    “You can reminisce later,” I said. 
 
    I looked over the edge of the path to the valley below, and my heart dropped into my stomach. Three yards below us was the mangled body of the elf from the night before, and it looked like more than one animal had helped themselves to his corpse. I had to tear my eyes away from the permanent scream that had frozen on his face, and Rarus met my gaze with a worried expression. 
 
    “You said you heard two of them?” the minotaur said. “What do you think happened to his friend?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what called him was his friend,” I said and motioned to the path. 
 
    The others were further up the mountain, and Mike turned around to see what was taking Rarus and I so long. I waved and started forward again, but the image of the council soldier stayed in the front of my mind. If it hadn’t been his friend, then there was a creature out there with us that could mimic voices enough to convince a fully trained mage that it was friendly. 
 
    “What, are you guys bonding?” Ramis asked as Rarus and I rejoined everyone. 
 
    “Something like that,” I said. “If any of you hear a voice and can’t find where it’s coming from, then you stay right where you are.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Atlesia asked and looked back down the mountain. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Someone was lured to their death last night,” I said. “And it looks like he was something’s dinner. I don’t want that for any of us. We have to stay focused. We’ve all been doing mental focus exercises, right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Sarya said. “One of the books said that the will-o’-wisps use hallucinations. And I, for one, am not planning on being eaten by an overgrown pixie.” 
 
    “Same,” Atlesia said with an exaggerated shiver. “It’d be like Onet went crazy.” 
 
    “--Er,” I said. “Crazier. That pixie is one card short of a full house.” 
 
    “The gossiping has probably rotted her brain,” Rarus laughed and then looked horrified as if it had been an act of betrayal against himself. 
 
    “Probably,” I said and shook my head.  
 
    The ground was covered in six inches of powdery snow, but at least it muffled our footsteps as we approached the cliff that Mike’s grandmother had described. Our path opened up to become a fifteen-foot-wide platform, and I spotted the sign with a painting of the rare mountain flower to mark its location. The sky was still a deep blue, but the horizon had started to turn a pale gray, and the mist from the mountain obscured the peak just like it did in the story. 
 
    “This is exactly like how your grandmother described it,” Ramis said with an impressed look around. “I thought that only minotaurs told stories so well.” 
 
    “And why would you think that?” Mike asked with a frown. “Tree-people have long memories, too.” 
 
    “We all do,” Sarya said and crossed her arms over her chest. “Just because we don’t all spend time out on the ocean together doesn’t mean that we don’t regale each other with memories.” 
 
    “Surrounded by your golden palace?” the younger minotaur snorted. “It’s not the same.” 
 
    “Of course it isn’t,” Atlesia piped up. “Because we’re all different.” 
 
    “Which is why this hunt will go well,” I interrupted before the argument could get any louder. “Because we all come from different backgrounds and have different strengths. Now, why don’t you guys hide behind those boulders over there? I’ll stay out here as bait. If it does try to use hallucinations, then I’ll go along with it, and once it lets its guard down, then you contain it.” 
 
    “You’re going to be the bait?” Rarus asked with a dubious look. “You’re not exactly meaty.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “But I am human, and most magical species seem to think that makes me weak.” 
 
    The minotaur lifted an eyebrow as if to agree with me, but then he shrugged and motioned for everyone to hurry and hide. I hoped that the noise from their argument would be enough to draw at least one will-o’-wisp to the spot, but that they wouldn’t be close enough to realize that there was more than one of us. As soon as everyone was hidden, I started to pace the platform and call out in different voices to make it seem like I was nothing more than a lost human on the edge of sanity. 
 
    It didn’t take long for something to find me, but it was hard to see through the mist that had started to descend from the mountains. The first rays of sunlight hit the thin clouds, and I blinked a few times to make my eyes adjust. I could hear pebbles shift and cascade down the mountain, but the fog had become so thick that I couldn’t see the boulders or my crew. 
 
    Panic began to build in my chest, but it was still too early for me to call out to the others, and a smile crawled across my face as my fingers wrapped around the quartz with the blue jay-squirrel. I was certain it would be able to see through the swirling clouds of mist and sunlight because it hadn’t been fooled by the fox fairy’s illusions. I summoned the creature as quietly as possible, and then let out a sigh of relief as it settled on my shoulder and became my eyes. 
 
    A tiny humanoid figure no taller than my knee ran across the edge of the platform, and my mouth went dry as I caught a glimpse of its long claws. They were at least three inches on each finger and sharp enough that they could tear away my flesh in seconds, but that was only if it made it close enough. Its skin was thick and waxy like a beluga whale, but there was almost no fat on its nearly skeletal body, and only a few white hairs sprang up from its round head. 
 
    Another pixie-like being moved to my right, and I realized that the will-o’-wisp had brought a friend. 
 
    “Come closer,” a voice identical to Atlesia’s called out. “I have something to show you.” 
 
    The small griffin on my shoulder revealed the changes in light near the source of the disembodied voice, but it still took a second for me to process that it wasn’t my girlfriend. A figure with the same curvy hips and short lavender haired waved at me through the fog, but the blue jay-squirrel’s eyes showed the will-o’-wisp for half a second. The wisp was too close to the edge of the cliff, but I glanced behind me to see the shadows of my friends as they came out of hiding to attack. 
 
    The wisp behind me started to look around as if it sensed another meal nearby, and I took a step closer to the fake Atlesia as if drawn in under its spell. That was enough to take the pressure off of my friends as both of the creatures started to flap their gossamer wings, and my head filled with images of Atlesia in the library and in my room. The mental focus exercises, and my blue jay-squirrel, were the only reason that I didn’t lose myself to the hallucinations, but I still walked closer to give the others a chance to get into position. 
 
    “Atlesia,” I said and lifted my hand up like I was entranced. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Right over here,” the voice called again, and this time I heard the eagerness that laced each word. 
 
    “Are you alone?” I asked just in case the others hadn’t seen the second will-o’-wisp. 
 
    “No,” Sarya’s voice said from behind me. “I found the most beautiful waterfall. Atlesia knows the way. Just follow her a little further.” 
 
    A waterfall with the two beautiful women sounded like an amazing time, and it took all of my self-control not to indulge in the hallucination as the mental picture became stronger. My griffin’s eyes shared what it was seeing with me like it needed to protect me, and a cascade of white light reached toward me like tendrils with every flap of the will-o’-wisps’ wings. It was the most amazing thing that I’d ever seen, but the scene shifted just enough for me to see the way it licked its lips and gnashed sharp teeth in my direction. 
 
    “Now!” I shouted and came to a stop three feet away from the cliff. 
 
    The will-o’-wisp in front of me looked confused for a moment, and then its companion let out a screech as the first woody vines wrapped around it. I turned around to see Mike’s long branch-like arms lifted high, and then heard the tell-tale creak of bark through the mist as another vine struck out for the one near the cliff. 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t,” Atlesia said as it tried to take off. 
 
    My lover stood in the middle of the platform with a determined frown on her turquoise lips. Her dark brown eyes were lit with magic as the carnivorous plants she kept in her bracers began to take root in the mountain’s stony face. The blue jay-squirrel showed me the green mana that burst out of her better than I’d ever seen on my own, and all of the breath left my body at the sight of my girlfriend surrounded by magic as her hungry flowers snapped at the will-o’-wisp. 
 
    “Rarus, Ramis,” I said and pinched my thigh to focus. “Grab them before they can tear through the vines.” 
 
    “Already on it,” Rarus grunted as the will-o’-wisp behind me let out another strangled scream. “Damn. These things have scales. They’re cutting right through this sweater. Ramis, be careful.” 
 
    “Son of a centaurian whore!” the younger minotaur snapped as his own wisp fought for freedom. 
 
    “Mike!” I called and reached in my pocket for an emerald. “Release the sleeping bombs.” 
 
    “It might slow all of us down with this fog,” the tree-man warned. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Sarya said as the air around us grew hotter. “I’m going to burn off the mist.” 
 
    “Just don’t boil us,” I warned. 
 
    The mist shrank back as if the flames would consume it all, and the platform became crystal clear. Rarus and Ramis had managed to grab onto the will-o’-wisps from behind so that their wings weren’t able to flap, but the light still rushed out of them to create hallucinations of Atlesia and Sarya screaming for help as someone tried to kill them. I bit the inside of my lip as their cries tried to overwhelm me and let out a sigh of relief as Mike’s first sleeping bomb slammed into the creature behind me, and the fake women shimmered and disappeared. 
 
    “I don’t know how long I can hold this thing,” Rarus said as the will-o’-wisp struggled. 
 
    “It’ll be over soon,” I said and summoned my jackalope. 
 
    The mutated bunny looked around and then shook out its antlers as if it was irritated that it was in the stone for so long. A wave of dizziness washed over me as the two pets fought to be the loudest in my head, but the blue jay-squirrel quickly relented for the angry jackalope. The wolf-sized rabbit hopped in a circle to take in the scene, and its aggression gnawed at my stomach like a demand for an order. 
 
    I sent it toward the wisp behind me since it was the one fighting the hardest, and Rarus released the sharp-toothed creature as soon as my jackalope neared. The minotaur stepped back just in time to miss being gored by the antlers a second time, and an ear-splitting screech erupted into the morning as the first of the pixie-like animals died at the hands of my jackalope. I watched as the thin body slid from the mutated bunny’s sharp horns and then pointed it in the direction of the cliff. 
 
    “It’s almost free of the vines,” Mike grunted as he lobbed another sleeping bomb toward the remaining will-o’-wisp. 
 
    “And it’s completely shredded my plants,” Atlesia said and fell to one knee. “I don’t have any more seeds.” 
 
    “I can’t hold on any longer,” Ramis said as his hooves scooted closer to the edge of the stone platform. 
 
    “I’ll distract it,” Sarya said as the minotaur released the angry will-o’-wisp. 
 
    Flames arched over the flying creature’s head as it shot upwards with an angry growl, and the look the will-o’-wisp gave Sarya was venomous enough to curdle blood. The elf shook her head as if another hallucination had warped her vision, but I focused all of my attention on the jackalope and the pixie-like animal. A vision of my grandmother filled my head as my horned pet ran forward, but the wisp was tired, and I could easily see its true form. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said as the will-o’-wisp tried to fly over the edge of the cliff to avoid the jackalope’s antlers. 
 
    My blue jay-squirrel shot forward like a bullet and began to flit around behind the wisp. The pixie-like creature was forced forward as the small griffin’s beak snipped at the gossamer wings, and a burst of light blinded me for a few seconds. I shook my head until the spots cleared from my eyes and was just in time to see the second will-o’-wisp on the tips of my jackalope’s antlers. 
 
    “We did it,” Ramis said with a shocked look on his face. “We actually did it. We beat the will-o’-wisp.” 
 
    “Two of them,” I said and released my pets so that they could return to their stones. “One for each of us.” 
 
    “It’s because we had so many of us,” Mike said and shook his head like a tree in a hurricane. “I have to admit that I never want to hunt another creature that makes us hallucinate. There’s no mental focus strong enough to block out the screams of my family as they were burned alive.” 
 
    “I saw all of my family’s ships destroyed by krakens,” Rarus said and plopped down on the cold stone mountain floor. “If the damned thing’s scales hadn’t been cutting into me, then even I would’ve been convinced.” 
 
    “And here I thought that you’d been trained to fight against hallucinations,” I teased and took an unsteady step toward the nearest wisp’s body.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Atlesia asked as she rushed to me. 
 
    “I just used more mana than I expected,” I said. “It was a lot harder to have two of my pets out at the same time.” 
 
    “But we won,” Sarya said. “And now all of us will be at the top of the ranking board. Probably until we graduate.” 
 
    “True,” I said with a tired smile. “And we’ll be able to fight the shadow creatures. But first, we need to harvest everything that we can. We’ll take all of the teeth and the scales. Ramis and I should just need a few pieces of their wings to call one forward.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that I’ll be strong enough to tame it,” the younger minotaur confessed as he sank to the ground near the cliff’s edge. “I’m not as skilled as you and Rarus. But I’m going to try.” 
 
    “You shut your mouth, fish brain,” Rarus snapped. “If the human can do it, then you can, too.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I said and rolled my eyes. “Listen, Ramis, I’m sure that you’ll get there. These creatures are strong… but we beat them. All you have to do is convince it to work for you. It took me almost a week to convince the jackalope.” 
 
    “Especially after Rarus interrupted the first summoning,” Sarya said and sat down next to Atlesia.  
 
    “I will not apologize for that,” the stubborn minotaur said. “I almost died.” 
 
    “It’s all in the past,” I said before anyone could start to argue. “Why don’t we focus on the present? We need to take these things apart and bandage you guys up.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Rarus grunted and yanked the nearest will-o’-wisp closer. “We’ve both handled worse.” 
 
    “Do you remember the time that pops caught that giant blue marlin?” Ramis laughed as I walked over to help him with the other will-o’-wisp. “It almost tore through our entire ship.” 
 
    We all listened to the minotaurs as they regaled us with stories of life on the ocean while we worked. It took more effort than I thought it would to pry the teeth from the creature’s skull, and I was surprised to find that they had three rows of them like a pixie. The gossamer wings were easier to break down, and the minotaurs and I protected our hands with sweater sleeves as we pried off the scales. 
 
    There was enough material for Ramis and I to each have our own will-o’-wisp, and we divided the pieces equally. Rarus and Sarya planned to sell theirs, but Atlesia wanted to fertilize her plants with the powerful magic, and Mike wanted to use it in one of his potions. There wasn’t much left of them by the time we were done, but the other animals on the mountain would consume it, and soon there would be no sign that a battle had taken place at all. 
 
    I was a little dizzy still as we gathered our gear from the cave and headed toward the valley, but at least the forest was quiet. It was like the animals held their breath so that the victorious hunters didn’t look in their direction. I had an extra pep in my step despite the exhaustion, and everyone else seemed just as excited. 
 
    We’d successfully hunted the will-o’-wisp. A creature so deadly that none of the textbooks had records of someone finding and killing it, and we’d done it without any casualties. Sure, the minotaurs had plenty of scrapes, and everyone had used too much mana, but we’d done it. 
 
    We were one step closer to being able to defend ourselves against the shadow creatures. 
 
    I just had to convince the will-o’-wisp to serve me and not kill me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re all alive,” Mike’s mother said as we walked through the front door. 
 
    “Mom!” an ash tree-woman gasped. “You can’t just say something like that.” 
 
    Mike’s older sister rushed toward us and frantically studied our wounds. Rarus and Ramis were in the worst shape because of the blood loss, and the pale woman hurried them into the dining room to sit down. The wounds that the will-o’-wisps’ scales had created had stopped bleeding while we salvaged the bodies, but the walk down the mountain had been harder than any of us had expected. 
 
    Exhaustion had warred with the cold for control, and even Atlesia had started to droop near the end. I’d given her a piggyback ride the last mile, and my girlfriend’s soft breathing told me that she’d fallen asleep. My legs were so heavy that I almost tripped over the steps on the front porch, but that hadn’t woken the flower nymph. 
 
    “Franny.” Mike greeted his sister with a tired smile as we joined her and the minotaurs. “I didn’t know that you’d be home. Aren’t you supposed to be working with the flower nymphs in Teralia?” 
 
    “You live in Teralia?” Atlesia asked around a yawn. “I’ve heard the streets are filled with glowing flowers that only open at night.” 
 
    “It’s supposed to be more beautiful than my home,” Sarya said. 
 
    “That has to be amazing, then,” I said as I slowly let my girlfriend slip to the ground. “Your home is gorgeous. If Teralia is better, then it must be like heaven.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Franny said with a smile. “I’ve seen the elven cities. And I’ve visited with your mother in the palace. You are Sarya Kaylen?” 
 
    “Yes,” the redheaded elf said and bowed her head. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, too,” the tree-woman said and then turned back to Rarus. “Sir, if you keep struggling against me, then I’ll bind your hands. If you hadn’t noticed… those beautiful potted plants over there are bamboo, and I’ll use them if I have to.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the older minotaur grunted, but his usually tanned skin was pale from blood loss. 
 
    “Just do what she says, you stubborn donkey,” Ramis huffed as he pulled his sweater off. 
 
    The younger minotaur had thin moon-shaped scrapes all along his torso, but it was hard to tell how many there were because of the deep red blood smeared everywhere. A few of the deeper cuts had turned a purplish color that I was sure was a sign of frostbite, and Franny swore under her breath before she turned back to the bull-man in front of her with a challenge in her coal-like eyes. 
 
    “Fine,” Rarus said and winced as the fabric pulled away from his flesh like it had bonded with the blood to become a scab. “But I’m fine. You should see to that little mare over there first.” 
 
    “You just wait until I’m healed,” the younger minotaur said with a glare. “I’m going to smother you in your sleep with a water bubble.” 
 
    “That’s the only way that you’ll ever beat me,” his brother chuckled. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I said and walked between the two. “Settle down. No one is going to kill anyone. Franny, is there anything that I can do to help?” 
 
    “Yes,” the tree-woman said and squatted down to look at Rarus’ cuts. “Go grab some hot water. Nothing scalding, but enough to help clear away some of these ice chips. It looks like your water magic interacted with the cold to try and save you, but it only made things worse.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rarus repeated, but he turned his eyes away from the beautiful tree-woman, and I grinned as the big bull-man blushed. 
 
    “I can heat up Ramis while Andrew gets the water for their wounds,” Sarya offered and walked over to the younger minotaur. 
 
    “And I’ll go grab your healing potions,” Mike said. “I’m assuming that they’re in your room?” 
 
    “No,” Franny said. “They’re in the kitchen. There’s a blue one on the stove that should be cool enough. I’ve been working on it all afternoon. I hope you don’t mind, but I borrowed some of your mana mushrooms to mix with my healing calendula.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t matter if I did,” my roommate said with a roll of his eyes. “But I’m going to take some of your calendula and the potion with me to school.” 
 
    “If they all get in trouble like this often, then I’ll send extra,” the tree-woman said. “Now, hurry up.” 
 
    I led the charge into the kitchen and smiled as Mike’s mom handed me a large bowl of warm water and a pile of cleaning cloths. The older tree-woman had already started to cook a meat heavy meal for the minotaurs, and my roommate retrieved the potion from the stovetop as he muttered about know-it-all sisters and stolen mushrooms. I had to hold back a laugh so that I wouldn’t spill the water, but the tree-man still shot a warning look at me like it was a sore subject. 
 
    “--would be perfect for my plant collection,” Atlesia was saying as we walked back into the dining room. 
 
    “I don’t usually share my flowers,” Franny said and then eagerly took one of the rags and started to clean Rarus’ wounds. “But I’ll make an exception for a friend of my baby brother. He said that you managed to grow some carnivorous plants. There aren’t a lot of flower nymphs that can do that.” 
 
    “There aren’t a lot of tree-people that are proficient with flowers,” my girlfriend said as a blush colored her green cheeks.  
 
    “It took years of training,” the tree-woman said. “And I’m still not as good at it as my colleagues. But I have a small garden. And I’m working on mixing tree and flower DNA. It’s not an easy project, but one or two of them have survived and have amazing medicinal properties.” 
 
    “So, mad science runs in the family?” I laughed and set the water on the table. 
 
    “Who do you think Mike learned it from?” Franny said with a wink at her brother. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Mike said and stirred the healing potion. “You’re the best. I’m just so grateful that you’re here to teach me.” 
 
    “As you should be,” she said and stuck her tongue out. 
 
    They shared a tense look like they were sizing each other up, and then Mike burst into laughter. I glanced at the others as the tall tree-man doubled over and had to fight to catch his breath. There was clearly some kind of inside joke that only Mike and Franny understood, but the atmosphere around the table lost some of its edge, and even Rarus flashed a smile. 
 
    “Younger siblings, am I right?” the older minotaur said. 
 
    “You’d be lost without us,” Ramis said and started to clean his wounds. 
 
    “How else would they feel superior?” Sarya said with a roll of her eyes. “Caros is just as bad.” 
 
    “I’m suddenly jealous that I didn’t have any brothers or sisters,” I said. 
 
    “You can have mine,” everyone said at the exact same time and then filled the entire room with a mixture of deep laughs and high-pitched giggles. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Franny to clean Rarus’ wounds, and Ramis had finished with most of his by the time the tree-woman moved over to him. I retrieved some cups from one of the cupboards and filled them with the blue healing potion. It smelled better than the tea that Mike had given us but was still bitter enough to make it taste like medicine. 
 
    “Dinner is almost ready,” Mike’s mother said as she came into the dining room. “Clean up all of this mess and set the table. I hope all of you are hungry, though I can’t imagine that you aren’t, after fighting a will-o’-wisp.” 
 
    “Definitely,” I said, and my stomach growled in agreement. 
 
    “I still can’t believe that you all made it back alive,” the older tree-woman said. “I was sure that at least one of you would use too much mana, or that one of the creatures would eat you. How many did you catch?” 
 
    “Two,” I said with a smile. “One for each of the summoners.” 
 
    “Two of them?” Mike’s grandmother asked as she puttered into the room in slippers in an oversized bathrobe. 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted my answer, and we all turned to stare toward the front of the house. Everyone that we expected to visit was already there, but that didn’t mean that one of the neighbors hadn’t stopped by. I glanced at Mike’s mom as she straightened her dress and then strolled down the hallway to greet the new arrival. 
 
    “Good afternoon, ma’am,” a man’s voice said. “My partner and I are with the magical council. We’re here to find out if you know anything about the noises in the mountain earlier today. There have been reports that describe screaming.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” the older tree-woman gasped. “I’m afraid that I didn’t hear anything. My son and his friends are visiting this weekend. They all attend Magia Schola.” 
 
    “Can we speak to them?” a woman’s voice asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Mike’s mother responded. “They’re in the dining room. I just finished cooking dinner.” 
 
    “Quick,” I said and motioned to the bloody bandages and sweaters. “Let’s clean everything up.” 
 
    “Done,” Sarya said and waved her hand. 
 
    Flames licked the soiled rags until there was nothing left, and the sweaters went up in seconds. None of the fire touched any other part of the room, and the plant mages all used their magic to suck up the smoke. Atlesia pulled a jasmine seed from her bracer and tossed it into a pot with bamboo, and soon the entire dining room smelled like the fresh white blooms. 
 
    “I knew that would come in handy,” the flower nymph said with a bright smile. 
 
    “And here they are,” the older tree-woman said as she showed the two soldiers into the room. 
 
    They were both in the same pressed uniform that I’d seen on the soldiers in the fairy village, and I wondered if any of them expected to see the shadow creatures nearby. The tree-people were strong mages, but they lived on huge farms, so the magic wasn’t concentrated in one area like in the towns and cities. 
 
    “Hello,” Sarya said as she walked up to the elves. “It’s so wonderful to meet some of my father’s people.” 
 
    “Your father?” the woman asked and glanced at her partner. “Ms. Kaylen, it’s an honor. I thought that you were supposed to be in one of the nymph villages this weekend.” 
 
    “I am,” the redheaded elf said and gestured to Atlesia. “But we wanted to come visit our other friends since we’re all in the same realm. And Mike’s mother is one of the best cooks in all the nine realms.” 
 
    “Of course,” the male elf backtracked. “We were just making our rounds and responding to a noise complaint that came in this morning. We went to the mountains, but whatever made it was gone, and we hoped that some of the nearby residents would know what it was.” 
 
    “It could be one of the bears,” Mike suggested. “It’s almost winter, and they can be a little territorial. Especially the werebears.” 
 
    “Do you remember that winter when a bunch of them ended up fighting?” Mike’s grandmother asked with a wistful look on her face. “Now that was screaming. Took them a full week to decide who was going to have the territory. I’ll never forget it.” 
 
    “Right,” the female soldier said. “That’s what some of your neighbors suggested.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind seeing a werebear,” I chuckled and stuck my hands in my pockets so that they wouldn’t see the blood under my nails. “Do you think we’d be allowed to use them in our summoning?” 
 
    “That would be cool,” Ramis said as he joined the lie. “And it would definitely move us up the ranks.” 
 
    “Werepeople are not to be used in summoning,” Sarya said as if she was quoting something and then smiled at the soldiers. “Thank you so much for your time. I’m sorry that we couldn’t be of more use to your search.” 
 
    “Of course,” the male elf said and nodded his head at the woman next to him. “We’ll be on our way. Please give our regards to your father.” 
 
    “I will,” the redheaded elf said as Mike’s mother walked the two out. 
 
    “That was close,” I said and walked over to the water bucket that had been hastily shoved under the table. “My hands are still covered in blood from the will-o’-wisps.” 
 
    “At least you had a shirt on to cover your wounds,” Rarus said and gestured to his torso. “Although, Franny’s potion worked wonders. Most of the cuts are already completely healed.” 
 
    “That’s because they were shallow,” the tree-woman fussed. “But don’t do anything too strenuous over the next few days. And I’ll make a batch to take with you. Something tells me that the young summoners are going to try and tame their new pets sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “I might have enough mana stored already,” I said as I took my seat. “I didn’t have to use any of the stones when we fought them.” 
 
    “You should have,” Mike said and sat across from me. “I thought that you were going to pass out when you summoned the jackalope.” 
 
    “All that extra training and mana storage has elevated what my body can do,” I said with a shrug. “But I don’t think that I’ll try to hold onto two pets at once again any time soon. It was like they were arguing for control, and the jackalope is already as stubborn as a mule.” 
 
    “I don’t think I have enough mana stores yet,” Ramis said with a thoughtful expression. “But it shouldn’t take me more than a week. It’s been getting easier since we did that training in the north forest.” 
 
    “Which I should’ve been invited to,” Rarus huffed as Mike’s mother brought in dinner.  
 
    “What would you have--” I started to ask but then stopped as my amulet grew warm in my pocket. 
 
    Rarus pulled out his amulet at the same time that I did, and a blank slip of paper fell from our moonstones. I turned it over a few times and held it up to the light, but there was nothing there, or it was written in invisible ink. The minotaur seemed to know what it was and grunted in satisfaction before he stuffed the stone and paper back in his leather pants. 
 
    “You’ve been invited to a match,” Sarya explained. “It’s rare that the ringmaster sends out direct messages. He must have someone in mind for each of you to fight.” 
 
    “I get them all the time,” Rarus said with a shrug. “And the human has won every match. It’s no surprise that he has someone else that wants to fight him. I’m not the only one that wants to beat a human summoner.” 
 
    “You go to the underground arenas?” Mike’s mother gasped as she brought the last dish into the dining room. 
 
    “I used to,” Mike’s grandmother said with a faraway look. “Back when I was a younger tree. Tell me, does that same round gnome in a bright red coat run it?” 
 
    “He does,” I said and glanced at Mike.  
 
    “Oh, don’t you worry,” his grandmother said. “His mother isn’t going to tell anyone. She thinks that I don’t know, but some of our trees came from connections that she and my son-in-law made there.” 
 
    “Mom!” Mike shouted. “And you gave me such a hard time about my mushrooms.” 
 
    “It’s different when it’s your child,” the older tree-woman said and waved a hand dismissively. “Now, all of you eat your food. It looks like you’ll have a busy night tonight, and I want to make sure that you’re at your best if you’ll be going into that arena. And I expect both of you gentlemen to win. If you beat a will-o’-wisp, then you can beat anyone in that cage fight.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rarus snorted as he filled his plate. 
 
    I ate until my stomach ached and then managed to find room for the potion that Mike and Franny made. The blue one that the tree-woman had made was strong enough to heal small cuts and restore a little bit of mana, but Rarus and I would need to be at full capacity if we were going to the underground arena. The tea tasted terrible as it slid across my tongue, but the boost in my magic was immediate, and I felt like I could take on anyone. 
 
    “Do you really need to go?” Atlesia asked with a worried frown as I prepared to leave. “You already did so much today. What if something happens?” 
 
    “That’s what the extra potion is for,” I said and held up the glass bottle. “And I have all of the mana stones that I saved for the hunt. Everything will be fine.” 
 
    “And I’ll be there,” Sarya said and laced her fingers through mine. “I’ll make sure that nothing happens to him.” 
 
    “You won’t,” Rarus said. “I’m not going to let you ruin the sanctity of the arena. If the human dies, then he dies.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “He does have a point, though. We all know the risks.” 
 
    “I’m still coming along,” the redheaded elf said and lifted her chin stubbornly. 
 
    “I’m glad,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” Atlesia said. “But I’ll see you at school later tonight.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” I said and leaned down to steal a quick kiss.  
 
    “That potion won’t restore all of your mana,” Mike said with a worried look in his coal-like eyes. “But it’ll keep you alive. As long as you don’t turn into a mummy.” 
 
    “You guys worry too much,” I chuckled and pulled out the slip of paper. “I’ve done this dozens of times before.” 
 
    “See you soon, Andrew,” Rarus said and then nodded to everyone else. 
 
    The minotaur used the blank slip of paper to open a portal into the giant realm and then stepped through without another glance back. It made sense for us to arrive at different times since we were still supposed to be mortal enemies, but I was still concerned that the big man was rushing it after the battle with the will-o’-wisps. The doorway shut, and Franny let out a long-suffering sigh before she headed back into the kitchen while muttering about stubborn men. 
 
    “I think they like each other,” Ramis laughed as he opened a doorway to the school. “Of course, Rarus is a stubborn fish brain who won’t ask her out until they’re old and gray.” 
 
    “Franny’s going to make a move,” Mike said as he and Atlesia joined the younger minotaur. “I can guarantee it. There’s nothing she doesn’t go after if she wants it.” 
 
    “I think they’ll be cute together,” my girlfriend said, but I didn’t hear the rest as the portal to Magia Schola closed behind them. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked Sarya. 
 
    “Are you?” the redhead asked, and fear flashed in her silver eyes. “Andrew, you don’t have to do this. Just because the ringmaster invited you–” 
 
    “It’s the first time that he’s personally invited me,” I said before she could finish. “Which means something. If I don’t show up now, then who knows how long it’ll take before I get another one? Especially with the war on the horizon. It’ll be fine. My mana is back at a hundred percent, I’ve got the stored mana, and I wasn’t injured during the hunt.” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed and then pulled out her amulet, opened a portal, and led the way into the giant realm. 
 
    It was a different part than I’d seen before, but the redwood trees still loomed high above us, and the sound of running water wasn’t too far away. The ringmaster had mentioned finding another place to host the underground arena since the council had moved the refugees to the giant realm, but my stomach still twisted in knots as we headed up the path to the caves. It felt like a trap, and I didn’t breathe easy until an ogre stepped out of the darkness to demand a password. 
 
    I looked at the slip of paper and saw a single word scrawl itself across in perfect ink, showed it to the guard, and then walked toward the fake wall that led to the bar. It always amazed me how similar the underground arena was no matter where it was. The arched cave ceiling was still thirteen feet above us, and the bar was filled with the same colored bottles of liquor.  
 
    There were more people than I’d ever seen before as Sarya and I made our way to the front of the room. Dwarves, fairies, and elves all hovered around high-top tables with colorful drinks and foamy ales, and each one of them slurred their speech like they were only one sip away from passing out. I heard a few fairies grumble about the council and how they’d been moved, but only after an attack had killed most of their people, and the air filled with angry cheers as Rarus battled in the iron cage. 
 
    “Andrew!” the ringmaster greeted as Sarya sat down, and I looked for a waitress to place my bets with. “I’m so glad that you could make it. Your classmate just won his fight. I’ll have to have you two go against each other someday. But not while you’re both making me so much money. I can’t imagine either of you tapping out, and you two are great for my pockets.” 
 
    “Naturally,” I laughed and then placed a bet on myself with a pixie waitress. “Who do you have for me tonight?” 
 
    “Oh, no one you’ve heard about,” the gnome said with a pointy smile that made my skin crawl. “In fact, look at that… the arena is open. Are you ready to meet your fate?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a glance at Sarya. 
 
    The gnome was a little too excited, and that never boded well for a fighter. I didn’t think that he’d put me up against someone that could kill me, but that left a lot of room open. The ringmaster was a performer, and all of the battles that he’d thrown me into had been enough to make the crowds froth with anticipation at the thought of more bloodshed. 
 
    “And for our next fight!” the pointy-toothed man said as we entered the iron cage. “I present to you the human summoner who continues to shame our magical brethren. Tonight, he’ll be pitted against one of the most feared fairies of our generation. Please welcome Stromicus!” 
 
    Cheers erupted from the tables with fairies, and the sound deafened me for a second as it reverberated off the cave walls. I turned just in time to see a six-foot fairy walk into the arena. Stromicus had scars across his face like he’d been slashed by a werebear, and bits of his gossamer wings had been torn away like a leaf eaten by caterpillars. 
 
    “I’ll let you get to it,” the ringmaster said with an evil glint in his eyes. “Try not to die, Andrew. He paid a lot of money for the honor of fighting you, but I’d hate to lose one of my best earners.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said and watched the short man close the door behind him. 
 
    A bell rang out to signify the start of the battle, and a gust of wind threw me backwards like I weighed nothing more than a leaf. I had to fight to catch my breath as the mage continued to pummel me with gale-like pressure, but I managed to at least get my feet underneath me. The scarred man’s face was twisted in rage like I’d killed his entire family, and it took all of my energy to reach into my pocket for the emerald. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you and steal all of your mana,” the fairy growled as he sent another wave of wind at me. “Humans don’t deserve the honor of magic. You’re an affront to everything that we are. And you have the nerve to come into this arena and act as if you can beat me.” 
 
    The wind pressure died away as the fairy pulled a sandstone out of his pocket and began to summon a pet. Stromicus took a few steps back as if to make room, and I wondered what the hell he could have since most mages weren’t able to keep more than small creatures unless they were a summoner. The sandstone glowed a tan color for what seemed like an eternity, and then a fully grown griffin with the body of a lion and an eagle’s head landed gracefully in the middle of the arena. 
 
    I forced air back into my lungs and called out my jackalope before my opponent was able to send his pet forward, but the mutated-bunny was still tired from the battle with the will-o’-wisps. Cheers went up from the crowd as the two animals circled each other, but I could feel the exhaustion in the horned rabbit and knew that it wouldn’t be able to go head-to-head with the griffin. The best hope that I had was to wait for an opening and then jab it under the ribcage like we’d done during the school sanctioned fight. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re so angry,” I said to distract the fairy. “It’s not like I asked to be a summoner. I just am. Just like you’re a wind mage.” 
 
    “Humans are nothing but parasites!” Stromicus roared, and the crowd of supernatural creatures shouted in agreement as they called for my head. 
 
    The griffin surged forward with its claws extended, and I had just enough time to call my jackalope over before it sliced through my face. The mutated bunny took the brunt of the swipe, but the tips of the lion’s nails dragged over my cheek, and sticky blood dripped down to cover my shirt. I leapt backwards while the lion-eagle tried to regain its balance and watched as my pet burst into a thousand shards and returned to the emerald. 
 
    “Is that all you have?” the fairy asked with a proud smile like the battle was already over. 
 
    “No,” I said and pulled out three quartzes filled with swarms of wasps. 
 
    I summoned the clouds of insects and ordered them to sting the fairy and griffin as many times as possible. It wouldn’t win the fight, but it gave me enough time to think of a backup plan. I hadn’t had to kill anyone in the arena before, but the scarred man across the ring was determined to have my head, and he wasn’t going to have it. 
 
    “You coward,” the fairy snarled. 
 
    He started to move the wasps with his wind, but the griffin had taken a lot of mana to summon, and his magic wasn’t nearly as strong as it was before. Still, his pet only seemed angrier as my pets’ venom coursed through its veins, and power pulsed through the arena as my two opponents worked to free themselves of the stinging insects. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a glance at Sarya. “It’s going to be fine.” 
 
    The redhead figured out what I was about to do before I’d even pulled out the dried piece of gossamer wings. The spell for the will-o’-wisp was scrawled on a sheet of paper in my back pocket, and a flawless diamond grew warm in my palm. I had enough stored mana on me that I should be able to summon the creature, but it was a whole different battle trying to get it to listen to me. 
 
    A wave of nausea swept through my body as I finished the spell puzzle and sprinkled the wings onto it. The griffin roared and turned toward me as if it realized that I was about to summon another creature, but there were still too many wasps, and they’d stung Stromicus’ eyes so that he couldn’t see. I set the diamond on the activated spell, reached in my pocket, and then tossed the fake butterscotch into the mix so that they’d be consumed before the mana in my body. 
 
    Light burst out from the gossamer wings as a will-o’-wisp formed in front of me. Gasps sounded from the other side of the iron cage, but I had to focus all of my attention on my new pet. It fought against my hold and the connection that linked our minds, but I was just as stubborn, and we’d both die if I couldn’t convince it to work for me. 
 
    My arms and legs hadn’t mummified yet, but they did turn to jelly as the spell sucked up more of my mana and the will-o-wisp tried to break free. The good news was that the wisp was fully formed. I fell to my knees and forced myself to communicate through the mental link even as the griffin surged forward to try and kill us both. The wisp spun around and let out a screech loud enough to reverberate off of the walls, and I felt the second that it decided that the fairy and the lion-eagle was a better meal than me. 
 
    The fight was over in seconds as my new pet flapped its gossamer wings and projected hallucinations to distract Stromicus and the griffin. I managed to push myself back up to my feet while the will-o’-wisp devoured the scarred man, and the lion-eagle turned back into stone. It took all of my remaining energy to force the creature into the diamond before it attacked me, but thankfully it was full and sluggish, and I didn’t collapse. 
 
    “Well,” the ringmaster said as he opened the door. “Now, that was a fight for the ages. You saw it here first, everyone. The human summoner has a will-o’-wisp!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Sarya asked and rushed to meet me as I walked out of the arena.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said and pulled out the healing potion, downed it in one gulp, and sighed in relief as the magic did its work. “Let’s go grab my winnings.” 
 
    “Amazing,” a nearby dwarf whispered to his table. “I’ve never seen anyone with a will-o’-wisp. And a human at that.” 
 
    “It completely devoured Stromicus,” a fairy gasped. “He was one of our best fighters.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see what the human does next,” an elf said. “I’m sure that he can’t sustain that for long.” 
 
    “I bet that I can beat him,” another elf said. “He’s just a human. And it was a fairy. It’s not like they’re battle hardened. An elf could take him down easily.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” a dwarf laughed. 
 
    Sarya and I made our way to the back of the cave to collect my winnings, and Rarus bobbed his massive head in approval as he passed us. I held onto the redheaded elf’s hand so that I didn’t fall over and promised myself to sleep for the rest of the weekend. The payout was big enough to pay for my grandmother’s stay at the elven nursing home for another two years, and maybe even the Ferrari Roma that I’d seen online. I was starting to turn the corner to being able to enjoy my winnings rather than needing them to survive, and I wondered if this is what it felt like to be a ballplayer who gets his first professional paycheck after the draft. 
 
    “Andrew,” Sarya whispered as we turned to leave. “Andrew… is that… is that the headmaster?” 
 
    “What?” I asked and turned toward the far back corner of the cave. 
 
    I stared in shock as one of the shadow creatures brought the rest of Stromicus’ mana to the hooded figure that I’d seen so many times, and right next to him was the unmistakable face of our headmaster. The two were in deep conversation like they were old friends, and a shiver of apprehension raced down my spine. They were in the mouth of a tunnel that led deeper into the mountains, and no one else seemed to notice them, but Sarya and I shared a look before we hurried to the front of the cave. 
 
    “What was he doing here?” Sarya asked in an almost hysterical whisper. “Do you think he saw you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said and started down the path to the valley below. “It looked like they just came out of that tunnel, so I doubt it, but he probably knows that we were there.” 
 
    “Why would he be there?” the redheaded elf asked. 
 
    “Because he’s in league with the guy in the hood,” I said and pulled out my amulet. “The headmaster is working with the shadow creatures.” 
 
    I knew it was true the second that it left my mouth, and a knot formed in the pit of my stomach as we stepped into the dorm room. 
 
    The headmaster was in league with whoever was killing people. 
 
    They were stealing mana from mages and supernatural creatures. 
 
    It was only a matter of time before they attacked the school, and the headmaster could walk them right through the barriers. 
 
    But I had the will-o’-wisp. 
 
    And I would be ready for them. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
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