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 Chapter One 
 It was a beautiful evening on the northern coast of Luratamba.  
 My team and I had landed outside the city of Desacino, and while Lieutenant Danny negotiated for a refill on fuel for the airship, my friends, wife, and I explored the port town. My women and Mati all wore freshly acquired colorful scarves that matched the textures and designs of the tapestries lining the squat yellow brick buildings around us. Braden had picked up a new belt made of smooth goat skin leather, and Varleth had discovered a well-crafted curved blade. 
 It wasn’t as elaborate as the rhin sword made especially for him by Arwyn and the team of researchers back at the Academy, but the dark-haired gypsy seemed pleased with his find. The sword came with an ornate mahogany colored sheath, and the banisher kept his tattered grey cloak pulled back away from his new weapon.  
 I chuckled as I watched my friend strut in his own subtle way. 
 We’d just finished eating an exotic meal of fried yucca stuffed with rice and beans. Someone had even managed to get a few mangoes for us all to share, and we passed the juicy tropical fruit back and forth as we ambled through the streets of the small port town. 
 “Should we take some mangoes back to Mistral for the rest of our friends?” Nia asked as she handed me the fruit.  
 The beautiful multi-elementalist was one of the most thoughtful and generous people I knew, but I hadn’t always known how much compassion she had for others. When I’d first met the talented prodigy daughter of the famous Kenefick dynasty, she’d acted volatile and reclusive. After she’d warmed up to me, though, she’d also opened her heart to having more friends, and I loved watching her more sensitive and nurturing side come out. 
 She was going to be a wonderful wife and an even better mother to our children.  
 “Gawain won’t want any,” I reminded the ashen-haired beauty before I sank my teeth into the sticky flesh of the perfectly ripe mango. “He seemed disgusted with them the last time we were here.” 
 The fire mage’s upturned nose sprang into my mind, and I snorted to myself as I pictured the haughty, proud, and fiery man’s reaction to the sweet fruits like mangoes and papayas. 
 Maker, I missed all my friends back in Mistral.  
 “That feels like a lifetime ago,” Arwyn noted in a wistful voice. “Desacino is like an old friend now.” 
 The gorgeous professor had a point. The last time we’d visited this city, the Southern continent seemed like a different world, but after my journey through Luratamba, to Utun, and finally into Vay, coming back to this quaint port village was nothing short of comforting.  
 At the start of our Southern journey, the red-haired healer had been our translator and cultural guide through the volatile jungles and precocious zealots, and the professor had worked tirelessly to ensure the success of our mission, but I wouldn’t expect any less of Arwyn Hamner. My teacher was one of the most intelligent people I knew, and her mind was always racing to piece together some puzzle, which I’d found incredibly attractive since the first day we met.  
 “It’s amazing,” Cyra exclaimed, and she bit into the juicy mango. “The air feels different.” 
 “I forgot you weren’t with us the last time we were in Luratamba,” Nia said, and she gave the dark-skinned summoner an apologetic smile. 
 The delightfully exotic summoner returned the elementalist’s smile, but I could tell my chocolate skinned lover wasn’t thinking about what she’d missed. Cyra had stayed in Mistral during our trip through the jungle in search of Miralea, but she’d joined the team for a brief time when we were in Utun fighting against Utuni, so I was glad she had a chance to explore more of the world before we returned home. Cyra was always looking on the bright side of things, and I doubted if she’d ever met a day she didn’t like, so I knew she would just be focused on enjoying the moment.  
 “I’ve never been here, either,” Braden reminded us with a sheepish grin. “I’m really glad we got to stop here after completing the mission.” 
 The ox-like summoner hefted the bag of souvenirs he and Mati had purchased throughout the day, and he took another large bite of his mango before he tossed the fibrous pit into a bush and wiped his hand on his pants. 
 “Yeah, it’s like an actual vacation,” my roommate’s black-haired girlfriend added as she hooked her arm onto Braden’s elbow. “No one is trying to kill us or trick us into a trap.” 
 Mati was a dark-haired, loud-mouthed banisher, and while I’d found her slightly abrasive at first, I was getting accustomed to her lack of any filters, and she was quite in love with my pal Braden, so she obviously had great taste.  
 “Hey,” I interjected, “no one actually managed to trick us. I saw that coming from a mile away, and you know it.” 
 “Of course,” Varleth drawled in a sarcastic tone. “We can’t forget whose fault it was that we followed a sneaky old weasel into a crypt.” 
 I ignored my friends’ teasing jabs, since we’d learned a lot from our experience in the crypt. We’d been looking for the library in Vyguard, the capital city of Vay, when an old man had offered to show us the way shortly after someone declared it was destroyed.  
 I’d immediately suspected the volunteering elder was a minion of the shapeshifters’ goddess, Veopa, but my gut had said to keep going anyway, and it was a good thing I listened. If we hadn’t gone into the crypts and read the inscriptions carved there, then I never would have thought to look for the library in the Shadowscape.  
 That was where we’d found the library in the end, so I was pleased with how events had turned out. 
 “It is nice to be able to relax for a moment,” Arwyn noted, and she led our group down a side street to angle back toward where we’d left the airship. “Still, I hope some of the soldiers got a chance to sight see as well.” 
 “I hope they kept the books under close watch while we were gone,” Nia said. “We can’t afford to let anything happen to them now.” 
 “Books not safe?” Freya asked in halting Mistral with a bird-like tilt of her head.  
 My shapeshifting wife had learned a lot of my native language, but she still struggled to understand nuances of conversation. I knew some of the warrior princess’ moments of confusion stemmed from cultural differences more so than the difficulties of learning a new dialect, and I hoped she could adapt to the way things were in my homeland without too much trouble. 
 “They should be,” I reassured my blonde wife in the language of the clans. “The soldiers and Danny are guarding the books. They’re just really important, and we all want to make sure they get back to Mistral in one piece.” 
 “Let’s return to the ship.” My wife gave a firm nod, and her gold-flecked eyes filled with determination. “I will stay with the books and guard them with my life. I will not let you down, Gryff.” 
 “You’re amazing.” I grinned. Then I turned to my Mistral friends and switched back to my native tongue. “Are we headed back to the airship?” 
 “Yes,” Arwyn informed me in the confident tone of a squad leader. “Follow me.” 
 “Is Queen Lisi going to be mad if you don’t say hello while in her country?” Cyra asked as she scratched her familiar’s reptilian snout. The dark-skinned summoner carried her miniature silver dragon on her shoulders beneath her nest of brown curls, and the tiny monster kept her bright pink wings tucked against her back as she leaned into her master’s affectionate touch. 
 “Queen Lisi doesn’t have to know we were here,” I retorted with a wink.  

Did you say queen? Dio chirped from his seat in my hip pouch. The tiny saber-tooth tiger beast pulled himself up straight and hooked his comically large front canines over the edge of the leather. I want to meet the queen.

 My familiar seemed to have an avid interest in the fairer sex, but I wondered how much my monster from the Shadowscape understood of human women.  
 Maybe it was all instinctual. So far, the cat-like summons had good taste, so Dio wasn’t entirely baseless in his observations, but I was often glad I was the only one privy to my familiar’s thoughts.  
 “The queen has many eyes and ears within her realm,” Arwyn informed us in a cautious tone. “We should avoid doing anything to upset her, especially while we are still in Luratamba.” 
 “You’re right,” I conceded with an innocent smile at my gorgeous teacher. “If I had time to send her a message, I would, but we need to get back on the airship, so there’s nothing that can be done.” 
 “Oh, well,” Nia said with a shrug. “We can send her gifts and an apology once we are back in Varle. We never brought her gifts when we first visited, either, and I’d like to think we can do a better job to represent Mistral.” 
 “You’re going to make a wonderful diplomat,” I praised the elementalist. 
 “Thanks,” Nia replied, and a rosy hue colored her plump cheeks.  
 “Aww, you two are so cute!” Cyra gushed. 
 “Whatever.” The ashen-haired mage rolled her eyes, but she had a pleased air about her as she pranced ahead of me and the dark-skinned summoner with her high ponytail swinging energetically across her back.  
 Suddenly, I heard the sound of a rifle firing, and it was coming from the direction of the air strip. Then the clash of metal on metal echoed through the dense jungle foliage outside the village clearing. 
 “Great,” Varleth muttered in a dry voice. “You just had to say the books were fine, didn’t you?” 
 “I didn’t say anything,” I argued, but I furrowed my eyebrows as I gazed toward the sounds of conflict.  
 “Let’s go,” Arwyn instructed, and then the red-haired healer sprinted down the dirt path between the last rows of houses on the edge of Desacino.  
 We raced behind the professor as we all instinctively prepared for a fight.  
 My hand rifled through my bandolier, and I tossed out a couple of essence crystals mid-run, but as plumes of smoke burst onto the path behind me, Varleth dashed through and coughed pointedly at me as he caught up. 
 “Sorry,” I mumbled as I sensed my bonds with my summons.  
 My vingehund, my kalgori, and my bullet bass erupted from their crystals and fell in line behind me, and the instant my monsters were active, I began the process of borrowing their abilities for myself. 
 I coated my body in the metallic chrome armor of my rubbery fish-like summons, then I manifested the blue-feathered wings of my canine-like monster, and finally I lined every inch of myself with the thin, but deadly sharp blades of my butterfly-like blade winged kalgori.  
 I lifted my chin proudly as I refocused on the path. We had just passed beneath the tree line, and the dense foliage of the jungle engulfed us in shadows. The air was cooler, and the sounds of frogs and birds rang in my ears, but I knew the airship was only a few hundred feet away, so I pressed forward with even more energy.  
 I was tempted to use my speed slugs and race ahead to see what the commotion was, but I didn’t think my friends would appreciate being left behind. Plus, I didn’t have enough of the slimy energy boosting monsters for everyone, so I settled for my own naturally quick gait.  
 My friends’ panting breaths created a staccato soundtrack to our mad dash through the jungle, but the trail was clear enough to maintain our pace.  
 Suddenly, a uniformed man ran down the path toward us, and he skidded to a stop in front of Arwyn. Then the soldier pointed back the way he’d come with wide eyes. “Miss Hamner, I was coming to find you. We’re under attack!” 
 “We heard a gunshot,” Arwyn explained, and she paused only a moment to scan the young man over before she continued her sprint. “Hurry!” 
 The soldier inhaled and spun around to jog along with us. I could sense his reluctance, though, and I clenched my jaw as I wondered what we would find at the airship. 
 A moment later, we burst into a clearing where a long landing strip was painted onto the cleared jungle floor. The airship sat at the far edge, angled toward the length of the field in preparation for takeoff, and a battle raged around the flying vessel between the Mistral soldiers and a group of dirty men in tattered and stained clothes.  
 Even Mur helped the platoon fight off their attackers, and the shapeshifter swung his wide moose antlers into a scrawny man’s chest. Then the kid let out a threatening bellow as his enemy scrambled away from his heavy stomping hooves. 
 After a cursory count, I estimated there to be about twenty to forty enemies between us and the airship, and as I scanned the clearing, I spotted Lieutenant Danny with his sword out pacing around a hulking man with a long, tangled brown beard.  
 “Permission to use lethal force,” I growled as I worked the muscle in my jaw. 
 Arwyn shot me a sideways glance as she fabricated a long rapier from the muscles of her leg. “Last resort only. Push through to the airship, confirm the security of the books, then remove the remaining threats.” 
 “Got it.” I grinned, then I tossed out another essence crystal and pulled my daggers free while my arachness skittered from the cloud of smoke bursting from the shattered crystal. My summons rushed into battle with a murderous joy in her every movement, and I rushed forward in my spider-like monster’s wake.  
 Dio leapt from my hip pouch and trotted at my side as he stretched into his larger form. When my familiar was at full size, his withers were level with my eyes, and with his two-foot-long yellowed canines curving down from his fanged maw, I knew he made an intimidating impression. 
 My familiar let out a low growl, then veered to the right to pounce onto a man running toward us with a sword brandished before him. I watched from my peripheral vision as my summons swiped his opponent’s head with a long-nailed claw and knocked the man from his feet. Before I could give my monster the command to keep his target alive, though, Dio landed on his enemy with both front legs, and the sickening sound of the man’s skull being crushed accompanied the motion. 
 Woops.  
 I heard my friends yell their battle cries as they dashed toward the airship, and a moment later, the screech of a hawk reverberated across the clearing, and my shapeshifting wife flew over the field toward one of the lowlifes threatening the flying vessel.  
 Shards of ice shot by my face as Nia blasted frozen projectiles at her opponent’s feet. The globs stuck to the asshole’s legs and held him firmly in place, and then a soldier nearby strode up to the imprisoned man and stabbed him through the heart.  
 Then the elementalist shifted her aim toward another enemy, but I turned back to my own target, and in my next breath, I approached a shaggy man with a ripped green tunic.  
 I lifted my hands as I pulled on my bond with my arachness to borrow her web ability, and once the power surged through me, I ejected strands of sticky spider silk from my palms, and the strings stuck onto my targeted enemy. The man’s sword arm was trapped to his side, and as I crossed the distance between us in two rapid strides, I completed the cocoon around my opponent.  
 “Why are you doing this?” I asked as I held my rhin dagger against the man’s throat.  
 “I need the money,” the man quivered, and the motion caused my blade to slice through some of his scraggly beard. The hair particles drifted down to his rank, wine stained shirt to settle onto his wide gut. He smelled like a dung heap, and his face had an oddly hollow quality despite his portly shape. 
 I grimaced and swung my leg behind his ankles in a swift kick that knocked him onto his back. “Stay there.” 
 Then I turned to scan the battlefield for a new enemy, but I found the open bay door of the airship unobstructed ahead of me. Arwyn’s instructions to get to the books first flashed through my mind and at the same time, one of the assholes jogged up the ramp into the body of the flying vessel. 
 I gritted my teeth and reached for my speed slug while I took off at a fast pace toward the airship. A moment later, I attached my slimy green summons to the nape of my neck, and I charged forward at superhuman speed.  
 By the time I reached the ramp, the strange man had only managed to get a few feet inside the airship, but in my next breath, I slammed into his back with my daggers, and we both toppled to the ground as the man died beneath me. 

Summon me, Sera pleaded as my concentration on my mental wards lulled. I will protect your precious books from these criminals.

 “You’ll go nowhere near them,” I informed the dark-winged Archon in a stern voice, and then I dismissed her from the forefront of my thoughts before I reinforced the magic boundaries preventing the goddesses from speaking to me.  
 I’d tamped down on the restraints I used to keep the Archons contained within my consciousness ever since the rulers of the monster realm revealed their obsession with bearing my children. I didn’t know what game they were playing, but the manipulation in their demeanor was hard to ignore. 
 I strode down the aisle between the rows of seats, and then I slid open the partition door to the bunk room. There, stacked in neat rows against the wall, were the books we’d recovered from the Guardian’s Record Room and Library back in Vay.  
 I let out a relieved sigh at the sight of them. 
 We’d had to fight through an army of mutated monsters and a giant yellow octopus to get the volumes out of the Shadowscape, only to find Jace standing in our way on the other side, and after dealing with all of that, I wasn’t about to let some assholes come in and take them away. 
 “Gryff!” Nia called from the bay door.  
 Dio sat at the top of the ramp with a bored air, and he cocked his head down to purr at the elementalist.  
 I stuck my head out of the bunk room. “What’s up, is everything okay?” 
 “Of course, they’ve all been taken out,” the ashen-haired elementalist informed me with a dismissive wave, and then the ashen-haired beauty absentmindedly reached up and scratched my familiar’s chin behind his massive curved fangs. “What? You think you’re the only one capable of fighting off some bandits?” 
 “That was fast,” I chuckled as I stepped into the hallway, slid the door to the bunk room shut, and walked back between the rows of seats to follow Nia down the ramp. “You think they were just bandits?” 

Tasted like a bandit. Dio wrinkled his nose and let out a meow of disgust.  
 “They look like scum,” Varleth observed as he fell into step beside me. 
 “I’ve smelled better opponents,” Nia agreed, and she mirrored my familiar’s wrinkled nose.  
 “We’ve captured three men,” Arwyn informed me as we crossed the distance to her. Lieutenant Danny saluted as we approached, and behind him I could see the huddled figures wrapped in thick rope. 
 “Nice cat,” the young officer complimented me as he eyed Dio appreciatively. 
 I smirked and gave my familiar the command to shrink, then I scooped up my miniature cat-like monster with his awkwardly large canines and deposited him back into my hip pouch. As I was bent down to pick him up, I glanced through my team’s legs at the imprisoned attackers, and I noticed one wrapped in webbing.  
 I grinned.  
 At least I’d managed to catch one of them.  
 “What happened to the rest?” I asked with an eyebrow raised. “I counted at least thirty men when we got here.” 
 “They broke formation when you arrived,” Lieutenant Danny reported in a clipped tone. “Most disappeared into the jungle, but a couple fell on their own swords.” 
 I shuddered as I suddenly remembered the voluntary sacrifices practiced in Luratamba. It seemed Miralea’s worshippers still had an influence on the culture, and I wondered if that would ever change.  
 “Not to mention the dozen or so we killed,” Varleth pointed out.  
 “Maybe they recognized us as mages,” I mused, “or shamans, as they say it.” 
 “Or maybe they only attacked because we left,” Nia suggested, and her blue eyes were cold. “One man yelled ‘you weren’t supposed to be here’ at me.” 
 “Do you think they were hired by someone else?” Cyra questioned, and as she spoke she scooped her miniature familiar from the ground and deposited the silver dragon onto her shoulder in a similar fashion as I’d done with Dio. 
 The similarity gave me confidence in my relationship with my familiar. I was already doing the unconscious gestures used by someone closely partnered with a special summons.  
 Cyra shot me a knowing glance, and heat rushed to my cheeks.  
 I wanted a special bond with her chocolate skinned sexy ass soon, that was for sure. 
 “That Queen Lisi chick?” Mati suggested with a shrug. “Who else would even know we are in Luratamba? Veopa is captured, so she’s not a threat, and the only other person who wanted the books--” 
 “Was Jace,” I finished for the banisher as I worked the muscle in my jaw. “I know she has been following me, and we know she wants the books.” 
 “Then let’s get the fuck out of here already,” Varleth drawled. “The sooner we get back to Mistral, the sooner we can lock the books up someplace Jace can never reach.” 
 “I completed the refueling process,” Danny noted in a helpful voice. “We could initiate takeoff within the hour.” 
 “I’m going to ask these jerks a few questions first,” I informed my team with a hard look. “I want to find out why they were here and who sent them.” 
 “Be careful, Gryff,” Arwyn warned. 
 “Yeah, man, don’t lose your level head,” Braden added. “These guys didn’t stand a chance against us, and they knew it.” 
 “I hear you,” I replied with a wry smirk. “Don’t worry, I’m completely in control.” 
 Then, as my friends turned to head back to the airship, I squatted down beside the cocooned man I’d captured during the brief battle. 
 “Hey,” I greeted him in the language of the Southern continent, and I spoke with a feigned friendly tone. “Why the fuck did you attack our airship?” 
 Thanks to the assistance of my Archons, I’d become fluent in several languages during my time on the Southern continent. While I’d stumbled through my first couple of interactions back in the village, my anger caused the words to roll off my tongue like I’d spoken the language my entire life. 
 The man blubbered and looked away from me, and his shaggy mess of brown hair slid across his face. So, I grabbed him by the shoulder and shook him slightly until he met my gaze with his hollow dark eyes.  
 “The money seemed too good to be true,” the man explained. 
 “Someone paid you?” I asked, and I squeezed his shoulder firmly to encourage a response.  
 “Not yet,” the man argued. “Not until the books were delivered.” 
 “Where were you supposed to take them?” I pushed as my heart rate increased.  
 “I-I don’t k-know,” the man stammered. “Frederick knew, but I watched him die while I laid helpless… ” 
 “How about you guys?” I questioned as I turned to the other men sitting on the grass tied in ropes. “Who are you working for?” 
 “Frederick hired me,” a sickeningly skinny man offered, and he attempted to shrug despite the tight bindings restraining his shoulders. 
 “Please,” the third man pleaded with big, sad eyes, “just let us go. We won’t ever come back this way again.” 
 “None of you saw a hooded woman?” I asked pointlessly, but I knew I had to voice my main suspect just to be sure.  
 I was answered with doleful shakes of the captured men’s’ heads, though, so I sighed and raked a hand through my hair.  
 My gut told me Jace was responsible for the attack on the airship, but I didn’t know her next move, so I would just have to be prepared for anything. One thing was for sure, we wouldn’t be leaving the books without a guardian mage again.  
 I crossed the distance between the lowlifes and the flying vessel in a beeline for Arwyn, and I found the red-haired professor stowing her travel pack beneath a seat inside the airship. 
 She smiled when she saw me, and she tucked a flame-colored lock of hair behind her ear. “Any luck?” 
 “No,” I sighed. “Their boss died, and he was the only one who met with their employer.” 
 “Shall we deposit our prisoners with the local authorities?” Nia asked as she walked up the ramp behind me.  
 “They didn’t manage to steal anything,” I pointed out, “and most of them are dead. I think we should let them go. They don’t know anything, anyway.” 
 “If we don’t track down whoever hired these goons,” Cyra added, “then they will be able to strike again.” 
 “We will be far away from here before they even make it back home,” Varleth said in a surprisingly optimistic tone. “I agree with Gryff. Let them go, and we can go home.” 
 “Oh, we’re leaving,” Arwyn assured the banisher with a twinkle in her amber eyes. “I suppose they aren’t worth the extra time it would take to transport them back to Desacino.” 
 “Can… can I come with you guys?” Mur suddenly spoke up in a hesitant tone, and I turned to see the shapeshifter shifting uneasily at the top of the ramp.  
 Arwyn and I exchanged a look. We’d been waiting for this. The moose kid had continued to stick with our team despite his declaration of going his own way after we saved Varleth. The shapeshifter was a cook on a transportation ship when my team and I had taken the vessel, and we’d captured him as a guide to the mainland, but after the ceremony at the temple, he seemed to be stuck in his animal form. 
 “I imagine the researchers at the Academy would love to examine a shapeshifter,” the red-haired professor mused. “We could bring him back to Mistral, and possibly even find a way to help him return to his human form.” 
 “You would do that?” the moose kid breathed, and his muzzle twitched with excitement. “That would be amazing, I could return to my father without bringing shame to my family.” 
 I suppressed a wince at his words. I was pretty sure I’d killed Mur’s father before I’d known the moose kid even existed. After kidnapping him and using him as a guide, helping him get back his ability to shift would be the least I could do.  
 “We will see what my colleagues say,” Arwyn replied with a sweet smile. “Find someplace comfortable, it’s going to be a long flight.” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Mur chirped, and he tossed his moose head with glee before he trotted down the aisle between the seats to find someplace to settle in. 
 “Now, we just need to get rid of those lowlifes, and we can go home,” the red-haired healer exclaimed with a brilliant smile that filled her amber eyes with warmth. 
 “I’ll go cut them loose,” Braden offered.  
 “I’ll help,” Mati chirped, and she wrapped her arm around her boyfriend’s elbow.  
 With that settled, the rest of us situated ourselves into our seats and prepared for the longest leg of our journey home. By the time the young couple returned to the bay door, the engines whirred to life, and the mechanical sounds of the airship filled the air.  
 “They took off running like we were releasing them to hunt for sport.” My roommate smacked the button on the inside of the hull, and the metallic creak of the bay door closing added to the plethora of noise. 
 “It’s better than them immediately killing themselves,” Mati added with a shrug, “but definitely less fun when your enemies are cowards.” 
 “The people of the Southern continent have all had their core beliefs rattled a bit recently,” Arwyn explained. “The Luratambans are known to be courageous warriors who swear a blood oath to the queen, but these men were likely impoverished and probably not trained soldiers.” 
 “There should be a class at the Academy about all the different countries of the world,” Mati suggested as she sat down in a chair beside Braden. 
 “That’s not a bad idea,” Arwyn replied, but the healer practically had to yell her words as the airship’s noises grew incessantly louder until it overpowered all other sounds. 
 “This flying monster is so loud!” Freya complained from my side. My shapeshifting wife gripped the arms of her chair with white knuckles, but she kept an unaffected expression on her face. The stoic warrior princess seemed incapable of showing emotion sometimes, but she often surprised me with the depth of her heart.  
 “You’ll get used to it!” Cyra assured the warrior princess from the hawk woman’s other side. “The big airships are the worst, so think about how it can only get better from here!” 
 Freya listened to the dark-skinned summoner’s words carefully, but I could tell by the look of confusion in her gold-flecked eyes that my wife had no idea what Cyra was talking about. While she’d learned a lot of the Mistral tongue, there were still a lot of conversational nuances she missed.  
 “I’ve had my fill of airships for a lifetime,” Varleth grumbled. “Still, what would I even do with myself in the peace and serenity of my dorm room? I’m not sure I can even find the place anymore.” 
 “We can help,” Braden offered cheerfully. “I know it can be hard to readjust after traumatic events.” 
 “Careful,” the surly gypsy drawled, “you’ll give me a toothache.” 
 “What Braden means,” I said with a devilish smirk, “is we can randomly jump out and scare you, or throw things at your head every time we see you. You know, to help the transition go smoothly.” 
 “Ha, ha,” Varleth barked, but his dark eyes had a glint of amusement hidden within them. “Seriously, though, I’ve been on back to back missions for so long. What if I get bored after a week of being home?” 
 The airship hummed as it moved off the ground into the sky, and no one responded for a moment while our ears popped from the sudden increase in altitude. 
 “What about Deresa?” I asked with a sympathetic smile once the flying vessel leveled out in the air. “You could always go see her any time you were bored of not killing monsters.” 
 “She’s probably forgotten all about me by now.” Varleth rolled his eyes, but his shoulders drooped slightly. 
 “I highly doubt that,” Nia stated in a matter-of-fact tone. “You are entirely unforgettable, Prost.” 
 I chuckled. “She’s right, Varleth. You definitely make a lasting impression.” 
 “Either way,” Arwyn reminded us, “we will find out soon.” 
 “How long will it take us to get back to Mistral?” Mati asked as she bounced in her seat eagerly. 
 “Three days,” Arwyn, Nia, Varleth, and I all said at once, and then we burst out laughing at the harmonized response.  
 “My students are returning as masters of the Southern continent,” the red-haired professor observed in a proud voice, and her warm amber eyes cast an approving glance around our team. “You are going to be very popular with the other students, everyone will want to hear of your adventures in the south.” 
 “I just want to see the old man and give him a hug until the sun comes up the next day,” I exclaimed adamantly, and my words shook with the emotions suddenly rising in my chest.  
 Three more days, and I would be able to look Maelor in the eyes.  

Any more hot babes where we are going? Dio asked with a contented purr.  
 I grinned as Erin’s short cropped bright orange hair, the mischievous twinkle in Layla’s hazel eyes, and the powerful muscles of Ashla’s legs flashed through my mind.  

That is definitely a yes, Dio declared in an excited tone, and his purrs increased in intensity. 
 Maker, it was so good to be finally going home.  
 Still, an icy sliver of doubt crept into my chest as a whisper reminded me of how many times I’d thought I was finally going home already. I’d left the shores of Utun only to be stranded in the island territories of the shapeshifters, and even after spending a week getting a ship to take me back to Mistral, I’d ended up going in the opposite direction once my friends had shown up.  
 The job was done, though, and no more Archons loomed on the horizon. I could return home with peace of mind knowing I’d made a huge dent in the war against the monster goddesses.  
 I gazed out the porthole window as the jungles of Luratamba shrank away from view.  
 Would this be the last time I was on the Southern continent? 
 I planned to return to Eyrie Island someday, since I’d made a promise to Freya’s father. All the chief of Hawk Clan had requested was to meet his grandchildren before he died, and I would follow through on my word no matter what. 
  Before I went back to the shapeshifter islands, though, I would need to have a few kids to show Chief Fenrir, but at the rate my women and I were going, it wouldn’t be long until I was a father.  
 What would Maelor think of my newly acquired wife? 
 What would my other girlfriends think, for that matter, and how would they react to mine and Nia’s plans to get married?  
 I hoped Erin, Ashla, and Layla were as understanding and excited about the idea as Arwyn, Cyra, and Nia had been, but it would be okay if they weren’t super into the idea yet.  
 We had all the time in the world, after all.  
 The three days of travel passed relatively quickly for me. I spent a good deal of time sleeping with my familiar curled up on my lap, and the soft purrs he emitted lulled me into peaceful dreams. Between naps, I read through the book Sera had found for me about the monsters of the Southern continent. The volume was written in an ancient script that swirled in garbled lines in my eyes, but I flipped to the different illustrations and found several monsters I’d encountered during my travels.  
 I knew the researchers would be busy decoding the information we’d scavenged from the Guardian’s library, but I was still hesitant to use the Archons to help me translate the volume I’d claimed for myself.  
 No reason to give the goddesses any leverage over me if I didn’t have to. 
 On our third day of flight, the ocean landscape outside the porthole window was replaced with a sunny coastal region and then rolling green hills. 
 Mistral. 
 We’d made it. I was finally back in my homeland, and I would see many familiar faces before I slept that night. 
 It only took a couple of hours to reach the city of Carvuule from the coast, and my heart rate increased as excitement rushed through me. Then the airship initiated a landing sequence shortly after the massive clocktower made of gold colored bricks came into view through the tiny circular window. 
 I was practically shaking with adrenaline and nerves as the airship touched down and the bay door creaked open. Then I hastily unbuckled my harness and helped my wife with hers, and I stood up on wobbly legs. 
 “Would you like me to accompany you to the train station, Miss Hamner?” Lieutenant Danny asked as he emerged from the cockpit. 
 “That won’t be necessary, thank you,” the red-haired professor replied with an appreciative smile. “Once you have arranged for the secure transport of the books to the Academy then you are dismissed. I am grateful for all of your assistance, Lieutenant. You will receive high marks in my report.” 
 “Thank you, Miss Hamner,” the young officer said as a pink hue crept into his cheeks. “It is always a delight to serve beneath such a talented leader.” 
 Then the lieutenant gave us a wide grin and saluted.  
 I returned the gesture before I trotted down the ramp onto the streets of Carvuule. I could hear the whistle of a train in the distance, and I knew from my previous experience in the market town that the station wasn’t far away. 
 “Why couldn’t we just fly straight into Varle?” Mati grumbled as she stretched her arms above her head.  
 “The oversea airships are all docked here in Carvuule,” Arwyn explained succinctly. “It will only be a couple more hours until we are back at the Academy, don’t worry.” 
 Memories flashed through my mind as we walked through the market town. I’d been here with Headmaster Sleet when I’d first went to the Academy, and the bustling activity before me mirrored the scene in my mind’s eye from the day I’d enjoyed tea at a small cafe. 
 I grinned as we passed by the business, but a few moments later we approached our destination, so I shook off my nostalgic daze to refocus on the trip home. 
 The train station was a quaint, single-story wood thing that seemed too small for the large metal engine parked next to it. The engine was a huge metal contraption with pipes and gears everywhere, and at its center was a large glass orb that glowed and hummed with restrained energy. I couldn’t see through the light of it, but I knew a large essence crystal was suspended there and was used to power the train. 
 After my time in the Southern continent, the technology I’d grown accustomed to seemed foreign and complex, so I glanced at my shapeshifting wife to gauge her reaction.  
 Freya’s gold-flecked eyes were wide as she took in the train, and she flicked her gaze about the bustling street with avid curiosity. Despite her many bird-like demeanors, she looked more like a cat than a hawk as she craned her neck to take in all the sights.  
 “What is this monster?” the warrior princess asked as she jerked her chin toward the train. 
 “It’s like a snake that can carry people inside,” I explained with a teasing wink. “It goes really fast. We’ll be home before dark.” 
 “Thank the Maker,” Cyra breathed as her chocolate brown eyes danced. “I have missed the dining hall terribly.” 
 “Who is Dining Hall?” my wife asked in Mistral with an expression of utter confusion.  
 “Not a who,” I laughed. “It’s where we eat.” 
 “I also wish to see where I must prepare your food,” the hawk woman decided with a curt nod. “I hope they have plenty of shellfish. It is good for your sperm.” 
 “There’s a staff of people who cook the food,” I chuckled. “You won’t have to do any cooking at the Academy, and they have shellfish all the time.” 
 “I’m going to buy us tickets,” Arwyn decided, and she headed toward the small window in a brick wall at the center of the train station. The healer returned a moment later and distributed the small pieces of paper amongst our group, then she pointed to one of the empty cars behind a parked train nearby. “Let’s claim that one.” 
 Freya eyed her ticket curiously, and she lifted it as though she was about to put it into her mouth, but I stopped her just in time. 
 “Come on,” I said as I gestured toward the empty train car Arwyn had indicated.  
 My team climbed into the train car and went into one of the individual cabins inside the carriage before we settled into our seats. There was just enough room for everyone to sit comfortably without stretching out, but the ride would only take a couple of hours, so we tolerated it. 
 Mur took up a lot of space, but I empathized with the hulking moose kid since he couldn’t help being stuck in his animal form, so I let him be.  
 I winked across the cabin at Arwyn as the train whistle blared. We’d met under very similar circumstances during my first trip to the Academy. She’d caught my eye instantly in her billowy white silk robes with the red trim, and even at the time with my limited knowledge of the mage classes, I knew the colors marked the professor as an adept.  
 The whistle blared again as the train lurched forward suddenly, and we all heaved against each other as the cabin jerked. I was thrown into Freya’s side, and Nia’s perfectly shaped breasts pressed up against my other side, so overall I didn’t mind the motion.  
 I remembered Arwyn explaining to me how trains had a rough start, but the ride would get smoother once it reached full speed. 
 “Hey, Arwyn,” I said as my memories of that day flashed through my mind, “does Sleet know we’re back in Mistral yet?” 
 “He should be receiving the news any moment,” the professor replied over the noise of the train. Then she smoothed down the lines of her blouse and glanced eagerly out the window at the countryside zooming past. “I had Danny wire ahead when we landed the airship in Carvuule.” 
 “I hope someone is waiting for us at the station,” Mati said in a tired voice. “I’d hate to have to walk up the hill to the Academy.” 
 “I’m sure we will be greeted with a carriage,” Arwyn assured the young woman with a patient expression. “Given the secrecy of our mission, I wouldn’t expect a large welcome party, but I’m sure Sleet will send someone to fetch us right away.” 
 Everyone’s eyes lit up, and the excitement among the group was palpable. Even though the majority of our team had only been away from home for a few weeks, Varleth and I weren’t the only ones ready to be back in Varle Enclave.  
 Conversation floated across the cabin, but with the exhilaration of our return, no one was too invested in talking, and after a short while, silence fell among my team. We stared idly out the window, or rifled through travel packs for a last-minute snack, and Varleth leaned his head back against his chair before he started to snore softly.  
 My thoughts wandered aimlessly over the road I’d traveled so far, and my homecoming was morphed by the experiences I’d lived through since I’d left so many months ago.  
 Human sacrifices, mind-controlled zealots, hurricanes, and shapeshifters. I’d led more than one army, subdued three goddesses and captured a fourth, and it felt like I’d lived an entire lifetime since I’d seen the Xanyarstone walls of Varle Enclave. 
 Almost as though my memories manifested before my eyes, the massive orange walls came into view through the window, and I inhaled sharply as I realized we’d made it. 
 Then the setting sun glinted off the bright walls, and brilliant prisms of light reflected across the enclave. There was only one building that peeked out over the walls, and that was a towering fortress of huge pointy-gabled towers. The snow-white marble walls glowed with the golden radiance of the sunset, and my heart swelled in my chest. 
 The Academy. 
 A few moments later, the train slowed as it approached the massive walls, and the cabin we sat in was shrouded in darkness as we entered the tunnel. Freya let out a small gasp as we broke out of the tunnel back into the light, and the enclave zipped past through the window. The loud mechanical screeching sound accompanying the decreased speed indicated the train was coming to a stop, and my heartbeat quickened. 
 As the train slowed to a halt and the announcer’s voice echoed through a speaker that we’d arrived in Varle, my friends and I stood and dipped out of the train car onto the station platform. 
 Then I took a deep, grateful breath as I scanned the train station, but the air caught in my throat as I came face to face with Maelor. 
 



 Chapter Two 
 Maelor Corroso stood less than ten feet away from me, and the old man wrung his hands anxiously as he scanned the arriving people stepping off the train. He had a mostly gray beard that hung long across his chest, and he wore shiny new black overalls. His bald head was shining with some kind of oil, but he had more age spots than I remembered. The long scar that ran from his forehead to his neck on the left side of his face was such a part of him, though, I couldn’t imagine him without it. 
 “Hey, old man!” I called out in a cheerful voice, and I waved at my father figure. 
 Maelor’s eyes widened, and the blood left his face in a rush. Then his mouth dropped open, but he just stared wordlessly as I crossed the distance between us. 
 “G-Gryff?” Maelor blinked in shock and shook his head as though he was dispelling a demon. “I must’ve hit the bottle too hard last night, I’m seeing dead men walkin’ the streets of Varle.”  
 “You’re not seeing ghosts,” I laughed. “It’s me, Maelor.” 
 Tears welled up into the old man’s eyes as he looked into mine. The pain and grief evident on his face felt like a punch in the gut, and I opened my arms in the universal gesture for a hug. Maelor moved into my embrace and squeezed me tightly, but a moment later, he pushed away and held me at arm’s length while he scrutinized me with a suspicious eye. 
 “How can this be?” He stroked his beard and cleared his throat, obviously trying to regain his manly composure. 
 “It’s a long story,” I chuckled past the lump in my throat. 
 Suddenly, Cyra launched herself across the distance between her and us, and she captured Maelor into a tight embrace.  
 “Oh, you stinky old man,” the dark-skinned summoner gushed, “I’ve missed you!” 
 “Cyra!” Maelor laughed from beneath the nest of the summoner’s brown curls covering his face. “Goat balls, don’t scare an old man like that.” 
 My lover squeezed my adopted father tightly, and then she released him with a white toothed grin. “You haven’t changed a bit, Maelor. Would it kill you to shower every couple of weeks?” 
 “I shower, you ungrateful nit,” Maelor countered, and he smacked the dark-skinned summoner on the back of the head. “If you don’t like the smell, keep yer nose to yourself.” 
 Cyra tossed back her head and released a full bellied laugh. Her friendship with my father figure warmed my heart, and when I’d been drafted into the Academy and had to relinquish my position as Maelor’s assistant, the summoner from the Kalgon’quin Enclave had filled my place.  
 “You smell fine,” Cyra reassured him in a playful voice, “but I know you get lazy sometimes, so I am here to encourage you toward hygiene.” 
 “Now yer speaking like an educated mage,” Maelor said with a proud gleam in his eyes despite his scolding tone. “Be careful who you jump on. I about had a heart attack, kid.” 
 “I was trying to minimize the chance of Gryff giving you a heart attack,” Cyra chuckled.  
 I understood the overwhelming feeling because I’d been haunted by the idea of Maelor thinking I was dead. Months had passed since I’d been separated from my team, and I was unable to send a letter back home. 
 Just then, Arwyn stepped up to my side and greeted Maelor with a sweet smile. “Good to see you, Mister Corroso. I assume Sleet sent you for us?” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Maelor said with a small bow of his head, but a flush crept up his chubby neck. “You are to return to his office with me immediately. Oh, and it’s nice to see you, too.” 
 My eyebrows raised unbidden. I’d forgotten my adopted father had started working for the headmaster after Petyr, Sleet’s previous assistant, had come to an untimely demise. 
 How would the headmaster react to my sudden arrival? 
 I supposed there was only one way to find out. 
 Maelor eyed me suspiciously, and I noticed him scan the tattoo on my neck, so I scratched it self-consciously.  
 I needed to find a mirror soon and see what my newest skin decoration looked like. The girls had described it as a bite mark, but I wanted to see it for myself.  
 “You look different,” my adopted father grumbled. “What the hell happened to you, kid?” 
 “Like I said, it’s a long story.” I grinned. “It would probably take a whole night and a keg of ale to catch you up to the whole thing.” 
 “I think I can pencil you into my schedule.” The mischievous gleam in Maelor’s eyes made my heart soar. “We should hurry back to the horse carts before the crowd blocks us in.” 
 “Horse carts?” Nia sniffed as the rest of my team and my wife gathered around where Arwyn, Cyra, and I stood with Maelor.  
 Mur stepped closer with obvious hesitancy, and his eyes flicked nervously between Arwyn and me. 
 “Whatever you fancy folk want to call ‘em don’t make no difference to me,” Maelor retorted, and he huffed. “Carts, carriages, buggy, name don’t make it a different thing. Mister Sleet won’t appreciate being kept waiting, though, so you young folk should follow me.” 
 Without any further ado, the old man turned and led us away from the bustling train platform toward the lift. We crossed the cobblestone square at a quick pace set by Maelor, and a moment later, we were all crowded into the small metal box. 
 Freya gave me an apprehensive look as she squeezed up against my chest. “You’re sure this isn’t a trap?” 
 “Just hold onto me,” I instructed with a wink.  
 The warrior princess was about to experience her first gut wrenching drop, but then again, as a hawk woman she was probably accustomed to sharp changes in altitude.  
 My wife gasped as the lift dropped, and a couple other yelps sounded throughout the cramped space, but I’d been ready for the sudden descent, so I managed to grit my teeth and push through the uncomfortable sensation. I gave Freya a sympathetic smile as her gold-flecked eyes widened, and her lips pressed together into a thin line.  
 Then the lift shuddered to a stop, and the doors slid open to reveal another market square platform of the multilevel train station. The higher levels were reserved for government and military travel, but as members of the Monster Response Squad, we were included in that category. On every level, but especially on this one where the general travel throughout the enclave transitioned between trains, vendors hocked their goods, and the sweet perfume of baked desserts wafted across the cobblestones, but beneath the pleasant odors was the pervasive stench of stale piss and rot. The smell of the slums was almost enjoyable since it was another sign of being home, though, and I inhaled gratefully. 
 Maelor took off at a quick pace once more, and he led our group across the cobblestoned square to where a line of horse carriages stood waiting.  
 “This is your village?” Freya breathed as she looked around. Her head swiveled between all the stimulating sights, and she hadn’t lost her expression of shock from the lift.  
 “This is just the train station,” I informed her in the language of the clans. “Wait until you see the Academy.” 
 “What’s that yer mumbling?” Maelor asked with a look of consternation, and he flicked a questioning glance at Freya as he came to a halt a few feet away from one of the white carriages. 
 My shapeshifting wife eyed the old man curiously as she tilted her head to the side. “This is your father, Gryff?”  
 “Freya thought the train station was the whole village,” I explained with a wry grin. “I said the Academy is better.” 
 “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Cyra agreed. “I was hesitant to come to such a big enclave at first, but now I feel like Varle is my home.” 
 “Me, too,” I replied. Then I returned to my shapeshifting wife as I switched back into her language. “Freya, this is Maelor, my adopted father.” 
 “The blonde woman doesn’t speak Mistral?” Maelor asked skeptically when he heard me say his name. “Where’s she from, then?” 
 “It is much good to meet you,” Freya said in halting Mistral as she gave Maelor a small bow. To the outside eye, the gesture could appear small, but the deep respect she gave my father figure was obvious to me. “I hope to give you a lot of great children.” 
 Maelor’s eyebrows shot up, and he took a tiny step backward. “I-I… Gryff, did she just say what I think she said?” 
 “No, no,” I laughed. “She’s learning Mistral, but we still need to practice. What she means is ‘it’s great to meet you and I hope to give you many grandkids,’ so get your head out of the gutter.” 
 “Grandkids?” Maelor huffed and narrowed his eyes. Then understanding dawned on his face as he looked from my wife’s face to mine. “Yer having a baby?” 
 “Oh, this is amazing,” Varleth commented dryly, but his eyes showed his amusement. “Gryff is the gift that keeps on giving.” 
 “I hate to break up the reunion,” Arwyn interjected with an apologetic smile, “but can we speak in the carriage on the way to Sleet’s office?” 
 “Sure can,” Maelor replied. “I get the feeling I’m gonna need something strong to drink, so might as well get you folks where you need to go first.” 
 I let out a relieved sigh. We had plenty of time to dig into the topics of babies and marriage later. I was home at last, this was all that mattered.  
 Mur let out a complaining bellow as he glanced around at the people crowding the square and pulled me out of my thoughts. 
 Maelor and Arwyn were right. I needed to talk to Sleet.  
 “How are we supposed to get the moose kid up the hill to the Academy?” I asked as I jerked my chin in Mur’s direction. “Should I just tell him to follow the horses?” 
 “I don’t see any other options,” Arwyn noted as her amber eyes took in the dimensions of the horse carriage. “He won’t fit inside with us.” 
 “Why don’t ya put yer monster back in its crystal?” Maelor asked with a confused look. “No point in spending so much time fretting about it. You won’t need yer summons anymore.” 
 “He’s not one of my monsters,” I explained. “He’s a young man trapped like that, and we want to help him, if we can.” 
 “Seriously?” Maelor cocked a bushy eyebrow.  
 “Seriously.” I nodded.  
 “Well, the miss is right,” my father figure observed as he shook his head. “Yer big friend won’t fit inside the carriage. I know you hate to be rude, but he’ll have to walk with the horses.” 
 “At least he isn’t a monster,” Cyra chirped. 
 “Right?” I said slowly, but I frowned in confusion. 
 “He won’t upset the horses,” Braden offered with a shrug. 
 “Exactly.” Cyra smiled wide. “So, who has to tell him to walk? I vote Varleth.” 
 “Hey!” Varleth retorted in an offended tone. “I don’t even know the kid. I volunteer my skilled tank, Gryff.” 
 “Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “It’s not that big of a deal. We’ll get him a nice stall in the stables and some good hay. He’ll be fine.” Then I turned to the anxious moose kid and switched into the clan language. “Hey, Mur, I’ve got good news and bad news.” 
 “Good news first,” Mur moaned, “no, wait, bad news. Oh, goddess, what’s the bad news?” 
 “Calm down,” I sighed, and I awkwardly patted the side of his muscular, furry neck in an attempt to comfort him. “The bad news is you have to walk with the horses since you’re too big to ride in the carriage.” 
 “We’ve traveled far,” Mur replied, and he shook his head with an optimistic air. “I can walk a little further. Okay, what’s the good news?” 
 His childlike enthusiasm amused me, and a laugh bubbled up from my throat. “Alright, alright, the good news is we are almost there.” 
 “Oh.” Mur stopped moving and hung his head low. “Okay. That’s good news.” 
 I shook my head as I pointed toward the horses attached to the large white carriage. “Just follow them up to the Academy. We’ll get you a place to sleep and call your own before the end of the day.” 
 “Really?” the moose kid asked, and his demeanor brightened. “My own place? That is good news. You should have used that.” 
 “I just did.” I shrugged. Then I jerked my chin toward the horses. “Stay close, don’t stray away from the carriage.” 
 “The people are staring at me,” Mur observed as he trotted over to stand beside the horses.  
 He was right. Several people walking past had stopped to stare at the moose as we’d talked in the language of the clans. It took me a minute to process their shocked faces and open-mouthed amazement, and then suddenly understanding dawned. 
 Mur talked, and I’d almost forgotten it wasn’t a trait shared by most moose. I just wished he could speak Mistral already so I wasn’t always having to translate everything for him.  
 “Just keep your head down,” I instructed. “We’ll be behind the walls of the Academy soon.” 
 Maelor watched closely without trying to seem obvious, and I could tell he was burning with curiosity. A few new tattoos, a weird woman talking about babies, and a moose who could speak.  
 And I hadn’t even summoned my familiar yet. 
 I’d kept my cat-like beast in his crystal during the final leg of our journey, and for once the monster was quiet within his container. I could sense his contented snores, but I knew he would get bored and claustrophobic soon. 
 Maelor was right. I’d changed a lot since I’d left Mistral. It seemed like ages ago when I was a simple construction worker, traveling from town to town with the old man, doing what needed to be done then moving on. We were drifters back then, but now I had a home, and the realization hit me like a ton of bricks. 
 I was home.  
 I climbed into the carriage with the biggest smile I’d ever worn, and I squeezed into the tight compartment beside my friends. The buggy sat four adults comfortably, if elbow to elbow, but there were nine of us going to the Academy, so I assumed we would take more than one.  
 When I ducked my head and entered the shadowy plush interior, I was greeted by Maelor, Arwyn, Cyra, and Freya. The three women squeezed together on one bench, so the old man sat alone on the opposite side.  
 I eyed my lovers suspiciously as I took the empty spot beside my father figure, but they only gave me innocent smiles.  
  “Everything go okay with Mur?” Cyra questioned with laughter dancing in her chocolate eyes. 
 “That’s the talking moose guy’s name?” Maelor snorted. 
 “Moose Clan name not good.” Freya nodded firmly in agreement with the old man. “Hawk Clan name better. Like Freya, and Vahla.” 
 “Freya is a good name,” Maelor replied with a warm smile, and then he elbowed me in the ribs. “She sure is pretty, Gryff.” 
 “Oh, this should be good,” Cyra chuckled. “I’ve been looking forward to Maelor finding out.” 
 “Finding out what?” Maelor lifted his eyebrows as he gave me a pointed look. 
 I worked the muscle in my jaw. There wasn’t enough time to cover all my recent life changes during the span of this carriage ride.  
 “I was hoping Nia would be here, too,” I said in a hesitant tone. “Like I said, we’d need a keg and an entire night.” 
 “Give me the highlights,” the old man insisted, and he crossed his arms over his chest with a stubborn air.  
 “Okay.” I grimaced and raked a hand through my hair. I hadn’t expected to be so nervous to tell Maelor about my experiences. “So, I guess I should start with my wife--” 
 “Yer what?” Maelor guffawed, and spittle sprayed from his mouth. His eyes shot to Freya’s face, but the warrior princess maintained her stoic demeanor despite my father figure’s surprised reaction. 
 “After I was separated from the team, I washed up on an island in the shapeshifter clans’ territories, and that’s where I met Freya,” I explained. “While I was figuring out a way to get back to Mistral, we got married… so, yeah, she came back home with me, and I’ve been really excited for you to meet her… ” 
 Maelor had listened quietly to my tale with his eyebrows furrowed, but as I trailed off, I noticed him give my shapeshifting wife a subtle wink.  
 “Well, that’s great news, kid,” he said after a moment. “Surprisin’ as all hell, but great. You sure grew up a lot since I saw you last.” 
 “Thanks.” I smirked.  
 “Freya,” Maelor said as he gave the warrior princess a small bow of his head, “it is lovely to meet you. How Gryff ever snagged such a pretty miss for his wife is beyond me.” 
 “I like to meet you, too,” my wife replied with a twinkle in her gold-flecked eyes. 
 Arwyn smiled warmly, and Cyra giggled happily.  
 “You know, Gryff,” Maelor grumbled, and he shuffled slightly in his seat, “I’m real proud of you, you’ve done good, kid.” 
 When he met my eyes, emotion welled there, and no more words were needed. I wrapped my arm around his shoulder and buried my head in his neck as my heart swelled.  
 We pulled away with wet eyes, and Maelor quickly dabbed at his face with the edge of his sleeve.  
 “I never gave up on you, boy,” the old man said in a shaky voice. “Not really. I knew you would come back, somehow, someday.” 
 “I’m sorry I made you worry so much,” I said with a sympathetic smile, and I ignored the tears on my cheeks.  
 “Eh, it comes with yer job,” Maelor grumbled. “When yer out saving the world, yer bound to run into some risks. I’m just glad to have you back.” 
 “I’m glad to be back,” I replied, and my grin grew so wide my cheeks hurt.  
 The wheels of the wagon bumped over a hole in the cobblestones, and we all bounced in our seats. Outside the window, the streets of Varle slipped by, but I was too distracted by my reunion with Maelor to pay much attention to the sights. I knew from my previous experiences in the enclave what laid beyond the plush walls of our carriage. The narrow streets were likely packed with people of all backgrounds from beggars to artisans and merchants, and we would pass through several nice neighborhoods before we reached the Academy. 
 Just then, the cathedral to the One True Maker with its impossibly steep gabled roof and massive bell tower flashed by through the window, and I grinned.  
 Almost there. 
 “So,” Maelor said and pulled me out of my thoughts, “you got married, and yer not dead. Is that the highlights?” 
 “I captured some Archons,” I offered with a shrug, and I shot a glance at the women sitting along the opposite bench. “What else?” 
 “I’d been keeping tabs on the reports,” Maelor replied in a solemn tone. “Those Archons sure caused a lot of problems down in the south.” 
 “That’s over now,” Cyra informed him with a grin. “Gryff took them all out, so now the people in the Southern continent are free from the power-hungry goddesses.” 
 “You killed them?” Maelor’s eyes narrowed. “How did you manage that?” 
 “No.” I shook my head. “I captured them inside my consciousness.” 
 “You… did what?” His look of utter confusion was comical, and I suppressed the chuckle rising in my throat.  
 “We are not entirely sure how it works just yet,” Arwyn said in a scholarly tone. “There are still many unanswered questions. It does not seem like restraining the goddesses inside Gryff’s consciousness will have any detrimental effects on him, though.” 
 “You can’t know that for sure,” Maelor argued with a shake of his head. “Poor Gryff’s brain could explode… or something.” 
 “We tried to put the Archons inside the crystal caves in Luratamba,” I explained, “but not even the biggest essence crystal there could hold the power of a goddess, so I don’t know of any other options.” 
 “Sounds fishy to me,” the old man warned. “I wouldn’t want any women in my head, let alone some crazed goddesses, but I’ve always told you yer head was harder than rock. Don’t surprise me you can hold more than a crystal.” 
 “It’s been interesting,” I laughed. “Don’t worry about me, Maelor, I’ll figure it out.” 
 “What’s the story with the tattoos?” Maelor’s eyes flicked from my neck to my hands.  
 “They’re the marks of the Archons,” I informed him, and I scratched the golden jaguar paw design on the back of my hand self-consciously.  
 “Hmph,” Maelor huffed and looked me over closely like he was searching for a wound or a sign I’d lost my mind, but he didn’t say anything else. 
 I could feel the road level out beneath the carriage, and when I glanced out the window, the marble walls surrounding the perimeter of the Academy grounds rolled past. Then the iron gate lifted, and the carriage continued toward the school proper. 
 The towers atop the pentagon shaped building jutted into the purple twilight of the sky, and my heart rate increased as we approached the massive black and gold doors of the Varle Academy of Magic.  
 The carriage creaked to a halt, and a portly man opened the door while we all clambered out. A second carriage came to a stop behind us, and Nia, Braden, Mati, and Varleth climbed out. Then Mur trotted forward from beside the horses, and he shook his head with excitement. 
 Suddenly, the large, ornate doors began to creak open, and several people in blue uniforms stepped through the portal to stand before us.  
 “Welcome back, Miss Hamner,” a young woman with a tightly bound bun greeted the red-haired professor. “The headmaster wishes to see you in his office as soon as possible.” 
 “Impatient  much?” I asked with a wry smile. Then I turned to the workers and cleared my throat. “Our friend will need accommodations in the stables.” 
 The woman who had greeted Arwyn trailed her eyes over to Mur, and she gave a small nod. “I will see to it at once.” 
 “We can find our way to Sleet’s office,” Arwyn informed the woman with a grateful smile. “Thank you for your time.” 
 “You’re very welcome, ma’am,” the worker replied. Then she snapped her heels together and signaled to the others. “Please have your… friend… follow me.” 
 “Go with them,” I instructed the moose kid in the language of the clans. “They’ll take you someplace comfortable.” 
 Mur bellowed and wagged his broad snout, but then he obediently turned and followed the workers toward the stables.  
 With that settled, the rest of us entered the Academy and walked down the long entryway toward Sleet’s office. We went up the grand staircase to the second floor, and a moment later, we stood at the entrance to the lift.  
 Maelor led us into the small metallic box, and he pushed a series of buttons tucked inside a panel next to the sliding door. Then the mechanical lift whirred and the floor rose up beneath us. My stomach heaved, and Freya squeezed my hand tightly as the compartment lurched upward.  
 I was too grateful about not taking the stairs to care. The climb to Sleet’s office was grueling, and ever since I’d learned of the lift’s existence, it had been my preferred method.  
 Then the lift screeched and came to a stop, and the floor wobbled beneath my feet for a moment as I adapted to the sudden lack of movement. I raked a hand through my hair and patted down my travel wrinkled shirt as the doors slid open, but the sight of Marangur Sleet’s office still took my breath away the same as it had the first time I’d seen it. 
 Maelor squeezed past my friends and entered the room. “Mister Headmaster, sir, I’ve brought the kids like you asked.” 
 “Thank you, Maelor, that will be all.”  
 I recognized the headmaster’s voice, but I couldn’t see him from my vantage point.  
 Headmaster Sleet’s office was a wide, circular room, and the walls were lined from floor to pointed ceiling with books. The air smelled of leather and ancient pages, and the familiar scent of fading tobacco smoke was welcoming to my nose. In between some of the bookcases were the mounted heads of monsters of all kinds: cyclopes, dragons, trolls, gagalleons, witherclaws, giants, but the most spectacular sight was the wide window opposite me. 
 The final rays of sunset pierced through the glass and bathed the entire room in an ambient light, but lanterns situated throughout the space illuminated the corners against the growing shadows of dusk. Sitting in front of the massive window was a large mahogany desk piled high with books and papers, and behind the desk sat Marangur Sleet, Headmaster of the Varle Academy of Mages, and famous Storm Wizard.  
 The man was a legend long before I’d met him in person, but the familiar sight of his short graying beard and cloudy white eyes warmed my heart.  
 As we exited the lift and crowded into the headmaster’s office, I noticed the nervous demeanors of my friends and fellow students. Marangur Sleet made for an intimidating presence, even with talented prodigies like Nia Kenefick.  
 “This is where I leave you, kid,” Maelor said as he stepped back into the lift. “Come find me in the Retching Goblin when yer done talking and catching up.” 
 “You got it.” I grinned at my adopted father. “You still owe me a keg.” 
 “I don’t owe you goblin shit,” Maelor cursed, and he grumbled to himself as he pushed the button to lower the lift. 
 I shook my head in amusement as I turned back to the headmaster’s office. My friends stood crowded in the space in front of the lift doors, almost as though they were too scared to move forward. I craned my neck to see over the red-haired squad leader’s shoulder at the front of our group, and I spotted Marangur Sleet, the headmaster of the Academy, sitting behind his desk. 
 “Ah, yes, Arwyn,” Sleet greeted as he looked up from the book cradled in his hands. Then he snapped the volume shut with a resounding thud and placed it on top of his desk as he stood. “How was your journey?” 
 “Long,” the red-haired professor replied with a smirk. “I’m ready for a hot bath and a soft bed.” 
 “Well, then I won’t keep you long,” the headmaster chuckled. He strode around to the front of the desk and leaned against it while his eyes trailed over the group. They finally landed on me, and the corners of his lips twitched into a smile. “Why hello, Mister Gryff, it seems you and Mister Prost did not come to an early death after all.” 
 “No, sir,” I confirmed with a grin. “We didn’t die.” 
 “This is excellent news,” Sleet chuckled, and he winked toward the dark-haired gypsy. “When we received the report of another awakened Archon, I couldn’t help but hope you were still alive. All of you have done so much for the realm, and for the entire world, it is good to have you return in one piece. Although, I’ve seen the two of you in better shape.” 
 “I’m fine, sir,” Varleth assured the headmaster, and I could have sworn I saw him smile for the briefest moment. “Just need a bath and some new clothes.” 
 “Very well,” Sleet replied with a twinkle in his eyes. “Come in, sit, give me the full report. 
 We all filtered around his office in search of a comfortable place to sit. Freya, Cyra, and Nia sat along the low leather couch, Arwyn took one of the arm chairs, and Varleth took the other. Braden and Mati took up a cross legged position on the floor, so I leaned against the arm of the couch and looked expectantly at the headmaster. 
 “Would you like some tea?” Marangur Sleet was practically skipping, and his happiness was palpable.  
 “Um, no, thank you, sir,” Arwyn replied, but she shot the team a glance just to make sure.  
 She was met with the steely determined gaze of mages back from a long mission. We wanted to deliver our report and hopefully be dismissed in time for dinner. 
 “Very well. I am getting low on the good ones.” He moved at a surprisingly quick pace as he crossed the room to return to his seat behind his desk, then he cleared his throat and looked pointedly at Arwyn. “Please, Miss Hamner, whenever you’re ready.” 
 “As you know, we departed Mistral in search of the ancient library in the country of Vay.” Arwyn spoke in the tone of an experienced squad leader, and her voice rang out clear and bright across the room. “The first leg of the journey was uneventful, but shortly after reaching the far edge of the Southern continent, we encountered a rift and stopped to eliminate the monster threat to the local civilians. By the time we reached the rift, however, it was dark and the moon came out, but that is where we ran into Gryff.” 
 The healer jerked her chin toward me, which switched the report over to my perspective. 
 “I was stranded in the shapeshifters’ territories--” 
 “The what?” Sleet’s eyes widened as he cut me off. 
 “Shapeshifters, sir,” I answered in a curt tone.  
 “So, they do exist. Incredible.” The headmaster gave his pipe a thoughtful puff. “Oh, I interrupted you, my apologies.” 
 “No worries,” I replied with a knowing look. “Took me a minute to accept it, too. Fortunately for me, it was in the middle of a fight, so I had to process real fast.” 
 “That was fortunate,” Sleet agreed, and his lips twitched into a hint of smile. “You were saying you were stranded?” 
 “Yes, sir, I spent some time on Eyrie Island, the Hawk Clan’s main island, and then a rift opened right outside the village,” I continued the storyline seamlessly before I gestured toward my wife. “Freya is the daughter of the chief, she fought by my side until the rift closed, and then we saw the airship.” 
 “I imagine that must have been quite a shock for everyone involved,” the headmaster replied, and he pulled out his long pipe. “Please, continue.” 
 “Freya and I joined the team, but Varleth was still lost, so we searched from the sea while the airship headed toward Vay. When we reached the mainland, we abandoned my ship to continue our search on foot.” I looked at the banisher, and his eyes were dark. “We got into the middle of the war between the clans, and at the battle for Skara, we ran into one of Veopa’s creations.” 
 “It was like a mash up of several different shapeshifters,” Nia added. 
 “That would have been an amazing thing to witness,” the headmaster observed. “Even seeing one shapeshifter in action would be breathtaking.” 
 “Mister Rain, sir,” Freya suddenly spoke up in heavily accented Mistral, “would you like to see for yourself?” 
 Varleth snickered, and Arwyn inhaled sharply, but Cyra clapped eagerly. Nia smirked like she knew the secret to an inside joke, and my roommate leaned forward with anticipation.  
 “His name is Maroon Sleet,” Mati corrected my wife. 
 “Marangur,” Nia and I said simultaneously, and my cheeks burned as I turned to gauge the headmaster’s reaction. 
 Marangur Sleet stroked his beard thoughtfully for a long moment, and then the headmaster’s eyes widened in the briefest flash before he nodded.  
 “Absolutely.” 
 



 Chapter Three 
 Freya’s eyes burned with pride as she stepped into the center of the room and initiated her shifting sequence. Her wavy blonde locks fluttered and turned into feathers, and she extended her arms to unfurl her broad wings, but as her face transitioned into the hooked yellow beak and tufted ears of a raptor, the warrior princess let out a blood curdling screech. 
 I could tell she was feeling incredibly proud of herself, and she held her bird head high as she spread her wings for the headmaster’s inspection.  
 I wasn’t used to hearing her battle cry in such close quarters, and the intensity caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end, but I watched Sleet’s reaction with glee.  
 The headmaster couldn’t hide his amazement, and he leapt from his seat to pace around the large hawk woman as he analyzed her wings and talons closely. The long-curved claws on her feet curled against the floorboards with a pulsing motion, and I could tell my wife was starting to feel a little self-conscious.  
 Sleet ignored her small nervous movements, and his cloak trailed the stone floor behind him as he circled the warrior princess. After a moment, I watched her take a deep, steadying breath, and then she held motionless beneath the headmaster’s penetrating gaze.  
 “Wonderful.” Sleet stepped back and eyed Freya curiously as he puffed on his pipe. “You say there were more people with this ability?” 
 “An entire civilization,” Arwyn gushed. “We brought one of the members of the Moose Clan back with us as well, a young man permanently stuck in his animal form, unless we find a way to reverse the effect.” 
 “Interesting.” Sleet stroked his beard with a thoughtful expression. “We will need a specialized team to research and record the process. I’m looking forward to learning more about these shapeshifters.” 
 Freya shook her head and transformed back into her human appearance, then she sat down with a dignified air. 
 “Ask me questions,” Freya suggested with a twinkle in her gold-flecked eyes.  
 “Another time, perhaps,” the headmaster replied, and he gave my wife a warm smile. “For now, let us finish the report.” 
 “Yes, sir,” my wife replied as she mirrored his smile, but then her face returned to her typical stoic demeanor. 
 “Mister Prost,” Sleet said as he turned back to the rest of our team. “Tell me about your experiences in the Southern continent while separated from your team.” 
 Varleth scowled as he shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He wasn’t fond of being scrutinized, but I knew him and Sleet had a friendship of sorts.  
 The banisher cleared his throat, and then he met the headmaster’s gaze. “Like Gryff, I was washed up on the shore of an island. I didn’t know it was inhabited by anyone until I was captured by some wolf-men and snow leopard guys.” 
 “You were imprisoned?” Sleet pushed. 
 “Yes,” Varleth answered, and the dark-haired gypsy shuddered visibly. “I was kept in a cage for a long time, but eventually they put me on a boat, and we sailed to the mainland. I was on a wagon among many other caged people rolling toward a temple when I saw Gryff and the others.” 
 “I’m sorry to hear of your ordeal, but I am pleased the two of you managed to reunite with the group.” Sleet spoke in a solemn tone, and he gave Varleth a sympathetic smile. “Still, I think it would be best to temporarily suspend your obligations to the Monster Response Squad until you have recuperated from your ordeal.” 
 “While I appreciate that,” Varleth countered, “I don’t know if taking a break is the best thing for me. I’d rather get back out there and get back into shape at the same time.” 
 “You will return to your normal duties soon,” Sleet said, and it was clear his decision was final. Then he cleared his throat and turned his eyes back to Arwyn. “The wire mentioned the secure transportation of the books. I assume that to mean you found what you were searching for.” 
 “We have every reason to believe the answers we seek are inside the volumes we retrieved,” the professor responded in a pleased voice. “Nia and I have already started some of the translation process, but it will go much faster with the assistance of the other researchers.” 
 “Miss Kenefick will be included in the research team,” the headmaster instructed as he inclined his head to the ashen-haired mage. “I assume you will be keeping Ashla, Poppy, and Professor Lle’shenne?” 
 “I would like to join the team of researchers, too,” I interjected in a hopeful tone. “I’ve learned a lot during my travels, and I think I could be helpful.” 
 Arwyn and Sleet exchanged a look that made me uneasy. My red-haired lover gnawed on her lower lip, and she fidgeted with the hem of her blouse. 
 “Unfortunately, that will not be possible,” the headmaster informed me in an apologetic voice, but when I opened my mouth to protest, Sleet held up the palm of his hand to stop me. “While I’m certain you would be helpful, I cannot allow it.” 
 “Why not?” I asked, and my voice rose higher than I intended. I ignored the worried looks on my friends’ faces as I held Sleet in my steely gaze.  
 “Gryff,” Arwyn warned in a low voice. 
 “No, I think I deserve an answer.” I frowned as I cut her off. “After everything I’ve done in the war against the Archons, the least you could do is tell me why I can’t help more. Everyone who fought to bring the books back to Mistral have the right to know what they say.” 
 “Before I answer your question, let me ask one of my own,” Sleet countered. “What has become of the Archons you have encountered during your travels?” 
 “I… ” I lifted my chin as I searched for the right words. “I have captured all of the Archons inside my own consciousness.” 
 “What restraints keep them imprisoned?” The headmaster lifted his eyebrows as he spoke in a casual tone, but I could sense the direction he was going with his line of questioning. 
 “My will power.” I shrugged and refused to be rattled. “I don’t know how it works, but it does.” 
 Sleet narrowed his eyes, and tension built in the room as he pondered my words.  
 Annoyance rose in my chest, and I growled under my breath. “I’ve got them under my control. Except for Veopa, I’ve subdued all the Archons and completed our bonds. They are completely under my command, just like all my other monsters.” 
 “I do not doubt your ability to control your summons, but we both know the goddesses are no mere monsters,” Marangur Sleet said in a firm voice. “They are intelligent, and scheming. Therefore, we must assume the Archons are privy to your private thoughts until it can be proven otherwise.” 
 “That’s not true,” I argued, and I searched the room for an ally.  
 Arwyn sensed my appeal, and she shook her head daintily. Meanwhile, Nia gave me a disappointed look, Freya looked confused but curious, and everyone else avoided my gaze.  
 “Besides, it’s not like they can just leave and take the information to the other Archons,” I grumbled. “They’re stuck.” 
 “You get that weird crossed eyed look sometimes,” Cyra suddenly insisted. “When the Archons start randomly talking to you, you just zone out. No matter what we say, you can’t hear it.” 
 “Yeah,” Braden added quietly. “It’s like they always take priority.” 
 “What?” I frowned. I couldn’t believe they were siding with the headmaster on this. We’d all worked together to get the books back to Mistral, and now they were all arguing against me. 
 “The Archons are not trustworthy,” Nia declared with fire in her blue eyes. “You know this just as much, if not more, than the rest of us.” 
 “It won’t be forever,” Arwyn said in an effort to comfort me. 
 My shoulders sagged as I realized they weren’t going to give in.  
 “I made mental blocks,” I protested. “I’ve gotten a lot better at keeping them separated in my mind.” 
 “I commend you for your mental abilities,” Sleet murmured, “but I am afraid it is not enough to guarantee the security of the information. The knowledge we glean from the recovered volumes could turn the tide of the entire war. We cannot risk that chance on pride.” 
 A pit settled into my stomach, but I didn’t want to admit defeat. So, I spread my hands in a pleading gesture as I beseeched the headmaster and Arwyn with my eyes. “There has to be something I can do.” 
 “We may soon learn of a method to secure the Archons more permanently,” Arwyn commented. “Once we can guarantee the security of the information in regards to Gryff’s Archons, we can revisit the conversation about adding him to the research team.” 
 “On the topic of the Archons,” Sleet said, and his demeanor shifted into a more lighthearted energy. “How many have been captured?” 
 “I have captured five, and subdued four,” I replied in a controlled voice. I wouldn’t let my disappointment in being excluded from the research ruin the joy of my homecoming.  
 “What do you mean by subdued?” Sleet puffed on his pipe.  
 “When I capture them, I get one half of their mark.” I pulled up my sleeve and gestured to the tattoos on my skin. “After they are subdued, our bond is completed, and they bend to my will.” 
 “How do you perform this completion of the bond?” Sleet’s curiosity was obvious. 
 My cheeks burned as my eyes flicked to my friends. “I, uh… ” 
 “Nothing you say here will leave this group,” Sleet assured me in an encouraging tone. 
 “Well,” I sighed and raked a hand through my hair. “It’s hard to explain.” 
  “Do the best you can,” Arwyn urged with a soft voice. 
 Judging from the tense anticipation on my friends’ faces, everyone was really curious to hear the details of my relationships with the Archons, but I didn’t think they would approve of my methods when they heard the full tale. 
 “I’m starting to get the feeling I’m not going to enjoy this,” Varleth drawled. 
 “Please, Mister Prost,” the headmaster admonished, “let Gryff speak.” 
 The banisher muttered something under his breath and crossed his arms, but Sleet ignored him to give me an encouraging smile. 
 “After the Archons are captured,” I began in a hesitant tone, “I subdue them by penetrating them until they climax.” 
 My words echoed around the silent room, and I suddenly realized the sun had set while we’d been talking. I supposed it was too late to catch dinner in the dining hall, but I was sure we would be given something to eat after we finished up our report to the headmaster. 
 “You mean you metaphorically penetrate them?” Nia asked with a bewildered expression.  
 “Please, for the love of the Maker,” Varleth groaned, “let it be a metaphor.” 
 “Maybe we heard wrong,” Braden suggested in a hopeful tone. 
 “Sorry, babe,” Mati chirped, and she elbowed my roommate in the ribs. “Not sure what else he could mean by penetrating them until they climax.” 
 “I must admit,” Sleet confessed as he furrowed his eyebrows, “that is not the answer I was expecting.” 
 “It happened mostly by accident at first,” I continued in a resigned voice, but a part of me was in total disbelief at the words leaving my mouth. “After I captured Miralea and Utuni, it became really challenging to keep them locked away inside my consciousness. Even though they no longer threatened humanity, they still rebelled against me. One thing led to another, and I figured out the connection.” 
 I shrugged my shoulders as I looked around helplessly.  
 Arwyn’s amber eyes were unfocused as she processed the information, Freya looked completely confused, and Braden was turning pink from the awkward tension in the room.  
 “What the fuck, Gryff?” Cyra asked in one of the most serious tones I’d ever heard from her. “Why haven’t you told us this earlier?” 
 “Is that… ” Nia bit her lip as her eyes darted across my face. “Is that how you mastered Sera and Phi, too?” 
 I swallowed hard, but I nodded, and her blue eyes filled with hurt. 
 “I take it this is new information for everyone,” Sleet surmised quietly as he took in the turmoil around the room. “I apologize for bringing up such a sensitive topic. However, it is good to have all the facts in the open. Otherwise, we may overlook a solution to our end goals hidden right beneath our noses.” 
 “So,” Mati said with a tilt of her head, “does that mean Gryff’s thing could save the world?” 
 “Mati!” Braden gasped, and my roommate’s flush deepened into a crimson hue.  
 “Maker help us,” Varleth sighed and threw up his hands in surrender.  
 “What is Gryff’s thing?” Freya asked with her bird-like expression of confusion.  
 “We will just have to stay focused on alternative methods for imprisoning the Archons,” Arwyn said suddenly in a matter-of-fact tone, and she flicked her flame colored locks behind her shoulder. “Gryff’s current situation is temporary, at best. We cannot allow him to continue to gather the consciousnesses of our enemies without giving him all the support we can muster.” 
 “We must not forget,” Sleet said as he nodded in agreement, “Gryff is a student of the Academy, and while that includes participation in our military efforts, the burden of the war does not lay solely upon his shoulders.” 
 Arwyn grinned at the headmaster. “Thank you, sir.” 
 “I might still be a student,” I countered, “but I think I’m more than capable of participating in every aspect of the war against the Archons.” 
 “Your decision to contain the Archons within your consciousness comes with consequences,” Sleet replied, and his eyebrows furrowed. “Respect the sanctity of the work we need to do by doing your part and focusing on your studies.” 
 “School wasn’t exactly a priority while I was in the middle of a clan war or trampling through the jungle.” I smirked.  
 “Indeed.” Sleet’s lips twitched with a hint of a smile. “Despite your contributions, the school year has continued without your presence. Am I correct in assuming you are not prepared for your second-year midterms?” 
 I looked at my feet but didn’t respond, and Sleet let out a low sigh. 
 “You have missed a lot of your second year, Mister Gryff,” the headmaster continued. “While I understand the circumstances were out of your control, you have the opportunity to get back on track now. I want to see some progress with your studies before we revisit the topic of joining the research team.” 
 “Yes, sir,” I grumbled.  
 “Don’t look so distressed,” the headmaster said as he softened his expression. “I know you will succeed if you apply yourself to your studies with the same enthusiasm you used to conquer the Southern continent.” 
 “I can provide Gryff with extra tutoring to get him caught up to his peers,” Arwyn suggested with a warm smile. 
 “There are only two weeks until midterms,” Sleet countered thoughtfully. “Do you think you could get him ready by then?” 
 “I do love a good challenge,” the red-haired professor replied with a twinkle in her amber eyes.  
 “Can’t I get an extension?” I looked hopefully between my teacher and the headmaster. “You could make an exception and give me more time to catch up.” 
 “Hmm,” Sleet pondered my request. “What about the rest of your team? Should they receive an extension on their midterms as well?” 
 “Well, sure,” I answered. 
 “And other members of the Monster Response Squads who take time away from their studies to protect the country?” 
 “I mean, I guess.” I shrugged. “Where are you going with this?” 
 “If there is an exception for you in this situation,” Sleet explained in a patient voice, “then more students will request extensions because of their duties with the military. This is a military academy, and as such, our students are often away during class time.” 
 “We have always provided extra opportunities for studying and tutoring,” Arwyn added. “Plus, participation in the Monster Response Squad is factored into your end of year grades, just not the midterms.” 
 “I don’t mind a little extra tutoring.” I smirked, which elicited a slight blush from my teacher. “I suppose I can focus on school for now.” 
 “Excellent.” Sleet rubbed his hands together.  
 When he didn’t say anything else, my friends exchanged questioning glances and then started to stand up. Freya moved to follow the mages, but her gold-flecked eyes lingered on me for a long moment. 
 Then a thought dawned on me. “Hey, wait.” 
 One of Sleet’s silver eyebrows lifted as everyone froze. 
 “What about Freya?” I asked as I gestured to the warrior princess. “Do I take her back to my dorm room? Or is there a special dorm for married couples?” 
 “Married?” the headmaster questioned in an amused tone. “Well, congratulations, Mister Gryff.” 
 “Thank you,” I chuckled, but then I regained my composure. “Seriously, though, I don’t want to get in trouble for having a girl in my dorm later, but I want her to feel comfortable.” 
 “Freya is welcome to bunk with me,” Nia offered sweetly. 
 “Me, too!” Cyra chirped.  
 “I stay with Gryff,” Freya insisted with a stubborn lift of her chin, and she shot the headmaster a determined look. “In my land, it is bad luck for a husband and wife to sleep apart.” 
 “I could move out,” Braden suggested with a shrug. “That way Gryff and Freya could have our room.” 
 “It is uncommon, although not unheard of, for students to marry,” Sleet mused. “Often, when this situation occurs, the couple has already acquired lodging in the city proper before they formalize their union.” 
 “I have to buy a house?” I worked the muscle in my jaw. “I didn’t expect that.” 
 “I understand the prospect can seem intimidating,” Arwyn interjected in a reassuring voice. “I tried to look for a house in Varle when I first took this position, but in the end I decided to stay in my private chambers here at the Academy since I didn’t need much space.” 
 “I’m probably going to need a lot of space… ” I raked a hand through my hair. “It’s okay, I can do this. Pass my midterms, buy a house, a normal life.” 
 “Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?” Nia’s blue eyes were bright and playful.  
 “Don’t forget the babies!” Cyra gushed. “You will definitely need your own place soon.” 
 I swallowed. “Sounds like I’m going house shopping.” 
 “Wonderful,” Marangur Sleet chuckled merrily. “To relieve some of the burden on the buying process, the Academy will cover the expenses at an inn of your choice for as long as you need.” 
 “Wow, thank you, Headmaster.” I grinned.  
 It was perfect. Freya and I would have our privacy and space, but we would still be close enough to attend school without too much inconvenience. Plus, I was sure the two of us would be crashing with my other women occasionally until I got my own place. 
 “Shall I take Freya to enroll in courses?” Arwyn suggested, then she turned to my shapeshifting wife and gave her a warm smile. “Can you read and write?” 
 “No,” the warrior princess said, and she shook her head. “I learn map, and I know books, but I do not know how to read the marks.” 
 “I can teach you,” the professor offered. “You’ve picked up the language so quickly, I expect you will have no issues grasping the basic concepts.” 
 “I want to school.” My wife nodded firmly. “I will do what is needed to be a good wife to Gryff.” 
 “How would we classify a shapeshifter?” Sleet sounded delighted with his newfound educational challenge. “We will need a new uniform category.” 
 “Adept?” Arwyn suggested. “She can change her form, much like a metallogue.” 
 “The Council will have a conniption fit.” The headmaster sounded downright excited.  
 “Headmaster,” the red-haired healer suddenly asked in a thoughtful tone, “may I record the progress of Freya’s education and document the experiences of the first shapeshifter in Mistral? It would be the first research of its kind.” 
 “Absolutely, Miss Hamner,” Sleet replied easily. “I think that is an exceptional idea. We will need to personalize a curriculum around her unique needs. I trust you to take the lead on that endeavor?” 
 “Yes, sir,” the redhead responded in a delighted tone. 
 Suddenly, the sound of stomping feet coming up the stairs echoed around the room, and raised voices penetrated the door to the stairwell. 
 “Maelor said he was alive!” Layla’s voice was full of fire. “I demand to see Gryff!” 
 “Calm down, young lady,” an unknown speaker argued. “You can’t just barge into the headmaster’s office!” 
 “Get your hands off her!” Ashla sounded angry. 
 “We can take her down,” Erin’s voice insisted. “Come on, ladies, for Gryff!” 
 My girlfriends were about to literally bust down the headmaster’s door in order to see me for themselves. 
 I grinned wide as my heart rate increased. 
 My women were so fucking awesome. 
 



 Chapter Four 
 “Open the door,” the headmaster commanded the room at large, but I was already headed toward the threshold.  
 I pulled on the handle at the same instant that static electricity filled the stairwell, and as I opened the door, the energy released and knocked me backward. I scrambled to keep my footing, and my hand automatically leapt to my bandolier, but then Layla’s short, side swept coppery hair popped into view. 
 “Gryffie!” The summoner pounced on me and coiled her arms and legs around my torso, and as Layla Bethel grabbed my cheeks in her hands and engulfed my face in kisses, I realized my hands roamed hungrily across her body. 
 The petite summoner wore a short mini skirt with tights and high heeled ankle boots. From what I could see through her shower of affection, her shirt was low cut and a pale orange color, and her soft auburn locks tickled against my face.  
 “You’re alive, I can’t fucking believe it!” the sassy mage gushed between kisses without giving me a moment to respond. “We looked for you everywhere, where did you end up? Are you okay? I’m so happy, I don’t even know what to say!” 
 “Hi… Layla… ” I managed to say as the petite summoner covered my face with smudges of her lipstick. 
 “Layla Bethel doesn’t know what to say?” Varleth snorted. “What else has changed? Has Gawain become humble?” 
 “Shut up, Varleth,” Layla retorted, and she paused her deluge of kisses long enough to stick out her tongue at the surly gypsy. “I was going to come say hi to you next, but now I’m not going to. You can sit and wonder if I missed you or not.” 
 “Of course, she missed you guys, we all did,” Ashla said as she entered the headmaster’s office, and then her chocolate brown eyes met mine, and my heart skipped a beat. Her lips parted slightly, and even from halfway across the room, I could tell her breath quickened. “Gryff. It really is you.” 
 The ice mage and Erin supported a woman I didn’t recognize between them, but I assumed she was the owner of the voice I’d heard from out in the hallway. She had a tightly woven bun, a narrow nose, and a severe expression. The strange woman wore a gray blazer with a yellow blouse underneath with a long matching skirt that hung to her ankles. Then Layla’s keichim bounced into the room at their feet, and the petite summoner’s familiar seemed proud of itself as it fluttered up to Layla’s shoulder. 
 The talkative summoner had an obviously forced expression of innocence on her face as she slid off me into a tight side-hug. It didn’t seem like she planned on letting go off me any time soon, but I was okay with that, so I squeezed her against me as my heart swelled. 
 “Hi, Gryff!” Erin gave me a wide grin and a small wave. Her amber eyes were bright with joy, and her desire to mimic Layla’s aggressive greeting was obvious. 
 The three women hobbled over to the chair in front of Sleet’s desk, and the two mages helped the woman with the tight bun settle into her seat before they rushed into my arms. 
 “Come here,” I urged, and when I had both my arms wrapped around the three of them, I planted warm kisses on their foreheads one after the other. I had a grin so big my cheeks hurt when I finally released them and turned back to Marangur Sleet. 
 “Miss Bethel,” Sleet greeted with a tired expression, “did you electrocute my secretary?” 
 “Um, well, not really, since if you think about it, I don’t have any electric abilities,” the petite summoner rattled out her excuse with a dismissive wave. “It’s not like I can just snap my fingers and create lightning or any--” 
 “Did your keichim release an electrical attack on school grounds?” the headmaster raised his voice, and Layla stiffened at my side. 
 The petite summoner gave the headmaster an apologetic smile. “Yeah, sorry.” 
 “Miss Harris, are you injured?” Sleet turned to the woman who sat in the chair by his desk.  
 Arwyn had already crossed the room, and the red-haired healer held her hand over the woman’s forehead.  
 “I’m fine,” Miss Harris replied in the same clipped tone I’d heard in the hallway. “They did not have an appointment to speak with you, I’m sorry for the intrusion.” 
 “No intrusion at all,” the headmaster reassured her. “We were just finishing up. Thank you, Miss Harris.” 
 “Of course, sir,” the woman said as she inclined her head. 
 Sleet turned his gaze back to Layla, and his expression hardened. “We will discuss the consequences of your actions later. You are dismissed for now.” 
 “Yes, sir,” the summoner sighed. “Sorry, sir.” 
 “I have always believed the best apology is changed behavior,” Sleet mused. “Still, another time. Soon.” 
 Then the headmaster clapped his hands and surveyed his crowded office. 
 “Some of the most powerful mages of our time stand before me, and I want each and every one of you to know I am proud to be among you. Make sure to take some time to recuperate from your mission, and most importantly, have a great term.”  
 “Yes, sir,” we all responded in unison.  
 Sleet winked at me. “Welcome back to Mistral, mages.” 
 We all trotted out of the room and down the stairs in a herd of stomping feet and flapping cloaks. Layla kept her arm hooked around my waist, but I didn’t mind, even though I had to keep a close watch on the steps to keep from tripping over the petite summoner’s boots. 
 With the debriefing done, I was finally able to let it sink in. I was home, in Mistral, with everyone I cared about nearby.  
 The long stairwell gave me plenty of time to process my homecoming, and by the time we exited the steps into the main building of the Academy, I was ready for an ale and some hot food. 
 The whole group paused as we entered the front hallway to look at me expectantly. The doors to the dining hall were closed, and the corridors were empty. We’d missed dinner. 
 Maelor’s request flashed through my mind. 
 “Let’s go to the Retching Goblin to celebrate,” I suggested with a grin.  
 “Ooh, yes!” Layla gasped, and she tugged me toward the doors of the Academy. “Great idea, Gryffie! What are you waiting for? Let’s go already!” 
 “I could go for a drink,” Varleth drawled with a shrug. 
 “I’ll buy you a round,” Braden offered, and he bumped his shoulder against the surly banisher. “Call it a welcome home gift.” 
 “I think we have all earned a night of relaxation,” Arwyn pointed out. 
 “And we have a lot to celebrate,” Nia added with a twinkle in her beautiful blue eyes.  
 “I want drink,” Freya said with a curt nod. Her gold-flecked eyes analyzed Layla, Ashla, and Erin with subtle glances, but her face was expressionless. 
 Layla shook her head like she was coming out of a daze, and she blinked at the warrior princess for a long moment as though the petite summoner had only just then noticed my wife’s presence. 
 “Um, who’s the delicious blonde with the weird accent?” she asked as she tilted her head to the side. “She looks exotic and really sexy.” 
 “This is Freya,” I said to the three women who had recently joined our group. “She is from Vay, and she doesn’t know much of our language yet, but she’s learning fast.” 
 “Hi, Freya,” the spunky summoner greeted with an uncharacteristically shy wave. “My name’s Layla.” 
 “Layla,” my wife repeated slowly, and she gave my girlfriend a rare smile. “Very good name. Are you a strong warrior?” 
 “Abso-fucking-lutely!” the summoner exclaimed, and she planted her hands on her hips with a defiant stance. 
 “Good.” Freya nodded her approval. “I like to meet you.” 
 “I just want you to know, it’s official,” Layla declared as she grabbed my wife’s hand. “We’re best friends now.” 
 “I like all three of you,” my wife purred as she eyed the three women. “Pretty and strong. Gryff has told me much about you.” 
 “Wow, that’s so great!” Erin gave the hawk woman a friendly smile. “I’d love to be friends.” 
 “The more the merrier,” Ashla added with a playful wink. “Not surprising, though.” 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked with a feigned hurt expression.  
 “It means you have a penchant for collecting beautiful women, and we all need a drink and some more time catching up,” the ice mage retorted in a teasing voice.  
 “It’s decided,” Cyra announced, and her nest of brown curls bounced behind her as she strode toward the entrance. 
 I chuckled as we all fell into step behind the dark-skinned summoner. 
 Maker, it was good to be back. 
 A short while later, I sat at one of the tables in the old tavern named the Retching Goblin. From the outside, the place didn’t look like much. It was basically a dingy shed with chipped paint and wood siding. The sign squeaked, the windows were fogged, and the inside wasn’t much better with a crumbling fireplace and stained floors. Still, the tavern had serviced the students and staff of the Academy for so long, it was considered an institution regardless of its dilapidated condition.  
 Layla was crammed against my side like a leech, and she blinked her hazel eyes at me adoringly whenever I glanced at her. On my other side, Erin leaned her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her hand while she stared at me like I was a piece of art. Ashla sat directly across from me, and she leaned over the barrier between us with her chocolate eyes full of need.  
 Maelor and Cyra sat at Ashla’s side, while Nia, Arwyn, and Freya occupied the rest of the bench. Braden and Mati sat at the head of the table, and Varleth balanced himself on the end of the bench to Layla’s left.  
 We’d claimed the last large empty table in the tavern, and the rest of the common room was packed with other students and faculty of the Academy. I saw a few faces I recognized, but for the most part everyone I saw was a stranger to me. 
 Well, except for the people sitting around me. My companions were the closest thing I’d ever had to family outside of Maelor, and the old man was right in the midst of us, happy as a drunk clam. Maelor practically glowed as he sipped his ale and looked around at my friends’ happy faces, and it did my heart good to see him so peaceful.  
 “I hope Gawain and Orenn got our message to meet us here,” Erin commented as she finally tore her eyes away from me to glance around the tavern. “It doesn’t feel like a full reunion without them.” 
 “I’m sure they’ll be here soon.” I smirked. “After all, who would miss out on a chance to see a long-lost friend?” 
 “Oh, I didn’t tell him you were back,” Layla confessed in an absentminded tone. “It’ll be more fun to see their reactions in person.” 
 “Oh, that’s wicked,” Erin breathed with an appreciative smile. 
 “Then what did you say?” Cyra asked with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 “I said get down here now or I’ll kick your asses.” The petite summoner shrugged. “They’ll be here soon, if they know what’s good for them.” 
 “Oh, Maker, this is going to be good,” Varleth commented dryly, but his eyes were bright, and he watched the door with anticipation. 
 The surly gypsy seemed downright excited, and with him grinning and sitting up straight, I almost couldn’t believe he was the same person who had grumbled and complained the whole way back to Mistral.  
 “With a message like that, who wouldn’t be excited to see you?” I chuckled. 
 “Exactly, but hey, what’s this drawing on your neck?” Layla asked as she poked the tattoo on the edge of my collar. “Is that from a new Archon?” 
 “He has another one on his hand,” Erin pointed out as she held up my limb as proof, and the gold jaguar claw imprinted on my skin shone in the dim light of the gas lamps.  
 “And a third on his forearms,” Cyra added in a helpful voice. “The snakes are my favorite.” 
 I scratched the tattooed bite mark on my neck self-consciously. “I captured three more Archons since leaving Mistral, so I got a few more marks. It’s not a big deal.” 
 Ashla’s chocolate eyes narrowed. “The paws are Miralea, snakes are Utuni, and your wings are Sera and Phi, but I can’t figure out what the bite marks mean.” 
 “They are from Veopa,” Arwyn informed the ice mage in a scholarly tone. “Our best working hypothesis is that the shapeshifter Archon has the ability to remove the magical abilities of her followers, hence a succubus type.” 
 “So, Veopa is like a vampire?” Layla asked as she leaned in super close to me and stared unblinkingly into my eyes. “Is she talking to you right now? You haven’t done that cross eyed look yet, so it’s hard for me to tell what’s going on inside your head.” 
 Before I could respond, the door to the tavern opened, and the pungent scent of rose cologne filled my nose. My head swiveled to the door, and I saw the blond-haired fire mage walk across the threshold with Orenn a step behind him. 
 I stood to greet my friends, and as I met Gawain’s eyes, the blood drained from his face. The haughty fire mage clutched his chest and sagged backward into Orenn as though he was going to faint, but the muscular metallogue caught him under the elbows and supported him until Gawain was once again steady on his feet. 
 “Y-You’re alive?” the fire mage stammered, and then his beady green eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Is Bethel fucking pranking me right now?” 
 “Oh, she absolutely tried,” Varleth commented as he stepped up to my side.  
 “Varleth!” Orenn gasped, and the metallogue crossed the distance between him and the banisher in one long step and seized the gypsy in a tight hug.  
 I heard Varleth’s back pop, and I smirked as the banisher let out a pained grunt. It was good for him. 
 “What the fuck, Layla?” Gawain called over my shoulder. “Can’t you warn a guy before scaring him to death?” 
 “Where’s the fun in that?” Layla countered with a mischievous grin.  
 Cyra laughed. “This is almost better than finding out Gryff got married!” 
 Orenn dropped Varleth and spun to face me with a flabbergasted expression. “You got married? Congratulations, Gryff!” 
 “You mean you actually managed to convince someone to tolerate you?” Gawain snickered. “That’s more surprising than you coming back from the dead.” 
 “So, um,” Orenn stammered as he blushed, and his eyes flicked around the group at my women. “Who’s the lucky lady?” 
 “Guys, I want you to meet Freya,” I said with a wide grin, and I beckoned my wife forward to meet my friends.  
 “Nice meet you,” the warrior princess said in heavily accented Mistral, and she gave the two men a small bow of her head. 
 Gawain’s eyes widened, and Orenn burst out into a wide grin. 
 “This is your wife?” the metallogue asked with his mouth hanging open. “That’s awesome, Gryff! Congratulations!” 
 “Leave it to Gryff,” Gawain chuckled. “We all think he’s dead, and it turns out he was off getting married.” 
 “Wait,” Layla interrupted as her hazel eyes nearly popped out of her head, “did you say married? Where was this information earlier?” 
 “Took you a minute, huh?” Varleth teased. “Maybe if you listened while you were staring, you would have heard the first time.” 
 “Maybe if you didn’t have such a big head, you wouldn’t be so grumpy all the time,” Layla retorted as she stuck her tongue out at him. “Chill out and relax a little. It won’t kill you, you know?” 
 “Quit yapping by the door and come sit where an old man can hear you,” Maelor complained from our table. “I ain’t as young as I used to be, and I sure as goblin shit ain’t about to stand around talking while there’s good ale to be drunk.” 
 “No one’s stopping you from drinking your ale,” I laughed, but then I motioned for the newest additions to our group to sit down.  
 Once we were all crowded around the table once more, we all ordered another round of drinks, and I got some potato skins. The crispy, greasy, cheesy treat was one of my all-time favorites, and I hadn’t had it since leaving Mistral.  
 Surrounded by friends with a delicious meal in front of me was like a dream come true. 
 My friends drifted into small groups to catch up with the other members of the team who returned from Vay, and I overheard snippets of the conversations between them. Even though Varleth and I had been gone the longest, we had all just returned from a mission, and there was a lot to discuss.  
 Braden and Cyra were in the midst of telling Layla and Maelor about monsters seen in battle, and Arwyn and Nia described the library of the Guardians to a rapt Ashla. Meanwhile, Erin and Mati giggled as they leaned their heads together over a piece of jewelry my roommate’s girlfriend had purchased in Desacino. 
 Gawain, Orenn, and Varleth discussed the properties of high-quality swords, and Freya sat quietly with her head tilted to one side while she listened curiously. I winked at my wife across the table, and the corners of her lips twitched up into a smile. 
 “So, Gryff,” Orenn said during a lull in the conversations, “how did you meet your wife?” 
 “Oh, this is a good story,” Cyra piped up as she pulled away from her conversation with the other summoners in our group to focus on the new topic. 
 “It all started with me trying to get back to Mistral, really,” I began, and then I proceeded to recount my adventures in the land of the shapeshifters. 
 “Wow, you stole a whole ship?” Orenn guffawed when I finished my tale. 
 “Sounds like you had a few too many close calls to me,” Maelor grumbled. 
 “Everyone knows shapeshifters aren’t real,” Gawain argued. “They’re just legends used to scare children into submission.” 
 “Trust me, I thought the same thing,” Nia insisted. “It’s hard to argue when you see it right in front of your face, though.” 
 “I don’t see anything but people.” Gawain shrugged. 
 “Yeah, me, neither,” I agreed, “but my wife is still a shapeshifter. That doesn’t make her less of a person.” 
 “Yeah, don’t be a prick, Maddox,” Layla added. 
 “Can it, Bethel,” Gawain warned, but there was a playful edge to his voice. 
 “Make me,” the petite summoner retorted hotly, but she couldn’t help the smile on her face as she stuck out her tongue. 
 “So, that’s it, then?” Ashla asked, and as she shook her head in awe, her braids flickered over her shoulders. “You’re married, just like that?” 
 “It doesn’t change anything,” I said in a reassuring tone. “I’m still me, same as always.” 
 “Of course, it does,” the ice mage insisted with furrowed eyebrows. “You’re married. It’s not like we can just pretend everything is the same.” 
 “You sister wife?” Freya asked, and silence fell across the table. 
 Orenn’s eyebrows were raised so high it looked like he’d suddenly sprouted a small crop of hair, and his mouth hung open in shock, but he didn’t say anything. 
 “I beg your pardon?” Ashla responded to the warrior princess with a confused look. 
 My cheeks burned as I searched my mind for the right thing to say for this situation.  
 “What I think she means,” Arwyn said before I could speak, “is ‘are you my sister-wife?’ but maybe Gryff can clarify better. He is more fluent in the clan language than I am.” 
 “That’s what she said,” I confirmed with a sheepish grin.  
 Ashla’s mouth opened slightly, and then she gave my wife a patient smile. “I don’t even know how to respond to that, I’m sorry.” 
 “Holy Maker of all that is good,” Layla gasped. “Sister-wife?” 
 “She definitely looks like she’s serious,” Erin observed.  
 “Yes.” Freya nodded curtly as her gold-flecked eyes moved slowly from Layla, to Ashla, and then to Erin, and she spoke in the best Mistral I’d heard from her yet. “You are sister-wives. I see the way you look at my husband, and the way he looks at the three of you. You are strong warriors of Mistral, and you will make beautiful babies for our husband. I approve.” 
 The three women blinked at my wife in stunned silence. 
 “So, um, it’s a clan thing,” I stammered as I tried to ease the tension at the table. “Multiple wives and that sort of thing.” 
 “I see.” Ashla steepled her hands, and a thoughtful expression settled over her features.  
 “I’m not so sure I’m ready for all that…” Layla bit her lip and sent a worried look my way. “I love you, Gryff, and your babies would be so cute, but…” 
 “There’s already so much going on,” Erin murmured. “Midterms will be here before you know it, and I’ll feel so bad if Gryff gets bad scores because he’s spending so much time with us…” 
 “It’s fine, really,” I said in the most reassuring tone I could manage. “I’m going to be crazy busy catching up before midterms, but I can always make time for you, too.” 
 “Exactly.” Ashla suddenly grinned and clapped her hands together. “You won’t say no even if it drains you. We should give you some time to readjust. Sister-wives and all of that sounds like fun, but it’s going to take some time to ease into. We can be patient, right ladies?”  
 My heart pounded in my chest. I didn’t want to lose them because of some silly cultural differences between her and Freya, but I didn’t want them to feel pressured into something they weren’t ready for, either. 
 Freya waited with an expectant look on her face as the girls discussed her proposition, but I could tell her patience wouldn’t last for long.  
 “I agree, let’s wait until after midterms,” Erin suggested. “We will have plenty of time to think it over before then.” 
 “Does that mean we can’t have sex?” Layla asked with her head tilted to one side. “I don’t like that idea. I miss Gryff a bunch… in like… all the ways I can miss him…” 
 “Gryff needs to focus on school,” Ashla pointed out. “And so do you. We’re all going to be busy over the next few weeks, but it won’t be forever.” 
 “You make choice?” Freya asked with obvious eagerness. “You want to be sister-wife and bear Gryff’s children?” 
 “Gryff, tell her what I’m saying,” Ashla insisted as she leveled her chocolate eyes on my wife.  
 I cleared my throat and spoke her words in the language of the shapeshifters an instant behind her, and the translation was so smooth it was almost as though they spoke directly to each other.  
 “Freya, you are wonderful and generous, and I can see us being close friends, but this is not a good time to make big decisions… We want to think about it, and talk with you and Gryff in a few months. Gryff will need our help and support as he gets back to school, and now that he’s back for good, we will have plenty of time.” 
 Freya was silent for a long, tense moment, and then she took a deep breath and gave my girlfriends a stoic nod. “Very well. You have two months to think.” 
 “Now, can we please change the subject?” Varleth drawled. “Anything other than Gryff’s private life?” 
 “What about our new friend, Freya?” Erin questioned. “Can we talk about her? I’m dying to know what it feels like to actually fly!” 
 “How about his wedding?” Cyra asked with a teasing smile. “Maker, how I wish I could have seen Gryff’s face when Freya told him they were married.” 
 “I’m just upset I wasn’t there,” Maelor confessed in a sad voice that made my gut wrench. “I always wanted to see Gryff get married and start a family.” 
 “Don’t worry, Maelor,” Nia said as she gave my adopted father a sweet smile. “You’ll have the best seat in the house at his next wedding.” 
 “Think it’s doomed to fail, huh,” Varleth snickered. “Wow, Gryff, you inspire so much confidence.” 
 “No,” Nia snapped, and she gave the banisher an icy glare. “I’m talking about when Gryff and I get married.” 
  “Y-You and Gryff are getting married?” Layla looked lost as her amber eyes flicked between me and Nia. “Is everyone getting married?” 
 “I’m not,” Gawain huffed. “I do not want to bring a child into a time of war. Besides, we’re still young. Now is not the time to settle down.” 
 I smirked. “I thought that way, too, but then I realized I could die any day. Hell, everyone thought I was dead for months. If we don’t enjoy life while we’re here, then what’s even the point? There won’t be anyone left to fight, and the Archons will have already won the war against humanity.” 
 “Ooh, we get to go dress shopping!” Erin gushed, and she bounced up and down excitedly. “I’ll help with everything, Nia.” 
 “Me, too!” Mati offered with a cheerful smile. 
 “I’m not sure how much time I can spare away from my research,” Ashla said in a hesitant voice, “but I want to be there, for both of you, every step of the way.” 
 “Is no one going to tell me whether or not you have more wives?” Layla demanded as she slammed her hands down on the table and gave me a mischievous look. “Who else did you marry? Cyra? Arwyn?” 
 “Not yet,” Arwyn laughed, but a self-conscious flush tinged her neck. 
 “I’m going to wait until we can do something really crazy and different,” Cyra mused. “I’m in no hurry to make it formal, I just want a chubby little mini Gryff to love on.” 
 “Just like that?” Layla looked between the two women with an incredulous expression. “You’re going to be sister-wives?” 
 “What does the cute little one say?” Freya turned to give the petite summoner a curious look, and I couldn’t help the laugh bubbling out of my chest. “She said she wants to be sister-wife?”  
 “No, well… not yet,” I stammered in my wife’s language.  
 “I want Layla to be my sister-wife,” the warrior princess announced in a decisive tone. “I like her fire.” 
 “What did she say about me?” the petite summoner questioned with a nervous air. 
 I looked between Layla and Freya helplessly. I wanted to steer the conversation away from any more embarrassing confrontations, but it seemed like an impossible task. While I’d started to dread having to translate everything, there was one advantage to having cultural differences. 
 I could blame all the awkward things on the language barrier.  
 “She likes your fire and stuff… I’m sure it’s just a clan thing, I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” I assured her before I gave my adorable, devilish lover a teasing smile. “Why? Do you want to be sister-wives with Freya?” 
 Layla’s auburn eyes widened. “Me?” 
 “Who else?” I chuckled. “Obviously, Nia and I are getting married, so you can connect the dots there.” 
 “What about everyone else?” She wrinkled her nose and glanced hesitantly at my other women.  
 “This is exactly how I envisioned my first night home,” Varleth drawled in a sarcastic voice. “Please, keep having your highly personal conversation with the entire group present, by all means.” 
 “What’s the matter, Varleth?” Layla snickered. “Want to keep Gryff all to yourself?” 
 The gypsy bristled, but the corners of his lips twitched up into the faintest hint of a smile. “Absolutely. Gryff is all mine. Fight me.” 
 “I will fight for Gryff,” Freya announced with her chin held high. 
 “Now, that would be entertaining,” Gawain commented. “Shapeshifter versus gypsy. Myth versus mess.” 
 “Fuck you, Maddox,” Varleth chortled. “You’d know if I was a mess. I’d wear an excessive amount of cologne to mask it.” 
 “Ouch.” Gawain blushed, but his beady green eyes were full of amusement. “How did I ever survive without your wit?” 
 “It must have been incredibly taxing,” Varleth shot back with a sideways smile. 
 “I missed this,” Layla sighed and leaned her arms on the table. “It was so quiet and boring, I wasn’t even enjoying pranks anymore.” 
 “Thank the Maker for that.” Gawain sniffed. 
 “I feel different now. Better.” Layla’s eyes lit up and she grinned. “Ooh, I want to design a super powered stink bomb stronger than anything I’ve ever made before.” 
 “Atta girl,” I cackled. “That’s the spirit!”  
 The combination of alcohol with the heartwarming reunion made me giddy, and warmth spread throughout my body as a heavy buzz settled over my head. I also sent a silent thank you to the Maker for the shift in conversation.  
 “I think your wife is really cool,” Erin informed me with a sweet smile. “The thought of sister-wives sounds fun, too. Like a constant slumber party with all your best friends.” 
 “You like that idea, huh?” I grinned so hard my cheeks hurt. “You would make a great sister-wife.” 
 “Is that a marriage proposal?” Erin’s amber eyes twinkled with delight. 
 “Absolutely,” I replied with alcohol imbued ease, “but right now another wedding would be a bit more than I can handle. After things calm down, we can make whatever plans you want.” 
 “Sounds great,” she said with only a slight slur to her words, but I wasn’t going to take her drunken answer seriously, not until she’d say the same thing sober, anyway.  
 She flicked her bright orange hair away from her face. The cropped haircut had grown considerably since I’d last seen the mimic, and it seemed like it was in an awkward stage of constantly being in the way, but still too short to tie back. “Nia is going to be so beautiful in her wedding dress, I can’t wait to see it.” 
 “She sure is,” I murmured as my gaze flicked across the table to my ashen-haired fiancée. 
 Fiancée. Fuck, that felt good. 
 “We could go dress shopping later this week,” Cyra suggested. 
 “I want to go, too,” Erin chirped. 
 “Of course,” Nia replied with a smile, but I noticed the rosy hue to her cheeks. “Everyone is welcome to join me. I wouldn’t even know where to start, really.” 
 “We will figure it out together,” Arwyn said with a comforting expression on her gorgeous face.  
 “I still need to tell my father.” Nia frowned slightly. “The closer I get to actually having to see him and do it, the more difficult it seems to become.” 
 “Your dad is awesome,” Gawain interjected with a sympathetic smile, “it won’t be as bad as you think, I promise.” 
 “I just hope you guys have the same enthusiasm for helping me find a house,” I commented in a dry voice. “I’d rather fight an army of monsters than decide on a color of paint, but I can’t have my wives crashing in the boy’s dorm or living in a tavern.” 
 “I wish I could promise my full assistance,” Arwyn said in a reluctant voice, “but I will be so busy with research and resuming my classes, I do not think I will be able to help you find a house. I’m sorry, Gryff.” 
 “Hey, don’t worry about it.” I winked. “Just focus on your research so we can end this war for good.” 
 “The research team are certainly heroes when it comes to the war against the Archons,” Cyra declared. “Between Arwyn, Ashla, and the other professors, I know we can find out a way to put those bitches to bed for good.” 
 “It’s so good to be back home,” Braden remarked. “I’ve really missed these gatherings.” 
 “You’re such a sweetheart, babe,” Mati gushed as she gave the muscular summoner an adoring look.  
 Gawain grimaced. “Gives me a toothache.” 
 “You’ll change your tune once you fall in love,” Layla quipped.  
 “Then I pray to the Maker it never comes to that.” The fire mage lifted his chin and peered down his nose.  
 “No need to pray,” Varleth drawled. “Just keep using that cologne, and you’ll repel all living things without lifting a finger.” 
 “Ha, ha,” Gawain barked. “You’re one to talk. That face of yours chases off everything within a mile.” 
 “Yet it still hasn’t worked for you.” Varleth smirked. “I think you like me.” 
 “I like to make fun of you.” Gawain sniffed. “Other than that, I can tolerate your presence.” 
 “That’s high praise coming from Mister Nose in the Air,” Layla teased. 
 While my friends continued their playful banter, my eyes drifted around the table to all the happy faces surrounding me. I’d waited for this moment for so long it was almost dreamlike. I wanted to capture it and keep it frozen forever, but then I thought of my upcoming wedding, and I realized I had a lot to look forward to. 
 Freya waved at me from across the table, and once she had my attention, she gave me a stern look, but I was surprised to hear her speak in her native tongue. “You said I would have many sister-wives. I have met Arwyn, Nia, and Cyra, but they are not enough. You need more wives so you can have lots of children.” 
 “What’s she sayin’ now?” Maelor asked loudly. 
 “Other than our names?” Arwyn chuckled. “That part was obvious enough.” 
 “I heard the clan word for sister-wife,” Cyra observed in a playful tone. 
 “Yes, and children,” Nia added with a giggle. 
 Maelor huffed, and his face turned beet red. “I’ve about had enough crazy talk. Gryff ain’t about to have little ones, no way, no how. He’s not the type.” 
 “Well.” I shrugged and raked a hand through my hair. “Things change.” 
 “You sure yer feeling alright?” Maelor questioned with narrowed eyes. “Come here, let me feel your forehead. Ye might be feverish and talking nonsense.” 
 “He is fit as a fiddle,” Arwyn exclaimed with a slightly defensive air. “Trust me, Gryff’s health is not a concern.” 
 “I suppose you would know best,” Maelor relented with a reluctant grumble. “Just don’t make no sense. Married. Kids. House hunting… ” 
 “Don’t think about it too much,” I advised. 
 “Yeah, yeah,” Maelor muttered, and he waved his hand dismissively before he took a long swig from his mug. 
 Freya eyed him closely, then mirrored his motion to chug her own ale. Braden grinned and raced to keep pace, and a moment later, everyone was competing to see who could finish their drink the fastest. 
 I tapped my mug down onto the table a moment after Freya, and at the same time, Maelor slammed his own cup down and took a deep gulp of air.  
 “Bartender!” The old man waved his empty cup in the air. “Where’s the ale?” 
 I laughed out loud when a portly man squeezed through the crowded room with several pitchers an instant later. 
 Maelor was a talented summoner, all right. 
 After a couple more drinks, and a lot of laughter, Gawain tapped a spoon against his metal mug and cleared his throat. 
 “I propose a toast,” the fire mage announced with flourish. “To Gryff and Varleth, may you always find a way to come back from the dead. I’m glad you both are back.” 
 “Hear, hear,” Cyra agreed, and she lifted her mug up into the air. 
 Calls of encouragement and words of joy echoed around the small tavern, and we all clinked out metal mugs together before we drank deeply of the intoxicating liquid.  
 I burped loudly when I’d finished my drink, and Cyra mimicked the noise with her own loud belch. 
 I grinned in anticipation of the next round of competition, but then Gawain cleared his throat again and gave me a pointed look. 
 “So, Gryff,” the fire mage said in a casual tone, “who is going to be your best man at yours and Nia’s wedding?” 
 Suddenly everyone went quiet, and all their eyes locked onto my face. 
 I was not prepared for that question, and I swallowed hard.  
 I had to decide that now, with all my closest friends watching? 
 Maker, give me strength.  
 



 Chapter Five 
 “Uh…” I blinked at Gawain for a long moment. “Do I have to pick?” 
 “Yes!” Gawain insisted with an expression of total shock. “Otherwise, Nia’s bridesmaids will walk down the aisle alone!” 
 “I think he means right now,” Varleth commented with a sideways smile. “Besides, it’s pretty obvious it would be me.” 
 “Yer sure about that?” Maelor chuckled. “I don’t care how much Gryff likes you, I’ve known him longer than any of y’all, so I’m gonna be his best man.” 
 “No offense, Maelor,” Braden interjected with a surprisingly serious tone “but the best man is generally chosen from among the groom’s best friends. Father of the groom is something else entirely.” 
 “I’m gonna be in Gryff’s weddin’,” Maelor insisted firmly.  
 My eyes flicked from man to man with anxious motions. I could sense the hurt feelings looming, but I didn’t know what to say. 
 “Gentlemen,” Arwyn interrupted loudly, “this is Gryff’s decision, and no one else’s.” 
 Everyone turned to look at me expectantly, and I swallowed again. 
 “Thanks,” I mumbled, but when my friends continued to give me pointed looks, I scratched at the tattoo on my neck self-consciously. “To be honest, I don’t know much about fancy Enclave weddings. I didn’t even know I needed to pick a best man.” 
 Nia let out a small sigh, and my ashen-haired fiancée gave me a sympathetic smile. “Don’t worry, Gryff, I will help guide you through it.” 
 “It will just take some time,” Arwyn assured me with warmth in her amber eyes.  
 “Exactly,” I agreed, and I seized the opening she provided me. “I just need some time to think it over, and then I’ll let you guys know.” 
 I gave my friends my best smile, but the disappointment on Gawain’s face was obvious. I hadn’t realized how much the fire mage valued our friendship, but he was apparently hoping to be my best man. Varleth also appeared less than pleased about having to wait for my decision, and I shook my head in disbelief.  
 Two of the men who’d had the coldest reactions to me when I first arrived at the Academy were now among my closest friends, and they were both vying for the role of my best man.  
 Then there was my large, kind, big hearted roommate who I’d shared many late-night confessions and honest conversations with. Braden was my first friend upon arriving at the school, and while everyone else treated me as less than, the ox-like summoner had extended the hand of friendship without judgement.  
 Maelor was a whole other thing. He’d raised me ever since I was a young boy. My parents had died in a monster attack, or so I’d always thought, but the old man had taken care of me ever since. I wouldn’t be the man I was without his influence, and for most of my life, he was my entire family. 
 I could only pick one to be my best man, though, and my stomach tightened from the pressure. 
 I had a lot to think about. 
 “Stop brooding and drink!” Layla commanded loudly as she shoved a fresh mug into my hands.  
 I gave my adorable lover a grateful grin, and then I took a long swig of my drink. It tasted so delicious, and the heady buzz I already had increased as I drank heavily. 
 My friends all cheered and whooped, and then everyone started to pass around the pitcher and down their own beverages until we were all laughing, red faced, and drunk.  
 The rest of the night passed in a blur as we celebrated our reunion and all the changes in our lives since we’d last been together. Layla announced the next round of cheers, and then everyone took a turn declaring a toast. My guy friends continued to press their cases to be my best man, but I managed to laugh most of it off. Freya started to relax the more the alcohol warmed her blood, and after a while, she was giggling drunkenly while Layla made impressions of Varleth, Gawain, and me.  
 Cyra insisted I tell everyone the story of when I used Phi’s illusion magic during our search for the banisher, and while everyone else cackled merrily, Varleth seemed less than entertained by the tale. When I got to the part about the old snow-leopard man recognizing the surly gypsy’s barking laugh, though, my friend’s lips twitched up into a smile.  
 “There are worse things to be remembered by,” he commented dryly when the story was over. 
 Arwyn and Nia described Eyrie Island to Ashla while the ice mage listened with wide eyes. Erin attempted to question Freya about flying as a bird in comparison to an airship, and my shapeshifting wife wore a frown of concentration as she tried to understand the pilot’s words. 
 Layla and Cyra were in a continuous belching competition, and the sounds of their varied attempts created an interesting soundtrack to the scattered conversations.  
 Braden’s face was red as he squeezed Orenn in a side hug, and the two men chatted about their experiences protecting their banishers.  
 Varleth and Gawain kept up a constant stream of insults and debates between them, but their air of comradery made the scathing remarks more funny than cold. 
 Meanwhile, Mati had trapped Maelor with an endless barrage of random thoughts and comments, and I could see the old man’s eyes dart around in search of an escape, but he continued to listen patiently and nod along at the same time.  
 My disappointment over being excluded from the research team, and my anxiousness about explaining my relationship with the Archons, was forgotten as I enjoyed the ambiance of the tavern with my friends.  
 It was definitely a change of pace for me. No mutated monsters or angry goddesses to deal with, no urgent mission or missing friends. I could finally relax and just enjoy myself. 
 So, that’s exactly what I did. I drank to my heart’s content, laughed until I cried, and hugged everyone multiple times. 
 I was barely conscious by the time my women herded me upstairs to the room the Academy had rented for Freya and me to stay in until I found a house. I’d been surprised by how well maintained and clean this area of the Retching Goblin was, but before Layla suggested it, I hadn’t even known the tavern doubled as an inn. In that moment, I would have been happy with a dirt floored shack, though, since I was in the company of so many beautiful women. I blinked through the waves of multicolored hair and grinned stupidly amidst the sea of giggling girls, but I fell asleep in a tangled pile of limbs with my lovers surrounding me. 
 It was utter bliss, and I couldn’t have asked for a better first night back in Mistral.  
 When I woke up, the sun was high and shone through the window like a spear of heat and light. I blinked and rubbed at my eyes as I looked around. Layla and Freya laid at my side, with their arms wrapped around each other and contented smiles on their faces. The petite summoner snored with an open mouth, but the noise didn’t seem to keep the warrior princess from sleeping peacefully. Everyone else had left already, and I was surprised I’d slept through their departure. 
 I must have been really out of it.  
 Hazy memories of the night before flashed through my mind while I pushed myself up onto my elbows and searched for my clothes. Mental images emerged out of context amidst confused snippets of conversation, and I struggled to make sense of it.  
 I shook my head to dispel the fogginess of the post inebriation cloud, but as soon as I moved, a piercing headache began to clamp down on my temples. I always seemed to forget the consequences of heavy drinking until the morning after reminded me once more.  
 I spotted my clothes in a heap in the middle of the room as I swung my legs over the bed, but as I stood to retrieve them, I noticed a neatly folded stack of fresh navy-blue Academy uniforms sitting atop the small dresser near the door. A small piece of parchment completed the mound, so I scooped up yesterday’s outfit before I grabbed the note, and then I sat back down on the edge of the bed.  
 The bed wobbled slightly from my movement, and Freya murmured and stretched her arm, but my shapeshifting wife didn’t open her eyes. I gingerly placed my clothes beside me, and then unfolded the scrap of paper to read the note scrawled inside. 

Didn’t want to wake you, but wanted to drop off your new uniforms. Come see me after you eat breakfast, we’ll get you caught up before you rejoin classes.


Love, Arwyn

 So, the tutoring and studying regimen had already begun. I resisted the urge to groan as I pictured the coming months of school. I’d gotten used to managing my own time, but then again, I’d always enjoyed learning new things. 
 The thought reminded me of the book I’d retrieved from the Guardian’s library. I needed to translate some of the labels on the illustrations before I could identify the new creatures I’d encountered during my travels. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to bring it with me to Arwyn’s classroom. Maybe she could even help me decode the name for the white fluff balls with fangs I’d fought against outside Eyrie Island. 
 I pulled on my old clothes with newfound eagerness. Arwyn always had a way of making learning fun. By the time I was dressed, Freya stirred, and then she blinked up at me with sleepy eyes. 
 “What happened?” the warrior princess asked with a yawn. “Is everything okay?” 
 I gave my wife a reassuring smile. “Everything’s great. I’m going to go find some breakfast and then meet up with Arwyn. Do you want to come with me or stay with Layla?” 
 “Layla is so pretty,” Freya observed with a sweet smile as she glanced over at the petite summoner asleep next to her. “She will make such good babies. They will be funny and clever.” 
 “I take that to mean you want to stay?” I chuckled. 
 “I stay with Layla,” my wife confirmed with a nod. 
 “Good.” I grinned. “Just promise to be patient with her, she doesn’t know your language. Oh, and tell her to take you to Arwyn’s classroom if you need me, okay?” 
 “Do not worry, husband.” Freya pushed herself up onto her elbows and gave me a determined look. “I am a grown woman, I do not need you to sit me like a baby.” 
 “Fine, fine,” I relented, and I held up my hands in the universal gesture of surrender. “I’ll see you later tonight, then. I love you.” 
 “I love you, too.” The usually stoic warrior princess gave me one of the biggest smiles I’d ever seen on her face. “Please, make sure you give Arwyn lots of your seed so she can grow a baby for you.” 
 “Yes, ma’am.” I smirked, and I leaned over the bed to plant a soft kiss on her light pink lips before I did the same to Layla’s forehead. 
 “Waffles!” the petite summoner mumbled, and she groaned as she rolled over onto her side. 
 I shook my head with amusement as I turned and headed down to the common area of the tavern to order my breakfast.  
 Leaving my two beautiful women in bed was a challenge, but I had to go see my gorgeous red-haired professor, so it had to be done. One thing was for sure, though.  
 I was a lucky man.  
 The bartender was friendly as he took my order for breakfast: two fried eggs, ham steak, and whatever his freshest bread was with a cup of coffee.  
 “You’re that famous summoner kid, aren’t you?” the older gentleman asked as he jotted down my request. “Greg, or Gary, right?” 
 “Gryff,” I chuckled. “What do you mean by famous?” 
 “Oh, I’ve just heard all the rumors, you know, about the war against the monsters…” The man swiped a hand across his greasy, balding brown hair and gave me a nervous look. “We get all the students and the Academy in here, but sometimes there’s even an officer or other military group. I overhear things. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 “What makes you think they’re talking about me?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. 
 “You’ve got that chest strap with all them pockets and dohickeys.” The man shrugged. “I’m gonna go give Chef your order.” 

Alright, you’ve had your alone time, Dio growled in my mind as the bartender disappeared through the kitchen door. Let me out of here already, or I’m going to lose my patience.

 After a quick glance around, I found the common room empty. It was late enough in the day for most of the regular patrons to be at the Academy or attending to other obligations, and with the tavern’s location so far up the hill, there was little chance of a random traveler dropping in. 

Gryff … Dio’s growl increased in intensity. 
 I sighed in surrender as I retrieved the fang shaped crystal from my bandolier, but I gave my familiar the mental command to stay in his kitten size until I directed otherwise. I sensed his irritation at being told what to do, but I knew he was motivated enough to follow my orders, so I tossed his crystal onto the tavern floor.  
 Then the small kitten-like monster with the dangling fangs meowed up at me as the brief plume of smoke evaporated. I reached down and scooped up my familiar, and then I deposited him on my lap.  
 Dio stretched his claws and massaged my legs, and his contented purrs grew louder. 
 I shook my head, and a wry grin spread across my face as I scratched and stroked my familiar on all his favorite spots. He was right, he had been very patient while I’d reunited with my friends and Maelor, and he deserved the chance to stretch his paws and see his new home for himself.  
 A few moments later, the bartender returned with my breakfast, but I could tell the balding man was trying to avoid eye contact as he placed my meal in front of me. He barely registered the cat-like monster on my lap before he bowed his head and darted back into the kitchen. 
 It seemed I had a reputation of sorts, but I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing. I supposed I would have to wait to see how it turned out. 

That smells amazing, Dio murmured as he sniffed the air near my plate. Is that fried daggerdillo? Mmm …

 “No, it’s pork, or pigs,” I explained, and then I tore off a piece of my ham steak to share with my familiar. 
 The cat-like creature licked at the unfamiliar meat with curious flicks of his tongue, then he meowed with delight and tossed it into his mouth. He swallowed the chunk whole, and looked up at me with a pleased expression.  

I like it.

 “Me, too,” I chuckled. “And the rest is mine. I need it more than you do.” 

Selfish human. Dio sniffed, then curled up into a small ball shape on my lap and laid his head down across his paws. 
 I ignored his barb and focused on my meal. The coffee was piping hot, and I hissed with pleasure as the steamy beverage slid down my throat. The eggs were perfectly cooked, although the roll on the side was a bit stale, but I agreed with Dio about the ham steak, it was delicious. My breakfast was over too soon, but I had to get to Arwyn, so I deposited my familiar in my hip pouch and tossed a couple coins on the counter before I headed for the entrance. 
 It was an odd sensation to approach the Academy from the outside, but a few moments later, I strode down the hallway toward the red-haired healer’s classroom and private chambers. I’d walked the path many times, both during school hours and after, and I couldn’t help the smile stretching across my face as I approached the familiar room. 
 Arwyn Hamner taught History of Magic at the Varle Academy, and she’d instantly become my favorite teacher. She was quick witted, intelligent, but also compassionate and kind. It was a rare combination, but made her an especially talented instructor. 
 The door to her classroom was cracked open, but when I peeked inside, the room was empty. I knocked on the door as I stepped in, and then Arwyn appeared in the doorway to her private chambers. 
 The red-haired healer wore a long white sleeveless dress with slits on each side that ran all the way up to her hips. Her flame colored hair was pulled back into a braid, but a few loose strands dangled across her gorgeous face. Arwyn’s amber eyes were full of delight, and she greeted me with a wide smile. 
 “Gryff!” Her heels clicked against the floor as she crossed the distance to me. “I was hoping you would show up soon. I’ve prepared a study guide to help run you through the basics of what you’ve missed, and it should only take us a few days to cover everything.” 
 “Hey, there,” I murmured, and I slid my arms around her waist to pull her against me as soon as she was within arm’s reach. “On my way here, I kept thinking about all our previous study sessions, and about how hot you are when you’re teaching.” 
 Arwyn blushed, but she looked pleased. “It’s crazy, isn’t it? It feels like another lifetime, yet also like it was only yesterday.” 
 “It makes me want to make new memories,” I confessed with a wink, then I nibbled on her alabaster jaw line. 
 Arwyn laughed, and she stepped out of my embrace to lead me toward her personal chambers. “First you need to show me what a good student you can be, then we will see what rewards you’ve earned.” 
 “Oh, I’m going to earn all of the rewards,” I countered as I followed happily. “And then Freya wanted me to give you a reward.” 
 “Oh?” Arwyn asked as she looked back over her shoulder at me.  
 “I’m sure you can guess,” I snickered. “A reward that grows in your womb.” 
 “Ohhhhh,” Arwyn laughed. “Yes… well… I might already have that specific… reward. But we should ensure, of course.” 
 “Of course,” I replied.  

Meow, what a hottie, Dio observed as he leapt from my hip pouch to trot behind the healer. I hope she pets me.

 As it turned out, I did have to work hard to earn my fun. Arwyn ran me through the ropes, showed me my class schedule for my second year, and gave me all the necessary textbooks. In addition to the classes I’d taken last year, I was also enrolled in biology, survival skills, and a class dedicated entirely to monsters. The main difference between my first year and my second seemed to be the rotation of classes. Instead of having every class in one day, I had some three days a week and the others on the remaining two days.  
 I was going to have a busy schedule, but my excitement grew as I imagined the possibilities for new knowledge. While I’d basically been forced to attend the Academy, I was suddenly overwhelmed by my gratitude for the opportunities given to me. I would make Maelor, and Marangur Sleet, proud, no matter what. 
 After I saw my class schedule, I attacked Arwyn’s lesson with a renewed vigor, and the pleased look in her amber eyes grew stronger as I answered more and more questions correctly. Hours passed unnoticed as we delved into books and referenced previous lessons.  
 Dio rubbed himself against the red-haired professor’s legs until she placed him in her lap, and his delighted purrs echoed throughout the room as my lover absentmindedly stroked my familiar behind his ears. It seemed the cat-like creature was enjoying our study session just as much as Arwyn and I were.  
 “When am I going to start going back to classes?” I asked during a short break.  
 “Monday,” Arwyn informed me in a decisive tone. “Fortunately for you, we arrived in Varle on a Thursday, so it made sense to wait until after the weekend.” 
 “Thank you for going out of your way to get all my supplies and my uniforms.” I gave the red-haired professor a grateful smile. “You do so much for me, I want to repay you if I can.” 
 “Oh, nonsense,” Arwyn replied with a dismissive wave. “I love you, and I care about your education. Besides, it’s such little things… ” 
  “Still,” I pressed, “what can I do to make you happy? To help you in some way?” 
 The professor pulled her luscious bottom lip between her teeth and gave me a thoughtful expression. Then a playful twinkle came into her eyes, and her gaze wandered down my person with obvious hunger. 
 “I want to make sure I have a baby,” she declared. 
 “Done,” I responded instantly, and I gave her my best smile. “I mean, I’ll try my best, whenever, wherever you want.” 
 “Your enthusiasm is very attractive,” she murmured as she deposited Dio onto the floor, shoved the books off my lap, and straddled my legs. Her dress rose slightly, and her long, silky smooth legs were fully exposed, so naturally my hands reached for her generous ass in an automatic reflex.  
 Arwyn let out a surprisingly girlish giggle, and then she leaned down to kiss me deeply.  
 I moaned as I opened myself to her roving tongue, and I slid one of my hands around the back of her neck to pull her in closer to me.  
 Maker, I’d missed this.  
 With my final clear thought, I recalled my familiar back into his crystal, and the cat-like monster grumbled in protest as he disappeared from Arwyn’s private chambers.  
 Making out with one of the most beautiful, intelligent women I’d ever known on the familiar sofa in her private chambers was near the top on my list of favorite activities, and it seemed like a lifetime had passed since I’d been here last. I was back, possibly for good, and the idea of countless opportunities to make love to Arwyn on this couch warmed my blood. 
 Arwyn felt my body respond beneath her, and she moaned with pleasure. Then she arched her back and flung her head back as she ground her hips into my groin. Heat radiated from the apex of her legs, and my mouth watered as I stared at the beauty in my arms.  
 “I need you,” I groaned as I pulled at the fabric of her dress with insistent fingers.  
 “I’m all yours.” My red-haired lover lifted herself up on her knees, ripped the front end of her split skirt out from beneath her, and pulled it to the side to reveal her bare, hairless pink pussy. 
 My hand leapt unbidden toward her entrance, but she was warm and moist against my fingers. 
 Arwyn hissed with pleasure as I slid my digits against her pussy, and she bit her lip as she stared down at me. 
 “You wanted this before you asked me to come here, huh?” I accused with a knowing smirk. 
 “I’ve wanted you without pause since the day we first met,” Arwyn confessed with lust filled eyes. Then she pulled my bandolier over my head and tugged on the fixture to my pants before she slid impatient hands around my already firm cock. 
 My eyes rolled into the back of my head as her experienced grip manipulated my stiff member until it throbbed with desire, but the sensation of the red-haired professor’s tight hands sliding down my shaft sent shivers of pleasure up my spine.  
 When I couldn’t take any more of her teasing movements, I grabbed her ass cheek with one hand and her lower back with the other, and I guided her dripping wet pussy onto my cock, and she immediately began to slide up and down my full length, leaving me slick with her juices.  
 “Fuck… ” I groaned as she ground herself down until the tip of my dick rubbed against her womb, but then Arwyn increased her pace, and she bounced up and down on my cock with athletic stamina and speed until my shaft was dripping with her creamy love juices.  
 “Oh, yesssss, Gryff,” she moaned as an orgasm sent spasms through her entire body. “You feel so fucking good!” 
 The intensity built up to an almost unbearable level, and I let out a fierce growl as I got a solid grip on my red-haired lover and stood up with her still sliding up and down on my cock. I spread my legs and gripped her ass as she locked her legs behind my back and her hands behind my neck, and once she was secure, I slammed my dick into her moist tunnel with furious thrusts. 
 Arwyn gasped, and her head flung backward as she climaxed again, but before she could catch her breath, I managed to maneuver my fingers against her clit. I flicked her pleasure node ruthlessly as she moaned and shuddered, and the spasming grip of her pussy on my shaft urged me on even more.  
 I lost count of how long my lover shivered in my arms, and when her breathing finally returned to a somewhat normal pace, her eyes were unfocused as her mouth hung open.  
 I grinned my approval, then slid her off my cock and planted her on her feet. 
 The healer immediately fell to her knees, and in my next breath, she wrapped her luscious lips around my shaft and took my full length into her throat. 
 I gasped and grabbed her hair reflexively, but I almost blew my load when she started a sucking motion and rolled her tongue along my shaft. I inhaled sharply and held on to my self control, then I pulled the professor back to her feet. 
 “Bend over,” I commanded as I pointed to her desk. 
 Arwyn let out a girlish giggle, and she practically pranced as she turned around and positioned herself for me. Then she placed her hands flat on the surface of the desk and leaned over to wiggle her ass. 
 “You like it when I tell you what to do, don’t you?” I chuckled in approval as I stepped closer and grabbed a big handful of her juicy behind, and then I rubbed my rock-hard cock against the moist folds hidden beneath the curves of her ass. 
 “Mmm, yess,” Arwyn moaned, and she wiggled backward to push my cock inside herself. “I am always in charge, giving orders, making important decisions… It’s nice to have someone else take char--” 
 I cut her off with a forceful thrust that expelled the air from her lungs in a big gasp, and she moaned with pleasure as I slammed into her tight tunnel again and again. The professor’s fingers splayed against the surface of her desk as she struggled to keep her grip, and the tail of her tightly woven braid snapped against the white fabric of her dress.  
 I growled as I wrapped her flame colored braid around my fist, and I pulled her head back as I fucked her for all I was worth. 
 She was mine. I was going to plant my seed deep in her womb until her belly swelled with a child, and then Arwyn Hamner would be my woman forever.  
 “Harder, yes,” my teacher begged between gasps. “Fuck me, Gryff, please, fuck me until you cum deep inside me. Fill me with your seed. Give me your baby. I want your child growing inside of me.” 
 I increased the speed and force of my thrusts, and her ass cheeks were red from where they slapped against my thighs. The image only urged me on more, though, and I gripped onto my lover’s hips with both hands as I panted heavily.  
 “Take my seed,” I commanded. “Take it all!” 
 “Yes, please!” Arwyn shot me a desperate look over her shoulder, and in my next breath, her body shuddered against me as she climaxed. 
 The sensation was more than I could bear, and I ground my cock deep inside her warm tunnel as my seed exploded out of me in a torrential gush. It was an unbelievable orgasm, and my essence poured into her accepting body until her womb and tunnel were filled. Then white tendrils of cum burst from the edges of her pussy where my shaft was buried inside Arwyn, and shivers ran up my spine as every muscle in my body spasmed and then relaxed. Then I let out a deep sigh, and pushed into my redheaded lover a bit deeper for a moment before I slowly slid my still hard cock from her drenched and gushing pussy.  
 Arwyn’s hair was frizzy, and her face was flushed as she turned to face me. “I love the way your cum feels inside me. I keep visualizing it growing into a baby.” 
 “It’s going to happen,” I assured my beautifully disheveled teacher. “I’ll keep making love to you, and once my seed takes inside of your womb, I’ll be by your side every step of the way.” 
 “I know,” the redhead breathed with love radiating from her amber eyes.  
 Suddenly, the last rays of the dying sunlight slid past the windows, and we were engulfed in shadows. My hand instinctively leapt to my bandolier, and I frowned when I found only my shirt. Then I remembered Arwyn removing the leather strap when she rode me, and I turned toward the low sofa.  
 Before I reached the spot where the healer had discarded my bandolier, a light burst into existence behind me and illuminated the room in a soft glow. I glanced over my shoulder as I scooped up my leather, pouch covered strap, and I saw Arwyn had lit one of the oil lamps on her desk. 
 “I hate to play and run,” I said as I lifted my bandolier over my head and positioned it across my chest, “but I should probably make sure Freya is okay, and that her and Layla haven’t gotten into too much trouble together.” 
 “I understand.” Arwyn gave me a sweet smile, and she tugged the skirt of her dress back down over her hips. “I’m sure it is disorienting to come to a foreign land and not fully know the local language yet. I’m glad she is with Layla, it seemed like they were already becoming close friends.” 
 “It’s pretty awesome, huh?” I chuckled. “They were all cuddled up and snoring this morning, they were adorable.” 
 “I remember,” Arwyn laughed. “I snuck out shortly after dawn, but the three of you were all still asleep when I returned with your uniforms.” 
 “Was it just us when you left?” I arched an eyebrow. “I haven’t seen or heard from the others today.” 
 “Nia left around the same time as me,” the healer informed me. “She said she was going to go visit with her family and let them know she was back from her mission.” 
 “Oh.” I swallowed. 
 Did Nia go to tell her father about our engagement all on her own? 
 “As far as the others,” Arwyn continued with a shrug, “they were all gone when I woke up. Maybe they left last night.” 
 “Maybe.” I frowned, and an urge to make sure they were safe settled into my gut. I occupied myself with gathering up the textbooks Arwyn had gotten for me, though, and when I turned back to her with my arms full, the healer had a sympathetic smile on her face. 
 “Don’t worry, Gryff,” my red-haired lover said in a reassuring voice. “We’re safe in the Enclave, and they are big girls.” 
 “True.” I smirked. “I’m just used to always having my guard up, it feels wrong to not know their whereabouts.” 
 “Well, try to relax a little,” Arwyn laughed, and then she took my hand and led me to the door. “Enjoy it.” 
 I gave her a firm kiss and held her against me for a long moment, and when I released her, the beautiful professor’s eyes were brimming with love.  
 “I’ll see you soon,” I said as I mirrored the emotions in her amber eyes.  
 “Yes, you will.” Arwyn smiled, but I detected a bittersweet edge to the expression.  
 I’d have to dig into that a little more later. 
 My heart was full but my mind was heavy as I returned to the tavern. Arwyn was obviously still suffering from the pain of my disappearance. It seemed like she was trying to absorb as much of my presence as possible any time we were together, like she didn’t believe I would be around for long.  
 I was sure after the kind of trauma my presumed death caused, the red-haired professor would need some time to heal her heart. I hoped bringing new life into this war-ravaged world would also bring a little light into our lives, and possibly renew hope in our future. 
 The streets were lit by gas lamps on top of tall iron pillars, and even though shadows filled the spaces between the lights, I didn’t have any trouble finding my way back to the Retching Goblin. The common room was crowded and loud, but I pushed past the revelry to the room I was staying in. 
 My room was dark and empty when I pushed open the door, but then I noticed a white envelope on the floor just past the threshold. I glanced around curiously, almost as though I was looking for whoever had slid this letter beneath my door, but then I scooped it up and broke the seal. 
 Inside was a fine quality parchment embossed with a gold ink border, and the writing was full of sweeping curls and fancy lettering. 

Dear Gryff of Njordenfalls,


I am beyond pleased to hear of your return to Varle, and I look forward to seeing you in person. On that note, I would like to extend a formal invitation for you and Nia to join me for dinner at 8pm tomorrow night. Of course, your wife is welcome as well. 


Respectfully,


Gallahar Kenefick

 I swallowed hard. An official invitation from Nia’s father could only mean one thing. She hadn’t told him, but she’d eluded to some big news, and he would be expecting some kind of revelation.  
 I deposited my arm full of textbooks onto the dresser beside my new uniforms, and I placed the envelope and invitation on top of the stack before I crossed to the bed and plopped down. 
 Even though all I’d done was study and have sex, I was more exhausted than I anticipated, and I sank gratefully down into the mattress with a sigh. 
 Dinner with Nia’s dad would need to go smoothly if I wanted to maintain a good relationship with my future father-in-law. 
 My stomach grumbled, but I was too tired to care, and a few moments later, I drifted off into a fitful sleep. 
 Veopa plagued my dreams with images of my lovers growing mutations and diseased spots all over their bodies, but I brushed off the shifty Archon’s manipulations with a wave of my will, and then the nightmares faded into nothingness. 
 It was still dark outside when I woke up, if the lack of light through the window was any indication. I blinked pointlessly as I tried to figure out what had woken me up, and then I heard a soft rapping on the door.  
 I groaned as I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and crossed the room in the dark. Light flooded through the portal when I pulled open the door, and Nia, Freya, and Layla rushed past me.  
 “It’s too dark in here,” my ashen-haired fiancée declared, and she manifested a plume of fire in her palm with a triumphant grin. “I’ll find some lanterns or candles.” 
 “Nia is strong fire warrior,” Freya observed in a pleased tone, and she sat herself down on the edge of the bed. 
 “Hey, the Keneficks aren’t the only powerful mages around here,” Layla argued as she hopped onto the mattress beside my wife.  
 “Where have you guys been?” I asked as I closed the door.  
 “Oh, all over,” the petite summoner chirped with a dismissive shrug. “We showed Freya the girls’ dorms.” 
 “Snuck in some alcohol,” Nia added with a giggle.  
 “Slumber party,” Freya enunciated carefully with a proud lift of her chin, and her gold-flecked eyes danced with amusement. 
 “Maker, help me,” I groaned with a feigned tone of exasperation. “You guys went and corrupted my innocent wife.” 
 “Whatever, yokel,” Nia scoffed with a whip of her ashen colored ponytail. Then she directed her flame at the wick of a small lantern, and the room was bathed in a soft orange light as the multi elementalist turned to stab into me with her piercing blue eyes. “You should be thanking us for introducing your wife to the local culture.” 
 I rolled my eyes, and Nia giggled again. She was in a good mood, and beyond any flippant words, seeing her so happy warmed my heart.  
 “So,” I said in a cautious tone, “I got a letter from your dad.” 
 “The invitation?” Nia grinned. “Good.” 
 “Oh, you knew about it?” I arched an eyebrow. “Thanks for warning me.” 
 “It was my idea.” The ashen-haired mage shrugged. “I told him I had news, but I wanted to wait until we could all sit down over dinner.” 
 “He’s probably already suspicious, then, you know that, right?” I shook my head. “Why did you have to say you had news?” 
 “What?” Nia shot me a questioning glance. “Maybe I would be less nervous if I knew he was stewing for a while first, did you ever think about that?” 
 “No,” I chuckled. “I didn’t think about that. I just don’t want to be interrogated the second I enter the house.” 
 “My father has more class than that.” Nia stuck her nose up into the air. “Who do you take us for?” 
 “Alright, alright,” I said as I held up my hands in surrender. “My mistake. So, what should I wear? I have my travel clothes, and my new uniforms, but that’s about it.” 
 “I can get a nice outfit delivered in the morning,” she suggested. Then her eyes lit up, and she gasped. “I almost forgot. Freya is invited, too, so she can borrow one of my dresses.” 
 “I want to borrow one of your dresses,” Layla complained. “Why am I left out of the dinner invitation, for that matter? You know how much I like food.” 
 “We’re going to tell my father that we’re getting married,” the ashen-haired elementalist explained. “I think it’s best if it’s a little more intimate for such a big conversation.” 
 “You’re right.” Layla pouted. “Whatever, I’ll just host my own dinner party. It will be way more fun than whatever uppity shindig your dad can throw.” 
 “I have no doubt whatever you do is going to be great,” I agreed with a grin. “We’ll have a big dinner party together sometime, too.” 
 “You promise?” Layla’s eyes went wide, and she hopped up and down with excitement.  
 “I swear.” I nodded to emphasize my declaration.  
 The next day, I visited the Academy bath house before I prepared for the dinner with Nia’s father. Layla had dragged Freya off with her shortly after the two late sleepers had woken up, and I could only imagine the shenanigans they were getting into. I gave the petite summoner strict instructions to help my shapeshifting wife get cleaned up and ready for dinner with the Grand Mage, and I hoped the serious tone of my voice penetrated the buzz of thoughts inside Layla’s brain.  
 Even though I’d often fantasized about the lavish bath house on campus, my memory paled in comparison to the monumental structure and the relaxing heat of the pools seemed better than I remembered. It had been a long time since I could lay my head back and let my stiff and sore muscles stretch out. It was long overdue, but I didn’t want to leave Nia waiting for me, so I cut my soak a little shorter than I would have liked.  
 I spent a little extra time trimming and washing my hair, and I grimaced at the grime dripping off my body toward the drain. Then I pulled a comb through my hair and tied it back before I pulled on the brand-new outfit Nia had provided for me. 
 The navy-blue pants fit me perfectly, and a crease ran along the front down to the hem. I buttoned up the white long sleeve shirt and tucked the bottom loosely into my waistband, and then I slid my arms into the matching navy-blue vest to complete the ensemble. With my collar unbuttoned to reveal the top of my chest fuzz, and my newly cleaned boots shining, I knew I would make a good impression on the famous Kenefick Grand Mage.  
 I had more than enough of my own accomplishments to look any man square in the eyes with my head held high, but I still hoped Nia’s father approved. 
 I rolled up my dirty linens and tucked them under my arm as I made the trek toward the entrance of the Academy. The grounds were quiet, but it was the weekend, so most of the students were enjoying their time away from their studies. Many would still have their noses deep in books, either in the library or their dorm rooms, but I knew it was unlikely I would run into anyone on my way out. 
 As I crossed the courtyard, however, I spotted Nia and Freya angling toward me from the direction of the girls’ dorms.  
 “Gryff, wait up!” Nia called out as she waved her arm over her head. Her piercing blue eyes glittered with excitement as they neared me, and I paused to give my fiancée and my wife an appreciative glance.  
 Nia wore a long, pale blue dress that slid across her skin like liquid, and her silvery hair was loose down her back. She clutched a small, matching purse in her hand, and the bangle bracelets lining her wrists jingled with her steps.  
 Freya wore a soft pink gown with thin straps across the shoulder and a cinch beneath her breasts. The warrior princess looked like something out of a fairy tale with small braids woven into her wild blonde mane, and there was a subtle application of rouge across her cheeks.  
 “You look great,” Nia exclaimed as she took in my cleaned-up appearance. “Who knew you could look like a well-mannered gentleman?” 
 “You both look amazing,” I gushed with a grin. “I’m going to dinner with two princesses, what could be better than that?” 
 “Let’s get going, then,” Nia said with a determined look. “I don’t want to be late.” 
 “It’s almost that time, huh,” I said with a smirk, and then we strode toward the Academy entrance at a quick pace.  
 A few moments later, we were climbing into a carriage, and Nia gave the driver her father’s address in the city. 
 “When did your dad move to Varle Enclave?” I asked as the ashen-haired beauty settled into her seat.  
 “Shortly after becoming Grand Mage,” she explained. “It was becoming too challenging to travel back and forth from Hartmire, especially with our hometown in ruins, so he purchased a townhouse here in Varle.” 
 “At least it won’t take long to get there,” I commented, but nervous anticipation began to fill my stomach with butterflies.  
 “Don’t worry,” Nia said, and she squeezed my hand affectionately, “it’s going to be fine. He’s going to be happy for us.” 
 “I hope so.” I gave her a tight-lipped smile. 
 “Nia’s father is big chief?” Freya asked with a curious tilt of her head. 
 “Basically,” I laughed. My wife had apparently picked up on some of the context of our conversation, and her level of understanding amazed me. It hadn’t been all that long ago since she’d learned her first word in Mistral, but she understood more and more every day. 
 The drive did not take long, and after what felt like only moments later, the carriage came to a halt in front of a three-story mansion tucked between two similar buildings. The front was carved with stone decals and ornate statues, the windows were taller than a troll, and wide stone steps led up to a green painted door with a gold door knocker nailed onto the center.  
 Nia strode purposefully up the steps with a comfortable air, and Freya and I followed behind her with more hesitant steps. 
 Then I swallowed down the lump in my throat as the ashen-haired mage pounded the knocker three times.  
 What seemed like an eternity later, the door opened, and a round woman in a white smock greeted us. The woman beckoned us into the foyer, and I gaped at the inside of the Kenefick townhouse. Nia spoke of her father’s mansion with such casual grace, but in reality the vaulted, gilded ceilings were jaw droppingly beautiful. 
 And this wasn’t even their main home.  
 We stood in a wide hallway with a bright, white tile floor, and behind who I assumed to be Grand Mage Kenefick’s maid stood a mahogany wood staircase that curled up to the second story. To my left was an archway that led to a large room filled with a huge table surrounded by countless chairs, and to the right was another archway and a room with desks inside. I could smell cooking food, and my mouth watered. I’d eaten a quick breakfast, but I skipped lunch, and I was famished.  
 “How are you, Susi?” Nia asked the woman who’d let us in. 
 “Wonderful, Miss Nia,” Susi replied with a warm smile. “Your father is expecting you. He is in the kitchen, micromanaging my dinner.” 
 “Sounds like him,” Nia chuckled. 
 Then Susi turned and trotted down the hallway beneath the staircase, and Nia followed behind her. Freya shot me a questioning glance, and I shrugged and gestured for her to go in front of me.  
 When we stepped into the humongous kitchen, I had to force myself not to gape like an uncultured yokel. Thick wooden countertops encircled the entire room, and a large stove occupied most of the far wall.  
 Behind a center island covered in various pots, pans, and serving dishes stood Gallahar Kenefick, one of the most famous and powerful mages of all time, the head of the Council of Mages, and most importantly, Nia’s father. 
 The man had an intimidating presence, and that was before taking in his appearance. Gallahar was a tall man by any standards, and his slicked back gray speckled hair gave him a dignified air. His sideburns and goatee framed a face lit up with joy, and his blue eyes were identical to his daughter’s as he scanned us over. 
 “Ah, Nia, finally.” Gallahar smiled and rubbed his hands together. “How do you feel about garlic roasted pheasant?” 
 “Whatever you choose for dinner will be fabulous,” Nia said, and she crossed the room to plant a kiss against her father’s cheek. “Thank you for having us.” 
 “When my daughter says she has news, I drop everything,” Gallahar laughed. “Gryff, I’m glad you made it, and this is your wife, I presume?” 
 “Yes,” I confirmed with a small bow of my head. “This is Freya of Hawk Clan.” 
 “Welcome, Freya,” Nia’s father greeted with a warm smile. “Now, let’s all get settled in the dining room, and I’ll have Susi bring out the appetizers.”  
 A moment later, we were positioned around the ornately carved wooden dining table, and Freya and I sat facing Nia and her father while we sipped our drinks and picked at the little stacks of meat, cheese, and bread stabbed by toothpicks. 
 Rich people and their tiny food. I shook my head as I layered two of the appetizers together before I shoved them into my mouth in one big bite. 
 Nia rolled her eyes at my action, and she nibbled along the edge of her food like a mouse.  
 “So, Nia, Gryff,” Gallahar said after we’d sat in silence for a moment. “What is this big news?” 
 “We should wait until after dinner,” Nia suggested in a hesitant tone, and I could tell by the soft pink blush creeping up her neck that her nerves had settled in again. 
 I cleared my throat, and my ashen-haired fiancée sent me a warning look, but I ignored her as I looked her father straight in his piercing blue eyes. It felt like he could see into my very heart, and I sent a silent prayer to the Maker that he approved of what he saw there. 
 “Mister Kenefick, sir,” I started in a confident voice. “I’d like to formally request your daughter’s hand in marriage.” 
 There. It was out there in the open, and now he knew. 
 My head swam and my stomach fluttered, but I took a few steadying breaths and held the Grand Mage’s gaze. 
 Would he accept me? 
 If he didn’t, would Nia defy his wishes to be with me? 
 I steeled myself for whatever response he gave. I’d do whatever I had to in order to marry Nia.  
 She was mine, forever, and nothing would ever change that. 
 



 Chapter Six 
 Gallahar Kenefick held my gaze for a long moment, and I got the feeling the famous mage was staring into the very fibers of my being. His expression was unreadable, neither furious nor overjoyed, but it could be worse. He could have demanded I leave as soon as the words came out of my mouth.  
 Nia held her breath, and her blue eyes were intense as her gaze flicked between me and her father, but she didn’t say anything. The tension in the air intensified, and then Nia’s father cleared his throat and pulled on his goatee with a thoughtful motion.  
 “This is big news,” Gallahar commented as his eyes drifted to Nia’s. “Is this truly what you want? You want to get married?” 
 The ashen-haired prodigy bit her lip, but she nodded firmly. “Yes, Father. I love Gryff, and he loves me. I want to spend the rest of my life with him.” 
 “Gryff is a fine man,” her father agreed as he inclined his head. “I have expressed my opinion on his character before, but marriage is a lifelong commitment, and you have only just started your second year at the Academy.” 
 “I know our previous agreement was marriage after my graduation,” Nia countered with a determined lift of her chin, “but at the time, you were planning on choosing my husband for me based on his social standing alone. It’s different when it’s something I choose myself.” 
 “I see.” Gallahar frowned. Then he made a face like he was arguing with himself before he slowly sipped from his wine glass. “I must admit, I suddenly find myself a bit speechless… ” 
 “All you need to do is accept, sir,” I pressed with bated breath. 
 “What is the problem?” Freya asked in heavily accented Mistral. “Gryff is the strongest warrior. Any woman should be honored to be his wife and bear his children. She will be a great sister-wife to me and the others, and a wonderful mother, I can already tell. You should be proud of your daughter.” 
 “I am proud of my daughter,” Gallahar returned, and his frown deepened. “While it might be the custom where you come from, it is highly unusual for a man to have more than one wife here in Mistral. It would require a lot of explaining during social functions.” 
 “Forgive me, but that’s no reason to reject our marriage, Father,” Nia interjected. “To bow before cultural stigmas and societal expectations would be a weakness. We are Keneficks, and we know who we are. I do not need to explain my personal life to anyone, and besides, I have never heard of any laws against polygamy.” 
 “There are none,” her father sighed and ran a hand across his head. 
 “If I may, sir,” I said in a cautious tone, “I do not wish to bring shame or embarrassment to the Kenefick family. I will do whatever I need to if it means I get Nia as my wife.” 
 “Are you aware of what all that entails?” Gallahar Kenefick raised an eyebrow as he steepled his fingers against his lips. “You grew up in the Wilds, did you not?” 
 “I did.” I nodded confidently. While I’d been defensive of my country upbringing with others, I knew Nia’s father did not mean any disrespect. He was simply being pragmatic.  
 “There would be much to learn,” the Grand Mage continued. “I would be willing to teach you, though.” 
 “I’d appreciate that, sir,” I replied with a tentative smile. He didn’t seem fully onboard with the idea yet, but he wasn’t completely rejecting it, either.  
 “The annual charity gala is coming up in a few months,” he added. “Do you know how to dance?” 
 “I’ve been known to have a few moves.” I smirked. 
 Nia rolled her eyes. “Not tavern dancing, Gryff. Ballroom. Waltz, tango, the quadrian, that sort of thing.” 
 “Yeah, I don’t know anything about those fancy dances.” I shrugged. “But how hard could it be?” 
 “The quadrian is my favorite,” Nia informed me with a twinkle in her beautiful blue eyes. “It’s an intricate dance with two sets of couples creating a square shaped pattern on the dance floor with their movements. Some people train for years. They compete against other dancers for large prizes.” 
 “Nia is a talented dancer,” Gallahar commented with a proud glance at his ashen-haired daughter. “There was a time we thought it may be her calling.” 
 “Pff,” the elementalist argued while her cheeks turned a rosy hue. 
 “She has natural grace, so I wouldn’t expect anything less than talent from her,” I replied with a wide grin. “You could tell me she was a champion speed eater, and I’d believe it.” 
 The Grand Mage’s lips twitched up into a smile.  
 Nia sighed and rolled her eyes, but then she leveled a steady look at me and her father. “Father, Gryff, focus, please.” 
 “Very well, sweetheart,” Gallahar replied with a chuckle. “If Gryff can prove himself capable of participating in our world, then I hold no objections to your marriage.” 
 “Thank you, sir.” I let out the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, and the tension eased from my shoulders. 
 “Please, Gryff,” Gallahar admonished in a playful tone. “We’re going to be family, call me Sir Dad.” 
 I couldn’t help it. I busted out laughing, and Nia shot me a look that was clearly meant to end my sound of merriment, but I ignored her.  
 “The Aunts will need convincing,” Nia’s father suddenly mused with creased eyebrows. “They’ve been wanting the Maddox-Kenefick connection strengthened for decades, and they won’t take the disappointment easily.” 
 “Let me handle the Aunts,” Nia insisted with a stubborn tone. “I can charm the wax from a honeybee, Father.” 
 “Interesting analogy.” Gallahar bowed his head in respect. “You and I both know the aunts are nowhere near as sweet as a honeybee, though.” 
 “Sorry, but, uh, who are the Aunts?” I interrupted cautiously.  
 “My father’s sisters,” the Grand Mage answered with a sigh. “They are ancient, yet still seem to have a way to manipulate the entire Kenefick family into following their will.” 
 “Why do we need their approval?” I was flustered by the intricate politics involved in the upper-class lifestyle. Why did everything have to be so complicated? 
 “They control who is included in social events,” Nia explained, “as well as the distribution of grandfather’s inheritance, since they are the executors of his will.” 
 “They are the puppet masters behind the Kenefick strings, so to speak.” Gallahar sounded exasperated. 
 “But all of you guys are super famous, talented mages who’ve made history.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Why do you listen to some old women? I don’t need their money or their social promotions.” 
 “Elders deserve respect,” Freya interjected in a stern voice. “If we must honor Nia’s elders before the wedding, then so be it.” 
 “Freya’s right,” Nia agreed with a bright smile. “Relax, Gryff, everything is going to be fine.” 
 “Alright,” I said with a sigh of surrender.  
 “Good.” Nia rubbed her hands together with excitement. “Now, can we decide on a date? I’d rather sooner than later.” 
 “Why the rush?” her father asked with a raised eyebrow. “Is there more you haven’t said?” 
 “No, no,” the ashen-haired mage dismissed, but her cheeks reddened. “I am just ready to formalize our love, Father. I’d like to get married as soon as possible.” 
 “It would take a couple of weeks to make all of the arrangements,” Gallahar mused, “and you have midterms coming up. I wouldn’t want anything to distract you from your studies before the tests.” 
 “Have faith.” My fiancée smirked. “Remember who you’re talking to. I could ace the midterms with my hands tied behind my back.” 
 From anyone other than the talented prodigy, the words would have sounded boastful and arrogant, but Nia Kenefick merely spoke the truth. If she doubted her knowledge in any way, she would have voiced her need for more time to study. 
 “But are you strong enough to let go of your pride and ask for help when you need it?” The Grand Mage gave her a patient smile. “I know you think you can handle everything on your own, but you should keep in mind there are plenty of people who love you.” 
 “I understand.” Nia nodded. 
 “Nia is strong,” Freya added decisively. “I will help her. I will be a great sister-wife to her, and she to me.” 
 “You’re right,” I said with a confident grin. “We have a lot of people who love us and want to help us prepare for the wedding. Nia and I both need to focus on our studies, too, though.” 
 “Nia told me about your sparring matches and how much your training sessions helped her performance.” Gallahar nodded knowingly. “I’m sure once the two of you are driven toward a common goal, that nothing will stand in your way.” 
 “That’s what I always say,” I laughed. “Sometimes I bite off more than I can chew, though, but Nia and all my other friends have always had my back, and I’ve learned I operate best when under some pressure.” 
 “After the time you’ve spent in the Southern continent, I’m sure you are more than capable of performing under pressure.” Gallahar gave me a look I could only express as fatherly pride. It was a look I’d see on Maelor and Sleet’s faces, and adding the Grand Mage himself to the list was awesome.  
 “The midterms are in two weeks,” Nia continued on the discussion in a clipped voice, and I could tell she was eager to get everything planned out. The multi-elementalist probably had a stockpile of ideas and plans just waiting for the official date to put into motion. “I think the weekend after that would be perfect.” 
 “Three weeks from now?” Gallahar’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “We would have to move with speed and efficiency.” 
 “You mean, be Keneficks?” Nia grinned. “The imposing task itself would demand respect from the Aunts.” 
 “So,” I interjected with a tentative smile, “does that mean I’m going to meet more of your family really soon?” 
 “We will have to host a dinner party for the Aunts,” Gallahar explained. “They would deem any other approach to the topic to be disgraceful.” 
 “Alright.” I shrugged. “I can play nice for a dinner party.” 
 “We need to inform your sister… and I’ll have to send word to Nayveth and your mother, as well,” the Grand Mage said to his daughter. “They will be thrilled to hear the news, I’m sure. I will arrange everything, transportation, lodgings… Obviously, there is room for everyone here.” 
 “I hope they don’t get upset about getting such short notice,” Nia worried as she gnawed on her bottom lip.  
 “I’m sure you could tell them the wedding was tomorrow and they would still drop everything to attend,” Gallahar laughed before he glanced at me. “Nia is the last Kenefick daughter to get married, so it’s going to be the most discussed event of the year.” 
 “Maker, help me,” I groaned. “Will I ever stop being the talk of the town?” 
 “I doubt it.” Gallahar winked at me. “Not after marrying a Kenefick.” 
 “I’ve already had someone say there were rumors about me,” I informed them with a wry twist to my smile. “Not sure what the gossip is, but the guy seemed nervous.” 
 “Well,” Nia said in a thoughtful voice, “you basically came back from the dead. It can be a bit shocking to imagine a human accomplishing what you have, and then living to tell the tale.” 
 “It’s true.” Gallahar nodded. “I’ve heard more than one mention of you around the council table. Everyone is curious about your accomplishments and your unexplained return.” 
 “It’s not like there was some unusual magic involved,” I said in an exasperated voice. “Everyone knows about the time differences inside a rift, and then it was just a coincidence when the squad ran into Freya and me outside Eyrie Island.” 
 “The publicly available information does not connect you directly to the defeat of the Archons,” Gallahar informed me. “The rumors merely paint you as an incredibly talented and lucky summoner who seems to always end up at the center of the action.” 
 “I can live with that.” I smirked. “I thought they were saying I was some kind of fraud, or something like that.” 
 “I’m sure there are a variety of half-truths and complete fabrications floating around,” Nia commented.  
 “What is rumor?” Freya tilted her head to the side with an expression of bird-like curiosity.  
 “It’s like when someone talks about other people who aren’t there,” I explained. “Like if we were to say something bad about our friends right now.” 
 “It sounds disrespectful.” The warrior princess grimaced. “Show me who rumors you, I will make them stop.” 
 I laughed and gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s not even worth it.” 
 “I enjoy hearing your wife’s perspective on our world,” Gallahar observed. “I assume the three of you will be living together after the wedding?” 
 “That’s the plan,” I confirmed. “I have to find a house first, though. Until I do, Freya and I are staying in a tavern near the Academy.” 
 “It is a good time to buy,” the Grand Mage informed me. “With fewer and fewer rifts opening across Mistral, many people are moving out of the big enclaves into some of the smaller towns and villages without the xanyarstone walls, so there are many recently vacated places listed.” 
 “That’s good news,” Nia chirped happily. “I don’t want to move again for a long time, so I want to make sure our home is perfect.” 
 “With a perfect wife,” I murmured in a loving voice, “nothing else will do.” 
 “I will help in any way I can, of course,” Nia’s dad added.  
 “Any house will do,” Freya insisted. “We can build. I just need dirt, straw, and water.” 
 “That sounds like a barn,” Nia scoffed. “No, we will find a nice home in a good location with enough room for our whole family.” 
 “I have to admit, Gryff, I do not envy you having to keep two women pleased.” 
 “Sir Dad, sir,” I laughed. “You don’t even know the half of it.” 
 “Spare me the details, please,” my fiancée’s father pleaded, and he lifted up the palms of his hands as his shoulders bounced with laughter. 
 “Stop,” Nia pleaded, and her blush had increased to a bright red.  
 The rest of the night passed with lighthearted conversation, and when Susi flourished the garlic roasted pheasant onto the center of the table, my attention was focused entirely on the meal.  
 Freya ripped into a leg with ferocious glee, and juice dribbled down her chin as she moaned with delight.  
 Nia had more elegance as she used the proper silverware to pick apart bites and place them delicately between her perfect lips.  
 My method was a mixture of class and crass, but when I sensed Gallahar watching me, I swiped the grease from my chin with my napkin and cleared my throat. 
 “This is delicious,” I complimented the Grand Mage as I gestured toward the exquisite meal. “I can’t remember the last time I ate so well.” 
 “Eat up, please,” Nia’s father urged with a grateful smile. “I often eat alone, so it is nice to see someone enjoying the food as much as I do.” 
 “If you ever want to watch someone enjoy a meal,” I suggested, “you should invite Layla Bethel. That girl can put away some food.” 
 “It’s true,” Nia giggled. “It’s a point of pride for her.” 
 “Layla so small,” Freya commented with a concerned frown. “She needs to eat more.” 
 I laughed. “I guess so.” 
 “I’ll keep that in mind,” Gallahar responded with a twinkle in his blue eyes. Then he turned his penetrating gaze toward my wife and gave her an appreciative smile. “Freya, your accent is beautiful. I’d love to hear more of your native language.” 
 The warrior princess’ gold-flecked eyes blazed with pride, and she held her chin high as her voice rang out clear and bright in the shapeshifter’s language.  
 “Thank you, Grand Chief, for welcoming me into your home. I give you my word that I will protect your daughter, care for her children as my own, and fight her enemies side by side.” 
 I translated my wife’s words in a serious tone befitting the weight of her promise, and the Grand Mage’s eyes welled with emotion as he listened.  
 “Beautiful,” he breathed when Freya finished and I’d spoken the final translation. “I am beyond grateful for your words.” 
 The warrior princess inclined her head gracefully, but her gold-flecked eyes showed her pleasure.  
 It seemed like my family would get along just fine.  
 I’d get on the Aunts’ good sides, pass my midterms, and buy a house. 
 Within the next three weeks. 
 I swallowed hard, but then I forced myself to push all thoughts aside to be present with my wife, my fiancée, and her father. Oh, and the pheasant. Couldn’t forget the pheasant. 
 After dinner, we enjoyed some slices of cheesecake with coffee, and then the three of us bid the Grand Mage goodnight and piled into a carriage. 

Your fancy dinner is over, and I didn’t even say one word. Dio’s voice rang out in my mind as soon as I settled into the plush interior of the coach. I bet you didn’t even bring me any of your kill.

 I chuckled as I pulled the yellowed fang shaped crystal from my bandolier and tossed it onto the floor between mine and Nia’s feet. A thick plume of smoke erupted from the shattered stone, and then my familiar meowed up at me from the floor. 
 “Thanks for the warning.” The ashen-haired mage shot me an icy glare, but then she reached down and scooped Dio up into her lap.  

Yes, love me… The kitten sized monster purred and stretched his paws as he leaned into the ashen-haired beauty’s touch. 
 “All babies are cute,” Freya announced like she’d just had an epiphany. “Even a shadow beast is adorable when it looks like a baby.” 

It’s an efficient defense mechanism, Dio explained in a pleased tone. Being adorable is a gift, but also a curse.

 I rolled my eyes at the dramatic monster. He wasn’t wrong, though. I would be a lot more hesitant to kill something cute and cuddly. Something about the youthful energy and vulnerability created an air of innocence, no matter how vicious the beast could be once full grown.  
 When the carriage halted in front of the Retching Goblin, Freya and I hopped out, but when I looked back, I noticed Nia hesitating at the entrance to the coach. 
 “Are you going back to the girls’ dorm?” I asked in an innocent voice. “Or do you want to stay with me and Freya tonight?” 
 Nia bit her lower lip, and a small line creased her brows. Then her eyes lit up, and she nodded as though she’d won a silent argument with herself. “I’ll stay with you.” 
 “Perfect.” I grinned. “Well, hurry up, then.” 
 The ashen-haired beauty paid the carriage driver and stepped onto the paving stones with fluid grace, and I found myself captivated by her movements. Then Nia took my hand in hers, and a sweet smile brightened her face.  
 I returned her smile, and then I led her inside the tavern and up to the room where Freya and I were staying. The warrior princess walked a pace ahead of me, and I was pleased with the confident air about her as she navigated the crowded Mistral tavern.  
 That night I slept with Nia on one side and Freya on the other, and my two women laid their heads on my chest as their hands were intertwined across my torso. The love and respect shared between them was obvious, and I sighed with pleasure as I drifted into a peaceful slumber.  
 Dio stayed curled up in a ball near my feet, and I could feel the warmth radiating off him. My familiar was a wonderful snuggler, but I was glad he didn’t want to be piled on top of my women.  
 I supposed he was more motivated to stay out of his crystal than he was to be close to the ladies.  
 Morning came before I was ready, announced by the sound of Layla shouting my name as she burst into the room and pounced onto the bed.  
 “Layla!” Nia growled with a sleepy glare. “What the fuck?” 
 I blinked up into the hazel eyes of the very awake petite summoner, and I groaned from the pressure of her knees on my gut.  
 “Good morning, Layla,” I greeted in a strangled voice. “Can you, um, let me breath?” 
 “Um, no,” the summoner chirped with a mischievous grin. “That way I can always say I take your breath away.” 
 “How romantic,” I gasped.  
 “I know. I’m wonderful like that.” She hopped off the bed anyway, and she bounced on the balls of her feet while I pushed myself out of the nest of arms and hair.  
 “Oh, hi, Layla,” Freya greeted happily, and she was on her feet before I was. The warrior princess wrapped the petite summoner in a tight hug, and Layla squeaked as my wife squeezed her firmly. 
 “How was dinner?” she asked with a flip of her auburn hair once she was freed from the warrior princess’ embrace. “Did you dad agree to let you guys get married?”  
 “He sure did,” Nia confirmed with a pleased smile. “Gryff just has to learn to dance before the gala.” 
 “Oh, Maker, that’s rich!” Layla cackled. “I have got to see that. I’m going to every single dance lesson. Watch.” 
 “It’s not a big deal,” I asserted. “I can dance just fine.” 
 My two Mistral women turned to give me mirrored looks full of skepticism, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the seriousness on their faces. 
 “Come on,” I pushed. “It’s just a dance. How hard could it be?” 
 “Be careful, Gryff,” Nia warned with a twinkle in her blue eyes. “You might find yourself eating your words soon.” 
 “Hold me to it, then.” I shrugged. “Give me your best shot.” 
 “After studying,” the ashen-haired prodigy countered with a stern look. “You need to spend today studying with Arwyn if you expect to know what’s going on in your classes tomorrow.” 

Arwyn is the fire haired hottie? Dio yawned and stretched on the bed. I miss her. Let’s go.

 “You’re right,” I sighed. “I’ll head up there after breakfast.” 
 “The Academy serves a late breakfast on the weekends,” the blue-eyed beauty reminded me with a playful smile. “If we hurry, we can catch the buffet.” 
 “Let’s go already!” Layla shrieked, and she ran out of the room at full speed. 
 I shook my head in amusement, and then I quickly pulled on my clothes and deposited Dio into my hip pouch before I followed Nia and Freya out of the tavern and toward the Academy campus.  
 The dining hall was pretty much deserted by the time we arrived, and the reason became obvious when I inspected the buffet and found most of the dishes cold. There were a few things still warm, though, and I managed to get enough to fill my plate.  
 I ate quickly, and when we’d completed our meals, the three women and I parted ways. Nia, Layla, and Freya went to meet up with some of our other friends, and I headed toward Arwyn’s classroom and private chambers.  
 As I traversed the empty hallway, my footsteps echoed down the corridor behind me, and my thoughts turned to my previous tutoring session with the gorgeous professor. My blood warmed, my heart rate increased, and I practically skipped the rest of the distance.  
 Arwyn’s melodic voice urged me in when I knocked, and I had a wide grin on my face as I pulled open the door, but my face fell when I saw Varleth.  
 Obviously, the banisher had also missed a lot of school, and it was only fair that he received tutoring as well, but the chance for sexy rewards was gone. 
 “Gryff, I didn’t expect you so early in the day since you had your dinner last night,” the red-haired professor greeted me with a warm smile. “Mister Prost and I have already started, but you are more than welcome to jump in and join us.” 
 “Sounds great,” I replied, and I tried to hide my disappointment over having company.  
 “I can leave if you guys want some privacy,” Varleth offered in a reluctant tone.  
 “No,” I argued immediately. I didn’t want my friend to feel excluded or unwelcome, and besides, he needed the help just as much as I did. We were starting school the next day, so it was our last chance to get caught up. “If anything, I should leave.” 

Both of you can go. Dio let out a low growl. I will keep the beauty entertained.

 “Nonsense,” Arwyn countered with a dismissive wave of her hands. “Now, let’s get you set up on your study guide, Gryff. Have a seat anywhere you’d like, I’m going to go gather the materials.” 
 The red-haired professor swiveled, and her heels clicked against the wood floor as she ducked inside her private chambers. 
 “Seriously, man,” the banisher continued once we were alone. “I don’t mind stepping out. I don’t want to be a third wheel or anything.” 
 “Arwyn would never forgive me,” I assured him with a wry grin. “School first.” 
 “Fine.” The gypsy gave me a sour look, but his lips twitched up into a smile as he turned back to his notepad. 
 A few moments later, I had my nose deep into a history textbook containing information recently covered in Arwyn’s class. The lovely professor bounced between me and Varleth gracefully, and she somehow managed to keep us both on our toes for the rest of the day. 
 Hours passed, and the sunlight stretched across the room as the day wore on, but I mostly ignored everything outside of my studies. Dio’s amorous comments about my beautiful teacher created a staggered soundtrack throughout the entire day, and I was glad no one else could hear my familiar’s words, even though I personally found them highly entertaining. 
 By the time I called it quits, my head was ringing and my eyes burned, but I was proud of what I’d accomplished. Even though I’d only gotten a crash course, I was more confident about restarting school than I had been only a few days earlier.  
 When I returned to the tavern, my room was empty, but a pile of notes were crowding the floor inside the threshold. I scooped them all up and moved to my bed, but I lit one of the gas lamps before I sat down.  
 Dio hopped out of my hip pouch and circled the blanket, and then the kitten-sized monster curled up in a ball and let out a yawn.  
 I scratched behind his ears, and then I stacked the pillows behind me and settled in to read my letters. The first one was from Ashla telling me she came to see me but no one was there, the next from Nia telling me Freya was staying in her dorm room for the night, and the final one was from Maelor jokingly asking if I was still alive since he hadn’t seen me in a couple days. 
 I sighed. Between school, house hunting, and wedding preparations, I was already running out of time to spend with my friends. I wished I could multiply myself like my kalgori did, so that I could be in more than one place at once.  
 The thought of my butterfly-like summons shifted my thoughts toward Veopa and her bat-like narmongers. The succubus creatures were an imposing enemy, but once I subdued the shapeshifter goddess, then I would have the monster under my command.  

I miss you, Master, Sera moaned in a voice filled with pain the moment my mental wards slipped.  
 I frowned and pushed the dark-winged Archon away before I reinforced the walls of magic that kept all of the goddesses restrained inside my consciousness.  
 I had too much to deal with to let the manipulative rulers of the Shadowscape roam around my active thoughts. While I’d gotten a lot of use from their knowledge and abilities, I needed to be the one in control if I intended to call myself their master. My mind was full of determination as I fell asleep, and with my last clear thought, I realized I would be a student again the following day.  
 I didn’t know what time it was when my eyes opened, but the light of pre-dawn was barely warming the ceiling of my room. The purple blue sky outside the window created a calm ambiance, and I inhaled a deep, refreshing breath. 
 Was I excited for school? That was a new feeling. 
 I scrubbed my face with my hands, and then I stretched my arms and swung my legs off the edge of the bed. My stack of new uniforms beckoned to me from their position on top of the dresser, and I grinned to myself as I crossed the room to pluck the top one from the stack. I’d always looked good in blue, so I’d lucked out when it came to the color scheme of the summoner’s school robes. 
 The Academy divided the different mage classes into groups based on their various abilities, and each class had a color scheme to their uniforms to signify what type of magic each student performed. Summoners wore navy trousers and a blue cotton shirt with a navy-blue robe on top. The fabric was flexible, breathed well, and felt softer than I remembered from my first year. 
 Did Arwyn somehow manage to get me higher quality school uniforms? 
 Whether intentional or accidental luck, I wasn’t about to complain, so I rolled up a full set of uniforms under my arm, and then I headed to the tavern’s bathroom to get cleaned up. After a quick shower and a shave, I got dressed and finished my ensemble off with my bandolier before I headed through Varle toward the Academy.  
 It was odd to approach my first day of school from outside the campus walls, but as soon as I entered the main hallway, the familiar surroundings calmed my nerves. It was still early in the morning, and the dining hall doors creaked open as though by magic as I neared them in search of breakfast.  
 The delicious smells urged me onward, and I followed my nose to the spread of eggs, breakfast meats, biscuits and gravy, pancakes, and anything else you could imagine wanting first thing in the morning. I made three trips to pile my plate, and by the time I scraped the bottom of my final serving, my stomach bulged against the waistband of my navy trousers. 
 I leaned back and sighed with pleasure as I cradled my steaming mug of coffee in my hand.  
 Maker, I’d missed the Academy cafeteria.  
 When the metallic clang of the tower bells rang the seventh hour, the sound of voices and the shuffling of many feet echoed in from the dining hall doors. A moment later, the room was filled with students and faculty, and the tables all around me were soon crowded.  
 I waited for someone to speak to me, especially after I noticed several eyes watching my every move, but no one came within a ten-foot radius of my table. Almost everyone avoided my gaze, but I caught their furtive glances when they thought I wasn’t looking. Whispers raced around the room, and I heard my name multiple times, so with each passing moment, I became increasingly aware of how empty my table was.  
 I frowned as I thought over the reactions of my peers.  
 Did I have something on my face? 
 Before I could scrutinize things any further, Layla, Cyra, Ashla, and Erin bounced into the dining hall, and they waved at me from the buffet before they headed toward my table. The girls sat to either side and across from me, and judging from the wide smiles, clean uniforms, and cute hairstyles, they were ready for the day of school.  
 “What’s your first class?” Layla asked as she stole a piece of bacon from my abandoned plate. 
 “On Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, I have Biology, History and Monster Identification in the morning, and then physical training and weapons training after lunch,” I explained. “Then on Tuesday and Thursday, I have Summoning 2 and Survivalism.” 
 “That sounds like a fun schedule,” Cyra said with a big grin. “I bet you could practically teach Monster I.D. at this point, though.” 
 “Maybe,” I chuckled. “Still, I’m curious to see what I can learn. I’m also really interested in the biology class. There’s a lot more science to doing magic than I would have expected before coming to the Academy.” 
 “I loved biology class,” Ashla informed me.  
 “I forgot you already graduated.” I gave the beautiful ice mage an apologetic smile.  
 “Sometimes it feels like I’m still a student here,” she replied with a shrug. “I enjoy the research too much to care, though. Oh, and access to the labs and workshops for my experiments.” 
 “Does Bessie II have a descendant?” I arched an eyebrow curiously.  
 “Not yet,” Ashla laughed and flicked her braids behind her shoulder. “Maybe someday. Right now, I’ve been designing machines and weapons in collaboration with the research team. Arwyn said you had one of their first prototypes.” 
 “My rhin dagger,” I confirmed with a nod. The blade was created by some magic transmutation of monster essence designed by the Academy researchers, and it was one of the finest pieces of metal I’d ever used in battle.  
 “Right.” Ashla copied my nod, and her chocolate eyes danced with excitement. “So, I’m helping them come up with new designs and improvements.” 
 “She means blowing their designs out of the water with her own,” Cyra clarified in an amused tone.  
 “That’s awesome!” I gushed with pride. 
 “We have some of the same classes, Gryffie,” Layla commented suddenly as she studied a stained, wrinkled piece of paper I could only assume was her class schedule. “Obviously, Summoning 2, but I’ve got Monster I.D. with you, too.” 
 “Is that your schedule?” I asked with a chuckle. 
 “Duh.” Layla gave me a look like I’d said the dumbest thing ever. 
 “How do you not know what classes you have yet?” I shook my head in bewilderment. “You haven’t missed anything, have you?” 
 “We got back right before classes started,” Erin confirmed. “Layla just doesn’t always show up.” 
 “Sounds like you.” I gave the petite summoner an admonishing look. “You better start going to classes now, though.” 
 “Yeah, yeah, I will.” She waved a dismissive hand, and then she scratched her auburn hair thoughtfully. “If we got married, would I still have to go to school?” 
 “Do you think Nia is going to drop out?” I laughed. “I don’t think being married releases you from the obligation to the military.” 
 “It’s worth a shot, though, right?” Layla shrugged. “I’m not cut out for this school stuff.” 
 “What happened?” I frowned. “You were doing so good before… ” 
 “Before you died, you mean?” the summoner countered. “It’s been rough, Gryff. Give me a break, okay?” 
 “Okay,” I relented with a sigh. “I’m here now, you know, and I’m not going anywhere.” 
 “Just keep repeating those words over and over again,” Erin breathed with her amber eyes full of joy. 
 “Yes, please,” Ashla agreed. “You’re not allowed outside Varle without taking all of us with you.” 
 “I can handle that.” I grinned. “Besides, I missed you guys too much. I’m over the adventures and travels.” 
 “You say that now,” Cyra said in a knowing voice, “but I bet you’ll miss the Southern continent and all the wacky fun you had once you’re a father.” 
 “I’m just staying focused on school and the wedding for right now,” I informed her with a shake of my head. “I can’t think much further than midterms, and the wedding after that.” 
 “Nia told us the date,” Erin exclaimed. “It’s going to be so amazing. I can’t wait!” 
 “Me, either!” Cyra gushed, and the dark-skinned summoner bounced up and down in her seat. “There’s going to be flowers everywhere, and Nia in a gorgeous dress.” 
 “And Gryffie in a tux!” Layla gasped and slammed her hands on the table. “I have to see it!” 
 “You’re all going to be there,” I assured them with a grin. 
 All four girls turned to give me a dumbfounded look simultaneously. 
 “Obviously we’ll be there, we’re bridesmaids,” Ashla declared like this was the most obvious thing in the world. “Didn’t Nia tell you?” 
 “We covered the date, and dance lessons.” I smirked. “I’m cool with whatever she wants to do, though.” 
 “You’ll have to find enough groomsmen to match all the bridesmaids,” Erin explained in a patient tone.  
 “Oh.” I blinked. “Well, how many bridesmaids are there going to be?” 
 “The four of us, Nia’s sister, Freya, and Arwyn… ” Layla counted off the names on her fingers, and my stomach clenched into a knot as her digits flicked open.  
 I mentally ran down the list of my closest male friends, and I swallowed hard when I realized there weren’t enough names to match Nia’s list.  
 I needed to make some new guy friends before the wedding. 
 The clock tower bell rang the eighth hour, and a flurry of activity exploded throughout the dining hall as all the students rushed off to their morning classes.  
 Erin and Cyra hopped up from the table, but Layla and Ashla didn’t move.  
 “Aren’t you coming?” Cyra asked the other summoner. 
 “Ugh… ” Layla groaned and rolled her eyes. “I guess.” 
 She shoved herself away from the table with obvious reluctance, and then we all turned to give Ashla a questioning glance. 
 “I’m waiting here for the other researchers,” the chocolate-skinned ice mage explained. “I don’t have the security codes yet, so I have to wait for someone else to open the door in the morning.” 
 “That sucks.” I gave her a sympathetic smile. “Will I see you at lunch?” 
 “Definitely.” Ashla’s face split into a wide grin. “Just like old times.” 
 “Can’t wait.” I mirrored her grin, and then I bent down and placed a soft kiss on her forehead before I followed the other three women out of the dining hall. 
 “See you later!” Erin waved as she veered away from us, but the two summoners walked with me all the way to my first class of the day: Biology. I was grateful for their help, since I hadn’t even known the class existed at all, and then Layla led me out of the main building and onto the rolling green lawn. 
 The classroom was technically a greenhouse behind the main building, and I was surprised I’d never noticed it before. A short distance away from the glass walled room was a cellar built beneath the school proper, and the door was propped open. I could hear laughter through the portal as light flickered across the damp stone walls of the tunnel beyond, and I wondered if I was supposed to go inside. 
 “Have fun,” Cyra said with a wink as she and Layla turned to head to their class. 
 “Don’t kill any plants!” Layla added loudly.  
 “Thanks.” I smirked, but then I gave the mischievous summoner a stern look. “Get to class.” 
 “Yes, Sir, Captain Gryffie, Sir!” Layla crossed her eyes, stuck out her tongue, and snapped a salute. Then she busted out into a fit of giggles, and Cyra practically had to drag her away.  
 When I was alone in front of the weird cellar door, my eyes flicked between the open portal to the glass walled plant nursery. I didn’t see anyone inside the latter, so I ducked my head beneath the threshold and strode into the cellar. 
 At the end of a damp, moldy stone tunnel was a small classroom dimly lit by gas lamps hung from the ceiling. Water dripped from cracks on every surface, and the sour smell clung to everything. Three long tables surrounded by chairs filled the small space, but a chalkboard adorned the far wall, and a crude podium was shoved into a corner.  
 A few students lounged at the table farthest away from the entrance, and they had their backs to me as they talked amongst themselves. 
 “Excuse me,” I said to get their attention. “Is this Biology?” 
 “Obviously,” was the snide response I got from one of the students. A lanky boy wearing the white robes of an adept with flappy, straw colored hair swung his head around to look at me, and then his eyes widened in surprise. “Wait, you’re that summoner guy, aren’t you?” 
 “Depends.” I pursed my lips together. “Who’s asking?” 
 “My name’s Kev,” the kid replied, but his look of shock didn’t fade. “They still let you take normal classes?” 
 “Why wouldn’t they?” I raised an eyebrow. 
 The other students turned to eye me curiously, but I detected a hint of fear in their expressions that worried me.  
 “This is a human school,” a girl with brown hair that hung straight as a board to her shoulders said as though this explained everything. 
 “And?” I pressed, and I could feel my irritation growing.  
 Before she could answer, however, the acrid smell of stale body odor wafted past me, and in my next breath a round, grungy man wiggled past me and strode toward the front of the room. His hair was matted with mud, and his clothes were in a similar state of filth, but his green eyes were bright with excitement as he turned to scan the room. 
 “Please, please, take your seats,” the man said as he gestured toward the empty tables scattered around the room. “Wherever you like, just get comfortable.” 
 I crossed to a table in two quick strides, and the chair scraped loudly against the floor as I pulled it out. A moment later, I was seated, and silence fell again. 
 “Ah, yes,” the teacher said as he noticed me at last. “Mister Gryff, I presume?” 
 “Yes, sir,” I replied with a curt nod. 
 Whispers spread through the other students, and the dingy below ground room made the sounds echo around the chamber. 
 “My name is Professor Cornwall,” the teacher continued, and he ignored the muttered voices to narrow his green eyes at me. “Do you have any prior knowledge or experience with biology?” 
 “I suppose,” I said with a shrug. “Everyone does to some extent, right? We breathe, eat, sleep, have children. All of that stuff’s biology.” 
 “Very true.” Professor Cornwall sounded pleased, and he rubbed his pudgy hands together as he took the entire class into his gaze. “We experience biology constantly, but are we aware of what is happening inside our own bodies? Do we see the science in our everyday lives?” 
 He paused for a long moment, but no one answered, and when the silence grew uncomfortable, I moved to speak. As soon as my mouth opened, though, Professor Cornwall slammed his hands down onto the top of the nearest table. 
 “No!” he shouted with a fiery passion in his voice. “We are blind to the magic we create within ourselves!” 

Whoa. Dio peeked up from the edge of my hip pouch to stare at my teacher with wide-eyed fascination. What a freakshow.

 I kept my thoughts to myself, but my familiar had a point. It was quite a spectacle. 
 The class continued on in much the same fashion for over an hour, and then Professor Cornwall passed out a questionnaire and instructed us to return it by the next session. I shoved it between the pages of my textbook without even glancing at it. Then he dismissed us before the bell rang, and he waved with an exasperated air as we gathered our possessions and rushed down the tunnel.  
 “That’s the guy who got possessed by demons, right?” a skinny girl with glasses asked her neighbor as they pushed by me. 
 “Yeah, he died, and then he made a deal with a demon to come back to life,” the lanky boy named Kev replied, and he shot me a nervous glance.  
 I rolled my eyes and forced back my groan. 
 Maker, the idiots had taken over the Academy. 
 Fortunately, my next class was History of Magic with Arwyn, so I ignored the gossip of my peers and darted toward the gorgeous redhead’s classroom as fast as I could. Even at my quick pace, it still took me longer than I would have liked to reach my destination. The biology classroom was inconveniently located, and I didn’t think I would be enjoying it as much as I’d hoped.  
 The bell rang as I entered the corridor, and the flood of students exiting Arwyn’s classroom pushed me backward for a moment before I angled toward the wall.  
 The red-haired healer had her back to me when I entered, and I stepped quietly up to a desk near the front. When I sat down, I thumped my textbook onto the surface in front of me, and Arwyn jumped in surprise. 
 “Oh, Gryff, you scared me,” the professor exclaimed as she pressed her palm over her heart.  
 “Sorry,” I chuckled.  
 “How was your first class?” Arwyn’s amber eyes were bright with excitement as she took the empty seat beside me.  
 “Weird.” I frowned. “I’m not sure Professor Cornwall is all there upstairs.” 
 The red-haired teacher laughed and ran a hand through her flame colored tendrils. “No, I don’t think he is, either. Still, he has the finest mind in the country when it comes to the natural world.” 
 I watched her movements with an appreciative eye, but before I could respond, the other students began to swarm into the classroom, and the beautiful professor stood up.  
 Layla, Braden, Mati, Cyra, Nia, and Freya entered the room as a group, and my friends all crowded into the empty desks around me near the front.  
 “It’s not like you to sit near the front.” Nia gave me a brilliant smile as she sat to my left, and Freya sat on her other side. “I like it.” 
 “It was mostly accidental,” I confessed with a wry grin. “I was trying to sneak up on Arwyn to surprise her, and then I got distracted by talking.” 
 “I’m still accepting it as an increased enthusiasm for learning.” The prodigy mage straightened her shoulders, and then she neatly laid her notepad and pen on her desk. 
 “Don’t let me forget,” I told my fiancée, “I need to talk to you about bridesmaids and groomsmen stuff.” 
 “Oh,” Nia replied with a frown. “Is there something wrong?” 
 “No, I don’t think so,” I hurried to reassure her. “I just want to make sure I am doing the right thing.” 
 “He doesn’t have enough friends,” Layla informed Nia in a conspiratorial whisper.  
 Before I could counter the petite summoner’s barb, though, Arwyn spoke in a loud voice to the entire class. 
 “Good morning, everyone,” the beautiful professor greeted.  
 “Good morning, Miss Hamner,” the class responded in unison.  
 “Today I would like to discuss something a little different than our normal topics,” Arwyn began with the effortless grace of an experienced educator. “We spend a great deal of time learning the facts and dates pertaining to recorded history, but oftentimes the history books have blind spots.” 
 A confused murmur swept through the classroom. The history teacher said history had blind spots? 
 Arwyn chuckled at her students’ reactions. “I’m speaking of myths, of course, and legends, old wives’ tales, yarns, strings, rumors.” 
 “What does that have to do with the history of magic?” Mati asked with a confused tone.  
 “One word.” Arwyn paused to let her eyes slide over every single student, and a small smile tilted the corners of her lips. “Shapeshifters.” 
 A collective gasp went through the majority of my classmates, but my friends just smiled with sudden understanding.  
 “Ohh, yeah… ” The talkative banisher gave the professor an apologetic smile. “That makes sense.” 
 The beautiful teacher seized the opening Mati had given her to launch into a factual, yet poetic retelling of her experiences in the land of the shapeshifters. Arwyn’s eyes showed her fascination with the culture and magic of the people of Vay, and she gestured with her hands to emphasize her points. It was a dance, a spectacle completely opposite than what I’d witnessed in my first class of the day, and I loved every minute of it. 
 I groaned audibly when the bell rang and signaled an end to my time with Arwyn. I moved reluctantly toward the door, but I blew her a subtle kiss before I turned down the hallway.  
 “Freya is staying here to study with Arwyn,” Nia informed me as she caught up to me. “I’m off to my elemental class. I’ll see you for physical training.” 
 She squeezed my hand warmly before she veered away and headed in the opposite direction. 
 My next class was Monster Identification, and my excitement returned as I realized one of my favorite pastimes would now be considered school work. Layla fell into step with me, and the petite summoner gave me a wicked grin as she latched onto my arm. 
 “Onward, Gryffie!” She gestured down the hall with a commanding air while her keichim screeched in agreement on her shoulder.  
 I chuckled and did as I was ordered, and the two of us set out across campus at a quick pace. We were halfway across the lawn when I noticed a familiar face in the crowd of students. 
 Rori Brevens. 
 The professor of summoning wobbled across the grass with his bulging gut swaying in front of him, and his fat chins and flabby cheeks jiggled as the obese summoner huffed and puffed with each step. 
 The distance between us shrank, and by the time my teacher and I made eye contact, the rank body odor and alcohol stench radiating off him hit my nose. 
 I grimaced and wrinkled my nose in disgust. 
 “Ew.” Layla sniffed. “What’s that smell?” 
 “Him.” I gritted my teeth and jerked my chin toward the approaching teacher. “I think.” 
 What the fuck had happened? When I’d left for my mission in the Southern continent, Rori Brevens had been recovering from his alcohol dependency, and he’d cleaned up a lot.  
 The man before me resembled the man I’d first met when I’d joined the Academy, but then I noticed how his beard was neatly trimmed and his clothes looked newer.  
 “Rori,” I greeted with a friendly wave as I swallowed down my disgust over his smell. 
 “G-Gryff?” Professor Brevens stared at me with an incredulous expression. “You died!” 
 “That’s such old news,” Layla informed him with a derisive snort. “He’s been back from the dead for days now.” 
 “I see.” He narrowed his beady brown eyes at me. “Thank you for the information, Miss Bethel.” 
 “Yeah, so anyway.” I raked a hand through my hair and tried to change the subject. “How are you doing? You look… ”  
 My voice trailed off, and I gave him a helpless look.  
 “I suppose you’re wondering what happened to me,” Rori said, and then he let out a belch that stung my nose.  
 “Well, yeah.” I spread out my hands, and I gestured broadly at his appearance. “What the fuck, Rori?” 
 “You don’t understand,” he blurted out in a hurt voice. “Your life is so simple and easy. Just go be the hero, no hard choices to make… ” 
 I started to argue against the absurdity of his words, but when I opened my mouth, I realized my teacher had started to cry. 
 My teacher started to blubber, and snot dripped out from his huge nose. Then he smeared his face with the back of his jacket sleeve and gave me the most pathetic look I’d ever seen. 
 He was drunk in the middle of the day. 
 And it seemed like I had to be the one to set him straight. 
 Again. 
 



 Chapter Seven 
 “You need to get yourself cleaned up,” I instructed in a stern voice. “Whatever you’ve got going on right now, bail. Go take a shower and put on some clean clothes.” 
 “Please,” Rori countered with pleading eyes. “Let me explain.” 
 “I have to get to class,” I persisted with a concerned frown. 
 “Just a few moments of your time,” the summoner teacher insisted. “I’ll write you a note to excuse your tardiness.” 
 “Me, too, me, too!” Layla bounced on the balls of her feet and held out the palm of her hand expectantly. “Just give me, like, three or four of them. You know, just in case I accidentally drop one on the way to class.” 
 “No,” I argued as I leveled a stern look at the petite summoner. “You need to go to class now. Save me a seat, and I’ll meet you there.” 
 “Lame!” She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “Why do you get to have all the fun?” 
 “Layla, please.” I gave her a pointed look, and she sighed in surrender.  
 “Fine.” The petite summoner stood up on her tippy toes to press a quick kiss against my cheek. “Don’t take too long or everyone will think you’re dead… again.” 
 Then she trotted off with bouncing steps, and I was alone with Rori. 
 “Okay,” I said as I turned back to my teacher. “Tell me what’s going on.” 
 “It’s awful, Gryff,” Professor Brevens complained as he flung his hands up into the air. “I’m damned if I do, and damned if I don’t! It’s enough to make a man give up.” 
 “Stop that.” I frowned. “You’re not going to give up, so stop talking like that. What do you mean by damned if you do, damned if you don’t?” 
 “I was offered a job,” Rori confessed with a dramatic sigh, and his eyes went slightly unfocused as he leveled his gaze toward me. “A wonderful opportunity, really, I’d be mad not to take it.” 
 “That’s great, right?” I asked in a confused tone. “Why would that make you so upset?” 
 “If I quit my job at the Academy,” he explained in a solemn voice, “I’ll be a laughing stock to the entire summoning community.” 
 “What do you mean?” I shook my head. “What kind of job is it?” 
 “I would be the lead architect for an entire building crew,” the obese summoner answered, and his eyes were full of turmoil.  
 “That sounds great,” I replied. “What’s the problem? Why are you so upset about getting a job offer? If you really want to stay and be a teacher, then just do it.” 
 “You do not understand.” Rori shuffled on his feet and stared at the ground. “I was finally being treated with respect. I wasn’t just the grunt mage sent in to clean up after the battle. Summoners were warriors, too.” 
 “I get that. Nothing’s changed, as far as I know.” 
 “It would if I quit my job teaching summoning,” my teacher clarified. “My colleagues would think I was admitting defeat, and they’d be right! I’m not cut out for teaching, though, I’ve learned that now. I’ll never be a great professor with many distinguished works, but I’ve always had a knack for building things… I read the job offer again last night, and I’ve been drowning my pain ever since… You’re right, though, I can’t go to class like this. I’m a mess.” 
 I clapped the shorter man on the shoulder and gave him a sympathetic smile. I finally understood his dilemma. He was torn between maintaining his reputation and doing what he enjoyed.  
 “I think I can help you,” I said as an idea began to form in my mind. “Do you trust me?” 
 “Sometimes.” Professor Brevens narrowed his eyes at me. “Sometimes you can be a little shit.” 
 “What if I told you that you could accept your new job offer and leave the Academy with your head held high?”  
 “I’d say that I’d do anything,” my teacher replied immediately. 
 I planted my hands on my hips and struck a heroic pose. “Then I have a plan.” 

That sounds wicked, Dio remarked with obvious interest. He popped his head out of my hip pouch and looked up at me with murderous glee in his eyes. What’s the plan, boss?

 “You’ll really help me?” my teacher asked with wide eyed amazement. “You’re a good kid, you know that? I’ve always liked you.” 
 “Thanks,” I laughed. “I try.” 
 So, I outlined a basic version of my idea, and Rori nodded along in agreement. We decided to initiate the first step of our plan at lunch, and when we parted ways, I had a mischievous smile on my face. 
 I rushed to my Monster Identification class, and I was glad Layla had chosen a seat in the back when I snuck into the empty chair beside her. Instead of a lecture, an older woman with long gray braided hair stood to the side of a large white surface covering the wall at the front of the classroom. 
 The teacher waved her hand in the air, and suddenly, the image of an axe goblin manifested onto the surface of the wall. I gasped as I stared up into the red eyes and ugly face of the familiar monster. Along the bottom of the image was a label naming the creature, and several students scribbled on their notepads as the professor gestured again. Another image of a monster slid across the wall, this time it was a box ogre, and I was amazed to see my classmates jotting down the monster in their notes like they would forget. 

Is she showing us previews of lunch? Dio peered curiously at the image on the wall. I could go for some ogre…  
 Were they not familiar with a wide variety of monsters? I thought everyone had a basic level of knowledge about the different types and classes of creatures from the Shadowscape. 
 By the time the professor had progressed up to various types of giants, my eyes burned from staring at the projection. The silent monotony was mentally draining, and after a short while, I found myself robotically writing down the monster names with my classmates. 
 “You sure you don’t want to just bail?” Layla whispered, and then she yawned and kicked her feet up onto the desk, which pushed the front two legs of her chair off the ground. “This is the most boring thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 “While this isn’t the most riveting material,” I whispered back, “I get the feeling the second we look away, it’s going to get interesting all of a sudden.” 
 “I doubt there will be anything more interesting than the monsters you’ve already seen,” Layla commented dryly.  
 “Something the two of you would like to share with the class?” the gray-haired teacher asked in a loud voice. She made a semi-circle in the air with the palm of her hand, and the image on the wall vanished.  
 “Nope, sorry,” I muttered as I sank lower into my chair, and I motioned urgently for Layla to set her chair down. 
 The petite summoner had a devilish twinkle in her hazel eyes, though, and then she whipped her head away from my gaze to stare down our teacher. “Actually, yes.” 
 I inhaled sharply. “Layla… ” 
 “Oh?” the teacher asked with feigned interest.  
 “Yeah, Dolores, I’d like to share with the entire class how lame this slideshow is.” Layla smacked her chair legs back to the floor, and she hopped up to stand in the seat as she thrust her fist up into the air. “I say we demand scary, ugly ass monsters or we walk out!” 
 “Miss Bethel!” the professor gasped, and her hand covered her open mouth as her eyes went wide with shock. “Firstly, in this classroom you will refer to me as Miss Sullivan. Secondly, you… You think my pictures are boring?” 
 Layla blinked at her, frozen in her heroic stance with fist still raised. “Well, duh.”  
 “Hmph.” The gray-haired teacher got a wicked glint in her eyes, and she waggled her chin like she had some delicious secret. “You want scary? Very well.” 
 Suddenly, Miss Sullivan waved her hand toward the wall, and the enormous horse skull of the seventy-foot-tall undead satyrid burst onto the surface.  
 My classmates gasped, and several leapt from their chairs to dart toward the door, but Layla and I exchanged a knowing glance while we watched their panicked reactions.  
 We’d encountered this monster in the field, and while it was terrifying and intimidating in person, the representation of the actual monster paled in comparison.  
 As the students slowly realized it was an illusion and not the real monster suddenly appearing within their midst, they began to relax and settle back down into their seats. 
 “Now,” the professor exclaimed, and she gave Layla a scathing glare, “can we get back to our curriculum?” 
 The bell rang immediately after her words, though, and a sigh of relief swept through the room.  
 “Very well, very well,” the teacher chirped, mostly to herself. “Next time. Read chapter five, please, and write up one page on your favorite monster and why.” 
 “Yeesh, you’d think I’d said she was a lousy teacher or something.” Layla made a sour face, and then she shoved me toward the exit. “Come on, slowpoke, let’s get out of here!” 
 “What’s the rush?” I laughed as I leaned my weight back against her hands.  
 The petite summoner pedaled her feet against the floor and huffed, but she couldn’t make me budge. Finally, she growled and planted her hands on her hips. “It’s lunch time, dummy!” 
 “Oh!” I gave her an innocent smile. “My bad.” 
 Layla launched herself onto my back, and she grabbed hold of my neck for leverage as she wiggled into a comfortable position. I wrapped my arms backward around my lower back to support her weight, and then I trotted out of the classroom with the tiny summoner riding me triumphantly. 
 We ran into Cyra on the way to the dining hall, and her little silver dragon chirped at us as we fell into step beside the dark-skinned summoner. 
 “How’s your first day so far?” my exotic lover asked with a teasing smile. 
 “I’ve had better.” I shrugged. “Could be worse, though. Gawain could still be a massive asshole to me.” 
 “I miss it sometimes,” Layla admitted with a sigh. “It was so much more fun to fuck with him when he was a prick.” 
 “Right?” Cyra laughed. “Now, he just says things like ‘I deserved that,’ and ‘good one.’ Like, what the fuck?” 
 “Maybe I’ll just switch to pranking Professor Brevens,” the petite summoner mused, and her nose wiggled as she thought it over. 
 “Probably not a good idea,” I informed her. “It’s not fun to see a grown man cry, trust me.” 
 “You made him cry?” Layla guffawed, and then a disappointed pout settled over her adorable features. “I miss all the best stuff.” 
 “What if I told you I was planning an elaborate ruse?” I smiled coyly. “I’d let you help me if you ask nicely.” 
 “Ooh, what is it, what is it?” Layla bounced on my back, and I nearly lost my grip on her. 
 “Something to do with Professor Brevens?” Cyra’s chocolate eyes danced with amusement as she put the pieces together.  
 “Yep.” I nodded proudly. 
 “A prank?” Layla’s voice shook with excitement.  
 “Not quite,” I replied vaguely, and I winked at Cyra.  
 “Intriguing,” the dark-skinned summoner observed, and her familiar gave me a curious tilt of her little dragon head. 

I’m cuter than some silly dragon, Dio commented in a jealous tone.  
 “Of course, you are,” I whispered as I stroked him behind his ears reassuringly, and then my familiar started to purr in contentment. 
 Just then, we passed over the threshold into the dining hall, and my two women aimed for our normal table. The rest of my friends, my wife, and my fiancée already occupied the space. The group waved us over as soon as we entered the room, and we shoved past the swarms of other students to reach them. 
 “Busy today, huh?” I commented as I sat down between my wife and my fiancée and gave them both quick kisses. Then I glanced up at the teachers’ table and sent Arwyn a wink, and the red-haired professor smiled warmly across the dining hall. 
 “Maybe it’s because midterms are coming up,” Mati suggested with a shrug.  
 I could sense the eyes darting over to our table, and when I turned to find the source of the sensation, my fellow students avoided my gaze and leaned their heads together to exchange furtive whispers.  
 “Maybe everyone wanted to see the dead men for themselves,” Varleth drawled with a defensive look around the crowded dining room. 
 “I guess that means you guys have heard the rumors?” Erin’s eyes flicked anxiously between me and the gypsy. 
 “I’ve heard a few,” I chuckled. “Something about me making a deal with a demon.” 
 “Yeah, and apparently I’m a vampire.” Varleth rolled his eyes. “People are so creative… ” 
 “Don’t pay attention to the rumors,” Nia instructed. “Trust me, if you ignore them, they’ll stop eventually.” 
 “How has that worked out for you?” I arched an eyebrow at my fiancée. “As far as I know, everyone still discusses any Kenefick related news like it’s a mandatory edict.” 
 “Yes, but it doesn’t bother me anymore,” Nia giggled. “I hardly notice the gossip and whispers now.” 
 “Not all of us grew up under that kind of public scrutiny,” Varleth countered. “We’re not accustomed to being famous.” 
 “Then you’re lucky,” the prodigy child of the famous Keneficks replied in a solemn tone. “It’s not fun.” 
 “I think I’d like to be rich and famous,” Layla mused. “I could hire a waffle-man.” 
 “What’s a waffle-man?” Freya asked with a confused bird-like tilt of her head. 
 “An angel,” Layla breathed, and as she blinked her eyes dreamily, I had no doubt she was envisioning endless fountains of syrup.  
 Suddenly, Rori Brevens strode toward my table with an air of determination. He quickly crossed the distance between us, and a moment later, he stood before me, and he rolled on the balls of his feet as he tucked his hands behind his back.  
 “So, Mister Gryff,” my teacher greeted with a twinkle in his eyes. “About that time, is it not?” 
 “I suppose it’s as good a time as any,” I replied with a wide grin, but I sniffed him to make sure he wasn’t still intoxicated. The smell of soap and cologne met my nose, so I was reassured Rori had followed my instructions to get himself cleaned up. 
 “I can’t tell you enough what this means to me,” he gushed. “Thank you so much.” 
 “Hey, what are friends for?” I winked, and then took a deep steadying breath to prepare for what I must do.  
 Layla giggled knowingly, but the rest of my friends gave me questioning looks.  
 “I’m so confused,” Nia remarked with a shake of her head. 
 I ignored them as I placed my hands on the table and pushed myself to my feet. Then I gave my teacher a feigned look of outrage. 
 “How dare you!” I shouted over the din of the lunch crowd. “I am twice the summoner you are!” 
 Rori fought back his smile, and he pulled on an angry scowl as he followed along with my acting. “Why, you impudent little start up! I’ll show you who the better summoner is!” 
 “Are you challenging me?” I demanded with a hurt look. 
 “Indeed I am!” Professor Brevens puffed out his chest, which caused his bulging gut to bounce. “I challenge you to a summoning duel!” 
 A hush fell over the dining room, but I paused dramatically to build up tension, and I avoided the eyes staring at me from the teachers’ table.  
 “I accept,” I said in a deadly calm voice, and a collective gasp shot through the watching crowd. 
 “What. The. Fuck.” Nia’s voice was full of fury as she drilled into the back of my head with her gaze.  
 “What the fuck is happening?” Gawain hissed. 
 “Why are they fighting?” Braden asked helplessly. “I thought they got along?” 
 “This is so weird,” Erin observed with a thoughtful frown. 
 The first-year summoning professor nodded curtly, then he swiveled and marched out of the dining hall at a quick pace. 

Do we get to eat him now? Dio sounded excited. I’m starving.

 “Gryff?” I heard Cyra’s voice ring out expectantly.  
 “I’ll explain everything later,” I said as I gave my friends an apologetic smile, and then I pushed away from the table to follow my teacher out of the dining hall. 
 “You better!” Braden called out as I walked away. 
 A surge of bodies pushed me forward, and it seemed like the entire student body was rushing out to the yard to watch my duel with the summoning teacher. I glanced over my shoulder to see my friends following along, as well as several faculty members from the head table.  
 The entire school was going to see the fake duel between me and the summoning teacher, and I hoped it got him the kind of credibility he wanted. If everything went as planned, everyone would think Rori Brevens was a more talented mage than me, and if the rumors circulating about me were any indication, that would make him seem pretty damn powerful. 
 Even if it wasn’t exactly true. 
 As we crossed the yard toward the training grounds, I scanned the crowd for my friends once more. I knew our mock fight had confused them, but they would soon understand. Braden and Layla had gotten front row seats to my initial conflicts with the professor, but they’d also witnessed us form a friendship of sorts. My summoner friends hadn’t been very invested in their magic before I’d shown up, and Rori’s status quo maintaining curriculum hadn’t taught them much, so I’d taken over a lot of the teaching after I’d arrived at the Academy. 
 Before I single handedly defeated a king fire eye cyclops in Ralor’s Stead, summoners were not considered combat mages. Instead, the monster masters of the world came in after battles to reconstruct and salvage materials from the fallen enemies. It was a vital role, but it didn’t bring any of the fame or glory the other mage classes got. All of that changed after Marangur Sleet had seen the way I’d used my summons to fight, and the headmaster had enlisted my help in changing the stigmas associated with my calling.  
 Memories of sparring matches and informal duels flashed through my mind as I approached the impending battle against my teacher. It felt closer to a sparring match than to an actual duel, since I was going into it with the goal of losing. I’d never purposefully thrown a match before, but if it helped my friend and teacher take the job he wanted without shame, then I would do what I needed to do. 

Wait, we’re not going to eat him? Dio asked in a disappointed voice. 
 “Nope.” I gave my familiar a sideways smile. “But I’m gonna need your help.” 

I will fight to the death. The cat-like monster growled to emphasize his point, but the sound was adorably miniscule.  
 “While I like your energy, I’m going to need you to follow my commands to the word.” I gave the cat-like creature a stern look. “This fight is going to require finesse.” 

I am the finest, so no problem. Dio let out a tiny roar full of pride. I am ready for your commands.

 Once we reached the training grounds, the students fanned out and created a circular perimeter around Rori and me. Everyone was vying for a better vantage point, but I was glad to see my friends had managed to squeeze up to the front of the crowd.  
 Rori waited in the center of the circle of people, and his fake scowl was becoming more believable with each passing moment. His hand lingered near a small leather pouch on his waistband, and he shifted his weight from foot to foot experimentally.  
 “Took you long enough,” Rori taunted.  
 “You shouldn’t be so anxious to lose,” I countered.  
 I stepped inside the circle, and steely resolve gripped me. I kept my gaze locked onto my teacher as I ignored the watchful eyes of the crowd, and I flexed my shoulders to loosen my stiff muscles.  
 Rori Brevens would leave the Academy as a respected combat summoner, if I had anything to say about it. 
 “You guys really want to do this?” Braden asked as he pushed forward through the crowd to stand between the professor and me.  
 “Definitely,” Rori growled. 
 “Looks like it.” I nodded to my roommate. 
 “Alright, but you have to promise to have a clean match.” Braden spoke loud enough for the majority of the crowd to hear, and my heart swelled with pride to see my previously shy friend speaking with such confidence in front of his classmates. “Best two out of three decides the winner.” 
 “Got it.” I grinned. 
 “You act as though I’ve never dueled against another summoner,” Rori scoffed. “I’ve been dueling since you were in diapers.” 
 Braden rolled his eyes, but he stepped up close to me and leaned in to whisper in my ear. “If you’re serious about this, just promise me one thing. No Archons.” 
 “Yeah, of course,” I promised as my eyes widened. “I wasn’t even thinking about using them. I don’t want to kill him, after all.” 
 Unfortunately, one of the nearby students overheard part of my statement, because a moment later someone screamed, “He’s going to kill him!” 
 “He could try!” Rori shouted into the audience in a confident voice. 
 “Alright, enough,” Braden growled. “I don’t know what is going on between you two, but let’s just get this over with so we can all move on.” 
 “Fine by me,” I said with a shrug. 
 Rori nodded in agreement, so Braden stepped back into the throng of people as I reached for an essence crystal from my bandolier. My teacher’s fingers wiggled, but it seemed he was waiting for my summons to appear before he made his choice.  

Please, allow me, Dio offered, and he flexed his sharp claws on the edge of my hip pouch. I will end this battle in one move.

 Exactly. I couldn’t explain my plan out loud to my familiar without also telling the entire audience the duel was a sham, so I attempted to get my point across through the bond we shared as summoner and monster.  
 Dio titled his small cat-like head as he peered up at me for a long moment.  

What does it mean to ‘fake’ it? His voice in my head stumbled over the word. You do not wish to kill this man who insults you?

 He was starting to get it. If I could get my familiar to do exactly what I wanted, then it would be easy to stretch out the duel while also making Rori seem super powerful. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to pull it off as efficiently with my other summons, but I didn’t want to risk my teacher getting eaten if the saber tooth tiger monster decided he was hungry.  

Ah, I see, Dio exclaimed in a proud voice. He is a cub you are training to hunt. Even though he looks old, and fat, it is hard to tell human age. I will help teach your young hunter, do not fear.

 Close enough. I chuckled to myself as I patted the top of my familiar’s sand colored head.  
 “Are you going to toss a crystal?” Rori asked in an impatient tone. He had his arms crossed, and he rapidly tapped his toe against the dirt as he waited for me to make my move. 
 “You can always go first if you’re in a rush,” I retorted in a sickly-sweet voice, but before he could shoot back with another verbal jab, I threw an essence crystal onto the ground between us. 
 An amber plume of essence erupted from the shattered crystal, and a spark of electricity flashed before the cloud dissipated and my arachness stood in its place.  
 Rori instantly cast his eyes downward to avoid my monster’s paralyzing gaze, and he cursed under his breath as he rifled through his crystal pouch. He was breaking his own rule by not keeping his essence crystals organized and memorized for quick retrieval, and that was just summoning basics.  
 What Rori didn’t know was how well trained my arachness was with her gaze. I’d had her summoned around my friends so often she was practically programmed to avert her eyes from any human. As one of my oldest combat monsters, she was very attuned to my desires, and I could sense the bond between us humming with power.  
 Beyond my familiar, once he understood the concept of the ruse, I had several more monsters I shared very strong bonds with. My roosa, vingehund, and kalgori all worked so seamlessly with me they often predicted my commands before I even thought of them. My baroquer and I had done things I’d never even thought possible, and while I hadn’t used my forty-foot-tall armor-clad fire monster in a very long time, I could still sense his presence inside his essence crystal, even without holding it.  
 My teacher had been giving my arachness sideways glances whenever he felt brave enough to dare open his eyes, but he suddenly looked like he had a great idea, and in my next breath, a crystal shot from his hand up into the sky above my summons. 
 The essence crystal soared, then curved and began to fall, but it seemed like Rori had perfect aim because a moment later, a wallerdon poofed into existence on top of my spider-like summons’ head. Then the wide, thick, wall-like beast my teacher had cast squished my monster like a, well, like a spider. 
 The crowd booed as though they were personally offended by my opponent’s move, but I gestured for them to stop once my arachness’ crystal returned to my fist. While he’d taken one of my monsters out, I had plenty more where that came from, and no shortage of mana. 
 “Calm down,” I admonished the horde of students encircling us as I glanced around at all the disappointed faces. “He followed the rules.”  
 Suddenly, I was caught up in the gaze of none other than the headmaster, and the cloudy white color shone out from the audience like a beacon. Marangur Sleet had come to see the duel between Rori and me. 
 I swallowed hard. I wasn’t expecting that.  
 Rori’s entire attitude changed when he noticed the headmaster watching. He fidgeted his fingers against the buttons of his overcoat, and his eyes darted around the crowd to everyone except Sleet.  
 I wished there was some way I could reassure him without making it obvious we were faking our conflict. If this was going to work, it needed to be one hundred percent believable, especially by the headmaster. 
 My teacher had won the first round, but I knew it wouldn’t be as believable if I didn’t win a single fight, so I wanted to wait to see what my teacher summoned before I made my next move. 
 I was still amazed Rori had even agreed to the duel, since he’d been adamant about summoners not being fighters when we’d first met. I’d changed his mind, though, after I’d defeated his gray prowler with my combination of lower level grunts.  
 Almost as though he read my thoughts, Professor Brevens pulled out a large, deep gray crystal that swirled as though a thundercloud ready to burst with rain was contained within. My teacher tossed the essence crystal to the ground, a thick plume of smoke erupted, and a loud thumping sound accompanied his monster’s appearance.  
 It had a large and hulking serpent’s body, like a basilisk, but that’s where the similarities ended. The head was vaguely humanoid, but massively fat, with frog-like cheeks, and it had sickly green flesh with gray scales. Small spikes ran along its jaw, and two muscular arms as wide as Braden’s torso protruded below the head. The monster shifted and jerked about unnaturally, and everything about it should have been terrifying. 
 It was his grey prowler, alright, and the first time I’d seen it, it had been one of the most rare and dangerous monsters I’d witnessed in person. 
 Its jaw unhinged and revealed several rows of tiny but incredibly sharp teeth, and a long, leathery tongue sat coiled, ready to pounce. Then the monster reared back and roared, and corrosive acid dripped from the prowler’s mouth and sizzled into the dirt of the training grounds. 

Are you going to let me devour this snake? Dio demanded in a voice oozing with impatience. I can’t just sit back and do nothing.

 “Not yet,” I muttered to my familiar as my hand slid across my bandolier.  
 He would be expecting the same attack I’d used before, which was a combination of my daggerdillo, bulletbass and speed slug, but I wanted to shake things up and keep it interesting, so I decided to show off one of my more recently acquired monsters.  
 “Damn, I forgot how scary that thing is,” I commented while I thought over my choices. 
 “Think you can beat it?” Rori snickered.  
 “I don’t know,” I said in a voice dripping with doubt. “I sure hope so… ” 
 I caught Sleet’s smile in my peripheral vision, but I couldn’t tell if it was a good sign or not, so I chose to ignore it.  
 “Quit stalling and summon,” my teacher insisted in an impatient tone as he tapped his foot against the dirt.  
 His gray prowler eyed me with malicious intent, but it stayed motionless as it watched me. The creature was so still, if I didn’t know any better, I would have assumed the monster was merely a stone statue. 
 I shuddered beneath the snake-like beast’s steady gaze, and it was just frozen like that, staring at me. 
 Fuck, it was creepy. 
 “The gray prowler is pretty powerful,” I complimented loudly. “You must have to concentrate really hard to control it.” 
 The crowd of students took a big step backward at my words, as though they suddenly remembered the rare occurrences when summoners lost control over their monsters. 
 As I stared at the statue-still gray prowler, the word frozen circled my brain a few times, and then an idea struck me. So, I dug into my hip pouch beneath Dio’s butt until I found the crystals I was looking for. 
 I’d never tried this before, but I was sure it would work. 
 “Don’t you worry, kid,” my teacher responded with a confident smirk. “I’ve got it completely under control.” 
 “Oh, I have no doubt,” I agreed easily. “I’m just impressed.” 
 To emphasize my point, I tossed out the crystals in my hand, and a moment later, my ice imps formed in the air in front of me. I immediately gave them the mental command to attack, and in my next breath, a thick layer of frost was developing around the prowler’s legs.  
 The squirmy, snake-like monster writhed and broke free from its icy restraints, but an instant later, it was frozen in place yet again. Try as it might, the muscular arms the creature used to propel itself forward were stuck, but that didn’t stop the beast from spewing its acidic spit toward my summons. 
 As the projectiles of corrosive liquid sprayed onto my imps, they screeched in pain and fell from the sky as their stubby, leathery wings twitched uselessly. 
 I recalled my imps with a wave of my will, and I frowned as I realized my original idea wasn’t going to work. 
 Time to improvise. 
 Dio practically roared with excitement when I gave him the command to attack, and he grew into his largest size as he leapt from my hip pouch. His comically long fangs seemed more proportional once the massive saber-toothed tiger monster occupied the empty space between me and the gray prowler, and I was reminded once again that the two-foot-long teeth could crush a skull instantly.  
 “You didn’t toss out another crystal, so I can only assume that’s your familiar.” Professor Brevens sounded surprised. “I didn’t know you had one.” 
 Shame and regret filled his eyes, and I tried to give him a subtle smile of encouragement, but I could tell he was losing his will to fight. Dio growled and leapt forward, though, so I refocused on the battle between my familiar and the gray prowler.  
 My large cat-like monster dodged the spit bullets with agile grace, and once he was within range, he swiped a long, sharp claw against the snake-like monster’s throat.  
 Grayish black blood oozed from the wound, and the sound the prowler made as it died made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. 
 The round was over almost before it began, but Dio stood victorious over the dissipating remains of my teacher’s monster. 
 “Whoop!” Layla shouted from somewhere off to the side. “Go, Gryffie! You did it!” 
 “He still has to win one more round,” Braden reminded her. 
 “But they’re tied now, right?” The petite summoner bounced up and down on her feet, and the side-by-side comparison between her and the ox-like summoner standing next to her made her appear miniature.  
 “No,” Rori argued in a voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Another round will not be necessary.” 
 “What are you talking about?” I raised my voice so I would sound angry and offended. “You’ve only won the first round, the match isn’t over yet.” 
 “Don’t interrupt me, you little shit,” my teacher said, and he shot me a reprimanding look before he returned his gaze to the audience. “What I mean is, I forfeit.” 
 What was he doing? He was messing up our entire plan. Maybe the headmaster’s presence had sapped my teacher’s nerves, or maybe the idea of my familiar getting injured had made him feel bad, but I still hadn’t expected him to give up before we even finished the match. His eyes blazed with determination, though, so I had to trust that he knew what he was doing. 
 A gasp went through the throng surrounding us, and then loud whispers buzzed through the students until I couldn’t hear myself think. 
 “Don’t,” I warned in a cautious tone, and I pleaded with my teacher with my eyes not to give up. 
 “Furthermore!” Rori’s brown eyes lit up as he turned to face Sleet, almost as though his declarations were cathartic. “I hereby tender my resignation effective immediately.” 
 Disbelieving arguments and loud debates amongst the students drowned out everything else, and I shook my head in amazement. 
 Just like that, and it was over. 
 Rori got what he wanted, a final moment of glory before he left, and I got what I wanted, a chance to look human and unpossessed by demons in front of my peers. It was even more of a win-win situation if you considered the fact that each of us had won a round.  
 Not bad for my first day back at school. 
 



 Chapter Eight 
 Dio pranced toward me with a triumphant air. See, I didn’t even eat him.

 He shrank as he strode proudly toward me, and by the time he reached my feet, he was once more the size of a kitten. So, I scooped up my familiar and gave him some grateful rubs under his neck before I returned him to my hip pouch.  
 While the duel hadn’t gone the way I’d expected it to, I couldn’t say I was upset. It was against my character to fake anything, and I definitely wasn’t the type to purposefully throw a fight in favor of my opponent, but I didn’t regret my decision. 
 It seemed the duel had given Rori the confidence he needed to chase his dreams, even without leaving as a winner. 
 I had to admit, I respected him more for his decision to forfeit than I would have if he’d followed through with our plan.  
 “Hurray!” Layla shouted as she pumped her fist up into the air. “Gryffie won!” 
 “My husband is the strongest warrior,” Freya commented in a proud voice. “I knew he would win against the fat oil man.” 
 “I think Gryff was the only one here who didn’t expect himself to win,” Cyra pointed out. 
 “Now, can you explain what the fuck that was all about?” Nia demanded as she pushed past the others and came to a halt inches from my face. Her blue eyes were icy, and it was obvious she didn’t appreciate being left in the dark. 
 “I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you sooner,” I said with genuine remorse, and I lowered my voice so no one but my friends could overhear. “I didn't want to risk messing up the ruse.” 
 I could see Headmaster Sleet speaking with Professor Brevens in my peripheral vision, and the two faculty members pointed to me with emphatic gestures while they were in the midst of what looked like a rousing debate.  
 “So, it was a set up?” Braden looked confused still.  
 “Yeah, pretty much.” I smirked. “Well, up until the end.” 
 I could see Sleet lock his eyes onto me and start to move toward me, so I steeled myself for the consequences to what had to have been a blatant disregard of the rules.  
 Duels weren’t against the rules, were they?  
 When Gawain had challenged me, the match was strictly regulated and supervised, but this was much less formal. It had to be different when it was a fire mage versus a summoner instead of two summoners against each other, right? 
 “Whatever caused all the fuss isn’t as important as the fact that we’re late to our next class,” Nia declared, and she waggled her hands in the direction we needed to go next. “Move along, yokel, play time’s over.” 
 My fiancée was right, I needed to get to class. If I wanted to pass the midterms, I had to show up to every single lesson, so Sleet would have to wait. Besides, he was the headmaster, I was sure he valued my education regimen more than he wanted to punish me, anyway.  
 With that in mind, I slipped into the crowd and followed my friends away from the dueling grounds.  
 It only took me a moment to stop off at the bathhouse and pull my training garb from my pack. Since I was staying in the tavern and couldn’t just run back to my dorm room in the middle of the day, I had a bag full of everything I needed for my first day back at the Academy.  
 I met back up with Braden, Layla, and Nia as we headed toward the back end of the training grounds where arms training and hand-to-hand combat were taught.  
 Last year, our physical training exercises occurred every three days, but they lasted for the entire day, so I was grateful for the change of pace. It seemed the schedule for my second year was designed to be balanced with Monster Response Squad duties, which made me wonder when those obligations usually began for students. 
 Nia and I had both been rare exceptions when we’d been asked to join Monster Response Squad 46 during our first year. We’d shown a lot of talent, potential, and courage, though, since we’d entered a rift on our own and held the line until reinforcements arrived.  
 When I stepped into the familiar grounds, two teachers stood at attention waiting for us. The man was tall and bony, with skin that seemed to tightly stretch across his face and revealed the obvious bone structure beneath, but he didn’t look unhealthy, just severe. His head was shaved, beard groomed, and he wore a crisp green uniform. He seemed every bit the no-nonsense military man, and he was exactly the same as I remembered him. 
 The woman was older, and her hair was graying, but she kept it tied back in a restrictive bun. Her features were soft and rounded, and they stood in contrast to her steely eyes which had a tendency to burrow into each of her students with an intense scrutiny. She had obvious laugh lines etched into her face, but I’d always gotten the feeling that she didn’t laugh much. 
 They were, of course, Mrs. Gerelda the archery and firearms instructor, and Major Tytus Jareck, close quarters combat teacher.  
 I’d learned a lot more than I’d expected to from the experienced fighters, and I was grateful to be back under their tutelage, even though I knew my skills had increased since they’d last seen me fight.  
 “It’s good to see you guys,” I greeted with a friendly smile, but I was met with only confused stares. 
 Had my appearance changed that much? 
 Then recognition dawned on their faces, and they exchanged a knowing glance.  
 “Mister Gryff,” Mrs. Gerelda said with a curt nod. “Good to see you in one piece.” 
 “I’ve heard some of the craziest rumors,” Major Tytus commented with an amused lilt to his voice. 
 “If you’re expecting to receive special circumstances, then I must inform you that you are highly mistaken.” The older woman sniffed defensively. “I understand you have spent a great deal of time away from school, but I still expect the same level of performance and grit from you, young man.” 
 “Hear, hear,” the major mumbled, but he clapped me on the shoulder as he gave me a rare smile. “Welcome back.” 
 “Thanks.” I smirked. “And don’t worry, I don’t expect special treatment. If anything, I want the two of you to make things harder for me.” 
 “Did he just say that?” Braden asked with a bewildered expression. 
 “Yep,” Layla confirmed in a solemn voice. “He sure did.” 
 “He has a death wish, obviously,” Nia commented with a roll of her eyes. “What else do you expect from Gryff?” 
 “True,” Braden chuckled. 
 I shot him a hurt look, but my roommate merely shrugged. 
 Before I could defend myself against my friends’ verbal jabs, though, Mrs. Gerelda began to bark out her orders.  
 Class had started, it seemed. 
 The rest of the afternoon passed by quickly for me as we ran through drills and fired at targets for hours upon hours. After we’d turned our arms numb with rifles, and my fingers stung from the bowstrings, it was Major Tytus’ turn to put us through the ropes.  
 He pushed us without pause until sweat dripped from my forehead and fell into my eyes. I blinked through it and continued to focus on the firmness of my punches, the straightness of my kicks, and the smoothness of my breathing while I sparred against my classmates. In between sparring matches, I shadowboxed outside the edge of the onlookers, so by the time the two teachers dismissed us for the night, my entire body felt numb.  
 “Let’s go meet up with Freya and the others,” Nia suggested as we ambled back toward the dorms. “We can go into the city and check out some available houses.” 
 “That’s a great idea.” I gave my ashen-haired fiancée a wide grin. “Just let me wash this sweat off first.” 
 “I’ll join you,” Braden offered. 
 “Fine.” Nia smiled sweetly, and her long silvery pony tail whipped as she swiveled and veered away from us. Then she waved a hand over her shoulder as she called out her final message. “Come to my dorm to get us when you’re done!” 
 “Women are weird,” my roommate observed as he watched my fiancée leave. “Is she always that bossy?” 
 “Only when it affects something she really cares about,” I explained, and my heart swelled with love for the beautiful prodigy. “You can always tell what’s making her anxious by looking at what she’s trying hardest to control.” 
 “Wow, man,” Braden gasped as his eyes went wide. “I never thought about it like that, but you’re right. No wonder you get the results you do.” 
 “It’s not magic, or anything.” I chuckled. “It’s just who I am.” 
 “Uh-huh, sure,” he countered with an exaggerated wink.  
 “I’m pretty sure there’s at least one thing about you that’s magic,” Layla remarked as she bounced into view seemingly out of nowhere, and her hazel eyes twinkled as she let her implication sink in. 
 Braden’s face turned crimson, and he looked away from the petite summoner to stare at his feet. 
 “Be nice,” I warned in a stern tone. 
 “What happened to you?” Layla huffed. “You’re less fun. It’s like you went and got all grown up or something.” 
 I frowned thoughtfully as I mulled over her words.  
 Had I changed that much?  
 My thoughts were heavy as we finished the trip to the bathhouse, and I waved a reluctant Layla away while Braden and I stepped into the men’s side. If the ornery summoner wanted to see inside the pools, we both knew she could, but I was hoping she would be nice enough to give me and my roommate some privacy.  
 I’d gotten into the habit of sending Dio back into his crystal whenever my clothes were coming off, but he seemed less reluctant to return to his cramped container the more I let him spend time being active.  
 I supposed the claustrophobic sensation could get really intense if there was no guarantee of relief.  
 I showered before slipping into the soaking pools, but Braden was already leaning against the edge with his head hung back. I was surprised the baths weren’t busier considering the heavy sweat we all built up during physical training, but I could hear laughter and voices in the neighboring indoor sauna, so I knew we weren’t entirely alone. 
 Still, it was nice to let the warm liquid dissolve the aches and stress of the day.  
 “So, what’s it like being married?” Braden asked after a long moment of silence. 
 “Not too much different from dating, I guess.” I shrugged, which caused the water around me to sway. “The idea of being a father was weird at first, but I’m starting to get excited.” 
 “No way,” my roommate exclaimed as his eyes went wide. “You want to have kids?” 
 “Sure.” I grinned. “I’m not getting any younger.” 
 “That’s totally something a dad would say,” he commented with a sly smile.  
 “It’s totally something Maelor would say,” I agreed. “It’s hard to believe there was a time when that would have offended me.” 
 “You’ve grown up a lot over the last several months.” He nodded to emphasize his point.  
 “I don’t feel like I’ve changed that much.” My brows creased as I thought over the treatment I’d received since returning to Mistral. “Everyone acts so different toward me now… ” 
 “Not me.” Braden smirked. “But I still love ya, man.” 
 “You know I love you, too, you big lug.” I grinned through liquidy eyes, but it had to be the steam from the baths blurring my vision.  
 “So… ” The ox-like summoner gave me a sheepish grin. “Have you picked your best man yet?” 
 “Is that your only motivation?” My jaw dropped with mock hurt. “I thought you loved me.” 
 Braden laughed. “I do. Which is why I know you’ll make the right choice.” 
 “You mean, you?” I retorted as I mirrored his laugh. “You make a good point.” 
 “Pssh.” The summoner waved his hand dismissively as a blush crept up his neck, but then he leveled a serious look at me. “Seriously, though, whoever you choose, just know that I’m really happy for you and Nia.” 
 “Thanks, man,” I said as my heart swelled. “That means a lot to me.” 
 After that, the conversation dwindled while my roommate enjoyed his soak and I swam a few laps around the pool. By the time I emerged from the water, my fingers were shriveled and pruny, but it was worth it, since my muscles hadn’t felt that relaxed in a long time.  
 Once I was dressed and presentable, I waved goodbye to my roommate and headed to the girls’ dorms to retrieve my women. As I walked across the campus lawn, I summoned my familiar once more, but he didn’t make a single comment as I situated him into his normal spot. It took me a moment to remember the layout and where Nia’s room was, but a short while later, I stood before the door marked ‘311.’ 
 I could hear giggles and muffled female voices on the other side of the wooden portal as I knocked on the door, and a moment later, Nia pulled it open to reveal her crowded room. 
 Freya, Layla, and Cyra sat on one side of the elementalist’s king sized bed, but I could see Arwyn’s long alabaster legs folded over the edge of the sitting chair, and then I spotted Erin and Ashla sitting cross legged on the floor. 

All of my favorite humans in one place, Dio noted in a pleased voice. Place me on the floor so they can give me all the pets.

 “Hi, Gryffie!” Layla greeted me with an energetic wave. “Can I hold your familiar?” 
 “Sure,” I agreed, and I plopped Dio down onto the petite summoner’s lap. He was purring before I completely let go, but the noisy vibrations increased in intensity as Layla’s fingers found his itchy spots. 
 “I heard about what happened at lunch,” Ashla informed me with an amused smile. “I wish I’d been there to see it.” 
 “I still don’t understand what Professor Brevens did to piss you off so much,” Erin mused. “It was like it came out of nowhere.” 
 “Rori wanted a way to quit teaching without looking weak,” I explained. “He was supposed to win the duel, but he chickened out at the last moment.” 
 “While I’d love to figure out what motivates your particular brand of chaos,” Nia teased, “we should probably get going soon if we still want to have some daylight left.” 
 “If we didn’t have an evening meeting with the other researchers, I would join you,” Arwyn informed me in a reluctant tone. “We’re really starting to make some progress, and I can’t miss any of our conferences.” 
 “Obviously that means me, too,” Ashla added with an apologetic smile. 
 “It’s okay,” I reassured them. “You’ll be missed, but we all know your research is the most important thing. I wouldn’t want you to lose your momentum.” 
 “Exactly,” Nia agreed with a firm nod. “Between the five of us and Gryff, I’m sure we’re going to find the perfect home. Thank you for covering for me with the research team. I’m going to try to be more present with the work after the wedding, but for right now, I can’t spare a lot of time. I’ll give you whatever extra time I have, though.” 
 “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you guys,” Arwyn confirmed with a warm smile. “Keep me updated, and I’ll try to set aside some time later this week to help.” 
 “Don’t even worry about it,” I urged. “Like Nia said, we’re going to find something perfect. Just watch.” 
 With that settled, our group parted ways as Ashla and Arwyn headed toward the secret research room and the rest of us left for the city. Dio rode in my hip pouch with an air of contentment, and he spent his time giving each of my women slow, adoring blinks of his sweet kitten eyes. Nia had a carriage waiting for us at the Academy entrance, and even though the coaches were a tight fit, when the other occupants were all gorgeous and smelled amazing, I couldn’t care less about elbow room. 
 Nia clutched a piece of paper in one hand, and she stared with unfocused blue eyes out the carriage window. Layla peered over her shoulder at the words etched onto the parchment, but the ashen-haired elementalist swiftly jerked her list away from the petite summoner’s prying eyes. 
 “What?” Layla asked in a hurt voice. “Don’t I get to see what houses you picked out?” 
 “I just don’t want you to reject them all before you even see them,” Nia explained, and she reached out to squeeze the summoner’s hand affectionately. “You know Varle better than any of us. I don’t want one of our choices to be dismissed just because of the street it’s on.” 
 “Well, not seeing the address on the paper isn’t going to keep me from realizing where the houses are located.” Layla frowned, and her auburn hair slid partially across her face.  
 Suddenly, the carriage came to a halt, and we all jostled against each other as we adapted to the quick stop. Then we all climbed out of the coach and onto the paving stones to gape up at the mansion in front of us. 
 Well, everyone except Nia gaped. The ashen-haired beauty narrowed her piercing blue eyes as she swept a scrutinizing glance over the impeccable structure. It was a massive three-story townhouse with white bricks and gold trim around the countless windows. An intricate stone carving framed the dark green door, and flowers grew in rows along the front path.  
 “This won’t do,” Nia complained. “There is hardly any front yard. We shouldn’t even waste our time.” 
 “This nice hut,” Freya observed as her gold-flecked eyes trailed up the walls to the gabled roof. “All of Hawk Clan would fit inside. We live here now?” 
 “Hell no,” Layla protested. “There’s no way I’m calling some ritzy white box my home. Look at me? Do I look like a rich snob?” 
 “Rich snobs wouldn’t live here,” Nia informed the petite summoner. “It’s dingy.” 
 “What are you talking about?” Erin looked at the elementalist like she’d grown horns. “You could easily land an airship on the roof. All you have to do is make a platform.” 
 “Why don’t we look inside?” Cyra suggested in a patient voice.  
 “Fine.” Nia sniffed. “But if there’s only one bathroom, then it gets cut.” 

I like it when she’s feisty, Dio observed with a chuckle, and he tracked Nia’s movements with his eyes.  
 “I don’t even need to see inside it to know I don’t belong in a house like this.” Layla shuffled her feet as she followed with obvious hesitation. “It’s… just… I’m not rich… you know?” 
 “I get it,” I sighed. I supposed making multiple women happy wasn’t as easy as it seemed.  
 In the end, it only had one bathroom off the kitchen, which all the women found unacceptable. 
 “Have you ever tried to share a mirror with other women?” Erin asked after I’d expressed my bewilderment. “It’s a bloodbath.” 
 “I want a house with a blood bath,” Freya announced decisively. “Our enemies would cower with fear.” 

She gets it. Dio looked up at me to nod his tiny cat head firmly.  
 I raked a hand through my hair as I considered whether or not it was worth it to explain what the pilot meant to the warrior princess, but I ultimately decided against it.  
 So, we continued on to the next house, but it was rejected as well. Nia cited the chipped paint on the exterior, while Cyra blamed the tiny backyard.  
 “Do you even know how much room kids need?” the dark-skinned summoner demanded when I questioned the requirement of lawn space. 

A litter of little Dio’s would be nice. My familiar practically grinned. You’ve got enough women, give me one of the small ones.

 I gave the cat-like monster an admonishing glare, and he hissed before he slid down further into my hip pouch to get away from me. 
 Six houses later, and all five women were slightly irritated and exhausted. I was almost willing to buy the Retching Goblin and just live in the tavern the rest of my life, but I knew the women would respond that it wasn’t a good place for children. The entire time we travelled around Varle, hopping in and out of the carriage and walking around multiple storied houses, Layla was pushing Nia to let her pick a house to look at. 
 Finally, the ashen-haired beauty relented with a tired sigh, and the petite summoner squealed with delight before she barked out directions to the carriage driver. The ride took longer than I expected, but I could tell we’d gone down a hill and back up another, so I had a pretty good idea where we were. Sure enough, when the carriage halted and we all clambered out, we stood in front of a gray warehouse with the row of windows near the roof all broken out. 
 Layla was practically bouncing as she stared up at the dilapidated structure with obvious glee. “I used to come here to play around when I was a kid.” 
 “It looks abandoned,” I observed carefully, since I didn’t want Layla to get offended. 
 “It sure is!” Her hazel eyes were bright with excitement. “It’s funny because I saw it listed for sale in the paper before you even came back, and I had this fantasy of buying it and fixing it up into a huge indoor playground. Then I could charge a ticket fee and get rich.” 
 “Sounds like a well thought out plan,” I complimented. 
 Nia hadn’t said a word, but her face was pale as she cast furtive glances up and down the shadowy street. She gripped the list of addresses in a white knuckled fist, and I could tell she was fighting the urge to criticize everything she saw.  
 “Oh, hell, no,” Cyra exclaimed as she strode forward and got a good look at the building. “You can’t seriously think this is an option.” 
 “And why not?” Layla frowned and crossed her arms. “It's just as big as the ones Nia found, if not bigger.” 
 “Yeah, and full of safety hazards.” Cyra shook her head, and her nest of brown curls swung wildly across her shoulders. “It looks like a baby death trap. I’m going to have to give it a pass.” 
 “I’ll second the pass,” Nia said as soon as the words left Cyra’s mouth, but she gave Layla an apologetic smile. “I can see it has a lot of potential, but we don’t have time to remodel and turn this place into a home. We need somewhere that’s ready to be lived in.” 
 “I’d live in it.” Layla shrugged. “But whatever. At least you let me pick one. Now you know what I like.” 
 “Oh, trust me,” the elementalist reassured the petite summoner, “this isn’t a place I’ll forget any time soon.” 
 “I agree with Layla,” Freya interjected. “This nice big home. Room for everyone and lots of babies. Good house. But I liked all the houses. They are much bigger than the hut I was a child in.” 
 “Come on,” Cyra argued. “There’s broken glass everywhere, and I doubt it even has a bathroom at all.” 
 “We can bathe in the river.” The warrior princess lifted her chin stubbornly. “If we work together, we could make a nice home.” 
 “I didn’t expect us to find the perfect place on day one,” Nia added. “Let’s keep looking. I’m sure we can find something everyone can agree on.” 
 After a few more hours and several more rejected options, I couldn’t take it anymore, and I called it a night. I took the girls back to the Academy before Freya and I returned to the Retching Goblin, and I couldn’t remember ever appreciating a bed more than I did in that moment. 
 I was lost in the relaxation, and I didn’t even notice Freya strip off her clothes until the naked warrior princess crawled over my body to curl up at my side.  
 My hands roamed across her skin with greedy movements, and then my fingers slid between her legs and up the soft skin of her inner thighs.  
 My wife inhaled sharply as she arched her back, and the movement drove my fingers inside her warm entrance. I massaged the pleasure node at the top of her wet slit until she was shaking, and when I couldn’t hold back any longer, I rolled myself on top of her.  
 “I want you,” the warrior princess declared with lust filled eyes. “Give me your seed, Gryff, and I will give you a strong son or daughter.” 
 “Any baby you make is going to be crazy strong,” I informed her with a proud smile, and then I dipped my head between her legs to lap up her sweet juices. 
 Freya shuddered, and she opened her thighs wider to give me more space to maneuver. So, I got down to business, and a moment later, the blonde shapeshifter was worked up into a frenzy. She bucked her hips as she panted through her orgasm, but I didn’t let up the pressure or intensity until she cried out a guttural noise that almost sounded painful and her legs shook against my cheeks.  
 Her gold-flecked eyes were unfocused and half lidded when I lifted myself up on my arms to gaze down at her beautiful flushed face.  
 “You’re perfect,” I breathed, and then I bent down to capture her soft pink lips with a kiss.  
 “I like it when we do it this way,” my wife confessed as she rolled over onto her stomach and wiggled her bare ass against my pants. “Your seed pours deep into me. Is that okay?” 
 My body immediately responded to her enthusiasm as well as the texture of her satiny skin against my body, so I grunted out my approval as I hastily ripped off my clothes.  
 A moment later, I gripped my hard cock in one hand while I massaged Freya’s ass cheek with the other. Then I pulled on her bottom to reveal her warm, moist folds, and I groaned as I slid my member between her lower lips.  
 She felt amazing, and I hissed with pleasure as I stroked her slowly with my shaft. 
 “Mmm, yes,” the warrior princess moaned as she pushed back into me. “Faster.” 
 I obeyed diligently, and soon my entire body was covered in a fine sheen of sweat as I pumped furiously into my wife’s tight tunnel. Then I grabbed a handful of her wild blonde hair as animalistic grunts escaped my lips.  
 Something about the untamed raw beauty of my shapeshifting wife was bringing out an instinctual, testosterone driven, single minded focus, and I slammed into her wet tunnel with faster and faster movements. 
 Freya squeaked as I thrust so deep my tip rubbed against her womb, and her tunnel clamped down on my shaft like a vise as another orgasm shuddered through her body.  
 Her noises and reactions were too much for me to stand, so I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her hair while my climax shook every nerve in my body. I sprayed Freya’s tunnel with my hot seed in staggered pulses, and then I felt the white cream drip from between her wet lips onto my leg.  
 “I feel like it was magic that time,” my wife observed as she rolled over and squeezed her legs tightly shut. “I probably have your baby inside me already. But if not, that gave me one.” 
 “I hope you’re right.” I grinned sleepily as my muscles slowly relaxed from the orgasmic spasms.  
 “I am,” she declared in a soft voice, and I could tell she was already drifting off, so I closed my eyes and pulled her closer against me before I fell into a deep dreamless sleep. 
 A loud banging on the door made my eyes shoot open before I fully processed what had woken me up. I blinked around at the sunny room in confusion. It seemed like I’d just fallen asleep, and now it was daylight. It didn’t make any sense. 
 “Gryff, ye lazy bum!” Maelor called through the door. “Get off yer ass and get dressed! The headmaster wants to see ya.” 
 Apparently, I hadn’t escaped whatever punishment was in store for me after the duel. 
 Maker, help me.  
 My mind raced through the possible consequences the headmaster could bestow upon me. Everything seemed manageable, except for the ultimate punishment. 
 Sleet wouldn’t expel me, would he? 
 



 Chapter Nine 

What’s that noise? Dio yawned and stretched out his paws into the blanket. 
 “Apparently, I have to go talk to the Headmaster,” I replied as I mirrored my familiar’s yawn. “Sorry, buddy, but it’s probably best for you to go back into your crystal for this.” 

I don’t like that idea, the cat-like monster retorted, and he raised his hackles. 
 “Me, neither.” I gave him a sympathetic smile. “Sorry.” 

Very well, Dio sighed, but he gave me a look full of displeasure. 
 Just then, another loud knock sounded at the door, and how Freya managed to sleep through it was beyond me. The warrior princess laid face down with her blonde hair sprayed across the pillow, and the soft pale skin of her neck looked delicious in the morning light. 
 “Get yer ass up!” Maelor growled through the barrier and pulled me from my adoration of my beautiful wife. 
 I recalled my familiar and tucked his fang shaped crystal into my bandolier before I carefully slid off the bed so as not to disturb the sleeping warrior princess. Then I grabbed my clothes in a hurry, and I barely managed to rake my hair down into a somewhat orderly appearance as I yanked the door open to reveal Maelor’s grumpy frown.  
 “Took ya long enough,” the old man grumbled.  
 “Maybe you should have been louder,” I countered with a sly smile.  
 I’d missed my adopted father’s attitude, and while it used to rile me at times when we were traveling the Wilds together, now it just warmed my heart. I’d fantasized about getting a scolding for months. 
 “Yeah, well,” Maelor muttered, but he turned and headed down the stairs as he continued talking. “I ain’t as loud as I used to be in general.” 
 “So, the Headmaster wants to see me?” I asked in an innocent voice as I followed behind him. “I wonder what he wants… ” 
 “Knowing you,” Maelor chuckled, “could be anything. Cart’s waiting, hurry up.”  
 He kept a quick pace through the tavern and out the steps, and a moment later, we were inside the plush interior facing each other as the carriage jolted forward. I took a moment to straighten myself up a little more, since Maelor hadn’t given me much time, and suddenly it dawned on me that I’d have to come back to the tavern to gather my school supplies. 
 I groaned, which elicited a questioning look from Maelor.  
 “I don’t have my school stuff,” I informed him in a defeated tone. “I was barely awake, you bastard.” 
 “Send one of yer girls after it,” Maelor suggested with a wicked grin. “What’s the point of having all them women hanging on you if they won’t fetch you things?” 
 “You’re evil,” I responded, but I could only restrain my laughter for a couple of breaths before it burst out of me. 
 “Yeah, maybe,” the old man chuckled, and he ran a hand over his balding head. “I suppose I wasn’t the best influence for a young boy, but I think I did okay overall considerin’. You’re not wandering the streets, or begging for change.” 
 “You did great.” I gave my father figure a proud grin. “I couldn’t have asked for a better guardian.” 
 The old man’s eyes welled with emotion, and he scowled angrily as he glanced to the side to blink away the rogue wetness escaping down his cheeks.  
 “You heartless bastard,” he muttered under his breath, “making me get all soft before seeing the boss man.” 
 “I can find my way up to his office,” I suggested in an encouraging tone. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad.” 
 “You know damn well you didn’t make me feel bad,” he countered quickly. “I sure am proud of you, though. When you came to the Academy, you were a mouthy little shit, and now look at ye. Yer a world traveled hero about to marry one the most powerful women in Mistral. It’s quite a tale, kid.” 
 “I’m still a mouthy little shit.” I gave him a wry grin. “But yeah. It’s been quite a journey.” 
 “I imagine so.” The old man shook his head, but when he met my eyes again, he seemed to be in control of himself once more. “Going to be a real treat to watch you and Nia get married.” 
 “It’s going to be nice to marry Nia,” I agreed as my grin widened.  
 We fell into a comfortable silence after that, and the cityscape drifted by through the window. I stared absently at the architecture of the buildings, but I found myself viewing it through the eyes of a tourist in a foreign country. I’d been gone for so long, even Varle seemed like a new land to me.  
 It seemed I was on another adventure of sorts, getting to know my homeland all over again, with the experiences of my travels opening up new perspectives and opportunities. I was no longer the kid who had to prove himself, and who had to prove summoning was a valid combat class. I’d become a respected man, squad leader, husband, and anything seemed possible. 
 Soon I’d be a father. But not just to one child. There were four women who were probably pregnant right now. It was kinda crazy how much my life was changing.  
 After a short while, the carriage pulled past the walls of the Academy, and the horses began to slow as we approached the main doors. As soon as the vehicle halted, Maelor and I were stepping onto the paving stones. Once we neared the black bark oaks doors, though, my pending meeting with Marangur Sleet sprang to the forefront of my thoughts. 
 Despite what I’d said to Maelor, I knew exactly why the headmaster had summoned me to his office. It had to be about my duel with Rori the previous day. The girls rescued me immediately after my teacher had resigned, but I knew the judgement still loomed.  
 In a way, I was glad the headmaster had chosen to deal with the issue sooner rather than later, but I wasn’t looking forward to the consequences of my informal contest against the professor.  
 “Alright, kid,” Maelor said suddenly as we approached the stairwell up to the second floor. “I’ll leave you here. Don’t get distracted the rest of the way. I know how you get.” 
 “I don’t get distracted,” I argued, but I gave the old man a wink and a reassuring smile. “I’ll get there, don’t worry.” 
 “Hmph.” He sniffed, but his eyes were twinkling as he clapped me on the shoulder.  
 I trotted up the stairs as I waved him off, but then I turned my focus to the path to the headmaster’s office. I knew how to use the lift, but without express permission, I didn’t want to push it. Better not add more strikes against my character on my way to receive my punishment. So, I took a deep breath and headed up the intensely steep, and cruelly long, spiral staircase.  
 I’d only taken a few steps, though, when an idea struck me, and I chuckled to myself as I reached into my bandolier. I grabbed two crystals and smashed them on the stones at my feet, and a moment later, my arachness blinked curiously at me while my speed slug slithered obediently forward.  
 I attached the velocity enhancing monster to the nape of my neck while I simultaneously transferred the abilities of my arachness to myself with a wave of my will. Once I had the multiple appendages of my spider-like summons, accompanied by the agility and grip of the arachnid-creature, and fueled by the enhanced speed of the slug, my monster and I raced to the top of the stairs at extraordinary speeds.  
 The steps passed below me in a blur, and I used the walls and ceiling to traverse the distance to the top, but it only took a few moments for my arachness and I to reach the landing. I skittered onto the floor before the entrance, and I grinned as I recalled my summons. 
 I’d outsmarted the stairs, and I stood ready to present myself before the headmaster, instead of being drenched in sweat and exhausted.  
 I took a deep breath, and then knocked firmly on the heavy oaken door.  
 “Come in,” Sleet called through the portal, so I pushed it open and stepped inside. 
 The headmaster sat at his desk, surrounded by the usual pile of books and manuscripts cluttered across every available surface. Sleet glanced up at me from a sheet of parchment, but he quickly looked back down as he absentmindedly waved toward a chair. 
 “Please, have a seat,” Sleet offered without looking up from the paper. “I apologize, just one moment.” 
 “No problem.” I smiled pointlessly, but I obediently took a seat in one of the luxurious leather chairs gracing his office. I positioned myself in front of the large window, and I took a moment to enjoy the view while I waited for the headmaster to talk. 
 A moment later, I heard Sleet’s chair scrape against the floor, and then he stepped around his desk before he crossed to a chair.  
 “Thank you for coming here so early,” he started with a gentle smile. “I’m sure it is not your first choice of morning activities.” 
 “I’d never pass up a chance to shoot the breeze with you,” I countered with a smirk.  
 “Shoot the breeze?” The headmaster’s eyebrows twitched. “As in target practice?” 
 “Never mind,” I chuckled. “Just a thing they say in the Wilds.” 
 “Ah, I see.” Sleet nodded, but then his face turned serious. “On to the matter at hand, then.” 
 “Yeah, why am I here?” I asked in an innocent tone.  
 “I witnessed your encounter with Mister Brevens yesterday,” Sleet informed me, but his voice was casual.  
 Why didn’t he sound angry? 
 “And?” I pressed, and I tried to keep my heart rate at a normal pace.  
 “He made his resignation very public,” the headmaster continued slowly. “I urged him to change his mind, both immediately afterward and at a later time once the dust had settled. He remained adamant.” 
 “I’m sorry about that,” I said in a cautious voice.  
 Sleet’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized me, but he didn’t respond. 
 I couldn’t help the feeling of impending doom settling over me. I’d broken too many rules. The duel had been the final straw.  
 Had Marangur Sleet been waiting for a reason to expel me? I’d missed almost half my second year, maybe he didn’t feel the same about me as he had before.  
 “I do not believe you have anything to apologize for,” the headmaster said at last and broke the silence.  
 “What?” I blinked in shock.  
 Sleet gave me a confused look. “Are you responsible for a grown man’s career decisions?” 
 “Well, no,” I stammered, “but, I don’t know, I didn’t try to stop him… ” 
 “No, Gryff,” Sleet said in a firm voice. “You played no role in Mister Brevens’ choice.” 
 “So… ” I gave the headmaster a sheepish grin. “I’m not getting punished?” 
 “No, no,” he chuckled and waved a dismissive hand. “Quite the opposite.” 
 “What do you mean?” I arched an eyebrow as I tried to make sense of what was happening. 
 Did Rori tell Sleet the truth about the duel? How much did the headmaster know? 
 “Well,” he responded as he steepled his fingers against his lips, “while you didn’t play a role in Mister Brevens' resignation, you did come up in our conversation about what comes next.” 
 I waited patiently. I knew he was getting to his point, and I didn’t want to stick my foot in my mouth by saying something I’d regret later.  
 “With his resignation comes a job vacancy,” Sleet continued in a vague tone. “I asked him for any recommendations to fill his shoes and take over the first-year summoning class.” 
 He fell silent again and leveled me with a steady look. His cloudy white eyes bored into my very soul, and I sensed the power and intensity of the famous storm mage behind his gaze.  
 I swallowed hard, but I kept my eyes locked on his. “And?” 
 “Obviously, you were the first choice.” Sleet shrugged and looked away with an amused smile twitching at his lips.  
 The tension in the room broke like ice being cracked, and I took a deep, steadying breath.  
 Then his words finally sank in, and I shook my head in bewilderment. “He said I should teach summoning?” 
 “Of course,” Sleet said, as though it should have been obvious. I could tell he was enjoying my shock from the twinkle in his eyes, but I could barely process what was happening. 
 “What do you think?” I asked, and I steeled myself for the other shoe to drop. Maybe this was all some ruse to encourage me to study more in the hopes I’d graduate and become a teacher later.  
  “I think you would be a perfect fit for our first-year summoning students,” the headmaster declared in a confident voice. “You might be young, and still a student yourself, but you have experience, you’ve traveled, plus you’re approachable and down to earth. It is a very good combination for young, nervous mages entering a new class.” 
 “T-Thank you, sir,” I stammered as my cheeks grew warm.  
 “You’re welcome,” the headmaster replied as he inclined his head. “Still, the question remains.” 
 “What question?” I shook my head again to clear the haze around my thoughts.  
 “Will you take the position?” Sleet arched an eyebrow as he poised the request. 
 I inhaled sharply and raked a hand through my hair.  
 He wanted me to be a teacher? While I’d basically taken over my first-year summoning class once I’d established the efficiency of my methods, I’d always been under the supervision of an experienced educator. Rori could be an asshole, but I had to admit I learned a lot from him. 
 Could I do it all by myself? 
 I’d done some pretty unbelievable things in the last year or so, and ever since I’d defeated the king fire eye in Ralor’s Stead, my life had taken one unexpected turn after another.  
 If I could take down five Archons, I could teach a few kids how to summon. 
 Right? 
 In the end, there was only one way to find out, so I let out my breath and faced the headmaster with a look of steely resolve. 
 “When would I start?” 
 “I am hesitant to add more responsibilities to your shoulders while you’re still readjusting to school,” the headmaster said in a cautious tone. “Your midterm grades remain a priority… ” 
 “I’ll be fine.” I smirked. “But I understand. What if I started after midterms?” 
 “I take it your answer is yes, then?” His white eyes twinkled. 
 “Yep.” I nodded. “How could I say no?” 
 “I hoped you would feel that way,” Sleet replied, and he clapped his hands together with an air of finality. “That settles it. You will take over first year summoning the first Monday after midterms. Welcome aboard, Mister Gryff.” 
 “Can I make them call me Professor Gryff?” I asked, and I tried to mask my glee. 
 “I would imagine so,” the headmaster chuckled, and he stood from his chair and gestured toward the door. 
 “That’s it?” I laughed. “You’re done with me?”  
 “Yes, well, our matter is concluded,” Sleet responded in an amused tone. “Unless you have something else… ?” 
 His lips twitched into a smile as he trailed off, and I sighed. 
 “No, I guess not.” I shrugged. “Thank you, Headmaster.”  
 He nodded, so I considered myself good and dismissed. I headed to the door to the stairwell, but then I heard Sleet clear his throat behind me. 
 “You’re welcome to use the lift,” he offered with a happy lilt to his voice. 
 I gave him a grateful smile as I turned and headed toward the metal cage on the other side of his office. “Thank you, again, sir.” 
 “Yes, yes,” the headmaster mumbled, and he waved his hand. 
 A few moments later, I was on the first floor wandering aimlessly in a daze as I processed what had just happened. I was a teacher. Then the enticing smells wafting from the dining hall doors pulled me out of my thoughts, and I followed the delicious odors inside to the buffet table.  
 A few of my friends were already sitting around our table, and I grinned in greeting as I approached with my tray full of breakfast.  
 “You’re up early,” Ashla noted with a playful smile. 
 “I had to see the Headmaster,” I informed her as I sat down between the ice mage and Cyra. 
 “What for?” the dark-skinned summoner asked as she flipped around on the bench to face me.  
 “You look excited,” Erin observed, and she scooted closer to the group as everyone turned toward me. 
 “You’re not going to believe it.” I laughed, and I knew my face was still flushed.  
 “What did you do?” Gawain groaned. “Do you have detention?” 
 “Is this about the duel with Professor Brevens?” Braden asked with a worried frown.  
 “Maker, that was crazy!” Mati gushed. “I’ve never seen anyone challenge a teacher to a duel before, but I guess summoning is a little different. Can you imagine if two banishers squared off? We’d both be dead.” 
 “Sort of,” I replied vaguely, before my roommate’s talkative girlfriend could gather even more steam. “Maybe I should wait until everyone is here. It’s sort of a big announcement.” 
 “Ugh.” Cyra rolled her eyes. “What a tease.” 
 “That’s not nice.” Ashla gave me a pouty face. “I might not have time to talk to you for the rest of the day.” 
 “I’m sorry,” I said as I gave her a sympathetic smile. “Maybe I can write it on a note or something.” 
 “Or maybe we all just agree to meet here for lunch,” Cyra suggested. “Gryff can make his announcement to everyone, then.” 
 “That’s a good idea,” Erin agreed, and her bright orange hair wiggled as she nodded enthusiastically.  
 “Speaking of everyone,” I said as I looked around at the table. “Have you guys seen Freya, Nia, and Layla?” 
 “I’m sure Freya and Layla are still asleep,” Cyra informed me. “Those two could sleep through an earthquake.” 
 “That’s true,” I chuckled. “At least if they’re sleeping then they’re not getting into trouble.” 
 “With Layla?” Gawain scoffed. “There’s zero chance of avoiding trouble.” 
 Just then, Varleth and Orenn approached the table with their own heavily laden trays. We all slid down to make room for them, and a moment later we were all discussing plans for the day, school schedules, and the upcoming midterms while we ate breakfast around our favorite table. 
 It felt… normal.  
 I almost thought I was dreaming for a moment as I listened to the idle chatter of my friends. The sensation reminded me of swimming below water, the muffled sounds and vibrations, and I lost myself in the feeling. 
 “Gryff?” I heard Ashla’s teasing voice, then she adopted a more serious tone. “Gryff?” 
 “Yes?” I asked as I shook my head to clear the daze. 
 “You were sort of zoning out there,” the ice mage commented in a worried tone. “Archon got your tongue?” 
 “No,” I reassured her. “Nothing like that. To be honest, I was kind of overwhelmed by how normal all this feels…” I trailed off as I gestured broadly at the expansive dining hall. “Normal. No war, no campfire. Just school, and tests.” 
 “That’s good, though, right?” Erin asked with a sympathetic smile.  
 “Of course,” I hurried to say.  
 “It can be overwhelming,” Cyra observed with a knowing look in her eyes. “It happens with soldiers after they return home from war, and that’s basically what we are. We are just soldiers with magic.” 
 “So,” Erin asked with a thoughtful frown, “you think Gryff is suffering from some sort of post battle trauma?” 
 “Maybe.” The summoner shrugged her shoulders, and her silver dragon squawked as she struggled to maintain her roost beneath Cyra’s curls.  
 “It wasn’t anything like that,” I argued with a wry grin. “It was just a moment where I was really, really grateful to be home.” 
 My friends seemed to relax after that, but I let the idea bounce around in my head for a while. I’d been through some pretty crazy things since leaving Mistral, and some bizarre stuff happened before that. Maybe I did need some time to adjust. Physically, I was better than ever, and my amount of mana continued to grow the more I practiced, so I was stronger than I’d ever been before, but I was still a human.  
 I reminded myself to have patience, and I dug into my food with renewed interest. Some of the gravy had grown cold while I’d been distracted, but it was still delicious, so I didn’t care.  
 By the time I finished my food, the bell rang to mark the start of the school day. My friends groaned and pushed away from the table with obvious reluctance, but then we all joined the swarm of students rushing out of the dining hall. The crowd was dense, and there were a lot more unfamiliar faces than I remembered. Everyone looked so young, I wondered if they were all first years.  
 As I walked down the main corridor, Nia suddenly appeared at my side with Freya in tow. The ashen-haired mage fell into step with me, and she shot me a big smile.  
 “Sorry we missed breakfast,” my fiancée breathed, and her eyes were bright as her gaze flicked around the corridor. “Are you off to your summoning class?” 
 “How did you know that?” I asked with a grin. 
 “Obviously, I need to know your class schedule if I’m ever going to be able to plan anything,” she replied, and then she pursed her lips. “Plus, it’s pretty similar to mine, so it’s not hard to remember. I have my multi-elementalist class at the same time.” 
 “They have a class just for multi-elementalists?” I guffawed. “I didn’t think that many people could do it.” 
 “They can’t.” Nia jutted out her chin at a proud angle. “There’s only two people in my class.” 
 “Oh,” I chuckled. “That makes sense.” 
 “I’ll see you at lunch?” she asked, and she gave me a brilliant smile. 
 “Absolutely,” I agreed instantly, and I kissed her quickly on the cheek before she veered to the left and took a different hallway.  
 Freya quickened her pace until she walked by my side, and I grabbed her hand as I shot her an adoring glance. Her wild blonde hair was braided on either side of her head, which revealed her pale, delicate ears.  
 The urge to nibble on her lobes gripped me, but I ignored it and refocused on the crowded corridor.  
 “I take it you’re coming with me to class?” I asked to distract myself from my animalistic desires. 
 “Oh, no,” the warrior princess replied with an apologetic smile. “I’m going to Arwyn’s classroom for another reading lesson.” 
 “Oh.” I tried to hide my disappointment. “I wish I could go with you.” 
 “I know.” Her gold-flecked eyes were full of sympathy. “I will see you at lunch.” 
 “You’re picking everything up so fast,” I observed. “If it wasn’t for your accent, you’d almost sound like a local.” 
 “Accent is bad?” Freya frowned. 
 “Not at all,” I laughed. “I love it.” 
 “Good.” She nodded decisively. “I do not know how to change my voice.” 
 I walked with her to Arwyn’s classroom, and I squeezed her hand warmly before I pulled away. Then I was alone once more, and I headed toward the warehouse where my previous summoning class had been. I was suddenly aware of the curious glances and furtive whispers as I passed by my fellow students, though, but I kept my head held high as I crossed the yard.  
 During my first year of being a summoner at the Academy, my peers and I had met in a dingy classroom inside the warehouse. The room number on my schedule seemed similar, so I assumed my second-year class would meet in the same general location. As I neared the building, I noticed several students wearing the same navy-blue robes I was.  
 “Hey,” I called as I waved to one of my fellow summoners. “Do you know where the second-year class meets?” 
 The boy had floppy straw-colored hair that hung over his eyes, and I noticed a direct resemblance to a mop, but I gave him a friendly smile as I waited for his response. 
 “You’re a second year?” His voice was full of awe. “I heard you’ve been fighting monsters since before I was born.” 
 “Sure am,” I chuckled. “So, do you know where the classroom is?” 
 “Y-Yes, of course,” the kid stammered, and his hair swung to the side as he swiveled to point to the far side of the warehouse. “Behind the building, up a set of stairs to the second floor.” 
 “That’s ironic.” I smirked. 
 “What?” The kid blinked at me in confusion. 
 “Oh, never mind,” I said, and I waved my hand. “Thanks for your help.” 
 “Yeah, no problem!” He straightened his shoulders as a smile stretched across his face.  
 I waved goodbye, and then I trotted to where he’d pointed. I was met with a rickety iron staircase that was attached to the outside of the warehouse. A metal grate served as a landing at the top, but the door hung open, so I ducked inside. 
 I blinked to adjust to the sudden change in light as I stepped into the shadowy room, but once my eyes refocused, I discovered I was in a small classroom. The walls were metal, but had an orange hue which made me think there could be xanyarstone added into the materials. Gas lamps hung from the rafters at evenly spaced intervals, but they did little to illuminate the corners of the room. As my eyes trailed down from the ceiling, I noticed the three long tables that occupied the space, and a fat, darkly stained wooden desk was situated at the front. 
 An old man sat behind the desk, and he held a book in one hand while he stroked his beard with the other. He had short, completely white hair that was slicked back against his head with some sort of gel. He completely ignored the students filtering into the room behind me, so I took a seat at one of the tables and folded my hands across the surface in front of me. 
 Four other students followed me in, a boy and a girl I didn’t recognize, but then Braden and Layla joined me at my table, and I welcomed them with a wide grin. The other two cast me curious glances but didn’t say anything as they took their seats. They sat together with an empty table between us, but even with their backs to me, I could tell they were still focused on us. 
 “Where were you this morning?” I asked my hazel-eyed lover. “I missed you at breakfast.” 
 “I have a stockpile of pastries I keep in my dorm room for when I want to sleep in,” Layla informed me in a proud tone. “Besides, it’s good for you to miss me. It makes you smile really big when you see me, and I like that.” 
 Suddenly, the teacher snapped his book shut and placed it heavily on his desk. It made a resounding thud that echoed off the metal walls, and everyone fell into an anticipatory silence. 
 “We have a new student,” he announced in a surprisingly young sounding voice. “Everyone say hello to Gryff of Njordenfalls.” 
 “Hi, Gryff,” the two students in front of me muttered without looking at me. 
 “Hey, man,” Braden said with a wry grin. 
 “Hello, sexy,” Layla added in a loud enough voice for the whole room to hear. 
 “I take it some of you are already familiar with our new addition,” the teacher noted in an amused tone. “While I’ve heard a great deal, I don’t think we’ve ever met before.” 
 “We have not,” I confirmed with a bow of my head.  
 “My name is Mister Sheffield, but you can also call me Professor Sheffield, or Mister S, but never Sheffy. I’ve been teaching summoning at the Academy for fifteen years now, and before that I worked with a company specializing in retrieving monster loot.” My teacher gave me a warm smile. “Welcome to Summoning Year Two, Mister Gryff. It is nice to finally put a face to the name.” 
 “Thanks.” I smiled self-consciously. I was ready for him to stop talking about me and to get on with the class.  
 “Now,” the professor said as he rubbed his hands together, “what’s on the agenda today?” 
 I raised my hand. 
 “Yes, Mister Gryff?” Mister Sheffield asked with one busy gray eyebrow arched.  
 “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to tell us?” I asked. 
 “Generally speaking, yes,” he replied. “I like to hear your ideas, though. I find students learn better when they feel a sense of control over the education process.” 
 “Okay,” I countered, and my excitement grew. “I want to learn methods for extending my mana reserves with bigger summons.” 
 “Larger monsters simply require more mana,” Mister Sheffield replied. “Most summoners are only capable of controlling a bigger monster for one move, and then they are unable to continue the battle.” 
 “Not all summoners are like that,” I argued. “I can control bigger monsters just fine, but I have a few crystals I don’t think I could master yet. I’d like to learn a way to strengthen my mana.” 
 “Unfortunately, I do not have the answers you seek,” my teacher said with a dramatic sigh.  
 “So, what will you cover?” I pushed in a curious tone. 
 “This unit has been focused primarily on the weak spots on lower grade monsters,” my teacher explained. “We also went over the basic types of monster classifications and why the divisions were necessary. You actually chose a good time to join us, this is mostly a review period before midterms.” 
 “That’s great.” I grinned.  
 “Let’s go over the criteria for Grade D classification,” he said as he slipped effortlessly into the lesson plan.  
 I suddenly realized I didn’t have any of my textbooks, but when I glanced over at Layla, I was surprised to see the petite summoner had already opened her book to the Grade D chapter. The list of criteria were there in black and white, and then Layla scribbled the words onto her paper with furious motions.  
 I was happy to see her showing some enthusiasm for learning, even if it was stuff we’d already learned in the field or from Arwyn. 
 The lesson continued, and Mister Sheffield droned on and on about the mating cycles of ogres versus box ogres, but I found myself struggling to pay attention.  
 When the bell finally rang, I blinked around as the handful of students rose from their seats and headed toward the door.  
 “Mister Gryff,” the teacher called out as I moved to follow Braden and Layla, “a moment of your time, please.” 
 “Yeah, sure,” I replied, and I waved my friends off.  
 Once we were alone in the room, the old man motioned for me to come closer to the desk, and he leaned his forearms against the surface as he gave me a scrutinizing look.  
 “You didn’t seem very interested in the lesson today,” Mister Sheffield observed in a calm voice. “I hope this isn’t a case of getting a big head just because you’ve completed a couple of missions.” 
 “A couple of missions?” I arched an eyebrow and crossed my arms over my chest.  
 “I do not mean to undermine the contributions you have made in the war against the monsters,” he added in a cautious voice. “However, you must make an effort not to discount the value of your education. You still have much to learn from our grand Academy.” 
 “I completely agree.” I softened my expression slightly, but the condescension in my teacher’s voice rankled me. “I’m just waiting for someone other than Miss Hamner to teach me something I don’t already know.” 
 “You’re pretty cocky, aren’t you?” Mister Sheffield almost sounded impressed. “So, you’re telling me you already know everything I covered today.” 
 I rolled my eyes. “I’ve known what a Grade D monster was since before I came to this school.” 
 “I see.” The older man narrowed his eyes, and his bushy white eyebrows nearly covered them completely. “Well, then you shouldn’t have any issues passing your midterms.” 
 “I don’t think I will.” I couldn’t help the confident grin spreading across my face. He could think I was cocky all he wanted, I knew what I was capable of.  
 “I suppose I shouldn’t keep you any longer, then,” Mister Sheffield said, and he waved a hand dismissively. “I’m sure I’ve made you late to your next class.” 
 “Thank you, sir,” I replied, and without saying anything else, I turned and left the room.  

What an insufferable bag of bones, Dio noted from inside his crystal.  
 I didn’t comment and chose to focus on getting to my next class instead. Proving myself wasn’t an unfamiliar task for me, so I knew Mister Sheffield would come around eventually. All I had to do was concentrate on passing my midterms and marrying the woman of my dreams. The rest would fall into place on its own.  
 After my experiences with my other classes since my return to the Academy, I shouldn’t have been surprised by the timidity of my Survival Skills class, but I was disappointed yet again. The professor, a tall slender man with wispy brown hair and a mustache aptly named Mister Wood, spent the entire time discussing the necessity of dry fuel for a campfire. 
 He did tell a story about his personal experience being lost in the wilderness, which created a momentary break from the grinding monotony of his lecture. While the man seemed capable and clear headed himself, he didn’t seem to think there was any urgency to our curriculum.  
 Was this a consequence of having so many Enclavers attend the Academy? 
 Anyone who had grown up inside the protection of a xanyarstone wall probably didn’t have any experience with starting a fire or building a shelter, but I’d spent most of my life on the road with Maelor in the Wilds, so my skills were beyond the entry level lesson being presented. 
 I restrained my groans and eye rolls like a good student, though, but I couldn’t resist the sigh of relief that escaped my lips when the bell rang to signal the period of boring torture had finally come to an end. I was grateful Mister Wood didn’t single me out or make me stay after class to chat like some of my other teachers had, and I trotted toward the dining hall with a smile on my face. 
 It was officially lunch time, and I’d get to sit with all my friends while we enjoyed the amazing food provided by the Academy.  

Does that mean I can come out of this blasted prison cell? Dio asked in an impatient tone.  
 I chuckled to myself as I pulled out his crystal and tossed the fang shaped stone to the ground. It only took me a moment to scoop up the kitten sized monster and place him in his usual spot. Sometimes the cat-like creature would curl up and fall asleep, and with the flap closed it was almost impossible to tell what was inside the pouch. At other times, my familiar would peek his head out and hang his awkwardly long fangs over the edge as he peered around. 
 I could sense our connection strengthening, and I could tell my monster was getting more comfortable with me. There was less power struggle and more camaraderie.  
 Did Layla and Cyra have a similar experience when they first got their familiars? 
 One of the good things about being back home was how I could finally take my time researching all my questions and the mysteries plaguing me. I could sit and talk to my friends, discuss my newfound abilities with experienced mages, and dig through books from the library whenever I wanted to. 
 Being back in Varle also meant the chances of me running into Jace were much lower. She’d admitted to following me, but the security at the Academy, and in Varle Enclave in general, was some of the best in the world. It would be hard for an army, let alone one woman, to penetrate the protective walls and get to me.  
 Although, the day the Academy was last attacked flashed through my mind. An animandu man named Antoine had infiltrated the Headmaster’s office on the orders of the corrupted councilwoman, Miriam Sharpay. Petyr had died during that incident, and Sleet himself had been badly injured, but Antoine also lost his life as a consequence.  
 Without the help of the councilwoman, the attack would never have happened, though, so I was confident there was little chance of Jace following in Antoine’s footsteps. Plus, the Academy had initiated a more severe set of security policies since then, and with Gallahar Kenefick as Grand Mage, Varle Enclave was safer than it had ever been before.  

Stop looking so gloomy, Dio instructed in an annoyed voice. Let’s go see the ladies. That always makes me feel better.

 “Me, too.” I smirked.  
 My familiar had a point. No use thinking about things if I didn’t need to. It was time to enjoy my friends and get back into a normal life. So, I shook off my deep thoughts, squared my shoulders, and increased my stride. 
 A short while later, I sat at a table crowded with my friends. My mysterious news had spread to everyone I hadn’t seen at breakfast, so no one wanted to miss out on another chance to hear about my conversation with the Headmaster. I waited until we’d all eaten lunch, and the idle conversation started to dwindle, before I cleared my throat. 
 “Oh, fuck, it’s time!” Layla squealed as she bounced up and down in her seat. 
 I laughed and looked around at the expectant faces staring back at me. I sat on the edge closest to the teacher’s table at the front of the dining hall with Erin directly to my left. Beyond the orange-haired pilot, Braden had one large arm wrapped around Mati as she leaned her head against his chest, and Varleth, Orenn, and Gawain occupied the bench beside my roommate. On the other end of the table, Freya was sandwiched between Layla and Cyra, with Ashla and Nia sitting directly in front of me. 
 Arwyn wasn’t here, but I was sure I would have plenty of time to update the beautiful professor during our next tutoring session. 
 “So… ?” Nia asked slowly with an encouraging smile. “What’s your big news?” 
 “Yeah, we’re all here now,” Ashla added. “No more stalling.” 
 “Did you get married again?” Cyra teased. 
 “You got a new power?” Erin guessed. 
 “No, no,” I laughed, and I waved my hands like I could knock their words out of the air. “Nothing crazy, really.” 
 I paused for a long moment to add drama, and I could sense the tension build as I looked into each of their faces.  
 “I got a job,” I stated in a calm voice. “You’re looking at the new professor of First Year Summoning.” 
 No one reacted for a moment, and I wondered if they’d even heard me, but then Layla frowned, and her mouth popped open. 
 “You’re teaching?” She blinked for a second, then a look crossed her face, and she scrunched up her nose. “Wait, isn’t that what Rori teaches?” 
 “Yeah,” I confirmed with a shrug. “Well, it’s what he used to teach. He quit, but he told Sleet I’d be a good choice to replace him.” 
 “No way,” Braden breathed with eyes widened.  
 “Wait, what?” Layla’s mouth gaped open. “You’re a teacher now?” 
 “You’re serious?” Nia’s eyes were bright with joy. “That’s amazing, Gryff.” 
 “Whoa,” Erin murmured. “I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 “I know, right?” Cyra laughed. “Just when you think you’ve heard and seen it all, Captain Gryff still keeps things surprising and interesting.” 
 “They’re really trusting you with a whole class?” Gawain sounded skeptical. 
 “Gryff practically taught our class last year,” Layla informed him. “He’s a better teacher than that drunk Rori.” 
 “Mister Brevens did the best he could,” Braden commented, “but, I have to agree, if it wasn’t for Gryff, I wouldn’t have learned much last year.” 
 “If Gryff can conquer the entire Southern continent and come back with a head full of goddesses and a shapeshifting wife,” Varleth declared as he shot me an uncharacteristic smile, “then he can definitely handle some first years.” 
 “Okay, I’ll give you that,” Gawain said with some reluctance. “You do manage to defy the odds on a regular basis.” 
 “I’ll take that as a vote of confidence,” I chuckled. 
 “I’ll second the vote,” Braden said with a big smile. “Congrats, man.” 
 “Congratulations,” the fire mage echoed with a begrudging look of pride.  
 “You’re growing up fast,” Ashla noted with a teasing smile.  
 Suddenly, Maelor strode up to our table with loud huffs and puffs like he’d been running. He gripped his knee with one hand while he inhaled deep breaths, and he took a moment to swipe the moisture from his brow before he looked up at us.  
 “Sorry to barge in and everything,” he mumbled, and his eyes darted nervously around at our faces. “If you young folks don’t mind, I need the boys to come with me. Right now.” 
 “What for?” I asked as I rose from my seat. 
 “Not you, Gryff,” Maelor said instead of giving me an answer. Then he turned to nod at my guy friends. “Just Gawain, Orenn, Varleth, and Braden.” 
 “Right now?” Varleth drawled in a reluctant tone. 
 “Is this a school related request?” Gawain asked with an upturned nose. 
 “Quit yer yapping and move yer asses,” Maelor grumbled, and he gestured for the men to follow him as he turned and headed back the way he’d come. 
 My friends exchanged confused glances, but the men obediently stood and trotted behind the old man. 
 I stood staring at their departing backs for a long moment. 
 That was weird.  
 Why was Maelor acting so strange? Where were they going? 
 Only one way to find out. 
 I had to follow after them. 
 



 Chapter Ten 
 “What was that all about?” I asked the girls as I watched half my friends follow Maelor out of the dining hall, and I pushed myself up from the table without taking my eyes off the men.  
 “I follow and track them for you,” Freya suggested with a determined glint in her gold-flecked eyes.  
 “Don’t worry about it,” Cyra suggested in a casual tone, and she pulled the warrior princess back down to her seat. “No one needs to follow them.” 
 I shot her a skeptical glance. “Is there something you know that I don’t?” 
 “Nothing I care to share,” she retorted with a teasing smile. “Relax, Gryff. They have other things going on in their lives besides you, you know.” 
 “Let it go, Gryffie,” Layla urged as she tugged on my arm. “Come sit with us. I miss you. You’re always so fucking busy, we never get a chance to talk.” 
 “Yeah,” Nia added with a twinkle in her brilliant blue eyes. “Why are you so eager to dash off and abandon us, anyway? Do you not want to spend time with your girlfriends and wives?” 
 “Of course, I do,” I hurried to reassure her, but I cast one last longing look at the back of my male friends’ heads before I resettled onto the bench and gave my women my full attention. “I’m all yours.”  
 “Okay,” Nia said as her face lit up. “I already mailed the invitations, my father arranged things with the cathedral, but I still need to come up with the color scheme. I was thinking rose and pearl for the wedding colors. What do you think?” 
 “Oh, that sounds so pretty!” Erin gushed with wide amber eyes, and she leaned her elbows on the table and supported her chin in her hands. “I can’t wait to see it.” 
 “Those are both girl colors,” I observed as I restrained a frown. “It’s whatever you want, really. I just want to see your gorgeous smile as you walk up to me.” 
 “They call it walking down the aisle,” Layla corrected me, and she gave me a devilish smirk. “You’ll have to wear a pink tie, and have a rose in your buttonhole.” 
 “They call that a lapel,” Ashla informed the petite summoner in an amused tone.  
 “Spring roses are my favorite,” Nia explained with a soft smile. “They have the prettiest pink color, and they’re shy. They only bloom in the early morning.” 
 “I like that.” I grinned. “Why do you want pearl?” 
 “It pairs nicely.” Nia shrugged. “I know it’s autumn, and the spring colors are somewhat out of fashion, but I like the way they look together.” 
 “You will look gorgeous in anything,” I assured her. “Fuck what anyone else thinks.” 
 “Thanks,” the ashen-haired beauty replied, and her cheeks flushed with a lovely pink hue.  
 “So, what are we going to do for the rest of the day?” Layla asked as she grabbed one of my uneaten biscuits and crammed it into her mouth. Then she tilted her head to the side, and crumbs spilled out from the corners of her lips as she talked with her mouth full. “Wanna ditch and get drunk?” 
 “We have physical training,” Nia reminded her in a stern voice. 
 “I have aerial practice,” Erin said with obvious reluctance. 
 “I’m sure the rest of the research team are already waiting for me back in the lab,” Ashla sighed. 
 “Does anyone have any teaching advice?” I asked as I looked around at my women.  
 “What is teaching?” Freya asked with a confused tilt of her head.  
 “I would be showing the first-year kids how to summon,” I explained in a patient voice. “I’d be responsible for an entire class.” 
 “Like a father,” the warrior princess observed in a pleased tone. “Yes. This is good for you. You will be a great father. Everyone knows this.” 
 “Sort of like a father.” I grinned. I hadn’t thought about it that way, but my shapeshifting wife was right. Teaching was a lot like being a parent. 
 “We’re all very excited for you,” Layla interjected in a rushed voice as she rolled her hand in the air. “But more importantly, does this mean you and Arwyn can stop hiding your relationship?” 
 “That’s a good point,” Ashla added. “You would be colleagues.” 
 “I didn’t think about that,” I admitted with a thoughtful frown. “I haven’t had time to tell her yet.” 
 “I bet she’ll be very happy for you,” Nia assured me. “We’re all proud of you. You’ve grown up a lot, yokel.” 
 “Yeah, what she said,” Layla chirped.  
 “So, I guess that means we’re off to the training grounds?” Cyra asked as she situated Kalon onto her shoulder. The little silver dragon had been napping on the dark-skinned summoner’s lap, but she let out a squeaky yawn when she was moved.  
 “Arwyn said stay with you after lunch,” Freya informed me with a stubborn lift of her chin. “I go where you go.” 
 “Absolutely.” I grinned at my hawk wife. “You’re going to love training.” 
 We said goodbye to Ashla and Erin, and then the rest of us crossed the campus to the training grounds to continue our physical training.  
 I introduced my wife to Mrs. Gerelda and Major Tytus, and while they both attempted to hide their amazement, I could tell they were thrilled to meet the shapeshifter woman all the faculty had been discussing.  
 My guy friends were suspiciously absent from our afternoon classes, and I wondered if they were doing something for the Academy or if they were ditching. 
 Freya showed off her prowess with a bow, but she struggled to maneuver the long-barreled rifle. The warrior princess excelled in close-quarters combat, though, and the respect in the major’s eyes was obvious.  
 When our lessons and sparring matches were over for the day, Freya and I waved goodbye to Nia, Cyra, and Layla, and then we headed toward the stables to check in on the other shapeshifter I’d brought back to Mistral. 
 We found Arwyn was standing in the moose kid’s stall, and she had a notebook in one hand and a pencil held between her lips. Her amber eyes analyzed the shapeshifter with a meticulous inspection, and the red-haired professor was so engrossed in her research she didn’t even hear my wife and I approach. 
 “Hey, sexy,” I murmured into her ear. 
 The healer jumped, and when her mouth opened, her pencil fell to the ground, but then she turned to find me standing behind her, and the warmth in her amber eyes lit up the stall.  
 “Gryff!” Arwyn laughed. “You have to stop sneaking up on me.” 
 “But it’s so much fun.” I gave her an innocent smile. “Plus, I enjoy watching your face turn red.” 
 Almost as if on cue, the red-haired teacher’s neck flushed, and she pushed her flame colored tendrils behind her ear in a self-conscious gesture.  
 “Hi, Gryff,” Mur greeted me in the language of the clans with a wave of his moose muzzle. “I was hoping you would come see me soon.” 
 “How are you doing, Mur?” I asked in the shapeshifters’ tongue, and I scratched the side of his neck where I knew he was always itchy. 
 The shapeshifter kid leaned into my fingers earnestly, and his head bobbed as he enjoyed the sensation.  
 “It’s so nice here,” the shapeshifter gushed. “I get grain every night, and fresh water whenever I want it. The stable boy, Rik, he even said we could be friends.” 
 “That’s great.” I grinned. “And how about the researchers? Are they poking you too much? Testing your endurance?” 
 “I make sure he is treated with dignity,” Arwyn informed me in a defensive tone. “I wouldn’t let anyone hurt him. You know that.” 
 “You understand the shapeshifters’ language?” I asked the professor with an incredulous tone. “That’s awesome!” 
 “I can understand more than I speak,” Arwyn replied with a demure smile. “Communicating with Freya or Mur without you to translate has forced me to adapt quickly.” 
 “Miss Hamner is very nice,” Mur added. “She’s not scared of me like the others are.” 
 “My colleagues are still adjusting,” Arwyn explained with a twinkle in her amber eyes. “They just need time.” 
 “I’m glad you’re on top of it,” I told my teacher with a grateful smile. Then I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and squeezed her into a side hug.  
 “Moose Clan still not ready to eat?” Freya asked in a curious voice as she eyed the moose kid with a hungry expression. 
 “We aren’t going to eat him,” I sighed.  
 “I don’t like her,” Mur said as he sidled away from my hawk wife.  
 “It might be best to give them some space from each other for a while,” Arwyn suggested as her intelligent eyes flicked between the two shapeshifters. “My colleagues need time to accept a myth as reality, but Freya and Mur need time to let go of the war between their clans.” 
 “We have time.” I shrugged. “I’m not worried about it. As long as they’re safe and happy, the rest will come.” 
 “I’m actually very glad you found me already,” the redhead said as she closed her notebook. She gave Mur an affectionate pat on the neck, and then she gestured for us to exit the stall. “I have some supplies gathered up for Freya back in my office. The headmaster decided on a uniform color, so I have her robes ready.” 
 “Perfect,” I replied as I waved goodbye to Mur and followed Arwyn from the stable.  
 Freya fell into step at my side, and we exchanged a loving glance as our hands automatically entwined.  
 “Would you have time for a tutoring session as well?” Arwyn asked as she shot me a questioning glance over her shoulder. 
 “Sure,” I agreed easily. “Can Freya come, too?” 
 “Of course,” the healer exclaimed. “I’m excited for you to see her handwriting progress. She’s quite the exceptional student.” 
 “That doesn’t surprise me.” I laughed. 
 “Still much I do not know,” Freya argued as she pursed her lips together into a thin line. “This land confuses me. The people are so strange. At least my sister wives are here to help me, and I’m very lucky to have Gryff to come home to at night.” 
 “You will learn more every day,” Arwyn assured my wife. “I’ll be by your side every step of the way, same as Gryff.” 
 Freya nodded firmly in response, but I could tell from the look in her gold-flecked eyes that she was moved by my teacher’s words. The stoic warrior princess was a proud woman, but I could see the way she felt about Arwyn as clear as day.  
 A short while later, the three of us occupied spots on the floor of Arwyn’s private chambers, and the rest of the space was covered with open books, sheets of parchment, and a few maps here and there. Arwyn had a pair of thin, wire reading glasses perched on the edge of her nose, and rather than making her appear older in any way, the lenses added an air of authority that I found very appealing to my senses.  
 After we’d covered the material on the study guide the red-haired professor had prepared for me, I pulled out the book of monsters Sera had found for me in the Shadowscape.  
 “Do you think you could help me translate some of these descriptions?” I asked with an eager grin. I’d wanted to learn the names of some of the monsters I’d encountered for a long time now, but I patiently waited until other priorities were addressed first.  
 Freya lifted her head from her writing tablet for a brief moment, but she didn’t seem too interested in our exchange about the book. She held the tip of her tongue between her lips as she narrowed her eyes in concentration, and the warrior princess gripped a pencil like she was holding a war ax while she marked her letters onto the paper.  
 “Hmm,” Arwyn murmured in a thoughtful tone, and she accepted the volume I handed to her with a graceful motion. “Let me take a look at it. The language of the ancients is challenging, to say the least, but I’ll do my best.” 
 I frowned with concern. “Are you having trouble translating the books from the Guardians’ library?”  
 There could be a detailed list of all the Archons and their weaknesses, or even a handbook on how to end the war with step by step instructions. To even find out if there was anything of value, everything had to go through the meticulous translation process.  
 “We’ve made very little progress,” she admitted with a tired sigh. “The biggest struggle is agreeing which book to work on first. Still, maybe this text will be different.” 
 Arwyn ran a long-nailed hand through her flame colored locks, and she flicked them over her shoulder, then cracked open the cover. 
 “Monsters Around the World,” she read the title out loud, then her gaze lifted as she gave me a radiant smile. “Wow, Gryff, that’s quite a find!”  
 “Thanks.” I blushed a little. “Sera found it, but I can’t read the words without her help.” 
 “She won’t do it?” Arwyn asked with a confused look. 
 “Price is too high.” I shrugged. “Anyway, I’d rather not rely on the Archons if I can help it.” 
 The beautiful professor nodded, but her eyes returned to the book in her hands, and she scanned the pages with a thoughtful frown. Finally, she sighed, and she snapped the book shut with one hand while she returned her gaze to my face. 
 “I’ll have to take it to the lab and use my notes,” she explained. “I’m sorry, I wish I knew enough to read it for you right now.” 
 “I understand.” I gave her a soft smile and reached for her hand to give it a warm squeeze. “Thank you for trying, though.” 
 “Let me take it into the lab for a few days,” Arwyn suggested. “It will go faster with the help of the other researchers.” 
 “I don’t want to add even more to your plate,” I replied in a cautious tone. “You already have so much going on between the books from the Guardians’ library and your work with Freya and Mur… ” 
 “It’s really not any trouble,” my teacher countered, and her face split into a wide smile. “Call it a wedding present from me.” 
 “Oh, cool!” I laughed. “We’re supposed to get gifts?” 
 “You didn’t know that?” Arwyn’s eyebrows twitched as she gave me a look like I’d grown horns. “How far out in the Wilds did you grow up?” 
 “All over.” I smirked.  
 “So, how are you feeling about midterms?” Arwyn asked as she smoothly changed the subject back to my education.  
 “Pretty good.” I shrugged. “A lot of my classes are really boring. I know I shouldn’t say that, but it’s true. They’re all covering very basic information, like stuff I learned before coming to the Academy.” 
 “The second-year curriculum is slightly different,” the professor said, and she inclined her head slightly. “It’s typically when the Academy starts to integrate students into Monster Response Squad participation. It can be hard to acclimate to the competing responsibilities, so this year is designed to support that process.” 
 “So, it’s like a buffer year where you don’t learn anything but everyone still cares about grades?” I scoffed. “I’d much rather learn about cool, new interesting things I didn’t already know than have to listen to lecture after lecture about using dry wood to make a fire.” 
 “I’m sorry you feel that way.” Arwyn’s eyebrows creased slightly. “I think it is a perfect time for you to rejoin the student body. Focus more on the routine of studying and taking tests than you are on the content of the lessons.” 
 “Easy.” I grinned. “I could pass my midterms with my eyes closed.” 
 “Good,” she laughed. “If you keep this up, you never know, you may wind up being my best student.” 
 Just then, I remembered the news I hadn’t shared with Arwyn yet. 
 “I may wind up being your favorite colleague, too,” I said in a teasing voice. “I’m not sure how you feel about the other teachers, but I’m pretty sure I’m your favorite.” 
 “My favorite colleague?” She gave me a puzzled look. “I don’t understand.” 
 “Sleet hired me to teach First Year Summoning,” I informed her with a proud grin. 
 “You’re joking!” she gasped, and her amber eyes went wide. “That’s amazing!” 
 “Totally true,” I chuckled. “I thought I was getting punished at first because of the duel with Rori, but instead Sleet offered me a job.” 
 “You’re going to be fantastic,” Arwyn gushed. “This is perfect for you. Oh, and those lucky first years! They’ll get to hear stories of your adventures, and you’ll show them how much a summoner can accomplish. This is wonderful, I’m so happy for you, Gryff.” 
 “Thanks,” I replied, but I could feel my cheeks getting warmer, so I cleared my throat. “Maybe this means our relationship could be more public now, too.” 
 Arwyn’s mouth fell open into an “O” shape, but before she could respond, there was a knock at the door.  
 A moment later, the door swung open, and a panting, flushed Nia rushed into the room. Her ashen-haired ponytail swung like a whip when she swiveled to shut the portal, and then she crossed the distance to us with tense shoulders. My fiancée’s face was red, and her bottom lip was firmly held in between her teeth.  
 “What’s wrong?” I asked as I leapt to my feet. 
 “The Aunts are here!” Nia exclaimed with a panicky look in her blue eyes. “They arrived in town for the wedding, and they want us to have dinner with them. Tonight!” 
 “Wow, that’s not really a lot of notice, is it?” I shook my head in disbelief, but I could tell my fiancée was troubled, so I put my own shock to the side to comfort the ashen-haired beauty. Then I wrapped my arms around her and stroked her head gently. 
 Nia let out a deep breath as she relaxed against me. “It’s a test, Gryff. Don’t you see? If we can’t snap to attention and have a nice dinner ready with them, they’ll say we have no chance of success with a rushed wedding.” 
 “Well, that’s not even the same thing,” I argued, but I knew it was pointless.  
 “I know how they work,” Nia explained. “They’ll try to use every error, every misstep, as a reason to call off the whole thing.” 
 “Then we will call their bluff,” I reassured her, and I tucked my fingers beneath her chin to pull her face up. “No threats or bullying will keep me from marrying you, Nia Kenefick.” 
 “I hope you still feel that way after meeting the Aunts,” the elementalist countered with a wry smile.  
 “It sounds like you guys have a busy evening planned,” Arwyn observed with an amused chuckle.  
 “My lessons are done for today?” Freya looked between me and the red-haired professor, and a disappointed look crossed her face.  
 “You could stay with Arwyn if you wanted to,” I informed my wife with a wink.  
 “Yes.” The warrior princess nodded, but then she shot the professor a quizzical look. “If Arwyn is okay with me?” 
 “Sure!” The healer grinned. “I’d love the company. We can take a break to have dinner together in a little while. I’d love to have some alone time with you, Freya.” 
 “Yes,” Freya agreed with a single nod. “We can talk about our babies and their warrior training. You are an expert on such topics.” 
 “It’s settled, then.” I gave my wife and my teacher a quick goodbye kiss, and then I followed Nia out of Arwyn’s personal chambers, through her classroom, and toward the entrance of the Academy. The elementalist walked at a quick pace that was almost a run, and I had to jog to keep up with her. 
 “Should I just go looking like this?” I asked as I gasped for breath to stay in step with Nia’s long strides. 
 She shot me a sideways glance, and her nose wrinkled. “You haven’t even changed out of your training garb.” 
 “Exactly.” I gave her a sheepish grin. “I’d like to shower and change, if possible. I mean, the goal is to make a good impression, right?” 
 “Fine.” Nia came to a sudden halt. “I suppose I could take the time to change as well. I know Aunt Nona would like to see me wear one of the dresses she keeps giving me. I’ll meet you at the tavern with a carriage in exactly an hour, but my father can only stall them for so long.” 
 “All we have to do is tell them the truth.” I shrugged. “I was occupied with a private tutoring session, and you couldn’t just barge in.” 
 “But I did.” Nia looked confused. 
 Maybe the pressure of pleasing the Aunts was getting to her. 
 “They don’t have to know that, though,” I supplied with a wink.  
 “Ohh,” she said, and realization dawned on her. “I get it. Okay, we’re on the same page. Now, go look less like a yokel and more like my future husband.” 
 “So, I shouldn’t change?” I gave her a mock look of confusion. 
 The ashen-haired mage growled and shoved me toward the Academy entrance. “Just go!” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a teasing salute, and then we parted ways to hurriedly prepare for what I assumed would be a lavish dinner with some of the most influential people in all of Mistral.  
 It didn’t take me long to reach the tavern, and I was lucky enough to find the bathroom unoccupied, so I showered quickly and pulled on one of my nicest outfits. I didn’t want to wear the same thing I’d worn to dinner with Nia’s father, but I didn’t have a lot of fancy options. Unlike Gawain, I didn’t have closets full of silks and hand-tailored trousers with matching jackets.  
 Although, the fire mage’s father, Goredin, would probably make me my own nice clothes if I asked him. 
 By the time I was as presentable as I could make myself in a hurry, I heard the sound of feet running up the stairs. I pulled open the door just as Nia was raising her hand to knock, and the beautiful elementalist blinked her blue eyes at me for a moment before she registered my presence in front of her.  
 Nia wore a purple dress made from a lace type of fabric that hung against her torso and swished across her legs. The arms were long and draped from her slender wrists, and the garment had a vintage feel to it. The ashen-haired beauty had woven her hair into a crown around the top of her head, and she’d decorated the locks with small jewels that sparkled with her every movement.  
 She looked like royalty, and she was all mine. 

Wow! What a woman! Dio meowed his approval as he pushed himself up over the edge of my hip pouch to give my fiancée an appreciative glance. I would bathe her from head to toe.

 “You look beautiful,” I breathed, and I ignored my familiar’s comments.  
 “Thanks,” Nia replied, and a soft blush highlighted the rounded shape of her cheeks. “You look pretty good, too. Better than I was expecting since I didn’t have time to send you over any new clothes.” 
 “Hey, I’m capable of dressing myself,” I pointed out, and I gestured to my clean black trousers and the stain free status of my blue button up shirt.  
 Nia placed her hands on her hips and gave me a thorough inspection, but then her eyes lit up, and she snapped her fingers. “The vest. Add the vest.” 
 “What?” I shook my head. “Why does it even matter?” 
 “Trust me, Gryff,” Nia replied in a voice that held no room for argument. “We want to put our best foot forward, do we not?” 
 “Fine, fine,” I mumbled, and I turned to rifle through my belongings in search of the garment requested. Once I’d dressed myself to the elementalist’s standards, we left my room and headed down the stairs to the carriage. 
 The drive seemed to take longer than I remembered during our previous trip, but it could have been the extra nerves of meeting the Aunts who had made such an impression on the Grand Mage. If Gallahar Kenefick was nervous about getting the old women’s approval, I had every reason to be anxious.  
 Suddenly, the handler called out to the horses to stop, and the carriage screeched to a halt. Nia stepped gracefully from the coach, and she held the hem of her dress up to reveal the matching purple slippers on her feet as she hopped down to the pavement. 
 I could hear the sound of string instruments coming from inside the intimidating mansion where the Grand Mage resided. The lights were all on, and candles burned in each windowsill. I swallowed hard as my eyes trailed over the exterior of the ostentatious structure until my gaze landed on the green door. 
 “Here we go,” Nia breathed, and she gave me an encouraging smile. 
 So, the ashen-haired beauty stepped up to the door and pounded the gilded knocker, and barely a minute passed before Susi opened the portal and beckoned us inside with a flourish of a pudgy hand.  
 “Oh, Miss Nia,” Susi exclaimed. “Don’t you look ravishing?” 
 “Thank you,” my fiancée replied in a sweet voice, and Nia craned her neck to peer down the hallway behind the stairs. “Where is Father?” 
 “He is enjoying tea in the sitting room with the Aunts,” Susi informed us, and she gave me a look of warning. “The old bags are in a mood tonight. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 “Thanks,” I chuckled. 
 Nia grabbed my hand and tugged me down the hallway, so I waved to the housemaid, and then followed along while my heart rate steadily increased. 

This is your woman’s cave? Dio asked as he peered around at the stately manor. He stared straight up at the candelabra hanging above the stairs, and his kitten-sized head tilted in confusion. Why do they keep the fire up there? 

 Before I could answer, Nia’s dad popped his head out of a doorway further down the hallway, and the Grand Mage gave us a brilliant smile.  
 “Ah, at last!” He crossed the distance to his daughter and wrapped her in a warm hug. “We’ve been waiting for over an hour, Nia.” 
 “My apologies, Father,” my fiancée murmured with a slight bow.  
 “Is that the kids, Gally?” a woman’s voice called from the room where Gallahar had emerged from. “Stop hogging them, bring them in!” 
 “Yes, yes,” another woman’s voice echoed. “Bring them in, Gally, don’t dawdle.” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” Gallahar called back in a chirpy tone, but he exchanged a look of annoyance with his daughter.  
 The three of us obediently entered the sitting room, and I blinked to adjust my eyes to the dimmer lighting. Candles burned along bookshelves encircling the room, and a couple gas lamps hung from alcoves on either side of the entryway, but shadows still tugged at the corners.  
 In the middle of the room, a low sofa and three chairs were set up in a circle around a short table cluttered with a teapot and several delicate, painted cups. The Aunts sat together, leaving us to take the individual seats, but the chairs were comfortable enough. I eyed them curiously as I sat down, but the first thing I noticed about them was the high quality of their clothes, which were made of some of the finest materials I’d ever seen.  
 From the Grand Mage’s words, I assumed the three of them were sisters, but they didn’t look very much alike except for the piercing blue Kenefick eyes. The woman closest to me was about as round as a person could get, and her fat chins bulged from the top of her collar, but she gave me a kind smile. The woman beside her was tall and thin, and her skin seemed to sag from the bones of her face, which added a hollow appearance to her cheeks. Her eyes were cold, and her nose long and upturned.  
 The last Aunt on the couch was smaller, almost child-sized, and her feet hung over the edge of the cushion without reaching the floor, but her ancient appearance made her age obvious. She peered up at me from beneath layers of wrinkles, but her eyes were cloudy and sightless, so I couldn’t tell if she could see at all. Her silver hair hung loose down her back, and she wore the simplest dress of the three, a black high-necked buttoned dress with the white lace peeking out from beneath the hem as the only decoration. 
 The smell of perfume clung to the air around the women like a suffocating blanket, and tobacco smoke from the cigarette clutched between one of the Aunts’ long fingers burned my eyes. It was hard to judge just how old they were, but I supposed that happened after people crossed a certain age. 
 “Ladies,” Gallahar said, “this is Gryff of Njordenfalls, Nia’s betrothed.” 
 I hurried to stand at attention and give them a bow, but I couldn’t help notice the way they looked down their noses at me. I pushed back my irritation and forced myself through the polite motions, though, and then I resituated myself in one of the arm chairs. 
 “Wonderful to meet you, Mister Gryff,” the fat aunt declared in an overly jolly tone. “I am Aunt Nona.” 
 “Nice to meet you, Aunt Nona,” I replied with a small bow of my head. 
 “And I,” the second, thin woman said in a nasally, snide voice, “I am Aunt Decima.” 
 “Pleased to meet you, as well, Aunt Decima,” I said to the second aunt, and I repeated my respectful gesture. 
 Decima leaned to the third aunt sitting to her left, and she spoke loudly into the incredibly ancient woman’s ear. “Morta, it’s Gryff! Do you want to say hi?” 
 “Hello,” the eldest woman croaked. “I am Aunt Morta. Nice to meet you, Gryff.” 
 “It’s nice to mee--” 
 “Is little Nia here?” Morta asked over me, as though she hadn’t even heard me start to speak. 
 “I’m here, Aunty Morta,” Nia assured her, and she rushed forward to kneel in front of the ancient woman and held Morta’s hand softly.  
 “You always did like attention, didn’t you,” Decima noted as she gave Nia a displeased look. “Get up off the floor, girl, and act like a lady.” 
 “Yes, ma’am.” Nia’s face was crimson as she stood up and returned to her seat. 
 I swallowed down a lump of anger that rose in my throat. I didn’t want anyone to talk to my fiancée that way, but I knew Nia would be furious with me if I made a scene over it, so I tried to let it go.  

What did that bitch do to my woman? Dio asked as he glared over the edge of my hip pouch at the Aunts.  
 “Now,” Decima said in a commanding voice as she addressed the Grand Mage, “we must discuss the matter at hand thoroughly before we make our decision, but making us do so on an empty stomach is just cruel. Gally, do you have dinner prepared yet? Or do you plan to keep us waiting another hour?” 
 Gally? I resisted the urge to laugh at the ridiculous nickname for one of the most powerful men in the world, and I shot Nia’s father a sympathetic smile as subtly as I could.  
 “Let me go check with Susi,” Gallahar said in an amused voice, and he bowed his head to the three women before he darted out of the sitting room. “Can’t have you starving on my watch.” 
 Lucky bastard. 
 I watched him go with a twinge of jealousy, but then Aunt Nona cleared her throat and pulled my attention back to them. 
 “Do you know who your father is, Gryff?” Nona asked with narrowed blue eyes. “Why do you not have a surname?” 
 “I was separated from my parents when I was really young,” I explained. “I don’t remember what our last name was.” 
 “Oh, dear!” Nona exclaimed, and her fat chins wobbled as she sat back as though she was struck.  
 “Gryff was raised by a man named Maelor,” Nia offered in a diplomatic tone. “He is currently employed as the Headmaster’s personal assistant.” 
 “Ah, yes,” Aunt Decima sighed unhappily. “I heard about Sleet’s new employee. I do miss Petyr, though. He was a good man.” 
 I resisted my urge to scoff. While Petyr and I had come to an agreement of sorts, the Headmaster’s previous assistant had made no attempts to hide his dislike of me. The scowling messenger man had a prejudice against anyone who lived outside the Enclaves, and he couldn’t understand why a kid from the Wilds was constantly being brought to Sleet’s office. The man had died during an attack on the Academy, and while there had been no love lost between us, I did mourn the loss of a man loyal to the famous storm wizard, Marangur Sleet.  
 “Petyr is dead!” Aunt Morta exclaimed loudly, and she kicked her feet against the sofa.  
 “Yes, yes, Morta,” Aunt Nona chuckled. “We know.” 
 How was I supposed to respond to them?  
 “I, um, I’m sorry for your loss,” I said in a solemn voice. “Petyr was a good man, I was sad when I heard of his death myself.” 
 “You know nothing about him,” Decima scoffed.  
 I shot a helpless glance at Nia, but she just gave me a tiny shrug.  

These women need the love, Dio declared in a decisive tone, and my familiar hopped out from my hip pouch to trot across the carpet toward the low sofa. Have no fear, I will make them smile. 

 “Dio, no!” I inhaled sharply, and I moved to grab the kitten-sized monster from the floor, but he slid past my fingertips without stopping.  
 “What is that thing?” Aunt Decima demanded as she pulled away from the approaching monster. 
 “A wild animal!” Aunt Nona shrieked, and the windows shook as she leapt to her feet and waddled behind the sofa with surprisingly quick movements for someone so round.  
 “Kill it!” Aunt Morta yelled, and she pointed a wrinkled finger accusingly at my familiar.  
 “I’m so sorry,” I said, and I rushed forward to scoop Dio into my arms. “He’s still learning his manners. It won’t happen again.” 
 “What is that thing?” Decima repeated with a horrified expression locked on her face as she stared at the beast snuggled into my arms. 
 “Dio is Gryff’s familiar,” Nia explained in a calm, patient voice. “He is as harmless as a house cat, I promise you.” 
 “A familiar? How dare you bring a monster into this house!” Aunt Nona said in an offended tone as she hid behind the couch. “Take it away immediately!” 
 “Stay away, evil beast,” Aunt Decima commanded as she tried to merge with the cushions of the sofa.  
 These women were some of the most powerful and influential figures in all of Mistral? They seemed like cowards and hags. I didn’t want to be disrespectful to my fiancée’s family, but this was ridiculous.  
 Had they never seen a monster in person before? 
 “What is going on?” Gallahar asked as he returned to the sitting room and looked around at the chaotic scene with a bewildered expression.  
 “I’ve heard the rumors about this boy,” Aunt Decima exclaimed in a shrill voice without acknowledging Nia’s dad. “Dark tidings, evil dealings. Now, he brings monsters into the home of the Grand Mage! The disrespect is blatant.” 
 “Blatant!” Aunt Morta added loudly, and she waggled the finger she still held pointed toward my familiar.  

I take it she is not a cat person, Dio observed in a dry tone. My apologies.

 “The rumors cannot be ignored,” Aunt Nona echoed, and her voice shook with emotion. “I’ve even heard he’s already married! To a barbarian woman from the Southern continent no less! I heard she doesn’t even know how to speak.” 
 “Barbarian!” Aunt Morta repeated, but she kept her finger and eyes locked on my familiar, so I wasn’t sure if she fully understood the conversation. 
 “Hey,” I snapped as my blood began to boil, “you can say whatever you want about me, but leave Freya out of your petty insults.” 
 “Freya is the barbarian woman? Your wife?” Aunt Nona asked with her nose wrinkled in disgust. “What will become of the Kenefick name?” 
 “Yeah,” I spat. “Freya is my wife, but you know nothing about her.” 
 “Freya is a good, honorable, strong woman,” Nia interjected in a voice full of fire. “I would be proud to call her my sister-wife.” 
 “Nia,” Aunt Decima gasped. “How could you even think to associate yourself with some tribal whore?” 
 Did she just say what I thought she said? 
 If my shapeshifting wife was here listening to the vile words spewing from the Aunts, she would verbally lash them without mercy, but she wasn’t. I couldn’t just sit back and let some old hags insult my wife, though, and my heartbeat thudded in my ears as I tried to get a grip on my anger. 
 “She’s not a tribal whore,” I growled through gritted teeth. 
 “A Kenefick marrying into a polygamist cult? Nia forever tied to a savage monster tamer and his barbarian wife?” Aunt Decima shot me a look full of disgust before she turned back to the Grand Mage. “It would be social suicide, Gally. The things I’ve heard about this boy should make you think twice about even letting him inside your home! Let alone letting him into your family!” 
 “Decima,” Gallahar argued in a hard voice with furrowed eyebrows, “enough. Idle gossip is meaningless. I know Gryff personally, and I’ve seen from his actions that he is a good man. I’ve also met his wife, and she is a wonderful, strong woman, much like my Nia. Does my judgement mean nothing to you?” 
 “No, Gallahar,” the aunt replied, and she sniffed as she lifted her nose up even higher into the air. “One rumor can be ignored. This goes far beyond that. I cannot approve of this wedding. It would smudge the Kenefick name beyond repair.” 
 “What the fuck?” Nia exclaimed in an angry tone. “Just like that?” 
 “Nia Kenefick!” Aunt Nona gasped, and her eyes were wide with shock. “A young lady should never speak in such a way!” 
 “Nona,” Gallahar warned in a low voice. “How my daughter speaks is my concern.” 
 “How a Kenefick behaves reflects on all of us,” Aunt Decima informed the Grand Mage with an air of regal authority. “Maybe if you had been more successful raising a child worthy of our family name, then we wouldn’t be here questioning her choice of a husband.” 
 Fuck, this was bad.  
 My eyes flicked between my fiancée, the Aunts, and her father, but I didn’t know what to say. 
 It had all happened so fast, but I didn’t have time to process. 
 Even if their comments about Freya pissed me off, I had to do something.  
 All I wanted was Nia, and I wasn’t about to let some grumpy old women stand in my way. 
 But I didn’t know what to do.  
 



 Chapter Eleven 
 “Decima! Enough!” The Grand Mage raised his voice, and his commanding presence made him seem even taller.  
 The Aunts cowered away from Gallahar, but silence fell around the room.  
 “I’m so sorry, sir,” I said, and I looked the Grand Mage straight in the eyes. “This is all my fault. I let Dio get away from me for a moment… then things got out of control.” 
 “The cat?” Gallahar raised an eyebrow as he scoffed. “Did he wee on the carpet? Scratch the furniture? Steal a scrap of food?” 
 Nia giggled, and the tension fell from my shoulders.  
 Maker, I loved my fiancée’s father. 
 “Are you saying you approve of this monster’s presence in your home, Gallahar?” Decima asked in disbelief. “What will people think? The Grand Mage himself opening his door to the enemy?” 
 “If you seriously think a trained summoner’s personal familiar is anything close to my enemy then you know nothing about the world of magic.” Gallahar gave me a subtle wink, and then he gestured for everyone to return to their seats. “Come now, we’re all adults here. Let’s sit and talk like rational people.” 
 “Not until the monster is removed.” Nona gripped the back of the couch with white knuckled intensity, and her blue eyes were barely visible over the edge.  
 “Sorry, buddy,” I murmured to Dio, and then I recalled my familiar with a wave of my will. In my next breath, I held the yellowish fang-shaped crystal in my hand, and I could sense his frustration through our bond. I felt bad for my cat-like summons since he technically hadn’t done anything wrong, but I didn’t want to cause even more problems.  
 Decima waggled her chin victoriously, and she helped Nona regain her spot on the sofa beside her. Once all the old women were comfortably seated again, Gallahar took his chair and looked around with an amused twinkle in his blue eyes. 
 “Thank you, Gryff,” he said with a slight bow of his head. Then he leaned his elbows on the arms of his chair and casually steepled his fingers against his chin. “While recalling your summons was unnecessary, I appreciate the gesture.” 
 “Gallahar, you can’t seriously think a marriage with this man would benefit the Kenefick name,” Aunt Decima persisted. 
 “When was the last time a summoner ever made history?” the Grand Mage countered with his own question, and I marveled at his calm air. “Our family boasts some of the most powerful mages of all time, and yet, one class of magic has been all but absent.” 
 “Alyssa’s second born is a summoner,” Aunt Nona informed us as though this settled the matter. “Good kid. Builds vacation cabins outside Balvaan.” 
 “You and I both know Rorik Kenefick will never be written about in the history books,” Gallahar argued in a patient voice. “I also know you have heard of Gryff’s recent victories, and the role he has played in the success of the war.” 
 “He is also the youngest person on the faculty at the Academy,” Nia added in a proud tone. Her delicate chin was lifted at a stubborn angle, and her blue eyes burned with a fierceness I’d only seen on her face during battle.  
 The beautiful, talented mage was going to war for me, for our love, and my heart swelled at the sight of her. Her tightly controlled temper was obvious to me, and she faced off against the most influential people in Mistral with her head held high.  
 “My actions will speak for themselves,” I said before the Aunts could respond, and I looked Decima straight in the eyes. “I don’t need you to tell me whether or not I’m worthy. Nia’s opinion is the only one that matters to me. She’s the person I’m going to spend the rest of my life with, after all.” 
 “Nia is not just some country maid who can choose her path on a whim,” Aunt Nona pointed out as she leveled her blue eyes on me, and her kind smile had vanished. “The entire magical community is watching to see what becomes of the last Kenefick daughter. The continuation of our legacy rests on her shoulders.” 
 “That’s not fair.” Nia crossed her arms. 
 “If you’re worried about the Kenefick name,” I interjected, “then rest assured that Nia is the most talented mage of our generation. I doubt anyone in this room could go toe-to-toe with her and win.” 
 “And what of the man she latches her family name onto?” Decima raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips. “You have no surname, so I assume you will take on the Kenefick title as your own?” 
 “I hadn’t thought about that.” I shrugged. “It doesn’t make any difference to me what my last name is. I love Nia, and she loves me. That’s seriously all I care about.” 
 “If you love Nia so much, then you should understand what is required of her,” Aunt Nona said. “If you love her, then you’d get out of her life before you ruin her reputation.” 
 Nia and her father both opened their mouths to argue, but I raised my hand to stop them. 
 “That’s not happening,” I stated in a calm, determined voice. “I will do whatever I have to do, but I am going to marry Nia, and no one is going to stop me.” 
 Nona glanced nervously at her sister, but Decima seemed to be at a loss for words.  
 “I think we’re done here,” Nia declared, and she stood. “I apologize for my rudeness, but I think it is best if Gryff and I leave.” 
 “Nia, no,” her father argued, and he stood between her and the door.  
 “Running away from your problems is a cowardly move,” Decima said with a judgmental sniff. “A real lady would sit and discuss the issues maturely.” 
 “Oh, like you’ve been mature?” Nia snorted. “No, I think the best thing to do is leave before I get angry. I’ll see you guys at the wedding. Or not. I don’t care.” 
 My mouth hung open. My fiancée was too fucking awesome for words. 
 It seemed the Aunts were in a similar state of speechlessness, and I couldn’t help the smirk spreading across my face as I took in their shocked expressions. Aunt Decima stared at Nia like the ashen-haired prodigy had grown antlers, and Aunt Nona’s fat chin jiggled as she shook her head as though she could dispel the entire evening from her memory. Aunt Morta glared around beneath her hooded wrinkled eyebrows, and her accusatory finger dipped from its aggressive position until it was aimed pointlessly at the floor.  
 “While I would have used a little more tact,” Gallahar said with a chuckle in his voice, “I agree with your sentiment, Nia. I’ll have Susi wrap up some servings of the duck confit. I started to marinade it yesterday, so you don’t want to miss out.” 
 “That sounds amazing,” I agreed with an enthusiastic nod. Then I turned to the Aunts, and despite the dislike written across their faces like a headline in a newspaper, I gave them my best smile. “It was nice to meet all you fine ladies. I look forward to seeing you at the wedding.” 
 I bowed deeply, with only a sliver of sarcasm in the movement, and I even caught a hint of begrudging respect in Aunt Decima’s eyes.  
 “Good evening, Aunties,” Nia said in a fake sweet voice. The angry crimson hue of her cheeks had softened into a pink blush, but I could tell she was still very upset by the fiery intensity in her piercing blue eyes. 
 The ashen-haired beauty swiveled, and her heels clicked together with a decisive sound before she marched from the room with her head held high.  
 I followed behind with a proud smile stretching across my face.  
 Any doubt I had about spending the rest of my life with this powerful, intelligent, stubborn, amazing woman was burned to ash as I watched her defy the most influential people in all of Mistral.  
 Nia Kenefick would be my wife, and she would give me children with the same proud fire and unstoppable determination that made me love her so much. 
 With my heart full of pride, and my arms full of food containers, I grinned the entire drive back to the Retching Goblin tavern. The smells emanating from the boxes in my lap were more than tempting, but I resisted the urge to dig into them while we were still in the carriage. I hadn’t eaten since lunch, but I would just appreciate the meal even more once we got back to my room.  
 Nia glanced over at my expression of frozen joy, and she giggled uncontrollably. I couldn’t help but mimic her sound of mirth, but my laughter only seemed to make her chuckles stronger.  
 “I love you, Gryff,” she breathed once she’d finally regained control of herself. “Thanks for putting up with my crazy aunts.” 
 “I’d go through hell and back for you,” I declared easily. My cheeks were starting to hurt from smiling so much, but I didn’t care. “The Aunts don’t scare me. The way you stood up to them was sexy as fuck, though. I’m beyond ready to marry you.” 
 “I’m excited.” She grinned, and her blue eyes were bright with emotion. “I’ve always bowed before my family name, performed above expectations, tried to be the best, but I don’t care about any of that anymore, and it’s the most amazing feeling ever. All I care about is our life, our family, and our future children.” 
 “I feel the same way.” I couldn’t stand the distance between us anymore, and I moved to her side of the carriage to wrap her in my arms.  
 Her slender arms twirled behind my head, and her soft, delicate fingers caressed the nape of my neck as she leaned back to stare lovingly up at me.  
 Her blue eyes drew me in like a bottomless pool, and as our lips met, I eagerly dove into Nia’s essence.  
 I lost all sense of time and space as we pressed ourselves together as closely as we physically could, and as our tongues became one, it seemed as though our very beings combined. 
 When we finally pulled away from each other to take a deep gasping breath, reality came crashing back in, and I suddenly realized the carriage had come to a halt.  
 Nia blushed and smiled self-consciously. “Looks like we’re here.” 
 I peered out the carriage window and saw the crooked, swinging sign announcing the dilapidated tavern.  
 “Yep.” Then I shot my fiancée a devilish grin. “Want to stay the night?” 
 “I can’t,” Nia said in a reluctant tone. “I told Layla we could have a sleepover tonight.” 
 “She can come, too.” My mind began to race with the possibilities, and my blood began to warm.  
 “I’ve been promising everyone another girl’s night before the wedding,” she explained, and I could tell she wasn’t going to change her mind. “Once we’re living together it won’t be the same as living in the girls’ dorms. I’ll be a wife, and soon, a mother… Besides, you need to stay focused on school until after you pass the midterms.” 
 “Will you stay the night after I pass the test?” I asked in a hopeful tone. 
 “Absolutely,” Nia laughed. “But you have to get all A’s.” 
 “Done.” I nodded confidently, and then I planted a kiss on her forehead. “Sleep tight, beautiful.” 
 “Goodnight, Gryff,” she replied with a soft smile, and she squeezed my hand affectionately before I stepped out of the carriage.  
 Nia’s words were just the added motivation I needed to switch the way I thought about my studies into a whole new level. Over the next week and a half, I channeled all of my energy and stamina into my studies. I showed up early, took detailed notes in class, asked questions even when I already knew the answers, and studied until the moon was high in the sky each night.  
 My friends helped me and encouraged me constantly, and I returned the energy back at Varleth and the others who were working to catch up. The surly banisher seemed to have very little issues adapting, and after only a few tutoring sessions with Arwyn and me, he declared himself completely prepared for the midterm tests.  
 His attitude had changed since we’d returned to Mistral, not in super obvious ways, but there were signs if you knew what to look for. The gypsy’s brown eyes were more likely to twinkle, and one side of his mouth seemed forever locked in a sideways smirk, but he held his head higher. The banisher was more confident and light hearted, and I couldn’t be happier for him. 
 I hadn’t been the only one to leave Mistral and return a changed man. Varleth Prost had stayed with me in the Southern continent without pause up until we’d been separated in the Shadowscape. He’d endured imprisonment, mind games, and isolation, but in the end my friend had emerged a stronger person.  
 Freya showed the same level of adaptation, but in her case it was an increasing mastery of the Mistral language. Her chicken scratch attempts at words were illegible at first, but over a period of days it improved visibly until I could read the letters of her name clearly.  
 All my friends were focused on their personal goals and preparing for the midterm tests. The closer we came to the date of the exam, the more fevered the studying became. Even though I wasn’t hauling logs or summoning out under the heat of the sun, I worked harder than I ever had before. It was a grind, the repetition, the memorization of useless facts, the lists of meaningless dates, but I trudged on with grim determination. 
 The only time my friends and I paused our studies was to search the streets of Varle for a house all of my women deemed acceptable. It seemed to be an impossible task, and we were often left more frustrated at the end of the night.  
 There was one place everyone was happy with, but when Nia showed me the numbers and I did the math, I realized I came just shy of being able to afford it, even with the addition of my teaching salary. My time on the Monster Response Squad had earned me a sizable bank account, and for a single student it was more than enough to cover all my needs and expenditures, but I wasn’t a bachelor anymore.  
 Nia assured me she would find an identical place within our budget, and her smile was so full of hope, I couldn’t help but believe her. She was one of the smartest people I knew, so I had total faith in her ability to find the perfect house.  
 We just needed time. 
 Between the endless tutoring sessions and house hunting expeditions, I almost wept with relief the day I woke up and realized it was the beginning of the exams.  
 I made sure to eat a hearty breakfast in the dining hall that morning, but my heart rate stayed at a high pace the entire time. I was eager to get the tests done and over with so I could move on to more important things.  
 The midterms were the final barrier standing between Nia and me becoming husband and wife.  
 There wasn’t much conversation at the table that morning, though, as everyone quietly ate and stared thoughtfully down at the wooden surface. Even Cyra and Layla seemed tranquil, and Nia was damn near hypnotized by her notecards. Erin slurped her oatmeal absentmindedly while keeping her nose firmly tucked into a manual on propulsion systems, oblivious to the world around her. Braden’s eyebrows were creased with a worried frown as he skimmed through his notebook, and Mati pointed out where he’d already answered his own questions in the margins.  
 Varleth and Gawain nonchalantly shared a newspaper while they sipped coffee in silent bliss. When they had finished a section, they swapped, and the whole scene reminded me of two old men sitting on a porch.  
 Ashla had been missing from our last several meals, but I’d seen her in the hallways occasionally. She always looked like she was running late to something, and while a part of me noticed her hesitancy to look me in the eyes, I rationalized how she probably felt guilty for being so busy.  
 Arwyn also stayed busy, but she always managed to give me an hour or two of her time when I was having a hard time understanding my lessons. The red-haired professor and my wife spent a lot of time together, and soon my professor’s desk was littered in charcoal sketches of the warrior princess in various stages of shifting into her hawk form.  
 The midterms were a grueling two-day process. On the first day was the written exams from Arwyn’s class, Biology, Monster Identification, and Summoning 2. The second day consisted of physical trials for my weapons and combat training, a test of my camp making ability for Survival Skills class, and a simple concrete bird bath assignment for my summoning class.  
 The written parts were easy, since I’d spent so much time memorizing the information it seemed to pour out of me the instant I read the instructions. I even added some additional content on the monster identification test, complete with a labeled diagram of an imacaw, the red and green feathered tropical bird monster I’d fought against in the Southern continent, and it was about the size of a cow with a jagged toothed maw like a shark’s. 
 I considered the impulse a good sign of my teaching ability.  
 For the physical tests, I incorporated the requirements to pass the Summoning 2 portion into the design of my campsite for Survival Skills. With the help of my summons, I made a smaller version of the house I’d made on Last Island the day I’d met Freya, and I could tell she recognized the design when she looked it over.  
 The only difference between the structure I’d made for myself on the empty shores of a distant island and the campsite I built on the Academy lawn for my teacher’s approval was the intricately carved cement birdbath standing in front of my small dwelling.  
 Mister Wood and Mister Sheffield both approached my work with curious eyes, but they didn’t look displeased, so I assumed I’d passed. The two teachers circled around my monster-built cabin, and they investigated it with pokes and prods as they scoured for any signs of weakness.  
 “Good enough?” I asked as I planted my hands on my hips.  
 “It’ll do.” Mister Wood said with a firm nod. “I wouldn’t recommend the same method for anyone else, though, even another summoner. The amount of mana you had to have used to create such a thing… Remarkable. Yet, you don’t even seem winded.” 
 “I could do that ten times over before I got low on mana,” I informed my instructors with a proud grin. “It’s been a long time since I suffered from mana depletion.” 
 “It’s unusual, for sure,” Mister Sheffield murmured as he finally moved to scrutinize my carefully crafted cement birdbath. “This is beautiful, Gryff. Good job, son.” 
 “Thanks.” I grinned. “I had some extra time, so I added some decoration to it.” 
 “Extra time,” Mister Wood scoffed, and he shook his head in amazement. “You’re something else, kid. I’ll have to tally up all the points to give you an accurate grade, but it’s safe to say you passed.” 
 “Thank you, sir.” I smirked. “Can’t say I’m surprised, though.” 
 “Well, you have completed my minimum test requirements,” Mister Sheffield added. “However, I’d like to add in bonus points for the summoning you used during your Survival Skills test.” 
 “Go right ahead,” I laughed.  
 The second day of midterms included the extensive tournament style match off with my fellow second year students for our combat test. As usual, Nia proved herself to be the person to beat, and she held a wide lead over everyone as the competition progressed.  
 I gave her a run for her money, but just when I thought I’d gotten her pinned down, the beautiful, talented mage twisted, and holding onto her was like gripping butter. The next thing I knew, Nia slammed me onto my back, and the count echoed through my ears before I fully realized what had happened. 
 “Alright, that’s the final match,” Major Tytus announced in a loud voice, and he clapped his hands together. “Good job, everybody. Bethel, no biting next time. Nia, congratulations, you performed at the top of the class. Gryff, you’re the closest runner up.” 
 Second place to my gorgeous fiancée? I could handle that. 
 I applauded as the teachers dismissed the class. Final grade counts would be posted on Monday morning, but until then we were basically instructed to get lost. It seemed the teachers needed a break from school after midterms just as much, if not more, than the students did. 
 There were things I had started to notice about the faculty at the Academy ever since I’d been unofficially added to the payroll. I watched my teacher’s habits and quirks, paid attention to what seemed to annoy them most, and took note of what made their eyes light up.  
 Like everything else in my life, I was sure my teaching experience would be unique, paradigm shifting, entertaining, and hard to explain, and I was getting more and more excited each day.  
 With midterms over, the weekend merely highlighted the impending Monday morning class I’d have to teach. In a few short days, I would be standing in front of a room full of students eager to learn everything I knew about monsters. I could truly change the way the world viewed summoners, and I could bring a new wave of combat summoners to the Academy.  
 If kids thought controlling monsters could be cool, and not just for construction and clean up, then more and more young mages would be excited to be summoners when they discovered their magic.  
 For me, it hadn’t ever really been a conscious choice. It was a part of who I was.  
 I just hoped I would have at least one student who could relate to that sentiment. 
 Monday morning dawned bright and early, but my eyes were open long before daybreak. I’d showered in the dark and dressed by candlelight, so by the time the sun shone through the dirty window into my room, I was fully prepared for my first day of teaching and learning.  
 I packed a bag full of everything I would need, a change of clothes for physical training, and a few snacks in case I had to miss a meal. Then I slung a cloak around my shoulders and slipped the pack over my back.  
 I made Dio stay in his crystal since I didn’t want the rambunctious monster causing any drama on my first day of teaching, but I had to force myself to ignore the annoyance emanating from my bandolier. 
 Being a teacher didn’t feel too different yet. I supposed I would notice the change after I met my students, like a parent meeting their child for the first time. Following that metaphor, though, walking up to the Academy proper would be like labor and delivery. 
 I shook my head to change my train of thought, and I chuckled to myself at how much I’d grown up in the last year and a half. It seemed totally normal to think about having children and the process of birth, but not long ago I would have been more grossed out.  
 Once I’d entered the tall black bark oak doors of the main building, I pushed my cloak back since the interior was well heated. I knew I’d need it again to cross the ground to the warehouse where the first-year summoning students met, though, since the fall air had grown much colder over the last couple of weeks.  
 A short while later, I crossed the green manicured lawn of the Academy grounds and slipped inside the warehouse building. Directly inside was a hallway, and I knew the door ahead was where the first years would be. The other doors led to the large open space of the warehouse, and there were also a few storage closets filled with materials to make mock combat zones.  
 “Gryffie!” Layla whispered loudly. 
 I swiveled as I scanned my perimeter for the adorable summoner, and then I saw the twinkle of her hazel eyes peering through the crack of a storage closet door.  
 “Come here… ” she commanded, and she stuck one hand through the crack to slowly curl her finger seductively and beckon me further into the shadows.  
 I grinned as my body automatically responded to the tone of her voice, and I found myself walking forward without thinking.  
 “Midterms are over, right?” Layla Bethel greeted me with a devilish grin as she pulled me into the shadows of the storage closet and shut the door behind me. The handle closed with a solid sound, and my heart pounded in my ears. “I know it’s not really fair to the other girls, and I know we promised to give you space and be patient, but… I need you, Gryffie.” 
 Fuck, I’d missed the petite summoner with her perky breasts and insatiable appetite, and I explored her body with greedy fingers and a hungry mouth.  
 “I’m all yours,” I breathed against her earlobe. “Well, until my class starts.” 
 Layla chuckled knowingly as she pushed my hands away, and then she slid down my body until she was squatted at my feet with her knees spread to either side of my legs. Her short skirt hiked up her thighs to reveal the pink fabric of her panties, and her hazel eyes blinked up at me, full of need and desire, before she ran her tongue over her lips. 
 Maker, I was going to enjoy this. 
 



 Chapter Twelve 
 “I’ve missed your cock, Gryffie,” the petite summoner pouted as she unfastened my pants. “I feel like I’ve been trying to get you alone for days!” 
 “I’m sorry,” I said, “I had no idea you wanted me so bad.” 
 “Oh, hush.” Layla waved a hand above her head as she pulled out my stiffening member with her other. “I know you’ve been busy with midterms and everything. Plus, you’re about to be a teacher, so this is my way of giving you a little good luck.” 
 “I feel lucky any time I get to spend with you,” I said, but my words turned to a gasp as she wrapped her lips around my cock.  
 My dick hardened instantly in her mouth, and she moaned as her tongue rolled across the bottom of my head.  
 “Mmm, I forgot how big you are,” she whispered as she pulled away with slippery strings of saliva trailing from her lips to my cock, but then she twirled her fingers around the strand of spit and rubbed it down the length of my shaft in a tightly clenched fist. “It’s hard for me to even fit you in my mouth.” 
 The image of her small hands manipulating my throbbing cock drove me wild, and I was almost grateful for the low light in the storage closet that prevented me from seeing with better detail. The lack of lighting didn’t stop me from feeling the sensations, though, and I moaned as my hips reflexively moved toward Layla’s motions.  
 Then she dipped her head again, and she trailed up and down my cock with tickling flicks of her tongue. When she circled back up to the tip, she wrapped her lips around my head once more, and her cheeks bulged as she slid down my length as far as she could go. 
 I groaned with pleasure as I wrapped my fingers in her short auburn hair, and I stared down into her wide eyes as they watered from the intense feeling of my dick in her throat.  
 While she was struggling to take my length, I knew she could handle a little more, so I gripped her head firmly, gave her an encouraging smile, and pushed my hips forward to slide my shaft even deeper into her mouth. My tip rubbed against the back of her throat, and Layla’s body spasmed as she gagged a little before I pulled out in one slippery motion. 
 The petite summoner gasped, and she blinked up at me with wide, lust filled eyes as her knees shook against my legs.  
 “Fuuck… ” she breathed, but she swiped the back of her hand across her slick chin and eyed my cock hungrily. “I want more of that!” 
  “As you wish,” I replied, and I cupped the side of her face with my hand as I leaned down to kiss her. Her lips were wet with spit, and her mouth was warm, but her tongue hungrily danced with mine as she moaned beneath me. 
 Then I stood up, rubbed her bottom lip with the edge of my thumb, and stroked the wet tendrils of spit down the rock-hard length of my cock.  
 “You’re so fucking sexy,” I told her, and then I pulled her mouth open and slid my dick inside before she could respond. 
 Layla whimpered, and her eyes went wide, but she obediently spread her lips and tilted her head back to allow me to slide in even deeper.  
 I held her hair firmly, and I stroked with deep, slow motions. Every few thrusts, I would dig deep until I could feel her throat squeezing against my tip, and Layla’s gagging spasms only increased the pleasurable sensation. 
 “You like that?” I asked without relenting the movement of my dick in and out of her mouth. 
 “Mmhmm,” Layla murmured around my swollen tip with her hazel eyes unfocused. Her hands caressed my balls, and when I plopped out of her mouth with a wet sploshing sound, she immediately wrapped her fingers around my slippery shaft and stroked me with a vengeance. 
 I inhaled sharply as I sensed my climax nearing, then suddenly, the door behind me swung open, and the storage room was bathed in light. I craned my neck around to see who had barged in, but I also tried to keep my exposed crotch away from view of the intruder.  
 “Get the fuck out of here!” Layla yelled. “Occupied!” 
 “Oh, my bad, I’m sorry,” a scrawny, mousy haired kid replied, and his eyes were full of fear as they flicked nervously across my face. “I heard a weird noise… I thought someone was stuck.” 
 “It’s okay,” I said in a calm voice despite the blood pounding in my ears. “Just close the door and get out of here, if you don’t mind?” 
 “Yeah, yeah, of course,” the kid muttered, and he blushed as he turned to leave. 
 “Now!” Layla added impatiently, but the sound of the door shutting cut off her voice. She paused for a moment, and then looked up at me with a mischievous smile. “Where were we?” 
 “You’re still in the mood?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. “I’d understand if you weren’t into it anymore.” 
 “To be honest, I really want you to fuck me now.” Layla shrugged as she reached up under her skirt, and her eyes crossed with a look of concentration, but a moment later, she tugged her panties down her thighs.  
 “Damn.” I grinned. 
 “You bet your ass damn,” Layla countered with a delighted grin as she wiggled her legs to free herself from the restraint of her underwear. “Now, fuck me till I can’t walk straight.” 
  So, that’s exactly what I did.  
 I growled as I grabbed her by the elbows and spun her around until her back was to me. Layla squeaked, and she grabbed onto the shelf in front of her for support as I flipped up the hem of her skirt to reveal her cute, perky, little ass.  
 Her pussy was tight and already dripping with juices as I slid an exploratory finger inside her lower lips. As I pulled away, I cast a teasing touch across her pleasure node, and the petite summoner hissed as she leaned toward me. 
 “Are you ready?” I asked as I took a firm grasp on my rock-hard cock and aimed it for her tiny, perfect pussy. 
 “Yess, Maker, yes,” Layla begged, and she wiggled her hips to push me into her. 
 I rubbed my tip against the length of her moist folds until she shivered, and then I grabbed her ass cheek with one hand and slid my shaft inside her wet tunnel. 
 “Fuck… ” Layla moaned as she arched her back.  
 I slid in and out of her wet entrance as her pussy lips stretched around the width of my dick, and the strong muscles of her tunnel gripped me like a fist.  
 She was tighter than I ever remembered her being, and wetter.  
 Maker, I’d missed her tight pussy and the way her tiny body fit in my hands. 
 I held onto her hips as I leaned forward to bite her neck beneath her jawline, and Layla shuddered against me. 
 “Oh, fuck, you feel so good,” she gasped between panting breaths. “You’re so fucking big.” 
 “You make me this way,” I growled in a low, husky voice. “You got me so turned on, I’m hard as a rock.” 
 “Ohh,” Layla moaned, and she bit her lip as an orgasm shook her entire body.  
 I wrapped my arms around her chest and held her against me while I thrust into her tight tunnel over and over. She continued to spasm and twitch to the point where she completely let go of the shelf, and I practically lifted her off her feet with my cock as I slammed into her from behind.  
 Layla was so tiny, I could support her full weight easily, so I slid out of her with a wet plop, and I spun her around to face me. 
 The petite summoner blinked at me beneath hooded eyelids, and a silly smile played across her face. 
 I chuckled with pride at her orgasm dazed expression, and I gave her a devilish grin as I picked her up and planted her on my cock. 
 Her hazel eyes went wide as she instinctively wrapped her legs around my back, and her nails dug into the muscles of my shoulders as I lifted her up and down by her ass cheeks.  
 The sound of our skin slapping against each other filled the small storage room, and random items clattered off the shelf as I fucked Layla against it.  
 I ignored everything, though, and I slammed my cock into her tight, wet pussy without restraint while she gasped and squeaked with each bounce.  
 “Of, fuuck, Gryff, I’m com-coming,” she moaned as her eyes rolled into the back of her skull. Her head fell backward, her mouth hung open, and every muscle in her body clenched, including the lining of her entrance. 
 I hissed with pleasure as I fucked her through her orgasm, but I quickly sensed my own climax nearing. 
 “I’m going to come, too,” I gasped between strokes as sweat slid down my body in rivers. My clothes were soaked, but I didn’t care. Nothing else mattered except for Layla and this moment. 
 “I want to taste it!” she declared suddenly, and she hopped off my cock with athletic grace to kneel on the floor at my feet. Then Layla gazed up at me with a pleading look in her hazel eyes. “Please, Gryff, come in my mouth?” 
 “Oh, fuck, yes,” I groaned, and I could barely hold back long enough for her to open wide and stick out her tongue before I sprayed tendril after tendril of hot, white seed down her throat.  
 “Mmmm,” Layla murmured as she wrapped her lips around my slightly softened cock. Her tongue curled around my shaft and expertly licked me clean. “I love the way you taste.” 
 “I’m glad you like it.” I smirked. “That was sexy as fuck, Layla. Holy hell, woman.” 
 “You’re welcome,” she chirped, and she grinned happily while a tendril of my seed dripped down her chin. She gave me a thoughtful look, and for a moment I could see an internal battle being fought behind her hazel eyes, but then she nodded almost to herself. “Next time, you can cum inside me, and… I stopped taking the birth herbs… so…” 
 “Really? You’re sure? You want a baby?” I eyed her closely, but she seemed determined.  
 “Yeah, I mean, why not?” Layla giggled, and a droplet of my seed still clinging to her chin wiggled with her movement. “When we thought you were dead, we were all talking about wanting a mini you to play with. I can’t live without you, Gryff, so I think that means I need to have your kid. The herbs will need a few weeks to normalize and stuff, but yeah… then I will be fertile. So…” 
 “How could I ever live without you?” I asked as I affectionately wiped her chin with my thumb and watched adoringly while she sucked my seed from my finger.  
 “You can’t.” She shrugged. “It’s not possible.” 
 “I agree.” I gave her a wide grin, and then I helped her to her feet. “You’re more addicting than alcohol.” 
 “Damn straight.” Layla mirrored my grin. “Don’t you have a class to teach or something?” 
 “Yeah,” I replied in a reluctant tone, and I raked a hand through my hair. “I guess I do.” 
 “Don’t sound so excited,” she teased. The mischievous summoner bent over to retrieve her panties from the floor, and she wiggled her ass tauntingly at me. “We can fuck more later.” 
 “You’re right,” I laughed. “I just missed you. That’s all.” 
 “No more missing each other.” Layla pulled on her panties, straightened her skirt, and smoothed down her hair. “Okay?” 
 “Okay.” I nodded to emphasize my agreement. 
 Layla winked at me, and then she pulled open the door to the hallway, and I blinked in the sudden flood of light.  
 “At least you’re already right next door,” she observed with a casual shrug, and then she wiggled her fingers at me to say goodbye before she trotted out of the warehouse. 
 She was right. I was a few feet away from what was now my classroom, and in a matter of moments I would officially be a teacher. 
 So, I took a deep breath and strode toward the door to the classroom. 
 I had to admit, I was less anxious about my first day of class than I’d been before Layla had grabbed me, but once it loomed ahead of me, my nerves came back again.  
 When I pulled open the door and walked into the classroom, I got a sudden flashback to my first day of school, and how Rori Brevens had shown up late and drunk. Seeing the faces swivel toward me expectantly as soon as I entered made me realize how unprepared I was. 
 I didn’t have any lessons planned or curriculum in mind. I remembered what Rori had gone over last year, but I wanted to do so much more than that.  
 All I could do was be myself, though, and see how it worked out in the end.  
 Suddenly, I made eye contact with the same mousy haired kid who had walked in on me and Layla a short while before. When the glimmer of recognition crossed his face, I could feel my cheeks burning, but I turned my eyes to the desk at the front of the class, and by the time I sat down in the teacher’s chair, I had my facial expression under control. 
 We were all adults here, right? Probably nothing he hadn’t seen before. 
 “Where’s our teacher?” a tall, square faced girl asked. “And who are you?” 
 “I’m right here.” I grinned. “My name is Gryff, but I suppose you guys get to call me Professor Gryff.” 
 That had a nice ring to it. Could I get a sign made for my desk? 
 “You’re our teacher?” the girl snorted. “But you’re just a student.” 
 “Who ever said a man could only be one thing?” I winked. “Besides, it’s about time the Academy brought in some fresh blood, don’t you think?”  
 “Wait… your name is Gryff, and you’re a summoner… ” She gasped, and her eyes went wide. “You’re the guy who ended the attack on Hartmire Enclave!” 
 “Sort of?” I laughed. “There was a whole team of mages with me, but I fought in the battle of Hartmire Enclave, yes.” 
 I was met with shocked silence and blank stares, so I took a moment to scan over the faces of my first students.  
 There was the square faced girl, and I noticed her hair was woven into two stiff braids behind her ears. The scrawny, mousy haired kid avoided my gaze, but another boy stared me straight in the eyes with an intensity that made him stand out.  
 He had short cropped red curls, pale skin, and freckles dotted his face. His eyes were green, and sharp, but his mouth was settled into a discontented frown.  
 My fourth student was a pudgy boy with chocolate stains around his bottom lip, and a mop of brown tangles fell over his eyes. I could hear his heavy breathing from across the room, and he sniffled like he was congested or had just been crying. 
 I resisted the urge to shake my head. These were my students. They didn’t look like much, but I was confident I could turn them into proficient soldiers after a few months of tutelage.  
 Still, I had my work cut out for me, so I needed to get started somewhere. 
 “How about you guys all introduce yourselves?” I suggested with a friendly smile. 
 “I am Terrowin Kemble,” the square faced girl announced in a confident voice.  
 “Nice to meet you, Terrowin. Where are you from?” I asked, and I steepled my fingers against my chin the way I’d seen many powerful men do before.  
 “I grew up in Hartmire Enclave,” the girl explained in a solemn tone, “but my family moved to Varle after the attack.” 
 “I see.” I frowned. “Like I said, I was in Hartmire at the time. The devastation was hard to comprehend. I’m glad you and your family made it out of there, and that you found your way to the Academy.” 
 “I realized I had magic during the attack,” Terrowin added, and I could see the pain of the memory in her light brown eyes. “I found an essence crystal, and I picked it up. Next thing I knew, a bandersnatch came out and attacked me.” 
 She held up her forearm to exhibit the purple scar lines marked into her skin. 
 “That’s incredible,” I replied. “I’d like to hear more about that experience in the future. Thank you for sharing.” 
 “Is it true that you defeated the belial during the attack on Hartmire Enclave?” Terrowin asked in an urgent voice with a pleading look in her eyes.  
 “It’s true.” I smirked. “I captured it, and since then I’ve used it to defeat an entire army.” 
 “You can summon the belial?” Terrowin’s mouth hung open as an awed gasp escaped the other students. 
 “I can tell you guys about that later,” I said with a laugh. “Let’s get back to our introductions.” 
 Then I turned and looked at the scrawny kid expectantly. 
 “I’m, uh, I’m Syman,” he muttered without looking up. 
 “Nice to meet you, Syman,” I greeted, but I noticed he didn’t provide a surname. “Where are you from?” 
 “Varle.” He shrugged, but he didn’t say anything else. His attitude reminded me of Layla, and I made a mental note to ask my summoner friend if she knew this kid.  
 I let Syman be and moved on to the next student, and the red-haired kid blushed when I looked at him. 
 “Arty Canterwell, sir.” He looked down at his desk. “I’m from Ralor’s Stead.” 
 I swallowed hard. Ralor’s Stead was the town where I’d faced off against a king fire eye cyclops by myself.  
 “What, uh, brought you to the Academy?” I asked in a voice I hoped sounded casual.  
 The memory of that day was still vivid and terrifying, even though I’d faced even more powerful monsters since then.  
 “I saw you.” Arty blushed even more until his skin almost matched the color of his hair. “You were fighting that giant monster after it destroyed the whole town… I’d known I had magic for a long time, but I didn’t tell anyone until after that day. I wanted to be just like you.” 
 I blinked as his words settled into my brain.  
 He had become a summoner because of me? 
 “I, uh,” I stammered, and I raked a hand through my hair. How was I supposed to respond to that? “I’m flattered, Arty, but I just did what needed to be done. Nothing more.” 
 “You’re a hero,” Terrowin interjected in an awed voice. 
 “If that’s what you want to call it.” I grinned, but then I turned my attention to the pudgy kid who’s name I hadn’t learned yet. “Your turn, kid.” 
 “You’re practically the same age as me,” the chubby boy sneered. “Who even gave you permission to teach this class? Did you even pass it last year?” 
 “Last year I actually taught the class more than the teacher did.” I shrugged. “If you don’t want to tell me your name, fine, but then you’ll have to live with whatever nickname I come up with for the rest of the school year.” 
 “Darius,” the pudgy kid huffed in an offended tone. “Darius Silvermane. You may have heard of my father? He runs Silvermane Industries, the largest supplier of essence crystal energy in all of Mistral.” 
 “Congratulations,” I said in a sarcastic tone.  
 Darius reminded me of Gawain, but slightly more obnoxious. At least my haughty new student didn’t reek of rose petals.  
 “What makes you qualified to teach us anything?” Darius continued in an irritated voice. “Summoners aren’t supposed to be the heros. We are the backbone of the economy.” 
 “What makes you think summoners can’t be both?” I grinned and kicked my feet up on the edge of the desk while I placed my hands behind my head. “I started out doing manual labor, construction, repairing villages after attacks, that sort of thing. After I fought the fire eye in Ralor’s Stead, though, everyone acted like a summoner fighting was mind blowing. At least now there’s mixed opinions, so I’d say I’ve made progress.” 
 “Progress with what?” Terrowin asked with a confused look.  
 “Changing the way the world sees us summoners,” I informed her. “I believe we deserve to be more than the grunts of society. We can make just as much of a difference as the other mage classes.” 
 “I want to make a difference,” Arty exclaimed with wide eyed excitement. “I want to be just like you.” 
 “I’m sure you’ll become the best version of you,” I said with a gentle smile. 
 While it was flattering to hear the younger man constantly looking up to me, I didn’t want him to think his own personality wasn’t good enough. 
 “So, they hired you because you did construction and defeated a monster,” Darius surmised with an unimpressed voice, and the pudgy kid rolled his eyes. “Please. Even the substitute was more experienced than that, and she wasn’t even a summoner!” 
 “I did not like her,” Terrowin informed me.  
 “Is it true that some monsters don’t need an essence crystal?” Syman asked suddenly. “Like they stay in your head instead?” 
 “That’s one way of looking at it,” I replied in a cautious tone. “I’ve captured immortal monster beings called Archons, but they cannot be contained inside a normal essence crystal. Even the massive crystals in the caves in Luratamba weren’t strong enough to house one of the immortal beings.” 
 “So, what happened to them?” Syman asked with sudden interest on his face.  
 “They’re imprisoned inside my consciousness,” I explained hesitantly. I wasn’t sure how much I should tell these kids, but on the other hand I wanted future summoners to be fully prepared for whatever they encountered, and that included Archons.  
 “You keep monsters in your head?” Darius scoffed. “How do you expect to be their master that way? Any summoner worth their salt knows to keep up boundaries between themselves and their summons.” 
 “Archons are a whole different beast,” I explained. “They don’t follow the same rules as other monsters.” 
 “What do they look like?” Arty asked with avid curiosity. “Can we see one?” 
 “Ooh, yes, can we see an Archon?” Terrowin added. 
 “If they’re even real,” Darius argued. 
 “Oh, they’re real all right,” Syman muttered, and I shot him a quizzical look, but he didn’t say anything else. 
 My gaze moved from face to face as I decided what I should do. I didn’t think Arwyn would approve of me showing the immortal goddesses residing in my head to my first-year students, but I knew I’d be dying of curiosity if I was in their shoes. 
 So, I waved off my reservations, took a deep breath, and summoned Sera with a tug of my will power, and black essence trailed from my shoulders and down the sleeve of my shirt to drip like spilt blood on the classroom floor. 
 The dark-winged Archon’s body formed in her favorite fashion, from the feet up, and by the time her face manifested into a wicked grin, she was already wrapping her arms around me. 
 “Mmm, master, I’ve missed you so much,” she moaned seductively into my ear. “I’ll be good, I promise. Just don’t send me away again.” 
 She teased her inhumanly long tongue across my jaw line and left a trail of warmth and spit in her wake.  
 “What in the Maker’s name is she doing?” Terrowin asked with a shocked expression. “Did she just lick you?” 
 “Shut up, mortal,” Sera snapped as she shot a scathing glare at my student over her shoulder. “Grown-ups are talking.” 
 “Sera,” I growled in a low, warning, tone.  
 The dark-winged Archon sighed and rolled her yellow eyes. “My apologies, sweet, delicious, human child. My intentions were not to be rude.” 
 “I-It’s okay?” Terrowin replied in a confused voice. 
 “If she’s a monster,” Darius chirped in an insolent tone, “then how can she talk?” 
 “I suppose much the same way you can still eat,” Sera countered with a sly smile, “even though you are already a pig. Oink. Oink.” 
 “Oh, man,” Syman guffawed. “That had to hurt.” 
 “Shut it, scum,” Darius sneered. 
 “Make me,” the scrawny kid retorted. 
 “Alright, enough,” I said in a voice loud enough to echo around the room with authority. Even Sera bristled her feathers and pulled on an innocent demeanor. 
 Suddenly, the bell rang to signal the end of class.  
 All four first year summoners leapt from their seats without saying a word, and they dashed toward the door without hesitation. 
 I sighed to myself once I was alone in the room, and Sera gave me a sympathetic smile. 
 “I can peel their skin from their bodies for you,” she suggested as she rubbed her ample breasts against my arm.  
 “I’m done for now,” I signed, and I recalled her with a wave of my will. 

What did I do wrong? Sera’s voice was full of pain in my mind as I pushed her back behind the mental wards keeping the Archons separated from my active thoughts. 
 “Nothing,” I muttered out loud. 

Please, she sighed. I… can we talk? Ever since you returned to this place you’ve been distant. I just want to talk.

 “Give me some time. I’ll talk tonight.” 

Okay, she relented, and then I felt her fade to the back of my mind.  
 If I couldn’t control the Archons, then there was zero chance I’d ever be included in the research team, and while the midterm tests and my wedding had taken priority, I still had the burning desire to know what was written inside those books. 
 Sera’s previous offer to translate the texts in exchange for my seed echoed through my mind as clearly as if the dark-winged Archon had just repeated her words once more. 
 Sleet and Arwyn were worried about the purity of the research. I could understand their heightened sense of security, but it was me we were talking about, not some unvouched stranger. They had to know I would never do anything to jeopardize the safety of the realm.  
 Maybe once I’d subdued Veopa, and I’d completed our bond, then Arwyn and Sleet would change their minds and let me join the team. So, before I headed off to the rest of my school day, I made a mental note to deal with the shapeshifter goddess that night. 
 The rest of the day passed by quickly, although it was a little weird to go from being the teacher to being the student. I gave several people disappointed looks when they were being too loud in Arwyn’s class, and she gave me a knowing smile from across the room.  
 At the end of the day, my mind was still buzzing over my experiences during my first day of teaching. I would show Darius what a summoner was capable of and knock that haughty look off his face, and I’d figure out what was going on in Syman’s head and why he’d been certain the Archons existed.  
 Terrowin had a lot of potential, and a lot of energy, but I could already tell I wouldn’t need to worry about her too much. She had fire. 
 Arty acted like my biggest fan, but I didn’t care about fame as much as I wanted my students to be competent, confident summoners.  
 Altogether, I was satisfied with my new students and what I’d learned on my first day. I’d see more of what they were capable of during our next class session. 
 I fell asleep with Freya by my side, and a feeling of all being right in the world comforted me into sleep, but I had one more thing to take care of before I could focus on living a normal life. 
 It was time to subdue Veopa. 
 As soon as I realized I was sleeping, I manifested a room inside my dreamscape, and once I’d removed the magic barrier in my mind, I summoned all of my Archons to me. 
 “I’m so happy you called for me,” Phi greeted with a pleased glint in her red eyes.  
 “Don’t fool yourself,” Sera sneered at her sister as she stepped into view. “He will be bored of you again soon.” 
 “I’m not boring, right, Gryff?” Miralea asked as she pranced forward. Her orange eyes glowed in the dim light of my dreamscape, and her fangs reflected some unknown source of light as she smiled. 
 “He’s already replaced you with another cat,” Utuni observed in a dry voice as she manifested in my dreamscape. Her serpentine tail flicked behind her, and it accentuated the swaying motion of her hips as her blood red lips twitched into a smile. “I, however, am irreplaceable.” 
 “Do you know why I summoned you?” I asked as I looked around at the four goddesses. 
 “You wish to apologize for the intolerable way you’ve been treating us?” Sera guessed with a twinkle in her yellow eyes. “I forgive you. You can take off your pants now.” 
 “No,” I said, and I gave the dark-winged Archon a stern look. “It’s time for me to subdue Veopa.” 
 “What’s your rush?” Sera’s eyebrows arched quizzically. “She hasn’t stirred or made a single complaint.” 
 “Let me worry about my reasoning,” I replied in a grim voice. “You just need to focus on obeying my command.” 
 “Mmm, yes, master,” the dark goddess moaned, and she ran her long tongue over her lips. “I will grant your every desire, even if I have to cut my heart from my chest to please you.” 
 “Oh, yes,” Phi added in a lustful voice, “I’ll do anything for you… Spank me, Gryff. I’ve been naughty, and I need a firm hand.” 
 “Fools,” Utuni sneered, and she stepped closer to me until she stood inches from my face. Then the snake goddess walked her fingers up my chest until they buried in the nest of hair peeking out from the neck of my shirt. “You need a real woman. A powerful one. You need me, Gryff. Forget these others. Choose me for your seed, and we shall rule the world side by side.” 
 “Stop hogging him,” Miralea muttered with a low growl, and she shoved herself in between the snake goddess and me. “I’m the one Gryff really wants, after all.” 
 “What I want,” I said in a clear voice as I pushed the Archons off me, “is for you to bring Veopa out and hold her down.” 
 “Oooh, just like we did with Utuni!” Miralea gushed, and she started to massage her paws into the floor excitedly.  
 “If that is what you wish,” Sera said in a hesitant voice. 
 “It is.” I nodded. 
 “Very well,” the dark-winged Archon sighed, and she motioned to the others. The goddesses walked into the shadows of my dreamscape, but they returned a moment later with Veopa detained between them. 
 The shapeshifter goddess wore the same quilted, animal skin cloak with the hood hanging over her mysterious face, but I’d gotten a good look at her before so I knew what laid beneath the shadowy folds.  
 Veopa struggled against the hands gripping her arms and legs, and she writhed ferociously as the other Archons dragged her toward me. Her cloak flapped around her body, and it revealed the silky, glittering blue slip of a dress she wore beneath the quilted garment.  
 When she was less than a foot away from me, Sera ripped her hood away from her face while she kept a firm hold on her upper arm with one hand. Phi moved to slash into the fabric of Veopa’s dress with her long, sharp fingernails, but I held up my hand to stop her. 
 “Let me,” I said as I pulled out my dagger from its sheath. 
 Veopa’s shifty blue-white face slid into the shape of a beautiful woman, and I recognized her appearance from when I’d fought against her in the Shadowscape. Her lips were full and looked soft, and her skin was so pale it practically glowed, but her eyes were full of defiance as she glared at me. 
 “Nothing to say?” I asked as I slid the blade of my dagger behind the fabric of her dress.  
 The shapeshifter goddess spat, and the glob of liquid smacked me in the cheek then slid down my face to plop onto the ground.  
 I gave Veopa a wicked grin. “I guess not.” 
 So, I yanked against the hilt of my dagger, and as the blade sliced through the silky material of the shifty Archon’s dress, the fabric slid away like water to reveal her large, perky breasts, toned stomach, and the soft skin of her thighs. 
 Veopa gasped and struggled to keep her legs closed, but Miralea and Utuni tugged on her ankles, and her thighs parted to reveal the wispy hairs of her mound.  
 I eyed the Archon’s naked body hungrily, and as I watched, her nipples hardened into tiny, rose colored buds. My mouth watered, but there was no reason to deny myself, so I dipped my head down to flick an experimental tongue across the shapeshifter goddess’ breast.  
 Veopa gasped and pulled away from the sensation of my tongue against her skin, but Phi let out a low growl and shoved the shifty goddess toward me.  
 I could feel my body responding, so I unbuttoned my pants and pulled out my stiffening member. 
 “No, no, please,” Veopa pleaded suddenly as her eyes locked onto my hard cock. 
 “It has to happen,” I informed her in a determined voice. “The less you fight, the faster it will be over.” 
 “I will never surrender!” she practically yelled in my face, but I ignored her as I aimed my tip toward her feminine folds.  
 “Mmm, fuck,” I muttered as I slid inside her pulsating tunnel. I pushed in a little more, and Veopa hissed as she arched her back, so I pulled out and then thrust in deeper.  
 “Oh, oh,” Veopa gasped as her eyes flew open in shock. “That feels… good? Wait… why does this feel soooo gooooddddd? Ohhhhhhh...” 
 The four Archons who restrained her arms and legs stared with rapt fascination as my cock slid in and out of the shapeshifter goddess’ pussy, and I could tell by the look in their eyes that they were all jealous of Veopa.  
 Good. Let them watch and want me even more.  
 My blood turned hot as my eyes trailed down Veopa’s prostrated naked body, and her breasts bounced each time I thrust my cock inside her. 
 She stared up at me with a look of utter confusion on her face, and her thick, luscious lips were hanging open in a silent question.  
 I increased my pace, and I growled as I felt the intensity building inside me.  
 “Gryff, no! Wait!” Veopa gasped, and suddenly she began to shiver and shake beneath my hands. “What’s happening?” 
 Her body spasmed, and the muscles of her pussy clamped around my shaft like a vise, and I struggled to wiggle my cock at all. As her contractions amplified, her wet tunnel pulsated against my length, and her eyes rolled back into her head. 
 “Ohhh, Gryfff,” Veopa moaned, and the Archons wrestled with her shaking limbs to hold her upright. 
 My neck itched, and then it began to burn with a fiery intensity, but I ignored the sensation as I focused on my angry thrusts. I growled with a voice full of rage and pent up frustration as my climax built, but I pulled out in the last instant. 
 “No, Gryff!” Veopa shouted in a desperate voice as she clawed at me. “Inside me! Fill my womb with your seed!” 
 “Not this time,” I said with my last clear thought, and then I let go of my control. 
 My seed exploded out of me in a great wave, and long strings ejected from my cock to spray onto all five Archons like rain. The goddesses all scampered forward on their knees with their mouths open wide and their tongues protruding, and they lapped up every drop available.  
 “More!” Sera demanded hungrily as she licked a tendril from her lips. 
 “I want it all,” Utuni announced as she rushed forward and began to lick my cum slick balls. 
 “There’s more where that came from,” I informed them as I scratched my burning neck absently. 
 “You will give me more of your seed?” Veopa asked in a subdued voice. “Will you put it inside me next time? In my womb? That is where I need it.”  
 “We will see if there’s a next time,” I said in a careful tone.  
 “Did I please you?” the shapeshifter goddess asked.  
 My eyes trailed over her eager eyes, to her luscious lips, and landed on the droplet of my seed dangling from her jaw. 
 “Definitely.” I grinned. 
 “I want to please you now,” Sera said as she inched her way closer to me. 
 “Not tonight,” I argued as I sidled away. 
 Her disappointed pout was almost adorable.  
 “You don’t like us anymore,” Phi noted in a sad voice. 
 “I don’t understand why,” Utuni drawled. “I am so much more powerful than your mortal women. I could give you more pleasure in one night than any of them could give you in a lifetime.” 
 “Enough,” I said with an air of authority. “You want me to choose you over my mortal women? Then tell me why you want to get pregnant so badly.” 
 “Only because I love you, Gryff,” Sera’s yellow eyes were full of hurt, but I couldn’t tell how much of it was real or fake. “A child would be the perfect manifestation of our love.” 
 “I’m not buying it.” I turned my hard gaze to the other four. “Anyone else?” 
 “You are the most powerful man I’ve ever met,” Utuni offered in an innocent tone. “I would be a fool not to choose you to father my children.” 
 “You’ve treated us all so well,” Miralea purred, “the least we can do is repay you with strong, powerful offspring.” 
 “It’s your power,” Veopa moaned. “I need your child beca--” 
 “Silence!” Sera growled at Veopa, and the others all turned and hissed at my newest archon. 
 “Oh?” I snickered. “Looks like I’m getting somewhere. What were you about to say, Veopa?” 
 “I…” Her eyes roamed to the other women, but then she crossed her arms and shook her head. 
 “What she is trying to say is that you’re special, Gryff,” Phi purred. 
 Sera shot her sister a subtle warning glance which told me there was more to it than they were saying. 
 “I don’t believe you,” I stated simply. “So, I’m going to offer you all a deal.” 
 “What are you proposing?” Sera asked with obvious excitement. 
 “I’ll agree to impregnate you,” I said, and I held up my hands to cut off their elated gasps, “but only one of you.” 
 “W-What?” Sera looked incredulous. “That won’t work. We all need your seed.” 
 “Why?” I pressed, and it was highly entertaining to watch the dark-winged goddess sputter wordlessly in response. 
 “So…” Phi looked around at her fellow Archons cautiously. “Who?” 
 “That’s part of my deal,” I explained. “When you guys decide who deserves to be the one to get pregnant, then I’ll give her all the sperm I can.”  
 “Obviously, I am the one who deserves to bear Gryff’s first child,” Sera announced with a haughty air. 
 “What makes you so certain?” Utuni asked with narrowed snake eyes. “I am more powerful than you, I would make a better mother.” 
 “Ridiculous,” Miralea hissed. “I would be the best mother, I deserve to be the one to bear Gryff’s offspring.” 
 “I will be the one,” Veopa interjected. “I will have the most powerful child, after all.” 
 “How dare you?” Sera bared her fangs and glared at my newest Archon. 
 I couldn’t trust the Archons, but I couldn’t help my attraction to them, either, especially not when they were arguing over my sperm moments after licking some of it from my body.  
 Who wouldn’t want to have five goddesses lick their cock clean? 
 As their argument continued, however, their voices and faces grew more hostile toward each other, and I could tell it would get violent soon.  
 “I’ll give you some time to think it over,” I informed them in a loud voice. “One of you gets my child, but only one. Unless one of you wants to give me a better explanation about why you want to get pregnant.” 
 “There can’t be just one,” Veopa argued in a frustrated tone. “There would be no cham--” 
 “Silence!” Sera yelled again, and she swung the back of her hand across the shapeshifter goddess’ cheek. 
 I narrowed my eyes at the dark-winged goddess, but she avoided my gaze.  
 There was definitely something going on, and Sera seemed to be the one keeping the others quiet. Maybe Veopa would say more if she was alone, but that would have to wait for another time when I had more patience. After shooting my load onto the gorgeous shapeshifter goddess, I didn’t have the energy to listen to their squabbling all night.  
 “We will talk later,” I said in a decisive voice. Then I dismissed them with a wave of my will, and I ignored their protests as I faded back into a deep dreamless sleep born of utter exhaustion. 
 I woke up the next morning feeling refreshed and well rested. I opened my eyes shortly before the dawn, and I squeezed my shapeshifting wife against my chest gratefully as I inhaled the morning air.  
 It was a good day to be me. 
 I was going to get married in less than a week, I was a teacher at the most highly respected school of magic in the realm, and someday soon I’d be a father, too. It still boggled my mind to think about how differently my life was than I had imagined a year before.  
 Funnily enough, the shift had started once I’d started using immortal deities in my mind. If I hadn’t been traveling the world hunting Archons, I never would have met Freya, and if I’d never accidentally married the warrior princess, I probably wouldn’t be about to marry the most perfect woman in the world.  
 Freya was anxious to start our family, and Cyra and Layla seemed just as eager. I wondered how Erin and Ashla were feeling about it after having some time to think, but I’d have plenty of time to dig into everything with them later. 
 Arwyn really wanted to be a mother, but I wasn’t sure if the gorgeous red-head was as excited about the concept of marriage.  
 I made a mental note to discuss it with her in person. One of my favorite things about the intelligent, logical professor was our ability to have blunt, honest conversations.  
 Thinking about my teacher reminded me of my plan. I’d aced my midterms and subdued Veopa, so hopefully Arwyn and Sleet would change their minds and let me join the research team. I knew I could help them if I had access to the books, and determination burned in my gut. 
 I would change their minds. I had to. 
 I carefully slid out from beneath Freya’s prone form, and the warrior princess snored peacefully as I inched my way off the bed. I dressed as quickly and quietly as I could so as not to disturb my sleeping wife, but a few moments later, I was trotting down the stairs of the tavern. 
 I was full of hope as I headed up the streets of Varle toward the Academy, and I barely registered the changing scenery around me. A short while later, I stood in front of Arwyn’s classroom door, and I suddenly realized it was obscenely early. 
 So, instead of knocking, I tested the handle and found it unlocked. I crept into the room to the healer’s private chambers, and I grinned when the door opened without resistance. 
 The beautiful red-head was asleep in bed, and her flame colored locks were splayed across her sheets like fire licking at a sheet of paper. Her thick lips were parted slightly, and the serene expression on her face warmed my heart. 
 My heart beat thudded in my chest as I tip toed toward the bed. The urge to curl up next to her and wrap my arms around her overwhelmed me, so I kicked off my boots and pulled my bandolier over my head. 
 I was leaning over to tug off my pants when a piece of paper on Arwyn’s nightstand caught my eye.  
 And it bore my name. 
 I forgot my pants as my eyes scanned over the parchment, and my mouth suddenly dried.  
 There, in Arwyn’s handwriting, was the Beastmaker prophecy, and next to it, my name was scribbled and punctuated with a question mark. 
 Did Arwyn think I was the Beastmaker? 
 My ears rang, and my vision blurred as the thudding of my heart grew louder.  
 Why hadn’t she said anything? 
 This was exactly why I needed to be on the research team. They were chasing dead ends and running down rumors instead of facing the real problems, like who the last four Archons were, how the Guardians defeated them long ago, and other things that would end the war for good. 
 I swallowed hard and stumbled backward away from the bed. I tripped over my discarded boot, and I cursed under my breath as I struggled to keep my feet beneath me. 
 “Gryff?” Arwyn asked in a sleepy voice as she blinked at me in confusion. “What are you doing here?” 
 “Nothing.” My eyes flicked to the paper on the nightstand reflexively. 
 “Oh?” The playful smile on her lips made me think she didn’t believe me, but I didn’t blame her. 
 “Actually, I came to tell you I subdued Veopa,” I said as I suddenly remembered my original motivation.  
 “You… came to tell me you had sex with an Archon? Arwyn raised her eyebrows, and her face filled with confusion. “Thanks for letting me know, I guess.” 
 “No,” I groaned. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 “My apologies.” Arwyn shook her head and pushed herself up into a sitting position. “I’m still waking up, and it’s hard for me to follow your thought process. Please, explain.” 
 “I’m sorry,” I said with an apologetic smile. “I didn’t mean to wake you up. I was excited, and I didn’t think it through. Then, when I saw you laying there… I just wanted to curl up next to you.” 
 “I wish you had,” she chuckled. “I’m still not sure why you aren’t.” 
 “I guess I was hoping once I mastered all the Archons I’d captured that I’d be allowed on the research team.” I shrugged. “I completed my bond with Veopa, so no more defiant goddesses roaming inside my head.” 
 “Just the five women constantly trying to seduce you and convince you to impregnate them?” Arwyn asked, and I couldn’t tell if she was amused or annoyed. 
 This conversation was starting to feel tricky, and that didn’t sit right with me, especially since it was with Arwyn.  
 “I have them under control,” I informed her firmly, but then my expression softened, and my voice turned playful. “Are you jealous?” 
 Arwyn eyed me closely for a long moment, and her face was unreadable. 
 “Of course not,” she finally said, and she flicked her flame colored hair over her shoulder. “Do you like them more?” 
 “Of course not,” I echoed easily, but a concerned frown creased my brows. “They want to destroy the humans?” 
 “But not you?” she whispered. 
 “No… I mean…”  
 I wanted to address the troll in the room, but at the same time I didn’t. Each breath I took without uttering a word about the paper made it harder to convince myself to say it.  
 The silence stretched on for a long, slightly uncomfortable moment while I stood frozen with my pants unbuttoned and my boots on the floor. Arwyn looked me up and down, and then she laughed and patted the bed beside her. 
 “Come lay down,” the healer urged. “You need more sleep.” 
 “I can’t,” I replied automatically, and I started to pull my boots back on. “I’ve got class soon.” 
 “But you came here?” She tilted her head.  
 “I just needed to see you.” I smiled.  
 “Oh, okay,” Arwyn said with a disappointed frown. “Another time, then.” 
 “Absolutely,” I agreed as I slid my bandolier over my head and into its customary position. When I was finished redressing, I gave the beautiful healer an apologetic smile. “Sorry I don’t have time today.” 
 “It’s okay, really.” Her face lit up into a brilliant smile that radiated love and warmth. “I’ll see you later.” 
 “Bye,” I said, and I waved as I turned to leave her private chambers. 
 My heart rate was still rapid, and my palms were sweaty. I didn’t feel good about hiding my thoughts from my red-haired lover, but if she thought I was the Beastmaker, it might not be a good idea to be too open.  
 My thoughts were troubled as I went through the day. I learned more about my students than I had the day before, but Syman was still a mystery to me. Lunch was full of wedding talk as the girls discussed their bridesmaid dresses and flower bouquets, and I found myself staring mindlessly at the wall while I poked my pork chop with a fork. 
 No one commented on my abnormal quiet demeanor, though, so they probably thought it was run of the mill wedding jitters. Little did they know, one of the people I trusted had been keeping secrets from me. 
 Maybe they all were in on it. 
 I glanced around at my friends, my lovers, my fiancée, and my wife, and I shook off my suspicions. I trusted the people sitting at this table with my life, and they were my family. There was no way they were hiding things from me, especially not something as big as thinking I was connected to the Beastmaker prophecy in any way.  
 Why would they want to marry me and have my children if they thought I could bring about the end of the world?  
 It didn’t make sense. I needed to clear my head, but no matter where I looked or what I tried to think about, my mind kept wandering back to the image of my name scrawled in Arwyn’s handwriting. 
 I really enjoyed physical training that afternoon, since the heavy exercise got me out of my head for a while, but once the lesson was over for the day, my thoughts were heavy once more. 
 I crossed the campus and headed into the city without looking up or paying attention to the streets around me. I had my bandolier and my daggers, but I didn’t think there was any chance of danger.  
 Once I reached the Retching Goblin, I suddenly realized I didn’t know where Freya was, but I wasn’t worried about her so much as I was in search of something comforting. A note laid on the floor just inside the threshold of my room, and I instantly recognized Nia’s fine handwriting before I even picked it up. 
 The sun was setting, but it was still early enough for my room to be well lit, so I didn’t have any trouble reading my fiancée’s note. 

Dearest future husband--

 There was a heart drawn next to the word ‘husband’ and I smiled. I loved how Nia could be girlish and sentimental one moment, and then all business in the next. 

It is customary for the bride and groom to have a period of separation before the wedding. Tradition dictates three days must pass while the couple is apart before they can be joined together as husband and wife. This gets a little tricky for us, since we go to school together, but I know we can do it!


The last thing I want to do is be away from you, but the less criticism I get from my family, the better.


I love you so much!


Three more days until I’m officially your wife!


Yours forever,


Nia

 She finished with another heart, and I couldn’t help but laugh out loud at her antics. It was artfully diplomatic to sandwich the bad news about being separated from each other between loving doodles.  
 Nia Kenefick continued to amaze, entertain, and attract me.  
 The words in her letter echoed around my mind. 
 Three more days until Nia was my wife. 
 I sighed contentedly and crossed the room to my bed. It was still fairly early, and I hadn’t eaten dinner yet, but I wanted to take a moment to linger over the letter from Nia. 
 I hoped Freya and the other girls weren’t affected by the forced separation between us. 
 The guys had been acting weird and distant ever since they’d disappeared with Maelor a few days before, and I tried not to feel lonely as I relaxed against my pillows.  
 Suddenly, the sound of several feet stomping up the stairs echoed through the door, and a moment later, the portal flew open as three men in black masks barged in. 
 I leapt to my feet as my hand automatically jumped to my bandolier, but my instincts told me to wait. 
 Before I could make another move, however, a fourth walked up behind the three, and he raised a gloved hand in the air then clenched it shut. 
 Rings of rock manifested around my torso, and my arms were pinned to my sides beneath the earthen restraints. I struggled against it with all my might, but something kept rolling around in the back of my mind. 
 Elemental earth magic? 
 Then one of the men stepped over to me, and the next thing I knew, I was staring at the inside of a black hood.  
 What the fuck was going on?  
 I considered summoning the Archons with a wave of my will, but again, some unexplainable hunch urged me to hold off. 
 Who were these people? 
 I felt my legs being lifted out from underneath me, and then I sensed them carrying me from my room and down the stairs. I fought against the urge to struggle against them. I was outnumbered, and there was at least one mage among them. I needed to be careful and pay close attention. 
 Where were they taking me? 
 I could have five angry goddesses at my back with a mere thought, so I wasn’t too worried about my safety. More than anything, I was curious. 
 One way or another, I would find out what was going on. 
 And soon. 
 



 Chapter Thirteen 
 I didn’t know where I was being taken, but I could tell I was being carried down the stairs, and a moment later, the air quality changed. We were outside on the streets of Varle, but it only lasted for a few short breaths, and then I was shoved onto a seat. I heard the click of a door shutting and a muffled voice clucking, and then the sound of horse hooves against the paving stones drifted into my ears. 
 It seemed like I was in a carriage. 
 “Should we do it now?” a familiar sounding voice whispered. “Or should we wait until we get there?” 
 Where did I know that voice from? It definitely belonged to someone I knew, I was sure of that much. 
 “We should wait till we stop,” another voice said, and it sounded like it belonged to an older man. 

Allow me to destroy your enemies, Dio pleaded from inside his crystal. These men will not withstand my might.

 I furrowed my eyebrows as I tried to identify the speakers. The familiar ring to their voices was hard to ignore, and I was starting to get the distinct feeling I knew them. 
 “Stop talking, idiots,” a third person hissed. “He can still hear you.” 
 Gawain? Why would the fire mage try to kidnap me?  
 “You don’t say,” a dry voice drawled sarcastically.  
 Varleth? What the fuck was going on? 
 Now, I was beyond curious, and I wanted whatever was covering my face off so I could look my abductors in the eyes. 
 “Gawain? Varleth?” I asked as I moved my head around in a pointless effort to face the fire mage, even though I still wore the bag over my head. “I recognize your voices. Guys, what the fuck?” 
 A loud, dramatic sigh was the only response to my words, but then someone yanked the bag off my head, and I blinked around at the interior of the coach to get my bearings. 
 Gawain, Varleth, Braden, and Keith Almasy stared back at me with sheepish expressions. 

Your friends have betrayed you? Dio sounded genuinely confused. I was not expecting that.

 “Told ya it wasn’t going to work,” Almasy announced, and he gave me a wink. “Gryff’s too smart for simple tricks.” 
 The pilot snapped his fingers, and the restraints around me vanished. Of course, the hardened rings of rock pinning down my arms had been Keith Almasy’s doing. The elemental earth mage was known as “The Groundbreaker from Garvesh” due to his talent with earth magic, after all.  
 “Sorry, Gryff,” Braden said as his cheeks reddened. “I thought it would be funny.” 
 “What’s going on?” I looked around at my friends in utter confusion. I hadn’t seen Almasy since he’d left Utun, but the light-haired pilot looked better than he had ever before.  
 “It would have worked if Gawain could have kept his mouth shut,” Varleth observed with his typical dryness and bypassed my question. 
 “What the fuck is going on?” I repeated in a louder voice. 
 My friends exchanged glances with each other, and then they all faced me with wide grins. The excitement on their faces was obvious, but that only furthered my confusion. 
 “It’s your bachelor party,” Braden informed me in a defeated tone. “We’re getting you wasted tonight to celebrate your wedding this weekend.” 
 “What?” I laughed. “That’s awesome. I can’t believe you guys did that. Did you really have to throw a bag over my head, though?” 
 “Like the big guy said, it sounded like fun.” Gawain shrugged. “Don’t lie, if you had the chance to do it to one of us, you would take it.” 
 “That’s probably true,” I said. “I wouldn’t have gotten caught, either, but I can’t party tonight. It’s a school night.” 
 “Are you serious?” Varleth raised an eyebrow and gave me a look like I was the dumbest person he’d ever seen. “The goddess wielding, one-man army can’t handle drinking on a school night?” 
 “Come on, Gryff,” Braden urged. “Relax and let go a little. Nothing bad is going to happen.” 
 “Careful with your words there, kid, because now something’s bound to happen,” Almasy noted in an amused tone. “He still doesn’t know about the other surprise, after all.” 
 “What other surprise?” I asked slowly as my gaze flicked from face to face.  
 My friends avoided my eyes, but then Almasy laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. 
 “Relax, Gryff,” the pilot encouraged with an easy smile. “All things in good time. Just, you know, remember that what we did came from a place of love.” 
 “Maker, help me,” I groaned as I ran a hand through my hair. “I don’t even know what to expect anymore… ”  
 “One thing we can tell you,” Braden said with obvious excitement, “is Orenn went to go get Mur, and then Maelor is also meeting us before we go to the Dancing Dryad. It’s going to be so crazy.” 
 “The Dancing Dryad?” I asked with an arched eyebrow. “Is that a tavern?” 
 “Yes and no,” Almasy replied with another wink.  
 “They serve alcohol,” Gawain supplied in a vague tone. 
 “I called ahead and reserved a table,” Braden informed me with a proud grin. “And don’t worry, the girls know all about our plans, and they were all onboard. Nia and Arwyn actually helped us out a lot.” 
 “Not that we needed their help,” Gawain interjected. “I know my way around Varle enough to throw a good party, have no fear.” 
 “Fortunately, I stopped them from doing anything too ridiculous,” Varleth added, and he gave the fire mage a look of annoyance. “Gawain wanted to go horseback riding.” 
 “Forgive me for thinking Gryff would want to see his mule again,” Gawain muttered as he tugged on the sleeves of his velvet maroon jacket. 
 “Hell, I’d be fine with seeing the mule again,” Almasy offered. “Not that I had any special friendship with it, but that was a good animal if my memory is accurate.” 
 He took a swig from the silver flask he always kept on his person, and with anyone else I would have suspected some hidden source of alcohol, but I knew Almasy was a diabetic, so I had no doubt his container was full of fruit juice.  
 My mind flashed to Char, the mule I’d ridden across the Southern continent. Gawain had been in charge of our horses during the mission, and he’d picked the long-eared hybrid steed for me in hopes the stubborn beast would be less affected by my essence crystals. The fire mage’s instincts were spot on, and I’d quickly grown to respect and admire my mount. 
 In the end, Gawain had chosen Char as one of the two horses he brought back to Mistral, and the fire mage had declared he would find a way to breed the sterile hybrid. It was the first mention of the mule since my return, and my desire to see my old steed renewed.  
 After the wedding, I decided to myself, and then I returned my focus to my friends. 
 “So, you’re still not going to tell me what the other surprise is?” I asked in a feigned hurt tone as I gave my friends a pleading look. “After you barged into my room, threw a sack over my head, and carried me off? Pretty rude… ”  
 “Well,” Braden murmured as he spread his hands, “you gotta let us keep at least one surprise. Where’s the fun in telling you everything right away?” 
 Suddenly, the carriage screeched to a halt. 
 “Whoa, easy there, my beautiful fillies,” a musical, yet masculine voice called to the horses from outside the coach. “Thanks for the ride, darlings, it was lovely.” 
 Then the door to the coach popped open, and I was greeted with a friendly smile by a man with short, jagged ashen hair and bright, piercing blue eyes. He wore a black leather jacket with a high collar and a loose-fitting gray shirt beneath it. The quality of his clothes was obvious, from the embroidered hem of his jacket down to the shining silver buckles on his tall, knee high riding boots.  
 The resemblance to my fiancée was uncanny, and I blinked for several breaths while I processed the new person’s sudden appearance.  
 “Hi.” The man stuck out his hand to shake. “We haven’t met yet. My name is Nayveth. I hear you’re about to marry my baby sister.” 
 I swallowed hard as I took his offered hand and shook it firmly.  
 Nayveth fucking Kenefick was standing right in front of me, and I’d gotten zero chance to prepare for the encounter. 
 “Gryff,” I grunted, then I cleared my throat as I regained my composure. “I’m sure you knew that already, though.” 
 All I knew about Nia’s older brother was he’d moved to the ocean after serving his time with the military. Oh, and he could talk to fish. As in actually speak with aquatic animals.  
 I still had a hard time wrapping my mind around that fact. 
 Obviously, as a Kenefick, Nayveth had to be powerful and record breaking in some way, so it was hard to contain my awe at having him standing in front of me. 
  “I did.” Nayveth nodded, and an amused twinkle danced in his blue eyes. “It’s nice to finally meet you, and to put a face to the name I’ve read about in so many of my sister’s letters. My apologies for the surprise introduction, although I must say, it was totally worth it.” 
 “What do you mean?”  
 “The look on your face right now is priceless,” Nia’s brother informed me with an ear-to-ear grin.  
 The tension in my shoulders broke, and I couldn’t help but laugh. Then realization dawned on me, and I turned back to my friends with sudden understanding. 

So, this man is not your enemy? Dio asked, and he grumbled a little as though this was very disappointing news.  
 “This is why Maelor pulled you out of the dining hall that day,” I said as the pieces started to click together in my mind. “And why everyone’s been acting kind of weird lately.” 
 “A lot of it was my doing, I’m afraid,” Nayveth explained, but his smile didn’t fade. “I had never met you before, so I wanted to make an impression.” 
 “Consider me impressed.” I mirrored his grin. “I’m not usually surprised so easily, but I have to admit, I’m flattered you guys went through so much trouble for me. So, what’s next? Are there more surprises?” 
 “Sort of,” Gawain offered in a vague tone.  
 “Not helpful.” I rolled my eyes. 
 “But it is fun,” Braden chirped. “At least for us.” 
 “We have officially arrived at the first stop of the evening,” Nayveth declared with a dramatic flourish of his arm toward the street beyond the carriage. “The Silver Lion.” 
 I stepped out of the carriage and onto the paving stones, but when I looked up, all I saw was a small pink cottage with white trellises covered in rose vines across the front of the porch. A lamp burned in the window behind a lace curtain, but no other signs of life were visible.  
 Oddly enough, the cottage was crammed between two businesses on a street not far from the Academy and the Retching Goblin, but it seemed out of place with its quaint appearance and humble existence.  
 I gave my friends a confused look, but they merely snickered and shoved me forward. 
 “This is a tavern?” I asked Nayveth as I crossed the distance to the little stone porch. I had to duck my head to fit beneath the sagging awning, and I eyed the small door skeptically, since I didn’t know if I’d even fit through a space that narrow. 
 “Did I say tavern?” the ashen-haired water elementalist asked with a playful lilt to his voice. “I didn’t intend to. I think I just said it was called The Silver Lion.” 
 “Um, okay… ” I cast a sideways glance at Nia’s older brother, but his face was unreadable. While I assumed he was older than me since his youngest sister and I were close in age, he appeared much younger, closer to my age, and his light hearted energy added to his youthful vibe. “You’re not going to tell me anything, are you?” 
 “Nope,” he chirped gleefully as he pulled open the door and ducked inside. 
 I followed in Nayveth’s footsteps, and I peered around in curiosity at the tiny foyer. All of the walls were pink, and the room was lined with tiny shelves covered in lace doilies and small statues. A podium stood at an angle in front of the opposing door, and a small, gray haired woman stood behind it on a box. 
 “Six, please,” Nayveth said to the woman without any prelude.  
 “Yes, sir,” the old woman replied with a curt nod. “You’ll have to go in pairs, or half will have to wait till tomorrow.” 
 “No, no, that’s not necessary,” Nayveth assured her. “Pairs is fine, thank you.” 
 The gray-haired lady nodded again, and then she hopped down from her box and disappeared through the door behind the podium.  
 Where were we?  
 It seemed to be a teahouse of sorts, but my confusion only grew the more pleased Nia’s brother looked. Then the rest of my friends piled into the tiny room, and we stood shoulder to shoulder as we waited silently for the woman’s return. 
 The giddy grins on Braden and Gawain’s faces continued to baffle me, but Almasy just had a knowing twinkle in his eyes, and Varleth was snorting and huffing so much it sounded like he was practically chuckling.  
 Nayveth clapped me on the shoulder and leveled me with a steady gaze, and his blue eyes pierced into me with an intensity I was growing more and more familiar with since announcing my marriage to Nia and being around more of her family.  
 “Gryff,” he said in a serious tone, “are you ready?” 
 “Ready for what?” I asked as I shook my head in confusion. “I don’t even know what I’m getting ready for.” 
 “You’re gonna love it,” Gawain assured me. “I was nervous my first time, too, but now I go every chance I can.” 
 “I don’t have enough information to be nervous,” I informed him.  
 “Just remember to relax,” Braden said. “You don’t want to keep your muscles all tense or it will all be pointless.” 
 “Alrighty, gentlemen,” the old woman said as she came back into the room, “I have your room keys ready, here you go.” 
 “Thank you, my lady,” Nayveth said as he accepted the bundle of keys she transferred into his hands. “Please, add the entire expenditure to the Kenefick account.” 
 “Yes, of course!” The woman’s eyes went wide as she gave Nayveth a closer look. “If there’s anything else I can do to make your experience more comfortable, Mister Kenefick, please let me know.” 
 “Yes, yes, thank you,” Nia’s brother said, and he gave the woman a friendly smile before he turned to distribute the keys amongst us.  
 He handed me one, then one for Braden and Gawain, and the last one to Varleth and Almasy. When Nayveth stood empty handed, I realized he intended to pair up with me for whatever activity laid ahead.  
 I eyed the water mage skeptically as he led us toward the door behind the podium with an air of familiarity, and as I followed him, we entered a hallway full of doors with big numbers painted on them in pink. I glanced down at the key in my hand, and I noticed the tag with the number two marked on it, so I held it up. 
 “This one says two,” I informed Nia’s brother, and he smiled as he took it from my hand to unlock the second door.  
 “Thanks,” he said, and he handed the key back to me as the door swung open. “After you.” 
 I glanced over my shoulder to see the other guys heading to their designated rooms without hesitation, and no one seemed worried about leaving me alone with my fiancée’s older brother, so I took a deep breath and stepped inside the mysterious room. 

This feels like a trap, Dio observed, which made me wonder how much he could sense through our bond while he was inside his crystal.  
 The space was dimly lit by a gas lamp hung from an exposed beam on the ceiling, which illuminated two tall tables covered in white sheets and a slow trickling water fountain sculpture against the far wall. A shelf near the door held bottles full of mysterious liquids and creams, as well as towels and washcloths.  
 “What do you think?” Nayveth chuckled as he watched me scan the room. “Any guesses so far?” 
 “Nothing I care to voice out loud,” I murmured in a hesitant tone as I stepped around the tables to the far side of the room. 
 “Hmm,” Nayveth mused as his sharp blue eyes danced with mischief. “A careful man. I like that.” 
 Then my fiancée’s brother tugged off his jacket and laid it along a low bench I hadn’t noticed during my first inspection. I gave him a quizzical look, but when he started to remove his shirt, my eyes jumped to the ceiling and stayed locked there. 
 “Uh, Nayveth,” I stammered nervously, “I’m not sure what you think is going to happen, but, uh… I love your sister.” 
 “Relax, Gryff,” Nayveth replied with laughter in his voice. “Look away for a moment if it makes you uncomfortable, but I’ll be under the sheet shortly either way.” 
 Suddenly, a knock sounded at the door, and a woman’s voice called through the portal. “Hello, are you ready for your massage?”  
 “Massage?” I asked in disbelief. “That’s what this is?” 
 “How many times do we need to say relax?” Nayveth chuckled, then he raised his voice to address the person on the other side of the door. “Just a moment longer, sorry!” 
 I shook my head in bewilderment at where my mind had almost started to go, but then I turned my attention to pulling off my clothes. When I was completely undressed, I pulled back the sheet on the table, and then laid with my chest down on the cushioned surface. I covered myself with the sheet, and when I glanced over at Nia’s brother, he was in a similar position. 
 Nayveth’s head was facing the same direction as mine, and he flashed me a smile before he called the masseuse in.  
 “Now, Gryff,” he asked again, “are you ready?” 
 “Yes, Nayveth,” I replied with a grin, “I think I am.” 
 An old woman, different from the one who’d given us the keys, entered, and then closed the door behind her. I craned my head to watch her movements over my shoulder as she pulled a step stool from some hidden nook, and then she trotted over between the two tables where Nayveth and I were laying. She had the same wispy silver hair and similar features to the woman we’d first encountered, which made me wonder if they were related.  
 “My name is Madam Evanora,” the woman said in a crackly voice. “Do I have your permission to begin?” 
 “Yes, of course,” Nayveth confirmed, so Evanora moved her stool closer to his table. 
 I watched curiously while the old woman slowly ascended the step stool until she stood over Nayveth’s exposed back. Then, as I stared in rapt fascination, Madam Evanora’s arms began to glow, and the muscles started to pulse until they bulged and the veins ran rigid lines down her skin. The tiny, frail old woman had bulked up to the point of resembling a wrestler, and she cracked her knuckles before she started to massage Nia’s brother. 
 “That’s the spot,” he groaned in satisfaction as the muscular old lady dug into his shoulder muscles. 
 “So, the masseuses are augmentors?” I asked. 
 “They… sure… are,” he replied brokenly between Evanora’s manipulations. Judging from the water mage’s facial expressions, the sensations were quite intense, and I was starting to wonder if I would enjoy the experience myself.  
 “Hmm.” I folded my arms across the edge of the table and placed my chin on the back of my hands. “I always thought augmentors were a super rare class of mages.” 
 Madam Evanora stepped down from her stool and trotted over to the shelf with quick movements, but in the meantime, Nayveth was spared from the jarring rubs. 
 “The Silver Lion is family owned,” Nia’s brother explained. “The family that runs it is rife with augmentors, and whenever they finish their time with the military, most of them wind up working here.” 
 “It’s true,” Madam Evanora confirmed as she returned to the step stool with a jar of oil clutched in her hand. She climbed back up to Nayveth’s back and dribbled the liquid all over his exposed skin. “The Silver Lion has been in my family for generations.” 
 Then she returned to her ministrations on my fiancée’s brother’s back, and he groaned and squeaked as the old woman dug into his body like a baker kneading bread.  
 A few moments later, Madam Evanora scooted her stool over to my table, climbed up, and gave me a questioning look. 
 “Do I have permission to begin?” she asked. 
 “Yeah, sure,” I replied. I hid my hesitancy since I didn’t want Nayveth to think I was weak, but I wasn’t sure if I was going to like getting a massage. I would endure a lot of things in the name of Nia’s love, though, so in the end it didn’t matter. 
 “So, tell me, Gryff,” Nayveth said in a casual tone as he rolled onto his side and supported his head in one hand, “what makes you think you deserve to marry my sister?” 
 Madam Evanora ground her thumb into the back of my neck with the force of an iron hammer, and I gasped as she wiggled her digit into my muscles. 
 “I, uh, you know,” I stammered out as I tried to speak between the bone grinding pulses, “well, I love… her more… than anything.” 
 “More than the woman you’re already married to?” he countered with a coolly arched eyebrow. “You are married, are you not? To a woman named Freya?” 
 “Yes, I mean no,” I argued, but then Madam Evanora dug into my ribs in such a way that all the air was expelled from my lungs in one big gasp. I rolled over and held up my hand to request the woman pause, and then I turned back to Nayveth and sighed. “What I mean is, yes, Freya is my wife, but no, it’s just different with Nia than it is with Freya. I love them both, equally and differently.” 
 “How will I know you will put my sister first?” Nayveth countered. “You married this other woman before her, maybe you intend to have Nia serve as an underling to Freya.” 
 “That’s ridiculous,” I scoffed. “Nia and Freya are the ones who made their own choices, we are all free individuals after all. Nia isn’t going to be an underling to anyone, and neither is Freya. They love each other just as much as they love me, so it just works out.” 
 “The two women in your life get along and love each other? No jealousy or competition?” Nayveth shook his head with obvious doubt. “Highly unlikely given everything I know about women.” 
 I resisted the urge to correct his number to seven as Arwyn, Layla, Cyra, Ashla, and Erin flashed across my mind, but I held my tongue.  
 “I don’t know what to tell you,” I said, and I laid back down on my stomach to allow Madam Evanora to continue. “Everyone gets along, and they planned the whole wedding together. Maybe I’m just lucky like that.” 
 Then the inhumanly strong old woman dug into my body with a renewed vengeance, and it was hard for me to get a single word out. Nayveth watched me with an expression of sick glee as I moaned and winced through the massage, but once it was over, I did notice a marked improvement in the flexibility of my muscles.  
 Once Madam Evanora completed her task, she returned her supplies to their respective places, and then gave the two of us a small bow before she dipped out the door.  
 Nayveth wrapped the sheet around his waist, crossed to the shelf, and then grabbed a couple of the towels stored there. When he tossed one over to me, I was surprised to find it slightly damp, and warm.  
 “You’ll want to wipe the oil off,” he explained with a wry smile. “Otherwise, you’ll smell like an old lady all night.” 
 “That bad, huh?” I laughed and used the gifted towel to wipe the oil and sweat off from my back. Then I pulled my clothes back on as discreetly as I could while Nia’s brother did the same.  
 By the time we returned to the foyer, the rest of the guys were also emerging from their rooms, and the relaxed smiles and slow movements showed how much they’d each enjoyed the experience.  
 “Thanks, Nayveth,” Gawain said as he passed by the ashen-haired water mage on his way out the door. “That was the most relaxing massage ever.” 
 “Really?” I asked in an incredulous tone. “You enjoyed it?” 
 Nayveth chuckled, and he leaned in to whisper conspiratorially with Gawain. “I made sure I got him Madam Evanora.” 
 “Oh, Maker, that’s perfect,” Gawain snickered. “I bet he’ll have bruises for a week!” 
 “What’s wrong with Madam Evanora?” Braden asked as we ducked out the door to the street outside.  
 “She has no self-restraint,” Nayveth explained with an amused expression.  
 “Yep, just what Gryff needed,” my roommate replied, and he clapped me heavily on the shoulder.  
 “Not nice.” I gave them a stern look. “Maybe I’m sensitive, did you ever think of that?” 
 “Oh, you’re definitely sensitive,” Varleth confirmed as he joined the group. “Why else do all the girls like you?” 
 “I really don’t think you want anyone to answer that question,” Almasy said as he walked up behind the banisher. “Do the math, kid, and don’t make me say it.” 
 “Alright, alright,” Varleth muttered as he held up his hands in surrender. “I didn’t even realize what I was walking into, thanks, Almasy.” 
 “Any time, kid,” the pilot replied. “Any time.” 
 “Since that’s settled,” Gawain interjected with a haughty air, “can we continue on with our itinerary?”  
 The fire mage’s demeanor made me think he was trying to impress Nayveth, but I couldn’t say I was in a different boat myself since I wanted Nia’s brother to like me, so I gave my friend a pass on being a stuck-up ass for the moment.  
  Almasy snorted. “Is this a bachelor party or a tour guide?” 
 “We’re supposed to meet the others at the Gargoyle soon,” Braden pointed out. 
 “Then let’s get going,” Nayveth declared in a heroic tone. “Everyone, to the carriage!” 
 I glanced around at the empty street and then shot the water mage a puzzled look. “What carriage?” 
 Just then, as if by magic, the carriage we’d ridden up to the Silver Lion pulled out of a nearby alley. The driver was a short man in a black waistcoat and a round, flat brimmed hat, and he clipped the reins against the horses’ hindquarters and made a clucking sound to urge the pair of steeds forward.  
 The carriage had barely come to a stop a few feet away from where Nayveth waited in the middle of the road before he yanked open the coach door and beckoned us in. I clambered inside quickly, and I slid across the bench to make room for my friends. Gawain, Varleth, Braden, and Almasy climbed in behind me, and everyone scooted around in an effort to make room, but it was a cramped fit. Then Nayveth came in, and he squeezed in beside me and the door. 
 With our forced close proximity, the back of his head was practically smacking me in the face, so I couldn’t help but notice how similar his ears were to Nia’s, but I found myself more comfortable with her brother than I would have expected. Nayveth seemed really cool, actually, and I was looking forward to getting to know him more.  
 I definitely needed to know more about his ability to talk to animals. When I’d first learned about Nayveth once Nia had opened up about her family, it sounded like he was somewhat of a pseudo summoner, so I was really curious to see how his magic worked.  
 A short while later, we stopped in front of a tavern named the Gargoyle’s Goblet, and everyone climbed out of the tightly cramped carriage with grateful sighs and deep inhales of fresh air.  
 Maelor, Orenn, and Mur were waiting at a table inside, and I shook my head in disbelief that my friends had talked the bar owner into allowing a talking moose into his establishment. Although, the owner would probably get a lot more business if people knew the famous talking moose from Vay was there.  

The moose gets to have fun, but not me? Dio sounded very upset, and I could tell his patience was wearing terribly thin. I’d kept him in his crystal the entire time, since I wasn’t entirely sure how Nia’s brother would react to my familiar, but he had definitely earned a break. 
 So, I grabbed my crystal and tossed it to the tavern floor as discreetly as I could, but fortunately the tavern was so crowded no one noticed the small poof of smoke or the brief flash of light. Once my kitten-sized monster stood on the wooden floor in front of me, I picked him up and stashed him in his customary roost.  
 “About damn time ye got here,” Maelor greeted in a grumpy voice. “I been waiting here with this Orenn kid, and a moose. It’s not right, Gryff, it’s not right.” 
 “To be fair,” I argued as I sat down next to him, “I didn’t even know I was supposed to be here until a short while ago. Did you know these assholes put a bag over my head?” 
 “Yeah, they told me they wanted to do that,” Maelor laughed. “I bet you were freaking out. Surprised you didn’t try to kill ‘em, if I’m being honest.” 
 “Hey, Gryff,” Orenn greeted with an eager wave. “Congratulations on getting married again! Thanks for inviting me.” 
 “Absolutely,” I replied with a grin. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 “I finally have someone to talk to,” Mur exclaimed in the language of the clans. “Your friends seem nice, but they just kind of look at me when I talk.” 
 “They don’t understand your language, Mur,” I explained gently in the shapeshifter’s dialect. “Give it some time, and we’ll all be speaking the same tongue.” 
 “I want to learn Mistral,” the moose kid informed me. “Ashla sounds so pretty when she talks, the words are like music, but I never know what she is saying.” 
 “So, Ashla joined the team researching you, huh?” I chuckled. “They’re bound to find a way to get you back into your human form with her on the mission. She’s a force to be reckoned with.” 
  “She’s amazing,” Mur breathed, and he waved his muzzle excitedly. 
 “What language are you speaking?” Nayveth asked as he and the rest of my friends scooted around the table with their hands full of drinks. “I’ve never heard it before.” 
 “It’s the language of the shapeshifters,” I explained as I switched back into Mistral. “Mur is a moose man stuck in his animal form. We’re trying to help him get back to his human body.” 
 “How did he get this way?” Nayveth eyed the moose curiously, and I could see the Kenefick intelligence in his observant scrutiny. “An experiment gone wrong?” 
 “It’s hard to explain,” I said, and my brows creased as I tried to find the right words. “It was caused by an enemy with the ability to absorb the shapeshifter’s powers.” 
 “One of those Archons my sister and you have been fighting?” He raised an eyebrow. “Her letters made these mysterious enemies sound very intriguing. I’ve been wanting to find out more ever since she went on the trip to the Southern continent.” 
 “I didn’t realize you and Nia talked that much,” I said. “I don’t mean to sound offensive, but I haven’t heard very much about you, other than you live by the ocean with Mrs. Kenefick.” 
 “I’m sure my sister did her best to respect my desire for privacy,” Nayveth said. “I didn’t write as often as I should have, but she never ceased to send me consistent updates. No matter how busy or chaotic her life got, she always managed to send a letter with all her recent experiences every month or so.” 
 “Sounds like Nia,” I responded with a grin. “She’s pretty amazing.” 
 “Quit yer yapping and get to drinking,” Maelor insisted as he shoved a mug of ale into my hands. “We’re not here to shoot the breeze, kid, we’re here to get drunk.” 
 “Alright, alright,” I muttered, and I took a long swig from my cup.  

What is that beverage you all seem to enjoy so much? Dio asked as he eyed the occupants of the table curiously. I would like to try it.

 I snorted, and some of my beer shot from my nose, which caused me to gasp. 
 “What’s that look for?” my father figure asked with narrowed eyes. “Talking to goddesses again?” 
 “My familiar wants to try the ale,” I informed him in an amused tone.  
 “Well, why can’t he?” Braden asked from across the table. “I want to see if he likes it or not.” 
 “Let’s get him a bowl,” Gawain suggested, and he turned to wave at one of the tavern wenches.  
 “If we’re getting the cat drunk,” Varleth observed, “we might as well get the moose drunk, too. Gawain, ask for two bowls.” 
 “You guys are crazy,” I declared as I shook my head. 
 “You want to deprive some of your groomsmen from enjoying the fun?” Almasy teased. “Not very groom-like if you ask me.” 
 “My groomsmen?” I asked as I looked around at my friends. 
 “Yeah, Mur is anyway,” Gawain supplied over his shoulder as he continued to attempt to get the waitress’ attention. “Nia said Dio was going to carry the rings.” 
 “Did she now?” I laughed. “First I’m hearing of it.” 
 “You were so torn when we asked you about the best man thing,” Braden explained. “We all talked it over with the girls and decided to make it easy for you.” 
 “Unanimous decision in the end,” Varleth added, and his lips twitched into a smile. “I’m your best man, for the record.” 
 “Works for me.” I shrugged. “As long as you guys aren’t upset about it or anything.” 
 “I just feel lucky to be included at all,” Almasy offered, and he raised his flask up into the air. “I propose a toast. To friends, and all that.” 
 He took a deep pull from his container and flashed me a devilish grin as I copied his motion with my own cup.  
 After that, everyone took turns announcing their own toasts, and by the time the waitress appeared with two bowls and accompanying mugs of ale, we were all ready for another round. 
 Dio lapped up the ale curiously, and Mur dipped his muzzle in tentatively, but once they each got a good taste of it, they dug into the rest of their beverages with enthusiasm.  
 We drank for a while longer at the Gargoyle, and then Nayveth declared it was time to move on. So, we all sauntered down the street in search of another tavern. It didn’t take us long, though, and a few moments after we’d spotted the sign, we all sat around a large table on the patio of the Toothless Orc with fresh drinks in hand.  
 Everyone took a turn picking a tavern, from the seedy tapestry lined hovel, where we sat on the floor and sipped a strong fermented tea from tiny cups and Varleth seemed completely at home, to the white table cloth, crystal wine glass establishment chosen by Gawain.  
 Nayveth and Almasy shared memories of previous tavern crawls during their younger years, but it was still hard for me to believe Nia’s brother was that much older than me.  
 After several hours, and too many drinks to count, I was red faced and giggly. Then Gawain declared it was time for the Dancing Dryad, and we all climbed into two carriages, but Mur had to walk beside the horses. 
 He swore it was okay, but I still felt kinda bad for the moose kid, so I made a mental note to make up for it at the next stop.  
 My friends seemed even more excited as we approached the mysterious destination, and any attempt I made to learn more about the business only led to vague half answers, so I resigned myself to waiting patiently until I could find out for myself.  
 I heard the music before I stepped out of the coach. It was loud and lively, and my body moved reflexively to the sound. The building itself looked like a piece of art, with twirling carved stone pillars holding up either end of a large white sign, and the flashing lights all around the roof shone out into the darkness of the sky like signals.  
 Then I glanced at the sign over the entrance. 

Tonight only! See the talents of Lady Love and Juniper Bloomers. 

 Maelor chuckled eagerly to himself, but his face reddened slightly as he pushed past me to enter the building, and he shot me a sideways glance and a huff. “Don’t say a word, kid, don’t say a word.” 
 His statement only confused me more, but then realization dawned on me, and I remembered the stories Maelor used to tell me about places like this. It was hard to believe that in all my life and adventures, I’d never been to one of these dancing girls shows before, but this would be my first experience.  
 “I’ve never been to a place like this before,” Orenn admitted and echoed my thoughts.  
 “You and me both, buddy,” I replied, and I clapped him on the shoulder. “Can’t back down now, we’d never hear the end of it.” 
 “You’re right,” he sighed. Then the soft hearted metallogue followed my adopted father into the racy establishment with only a minor amount of reluctance.  
 Gawain, Varleth, and Braden followed right behind him, and they shoved each other and laughed self-consciously at the same time. Mur trotted along in their footsteps with an inebriated wobble in his gait, but Almasy and Nayveth approached at a slower pace, and they paused at my side. 
 “Coming in?” Almasy asked as he jerked his head toward the door. “There’s more booze inside.” 
 “Yeah, I’m coming,” I replied with a laugh. “You had me at more booze.” 
 “The girls don’t appeal to you?” Nayveth asked in a curious tone as we entered the shadowy chamber.  
 “I’m plenty happy already,” I informed him with a proud smile. I couldn’t help it. I didn’t even need to finish my thought out loud. With Nia as my fiancée, Freya as my wife, and several of my other women wanting to bear my children, I had no need for paid entertainment of any sorts. I knew it was something of a ritual in the Enclaves to throw a big party for the groom before the wedding, though, so I was more than happy to go along with it. 
 The broad-shouldered man standing near the door moved to block our path, and his gaze flicked cautiously to Mur. 
 “No pets,” the man grunted.  
 “He’s actually a mage,” I said in a confident tone. “I’m surprised you don’t recognize the famous Moose Mage of Mistral, he’s in all the papers.” 
 “Oh.” The man frowned, but his eyes scanned me over slowly, and then he stood to the side and gestured for us to pass. “My mistake. Have a good night.” 
 My guy friends had found a table situated with a good view of the stage, and we all crowded around it while a waitress in a mini skirt so tight it was practically painted on wrote down all of our drink orders.  
 The woman wore a corset which pushed her breasts almost entirely out of her top, and as she leaned forward to whisper into Orenn’s ear, her cleavage rubbed against his shoulder. The metallogue turned crimson red, and he stammered so much the woman eventually gave up on his order and moved on. 
 “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.” Mur gawked around at the lights, and his eyes tracked the movements of the women as they sauntered past. 
 “I’m glad you like it,” I laughed and patted the moose kid’s neck.  
 I could feel several pairs of eyes trained onto me with every movement I made, but when I swiveled my head to find the source of the sensation, I saw only a handful of scantily clad women standing in a group at one end of the bar. They looked everywhere but in my eyes, and as their gaze darted about the room, I gave up and turned back to my friends. 
 “Looks like you have some admirers,” Nayveth observed as he jerked his chin toward the group of girls.  
 I glanced over my shoulder again, and the girls were giggling and looking over at me every few seconds. I sighed and raked a hand through my hair.  
 “You’ll get used to it the more you’re around Gryff,” Almasy informed the water mage in a conspiratorial tone. “Everywhere he goes, it’s like magic. They just fall at his feet, I’m telling you.” 
 “Must be the same reason he gets all them girls up at the Academy,” Maelor noted. “They’re all crazy as catfish about him, you can tell.” 
 “I’m not sure I understand,” Nayveth said as he gave me a questioning look. “You have more women besides my sister and your wife?” 
 “Loads more,” Varleth drawled. 
 “I mean, yes and no.” I gave him a helpless smile.  
 “What’s your secret?” Gawain asked suddenly. “How do you get women to like you, let alone love you?” 
 I sighed and looked around at the expectant faces of my friends. “To be honest, it’s just all about treating each other with respect, trust, and love.” 
 “Boring,” Gawain complained with a roll of his eyes. 
 “I think it’s sweet,” Orenn offered. 
 “Me, too,” Braden agreed. “Don’t listen to Gawain. He’s just an ass.” 
 “Hey!” Gawain sniffed. “Would an ass buy everyone a round of ale?” 
 “Is that something you’re about to do?” Varleth asked in a dry tone. “Because actions speak louder than words.” 
 “Fine, fine,” Gawain muttered as he raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll go get us some drinks.” 
 A short while later, the show started, and we watched while a handful of women danced to snappy music and slowly removed articles of clothing to toss them into the crowd. 
 At one point during the show, the performance was halted by the lead girl beckoning for Mur to come up to the front. Then the moose kid let the dancers ride him across the stage, and he bellowed happily when the leading lady planted a thank you kiss on his muzzle.  
 Orenn’s face continued to grow darker and darker red until I was starting to worry about whether or not the metallogue was okay or not. When I asked him directly, his only response was to burst out laughing, so I assumed he was just fine.  
 Gawain seemed to take it as a solemn duty to ensure everyone’s mugs stayed full, and I soon lost track of how many rounds we’d drunk by the time the show was over.  
 We strode out laughing and stumbling, and several of us wore silk scarves or other items kept as souvenirs from the show. I could tell it was late by the total silence of the streets of Varle, but it was hard to judge by the moon since the light of the city obscured the natural cosmos. While I’d had a lot of fun gallivanting around the city with my guy friends, I was starting to miss my wife and my bed back at the Retching Goblin.  
 I made my excuses and reminded everyone I had classes in the morning, and after some heated arguing, they all consented to let me leave. My friends promised to get Mur back to the Academy stables on their way back to their dorm rooms, and then we parted ways. Maelor rode in the carriage with me back to the Retching Goblin, and even though he’d drunk just as much as I had, he leveled me with a serious stare as soon as we were alone in the coach. 
 “Your parents would be real proud of the man you’ve become, Gryff,” my father figure said in a solemn voice. “I want you to remember to honor them at yer wedding by bringing yer father’s dagger and yer mother’s necklace with you. They’d like that, I’m sure.” 
 “I think you’re right.” I grinned, but it was hard to keep my head facing straight, so I ended up smiling at the door. 
 “Alright, yer about as lit as a spucebore’s ass, so you need to get to bed.” Maelor shook his head in awe at my drunken state. “At least you had a good time.” 
 “I had a great time.” My grin grew wider, but my vision blurred. 
 The next thing I knew, Freya was helping me up the stairs of the Retching Goblin, and then I collapsed into bed. I slept the deep sleep reserved only for the highly inebriated or dead, but the song played at the Dancing Dryad echoed through my mind as I drifted off, so I woke up with a smile still on my face. 
 The sound of heaving, and then liquid splashing into a container woke me up fully, though, and the smile faded as I processed what the noise was. I looked around the room and spotted Freya kneeling on the floor with her blonde waves hanging around her head while she buried her face in a bucket. The warrior princess’ back spasmed as another heaving gag rocked her body, and I heard more of what I could only assume was vomit splattering.  
 “Are you okay?” I asked as I quickly crossed the distance between us and rubbed her back gently. “What’s going on? Did you drink too much last night?” 
 My own head was throbbing with a massive headache, but I ignored my pain as I focused on my wife. 
 “No drinking at all,” she informed me in a voice muffled by the bucket and her hair. “Gryff… I think I’m pregnant.” 
 All of the air in my lungs escaped in one big whoosh as I stood up and backed away from her like she’d just said she was contagious.  
 “Whoa.” I raked a hand through my hair as I sank onto the bed. 
 Freya peeked her head up out of the bucket to shoot me a sympathetic smile. “We should go to Arwyn to make sure.” 
 “You’re right.” I took a deep breath and reminded myself to calm down. “You’re right, let’s do that.” 
 I paced around the room while I waited for Freya to get ready to leave, but I couldn’t sit still or do anything else. 
 I was going to be a father. 
 It was really happening. 
 Hopefully. 
 I’d take my wife to the infirmary to make sure, but if it was true then everything was happening exactly the way me and the girls were hoping.  
 There was only one way to find out. 
 



 Chapter Fourteen 
 “How are you feeling?” I asked with an anxious frown. “Are you okay? Are you comfortable? Do you want another pillow?” 
 I’d asked the tavern keeper to summon us a carriage, and my wife and I sat facing each other on either side of the coach. I’d grabbed all the bedding from my mattress and placed a pillow behind my wife’s back and one beneath each arm to support her.  
 The warrior princess’ lips twitched up into her smile, but her face was pale with nausea.  
 “I’m fine, Gryff,” she assured me. “The sickness will fade in a few hours, don’t worry.” 
 “So, it’s almost over?” I asked, and my frown softened. “That’s a relief.” 
 “Yes,” she said with a nod. “Until tomorrow.” 
 “Oh.” I blinked. “You throw up every day, but then it just stops at some point? That sounds rough.” 
 “Pretty much.” Freya shrugged. “I’ve never been pregnant before, Gryff, so there is a lot I don’t know, but my mother told me the sickness will come in the mornings for several weeks. She said I would need to make sure I drink a lot of water while my body purges all toxins to prepare my womb for the child.” 
 “I wish I could take away your pain,” I said in a sympathetic tone. 
 “I’m just glad you’re here with me,” my wife replied. 
 A few moments later, the carriage arrived at the Academy, and I helped Freya out of the coach onto the pavement in front of the black bark doors of the main building. Then I scooped up all the pillows and bedding, rolled it up, and stuck it under one arm while I supported my wife with the other. 
 “Can you walk?” I asked as the worried crease returned to my forehead. “I can carry you if you want.” 
 “No, Gryff,” my wife said firmly. “I can walk just fine.” 
 Freya gave me a sidelong glance full of amusement, but I ignored her as I gingerly led her down the hallway toward Arwyn’s classroom.  
 After we’d been walking for a few moments, I saw the warrior princess shiver, so I unfurled my roll of blankets and wrapped one snuggly around her shoulders.  
 My shapeshifting wife gave me a small, grateful smile, and she clasped the edges in one fist as she toddled along at my side like a newly hatched fledgling learning to move on its feet for the first time.  
 Classes would be starting in a couple of hours, but it was still early enough for the corridors to be completely deserted, so it didn’t take us long to reach our destination. 
 Worry for my wife and the desire to know for sure if I was about to be a father fueled my stride into a quick pace, but I restrained myself enough to allow Freya to easily keep up with me while wrapped inside her blanket.  
 When we reached Arwyn’s classroom, the hallway door was cracked open, so I peeked inside before beckoning Freya in behind me, and then I crossed the room to knock softly on the barrier to her private chambers. 
 Before I’d even finished knocking, though, Arwyn pulled the door open and greeted me with energy and alertness in her amber eyes. The red-haired healer wore a white, sleeveless, button up blouse tucked into a red mini skirt with a small slit up the back. She’d paired the ensemble with white heels, but the combination of her luscious red lips, flame colored hair, and fire hued skirt made her look hot as fuck.  
 “Oh, Gryff!” she exclaimed in a startled tone, and her amber eyes lit up with joy at the sight of me. “What a nice surprise.” 
 “Not who you were expecting?” I teased. 
 Her intelligent eyes flicked to Freya’s pale, sallow face as she stood by my side wrapped up in the blanket, and then her gaze quickly took in my worried frown and anxious energy. 
 “No, I wasn’t expecting anyone,” she replied with an amused lilt in her voice. Then she stepped away from the threshold and gestured for us to enter. “I was actually on my way out to an early meeting, but from the look on your face, I can tell this is important. Please, come in and tell me what happened.” 
 We moved into her private chambers, and I helped Freya get comfortable on the low sofa before I situated myself and turned to face Arwyn. The amused expression in the beautiful red-haired professor’s warm amber eyes relaxed me more efficiently than any liquor or medicine, and I took a deep, calming breath. 
 “Tell me what happened,” Arwyn urged in a compassionate tone. 
 “I woke up sick,” Freya explained, and in her distracted state she spoke in her native tongue, but her gold-flecked eyes were bright despite her sickly complexion. “I think I am pregnant. I have missed my last moon cycle, and this is the third day I have purged.” 
 “Wait, three days?” I asked as I gave my wife a stern look. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 “I didn’t want to tell you the news if it wasn’t true,” my wife replied in a careful tone. “Layla said some people get sick from flying boat rides, so I wanted to make sure the sickness wasn’t caused by our travels.” 
 “I’m not sure if I understood all of that,” the red-haired professor admitted in the Mistral language. “Did she say pregnant or plague? I also heard ‘sick’, and ‘moon’.” 
 “Pregnant,” I confirmed with an uncontrollable grin. “She said she has been throwing up every morning for three days now, and that she missed her last cycle.” 
 “Well, that definitely points to pregnancy,” Arwyn announced as her eyebrows rose. “We should take her down to the infirmary for a formal test, just to be sure.” 
 “Isn’t there something you can do from here?” I asked as I glanced around at her private chambers as though I could find some random lab equipment. “I don’t want to drag her all over campus if I can help it.” 
 “I’m sorry, Gryff,” Arwyn said with an apologetic smile. “I don’t keep pregnancy tests on hand in my classroom or personal chambers. Perhaps I should, though. Given that I’ll probably be in that state soon, too.” 
 “We must give Gryff many babies,” Freya interjected in Mistral, and her tone was firm. “Get a lot of the tests so we can be ready. Arwyn, you must take more of Gryff’s seed.” 
 “I just had my cycle,” the red-haired healer confessed in a disappointed voice. “So, no luck yet.” 
 “We’ll make it happen,” I assured her. “We just have to keep trying.” 
 “We can try any time you want,” she countered as the corners of her lips pulled up into a seductive smile. 
 “I’ll hold you to it,” I retorted with a wink.  
 Maker, she was hot, so I had to take a moment to refocus on the topic at hand. 
 Freya might be pregnant. It seemed very likely, but in order to know for sure, we would need to go to the infirmary. I hoped Meridan wasn’t too upset that I hadn’t gone to visit her yet, but maybe she would just be grateful I wasn’t getting injured as much anymore. 
 “I wish I could go with you to the infirmary,” Arwyn said with a sigh. “I am already running late for my meeting, though.” 
 “Gryff will be with me.” My shapeshifter wife stood up with remarkable grace considering her blanket burrito and gave the red-haired professor an uncharacteristic smile. “We’ll let you know what the results are, sister-wife” 
 “Please do,” the healer replied, and she crossed the distance between them to give the hawk woman a quick hug. “I hope you feel better soon. You’re too strong to look sick.” 
 “Ain’t that the truth.” I smirked. 
 “Take good care of her, Gryff,” my teacher instructed as she leveled me with a stern gaze. “She needs you.” 
 “I promise.” I nodded firmly, and then I led Freya out of Arwyn’s private chambers, through her classroom, and down the halls to the infirmary.  
 As we pushed through the door into the medical ward of the Academy, the smell of sterilizing chemicals and soap filled my nostrils, but the brightly lit lobby was exactly as I remembered it being. The metal desk was unoccupied, so I rang the small bell which sat on top, and I wrapped a protective arm around Freya while we waited. 
 The sound of clicking steps echoed from behind the double doors where the beds and exam rooms were, and my eyes locked onto the barrier. I’d spent enough time in the infirmary to recognize Meridan’s steps, so I wasn’t surprised to see the rosy cheeked older woman smile up at me once she pushed through the doors into the lobby. 
 “Gryff!” she exclaimed, and her eyes lit up with joy, but then her expression turned analytical as she cast a scrutinizing glance down my person. “What happened now? Broken bone? Mana depletion? You don’t look injured…” 
 Then her intelligent eyes flicked to Freya, and her eyebrows rose slightly. 
 “Hi, Meridan,” I greeted with a friendly smile. “I’m fine, I promise. I’m actually here for my wife.” 
 “Y-Your wife?” Her mouth gaped open, and a nervous chuckle escaped her lips. “In the Maker’s name, I never expected you to settle down so soon!” 
 However, the short healer quickly regained her composure, and an instant later she was all business. 
 “Nice to meet you,” Freya greeted in her heavily accented Mistral.  
 “A pleasure, my dear,” Meridan gushed, and she beckoned us to follow her as she swiveled on her heels. “Right this way, please.” 
 Freya gave me a quizzical look, but I shrugged and jerked my chin after the quickly moving healer. Then we followed Meridan through the swinging double doors and into a sectioned off area with a bed fitted with white sheets. 
 I helped my wife scoot up onto the bed, and once she was situated comfortably, I took the chair against the wall. 
 “Now, dears,” Meridan said in an uplifted, positive voice. “What seems to be the trouble?” 
 The healer pulled away the blanket burrito wrapped around the warrior princess to inspect her closely, and she pressed the back of her hand against my wife’s forehead. 
 “Freya has been throwing up every morning for several days,” I informed the healer in the most matter-of-fact tone I could muster. “She also missed her last cycle, so we think she might be pregnant.” 
 “Oh, my, well,” Meridan said as her eyes flicked from me to Freya. “Let’s find out for certain, shall we?” 
 “That’s what we’re hoping for,” I said with a smile.  
 My heart had been beating at a rapid pace since the moment I’d woken up to the sound of Freya’s sickness, and it was growing challenging to keep the nervous waver from my voice.  
 “I will need a urine sample,” Meridan declared, and when she turned to rifle in the cabinet nearby, she muttered over her shoulder while she moved things around in search of Maker knew what. “I can’t believe you haven’t even come to say hello to me. I bet you’ve been back for ages. Word was you were pronounced dead after the third month of your disappearance, but I knew better. I told Maelor, he’ll be back.” 
 “I’m sorry I haven’t come to visit,” I said in an apologetic tone. 
 “Apology accepted.” Meridan swiveled to face me once more, and her eyes were full of compassion, but then she brandished a small jar with a giggle. “Found it! Bathroom’s down the hall, dear.” 
 “Did you understand all of that?” I asked my shapeshifting wife in her native language. 
 “What is ‘urine’?” Freya asked with a curious tilt of her head, and her lips curled as she said the unfamiliar Mistral word.  
 “Pee,” I laughed. “Don’t ask me why. Healer’s request weird things sometimes.” 
 “Very well.” Freya nodded, and then she accepted the jar offered by Meridan.  
 I helped her find the bathroom, and then we handed off the filled jar to the healer before we returned to Freya’s designated bed. I alternated between pacing around the tiny space and sitting on the chair tapping my foot impatiently while the time dragged on, but my wife sat calmly and stared around at the unfamiliar environment.  
 How did Freya manage to stay so calm? And what could possibly be taking so long?  
 An eternity later, Meridan strode into the space with the staccato click of her heels echoing off the tile floor. Then she stood at the end of the bed and looked back and forth between us. Her face was unreadable, but she clutched a piece of paper in her hand.  
 “Well?” I pushed and I tried to restrain the excitement in my voice.  
 “She is pregnant,” the healer announced as she handed me the piece of paper, and the word “positive” was written on it in Meridan’s curly letters. “Congratulations, I hope.” 
 “I am?” Freya blinked. “I’m going to have a baby?” 
 “We’re going to have a baby,” I confirmed, and my face split with an ear to ear grin.  
 “Now, she’ll want to drink lots of fluids, preferably good, clean water,” Meridan instructed briskly. “I spotted some unusual cells when analyzing the test, but I assume from her accent, she isn’t from around here. So, we will just have to keep a close eye on the pregnancy as it progresses to make sure she is strong and healthy.” 
 “Thank you, Meridan,” I gushed, but her words began to drone out in my ears as I wrapped my head around the news. 
 I was going to be a father. 
 Was I even ready to take care of a tiny human?  
 The idea of making a baby had been fun and incredibly sexy, but once faced with the reality of having a child soon, I found myself reeling from the pressure and responsibility suddenly thrust upon me.  
 I thought I had more time to prepare. 
 I couldn’t help the chuckle erupting from my mouth as the irony set in. My life jumped from one unexpected event to another, and I was always flying by the seat of my pants, but it had worked out pretty good so far. I hadn’t been prepared to be a teacher, either, but I’d taken on the role with as much grace as I could. 
 I would do the same with this new role of being a father, right? 
 Suddenly the sound of the double doors slamming open and running feet coming down the corridor filled my ears, and then four of my girls burst into the space around Freya’s bed with worried faces and were gasping for breath.  
 Layla bent over and held her knees while she inhaled deeply, but Nia seemed more put together as she panted softly and looked around. Cyra’s hair was sprayed out at crazy windblown angles, and Erin’s face was flushed.  
 “What happened?” the petite summoner demanded as she locked me in her gaze. “Who hurt Freya? I’ll kill them. I swear I will.” 
 “Oh, Freya,” Erin said with a voice full of sympathy as her amber eyes landed on my wife laying in the hospital bed. “How are you feeling?” 
 “I am fine, Erin,” Freya replied, and her lips twitched into a smile for a brief moment as she took in the girls’ reactions.  
 “Is she okay?” Nia asked, and her blue eyes were filled with concern as she rushed to Freya’s side. “We ran into Arwyn in the hallway, and she said Freya was sick.” 
 “I thought I wasn’t supposed to see you before the wedding?” I teased my fiancée. 
 “The rules don’t matter when I hear my sister-wife is sick,” Nia argued with a flippant wave of her hand. “Tell me what’s going on before I kick your ass.” 
 “What she means,” Cyra interjected in a playful voice, “is we’re really worried about Freya so cut the shit.” 
 “I’m pregnant,” my wife declared loudly in a proud voice. 
 The girls gasped, and when I blinked, they had surrounded Freya’s bed and gave the shapeshifter hugs and congratulations. 
 “That’s amazing!” Nia exclaimed, and her blue eyes welled with emotion as she turned to look at me. “Our first baby is coming already!” 
 “It sure is.” I smirked. 
 “First of many,” Cyra added, and she shot me a seductive wink.  
 “What can we do to help?” Erin asked as she squeezed Freya’s hand warmly.  
 “Yeah, me, too,” Layla chimed in. “I want to help. I don’t do vomit, though. Or poop. Or pee. Or crying. I’ll play with the little sweetie, though. A bunch.” 
 “We’ll all help,” Nia declared as she cast her eyes around the group. “It takes a village, right?” 
 “Right,” Erin echoed with a firm nod. 
 “Absolutely,” Cyra agreed, and her chocolate eyes danced with excitement. 
 “As long as it’s not poop,” Layla added with a wrinkled nose. 
 “Oh, I wonder who will be next!” Cyra gasped as she looked around at the other women. “This is going to be so exciting! I know it would be harder to have more than one of us pregnant at a time, but can you imagine having babies together!” 
 “Their cute little feet,” Nia gushed, and I swore I saw hearts in her eyes.  
 “And their adorable widdle noses,” Erin added in a high-pitched voice.  
 “Cyra, you are next to have Gryff’s child,” Freya suddenly announced in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 “Y-You really think so?” Cyra’s eyelids fluttered as her cheeks reddened. 
 “No moon flow means baby,” my shapeshifting wife informed us. 
 “Now that I think about it,” the dark-skinned summoner murmured, “I haven’t had my flow in the last few weeks, and it’s usually like a quartz clock.” 
 “What is clock?” Freya tilted her head to the side. 
 “Something very regular,” Cyra laughed.  
 “So, it’s possible, right?” Erin’s eyes were bright with joy. “Cyra, you and Gryff would have such beautiful babies!” 
 “You would, too,” Cyra countered with a wink. “I can’t wait to see what hair color your baby would have!” 
 “Babies with soft brown curls and Gryff’s smile,” Nia sighed, and her eyes filled with hope. “I hope you are pregnant, Cyra, you would make a wonderful mother.” 
 “Ooh, I hope you find out soon!” Erin gasped. “If you’re already pregnant, you would have a summer baby!” 
 “Cyra is with child,” Freya insisted with a knowing look in her gold-flecked eyes.  
 “I hope so,” Cyra responded in a wistful voice, and her hands fluttered to her stomach.  
 “It’s going to take a lot of Gryff to make that many babies,” Layla pointed out with a mischievous grin. 
 “You’re going to be a very busy guy, Gryff,” Nia said with a playful smile. 
 I laughed. “Maker, help me.” 
 “Aren’t you excited, Gryff?” Cyra asked as she reached for my hand. “You’re going to be a father!” 
 “I am,” I confirmed, and I knew the pain in my cheeks attested to the joyful expression on my face. “I’m a little nervous, though. I don’t know how to be a dad. All I’ve ever had was Maelor.” 
 “And Sleet, and the Grand Mage,” Erin offered with a playful smile. “It doesn’t matter who you learned from, Gryff. You already have everything you need to be an amazing father.” 
 “Yes,” Freya added with an emphatic nod, “you will be good father. You are strong warrior and good man.” 
 “You really think so?” 
 “Without a doubt,” Nia confirmed with one of the sweetest smiles I’d ever seen on her perfect face. “You’ll do great. I promise.” 
 “I completely agree.” Erin grinned. “You’re a natural, I can already tell.” 
 “Worst case scenario,” Layla chirped, “your fucked up parenting makes your kids more interesting. No one wants a boring kid, after all.” 
 “That gives me so much relief,” I teased as I bumped my shoulder against the petite summoner.  
 “Don’t worry, Gryff,” Cyra said in a reassuring tone. “We’ll be with you the whole time. None of us have been parents, either. We’ll figure it out together.” 
 “With girls like you by my side,” I said as my impossibly wide grin grew even bigger, “I know I can do anything.” 
 “Damn straight!” Layla whooped, which earned her a reprimanding look from Meridan, who popped her head out from behind the curtain just to glare at the summoner.  
 “But can you get to class on time?” Nia asked with a twinkle in her blue eyes.  
 Almost as though on cue, the loud bell of the Academy rang the eighth hour. School was starting for the day.  
 I groaned and ran a hand through my hair as I made an inventory of my current state. I still wore the same clothes I’d had on the previous night, and my hair was tangled and greasy. I needed a shower, a shave, and a nap, but I knew I didn’t have time for any of them. 
 “Come on, farm boy,” my fiancée commanded. “Time to take care of business.” 
 “Go to school,” my wife agreed. “I can go back to the tavern by myself.” 
 “Absolutely not,” I argued. “I don’t want you to be alone when you’re not feeling well.” 
 “I’ll go with her,” Cyra offered, and she gave the shapeshifter a warm smile. “I bet I can even find some food you will keep down.” 
 “I am feeling a little hungry,” my wife admitted as she returned the dark-skinned summoner’s smile. Then her face returned to her normal stoic expression, and she jerked her chin toward the door. “Go, Gryff.” 
 “Fine, fine,” I said, and I held up my hands in surrender. 
 “I will come find you tonight to check on you,” Nia promised the shapeshifter. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to send for me.” 
 “I am not broken,” the warrior princess declared, but the amusement in her gold-flecked eyes did not match the seriousness of her voice. “Thank you, Nia, I am grateful for you.” 
 “You’re sure it’s okay if I leave?” I stood frozen in place as I hesitated to abandon my pregnant wife.  
 What if something happened to her, and I wasn’t there to protect her? I supposed Cyra would keep her safe, and like she said, it wasn’t like she was incapable of taking care of herself. Still, I couldn’t make myself move to leave. 
 “She already said it was, dummy.” Layla hopped down from the hospital bed to prance out the door ahead of me as she called back over her shoulder to my wife. “Bye, Freya, feel better soon!”  
 “Get some rest,” Erin said with a sympathetic smile as she hooked her arm through my elbow to pull me forward, and the orange-haired pilot’s eyes twinkled as she watched the mischievous summoner bounce down the corridor ahead of us. 
 “I’ll see you soon,” I assured my wife over my shoulder as I was pulled forward by the pilot’s movements. “I love you so much!” 
 “I love you, too!” Freya called after me. 
 I could hear Cyra’s laughter echoing through the space behind me, and the sound made me relax slightly.  
 Freya would be okay. Cyra was with her, and I would be back by her side in a few hours after I’d finished with my classes for the day.  
 “I’ll see you later,” Nia informed me, and she cast a brilliant smile over her shoulder as she trotted around me and Erin. The ashen-haired mage moved at a quick pace, and once we pushed out of the infirmary to the crowded main hallway, she disappeared from view among the horde of students on their way to class.  
 The rest of the morning went by in a blur, and I barely registered the words of my teachers. In Biology, Professor Cornwall talked about the seasons and migratory patterns of birds, but Arwyn was absent from her history class. A fourth-year girl I recognized but couldn’t name sat at her desk, and she dolled out worksheets without giving us a second glance before she settled in to file her nails. Miss Sullivan went through a series of images of trolls and their various subspecies, but the only one I wasn’t familiar with was the water variant. 
 At lunch, I searched for Freya among the friendly faces at my usual table, and I tried to hide my disappointment from the others when I realized my wife and Cyra were missing from the group. I picked at my food distractedly, but everyone else was pretty quiet as well, so no one commented.  
 Erin bumped her shoulder against mine sympathetically, but she didn’t need to say anything. Layla cast worried glances my way when she thought I wasn’t looking, but when I caught her eye, she merely grinned.  
 Nia was also missing, which added to my disappointment. It had been a pleasant surprise to see her in the medical ward, but I supposed the ashen-haired mage had gotten busy with something.  
 My guy friends were all nursing obvious hangovers, but Gawain seemed to have fared the worst of it. His face resembled Freya’s when she was straddling the bucket, and he sipped a cup of coffee gingerly, but where the fire mage had acquired the caffeinated beverage in the middle of the day was beyond me. 
 Suddenly, the Headmaster strode up to the podium situated in front of the faculty table, and he tapped a spoon against a cup to make a bell-like sound.  
 Silence fell as all eyes turned to the front of the dining hall.  
 It was a little unusual for Sleet to be present at lunch, and to make an announcement in the middle of the day was even more odd. 
 “Good afternoon, students and faculty,” the Headmaster began. “As some of you may already know, two of our students have decided to formalize their relationship with marriage. Gryff of Njordenfalls and Nia Kenefick, please stand up.” 
 I stood on nervous legs, and I raked a hand through my hair self-consciously as I looked around at the crowded dining hall. As I scanned the room full of attentive eyes, I noticed Nia standing near the entrance. Her face was crimson, and I could tell she hadn’t expected to walk in to hear her name being called out.  
 “Congratulations to the happy couple,” Sleet declared in a joyful voice, and he clapped his hands, which started a round of applause and congratulatory whoops across the room.  
 I smiled and nodded politely as I waited for the cheers to stop, and when silence fell again, Sleet motioned for me to sit back down.  
 “Now, with the wedding date swiftly approaching, I have had little time to prepare a gift,” the Headmaster continued. “So, I took some time to think about what two young students in love would want from their Headmaster. Obviously, they don’t want to be bothered with school while they are preparing for their wedding. However, it wouldn’t be fair to only give the bride and groom the day off, so I have decided to declare a brief school holiday in celebration of their nuptials. No more classes until Monday.” 
 Another round of cheers erupted through the room, but this time they were explosive and overjoyed.  
 My friends all clapped me on the back, and jostled me with wide grins on their faces. I blushed as I endured the attention, but my eyes scanned the dining hall in search of the ashen-haired beauty at the same time. When Nia finally approached the table with a food laden tray, I scooted over to make space for her beside me.  
 “That was quite the announcement,” she noted, and her neck still showed residual signs of her embarrassment. “At least we won’t have school for the next few days.” 
 “Only two more days until the wedding!” Layla screeched as she bounced up and down in her seat. Then she gasped, and her hazel eyes went wide. “And a school break! This wedding is the best thing to happen since Gryff came back from the dead!” 
 “Did he have to announce it so loudly, though?” Varleth asked in a dry voice, and he glowered up at the Headmaster as he pressed a hand against his temple.  
 “Cheer up, buttercup,” Layla chirped. “Now, you can get drunk again.” 
 “I’m never drinking again,” Varleth countered with a groan, and the surly gypsy buried his face in his arms.  
 I chuckled to myself as I took in my friends’ reactions and fully processed the Headmaster’s words.  
 Two days off school, my wedding quickly approaching, and a baby on the way. My life was amazing, and the only thing missing in that moment was my beautiful shapeshifting wife.  
 “It’s going to be the event of the year,” Erin observed in an excited tone. “Everyone is going to want to be there.” 
 “There should be some limitations on the guest list,” Gawain suggested. “You don’t want all the riff raff Varle can offer crashing the party.” 
 “Riff raff like you?” Layla taunted. 
 “I was thinking more like you, Bethel,” he retorted. 
 The petite summoner stuck out her tongue but didn’t say anything else. 
 “If we don’t have class,” Braden interjected, “then I’m going back to bed. Wake me up before the wedding.” 
 “I am so down for that,” Mati chirped, and she rubbed the ox-like summoner’s back affectionately. “Poor Braden. You probably shouldn’t drink so much next time.” 
 “Yeah, yeah,” my roommate grumbled, but he gave his girlfriend an adoring smile. “Come on, let’s go take a nap.” 
 “You don’t have to tell me twice!” the dark-haired banisher exclaimed as she rose from her seat.  
 The couple waved goodbye, deposited their trays on the dirty dish rack, and then headed out of the dining hall.  
 “What about you, Gryff?” Layla asked as she gnawed on a turkey leg. “What are you going to do with your time off?” 
 “A nap does sound nice,” I allowed with a wry smile. “Plus, I want to go check on Freya.” 
 “Scared she had the baby already?” the petite summoner teased.  
 “No,” I laughed. “I just don’t like the idea of being away from her right after finding out we’re having a baby together. It feels like we should be cuddling, or picking out cribs, or something…” 
 “Then let’s go.” Layla swallowed a large bite and tossed the remnants of the leg back on her plate. “Whatcha waiting for?” 
 “Can I come?” Erin asked with hopeful eyes.  
 “Sure.” I grinned. “The more the merrier.” 
 “Don’t forget to cleanse yourself,” Nia instructed in a clipped voice.  
 I could tell from her tone she was feeling stressed, but I had no idea what she was talking about. I sniffed my pits experimentally, and they smelled fine to me, so I gave my fiancée a puzzled look. 
 “Cleanse myself?” 
 “Yes.” She rolled her eyes and looked at me like I should know this already. “Tradition dictates that the day before the wedding the bride and groom thoroughly cleanse themselves to purify them before the ceremony. It’s a way of washing away any bad luck or something.” 
 “Nothing wrong with being clean.” I smirked. “I can handle that.” 
 “Thanks, Gryff.” Nia smiled. “I know I can get a little bossy sometimes, but you’re always so patient and loving with my… requests.” 
 “Boss away, darling.” I grinned. “You know I would do anything to make you happy, right?” 
 “Yes.” She blushed and looked down, but the smile on her face was plain to see.  
 “I love you, Nia Kenefick,” I declared, and I leaned over to kiss her forehead. “I’m so ready for you to be my wife.” 
 “I love you, too,” Nia replied in a soft voice, and her brilliant blue eyes glittered with emotion as she gazed into mine.  
 “Aww,” Erin breathed as she gave us an adoring look. “You guys are so cute!” 
 “Thanks,” I chuckled. “So, who’s all going back to the Retching Goblin with me?” 
 “Me!” Layla chimed as she raised her hand. 
 “And me,” Erin added with a smile. 
 “I can’t,” Nia sighed reluctantly. “I have my final dress fitting this afternoon.” 
 “Oh, do you want me to go with you?” Erin offered. 
 “It’s okay,” the ashen-haired beauty replied. “Arwyn said she would go with me, and I haven’t gotten a lot of time with her lately, so I was looking forward to it being just us.” 
 “I understand.” The orange-haired pilot masked her disappointment well, but I made a mental note to bring the smile back to her face before the end of the day. 
 I blew my fiancée a final farewell kiss, and then I accompanied the two young women back to the Retching Goblin to see my wife. 
 Cyra and Freya were curled up on the bare mattress of my bed, and I realized I’d left all my bedding back in the medical ward earlier that morning. The two women seemed comfortable enough, though, since they were sleeping peacefully, but I didn’t want to disturb their slumber, so I backed out of the room slowly and gestured for the two girls to be quiet. 
 After I explained the situation, Layla’s hazel eyes lit up with mischief, and she practically dragged me downstairs to the bar to shove a mug of ale into my hand. Erin followed eagerly, and a short while later the three of us sat around the fireplace laughing and drinking the rest of the day away. 
 At the end of the night, Layla tried to lure me back to the girls’ dorms with them, but I insisted on staying in the tavern with Freya since she was likely to feel sick again in the morning.  
 Erin immediately saw reason, but the petite summoner needed a little convincing, and then they left with minimal pouting as I waved them off. I requested more bedding from the tavern keeper before I headed back up to my room, but when I lit a candle to peer at the bed, I found the two sleeping women stretched out in such a way that left no extra room for another body. 
 I sighed. I could squeeze myself in, but with Freya’s morning sickness waging war on her insides, she needed good rest, so I decided to make a pallet on the floor. I didn’t sleep well, though, and I tossed and turned throughout the night. I was staring blankly up at the ceiling by the time the sun rose and spread the first few rays of light into the room, and I cast a longing look at the bed. 
 Suddenly, Freya groaned and leapt from the mattress in a flurry of motion. I was on my feet in an instant, and as she lunged for her bucket, I swept her wild blonde waves away from her face and gathered the tendrils into my fist. I held her hair back with a loose grip so as not to pull on her scalp, and I rubbed her back softly as she hurled liquid into the container. 
 My stomach reeled from the sound, and the smell didn’t help, either, but I ignored my own discomfort as I tried to soothe my wife. I couldn’t imagine what it felt like to go through this, and it would last for weeks.  
 I shook my head in bewilderment at my current situation. My wife kneeled on the floor with her arms hugging the bucket to her chest, and she cast me a pitiful look when the retching ceased for a brief moment.  
 A few moments later, Freya sighed and leaned back.  
 “That sounded painful.” Cyra had woken up by this point, and the dark-skinned summoner laid on her stomach with her feet twitching in the air behind her smooth, bare ass.  
 My eyes wandered over her delicious body appreciatively, and then I remembered my wife, so I turned my attention back to her and helped the shapeshifter to her feet. 
 “It was.” Freya gave the summoner a wry grin. “I feel dirty.” 
 “Dirty girl,” Cyra teased with a twinkle in her chocolate colored eyes.  
 “Just you wait,” Freya chuckled, and some of the tension eased from her shoulders. “You will soon understand.” 
 “Which is why I want to do anything I can to make you comfortable,” the dark-skinned beauty replied with a wink. “I’ll need all the love and compassion I can get when it’s my time.” 
 “You know I’ll be there for you when the time comes,” I told Cyra with a loving smile. “Although, I love watching all of you girls get closer to Freya and take care of each other.” 
 “Us dirty girls have to stick together, right?” Cyra countered. “While I might not smell like vomit, I can be pretty dirty sometimes.” 
 “You’re definitely my dirty girl,” I said as my grinned widened.  
 “I would like to see you dirty,” Freya teased the summoner, and then her nose wrinkled. “I do not like this smell on my face, though.” 
 “You can take a shower, Freya” I suggested. “I’ll help you.” 
 “I can shower on my own.” My wife cast me an amused glance.  
 “Isn’t he cute, Freya?” Cyra laughed. “He’s so doting and nurturing. Who knew?” 
 “I knew.” The warrior princess had a proud look in her gold-flecked eyes, and some of the color had returned to her face. “I could tell from the way he makes love.” 
 “You’re right,” Cyra exclaimed, and her face lit up like she’d just had an epiphany. “I guess I just never realized how much love and tenderness he expresses in everything he does. Watching him take care of you makes it so obvious, it’s impossible to ignore.” 
 “Hello, I’m right here.” I waved my hand in the air as I gave my women a helpless look.  
 “We know,” Cyra laughed again, and then she rolled over to wiggle off the bed. “It’s just more fun to talk about you. You make a cute offended face.” 
 “The insolence!” I let out a mock gasp and feigned a hurt look.  
 Freya rolled her eyes, but the stoic line of her lips slipped into an amused smile for a moment. 
 “I’m so excited about you and Freya having a baby,” Cyra said, completely unaffected by my clever theatrics. “It makes me want to get pregnant even more.” 
 “That’s hot.” I grinned.  
 “Gryff needs many children,” Freya declared once again. “You need more sister-wives, though, so you can still empty your seed and relieve your desires while me and the others are heavy with child.” 
 “Give it some time,” I said in a reassuring tone, then a thought struck me, and my heart rate increased. “Nia will be my wife tomorrow.” 
 “Oh, Maker, I know!” Cyra squealed. “It’s going to be awesome. Nia’s dress is beautiful, Gryff, I can’t wait for you to see her in it. It’s perfect for her.” 
 “Nothing else would do.” I nodded. “I can’t believe it’s almost here. I feel like I’ve been waiting to marry her for an eternity, but now there is only one day between now and then.” 
 “Aren’t you supposed to do something today?” Cyra asked as she shrugged on her clothes. “I remember Nia describing the timeline of events, but I was pretty distracted by the dress, so I can’t remember.” 
 “Cleanse myself.” I smirked. “So, I guess that means I need to take a bath.” 
 “Cleanse means purify,” Freya informed me. “You must be clean of body, mind, and soul before you join with Nia.” 
 “Sounds like what she said.” I frowned. “How do I do that, other than just taking a really long bath?” 
 “Bath is part of it.” Freya gnawed on her bottom lip with a thoughtful expression, and when she spoke again she’d slipped back into her native tongue. “I think if I were a shaman performing a wedding ritual like Nia has described, then to purify yourself would mean you look inside and face any doubt in your heart.” 
 “I get it,” I said as I nodded. “I need to take some time to really think about what I’m going to do, let go of any hesitation I have, and show up at the wedding completely ready to say my vows.” 
 “It is so weird to hear you guys go in and out of Mistral like that,” Cyra noted with a slightly confused expression. “It’s hard to follow sometimes.” 
 “Sorry.” I gave the dark-skinned summoner a sheepish grin. “At least she’s learning Mistral really fast. She still has trouble explaining more complicated things, though, so I’m glad we can fall back on the clan language to clarify anything.” 
 “Plus, the two of you can share secrets,” she pointed out with a teasing smile. “Although, I can understand a few words.” 
 “I could see our whole group speaking in a combination of the languages of the Southern continent and Mistral eventually,” I commented.  
 “What language will you teach the babies when they learn to talk?” the summoner asked as her gaze flicked between me and my wife.  
 “Clan,” Freya declared. 
 “Mistral,” I said at the exact same time.  
 My wife and I exchanged a brief glance, but then Cyra burst out laughing, and I couldn’t help but join in. Our first marital disagreement. At last.  
 “This is going to be fun,” my dark-skinned lover announced in a decisive tone once she’d regained her composure. 
 I had to admit she was right. The endless possibilities stretched out before me, and my mind reeled with imagery of my future family. 
 A short while later, I was alone in the baths.  
 I scoured my entire body from head to toe with furious motions until I felt like year’s worth of dead skin had been removed. I groomed my goatee, trimmed my hair, and spent some time digging the dirt and muck out from under the edges of my nails. Once I was cleaner than I’d ever been in my life, I dipped into the hot soaking pool with an appreciative sigh. 
 Fortunately, the baths were practically deserted, although I’d run into a few students on my way to the showers, and I suspected they were still there just out of sight. I didn’t care either way, since I was lost in my own thoughts, and I floated on my back in the pool while I stared up at the vaulted ceiling.  
 Tomorrow, I would stand before the entire magical community and proclaim my love for the most amazing woman I’d ever known.  
 It felt like a dream sometimes, until someone brought up a detail, or asked me a question about the plans. It would sound odd to say out loud, but I was grateful for all the time-consuming pieces and decisions that went into the wedding planning process, since it granted me many opportunities to remember it was really happening. 
 Nia Kenefick would be my wife. Soon, she would bear my children, and work as a team with me and the other women to raise them. Freya’s pregnancy really began our family, but I had a feeling my first child wouldn’t be my last. 
 Once I found a suitable home for all my women, I could focus more on filling every willing woman with pints of my seed, and the thought made my blood begin to warm. 
 I practically floated down the street back to my tavern room, and blissful images of Nia holding a silver haired infant and Freya toting a wild-eyed youngling on her hip filled my mind’s eye. I barely even registered the empty status of my room, but I did notice the bed had been neatly remade with the fresh bedding. My eyes had already started to close before my head even hit the pillow, and my dreams were full of extravagant lace dresses and intoxicating perfumes.  
 My eyes opened wide the instant the sunrays lit the interior of the room, and the first thought in my mind was the wedding. Excitement pumped through my bloodstream, and I hopped out of bed with an energetic bound.  
 It was officially my wedding day. 
 By the time I went to sleep that night, Nia would be my wife. 
 



 Chapter Fifteen 
 My wedding day had finally arrived, and there was no way I could have prepared myself for the nervous excitement gripping my entire body. My marriage to Freya had blindsided me, since their culture considered sharing a bed and inseminating the woman equivalent to exchanging vows, so this experience was entirely new to me. 
 I gazed across my tavern room to where the outfit I was going to wear for my wedding hung on a hook against the far wall. 
 The Academy had provided me with formal robes, which resembled a military style tuxedo with a closed collared navy jacket and a cloak designed to be worn over one shoulder which was black on the outside and lined with a silky blue fabric. The buttons were made of pearl, and embroidered silver ropes accentuated the lines of the sleeves. The trousers were black, made of some of the finest material I’d ever touched, and they had a stiff crease down the front of the legs.  
 The entire ensemble seemed like a costume, like something a prince would wear to a royal ball in some fairy tale, but it was perfect at the same time.  
 I took a deep breath and let it out in a slow exhale.  
 Time to get ready. 
 I stood on shaky legs and retrieved my clothes, but my jitters made it a challenge to change into the formal attire. My hands shook, and my palms were sweaty, but I was shivering at the same time. 
 What was wrong with me? You’d think I was about to see a girl naked for the first time, but it was just a ceremony to formalize the relationship I already had. There wasn’t any reason to feel so anxious.  
 Was there?  

What’s got you all worked up? Dio inquired from his crystal.  
 I pulled out the fang-shaped stone and tossed it to the ground without another thought, and a moment later, my kitten-sized familiar peered up at me with an analytical tilt to his head.  

You’re acting strange, he observed as he narrowed his cat eyes. 
 “It’s my wedding day,” I informed him with a wry smile. “I’m excited and nervous. It’s weird.” 

What’s a wedding? Dio sniffed at the fancy clothes dangling from my hands. Smells funny.

 “A wedding is when two people promise to be together for the rest of their lives in front of all of their friends and family,” I explained. “Nia is about to become my woman forever.” 

How unfortunate. Dio sounded displeased. I had hoped she would choose me for her mate.

 “As my familiar, you will live with us,” I pointed out. “You’ll get to see Nia every day.” 

This is an acceptable offer, the small monster responded in a decisive tone. I will also accept the one with orange hair as my personal mate. I like how silly she is. She is like a happy kitten. 

 “Erin’s off limits,” I said with a clear warning in my voice. “Cats and humans don’t mate, Dio.” 

Not yet. The cat-like creature tossed his head, and his whole body wobbled as his fangs swung through the air. He caught his balance and strode over to my bed, but after several failed attempts to hop up to the mattress, the small monster cast a pleading look over his shoulder.  
 I chuckled as I crossed the room, and I scooped him up to deposit him on the bed before I finished getting dressed. The presence of my familiar had worked to soothe my nerves, though, so I managed to complete the process quickly.  

Is this mating ritual you call a wedding what the girls have been gushing about? Dio licked his paws and purred audibly. I had assumed it was merely their response to my prowess.

 “I’m sure it’s both.” I grinned. “The girls adore you.” 

Excellent, he said in a pleased tone, and he began to massage the blanket with his claws.  
 “Apparently, Nia wants you to carry the rings down the aisle as part of the ceremony,” I informed my familiar in a cautious tone. “You would have to behave and do exactly as you were told, though.” 

Will I be held and loved on after I complete this mission? Dio asked. 
 “I can almost guarantee it,” I laughed. “Is that all you care about?” 

Yes. The monster nodded. And meat.

 “Can’t say I blame you on either count,” I said with a shrug, and then I gestured to my completed ensemble. “What do you think? I look good, huh?” 

Hmm. Dio eyed me curiously. Maybe add some of your enemies’ blood to show off your strength in battle.

 “I’ll take that under consideration,” I replied in as serious of a voice as I could muster. “Freya’s people added battle souvenirs like scalps and tails to their war tunics, so the idea isn’t unheard of.” 

Freya is a good woman. Dio glanced around at the empty room. Where is she? I miss her. Nia and Arwyn, too. What is the bouncing one’s name?

 “Layla?” I laughed. I’d heard her called worse, but the term brought a clear image of her bouncing up and down on me into my mind, and I had to shake my head to dispel the sexy thought. 

Layla, Dio said the name experimentally, and then he purred with increased intensity. Yes, Layla. Let’s go find her. 

 “We will see everyone at the wedding,” I explained. “As long as you behave and do what you’re told, you will have more cuddles and attention than you could ever desire by the end of the night.” 

You swear it will be so? The seriousness in his voice paired with his diminutive kitten-like appearance was downright adorable.  
 “I promise.” I grinned.  

Then I will do as I am commanded. Dio’s cat eyes were so bright with excitement, you would think it was his wedding day. 
 “Hey, Gryff?” Varleth’s voice called through my door, followed by a soft knock. “You up, man?” 
 I crossed to the portal and pulled it open to reveal the dark-haired gypsy and Maelor standing on the threshold. The old man had cleaned up, and his balding head glowed in the dim light. He wore clean black overalls with a white button up shirt beneath, and he’d even trimmed his facial hair.  
 Varleth also looked very dashing in his black three-piece suit. The tight-fitting jacket highlighted his broad shoulders, and he’d pulled his shoulder length dark hair back into a knot at the nape of his neck.  
 “You guys look soooo pretty,” I teased.  
 “Shut yer trap,” Maelor grumbled. “We’ve come to fetch you to the cathedral.” 
 “Are you ready for the big day?” Varleth actually sounded cheerful, and I gave him a quizzical look. “What? I’m not allowed to be in a good mood on my best friend’s wedding day?” 
 “I’m your best friend?” My eyebrows rose.  
 “Well, yeah,” Varleth scoffed. “Between you and Orenn, anyway. I just figured after we got lost in Vay together that we’d formed a bond of sorts.” 
 “Oh, we formed a bond way before that,” I laughed. “I’m not complaining. Best friend is a good title.” 
 “Don’t let it go to your head,” the gypsy snapped, but the smile never left his eyes.  
 “Alright, enough tongue wagging,” Maelor interjected. “Grab yer cat and let’s hit the road.” 
 I retrieved Dio from the bed, and I deposited him securely in my hip pouch before I followed the two men from the room.  
 “Any chance you guys know where Freya is?” I asked as we turned to head down the stairwell.  
 “She’s probably with the rest of the girls and Nia,” Varleth said. “I’m sure they need a lot of time to get ready. You know how girls are.” 
 “I do,” I chuckled. “Do you?” 
 Varleth rolled his eyes but didn’t respond, and a moment later, we were climbing into a carriage. During the trip to the cathedral, I compulsively tapped my toe against the floor of the coach, and Maelor shot me an annoyed look.  
 “You act like you snorted some dried goblin piss,” he observed. “All jittery and shaky. Are ya scared she’s not gonna show up or somethin’?” 
 “I’m not sure,” I admitted with a shrug. “I’m just excited, and I can’t sit still.” 
 “Well, calm down before you face the priest and the girl’s dad,” Varleth suggested. “You don’t want them to think you’re on some weird drugs, do you?” 
 “No,” I sighed. “I don’t.” 
 So, I took a few moments to calm my fried nerves with some steadying breaths, but by the time I looked up again, we’d arrived at the cathedral to the One True Maker. 
 The structure towered over everything else around me, and I gaped up at the impossibly steep gabled roofs until my eyes trailed up the sides of the tall, central bell tower. Stained glass windows lined the external walls, but I noticed a geometrical design to the layout of the building. Every line was perfectly straight, and every facet was mirrored on each side of the wide, stained wood door at the entrance. The entry was open, and the rails along the edge of the steps were decorated with soft pink ribbons and covered in spring roses. 
 The lightly hued flowers were out of season, and I marveled at the Kenefick prowess exemplified by the small roses’ presence. 
 Then I swallowed hard, squared my shoulders, and proudly marched up the steps. 
 The entire world was about to find out just how powerful the combination of Nia and I could be, and she wasn’t even my wife yet. Whether or not we’d completed a ritual or signed a piece of paper didn’t matter to us, though. Nia Kenefick was my woman, and I was her man. 
 My pace was quick as I jogged up the steps, but once I entered the breathtaking cathedral, my feet slowed and my mouth fell slightly open.  
 The ceiling was vaulted several stories above my head, and the smooth white stones used to construct the building reflected a rainbow of colors shining through the stained-glass windows. Candelabras dangled from huge timber beams that crisscrossed the space below the ceiling, and balcony alcoves dotted the upper walls.  

What a nice cave, Dio commented. We should live here.

 Directly in front of me, a long white lace runner covered the pathway toward the altar, and every row of benches was capped with a bundle of roses tied with pink ribbon. Near the front of the room, I spotted Gallahar Kenefick and a woman standing with their backs to me. 
 As Maelor and Varleth trotted up the steps behind me, the old man let out a low whistle as he took in the cathedral. The gypsy looked around nervously for a moment, almost like he wasn’t sure if he was allowed inside, and both men moved forward with more hesitant steps. 
 Gallahar heard our approach and turned to greet us with a friendly wave, but my eyes narrowed in on the woman clutching the Grand Mage’s arm. She had soft blonde hair with signs of gray, round cheeks, and a delicate chin. The woman’s eyes were large, and made her appear almost doll-like, but the brilliant green color dazzled me. 
 I continued to move forward while I tried to pull my eyes away from the beautiful older woman, but my companions hung back a few paces behind me. 
 “Gryff,” the Grand Mage said as he gestured toward the woman as though he could read my mind, “I’d like you to meet my wife, and Nia’s mother, Narissa.” 

Meow, Dio murmured in an appreciative tone as he eyed my fiancée’s mother from my hip pouch. What a timeless beauty… 

 “Lady Kenefick,” I greeted with the lowest bow I could muster. “It’s an absolute honor.” 
 “So charming,” Nia’s mother replied, and I looked up to see a warm smile on her face. “I’ve heard so much about you, I can’t believe it took you becoming my son-in-law for us to finally meet.” 
 “My apologies, ma’am,” I said as my cheeks reddened slightly. “We’ve been a bit preoccupied.” 
 “Yes, well, saving all of humanity does require some time and attention,” she responded with a musical lilt in her voice.  
 Maelor cleared his throat in a not so subtle manner, and I beckoned him forward with a wry grin. 
 “Lady Kenefick, this is my adopted father,” I said in a proud tone as I presented the old man, “Maelor Corroso.” 
 My father figure puffed out his chest, but then he swooped into a bow so low, his nose practically scraped the ground. “Pleasure to meet you, Lady Kenefick.” 
 “Maelor is the man I was telling you about,” Grand Mage Kenefick murmured to his wife. 
 “Oh, yes, the loyal summoner,” Mrs. Kenefick exclaimed, and she gave my father figure a warm smile. “It is an honor to meet you, Maelor.” 
 Maelor’s face burned crimson, and his breath came out in a huff as he struggled to reply.  
 I chuckled and patted him on the back. “Not sure I’ve ever seen him so flattered.” 
 Suddenly, the bell in the tower began to ring, and the sound was so loud it shook my entire body.  
 “I suppose that means it’s time,” Nia’s mother observed. “I should go give Nia a quick kiss before we get started.” 
 As she spoke, a priest dressed in a long white robe with intricate gold embroidery that trailed along the ground behind him approached our group, and he cleared his throat. 
 “It is time,” the priest announced in an ominous voice, and then his eyes landed on me. “I assume you are the groom?” 
 “I am.” I nodded, but a lump grew in my throat.  
 I was the groom. 
 “Very good.” The priest nodded. “You will stand in front of the altar, the rest of you either join the wedding party or find a seat.” 
 “We’re all in the wedding party,” Gallahar informed him.  
 “Give me yer cat,” Maelor suggested as he opened up his hands to receive my familiar. “I’ll take him to the girls to get strapped with his doo-dads.” 
 I gave Dio an affectionate scratch beneath his chin before I handed him to my father figure. “Be good. Do as they say.” 

I will be more than good, Dio scoffed as he eagerly leapt into Maelor’s arms. I will be excellent. The best. The women will throw themselves at me in gratitude.

 “Oh, Gryff,” Varleth interrupted, and he dug in his pants pocket. “I was supposed to give this to you, but I totally forgot.” 
 He pulled out a small box the size of his palm, and when he opened it, I saw the inside was lined with pink silk. A single pink spring rose sat in the box with a ribbon tied in a bow beneath the petals, and when I took it from him to examine it, I noticed a pin on the back. 
 “You clip it onto your jacket, son,” Gallahar explained.  
 “Here, let me,” Mrs. Kenefick offered, and she took the rose from my hand. Her brows creased with concentration as she leaned over my chest and fidgeted with the boutonnière, but the expression reminded me so much of her daughter, I found myself missing my fiancée. Finally, my soon-to-be mother-in-law straightened and gave me a pleased smile. “There.” 
 “Thank you, Mrs. Kenefick.” I grinned. “I didn’t know what I was supposed to do with it.” 
 The priest eyed us impatiently, so I squeezed Narissa’s hand warmly and waved them off. I watched them all go for a moment, and then I turned to take my position in front of the altar. 
 As I rolled on the balls of my feet and stared around at the cathedral, people began to pour into the large space. A large group holding instruments scurried down the aisle, then veered at the platform where I stood to disappear behind a curtain along the wall. A moment later, they reappeared in one of the balcony alcoves and quickly got to work setting up.  
 As music began to filter down from the alcove, more people started to enter the cathedral. Mati walked in with a very large man and a short round woman, and judging from the thickness of the man’s neck, and the muscles bulging from beneath his expensive looking blazer, I had to assume it was Braden’s dad. They sat two rows back on the side to my left, and Mati waved excitedly at me once she sat down.  
 I waved back with a small smile, but my eyes quickly moved to the other people coming down the row.  
 Professor Lle’shenne and Poppy ducked in and quickly found a seat on the right side of the room, and I wondered if this was because Nia was technically on the same team of researchers as the two guests. It didn’t really matter where anyone sat, though, as long as I got to marry the blue-eyed beauty before the end of the day. 
 I took a deep breath to calm my racing heart as my anticipation grew. Soon, Nia Kenefick would walk through the door and become my wife. 
 Then Marangur Sleet, Meridan, Rori, and several other members of the faculty at the Academy came in and sat along the bench behind Mati and the Flints, but I barely had time to register all my teacher’s faces before the Kenefick Aunts sauntered in with their noses up in the air.  
 All three of the pretentious old women wore elaborate hats with stiff ribbons shaped into extravagant bows, and they all wore simple black dresses as though attending a funeral. As they took the front row on the side to my right, Goredin Madox strolled in like he was in a parade, and he waved vigorously to the Aunts before sliding into the bench behind them.  
 Accompanying Gawain’s father was a man I’d met before, but it took me a moment to recognize Nerha’s husband and Gawain’s cousin, Geheim Madox. He had short, light blond hair which was shaved on the sides and slicked back in the middle, and he had an angular, handsome face. His smile was as kind as I remembered, but his formal military garb insinuated he could kick some serious ass if he needed to. The baby in his arms was what had surprised me, though, and it cooed and babbled to itself while Geheim situated himself on the bench with the babe in his lap. 
 Nerha had a baby? I racked my brain for any mention of Nia’s sister being pregnant within the last year, but it hadn’t been very long ago when I’d seen the famous apothecary myself, and she hadn’t been heavy with child at the time. 
 After that, several students who I recognized but couldn’t name trailed in, and then I spotted Terrowin and Arty among a group of first years. With Sleet’s announcement during lunch, the entire school was basically invited, so there was no telling who else I’d see here, or how many of them I would even know personally.  
 I shook my head in awe as I started to see what being a Kenefick was like. Always on display and under constant scrutiny, the pressure to put on a good show and keep a good face. At least I only had to deal with it on my wedding day. 
 I gave the Aunts a friendly grin to show them I was glad to see them, but I couldn’t restrain myself from baring my teeth slightly, so the expression ended up as more of a grimace.  
 My attention was pulled away, though, when the Wild Reds strolled in. Doc bobbed his head when we made eye contact, Zyg gave me a small wave, and then the group scooted onto a bench on what seemed to be my side of the aisle.  
 I was surprised to see Tabby, the tavern owner of the Roaring Cat in Njordenfalls where I grew up, among the guests, and the older woman gave me a small smile when I caught her eye, but then many unfamiliar people walked through, and my attention was pulled away.  
 Suddenly, the music took on an intensified volume, and the idle muttering and whispers around the now crowded cathedral grew softer, but not silent. My heart beat thudded in my ears as I peered down the aisle to the door, but then two people stood silhouetted against the light from outside.  
 I squinted to see who it was, but then they started to move forward at a slow, ritualistic pace, and a moment later, I realized it was Maelor with Mrs. Kenefick on his arm. My father figure escorted my fiancée’s mother to the front row, and he gave her another low bow before he took his place across the aisle from her.  
 Then I spotted Erin’s vibrant orange hair in my peripheral vision, and my eyes returned to the entrance. The pilot held onto Orenn’s elbow, and the metallogue’s face was split with an ear-to-ear grin, but they paused for a moment for dramatic effect before continuing down the aisle. Erin’s dress was long, but the design was simple, with two straps on her shoulders and a slit up one side of the pink skirt that revealed the pale skin of her leg. Her short-cropped hair was accentuated with a flower crown that matched the bouquet of spring roses in her hand, but her sweet smile as she looked at me was the prettiest decoration.  
 Orenn and Erin parted ways at the front of the cathedral, and they took up positions on either side of the dias, with the metallogue standing several paces to my left. 
 Suddenly, the music screeched to a halt as a few startled gasps echoed from the balcony. I swiveled to see what had caused the disruption, and I saw Mur and Ashla standing in the doorway. The music restarted with an apologetic gusto, but the curious whispers around the cathedral continued.  
 Ashla smiled radiantly, and she walked down the aisle with a confident stride. She stared into the faces of the onlookers with pride, and she kept her grip on Mur’s scruffy mane. Her long braids dangled over her shoulders, and the ice mage had a rose tucked behind her ear, but her pink dress resembled a sundress, and the loose flowing skirt fluttered around her knees. 
 Mur eyed the crowd hesitantly, but his step perked up once I finally caught his eye and gave him an encouraging smile. The moose kid took careful steps, and he kept his head held high to hold his wide antlers above the benches. Some of the people crowding the edges of the aisle had to duck to avoid the bony appendages, and startled gasps erupted in the pair’s wake.  
 I gave Mur a respectful nod after he’d escorted Ashla to her position by Erin, and the moose kid trotted into his place beside Orenn. 
 Cyra and Braden were next, though, so my eyes leapt back to the entrance. The dark-skinned summoner wore her nest of curly brown hair up in a knot with a rose tucked into the center, and the sight of her unobstructed, smooth neck made my mouth water even more. Cyra draped her arm casually over Braden’s elbow, but my roommate slouched a little to adjust for their height differences. Her dress flowed around her feet like water, and my gaze trailed up the hem of the wrap-style, pink garment to return to her warm, chocolate eyes.  
 Then Layla bounced down the aisle pulling a stiff-necked Gawain along with her, and the fire mage desperately attempted to maintain a poised expression despite his partner’s urgent tugs.  
 The petite summoner had a spring rose tucked behind one ear, and like the other girls, she held a bouquet of the flowers clutched in her hand. Her dress had thin straps of pink satin, and the skirt was short and puffy, but she’d paired the outfit with black, knee-high boots, which helped her stomp confidently toward me.  
 Next, Arwyn lit the entryway ablaze as a perfectly timed breeze swept her flame colored locks across her shoulders. The red-haired adept mage wore a similar light pink lace dress as Layla and Cyra, but the style was slightly different. Arwyn’s dress had a plunging neckline and a sash tied around the waist, but the skirt was much longer, and the fabric swishing around her legs added an elegance to her movements. 
 Holding the beautiful professor’s hand aloft to escort her down the aisle was a slick haired, clean shaven Keith Almasy, and the pilot grinned proudly as he flourished Arwyn down the path to the platform. His dark gray eyes showed more emotion than I’d ever seen before, and he gave the redhead a respectful bow when they parted ways. 
 My eyes lingered on Arwyn for a long moment, and she flushed beneath my gaze. I swallowed down the saliva building in my mouth, though, and turned my attention back to the entrance to see who was coming in next. 
 Nerha, Nia’s older sister, accompanied by their brother Nayveth paused just inside the threshold of the cathedral to gaze serenely around at all the guests as though granting them the chance to look at the glorious Keneficks up close. Of course, the sibling duo captured every pair of eyes in the room as they strode down the aisle with the grace and poise deserving of their name and stations.  
 Nerha’s hair hung loosely down her back, save for the two braids on either side of her head running behind her ears, and the world-renowned apothecary wore a light pink, scooped neck lace dress. Nayveth looked dashing in his high collared black jacket, and he cast a subtle wink my way as the pair split in front of me to stand on either side of the platform. Nia’s brother stood slightly behind Almasy, while my fiancée’s sister took up a position behind Arwyn.  
 I scanned Nia’s sister discreetly for a sign of recent childbirth, but the slightly older mage had the same trim figure as her little sister, and before I could analyze her any further, another gorgeous woman at the entrance caught my eye. 
 My mouth fell open as I absorbed the image of my beautiful shapeshifting wife, who had one hand placed delicately on Varleth’s elbow while the other clutched a bouquet of pink roses. The warrior princess wore her hair down in her usual wild waves, but a woven ring of spring roses sat upon her locks, and the flowers in her hair perfectly matched the vee necked pink dress she wore. While the lace material brushed against her knees in the front, it swayed behind her at a much longer length in the back, and the entire combination made her appear regal and softly feminine in a way I’d never imagined.  
 My wife filled my eyes with her captivating presence, and I barely registered the curt nod from the gypsy as he escorted her to the front of the cathedral. Freya’s gold-flecked eyes danced with delight beneath my adoring gaze, and I grinned stupidly at her across the space between us. 
 Varleth took up a stance to my left, and he cleared his throat to get my attention before he jerked his head toward the entrance, so my eyes followed his gesture to see the next pair in the wedding procession. 
 However, it wasn’t another pair of people, it was my familiar. The kitten-sized monster roared to announce his arrival, but the sound was high pitched and squeaky coming from his diminutive form. Still, he held his head proudly as he pranced forward, and as he neared the platform, I noticed the silk bag lashed around his neck and decorated with a flower.  
 I grinned down at the small monster as he plopped himself into a sitting position at my feet, and I swore I saw his lips twitch up into a smile. 
 Then the sound of the orchestra cut out and left only the musical notes of a single harpist. My heart hammered in my chest, and my palms grew sweaty, but I swiped them discreetly on my trousers as I locked my eyes on the entrance. 
 This was it. 
 Suddenly, a collective aww went through the crowd as Nia and her father stood silhouetted against the doorway.  
 My breath caught in my throat, and my jaw dropped, but I didn’t attempt to restrain or filter my expression. I couldn’t care less what I looked like, or what anyone thought of me. All I cared about was Nia Kenefick, and I struggled to catch my breath for several long moments as I stared like I was hypnotized at my magnificent bride. 
 Nia’s brilliant blue eyes were bright with joy, and her wide smile raised her round cheeks. Her wedding gown was a pearlescent pink-white, and her breasts heaved beneath a tight corset laced with pink ribbons. The skirt flowed from her tiny waist like a waterfall, but the short skirt in the front revealed the thigh-high white lace stockings and the strappy pink heels at the end of her long, toned legs. 
 The sound of the harpist emanating from the balcony created the perfect background as Nia and her father walked slowly down the aisle. I couldn’t take my gaze off her, and I lost all sense of the world as I dove into her eyes. Even from a distance, I felt close to her, but a fire in my gut yearned to have her in my arms. 
 The elementalist’s light ashy hair hung straight down her back in a ponytail, with tresses sweeping away from her face to meet at the nape of her neck. Her silver tendrils were lined with spring roses, and the bouquet clutched in my bride’s delicate fingers overflowed her hands with trailing vines and ribbons.  
 Then my bride stood before me, and my heartbeat thudded in my ears as I inhaled a steadying breath. 
 Gallahar Kenefick cleared his throat and leveled me with his piercing gaze.  
 “This is my baby girl, Gryff,” the Grand Mage informed me in a firm tone, but his eyes were full of intense emotion. “Take care of her, love her the way she deserves, and we will have no issues.” 
 “I swear I will, sir,” I replied solemnly. It was a promise I took very seriously, but one I did not hesitate to make. 
 Gallahar nodded curtly, and then he turned to give his daughter a warm smile. Nia threw her arms around her father in a tight hug, and then she stood on her tip-toes to plant a soft kiss on his cheek. 
 “Thank you, Daddy,” she murmured, and her eyes were moist as she stepped up onto the platform. Then her soft pink lips trembled, but her smile never fell as she looked at me with love bursting from her eyes. “Hi.” 
 “Hi, yourself,” I whispered, and I took her hand in mine. 

She is breathtakingly beautiful, Dio observed from his position at my feet as he gazed lovingly up at my bride, but then his cat eyes wandered down the line of gorgeous women standing behind Nia. You are certainly a lucky man to have such lovely mates… 

 Almost as if by magic, the priest suddenly reappeared from the side of the stage, and he quickly took his position between my bride and me.  
 “Fellow worshippers and citizens of Varle,” the officiant began in a loud voice that echoed across the cathedral, “we are gathered here today to bear witness to the sacred union of these two souls before the Maker. Are there any who contest their petition to be wed?” 
 Silence answered the priest, but he paused for a long moment before continuing. Someone coughed, then muttered an apology, and the baby on Geheim’s lap began to fuss, but it didn’t seem like anyone was going to object. 
 I cast a subtle glance at the Aunts, and while I could tell Aunt Decima was literally biting her lip to restrain herself, it looked like they were going to keep their mouths shut. 
 Good. 
 I grinned at the priest to encourage him to continue, and the old man cleared his throat. 
 “Do you have the rings?” the officiant asked in a loud, formal voice. 
 I bent over to untie the small sack lashed onto my familiar’s neck, and I gave the cat-like monster an affectionate scratch under his chin before I stood back up with the satchel in hand.  
 “The circular nature of the rings symbolize the wheel of fortune,” the priest proclaimed in a ceremonial voice. “As you exchange these rings, you exchange the promise to share the burden of life’s ups and downs.” 
 Nia took the bag from my hands, and she dug inside it for a moment, but then her fingers emerged with a silver band. Her blue eyes danced with joy as she slid the ring onto my finger, and then she handed the bag back to me. 
 I didn’t restrain my gleeful expression as I pulled the matching ring out and slipped it onto my soon-to-be wife’s slender finger.  
 “Do you, Gryff of Njordenfalls and Hawk Clan, take this woman,” the officiant asked as he swept his gaze to my bride, “as your wife til death do you part with the grace of the One True Maker?” 
 I took a deep breath. “I do.” 
 “And do you, Nia Kenefick, take this man,” the priest continued in a monotone voice, “as your husband til death do you part with the grace of the One True Maker?” 
 My heart pounded in my chest so hard I imagined the sound echoing from the vaulted ceiling to reverberate around the room. My eyes bored into Nia’s, and my heart laid completely open and bare beneath her penetrating gaze. 
 “I do,” my bride declared in a loud voice, and the tension I hadn’t even realized I was holding fell from my shoulders. 
 She said yes. 
 “Seal your vows with a kiss, and join your souls together as man and wife,” the priest proclaimed with a flourish of his hands as he took a step back. 
 That was the only cue I needed, and I rushed forward to slide my hands around Nia’s cheeks to cup her face. I gently lifted her chin up as I leaned down and softly caressed her delicate lips with my own, and my breath was shaky as I pulled her in close to me. 
 Cheers erupted through the chamber as all the wedding guests leapt to their feet to applaud and whoop out congratulations. 
 Nia jumped, and she threw her arms tightly around my neck as she kissed me with a fierce passion I hadn’t expected in front of all the watchful eyes. Her ashen hair blanketed my face and hid our kiss from the audience like a curtain, though, so I closed my eyes as her body nestled perfectly against me. 
 I thought I would explode with happiness, and I spun my wife in a circle as I laughed with wild abandon. 
 When I finally came back to reality and set my wife down on her feet, Nia’s cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were bright with excitement.  
 “I’m so happy, Gryff!” the elementalist exclaimed. “You’re my husband! Can you believe it!”  
 “Trying to.” I smirked. 
 In my peripheral vision, I could see the priest give me a pointed look, so I hooked my arm around Nia’s lower back, and we stepped back up to stand before the officiant together. 
 “As you leave this chapel beneath the gaze of the One True Maker,” the priest proclaimed in a loud voice, “you do so as husband and wife. Go forth, and be merry.” 
 Nia grinned, and her eyes twinkled as she grasped my hand firmly, but then she swiveled and dashed down the aisle toward the entrance, and I had no choice but to run along with her.  
 I laughed with childlike abandon as the guests standing to either side tossed rice over our heads, and when I glanced back over my shoulder, I saw the rest of the wedding party following in our wake. 
 It was official. Nia Kenefick was my wife. 
 Which meant my life was fucking awesome. 
 



 Chapter Sixteen 
 Nia led me down the steps and around the side of the building to a side entrance, and I found myself in a room with low beams across the ceiling and several wooden tables with pink tablecloths spread throughout the space. The entire room was decorated with garlands of ribbon and roses, and the flowers added a strong aroma of spring to the air.  
 On the far wall, a multi-tiered white cake stood like a beacon of sugar on a table with plates and other serving dishes stacked nearby. Beside the white mountain of goodness was a champagne fountain where the bubbly liquid spilled down a tower of stacked glasses, and I marveled at the intricate architecture used to create the drinkable art.  
 “That was so fucking awesome!” Layla shrieked as she entered the room behind us. Dio was curled up in her arms like a baby, but she placed him on the floor as she sauntered over to us with a wide grin on her face. “When you started running, the priest guy started sputtering and got really red. I don’t think he’s ever seen anyone have fun before. Probably changed his life.” 
 The petite summoner pranced past Nia and me, and she hopped up to sit on the top of a nearby table. The rest of the wedding party filtered in behind her, and a moment later, I was surrounded by all my closest friends.  
 “Mistral marriage ritual is very different from Hawk Clan,” Freya observed as she stepped up to give my newest wife a sideways hug. “I do not think your shaman would like ours.” 
 “No, I don’t think he would,” I laughed.  
 “I’d be interested in seeing a Hawk Clan wedding,” Cyra commented with a playful wink. “Maybe we can do their version for our wedding, Gryff.” 
 “Our wedding?” I grinned. “I like the sound of that.” 
 “Before you start planning the next one,” Varleth drawled, “maybe you should at least cut the cake for this one and do the party first.” 
 “The cake does look good,” I allowed as my eyes trailed back to the tower of sugar. 
 “I knoow!” Layla growled with a fierce hunger. “You’re lucky I love you guys or I would already be elbows deep in that sugar coma waiting to happen.” 
 “Not much longer,” Nia assured the voracious summoner. “You’ll get the first piece, I promise.” 
 “Noo,” Layla argued. “You have to shove the first piece into Gryffie’s face!”  
 “Okay,” Nia laughed. “The second piece, then.” 
 Layla tilted her head to the side as though contemplating this, but then finally she nodded firmly. “That works for me.” 
 “What a beautiful ceremony,” Nerha gushed as she approached Nia and me. “You are probably the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen, little sister.” 
 The ashen-haired apothecary held the baby I’d seen with her husband on her hip, and it blinked up at me with open curiosity while drool spilled over its lower lip. 
 “Thanks, Nerha,” Nia replied in a pleased tone. “I’m so glad you could make it.” 
 “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” Nerha said as her eyes followed my gaze, and she chuckled as she elbowed Nia. “Has he ever even seen a baby before?” 
 Nia smiled, but a look of concern crossed her blue eyes. “I’m not sure…” 
 “I didn’t know you had a baby, Nerha,” I explained. “I am just a little taken aback, that’s all.” 
 “Gryff, Nia, congratulations,” Geheim said as he stepped through the small crowd to stand beside Nia’s sister, and he clasped my hand in a friendly shake. “And I don’t blame you for being surprised, the baby is a recent development.” 
 “His name is Nako,” Nerha declared with pride in her eyes. “We adopted him a couple of months ago. After the attack on Hartmire, the orphanage was overflowing, and little Nako here needed us just as much as we needed him.” 
 “Wow, congratulations,” I said as my eyebrows rose. “That’s really kind of you.” 
 “Yeah, well, it wasn’t totally an altruistic gesture,” Nerha admitted as she exchanged a knowing glance with Geheim. “We’ve been wanting a little one for a while.” 
 “He’s adorable,” Nia said, “I’m glad I finally got to meet my nephew!” 
 “Want to hold him?” Geheim asked me, but before I could respond, the blond man lifted the baby from Nerha’s arms and planted him unceremoniously in mine.  
 I held the baby beneath his arms and stared into his wide, light blue eyes. Nako cooed and kicked his feet, and a string of drool wiggled free from the tendril emerging from the baby’s mouth to plop onto my wrist. 
 I made a face and held the baby a little further away from me, and Nia giggled. 
 “Aww, Gryff, you look so cute holding a baby,” my wife observed, but then she gave me a stern look, and her blue eyes cut into me like daggers. “You need to support it better, hold it against your chest, don’t drop him.” 
 “Okay, okay,” I muttered as I followed her instructions as quickly as I could. 
 “Maker,” Erin breathed, and lust filled her amber eyes as she took in the sight of me with the baby in my arms. “That’s a nice image.” 
 “Mmm, I agree,” Arwyn murmured as her eyes stayed locked onto me. 
 “Wow,” Layla said, and she hopped down from the table to trot over to our group. She tickled Nako’s toes with wiggly fingers, and when he cackled, the petite summoner squealed with delight. “Maker, he’s so cute I could die.” 
 “I want one,” Cyra announced in a decisive tone. It wasn’t surprising to me, but we hadn’t had a lot of time to discuss our future baby since we’d returned to Mistral, so it was good to hear her reaffirm it. “I want one with Gryff’s eyes.” 
 “My stomach is feeling all weird and tingly,” Layla said in an absentminded voice as her eyes zoned in on me.  
 “Probably your ovaries heating up,” Erin teased. “Mine feels the same way. I want Gryff to put a baby in me right now.” 

I have not received adequate amounts of love, Dio complained as he looked around at the entranced women. Why does the drooling human cub get their affection?

 “You guys are crazy,” Ashla commented with a sideways grin. “Baby’s are way too much work.” 
 The ice mage bent down to scoop my familiar up into her arms like she’d heard his complaint, but a moment later, I heard the cat-like monster’s purrs of pleasure, so I knew he was happy in Ashla’s care.  
 “You can seriously sit here and see him holding that baby, and not feel anything?” Cyra gave the ice mage a look like she’d gone mad. “Look at him. It’s fucking adorable.” 
 Just as the dark-skinned summoner gestured emphatically at me and the baby, Nako yawned and nuzzled his head against me, and I smiled down at his sleepy eyes as a collective “aww” went through the watching ladies. 
 “Sorry, Gryff,” Geheim said in a rueful voice, “I think I started a whole thing.” 
 “It was already started,” I informed him with a wry grin. “It’s just intensified now.” 
 “I bet.” The blond man shook his head, and he leaned in to whisper conspiratorially into my ear. “Women go nuts over babies. It’s like an aphrodisiac or something.” 
 “You don’t say.” I arched my eyebrows in feigned amazement, but my brother-in-law didn’t pick up on my sarcasm. 
 “Are you ready for one of your own?” Braden asked as he and Mati approached hand-in-hand. “You look like a natural, I gotta admit.” 
 “Far from it, buddy,” I responded. “But maybe by the time Freya’s baby is here, I’ll feel ready.” 
 “I wouldn’t count on that,” Almasy warned with a chuckle. “Most fathers I know say they were never as ready as they wanted to be.” 
 “That’s very true,” Gallahar noted as he and Mrs. Kenefick also joined us. “With each child, I felt less and less prepared. It is certainly an odd sensation, becoming a father. It is without a doubt the most challenging task I’ve ever faced.” 
 “Thanks, Dad,” Nia snorted. “I love you, too.” 
 “Just wait until you have to watch your baby walk down the aisle,” Mrs. Kenefick admonished her daughter in a teasing voice. “Not as easy as you’d think.” 
 “Can I hold baby?” Freya asked with a radiant smile.  
 The unusual expression on my wife’s face made my eyebrows shoot up, but I handed Nako to her as I returned her grin. The warrior princess babbled incoherent noises at the baby in her arms, and it seemed I was entirely forgotten as she wandered off through the crowd with Nako. 
 Erin, Layla, Cyra, and Arwyn followed after my shapeshifting wife, and a moment later I spotted them all leaning over Freya’s shoulders to gush at Nako. 
 “Time for cake?” Nia asked as she squeezed my hand affectionately.  
 The room had grown even more crowded as the guests had started to filter in and join the wedding party, and our small circle had migrated further into the room with each addition, so we stood only a few paces away from the dessert and drink tables.  
 “Absolutely.” I grinned, but then I leaned in and brushed my lips against her ears as I whispered in a seductive tone. “But when can I steal you away to ravish you from your perfect head to your beautiful toes?” 
 “After cake,” she breathed as her cheeks reddened.  
 So, we scooted around the back of the table to get into a good position where everyone could see us.  
 Gallahar cleared his throat and turned to address the crowd. “Please take your seats, the new couple is about to cut the cake!” 
 Everyone settled down, and the idle whispers quieted, so Nia lifted the wide bladed knife and pressed it into my hand with hers still wrapped around it. Then we cut down into the top tier together until we’d formed a couple wedges. 
 Suddenly, Nia dropped the knife, grabbed one of the pieces, and then turned to smear it all over my face. White frosting crusted my eyelashes and crumbles intruded my nostrils, and I sputtered and spat out chunks of cake while the room exploded with laughter. 
 I wasn’t about to take the attack without retaliating, though, so I didn’t even bother to wipe off my face before I grabbed my own piece and smashed it into the elementalist’s beautiful, perfect face.  
 She gasped and jumped back, and I blinked away the layer of icing on my face to see her licking the cake from the edges of her mouth. 
 Then Layla was standing between us, and the petite summoner brandished an empty plate in front of her. “Now?” 
 “Now,” Nia confirmed, and we both stepped back to let less hostile cake cutters serve the guests.  
 My elementalist wife and I eyed each other gleefully, and then I licked the side of Nia’s face with a long stroke of my tongue. It was delicious, and I savored the sticky sweet icing while I enjoyed the disgusted expression on my bride’s face.  
 Nia shook her head in amusement, but she gracefully accepted the towel offered by her mother and wiped away the majority of the cake from her face. I did the same, but I could tell there were still some chunks in my hair.  
 “Ready to bail?” my ashen-haired wife asked me as she cast a subtle glance at the door. “I have a surprise for you.” 
 “Oh?” My interest was officially piqued. “I’m totally ready, then.” 
 “Good.” She grinned. “Let’s sneak out.” 
 “The party just started and you want to leave without saying goodbye to anyone?” I laughed. That was probably one of the least Kenefick-like things I’d ever heard her say. 
 “That would take hours, and you know it.” Nia rolled her eyes. “All I wanted was to marry you, now I have, so I’m ready to go.” 
 “You!” Freya’s angry voice echoed behind me, and I swiveled to see my shapeshifting wife stabbing an accusatory finger at Aunt Decima.  
 Nako was no longer in the warrior princess’ arms, but after a quick scan of the room, I found the baby safe in Arwyn’s lap, so I turned my attention back to my angry wife.  
 “You are the one who call me whore, yes?” Freya narrowed her eyes at Decima, and rage filled her gold-flecked eyes. “You rumor me?” 
 “Whoa,” Nia gasped. “I didn’t think she’d really do it.” 

Mmm, I do like a fiery woman, Dio commented as he trotted over to stand at my feet. I hope she kills the old hag.

 “I do not know who you think you’re talking to,” Aunt Decima replied in a high-pitched voice that belied her fear, “but I am Decima Kenefick, and I will not be treated in such a way. Gallahar, do something!” 
 “I know who you are.” Freya straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “You are woman who call me whore and barbarian. I am Freya of Hawk Clan, daughter of Chief Fenrir, and wife to Gryff of Mistral. I am no more whore than you, but you are more barbarian than me. I say to face. No rumor.” 
 Nia rushed forward to stand between the warrior princess and her aunt, and she wrapped a protective arm around my shapeshifting wife. 
 “Words matter, Aunt Decima,” the ashen-haired mage informed the older woman. “Maybe if everyone you insulted would stand up to you, then you’d realize how poisonous your tongue can be.” 
 “You side with this woman?” Aunt Decima scoffed. “You are destroying the Kenefick name, Nia.” 
 “No, Decima,” Gallahar interjected. “You are.” 
 A gasp went through the crowd, and my eyes flicked anxiously between my angry women, the offended old lady, and the Grand Mage’s calm, cool demeanor.  
 “I think we are done here,” Decima said with a haughty sniff, and she jerked her chin to Nona and Morta to signal for them to follow her. 
 “No, you stay,” I insisted. “You haven’t even gotten to try the cake yet. I’ll take Freya and Nia away so we can enjoy our wedding day.” 
 “That’s very big of you, son,” the Grand Mage observed in a proud tone. “Enjoy the rest of your day. You have both earned it.” 
 “Thank you, sir.” I gave my father-in-law a curt nod, and then I motioned for Nia and Freya to follow me out the door.  
 “I’ve been dying for someone to tell them off for years,” Narissa confessed in a conspiratorial whisper as she gave me a farewell embrace. “Your wife Freya has earned my respect.” 
 I couldn’t help but chuckle, and I scooped Dio up into my arms then gave my mother-in-law a wide grin. “She’s certainly a force to be reckoned with.”  
 We waved over our shoulders and called out farewells to our friends, and all of the guests shouted congratulations and best wishes at our departing backs, but I let out a sigh of relief once we were out of the building.  
 Weddings were pretty exhausting overall, but having Nia as my wife made it all worth it.  
 Nia led us to a white carriage decorated with ribbons, flowers, and several tin cans on strings trailing behind the wheels. The ashen-haired beauty murmured something to the waiting driver before we climbed into the coach, but then I was finally alone with my two wives.  
 “Are we going to the Retching Goblin?” I asked as the driver clucked to the horses and the vehicle lurched forward. “I wish we’d managed to find a house by now, I’m sure you’d rather not spend your wedding night in a tavern.” 
 “No, silly,” Nia replied in a vague tone. “We’re not going to a tavern.” 
 “Ookay…” I glanced from Nia to Freya, but they both pursed their lips into tight lines. They obviously had some surprise planned, and it didn’t look like they were going to give me any clues. 
 Wherever we were going, I knew Nia would be in my arms soon, so I recalled Dio back into his crystal with a mental promise to shower him with feminine love from all the ladies very soon.  
 A short while later, the carriage began to slow, and I peeked out the small window to see a rolling green lawn behind a low stone wall. The circle drive pulled off the street and in front of a huge white brick house. The windows were lit from inside, but street lamps lining the driveway illuminated the exterior, and I craned my neck to gawk up at the steep gabled roof. Two round towers jutted from either end of the building, and in the center, the path led up to a large, dark blue door.  
 I climbed out of the carriage and scanned the area curiously. I wasn’t sure why the women had brought me to some rich person’s house right after our wedding, but maybe it was an elitist hotel of some kind.  
 “Any guesses?” Nia giggled as she gave me a sideways glance, but Freya maintained her stoic demeanor.  
 “Fancy bed and breakfast type thing?” I arched an eyebrow questioningly. “Some sort of underground Enclaver party?” 
 “Wow.” Nia shook her head. “For someone so smart, you can be really dumb sometimes.” 
 “I love you, too,” I chuckled and ran a hand through my hair. “So, where are we, Nia? Are you going to make me go inside first? And what’s with everyone wanting to surprise me so much lately? Am I that gullible?” 
 “We are home,” Freya declared with her chin lifted proudly. 
 I let out my breath in a low whistle as I turned back around to face the mansion. There was no way I could afford this. 
 “Did you have to threaten the seller’s life or something?” I laughed. “I can’t afford this place, Nia, I can already tell.” 
 “It’s already paid for,” the elementalist informed me in a casual tone, and she took Freya’s hand as the two women ambled up the path to the door. Then Nia shot me a teasing smile over her shoulder as they neared the threshold. “Are you coming in, or what?” 
 I took a final look at the well-trimmed shrubs, multi-story windows, perfectly painted blue trim, and the serene circle drive as I twirled in a circle in front of my new house.  
 This was fucking awesome. 
 Then I took a deep breath and chased my wives inside the front door, but the awesomeness only continued inside, and I immediately slid to a halt to gape up at the spiral staircase dominating the foyer. The vaulted ceiling was so high I couldn’t see the top, and the red carpeted steps twirled down through several landings and floors to end ten feet away from the front door.  
 Arches to my left and right led to a sitting room and a formal dining area, and as I stared around like I was in a museum, Freya and Nia pranced up the stairs like they’d lived in this house their whole lives.  
 “Nia, how is this even possible?” I asked as I followed them with slower steps and continued to absorb as much of my surroundings as I could. The walls were white, the ornate trim decorating the edges of the ceiling was icy blue, and portraits of famous mages hung at even intervals.  
 I couldn’t help the snort that burst from my nose when we passed Marangur Sleet’s face. I’d get to see the Headmaster’s face up close and personal every morning on my way down the stairs.  
 “My father bought it for us as a wedding gift,” Nia explained from several steps above me. “He signed the title into our name right before the wedding.” 
 “I can’t believe you both knew about this and didn’t say anything.” I shook my head in awe. “All those times we went searching for a house…” 
 “To be fair, I only found out a few days ago,” the ashen-haired mage admitted. “The night you and the guys went out to celebrate, the girls and I had tea with my mother. Right before we left, my father said he wanted to show me something, and he brought all of us girls here to inspect it.” 
 “Everyone liked the nice house,” Freya added as she leaned over the rail to gaze down at me. “Even Layla.” 
 From this angle, the edges of their skirts were above my eyes, and I felt my blood warm as I looked up at my two beautiful wives. I growled with desire, and I jogged up the distance between us in a few short breaths. 
 Nia gasped as I grabbed her around the waist and threw her over my shoulder, and she beat her fists against my back as she shrieked with laughter. 
 “Put me down, yokel!” my wife commanded. 
 “Oh, I’ll put you down alright,” I assured her. Then I turned to the warrior princess. “Where’s the bed?” 
 Freya’s gold-flecked eyes lit up with realization, and she gestured down the hall of the second floor as she took off at a quick pace to show me the way. 
 I followed the blonde hawk woman with determined steps, and I kept a firm grasp on the wriggling Nia. Her laughter assured me she was enjoying herself despite her continued rebellious movements, but I knew I had her tightly, and I wasn’t about to let my wife get away from me until I’d had my time with her.  
 My heart hammered in my chest as my body responded to Nia’s thrashing movements. Her struggle only urged me on, and I barely touched the floor as I followed Freya quickly down the hallway. 
 A moment later, we entered a huge bedroom with a giant king-sized bed in the middle. Windows across the far wall showed the lights of Varle twinkling down the hill, and the floor was blanketed in a lush, white carpet.  
 I made a mental note to look around more later, once I’d taken care of the more pressing matter of making my new wife shake with pleasure, and I crossed the room to the bed in a few rapid strides.  
 Freya stood in the doorway watching with an encouraging smile, and when I jerked my chin to beckon her over, she shook her head.  
 “Nia has earned some alone time with you,” my wife explained in the clan language with a twinkle in her gold-flecked eyes. “Fill her womb and love her as your wife. Plus, my stomach feels woozy, so I want to lay down.” 
 “I understand.” A concerned frown creased my brows. “Are you okay?” 
 “I am fine, Gryff.” Freya let out an uncharacteristic giggle, but it was quickly replaced with her typical stoic demeanor as she gave me a stern look. “The wedding was a lot of fun, too much fun, and I need to rest a little. You need to give Nia a baby, too.” 
 “Yes, ma’am,” I replied with a wide-toothed grin. 
 “Freya, wait.” Nia had halted her thrashing to listen, and she had wedged her elbow onto my shoulder as she supported her chin in one hand. “Will you come with us to show him the house later?” 
 “Yes,” my wife said with a curt nod. “The other girls will be here soon, too. Everyone will be really excited to show Gryff their rooms.” 
 “Everyone has a room, huh?” I chuckled. “That’s perfect.” 
 “Plus, a nursery, training grounds, stable, landing platform,” Nia listed off in an excited voice. “Gryff, I could go on and on. It’s wonderful, I can’t wait for you to see all of it.” 
 “He will like hot spring,” Freya said in a decisive tone. 
 “Hot spring?” The term brought back memories of Eyrie Island and their slightly secret heated pools. Freya and I’d gotten hot and heavy in the steamy natural pond, and the thought brought me back to my desire to devour Nia. 
 “Later. I promise.” Freya saw the look on my face and gave me a knowing glance. Then she wiggled her fingers in farewell and pulled the door closed behind her as she left.  
 Suddenly, I was alone with Nia, and nothing was standing in the way of having her. 
 I tossed my bride onto the bed with a low growl, and she giggled as her butt bounced on the mattress. Her skirt splayed out around her legs, and her flushed cleavage heaved with her panting breaths. Nia’s blue eyes were soft, and full of love and desire, so I let them draw me in closer. 
 I crawled across the bed to my bride, but as soon as I was within arm’s reach, the ashen-haired beauty reached for my waistband and undid my pants. In my next breath, my wife clutched my stiffening member in her perfect, pale skinned hands, and she stroked my length with an urgent motion.  
 “I want you,” she gasped as she looked up at me with lust hooded eyes. “I need you inside me.” 
 “Patience,” I murmured as I nibbled on her jaw line. I grazed her small scar with a soft kiss, and then trailed my lips across hers. “I want to make you feel good first.” 
 “You always make me feel good,” my wife assured me, but she relaxed her grip on my cock and allowed me to have more freedom.  
 I eyed the tightly laced corset shrewdly in an attempt to uncover its weakness, but I saw no loose ends or ties, so I contented myself with pulling the sleeves off the pale skinned beauty’s perfectly sculpted shoulders.  
 Nia shivered beneath my teasing caress, but when my thumb wandered across the fabric over her nipple, my ashen-haired wife gasped, and the bud hardened beneath my touch. 
 “You’re so beautiful,” I murmured as I trailed kisses down her flushed chest. “You smell amazing…” 
 “So, do you,” she breathed with her eyes half closed. “I don’t know what it is, but ever since you held Nako… You smell better.” 
 “Like baby drool?” I chuckled against her cleavage as my hands roamed down her sides. Her toned abs angled toward her curvaceous hips to create the perfect hourglass figure, and my pulse quickened when my fingers grazed against the hem of her dress to feel her silky-smooth thighs.  
 “No, silly.” Nia giggled, but her breathing was growing rapid as my touches grew bolder. 
 I wanted to take my time and really enjoy Nia Kenefick. The ashen-haired beauty had consumed my thoughts and occupied my heart long before our first kiss, and my feeling of controlled desire reminded me of those beginning days but on a deeper level. 
 I brought my hands back up to my beautiful wife’s face, and I cupped her cheeks gently as I gazed into her blue eyes. I poured all my love, devotion, and respect for her into that moment, and I saw Nia’s bottom lip quiver as her eyes welled with emotion. 
 “I love you, Nia,” I said, and I meant it with every fiber of my being. 
 “I love you, Gryff,” my wife replied in a low voice.  
 Then I captured her lips in a kiss, and it grew deeper and more passionate as our tongues danced together in bliss. My hands caressed the length of her body, and I paused to graze my fingers against her nipples before I continued down to her silken thighs.  
 I slid my other hand behind Nia’s neck as I pushed deeper into her with a demanding thrust of my tongue while simultaneously sweeping my fingers up her thigh to her lace panties. 
 Nia gasped as my searching fingers found her damp panties, and her legs spread invitingly as I stroked her folds through the sheer fabric.  
 I supported my weight on my elbow and watched my wife’s face with avid fascination as my touch grew more insistent against Nia’s crevice. 
 This was exactly what I wanted. Nia shaking and spasming with pleasure beneath my hands. I wasn’t satisfied yet, though, not even close. 
 My hardened member surged from my unbuttoned pants like a warrior volunteering for battle, but I ignored my own mounting desire to focus in one Nia’s twitches. 
 My wife panted and wiggled her hips, and beneath my fingers her panties were drenched with her juices. Her chest and neck were flushed and had started to bead with sweat, and she gazed up at me with a tortured expression in her dazzling blue eyes.  
 “Please, Gryff,” she begged with a pouty look, “stop torturing me and make me come already.” 
 I gave her a devilish grin and repositioned myself over her body with slow, purposeful movements. When I was situated between her soft, pale thighs, and her womanhood laid inches from my face, I shot her a teasing smile. 
 “Remember, you asked for this,” I said, and then I got to work. 
 I pulled aside the soaked fabric of her lace panties and flicked my tongue against the line of her pussy.  
 Nia hissed with pleasure as her legs spread even more, and in the corner of my eye I could see the ashen-haired beauty grip the blankets with a white knuckled fist. 
 I chuckled to myself as I pulled back.  
 Maker, she was hot and ready. 
 “Fuck, Gryff,” my wife snapped as her impatient eyes cut into me. “You’re such a fucking tease.” 
 “Shh,” I murmured with a twinkle in my eyes, and then I hooked my fingers around the top of her underwear and pulled her panties off her legs in one fluid movement. 
  “Do you want me to take my dress off?” she asked in a surprisingly submissive voice.  
 “No,” I replied, “I want to fuck my wife in her wedding dress.” 
 “Maker,” she breathed, and she tossed her head back.  
 I trailed tickling kisses against her thighs as I meandered my way back to her crevice, but as my tongue slid between her folds, I circled my arm around her leg to grip the top of her entrance with my fingers. 
 “Oh, fuck,” Nia gasped, and goosebumps erupted down the skin of her thighs. 
 Then I attacked my wife’s wet pussy with a vengeance, and I lapped up her honey sweet juices as her hips bucked beneath me. The ashen-haired beauty’s legs began to shake, and I could feel her tunnel spasming as an orgasm rocked her body. I rubbed her hardened node mercilessly with my finger and buried my face into her entrance as she climaxed again and again, and when I finally came up for air, my face was damp from her wetness. 
 Nia panted, and every inch of exposed skin was covered in a fine sheen of sweat, but her eyes were unfocused, and her arms splayed out to either side as though she’d been thoroughly defeated. 
 I grinned triumphantly as I gazed down at my wife.  
 I was getting closer to my satisfaction, but I still wanted, no needed, more of Nia Kenefick before the night was over. So, I pulled off my clothes with slightly unsteady hands, and my pulse hummed in my ears as my cock throbbed demandingly. 
 Nia had managed to get my pants low enough to free my stiff member, but my pants still clung to my thighs, so I quickly kicked off my shoes and shook my legs out as I simultaneously slid out of my jacket and shirt.  
 Once I was fully naked, I took Nia by the hips and pulled her body toward me until her ass was on the edge of the bed. Then I grabbed her legs and held them up with one hand, while I gripped my cock with the other and rubbed it against my wife’s warm, wet, and perfectly pink folds. 
 “Mmm, yes,” Nia moaned as my tip stroked against the outside of her tunnel. “Please, Gryff, I want you inside me.” 
 “As you wish,” I said in a husky voice while simultaneously sliding my cock deep inside my wife’s pussy until my entire length was buried in her warm tunnel.  
 “Maker!” Nia exclaimed, and her eyes shot open. She stared at the ceiling with a shocked expression on her face, but as I slowly pulled out, her brows creased, and her lips made an adorable ‘o’ shape.  
 “You feel so good,” I groaned as I buried my cock again into her tight tunnel with long, slow strokes.  
 “Mmm,” Nia moaned. “Gryff, I want you.” 
 “You… have… me,” I replied in gasping breaths between thrusts.  
 “I want to feel you come,” my wife murmured in a pleading tone. 
 Her words urged me on, and fire filled my blood as I penetrated her harder and harder, and I grunted with effort and clenched my jaw as I struggled to control my building climax. 
 “Fill me up,” Nia demanded, and she dragged her nails down my back to urge me on. “Give me your seed, I need it.” 
 “I’ll give it all to you,” I said as my ears began to ring from the mounting pressure. 
 I wasn’t ready for it to end yet, though, so I pulled out of my wife and took a deep steadying breath. Then I grabbed Nia around the waist and flipped her over onto her stomach. Her wedding dress swished across the blanket from the movement, but beneath the skirt was my wife’s smooth and very perfect ass.  
 Nia’s legs dangled over the edge of the bed, and I trailed my fingers up the backs of her thighs across the lacey stockings that clung to her knees then up to her crevice. As my touch grazed against her folds, the ashen-haired beauty twitched, and her juices coated my hand.  
 I smeared the wetness down my shaft as I positioned myself behind her, and then I slid my cock deep inside her tight little tunnel with one forceful thrust. Nia’s head shot up, and her breath exploded from her lungs as my tip nudged against her womb. I went deeper at this angle and stroked against different nerves, and the effect was fucking amazing. 
 I gripped the skirt of Nia’s wedding dress in both hands while I slammed into her with relentless force, and my wife let out gaspy squeaks with each pounding thrust.  
 Her high-pitched noises and the way her ass shook against me drove me over the edge, and I growled as fiery desire and possessiveness consumed me. 
 “You’re mine,” I declared in a gravelly voice, “forever.” 
 Then my climax exploded, and I shuddered as my seed shot from my cock in rivers. I gripped Nia’s hips with all my might, and I bucked my hips and sprayed stream after stream of my seed straight into her womb.  
 “I’m yours!” My wife matched my motions with her own, and her tunnel gripped my cock with a pulsing tightness that milked more and more of my sperm out of me and into her welcoming crevice. 
 “All mine,” I groaned. 
 “Forever,” Nia murmured in a pleased tone as her body began to relax beneath me.  
 “Perfect,” I sighed, and my spent member twitched as tendrils of white sticky cream oozed from where our bodies were joined together as one.  
 I was reluctant to move, and I stood there frozen with my hands gripping her hips and my cock buried in her overflowing tunnel for several moments until Nia wiggled her hips and moved up onto the bed. My cock slid out of her tunnel with a wet plopping sound, and my wife giggled.  
 “Today was perfect,” she declared with a contented sigh, and she spread out across the large bed with the skirt of her wedding dress tangled between her legs.  
 “I agree.” I grinned. “Even the part where Freya said your Aunt was a barbarian.” 
 “Freya had every right to say what she did,” Nia said. “Just because the Keneficks have to follow their every word doesn’t mean she does.” 
 “I don’t think every Kenefick has to follow their commands,” I reminded her. “You’ve stood up to them just fine yourself.” 
 “That’s all thanks to you, really,” Nia murmured, and she beckoned me to come lay next to her. “You make me feel like anything is possible and all my dreams could come true.” 
 I crawled across the massive king-sized bed and laid back against the pillows as Nia snuggled up against my side with her head on my chest. 
 “You have already made my dreams come true,” I informed her, and I planted a loving kiss on her forehead. “With you as my wife, anything is possible.” 
 “I love you, my husband,” my new wife said with a contented sigh. 
 “I love you,” I replied, and my heart filled with so much love I thought it might burst from my chest. “Nia Kenefick, my wife…”  
 I was truly content, and there were only more good times to come. Soon, I would be a father, and this amazing house that I still needed to explore would be full of love and laughter. With all the awakened Archons under lock and key inside my consciousness, the world was safer than it had been in generations. I knew there was a chance the last four Archons wouldn’t stay in their sleep-like hibernations, but I was confident we would find a way to defeat them for good. 
 I was prepared for anything. I had a home and a family, and in the end, that was all that mattered. 
   
   
 End of book 16 
 



 End Notes 
 Thank you for reading Summoner 16! I’ll start writing Summoner 17 once this book hits 100 reviews, so leave your review right here!

 Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that next Summoner book is out. 
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