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 One 
 
    Mist floated from the sea like pale fingers across a dark shore. Tendrils slithered along the sandy beach, the sun long since set behind the black horizon. Street lanterns swayed in the small breeze, their lights flickering. The ocean scent carried with the breeze and mists, blending together and flowing into the seaside town of Silver Port. 
 
    A figure emerged from a side street, gaze on a tavern by the docks. Eyes slid from side to side, a following shadow pulling back as the figure took slow steps toward the tavern entrance. Incantations fell from the figure’s lips as he approached. A chill in the air touched the man’s face, his hood trying to keep in some of his internal body heat. Arcane words dripped from his lips before an internal flare of mana washed over his mind and caressed his thoughts. 
 
    Stay calm and nobody gets hurt. 
 
    The man approached the tavern entrance, glancing at the sign which read “The Drinking Serpent.” Smirking to himself, the figure placed his hand on the door handle and pulled. 
 
    A torrent of heat washed over the figure as he stepped in. Dax glanced around, seeing the tavern was partially filled with locals. They didn’t even look up from their drinks and casual conversation. The bartender eyed him as he turned and approached the bar. The hearth crackled as heat filled the warm and cozy drinking hole. 
 
    Dax moved to the bar and looked sideways as he spoke, “I’m looking for a game.” 
 
    The bartender kept his gaze as his mouth formed a polite smile. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Dax looked to the bartender, eyes narrowing, “First rule of Battle Club is bring gold.”  
 
    The bartender’s smile slid into a smirk. “Clive never mentioned anyone else would be joining the game.” 
 
    “I said I was maybe. Standing here, it pretty much confirms I’m attending,” Dax said with his own sarcastic smirk. 
 
    The bartender gave a gruff chuckle, still cleaning a glass. “Yea, whatever. If a fight breaks out, I’m throwing you out first.” 
 
    Dax kept his smirk. “Even if I don’t start it?” 
 
    “Especially if you don’t start it,” the bartender said with a menacing edge. 
 
    Dax closed his eyes and shook his head slightly, “Have you ever thought of another line of work, like dishwasher? It’s pretty calming to listen to the water as you clean piles of dishes.” 
 
    The bartender’s brow hardened. “Listen up you piece of academy trash, you may think you're better than everyone else, but I’ve seen hundreds of you flunk out and you fit the pattern. Shut your mouth before I shut it for you.” 
 
    Dax opened his eyes and bowed his head slightly. “My apologies. I thought we were just having some playful banter.” 
 
    The bartender looked down as Dax slid a gold coin across the bar to the bartender. 
 
    The bartender’s brow softened. “The game is in the back. It gets rowdy, I’m coming for you.” 
 
    Dax nodded before turning away and walking toward the hallway in the back. Senses alive, he heard the bartender take the coin and the mage smiled to himself. 
 
    Stepping beyond the hallway entrance, Dax made his way down a short corridor with several doors. All of them were dark except for one. Light glowed from underneath and shadows moved. The faint sounds of talking curled from under the door with a hypnotic pattern. 
 
    Dax approached the door, fist hovering before it. 
 
    You’ve done this dozens of times. Just keep calm. 
 
    Dax let out a long exhale before he knocked. 
 
    The sounds of talking stopped. Chairs moved and a shadow approached from under the door. A click filled the small space and the door cracked opened, a stern eye peering out. 
 
    “What?” the person said with a frown. 
 
    “I have gold,” Dax said innocently. 
 
    An eye blinked before the person it was attached to turned away. “Says he has gold.” 
 
    “I’m fine taking anyone’s gold,” a voice laughed from deeper inside. 
 
    A head nodded and the door opened.  
 
    Light spilled out as Dax nodded and stepped inside. Lanterns hung on the walls of the medium-sized room. A large table took up the middle, four men sitting around it. There were more chairs than bodies. Dax noticed a lack of windows and mentally planned his escape back through the tavern. 
 
    A large young man in a black robe looked up from the other side of the table. “You? Really?” 
 
    Dax stepped in, a small disarming smile on his lips. “I heard there was a game and I wanted in.” 
 
    The other men in robes glanced at each other before they all stared at Dax. The large man scowled as he leaned back in his chair, thick arms crossing. 
 
    “I didn’t even know you had any gold, slum runner,” the large man grinned. 
 
    Dax eyed everyone in the room. He barely knew their names, but he knew the big guy’s name. Clive Yardley was a mage, but built like an ox with anger management issues. Dax wondered why the big student didn’t just join the Fighter Class. He was the size of an ogre, but shorter and much less polite. 
 
    “I didn’t know there was no weight limit for a battle game?” Dax blinked. 
 
    Clive’s brow formed a hard V. “Always a fucking comment. Throw this joker out.” 
 
    The other young men stood up and began moving around the table when Dax fished into his robe pocket and pulled out two gold coins.  
 
    “I came to play, not fight,” Dax said as he bowed his head. 
 
    The mages eyed each other and turned their gazes back to Clive. 
 
    The large mage raised an eyebrow before a wicked smile appeared. “I suppose we can play another game for some practice. I don’t like taking gold from the poor, but I’ll make an exception with you.” 
 
    Dax kept a solemn expression as the other mages backed off and he approached the table. Drinking it in, he saw the arcane circle burned into the wood. Decks of cards were in neat piles around it and a small pile of gold stood before Clive. The arcane words along the circle glowed with dim power. 
 
    Dax sat in a chair opposite of Clive, hands resting on the worn wood surface. “What’s the bet?” 
 
    Clive eyed the thin mage with a mischievous gleam. “How much can you afford? Clearly, I have had an excellent winning streak.” 
 
    Dax fished in his robe again and pulled out a few coins. He counted them slowly, placing each one on the table as the others around him stared down in annoyed disbelief. The counting was excruciatingly slow until Dax reached ten coins. 
 
    “Is that enough?” Dax asked innocently. 
 
    The mages in the room blinked before they started laughing. Clive joined in with a hearty belly laugh, fist hitting the table and the pile of gold shifting. 
 
    “It’s a start,” Clive managed through his own chuckles. “Place it in the side circle.” 
 
    Dax pushed his tiny pile of ten coins into the side circle and kept a stupid smile on his face. Clive grabbed a fist full of coins and dropped them on Dax’s small pile. 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow, “That’s too much. I can’t afford that.” 
 
    Clive gave Dax an evil grin. “Don’t worry about it. What you can’t pay now, you can pay later in favors. The Academy is pretty tough and I’m sure you’re good for it. Your time as a slum runner may come in handy if I need it. So, are you still in?” 
 
    Dax sighed as he looked down at the pile of gold. “I suppose I don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    Clive nodded with confident eyes. “You are smarter than I thought. Do you know the rules?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Pick a monster card and try to make a construct. They fight until one is destroyed, and the winner takes all.” 
 
     Clive nodded. “What’s your Life Sphere degree?” 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow. “We’re not supposed to tell the degree of power in our spheres.” 
 
    Clive chuckled. “To make it fair, each player must know their degrees so it is a fair match. My Life Sphere is 3rd degree.” 
 
    Dax nodded before a ghostly image of his stats appeared before his eyes. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 300/500 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 1 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 0 
 
    Urth: 0 
 
    Life: 1 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 0 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
      
 
    Dax eyed the ghostly image. The Academy informed every student on their first day they would receive a magical tattoo and see just how powerful they are. They explained it was to help them train, but Dax felt it was a little too much hand holding for his tastes. Be that as it may, he couldn’t deny the fact it made it easier to call it up and not waste any time trying to remember all those numbers. 
 
    “I have a 1st degree Life Sphere,” Dax stated simply. 
 
    Clive rolled his eyes. “I suppose I’ll have to pull it back. Don’t want to take advantage of you.” 
 
    “Aren’t you taking advantage of me by putting in more gold than I put in?” 
 
    Clive’s confident smile soured. “You’re a real piece of work, aren’t you? How did you even manage to make it to the Academy in the first place?” 
 
    Dax shrugged. “Lucky, I guess.” 
 
    Clive tilted his head forward, shadows covering his eyes. “Just pick a damn card so we can get this over with.” 
 
    Dax nodded. Hand reaching over, it hovered over a few stacks of cards before he pressed down on one and took the top card. Bringing his arm in, he held the card to his chest, the monster side against him. 
 
    Clive did the same, picking from another stack and pressing the monster side to his large chest. 
 
    “Last one standing wins. Any questions before we start?” 
 
    Dax looked to the side and chewed on his tongue. The moment lasted a little too long, the other mages looking down with annoyed expressions. 
 
    “Any questions?” Clive growled. 
 
    “If I win, will the extra gold go to me?” Dax asked with wide eyes. 
 
    Clive’s gaze narrowed. “Sure, why not. I have plenty.” 
 
    Dax looked to the others gathered. “You heard it. Extra gold is mine. I just wanted to make sure everyone knows.” 
 
    Heads shook in disbelief. 
 
    Clive sighed. “Place your monster card down, face up.” 
 
    The two mages put their cards down, monster designs facing up. Dax eyed his card, seeing a unicorn. Brow wrinkling, he was sure it would be something else. He didn’t even know you could play some of the nicer creatures. Glancing to Clive’s card, a raging ogre with a club was drawn on the card surface. 
 
    The thick mage gave an evil grin. “It seems we have our monsters. Cast the spell and create a 1st degree construct.” 
 
    Dax mentally went over his studies again. There are twelve spheres of magic, each one dedicated to an element. There were the usual four elements: fire, air, water, and urth, but there were others that brought balance to all magical energies. Each sphere had a degree of power, one to twelve. It ranged from simple to the most complex. A mage or spellcaster could never go beyond twelve and very few ever reached that height of power and knowledge.  
 
    They are going to try and rattle you. Stay focused. 
 
    Dax took in a deep inhale and began reciting the incantation. Nervous energy bloomed as the words came out slow and a little slurred. The gathered mages looked to Dax with raised eyebrows before they began to snicker and chuckle. 
 
    Dammit, take your time. 
 
    Clive shook his head. “So, it’s true. You are the slowest mage in the entire academy. I didn’t believe it until now. No wonder why you hang out in the back and don’t participate like the rest of us.” 
 
    Dax ignored them, speaking the incantations, but unable to speed it up. When the last word was uttered, tendrils of mist snaked from his hands and formed a tiny unicorn on the arcane circle. It glowed with a pale aura as it stamped its hoof and bowed its head, white horn gleaming. 
 
    “Finally,” Clive sneered before he rattled off his incantation. 
 
    The words mumbled into the air before mists floated up, swirled and formed an ogre on the board. It carried a club, licking its chops as it leered at the unicorn. The two small constructs faced each other, a short distance between them. 
 
    “The circle will keep them inside, but whatever happens in the circle, stays in the circle,” Clive informed. 
 
    Dax nodded as he mentally took hold of the unicorn. Mana constructs didn’t have any intelligence of their own. They were created and used to help mages in battle. The Life Sphere allows for a mage to bring them to life, but they didn’t last long once their use was over or they took too much damage. 
 
    Dax smiled. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Clive nodded. “Good, it will make my victory so much sweeter.” 
 
    A mage to the side raised his open hand and brought it down with a quick swipe. 
 
    The ogre roared and charged, its club held high. The unicorn reared up on its hind legs, the front hooves kicking in the air before they slammed down and charged. The two miniature constructs raced toward each other in the blink of an eye before the entire unicorn fell to its side and slid. 
 
    Clive’s eyes widened as hooves slammed into knees and legs. The ogre cried out as its body was airborne. It hit the barrier in front of Dax, light shimmering as the mage looked down with an almost bored expression. 
 
    The unicorn was back to its hooves. It neighed before charging the ogre. The monster barely made it back to its feet when a horn stabbed into its shoulder. Powerful neck muscles bulged as the unicorn lifted its head and tossed the ogre into the barrier once again. 
 
    Jaws dropped around the room as Clive growled his annoyance. Leaning forward, his mind worked to retreat and prepare a move to attack. He growled again in frustration as the unicorn never gave the larger monster a chance to regain its balance. 
 
    “I’m thirsty. I really could use some mead,” Dax said with bored eyes as his unicorn was kicking the ogre’s ass. 
 
    One of the mages took a step to get Dax a drink when Clive’s voice shook the room. 
 
    “Don’t get him a drink you moron!” Clive thundered as his mind worked. 
 
    “So thirsty,” Dax moaned as the unicorn slammed hooves into the ogre’s chest, caving it in. 
 
    Just another few attacks and the gold will have a new home, my pockets! 
 
    Dax smiled to himself as he remembered casting a spell from the Mind Sphere. He spent two hundred mana to ensure it would last a little longer than usual. Clive’s thoughts floated on the surface of his mind, pictures of planned attacks and counter attacks. It would have been a good fight if Dax didn’t see every attack before they happened. The young mage knew that there was a delay when it came to thoughts and actions when connecting to a construct and he banked on it. Clive, or any of the present mages, never said he couldn’t cast a spell before the game. 
 
    The ogre’s back was to the barrier wall as hooves rained down. It managed to take a swing with its club, but the unicorn turned its horn to the incoming blow. The horn stabbed into the large club and with a wretch of its head, pulled the club free from the ogre’s hand. 
 
    Eyes widened into the size of saucers as the unicorn beat the ogre with its own club. The last strike opened the ogre’s magical skull and light poured out before it faded away to nothing. 
 
    Dax’s Mind spell faded away as he leaned back, the fight clearly over. With a smug smile, he stretched out his arms into the air before they came down and pulled the small pile of gold toward him. The spectral unicorn faded away as the mage began counting. 
 
    Stunned shock filled Clive’s hard exterior before he glared at the mage across from him. “You…cheated.” 
 
    Dax looked up, offended. “Cheated? I followed the rules. Gold, pick a card, make a construct and fight until one loses. Pretty straightforward if you ask me.” 
 
    Veins emerged along Clive’s temples as he seethed in his chair. “You cast a spell. There was no way you could have countered all of my attacks. What degree is your Mind Sphere?” 
 
    Dax lifted a finger and waved it. “It’s against the rules to say…” Dax was cut off when Clive began shouting. 
 
    “What degree is your MIND SPHERE?” 
 
    Dax kept calm as he glanced to the growing rage coloring the mages around him and Clive. “I find this question incredibly personal. I thought we were having a friendly game. I see that is not the truth.” 
 
    Dax stood up, picking up the pile of coins and stuffing them in his pockets. “And no one brought me a drink. This wasn’t fun at all. I’ll take my winnings and go. Have a great night.” 
 
    Dax made two steps before the shadows behind him grew longer.  
 
    “You cheated and you’re not leaving until you hand all the gold back,” Clive’s tone was low and menacing. 
 
    Dax was three feet from the door when he looked over his shoulder. The mages glared at him, hands forming arcane designs and incantations falling from their lips. 
 
    “It’s against the rules for students to use spells on each other without a professor present. Everyone here could get expelled.” 
 
    Clive seethed. “That includes you so I suggest you take your beating quietly.” 
 
    Dax looked forward and sighed, his shoulders sagging. “I always hate this part,” and with that, he bolted for the door. 
 
    Words of power filled the air as air bolts blasted from raised hands. Dax managed to get the door open just as a bolt struck his shoulder. The force stung, sending him spiraling into the corridor and crashing against the wall. Boots touching down, he scrambled down the corridor, eyes wide and his mouth smiling. 
 
    The bartender looked up as the sound of crashing touched his ears and Dax darting out from the back. Reaching down, he picked up a wand and aimed it at the fleeing young man. 
 
    Dax glanced to the side, seeing the wand. Passing a table with a few drunk patrons, hands took hold of one of them, lifted the thin man up and turned him around. Light flashed as the drunk’s eyes closed, snores rising up. Dax let go and bolted for the main doors. The bartender cursed as he took aim and let loose another sleep bolt. 
 
    Dax lowered his shoulder and jumped. The bolt missed him by inches as he crashed through the front door, slamming it open and hitting the ground. Rolling back to his feet, he pumped his legs as he ran. 
 
    The cobblestone streets were slick from the mist, but it didn’t slow down the young mage as he ran. Holding back his laughter, he pressed on, seeing the twelve towers to the academy in the distance.  
 
    If I just keep running, I can outlast them.  
 
    Dread filled his pumping heart as he heard shouts and incantations from behind. An air bolt struck his shoulder again, causing him to stumble and spin. Eyes wide, he saw Clive, several mages and the bartender with a wand, running toward him. 
 
    “Little help!” Dax shouted as he spun back around and kept running. 
 
    The small group of enraged people rushed past a dark alley, spells and incantations going off. A tall shadow stepped from the alley, wand in hand. Lifting it up, a word was spoken and a bolt of light shot from the wand.  
 
    A mage began uttering a new spell when a bolt struck him. Body going limp, he fell and rolled once on the street. A mage looked to his fallen comrade when a bolt struck him in the face. Eyes closed as he fell backwards and hit the street like a raggedy doll. The bartender was next, falling face down and wand clattering along the stones. Two more mages fell amid their running. One mage saw what was happening and tried to shout to Clive before he moaned, a sleeping bolt hitting his neck. 
 
    Clive charged with vile determination in his gaze. He stared as Dax slowed down. The mage huffed slightly before turning around, a confident smile on his lips. Clive slowed down, spell at the ready, but concern rippled through him as Dax didn’t seem bothered at all that he approached. The barrel-chested mage glanced to his sides and saw that he was alone, his comrades scattered and sleeping on the wet street. 
 
    “What the…” Clive trailed off as a tall, dark shadow approached, wand pointed at him. 
 
    “One illegal battle mage to another, no hard feelings?” Dax grinned. 
 
    Clive turned his attention back to Dax. “I’m going to make your life a living…” the mage never finished as a sleep bolt hit his wide back and he slumped to the ground, snoring. 
 
    Dax crossed his arms. “Maybe or maybe you’ll think twice before you call me slum runner again.” 
 
    Lantern light touched the shadowy man as he stepped into the street. Kind eyes looked to Dax as the young mage pulled back his hood, a white lock of hair stabbing out from jet-black hair. The stout young man made his way over to Dax’s side, his eyes glancing to the trail of sleeping bodies on the street. 
 
    “You said it wasn’t going to get this far.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “It wasn’t, but Clive is a sore loser. We only played one game.” 
 
    “He’s going to tell the professors or the High Dean. We’re going to get expelled,” the young man said with a concerned tone. 
 
    “Symon, they can’t say anything or they will be expelled too. I know for a fact that the bartender won’t say anything because he’s not supposed to have non-academy enchanted items. We’re okay as long as everyone keeps their mouths shut.” 
 
    Symon looked down at the wand in his hand, “Like this non-academy wand?” 
 
    “We will be fine. We just have to…” Dax stopped short as the sound of boots clicked on the wet stones. 
 
    Dax and Symon turned, backs to each other as three magistrates stepped from shadows in three different directions. Their bodies were relaxed, but their eyes held a tired annoyance as they slowly approached. 
 
    “Evening magistrates,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The three men were dressed in leather, arcane symbols covering nearly every inch, down to the boots. One looked to the trail of sleeping bodies. Another one sighed. The last one approached closer, a seriousness in his gaze. 
 
    “Is there an explanation for what I’m seeing?” the magistrate asked plainly. 
 
    Dax looked to the snoring people lying about. “My friend and I were just enjoying a nice evening walk when we came across the scene. I think everyone had a little too much to drink.” 
 
    The magistrate looked to the wand in Symon’s hand. “And it has nothing to do with the wand in your friend’s hand?” 
 
    Symon’s face turned red as Dax stepped before his friend.  
 
    “It’s my wand. My friend was trying to stop me, but I had to defend myself. He took the wand so I couldn’t use it again, but those people were trying to rob me.” 
 
    The magistrate rubbed his eyes. “Even Tofer? His family has lived here for generations and they own the tavern. Why would a bartender want to rob you?” 
 
    Dax looked to the sleeping bartender and back to the magistrate. “They have fallen on hard times?” 
 
    The magistrate let his hand drop to his side, his expression speaking to how tired he was. Dax simply smiled as Symon hung his head in shame. 
 
    “Hand over the wand and come with us. We will have to see what the Academy has to say about your little adventure tonight,” the magistrate said with a weak, tired smile.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Dax and Symon sat on chairs just outside a polished, wooden door. A magistrate leaned against the wall opposite of them, eyes never blinking. The corridor was otherwise empty, lantern light glowing along the walls. 
 
    Dax looked to the magistrate and smiled. The magistrate kept his indifferent gaze, eyelids not moving. Symon sat forward, elbows on knees and his head in his hands. Dax lifted his arm and patted his friend on the shoulder and looked at him. 
 
    “My father is going to kill me,” Symon whispered. 
 
    “Not after we clear this all up. It’s just a misunderstanding,” Dax said to his friend, but looked to the hardened magistrate. 
 
    The magistrate’s expression didn’t change as he had become a living statue, his sole purpose was keeping an eye on two miscreants. 
 
    The door opened and the magistrate who brought Dax and Symon there, stepped out with a blank gaze. Behind him, a robed man framed the door. Dax and Symon looked up, their eyes drinking in the short white hair of the counselor. When they looked to his face, both young men cringed internally as they saw thin white scars crisscrossing every inch of skin. Glancing down, they saw more scars on the counselor’s hands as he lifted them up and gripped the magistrate’s shoulder in a friendly manner. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing it to my attention. I will ensure they are properly disciplined,” the scarred man smiled. 
 
    “See that they are. I don’t want the townspeople getting riled up again. I don’t want a repeat of the riot a few years ago,” the magistrate sighed before giving the two young men a hard glance. 
 
    “On my honor, they will be taken care of,” the counselor smiled politely before turning his bright gaze to the Dax and Symon. “Please step into my office.” 
 
    Dax and Symon stood up and marched toward the open door as the two magistrates said their farewells and began walking away. 
 
    Dax was first into the office. A desk stood on the other side of the room with two chairs in front of it. Tapestries of waterfalls and mountaintops hung from the walls to the right and left, birds stitched into both. Thick bookshelves stood behind the desk, filled to capacity with tomes, some weathered and others appearing brand new. A low shelf by the desk contained many rolled-up scrolls. When Dax looked to the top of the desk, two scrolls were unrolled and held open by small, heavy dragon statues.  
 
    “Have a seat,” the scarred man said as he stepped past the two young men and moved to his chair. 
 
    Dax and Symon took their seats, the mage keeping calm and the fighter’s eyes wide and wet. The counselor sat and looked down at the two open scrolls. 
 
    The room was silent for a long moment, Symon’s boot beginning to tap on the hard floor. 
 
    The scarred man looked up from the scrolls with a warm smile. “I’m not sure if you know, but my name is Edrin Skullcut, Student Counselor here in Kinarth Academy. I don’t believe I have to tell you why you’re here?” 
 
    “We know who you are, Counselor Skullcut. I’m just glad we can sit down and try to sort out this misunderstanding,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Edrin nodded. “Yes, but first, I see that you are Daxton Sage, Mage Class Student.” 
 
    “Please, call me Dax,” the young mage kept his smile. 
 
    Edrin nodded before looking at the large young man, “And you are Symon Shieldbrook, Fighter Class Student. The Shieldbrook family has made many contributions and donations to the academy for many years. I’m sure they would not be too pleased with you being here in my office?” 
 
    Symon simply nodded and bowed his head, shadows covering his eyes. 
 
    “As I said, this is one giant misunderstanding,” Dax cut in again. 
 
    Edrin looked over to Dax and leaned back in his chair. “The magistrates informed me what happened. An illegal mage battle was taking place on the Drinking Serpent Tavern property. The owner was not aware of such activity, but he was quick to point out that you, Mr. Sage, had gone there looking for trouble.” 
 
    Dax let out a small chuckle. “That is so far from the truth, it would be circling the sun. I had heard there was an illegal mage battle taking place and I went to investigate. I couldn’t very well accuse anyone of any wrong doing unless I had evidence.” 
 
    Dax put his hand on Symon’s shoulder, “Nor did I wish to go alone. I asked my friend here to accompany me and wait outside in case I needed support.” 
 
    Edrin smiled as he laced his fingers together. “And that is when the mages in question chased you out of the tavern, slinging spells and yelling to the bartender that you had stolen their gold?” 
 
    “I was collecting evidence,” Dax said with a wide smile. 
 
    Edrin kept his gaze as he spoke, “Which led to a running spell battle on the streets of Silver Port where Mr. Shieldbrook used a sleeping wand to subdue the mages and bartender?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “See, a misunderstanding.” 
 
    Edrin unlaced his fingers and opened the top drawer of his desk. Scarred hand diving in, he fished out the bag of gold and put it on the desk, closer to himself. Dax eyed the gold before returning his gaze to Mr. Skullcut. 
 
    “Non-academy magical items are forbidden here on Mist Haven Isle. You may have snuck this in and you wouldn’t be the first student to do so. Unsanctioned spell battles on the streets or on business property are also illegal. There is enough here to send you both home,” Edrin said plainly. 
 
    “This is all a mista…” Dax managed before he was cut off. 
 
    “No, Mr. Sage, it is not a mistake,” Edrin’s voice was clear, direct and the air trembled to his tone. “In Hydale, you may have had to spend a lot of time trying to survive, but that’s not how it is here on Mist Haven and especially here in the Academy.  
 
    “Judging from how you eyed this bag of gold, I can safely assume that coin was your motivating factor. You're smart, but not that smart. I doubt it was simple greed.” 
 
    Symon’s head tilted forward, shadows covering his entire face. 
 
    “And you brought in Mr. Shieldbrook to assist and now he may be going home,” Mr. Skullcut’s voice came out with a dash of concern. 
 
    Dax shook his head, “Symon didn’t know the details. It was all my idea and my wand. He shouldn’t have to pay for my mistakes!” 
 
    Edrin smirked. “So, there is a glimmer of honor from a former thief.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened and Symon looked up. 
 
    Edrin’s smirk grew into a smile. “We know a lot about you and all the students here in Kinarth Academy. Dax Sage, you have spent most of your life living in the slums, surviving and seeing what gold you can paw off visitors to Hydale. When not thieving, you took care of your mother before her mental condition worsened. 
 
    “What surprises me the most was your magical ability and your high testing for the Academy. You have a talent, but it is short changed because you’re a slow spell caster, something many of the professors have discussed and felt you may overcome with time. Am I still on point?” 
 
    It was Dax’s turn to tilt his head forward, shadows covering his eyes. “I was going to send the gold to the Sisters of Vala so they could continue caring for my mother. It was a one-time thing so I could study in peace, knowing she was being cared for.” 
 
    Edrin’s expression softened a hair. “Nobel cause performed in the absolutely wrong way. We are aware of your mother’s state and the Academy is funding her recovery, if there is one. We cannot have students here distracted while trying to become champions, now can we?” 
 
    Dax looked to Mr. Skullcut, eyes wide and heart beating faster in his chest. 
 
    “The academy takes care of their champions and to a lesser degree, their families. We don’t talk about it because it doesn’t need to be said. You joined the academy to become more than who you are and fight the darkness, wherever it may hide,” Edrin said with a soothing tone. 
 
    Dax nodded. “I…understand. If I have to go home, so be it but Symon must stay. He wasn’t aware of my intentions and was simply trying to help.” 
 
    Edrin’s gaze slid to the other young man. “Symon, you’re a Fighter Class. Tell me, how did you know how to use a wand?” 
 
    Symon’s body wilted as he sat. “I had some training, when I was younger.” 
 
    Edrin nodded. “Yet, you joined the Fighter class, why is that?” 
 
    Symon shrugged.  
 
    “Is it because your father doesn’t care for the mystical arts?” 
 
    Symon’s eyes widened before lids sank down, half closed. “It’s no secret that my father despises magic. My mother on the other hand wasn’t so stern.” 
 
    Edrin leaned his elbows onto the desk, his hands laced and right below his chin. “I understand your plight, but you are training to be a champion and champions must choose their own destinies.” 
 
    Symon looked to the counselor, “I told my father my interest in learning magic once and received a black eye for it. Lesson learned.” 
 
    The counselor smiled. “Life is filled with lessons and we are constantly learning. Neither of you need to fear reprisals or concerns while attending the Academy. I know it's only been six months since you both began your training and the learning curve is steep, but despite what you may have heard, we want you all to succeed.” 
 
    “Too little, too late I suppose,” Dax said as his shoulders sank down. 
 
    Edrin smiled. “Thankfully it’s late and most of the faculty are asleep. If this little incident had come to anyone else, you would be on a ship back to Hydale in the morning.” 
 
    Dax and Symon perked up, their spines straighter and eyes wide. 
 
    The counselor continued, “This will be your second chance, there will not be a third. It is expected that you focus on your studies. The Trial Exams are approaching and you need to be ready. Once the exams are over, the real trials shall begin and no one wants to be ill-prepared for those.” 
 
    Edrin’s eyes took on a stern gaze, his smile gone. “I have seen many students flunk out and I have seen more rise to greatness. The great ones all had something in common, a strong foundation to build their destiny on. From what I see, you two are brothers, but it’s both of you against the world. You won’t make it far with that mindset. 
 
    “The only reason you’re both staying is because I believe there is a chance for greatness in your futures. You both will have some new stipulations to your time here and my ever-watchful eyes on your progress. This cannot be traded or altered for I will be directly notified and I will not be as pleasant as I am now. 
 
    “Starting tomorrow, you both shall join a club or group. Make friends and be part of something bigger than yourselves. Find a common interest with your fellow champions and strengthen those bonds. If you do not join one by sundown, you both will be on a ship the day after.” 
 
    Dax’s bright gaze dimmed. “Most of the clubs are filled and many have denied new members.” 
 
    Edrin smiled. “You’re resourceful. I’m sure you can charm your way into one. You have a day to try.” 
 
    “I knew we took too long,” Symon lamented. 
 
    Edrin turned his attention to Symon, “I have something else planned for you. Stop by my office sometime tomorrow.” 
 
    The young man simply nodded, defeat in his eyes. 
 
    Edrin lifted up a scarred hand and picked up the bag of gold. Dax watched as the sack slipped back into the top drawer and was closed shut. 
 
    “The gold will be a donation to the Academy, no questions asked,” the counselor grinned. 
 
    Dax’s heart deflated in his chest. 
 
    “Now, it’s late and I need my beauty rest. Off to your dormitories. I expect to know which club you joined after sundown and try not to get in any more trouble.” 
 
    Dax and Symon nodded as they stood up. 
 
    “I would watch your backs with Clive and his cronies. They seem the type to hold a grudge,” Edrin kept his grin. 
 
    The two young men nodded again before shuffling to the door and exiting the office. 
 
    Several moments later, Dax and Symon stepped out into the misty night air, their breath billowing from their collective sighs. 
 
    “We live to fight another day,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Symon shook his head. “We were nearly expelled and you’re smiling?” 
 
    “A threat isn’t a threat until it's enforced. Counselor Skullcut said we got a second chance so that means, a free pass.” 
 
    Symon started walking, not looking back to his friend. Dax picked up the pace, moving to his taller friend’s side.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Dax asked like a concerned parent. 
 
    “You know what’s the matter. If you went back, you can start over again without anything holding you back. I go back, my father would destroy me and my family would shame me. No Shieldbrook was ever expelled from the academy. It would be a stain that would haunt me my entire life,” Symon hissed. 
 
    The fighter turned his gaze to Dax who walked like nothing happened. “And back there, in the office, was anything you said was true? Was the gold really for your mother?” 
 
    Dax’s expression took on a hurt edge, “How can you ask that? I was going to send the gold to Hydale.” 
 
    Symon kept his hard gaze. 
 
    Dax’s head dipped forward a little, “Most of it. I was going to send most of it.” 
 
    Symon threw up his hands. “Why did I allow myself to get talked into this?” 
 
    “Because you have a good heart,” Dax stated simply. 
 
    “And you had to take advantage?” 
 
    The mage slowed his stride and shook his head. “It was never meant to get as far as it did. I thought I had it all under control. I never intended for you to even do anything, but meet me and walk back here.” 
 
    Symon stopped and faced the mage. “Dax, you can’t play it like in the slums. There are rules and history to this place. The academy trains champions in case the Void Spawn return. We are being guided to be peacekeepers between kingdoms and return lost artifacts from the war. We can’t just do what we want and expect to succeed.” 
 
    Dax’s smile faded as he looked at his friend. “I know, I know all of it. I’m sorry you were caught up in my little plan. I really meant it when I said it wasn’t supposed to get that far.” 
 
    Symon crossed his arms. “What was the real reason we went to the tavern?” 
 
    Dax gave Symon a weak smile but it faded away rather quickly. The mage stood before his friend, heart heavy in his chest. 
 
    “Most of the gold was for my mother. The rest was for me to start a new life once I flunked out,” Dax said in a low, sad tone. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Counselor Skullcut said you had talent and tested high. Aside from tonight, how were you going to flunk out?” 
 
    “We should talk about it in the morning,” Dax said sheepishly. 
 
    Symon’s brow hardened. “No. I put my future on the line for you. I need an answer.” 
 
    Dax took in a deep inhale, thoughts clashing with his heart before the words came out.  
 
    “You heard what Mr. Skullcut said, I’m a slow caster. I couldn’t even get my head together to cast a spell when Clive and everyone else was chasing me. I can barely understand it myself, but when I whisper the arcane words, my mind and mouth slow down like I’m stuck in molasses. They say I may overcome it, but after six months, I feel like I’m getting slower every time I cast a spell.” 
 
    Symon’s eyes softened. “You really think they will flunk you out just because you can’t cast spells quick enough?” 
 
    “You don’t understand. In the slums, you have to keep moving, be alert and survive. If you’re slow, the rats will eat you alive. I have always been fast and I have always had a love for magic, but I can’t seem to bring them together. No kingdom will take me if I can’t defend others or myself. It’s only a matter of time before they ship me back home.” 
 
    Dax took a few steps, admiring the towers and high walls of the Academy. Stars shined high in the dark purple sky and a gentle mist glided along cobblestones. The sea air was refreshing and cleansing as Dax breathed it in, his heart dancing to a sad tune. 
 
    “I dreamed of being here my whole life. It gave me purpose and a reason to get up every day. Now that I’m here, it’s slipping away between my fingers. I was just preparing for the worst, like every day of my life.” 
 
    Symon approached and placed a hand on Dax’s shoulder. “You have the gift like the rest of us. You can beat this.” 
 
    Dax gave a small nod. “You see, that’s why you’re my friend. Anyone else would have just laughed at me or robbed me or both. You’re just positive enough to be helpful without being stupid.” 
 
    Symon’s brow lifted. “Thanks?” 
 
    Dax chuckled. “It was a compliment.” 
 
    The taller friend chuckled and then sighed. “How are we going to join a club by sundown tomorrow?” 
 
    Dax turned on his heels and faced his friend. “Simple, we’re going to cheat.”                  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    A black lake spread out, still waters reflecting the surrounding dead trees. Dax sat on the edge, staring into the dark waters, lost to inner nightmares. They clawed at him, trying to scratch at his heart. The young man sighed, pushing them away as his gaze never left the glass-smooth water before him. 
 
    “You won’t take me,” Dax whispered as a gray fog slithered in from the trees. 
 
    The reflection of the fog caused demonic swirls to form along the smooth water. Eyes and teeth stared back and faded away, images mutating into horrid things beyond description. 
 
    “There is always a way to escape,” Dax whispered firmly. 
 
    Blue eyes appeared under the water’s surface. They blinked slowly, glowing like sapphires. Dax found himself smiling, enjoying their beauty. The eyes floated up closer, their almond shape unblinking. They stared into his soul and the young man laughed. 
 
    “This is just a dream. You have no power over me,” Dax grinned. 
 
    The eyes finally blinked, but when they opened, they weren’t eyes any more. Two mouths floated with razor sharp teeth. Dax’s smile faded before black snakes launched from the water and bit into his eyes. 
 
    Eyes opened and Dax lay in his bed. Shafts of sunlight filled the center of the dorm. The air was calm and the morning light bright. Turning his head to the side, he could see across the room to Symon’s bed. The fighter stirred before he instantly sat up. It was the usual routine, Symon unable to simply relax. Every morning he did that and the first few days as roommates, Dax found it a little unnerving. Six months later, it was just what he did. 
 
    Symon turned his body around, legs bending and touching the floor. The fighter ran his hand through his thick hair before looking to Dax as he continued to lay in bed. 
 
    “Okay, maybe I dreamed it but what is the plan again?” Symon asked like he didn’t want to believe it. 
 
    Dax stayed covered in blankets as he spoke, “Counselor Skullcut said we needed to join a club, but he didn’t say anything about making our own.” 
 
    Symon looked down. “Yea, I guess I didn’t dream it. But he may not accept that we create a club.” 
 
    “That’s why we will get one of our fellow students to create one,” Dax said like it was the most normal thing in the world. 
 
    “I can’t think of anyone we can ask and this seems more work than simply finding a club to join.” 
 
    Dax sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Elbows on knees, he leaned forward.  
 
    “Our chances are lower if we try to join a pre-existing club. We can improve the odds if we control our destiny.” 
 
    Symon let out a long exhale. “You said we were going to cheat. This seems more like bending the rules.” 
 
    “Cheating and bending the rules are the same thing, as long as we don’t push it too far,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “Your sense of right and wrong is a little muddled,” Symon smiled. 
 
    “So is the world. We just have to stay ahead or we get eaten alive.” 
 
    Symon stood up and stretched. “Well, I can help and ask around, but first I’m going to see Counselor Skullcut and get this over with. Should we meet in the Commons?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “My first class is Scribe Craft in about two hours. We can meet in the Commons beforehand. I’ll spend the time before looking for someone to work with us.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “Okay, but can we try and do it legally?” 
 
    Dax blinked. “There is no Academy law that says we can’t create our own group.” 
 
    Symon smiled. “I mean, when we have one, can we not do anything…underhanded?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Let’s get the club first.” 
 
    Symon’s eyes narrowed, “Dax.” 
 
    The mage stood up and walked to the single window, sunlight bathing his face. Looking down, students walked along the cobblestone area, books in hand and weapons at their sides. 
 
    Symon rubbed his eyes as he sat on the edge of his bed. “What’s our club going to be about?” 
 
    Dax spoke without turning around, “I thought about that last night right before bed. I think we should make it as common as we can so we can get students interested. My first thought was a club dedicated to Kinarth, the Hero of Ikkudran.” 
 
    Symon smiled. “That’s not so bad. I like it.” 
 
    Dax turned his head, an evil smirk appearing. “And we can call members Kinarth’s Chosen.” 
 
    Symon’s smile faded away. “I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “We’ll work out the details. We just need someone to lead the club and we pull the strings.” 
 
    Symon bowed his head, “I really don’t like that.” 
 
    “We can talk out the details. Let’s start with forming the club first,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “I’m going to regret everything,” Symon chuckled to himself before he stood up. 
 
    Time fell into the typical morning routine. Symon got dressed, grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl and left the dorm. Dax lounged a bit, moving to the window and looking out every few minutes while his mind worked. Getting students who were already in competition with each other was hard enough, but asking someone to form a club was harder than trying to entice a rat with a piece of cheese. Dax mulled it over, wondering what cheese he would have to use. 
 
    Robe on and spellbook sliding into his satchel at his hip, Dax left his room and walked toward the stairs in search of an opportunity. 
 
    Stepping out the dormitory, the young mage walked with his hood up and gaze down. Glancing around, he tried to find his mark amid a sea of students walking to their early classes. The sun was bright in the early morning and the ocean scent filled the air. Dax enjoyed it as it always reminded him of Hydale. Early light was the best time because that was when the world was serene and calm. 
 
    The mage walked along, eyeing small groups of students. Many were talking, laughing or engrossed in gossip. Dax wondered if last night’s adventure would start making the rounds, but no one looked in his direction, which caused a sigh of relief.  
 
    Dax moved toward a stone bench so he could see the entire courtyard. When he sat down, he drank in the splendor of Kinarth Academy. 
 
    The Academy functioned like a small city. It was surrounded by seventy-foot walls, twelve thick towers running along the walls, their spires pointing to the sky. Several small stone and wood buildings filled many sections in the middle which everyone dubbed the Courtyard. Nearly every area was covered in worn down stone, patches of green grass sections spread all about. Banners hung from windows as gulls enjoyed perching on many of the towers. Nearly self-contained, the academy was enclosed to ensure students had a calm working environment with little fear of the sea monsters that sometimes crawled onto the island.  
 
    Dax looked down, memories filling the back of his mind when he lost a few friends growing up by the seaside section of Hydale. The attacks were always random and that was what made it so dangerous to linger by the sea. Monsters would crawl onto land at night and snatch anyone who wasn’t safely home or walking the streets. The creatures liked to move with the mists and no matter how many magistrates and guards were on the streets, there was always talk of someone going missing and never found again.  
 
    Mist Haven Isle was no different. The island’s people had fought and hunted sea monsters for many generations. Tricks and home remedies kept the monsters at bay. When hunted, their meat was delicious and sold at high prices. One sea monster kill was enough to feed a whole town for a week, once the meat was salted and prepared for storage. Just the thought of it caused Dax’s mouth to water. 
 
    “There you are!” came a loud shout from behind. 
 
    “Dammit,” Dax hissed before something zipped before his eyes and hovered with transparent wings. 
 
    Dax smiled as he looked at the fairy. Her eight-inch body wore a full leather suit. Short, black hair covered her head. Almond eyes stared as she smiled. A tiny mace with tiny runes hung from her hip. The fairy dipped and hovered before her hands were on her hips. 
 
    “Hi Fern,” Dax said, a little unenthused. 
 
    “I’m starting to think you’re avoiding me,” Fern said with half humor and half disguised annoyance. 
 
    Dax sighed. A week ago, he went to a party he wasn’t invited to and hung out in the back. Fern had taken a liking to him and talked his ear off as he tried to observe. Dax would have been fine with just leaving her, when she told him she was a Berserker Class. As far as anyone knew, she was the only fairy berserker ever. Dax had tried to break away, but like all berserkers, they tend to get pushy and a bit moody. The mage remembered that they kissed because he hoped it would stop her from talking and when she wanted to take it up a level, he said he would meet her in an empty bedroom. She zipped away and he left the party.   
 
    “It was kind of a wild night and I had drunk a little too much mead,” Dax lied because he didn’t have a single drink. 
 
    Fern eyed him as she hovered, her eyes unconvinced. “I thought we both felt something?” 
 
    “I remember your tiny lips,” Dax grinned. 
 
    Heat touched Fern’s cheeks before she shook her head. “Don’t try to sweet talk me now. I haven’t seen or heard from you in a week. Is it my size?” 
 
    Dax blinked. “Well, the size is a little weird. I must confess, when you asked me to meet you, I couldn’t understand how we would…” 
 
    Fern smirked. “It’s always about the size! You don’t know anything about fairies, do you?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to judge, but your size and class is a little off-putting. I mean, you’re small and berserkers are not known for their temperament.” 
 
    Fern hovered closer, her gaze filled with daggers before her entire body wilted. 
 
    “I hate explaining it over and over again,” the fairy sighed before dim light engulfed her body. 
 
    Dax leaned back, eyes wide as the light grew and Fern appeared, five feet tall. Her clothes and weapons were now normal size as her delicate wings fluttered a little, her boots firmly on the ground. 
 
    “We can change our size if we need to, but this is as big as we can get. Does my size bother you now?” 
 
    Dax’s eyes returned to normal and he smiled. “I never said you weren’t beautiful, but the size thing did put me off…” the mage trailed off. 
 
    Inspiration and an opportunity struck like lightning. 
 
    “Say, Fern, Symon and I were thinking of starting a club here in Kinarth, but we need someone to lead it. Do you think…” 
 
    Fern shook her head, her delicate thin face taking on dark shadows. “Sounds interesting, but Berserkers are not allowed to lead clubs or groups. If we get set off, a lot of students would get hurt. I already have a strike against me for knocking out a fellow berserker because he called me tiny.” 
 
    Inspiration and opportunity died on the rocks. 
 
    Fern continued, “It’s not like he said it with affection. He was insulting me in front of everyone else. It took the healers a few hours to mend his jaw.” 
 
    Dax nodded, unsure what to say since the fairy clearly had some issues. 
 
    Fern seemed to catch herself. “Why are you starting a club? There are already dozens of them. Just join one.” 
 
    The mage shook his head slightly. “Not as easy as I thought it would be. Many clubs have closed membership already. Symon and I have been talking and we want to start one, but don’t want to lead it because of our workload.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “What kind of club do you want to start?” 
 
    “A club dedicated to Sebastian Kinarth. I’m sure many have read the stories and thought it would be a good idea…” Fern cut him off. 
 
    “I love the tales of Sebastian Kinarth! I want to join!” Fern said with stars in her eyes. 
 
    Dax nodded and parted his lips to speak, but Fern continued. 
 
    “I’m surprised there isn’t one already. It’s weird that the academy wouldn’t have one. Like, why would they not have a club dedicated to the greatest hero of all time?” 
 
    “That’s what we’ve been saying,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern began to pace, her wings fluttering every other moment. “Have you asked anyone else to lead it?” 
 
    “We only thought of this last night. We kind of want to hurry and…” Fern cut him off again. 
 
    “What about Zarra? Have you asked her?” Fern beamed. 
 
    Dax’s eyes took a gloomy edge. “The dragon? She doesn’t talk to anyone and I doubt she…” 
 
    Fern grabbed Dax’s hand and pulled him to his feet. The mage noted her extraordinary strength as her small body pulled him along. Despite her now five-foot frame, power seemed to vibrate under her skin.  
 
    “I saw her sitting in her spot just around the dormitory,” Fern said without looking back. 
 
    Dax tried to pull from her small hand and it simply wasn’t happening. Giving up, he picked up the pace before she began dragging him. Turning the corner, they marched along to Fern’s beat before Dax noticed the woman in white. 
 
    The mage eyed the woman sitting on a bench, a bee hovering over her outstretched finger. The sunlight touched her body, causing it to glow with brilliant light. The white cloth making up her robe adhered to her form, Dax caught in the hypnotic trance of her golden yellow hair. Alabaster skin glowed in the morning light as high cheekbones framed her face. Large eyes stared as the bee settled down on her finger. 
 
    Fern and Dax approached, Fern smiling and Dax cautious. The mage heard the rumors. Zarra was a young dragon, the first to join Kinarth Academy to be a champion. She was beautiful and kind from what he heard, but her eyes tended to make people nervous. Dragons were shapeshifters, but Zarra was directed to keep her dragon eyes in whatever form she took so no students would be taken by surprise. 
 
    Zarra turned her gaze to Fern and Dax, the pair seeing serpent slits for pupils and golden specks surrounding them. Her expression was an unsettling calm and unmoving as the berserker and mage approached. 
 
    “Hi Zarra,” Fern greeted simply. 
 
    “Hi Fern. Hi Dax,” Zarra said, barely moving her plump lips. 
 
    Dax tried to speak, but Fern started first. 
 
    “Dax here is trying to start a club. He and Symon, you know Symon, I’m sure you know everyone, need someone to lead it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure Zarra is interested,” Dax began. 
 
    The dragon in human form looked to Dax, her gaze peering into his soul. “It sounds interesting, but I’m forbidden to lead any groups. The High Dean informed me I would have an unfair advantage because of my age and experience.” 
 
    Fern rolled her eyes, “Ugh, so many rules!”      
 
    Zarra kept her gaze on Dax, “I’m sorry. I wish I could help.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “It’s okay. When we start the club, you should join us. We were thinking of calling it Heroes of Kinarth, in honor of his bravery and leadership.” 
 
    Zarra’s lips formed a small, tiny smile. “That sounds lovely. I would be honored.” 
 
    Fern paced again. “There must be someone we can ask?” 
 
    “Fern, I’m glad you’re helping, but maybe we need to try a different approach?” 
 
    “Dax Sage!” growled a voice from behind. 
 
    Dax’s eyes lit up as his soul sank to his feet. He knew the voice and it tantalized and struck a chord of fear. Slowly turning, he watched a woman in black robe approach. Long black hair was tied back into a ponytail and flawless skin glowed in the morning light, but her expression was anything but peaceful. 
 
    “Nuria, so good to see you,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    The mage stalked up to him, eyes containing a fury mixed with heat. “Don’t give me that. Clive told me what happened last night. You owe him two hundred and twenty coins.” 
 
    Dax wanted to speak, but seeing Nuria’s beautiful features caused his tongue to not work properly. Instead, he simply stared like a madman with little else to do. 
 
    “No wonder why you’re a slow caster. Talking isn’t one of your strong points,” Nuria seethed. 
 
    “What’s your problem,” Fern growled back as she stepped up to the mage. 
 
    Nuria looked down on Fern, ten inches of height keeping them from seeing each other eye to eye. 
 
    “My problem is Dax stole gold from the Dark Heart club, my club! Clive is a member and told me all the details and this poor excuse for a mage owes Clive and the club gold!” 
 
    “Technically, I won it,” Dax mentioned. 
 
    Nuria looked up from Fern and stared at the mage. “Cheating isn’t the same as winning. That gold was club dues and you better pay.” 
 
    Dax fought his inner snark and lost, “If it was valuable, why was Clive gambling with it in Silver Port?” 
 
    Nuria’s eyes narrowed. “It’s club business!” 
 
    Dax’s inner resolve faltered as he couldn’t take his eyes off of Nuria. Since the first day he saw her in classes, his heart beat like a dozen hammers on an anvil. She was smart, talented and evil. Everything he liked and more. Now, she was here, chewing him out and he wanted nothing more than to let her. 
 
    Fern pushed out her chest and bumped it against the mage in black. Nuria stumbled back, hatred dripping from her eyes as Fern stared at her in confidence. 
 
    “I’m sure I can get a punch in before you cast your first spell,” Fern leered. 
 
    Nuria eyed the fairy before turning her gaze to Dax. “This isn’t finished. Your girlfriend won’t be there to protect you all the time!” 
 
    “She’s not my girlfriend,” Dax said in his mind, but the words came out as a whisper. 
 
    Nuria lifted her chin as she turned and walked away. 
 
    “It is an exciting morning,” Zarra said wistfully. 
 
    Fern turned to Dax, her confidence turning into concern. “How come you didn’t tell her off?” 
 
    Dax stared, unsure what to say. 
 
    “He likes her,” Zarra said plainly as the bee hovered and flew away from her finger. 
 
    Fern’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t know what you see in her? She’s beautiful, but her center is rotten.” 
 
    Dax tried to recollect himself and figure out how he even started the day like this? In minutes, he went from trying to find a mark to create a fake club to being verbally attacked and pulled around by two women. Never mind that he was standing by the nicest and scariest dragon student he just met. 
 
    “Well, we should look for someone else to lead your club. I think there might be a few students who may agree to lead,” Fern said as mental gears began turning. 
 
    Dax pulled his thoughts together. As much as Fern liked to help, control was rapidly being pulled from the mage. The fairy’s bluntness was going to cause problems.  
 
    I just need to start the club. After that, it can all fall into ruin. 
 
    Dax was about to excuse himself when Symon appeared. The fighter walked slowly; his eyes caught in a daze. Fern looked to the approaching fighter and smiled. Zarra simply sat, her body turned towards the small group.  
 
    When Symon reached them, he looked to Dax like someone blasted him with a stream of fire. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Symon whispered. 
 
    The mage approached his friend. “What happened? What did Skullcut say?” 
 
    Symon looked to his friend before the shock melted into a small smile. 
 
    “Skullcut told me he had inquired with a few professors and they all agreed to change my class. Today, I start training to be a Spellsword.” 
 
    Dax’s brow went up, unsure what it meant until Symon’s smile grew wider. 
 
    “This is going to be amazing!” the former fighter grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    “Really?” Dax asked, a happy smile forming for his friend. 
 
    Symon nodded. “It’s confirmed. I start several new classes today. My first one will be Scribe Craft.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Fern smiled. 
 
    “Yes, congratulations,” Zarra said. 
 
    Symon turned his attention to the two women and bowed his head. “I’m sorry, we haven’t met.” 
 
    Dax stood by Symon’s side. “Oh, we have two potential members for our club. Meet Fern and Zarra.” 
 
    Symon’s eyes widened a little. “The fairy you kissed last week?” the tall young man whispered out the side of his mouth. 
 
    Fern looked to Dax with faux rage before she laughed. Zarra simply looked at everyone. 
 
    “Um, they are interested in our club, but can’t lead it. It seems a berserker and a dragon cannot take lead positions,” the mage informed. 
 
    Symon looked at the blonde woman, “You’re Zarra!” 
 
    Zarra nodded with a polite smile. 
 
    “My family has done business with the clans. I’ve always wanted to meet one after all the stories I heard, I…” Dax interrupted. 
 
    “I’m sure all of this is fascinating, but we have a schedule to keep. We should get to class before the bell rings” the mage tried to say discreetly. 
 
    Turning to the two women, Dax bowed deeply. “Lovely ladies, we must part ways, but if we can secure a leader for the club, we will surely send an invite. Have a pleasant day.” 
 
    Fern crossed her arms as Zarra blinked. Dax grabbed Symon by his shirt and dragged him away. 
 
    When they were far enough away, Symon’s excitement began to wane as his head tilted forward. 
 
    “I mentioned to Skullcut about starting a club if we can’t join one.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    Symon shook his head. “He said if we started one, there was too much a chance of you corrupting it so it was a hard no.” 
 
    “Huh, Skullcut really knows me,” Dax said whimsically. 
 
    “We have to find someone, anyone to lead the club. I can’t let this chance escape,” Symon moaned. 
 
    “I thought your dad would kill you if you studied magic?” 
 
    Symon nodded. “He would, but Skullcut said he didn’t need to know. Spellsword magic is subtle and not flashy like your magic. It enhances my fighting abilities, but I still have to learn basic spell casting and writing. With the exam a week away, I need to learn a lot fast in a short amount of time.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “You know I’ll help you.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m going to need it.” 
 
    The bell tower rang in the center of Kinarth. 
 
    “Let’s get to class and talk afterwards,” Dax said as he felt time was running out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax and Symon sat side by side in a round chamber with elevated seating. In the middle was a desk, a table and the professor as he gathered his notes and picked up a flamboyant feathered quill. 
 
    Students continued to flow in, taking their seats and pulling out spellbooks. Dax eyed the chamber, seeing if there was anyone, he could dupe into starting their club. When his eyes caught Nuria, his heart melted and he stared. 
 
    The mage looked across the chamber to Dax and her eyes hardened. 
 
    Symon caught the exchange, “I don’t know what you see in her? She’s mean.” 
 
    “And psycho, and beautiful. Everything I like,” Dax waved to the mage in black. 
 
    Nuria stuck up a middle finger and sat down. Not long after, Clive stepped in and took a seat by her side. Clive said something to Nuria and she laughed, her hand touching his arm. 
 
    “She doesn’t seem interested,” Symon remarked. 
 
    “That’s because her tastes are still unrefined,” Dax smirked. 
 
    Symon shook his head and changed the subject. “What can I expect in this class?” 
 
    Dax leaned back in his chair as he spoke, “The class just started a few days ago. It’s the basics to writing incantations into a spellbook. You won’t be too far behind. We just have to make sure we understand the arcane symbols and words before committing them to our books.” 
 
    “Most Spellswords don’t carry spellbooks,” Symon said. 
 
    “I think it's because you have to mix spells with your fighting. When is your first spellsword class?” 
 
    “This afternoon,” Symon said with a concerned edge. 
 
    “I’m sure they would have denied you if you weren’t up for it. I believe in you,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “Thanks,” Symon smiled. 
 
    A shadow appeared by the desk and a body sat down in a chair next to Dax. The mage turned his attention to a tall, thin man with spiky blonde hair. Where Symon was tall and T shaped, this mage was slender in face and body. 
 
    “Is this seat taken?” the blonde mage asked. 
 
    “It is now,” Dax said simply. 
 
    The moment swirled on until Dax took a better look at the mage at his side. Recognition bloomed before his heart sank. Symon looked over and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The tall mage leaned in a little closer to Dax. “I heard you’re looking to start a club and need a leader.” 
 
    “You heard wrong, Vance,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    Vance smiled. “Fern seemed pretty insistent and excited.” 
 
    Dax chewed on his tongue with his mouth closed. Vance Talbot was the richest student in school and also the most unlikeable. His family spent decades trying to wash away the stain of their line after helping the void spawn during the war. The family was corrupt, selling out anyone they could to ensure they were on the winning side. When the tide turned, they betrayed the void spawn and tried to make themselves out to be heroes but no one could forget what they had done during the war. 
 
    Symon’s eyes narrowed, but he remained silent. 
 
    Vance continued, “Fern told me the name of the club you want. Heroes of Kinarth sounds like a good one. I would be more than happy to lead such a club since your workload prevents you from taking leadership.” 
 
    “Not interested,” Dax stated plainly. 
 
    Vance nodded, but his expression remained serene. “I know many don’t like me or my family, but Fern seemed to think you were in a rush to start this club. Aside from classes, I don’t have much going on, since I’m very much reviled by everyone in the Academy.” 
 
    Dax’s expression softened at the last comment before his face firmed up again.  
 
    Vance continued, “Think about it. I’ll be in Casting Class later if you want to talk about it.” 
 
    Dax’s thoughts wanted to spill out and tell the mage to jump into the sea. The Talbots were heavily involved in kingdom politics, even with their dark past. They sent in their own private army to help quell the Hydale slum riots, their red banners flying as they slew anyone who would not retreat. The riots started over food and they ended with blood in the streets. 
 
    A chime filled the air as the professor looked up to the students gathered. 
 
    “Welcome to Scribe Craft. I see some new faces here so I will quickly go over the basics of writing and crafting your incantations into your most prized possession, your spellbooks.” 
 
    The professor picked up the large feathered quill and held it up for all to see. “The words you inscribe into your spellbooks will mean life and death. The better you are at writing and drawing your words and symbols, the better mage, spellsword, necromancer, or druid you will become. 
 
    “Words hold power and through them, you will be able to bend reality to your will or your guiding hand. Your spellbooks are a tool, just as the quill and parchment. As you inscribe your spells and incantations, you will be writing with not only ink, but with your mana. The mana charges the written words and symbols to form rituals and spells. They bring focus during the chaos and storms of battles and journeys.”  
 
    The professor put the quill down, “Do not take it lightly. Spells are unique to the spell caster and no two spellbooks are the same. Maybe you will be able to glean some knowledge from another’s spellbook, but like music or art, each piece is not the same, all holding subtle differences. 
 
    “Once you know how to write spells, it is the first step on your journey of being a master of the arcane. Shall we begin?” the professor smiled.  
 
    *** 
 
    Dax and Symon walked along the courtyard. Symon looked over his notes while the mage stared at the floor, counting cobblestone to distract himself. 
 
    “That was an interesting class. I had no idea it was so involved. And your notes are incredible. How did you learn to write like that?” Symon asked without looking up from his small notebook. 
 
    “When I wasn’t running and surviving, I was reading and writing. It was my only escape,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    Symon looked over to his friend. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Dax lifted his head and looked into the clear blue sky. “I’m not sure. Vance heard we are looking to start a club and he said he would lead it. I don’t know how I feel about it.” 
 
    Symon nodded, “The club is only meant to keep us here at the academy. Aside from his family’s history, he wouldn’t really be doing too much. Maybe we should chance it? I don’t see any options left.” 
 
    Dax nodded, but remained silent. 
 
    “We can’t go back to our old lives,” the spellsword said with a solemn tone. 
 
    Dax nodded again. “It’s just to keep us here, nothing more.” 
 
    “I’ll leave it up to you and support your decision,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax looked to his friend and returned the smile. “It’s up to us. Let’s talk about it after I get out of Casting Class.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “Deal.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Mages stood along the outside of a giant, arcane circle with runes carved into the floor. The walls in this level of the tower had no windows and were solid stone so the circle and the walls would stop any stray spells. 
 
    Dax stood along the edge with everyone else, his heart beating wildly in his chest. Every memory of this very class was filled with disappointment and today wasn’t any different. The professor spoke to the class, but Dax found himself tuning her out, fear clawing at his insides. When he tried to pay attention, her words became clearer. 
 
    “The Trial Exams will test you to see if you're ready for the actual Trials. Depending on your ability and skill, you will be graded and paired with other champions into a coterie. It is crucial you feel confident to cast your spells in a timely fashion. There will be phantoms to fight and puzzles to solve. If you fall during the Trial, you fail and must repeat your 1st year again. If you fail a second time, you go home. Are there any questions?” 
 
    A student raised their hand. 
 
    “Yes,” the professor acknowledged. 
 
    The student bowed his head before making eye contact, “Professor Frost, shouldn’t an exam and trail be for a 2nd or 3rd year champion? Why half way through the 1st year?” 
 
    Professor Frost’s blood red lips curved into a smile. “Preparation will only get you so far. The heat of battle or dilemmas can appear in a blink. The Academy doesn’t have time to coddle. We look for innovation, strength, skill, and a clever mind.” 
 
    The professor put her hands behind her back, her corset top framing her figure and her long black dress moving with her legs as she walked around the inner circle. 
 
    “The Void War happened in a blink of time. The portals opened and the void spawn attacked without mercy. They stole artifacts and those who could create artifacts. Magical items were their prizes and they took anything magical, like a locust swarm to farm lands. 
 
    “Without Kinarth and the discovery of the mana springs under Mist Haven Isle and some of the other western islands, we wouldn’t be here today. The kingdoms knew we must prepare for any future attacks. It may have happened ninety-eight years ago, but everyone from the Emperor to the people on the street made a promise to be prepared at all times and never let such an event happen again.” 
 
    Professor Frost turned and eyed the wide-eyed student, “Does that answer your question or do I need to put a book in your hands?” 
 
    The student bowed, visibly shaken. 
 
    Dax looked away from the student, his eye catching Nuria and Clive. When her glare turned his way, he looked away again, his gaze falling on Vance. The day was running out and little options were left. The moment the sun went down, his future as a champion would be sealed and he would return to Hydale with nothing but shame. 
 
    “Mr. Sage, step into the circle,” Professor Frost’s voice rang out. 
 
    Dax’s heart leapt in his chest, but he didn’t show it. One boot in front of the other, he stepped into the circle and faced his professor. 
 
    “Who here wishes to practice with Mr. Sage?” Professor Frost projected her voice for all to hear. 
 
    Heads shook and a few chuckles floated on the still air. Dax tried to keep his cool, holding his tongue firmly between his teeth with his lips sealed, pain beginning to grow. 
 
    Professor Frost’s eyes slid to the side, looking to the students. “You may be fledgling champions, but you all need the practice. Mr. Sage has difficulty with the timing of his spells. Will anyone be willing to help him get better?” 
 
    Nuria stepped into the circle. “I will,” she said smugly. 
 
    Professor Frost stepped back until she was out of the circle. Arms crossed, she eyed the two mages as they faced each other. 
 
    “Check your abilities first. We don’t want the Academy thinking we wasted time giving you all those beautiful tattoos.” 
 
    Nuria and Dax nodded. 
 
    Shit! Really? She’s going to kick my ass and love every second of it! 
 
    Dax called up his stats. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 500 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 1 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 0 
 
    Urth: 0 
 
    Life: 1 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 0 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
      
 
    I have to keep her off balance. I’m not sure how I’m going to do that since she is a much better caster than I am. An air spell is too obvious and she will be expecting it. I need time to get a spell off. I may be a slow caster, but my body isn’t. 
 
    “Non-lethal spells. We are, after all, only training,” Professor Frost said with a sardonic tone. 
 
    Nuria’s hand hovered over her satchel, the top folding back on its own. The mage eyed Dax like a wolf before a kill. A delicate tongue slipped out, licking her lips in a seductive fashion. 
 
    Dax was stunned as he could not resist her allure, hand not moving to open his satchel. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes narrowed before her hand dove into her satchel, lightning quick. Book out, pages turned until it fell on the spell she wanted. Dax woke from his stupor as arcane words spilled from Nuria’s lips. 
 
    “Shit!” Dax whispered and lightning crackled. 
 
    Time slowed, as did Dax. Hand diving into his satchel, he was already too late to get a spell off. Lightning blazed into a whip, filling Nuria’s hand and her spellbook in her other hand. With a laugh, she lifted the lightning whip, spun it over her head and brought it down. 
 
    Dax’s body was moving, stepping aside as the whip crashed to the floor, light flashing. Spellbook in hand, he called on a spell and the pages turned on their own. His book didn’t have many spells, but he needed the page to ensure the spell didn’t fizzle. The pages turned to the spell and Dax was leaping to the side, energy whip slamming into the spot he was just before. 
 
    Boots hitting the wood floor, Dax slid as he mumbled his incantation. Time slowed down even further, the words not coming out as fast as his body moved. It created a sense of imbalance as he stepped and dodged the lightning whip. Nuria laughed like a mad woman as she swung the whip around and arced it down.  
 
    Dax continued to move, his body twisting and turning as the whip missed him by inches. She only needed one strike and it was over. Channeling mana into a mind spell, Mirror Image, the words came out slowly as his body danced to Nuria’s whip. 
 
    Professor Frost and the class watched with intense eyes, seeing Dax move like an acrobat, but he still didn’t finish casting his spell. It was maddening to watch as all gathered would have finished it by now. 
 
    As 100 points of mana surged into the spell and finally, after a somersault, Dax landed and spoke the command word of power. 
 
    Nuria’s arm spun with whip arcing over her head. She watched as Dax split into three images, each one holding a spellbook and speaking incantations. 
 
    She has to attack one of my images and hopefully it will give me enough time to cast an air bolt spell! 
 
    Nuria laughed as she let go of the whip and it faded from sight. The three Dax images pointed a hand while their slow incantations filled the air. Time was running out but Dax kept his eyes on the prize. 
 
    “Turtles move faster than you,” Nuria laughed before the pages to her book turned and she began an incantation. 
 
    Dax continued, his words moving slowly, but his ears took in Nuria’s rapid rattling off of mystical words. It was almost too fast and he wondered if her spell was even going to work when light burst from her hand in several directions. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened just before he was able to give the command word. Light slammed into each image at once, causing his spell to fizzle. Two images vanished but the final one to the right shook violently as electricity surged through his body. When it was almost too much, it stopped. Smoke rose up from Dax’s clothes before he stumbled back and fell on his rump, senses dazzled and spellbook on the floor before him. 
 
    The class started laughing and some pointed. Nuria put her hand to her stomach, laughing with the crowd. 
 
    Dax tried to clear away the shock when a shadow appeared next to him. Looking up, he saw Vance stretch out his hand. Professor Frost approached, her hand out and Dax’s spellbook flying to her waiting palm.  
 
    The mage looked to Vance’s hand again for a moment before he reached out and took it, the taller mage pulling Dax to his feet and made sure he was steady. Professor Frost stepped close and held out the spellbook to Dax. 
 
    “You better get some practice in before the exam or I may have to send you home anyway. No one will work with a slow mage,” Professor Frost said before handing the spellbook to the mage and turning to the laughing class. 
 
    “Enough! We have a lot more practice before sunset! Get out your books!” Professor Frost shouted and the laughing died to fumbling hands grabbing at leather bound books. 
 
    Vance helped Dax to the outer side of the circle. “It was a nice attempt and it would have worked if you were just a little faster.” 
 
    “Yea, a little faster,” Dax said, his confidence in ribbons, along with his spirit.  
 
    *** 
 
    Dax sat on a stone bench, staring at the cobblestones as Symon sat next to him, quill moving against parchment. The spellsword worked, practicing his symbols again and again. The sun just touched the horizon to the west, golden light painting the top of towers as the day was drawing to a close. 
 
    “Maybe we can ask for an extension?” Symon said as he continued to perfect a particular symbol. 
 
    Dax shook his head, shadows covering his eyes. “We won’t have to,” the mage said and looked up. 
 
    Vance approached, two rolled up scrolls in his hand. The tall mage gave a small smile as he stepped closer. Symon looked up, raising an eyebrow. Dax stood up, the shadows never leaving his eyes. 
 
    Vance stopped before them, eyes on Dax. Lifting up the scrolls, he unrolled them and handed one to Dax. The mage looked it over, seeing that Vance created a club called Heroes of Kinarth. Basic details were given, telling what the club was about and how it would enrich the academy with tales of Kinarth’s deeds and adventures. 
 
    Dax scanned the parchment, seeing that Fern and Zarra had added their names down as members. There were two empty lines left, one for Dax and the other for Symon. 
 
    “It’s a standard club charter, but we can add to it. I am the founder and leader, but we know that in such a small group, it's meaningless,” Vance stated plainly. 
 
    Symon stood up, stepped closer and looked down at the parchment. Turning his gaze to Dax, concern bled into his eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay with this?” the spellsword asked. 
 
    Dax nodded. “We will be okay.” 
 
    The mage looked to Vance, “Thank you.” 
 
    “I believe this was needed for all of us. Where else will all the odd champions come together,” Vance smiled. “I have a second copy. You and Symon will need to sign both. I’ll hand in one to the administration office and you do what you will with the other copy. Our first meeting will be tomorrow evening. Just bring yourselves.” 
 
    Dax held up his open hand. Symon pressed his quill to it and Dax began scribbling his name on the parchment. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edrin looked down on scrolls, quill moving as he wrote down notes. Sunlight painted one of his walls in a pale orange, the sun nearly setting. The counselor continued to write as a knock touched his sensitive ears. 
 
    “Come in Dax and Symon,” the counselor boomed. 
 
    The door opened and the mage and spellsword stepped in. Dax crossed the room and placed an open scroll on Edrin’s desk. 
 
    The counselor didn’t look up as he continued with his writing. “Congratulations, you beat the deadline.” 
 
    “Is there anything else we need to do?” Dax asked, ears alert. 
 
    Edrin stopped writing and looked up with a kind smile. “Excel at your classes and in the club. I’ll be watching both of you and I may stop by to see how your club is doing. For now, focus on your studies and prepare for the exam.” 
 
    The mage and spellsword nodded before they turned and started for the door. 
 
    “Oh, and Mr. Sage and Mr. Shieldbrook,” Edrin called out. 
 
    The two friends turned their heads right when they reached the door. 
 
    Edrin’s smile grew wider, “Build your friendships. Real champions don’t always succeed on the their own.” 
 
    Dax and Symon smiled before they bowed their heads and left the counselor’s office with renewed confidence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    The next day flowed like a river. Relief washed over Dax as he felt everything was going to get better, now that he and Symon had their second chance. Classes came and went, Dax excelling at his studies. Symon took to scribe crafting with Dax giving him pointers. Even casting class wasn’t as bad this time, Dax moving a little faster, but still not fast enough to stop another student from blasting him with an air bolt spell. On the floor, several classmates helped him up and the mage laughed off the loss. 
 
    When the classes were over, Dax and Symon walked the courtyard, talking about the exams and strategies they could do so that they could stay together during the actual trials. 
 
    “I don’t know how we are going to pull it off against other champions? Skill levels are all over the place and only top tier winners will get to choose their trial team,” Symon said as he looked ahead, deep in thought. 
 
    “What’s your fighting skill levels?” Dax asked? 
 
    “Okay, I think. It’s the spell part I just started. I’m not sure I’ll have enough time to memorize one or two spells. If I was just a fighter, I think I would have the edge, but now I’m going to compete against other spellswords and they have had more time to practice.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “You may still have a better chance than me. I still can’t increase my casting speed. I still get knocked around in class.” 
 
    “Yea, but you had a great idea to keep moving. Not many of the other mages are as fit as you are. I’ve seen them practice small spells in the courtyard. They tend to stand around and cast spells, but you managed to do both, even if your casting is a little slow.” 
 
    Dax smiled for a moment before it faded away. “It was worth a shot, but I’m not sure it will be enough.” 
 
    Symon looked to his friend, “You could try switching classes and try to become a spellsword? You have the physical ability and the magic part.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “Dodging and acrobatics are one thing, sticking a sword into another person is something else. I can take a punch, but magic is my passion. Armor, even light armor, slows me down. Now, if they had a spell rogue, I might be able to pull that off.” 
 
    “Some of the other academies are experimenting with new class combinations,” Symon said, trying to be helpful. 
 
    Dax eyed his friend. “And leave you here, no chance. Without me, you would be lost.” 
 
    Symon’s brow wrinkled. “I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or an insult?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dax laughed. 
 
    Symon chuckled. 
 
    The two students walked along before they both looked to the Commons Building. 
 
    “The first meeting will start soon,” Symon said simply. 
 
    Dax nodded. “We’re going to have to go to these regularly or Skullcut will have our hides.” 
 
    “I think he is really trying to help, in his weird way,” Symon sighed. 
 
    “I just hope the power doesn’t rush to Vance’s head. He is helping, but it’s hard to trust a family like his.” 
 
    Dax turned to Symon, a wicked smirk on his lips, “Let’s put in our time and see how it goes. We can leave after an hour and get something to eat at the dining hall.” 
 
    “Now you’re speaking my language,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax clapped a hand on Symon’s broad shoulder before the two friends made their way to the Commons Building. Lanterns glowed to life as the sun set on another day. 
 
    Inside, Dax and Symon asked the student at the desk where the Heroes of Kinarth were located. She smiled politely and told them to take the stairs to the third floor. Symon thanked her and the two made their way up. Reaching the third floor, they walked down the lavish corridors, searching for their room. Dax expected them to have a tiny room where they would all have to stand. As they walked, they saw the rooms spacing out. When they reached their room, the door was closed and a banner hung down along the side that was embroidered with the words “Heroes of Kinarth”. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “I think Vance may be taking this too far.” 
 
    “Let’s get into the spirit, even if it's only for tonight,” Symon smiled and took hold of the doorknob. 
 
    The door swung open and the two students stepped in. Eyes widened as they took in the spectacle before them. 
 
    A long table held a treasure trove of food, each on thick silver plates and steam rising up from cooked lamb, beef, and chicken. Piles of fruit filled bowls and stacks of cups stood by a water spigot. A large table filled the middle of the room and many chairs surrounded the rest of the room. On the table were a dozen copies of the Tales of Sebastian Kinarth. The curtains were partially closed, the fading light of the day casting an ember glow. 
 
    Vance stood off to the side, a small smile on his lips and a copy of the Tales of Sebastian Kinarth in his hands. 
 
    Dax and Symon blinked. 
 
    “Is it a little too much?” Vance asked. “I thought maybe food would bring in more students and see if they wanted to be members. Always have a strong first day,” the mage tried to be positive in his voice but his eyes strained to stay excited. 
 
    Dax stepped in, still looking at the mountains of food. “Did you tell anyone else about the club?” 
 
    Vance sighed. “No one gave me the time of day. Fern said she would tell everyone she could. I hope there is a big showing.” 
 
    Dax looked to the tall mage, “I thought this was just going to be a small club. This is…a bit extravagant.” 
 
    “I know you wanted a small club, but I thought it would be a perfect opportunity for us to gain more members and maybe, some new friendships.” 
 
    Dax could see the glimmer of hope in Vance’s eyes. The rest of the academy avoided him like the plague because of his family history. Growing up wealthy, he never had a chance to connect with regular people and it showed by the over the top food and club room. 
 
    Symon rushed over to the food, “This is amazing!” 
 
    The spellsword grabbed a plate and began loading it up with meat. 
 
    Vance’s smile brightened a little. 
 
    Dax nodded as he stepped closer, “This is amazing. Thank you for providing such a spread. I’m sure it will bring students in.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dax. It means a lot to hear it,” Vance said with a smile. “Have some food. I’m sure Fern will be here soon.” 
 
    The last rays of sunlight died as evening cast her dark blanket across the sky. Stars twinkled to life as a chill filled the outside air. Inside the club room, warmth and food filled bodies and bellies. Symon ate like a hog at feeding time. Dax joined him at the large table, chowing down on the delicious food. Vance watched, unable to sit just yet, expecting a flood of students to come in. A knock at the door caused the three men to turn their heads, Fern flying in. 
 
    The fairy was all smiles as she zipped around the room. Landing on the floor, light engulfed her body and she was five feet tall. Much like Symon, she grabbed a plate of food and began filling it up. When her plate was full, she sauntered over to Dax and plopped down in a seat next to him. Before Dax could finish chewing and say hi, the fairy wrapped her arm around his neck and hugged him close. 
 
    “So glad you could make it! I’ve been looking forward to this all day,” the fairy grinned before she let go. 
 
    Dax swallowed and smiled. “Yea, this should be fun.” 
 
    Vance sat down with a plate of food, “We should have a deluge of students any time now.” 
 
    The four nodded and sat, food shoved in their mouths as they waited. 
 
    Time ticked on and after an hour, no one else appeared. 
 
    Dax and Symon sat back, their bellies full. Fern pulled at a small lock of her hair and then blew out some air to cause it to bounce. Vance’s small smile had long faded, poking his food with his fork. 
 
    “I told everyone to come,” Fern sighed before she put her face down on her arms in defeat. 
 
    “The exams are just a few days away. Maybe everyone is buckling down and studying?” Symon said, trying to be positive. 
 
    Dax stretched his arms over his head. “Or nobody likes us,” the mage yawned. 
 
    “Dax!” Symon said with a growl. 
 
    Vance nodded. “It could be all of that. I can’t say I’m completely surprised. That’s why I brought a backup.” 
 
    Fern lifted her head and looked to Vance. Dax let his arms drop to his side and Symon raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Vance stood up and walked over to the food table. Lifting the tablecloth, he reached with his other hand and pulled out a large chest. Bringing it to the center of the room, by the big table, all eyes looked over and down to see what he was doing. 
 
    Vance opened the chest and began pulling out bottles of mead, ales, and spirits. The mage placed them on the table, one by one until the chest was empty and a dozen bottles stood. 
 
    “Always have a backup plan,” the spikey haired mage said with a small smile. 
 
    The three at the table looked to Vance, then each other and finally to the bottles. With excited fervor, hands grabbed at bottles and pulled corks and tops. Alcohol flowed as they laughed and drank. The mood shifted from disappointment to a party atmosphere as they guzzled spirits rather quickly.  
 
    Time wavered instead of marched. Vance and Dax clinked bottles before they drank down some more. Symon guzzled mead and Fern laughed. Giggles and laughter rose up as red touched cheeks and noses. 
 
    “Not a bad first meeting,” Dax said sheepishly as the alcohol began to sink into his body. 
 
    “I doubt we can say we are boring,” Vance said before he burped. 
 
    Fern laughed at Vance’s burp. “I thought they had burps and farts magically removed from the elite?” 
 
    Vance nodded with a smile. “My parents felt I needed to be like the common people,” the mage joked. 
 
    “Burps and farts are a sign of character,” Symon said and lifted his leg, letting one rip. 
 
    Dax wrinkled his nose. “I think your character died and soon, so will we.” 
 
    The four laughed loud and hard before they clinked their individual bottles and guzzled down some more. 
 
    The door to the club room opened and a golden blonde woman with dragon eyes stepped in. Zarra watched as the four members sat, laughed and talked. It took a long moment, but they soon all turned their eyes to the beautiful dragon in human form and cheered. 
 
    “Welcome!” Dax shouted. 
 
    “Zarra!” Fern shouted next. 
 
    “Welcome to the club,” Vance bowed his head. 
 
    “Plenty of food!” Symon said before looking to the food table again and contemplating getting more. 
 
    Zarra gave a small smile as she approached. Her dragon eyes nearly glowed as she watched them. 
 
    “I apologize for being late. I had to worship tonight.” 
 
    “The life of a cleric,” Vance nodded. 
 
    Dax and Symon looked to the dragon woman.  
 
    “You’re a cleric?” Dax asked. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I am. Many dragons don’t follow any faith, but the dragon gods. I follow the ways of Umus, Holy Guardian of Light.” 
 
    “I thought, since you were a cleric, you might follow the ways of Vala,” Dax said and wiggled his eyebrows. 
 
    Symon let out a gruff chuckle while Fern punched Dax on the arm. 
 
    “Ow! I was just having fun,” Dax said as he rubbed his arm and already felt the bruise forming. 
 
    “That’s rude! Besides, faith doesn’t mean abstinence, I think,” Fern’s anger bubbling away to confusion. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “Umus does not require us to cage ourselves. Like Vala, the seductive arts can heal all kinds of pain.” 
 
    “It’s getting real hot in here,” Dax laughed. 
 
    Symon drank down his bottle of mead and reached for another. Vance leaned his head back, enjoying the comforting feel of the alcohol. Fern’s gaze had remained firmly on Dax and the mage simply smiled, lost to inner thoughts. Zarra sat and simply watched. 
 
    Vance lifted his head and looked to the cleric. “Have a drink with us.” 
 
    Zarra bowed her head. “I would, but there isn’t enough.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the dragon woman.  
 
    “Okay, I’m going to ask what we are all thinking. First, can you drink? Second, how much is just enough for a dragon? Three, you can drink?” Dax laughed. 
 
    “Three barrels,” Zarra stated with a kind tone. 
 
    All eyes blinked in unison. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Zarra nodded and picked up a full bottle of spirits. Lifting it up, the dragon cleric gulped it down. The liquid in the clear bottle practically vanished in mere moments before she placed it back on the table, her expression unchanged. 
 
    “I will need more,” Zarra said in a soft tone. 
 
    Vance was to his feet, swaying slightly. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Symon laughed as Vance stepped from the room and closed the door. Dax sat back with his bottle, taking swigs and warmth touching his face. Fern got up and sat by Zarra, the fairy and dragon began talking. Symon went to the food table and began loading up on yet another plate. 
 
    The mood was sublime, muscles relaxing as Dax leaned back in his chair. His satchel was hanging from his chair and his thoughts drifted on pink spirits. Lantern light flicked throughout the room as a rosy haze filled eyes. 
 
    I can’t remember ever feeling this relaxed. 
 
    Dax smiled to himself, seeing Symon eat like a wild beast. Fern was excited and talking to Zarra. The cleric nodded and spoke little, listening to every word from the fairy. It all blended together as the relief of not being expelled only heightened the mood. 
 
    Images of Nuria blasting him to the floor crept in. The uplifting mood soured slightly, as did his smile. The laughter and pointing stabbed into his heart and rippled along his mind. Despite how much he tried, he was simply not fast enough to cast spells in time. Thoughts circled, knowing no one would take a chance on a champion with a slow spell casting ability. 
 
    There must be a better way to cast spells. Trying to survive was a skill on its own, trying to figure out where my next meal was on the streets. Now that I’m here, it’s a different kind of survival. To be a champion, I have to figure out a way to cast spells faster and better than my fellow champions.  
 
    Symon sat down next to Dax with a plate of hot food. “You never told me what exactly happened in the Battle Club? Did you just throw spells at each other?” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “No. We had to randomly pick a card and create a construct to…” the mage trailed off. 
 
    Symon chewed as he watched the gears working in Dax’s eyes. They darted to the sides as if he was struck by lightning. They continued to go back and forth until the mage turned around and pulled his spellbook from his satchel. 
 
    Dax opened the book and placed it on the table. He fished out his quill and ink vial. Turning thick groups of pages, he reached the last blank page and ripped it out. Opening the little ink vial, he dipped his quill in it and let it sit. Fingers moved back the page he just ripped out, folded it into four quarters. Fingers pressed down along the edges and he unfolded it. Tearing neatly across the creases, he made four small squares and laid them out on the table before him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Symon asked with food in his mouth. 
 
    Dax started talking as he pulled the quill and began drawing symbols on one of the squares, “Spellbook paper is treated to accept mana and contain it. That’s why you just can’t write spells on anything. I think they did it this way so a mage is better organized.” 
 
    Dax continued to draw perfect symbols as he tapped his Air Sphere of magic. “The paper helps you focus your spells. The written incantations help lessen the chance of saying a wrong word of phrase but what I keep noticing is some of the words and phrases are too much. You can get the same effect without adding certain things.” 
 
    Mana travelled down Dax’s arm, a tingling sensation flowing, filling the quill and settling into the ink. Dax held onto the moment of inspiration, quill and mind working as he pumped a small amount of mana into the small square of paper. 
 
    “I still don’t understand,” Symon chewed as he watched Dax work. 
 
    “I don’t either, but I’m going to try something,” Dax worked feverishly, filling every amount of space with small words and many symbols. 
 
    Fern and Zarra looked over as Dax’s hand moved with deft skill. The room grew silent as all three watched the mage work. After a few long moments, Dax smiled and lifted up a square piece of paper. 
 
    “Can someone put an empty bottle on the other side of the table?” the mage asked. 
 
    Fern was to her feet, transparent wings fluttering. The fairy picked up a bottle and placed it on the other side before stepping back. 
 
    Dax was to his feet, eyeing his creation between two fingers and smiling. Lifting his gaze, he looked at the bottle on the edge of the table, eight feet away. 
 
    “I stored mana of a simple air spell into the paper. Theoretically, I should be able to whisper the command word and channel the spell.” 
 
    Symon lifted an eyebrow, “Isn’t that how spells work anyway?” 
 
    “To a degree, but you have to draw the magical energy through your book or your memory. I compacted the spell so I shouldn’t need to flip to any pages to find it or whisper long phrases. Everything I need to cast is on this little piece of paper. It will shave off precious seconds, if it works.” 
 
    “Very interesting,” Zarra smiled. 
 
    “I want to see,” Fern smiled, hands clasped before her chin. 
 
    Symon sobered up a little and smiled at his friend. “Do it.” 
 
    Dax nodded and pointed the small piece of paper at the empty bottle. Nervous energy spiked along his entire body. He had no idea if the spell would work on such a flimsy piece of spellbook paper. Never mind that it could surge and blow up in his face. 
 
    “Maybe, everyone should step back a little,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Zarra was up and stepping back with Fern. Symon was up with his plate of food, taking a few big steps back and chewing. 
 
    Dax closed his eyes and took a deep inhale. When he opened them, he pointed the paper at the bottle and whispered the command word. 
 
    The paper vibrated before a blast of air shot forth. Eyes widened as an air bolt struck the glass bottle and shattered it into tiny shards. The power behind it was strong enough to send the shards into the wall, a further ten feet away. 
 
    Symon’s jaw dropped, food nearly falling out. Fern and Zara stared in amazement. Dax stood with wide eyes, disbelief coloring his mind. 
 
    “It wor…” Dax began before the paper in his hand began to vibrate. 
 
    Sparks flew into the air as energies swirled around the paper. Bodies stepped back as Dax threw the paper into the air. A flash of light filled the air before the paper turned black and fell away in pieces of ash. 
 
    “That was incredible,” Symon whispered. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do that,” Fern said with wide eyes. 
 
    “Mages can’t, at least, not in any history books I’ve read,” Zarra stated, her golden eyes drinking in Dax’s shocked expression. 
 
    “I have to try that again,” Dax said as he sat down and started drawing symbols and writing arcane words again. 
 
    Vance came back into the room and looked to see everyone standing around Dax.  
 
    The mage stepped in, getting closer, “Several barrels of spirits should be here soon. The kitchen staff will drop it off, but we can’t talk about it with…what’s going on?” 
 
    “Dax may have discovered a new way to cast spells,” Symon said with wide eyes. 
 
    Vance stepped closer and looked down at Dax working. The mage scribbled symbols and arcane words and was nearly done. 
 
    “Interesting, try to draw those two symbols closer. It will help sphere and word interaction,” Vance added as he looked down. 
 
    Dax nodded, drawing the symbols closer and streamlining the design. Minutes slipped by before the paper was finished. 
 
    Bodies stepped back as Fern put another bottle on the end of the table. 
 
    Dax held up the paper between two fingers and looked to the bottle again. “This is a simple life construct spell. It will create a mana phantom that will obey my commands. I drew everything closer together so the paper shouldn’t explode.” 
 
    “Explode?” Vance asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Fern pulled Vance back, “You’ll see, if it happens.” 
 
    The small group of friends pulled back as Dax focused and held the paper before him. Whispering the command word, the paper flashed. Mist flowed and spiraled into a tiny unicorn. It charged through the air before hooves touched down on the table. Everyone watched as it lowered its head and rammed the glass bottle, shattering it to pieces. 
 
    The tiny unicorn jumped and kicked as it danced around the table. Symon and Fern punched the air and cheered. Zarra clapped, her expression blank, but eyes wide. Vance nodded and smiled. 
 
    Dax looked at the paper in his hand. It glimmered for seconds before it began to vibrate. Flicking the paper, it soared into the air, flashed and fell away to ash. The unicorn stopped dancing and faded away with a tiny moan. 
 
    “Again!” Dax said as he hunkered down and started drawing again. 
 
    Everyone gathered around as Dax worked. Pumping 25 points of mana into each paper and drawing out the spell consumed him. Every time he activated the spell, the same result. The spell would work, but the paper would burn up. Vance began to question the spacing and suggested adding a few words to help stabilize the spell. Zarra gave advice as well, her extensive dragon knowledge on mana helping to streamline the spells further. Fern and Symon cheered Dax on as he worked furiously. 
 
    After eight attempts, every spell ended the same with the paper burning up. A knock at the door pulled everyone’s attention and the barrels were wheeled in. The kitchen staff quickly left as the evening continued.   
 
    Dax worked as Symon pulled a cork from a barrel. Zarra nodded before she lifted the barrel effortlessly and began to drink. Vance smiled as he watched the dragon drink and Fern stayed close to Dax’s side, watching him with fascination. 
 
    Time spiraled on and the excitement began to wane to drunken gazes. Dax could barely keep his head up, his hand cramping. 
 
    It works! The smaller spells work! I don’t have to waste time waiting for a book to turn to the spell I want or mumbling incantations. The spell just needs to be activated and the paper does all the work. I just need to stop the paper from burning up! 
 
    Vance tried to look at Dax, but his gaze kept floating to the side. “It could be the paper? Spells need more surface space. I think it helps stabilize them, otherwise, spellbooks would burn up.” 
 
    “Thicker paper could work. Maybe a card?” Symon said as he watched Zarra finish the first barrel. 
 
    Dax nodded, moving to his spellbook and writing down everything he just did. He wrote notes and possibilities, plus the procedure and symbols to use so he wouldn’t forget. The drunken haze sank deeper into his mind as he wrote out everything he could in the back of his spellbook before his head felt heavy and he put his forehead on the table.     
 
    Fern put her hand on Dax’s back and rubbed it. “I think the party’s over.” 
 
    Zarra finished her second barrel and placed it on the floor.  
 
    “I’m almost there,” the dragon said and burped.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Zarra said politely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    The room began to spin. Dax tried to maintain his balance as the excitement of his discovery died down and the alcohol rushed in. It struck like a hammer and wouldn’t pull back enough for him to steady himself. The room went from spinning to a tilt as someone helped him to his feet. 
 
    Vance eyed Dax and Fern, the fairy helping the mage to his feet. Zarra and Symon looked over, another burp escaping the blonde dragon woman’s lips. 
 
    “I can take him to the dorm,” Symon said with concern. 
 
    Fern shook her head. “You guys are still having a good time. I know the way. I’ll ask at the desk what room he is in and set him down for the night.” 
 
    Symon looked to Dax who was struggling to stay on his feet. 
 
    “It’s…fine,” the mage managed, the alcohol swirling in his stomach. 
 
    “Don’t get sick in the room,” Symon said in a low tone. 
 
    Fern smiled, “I’ll take care of him.” 
 
    “I won’t be far behind,” Symon smiled and turned his attention to Zarra. “I just have to see if it's true that she needs three barrels.” 
 
    The cleric’s smile grew a little wider, her teeth showing and dragon eyes blinking. 
 
    “I’ll close up after,” Vance added. “Shall we do this once a week? Maybe twice?” 
 
    Dax said something and it came out in a mumble. 
 
    “We can decide tomorrow,” Fern smirked and helped the drunk mage to the door. 
 
    The fairy glanced back to see Zarra lifting up the last barrel, Symon and Vance watching in pure astonishment. 
 
    “Thank…you,” Dax tried to say, the words barely coming out. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. We still have to get you to your room,” Fern said as she helped him into the corridor and straight for the stairs. 
 
    A few tumultuous minutes later and with Dax stumbling along, the pair were out the building and on the courtyard. Their legs moved slowly, but Fern seemed to manage, despite being shorter than her drunk friend. 
 
    “You’re…strong,” Dax said and held back a wet burp. 
 
    Fern sighed. “Everyone thinks just because I’m a fairy, I’m some weak person.” 
 
    Dax sobered up silently, “I meant it…as a compliment.” 
 
    Fern looked up to Dax as he gave a crooked smile. The fairy’s black hair changed, taking on red highlights and pink touched her cheeks. 
 
    “Your hair,” Dax said with a stupid smile. 
 
    Fern said nothing, helping the mage along as they made their way to the dorms. The walk was much slower, the fairy holding Dax up. The way the alcohol hit him, she could see that he drank a little too much and he couldn’t keep it together. 
 
    “I…” Dax managed before his boot hit a stone and he fell. 
 
    Fern watched in slow motion as Dax spun and fell on his back. Laughter erupted from his lips as he held his stomach. 
 
    “Ow! That hurt,” he laughed like a mad man, rolling around on the cold, wet stone. 
 
    Fern watched him, her eyes drinking in his drunken state. Lights appeared and danced around her head as the red highlights stretched, pushing down the black. 
 
    Dax stopped rolling around and looked up at the crown of lights and red seeping into her black hair, his eyes dazzled. 
 
    “You are beautiful,” he said.  
 
    Fern stood, stunned. The way he looked at her, sent a warm shudder through her body. Transparent wings fluttered as an aura surrounded her body. 
 
    Dax propped himself up on his elbows, gazing on the glowing spectacle before him. “I don’t know what is happening, but it’s amazing.” 
 
    Fern bit her lip and her eyes hardened. The glowing lights vanished, but the red stayed. Kneeling down, she took hold of the mage and helped him to his feet. Arm over her shoulder, she helped him along the rest of the way, arriving at the dormitories. 
 
    The pair nearly stumbled in, a young man sitting at a desk. He saw Dax and frowned. When he saw the fairy holding him up, his frown softened. 
 
    “Dax Sage’s room?” Fern asked with a simple smile. 
 
    The young man at the help desk nodded and gave her the floor and room number. A short time later, the pair stumbled onto the floor. A moment later, the door opened and Fern brought Dax inside. 
 
    Seeing the beds, she helped the mage along. Dax barely pointed to one of the beds. Fern nodded and pulled him over to it. With a heave, she spun him around and he fell on his back onto the bed. 
 
    Dax mumbled incoherently as Fern took in her surroundings. The dorm was simple, a large room with two beds and two desks. A single window looked out to the courtyard. To the right was a small kitchen. To the left was a small bathroom. Two shelves were at the foot of the beds but they overflowed with books, to the point there were several stacks of books on the floor. 
 
    “Why…is your hair…red?” Dax forced himself to be coherent. 
 
    Fern turned her attention to the mage as he lay on his back, his gaze on her. 
 
    The fairy hugged her waist and looked away. “It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    Dax struggled to sit up. When that didn’t work, he beckoned her closer. Fern stepped closer, looking down at Dax’s bright eyes and warm smile. 
 
    “We are the Heroes of Kinarth. We shouldn’t be embarrassed at who we are,” Dax’s words smooth as silk. 
 
    Fern blinked as she looked down on him, his handsome features and bright spirit all she could see. 
 
    “Sometimes, fairy hair changes color to our mood,” Fern looked away. 
 
    Dax nodded while still on his back. “What does red mean? And, what about the lights?” 
 
    Fern bit her lip before she looked back to him. The pinpoints of lights appeared around her head again. 
 
    “The hair color means I’m having a strong emotion. The lights mean I’m turned on,” Fern said matter of fact. 
 
    Dax sobered up a little more as he was able to sit up. 
 
    “Lay down,” Fern said in a low tone. 
 
    Dax ignored her and smiled, “Turned on? Really?” 
 
    The fairy looked at him, mentally choosing her words before she spoke. “Dax, I liked you when I met you at the party, but I didn’t know you. I still don’t know you, but what I saw back at the club meeting was beautiful. Your spirit soared and it infected everyone there.” 
 
    Fern sat down on the edge of the bed, her wings fluttering. “When…fairies wish to mate, a crown of lights appears around our heads and sometimes an aura. My people love to drink and the lights show we are…wanting. It has been like that since the beginning of our history.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Dax smirked. 
 
    “You know nothing, Dax Sage,” Fern returned his smirk with her own. 
 
    The mage found himself turning onto his side, facing the beautiful fairy.  
 
    Fern looked to the mage, his silence killing her. “I know I’m odd. I’m the first berserker fairy ever. Please, don’t make me feel self-conscious about it.” 
 
    Dax gave her a confused look. “Self-conscious? You shouldn’t feel that way. I think it’s beautiful, you’re beautiful.” 
 
    Fern stared. “Why did you…disappear after the party? The real reason?” 
 
    Dax was silent for a moment before his lips parted. “I didn’t think I would be at the Academy much longer. I…didn’t want any friendships because I thought I would be going home soon. My casting ability is very slow and it was only a matter of time before the Academy realized I wouldn’t be a good champion.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “I can understand what you mean. My village was happy I was going to Kinarth. Then they laughed when I told them I was going to train as a berserker. There are no fairy berserkers, but my human bloodline says something different.” 
 
    Dax blinked. “You’re part human?” 
 
    Fern nodded. “My grandfather fell in love with my grandmother. He was human and she was fairy folk. They had a dozen children and each of them grew up to have many more. Because of his blood, I am able to control my impulses better. Most fairies are lazy, impulsive, lackadaisical and drunks. They do like magic, anything to make things easier.  
 
    “Growing up in my village, it burned me up to see them so drunk and lazy. Don’t get me wrong, I love a good drink and I have my moments where getting out of bed is like climbing a tall tree, but my grandfather was a warrior during the Void War. He had a deep rage that only my grandmother was able to tame.” 
 
    Fern sighed before her shoulders sunk down. “When I was visiting my human side of the family, they laughed at me too for wanting to become a berserker. They laughed right up to the point I punched one of my second cousins, knocking him out cold.” 
 
    “You seem to like punching people,” Dax said. 
 
    Fern nodded. “Only the rude ones. Don’t be rude and you won’t get punched.” 
 
    Dax gave Fern a nervous glance. “Sorry…if I was rude at the party.” 
 
    Fern’s eyes lit up. “That’s right, you were rude. You should be punished.” 
 
    The mage kept his nervous smile as Fern turned her body to him, leaned down, her hand cupping his cheek and kissed him. Lights appeared again, but the pair didn’t notice, eyes closed and lips lingering. The warmth between them grew and when they pulled away, their eyes opened, savoring each other’s tastes. 
 
    “You’re glowing,” Dax smiled as he looked at the floating lights above her head. 
 
    “You were too, when you were casting your spells,” Fern said in a sultry whisper. 
 
    Dax reached up and ran the back of his fingers down Fern’s cheek. The glowing lights grew brighter as heat rushed to Fern’s cheeks. Heat bloomed between them, stoking the fiery blaze. 
 
    “Are you okay,” Fern asked with sultry eyes. 
 
    “I think I’ve sobered up some. Why do you ask?” 
 
    The fairy stood up and began unlatching her leather suit. Wings folded back as the top slipped from her shoulders, exposing her upper body. Her breasts bounced as pink nipples stood on their own. The leather top fell to the floor and Fern looked to Dax with warmth, glowing lights forming above her head making a makeshift crown. 
 
    “Get undressed,” Fern whispered. 
 
    Dax sat up and began pulling at his clothes. Robe opened, he pulled it from his body, bunched it up and threw it across the room. Small clothes were next as Fern’s fingers slipped into her waistband and snaked her hips out of her leather leggings. Red hair between her legs glowed as she slipped her leggings down to her ankles, Dax unable to take his eyes off of her.  
 
    Fern stood by the edge of the bed, naked. Her gaze ran along Dax’s body, seeing his fit form and growing manhood. The lights twinkled over her head as she was nearly lighting up the room. 
 
    Dax admired the five-foot tall fairy. Smooth, silky skin glowed from her crown of light. A wanting filled her almond shaped eyes. Invisible energy bloomed between them for a long moment before she slipped into bed. Bodies touched and Dax’s member bounced. Fingers ran down his shaft as Fern ignored Dax’s gaze, teasing him. 
 
    The bed grew warmer as Dax placed his hand on Fern’s hip and pressed his lips to her neck. The fairy shuddered before gently grasping the mage’s cock and stroking. Dax’s hands explored Fern’s curves before taking hold of her ass and giving it a squeeze. A giggle floated up between them and Fern kissed his chest. 
 
    Bodies writhed to playful touches, Dax’s eyes drinking in Fern’s beauty as she snuggled her head to his chest. He noticed the twelve-point star tattoo on her back-shoulder blade. Fern pulled back, glancing at Dax’s twelve-point star tattoo on his arm. The couple lingered, enjoying the sweet sensations. 
 
    “Don’t come until I tell you,” Fern smiled before her body slid down against his. 
 
    Dax remained silent as Fern looked up with a wicked grin. Hand on Dax’s hip, she pushed him onto his back, her upper body between his parted thighs. A breath later, her lips closed down around his throbbing member, slowly sliding down, inch after inch. 
 
    Dax’s head fell back into the pillow, his eyes wide as bliss crawled up his body. He felt every nuance as her tongue licked and her lips stayed firm. The teasing caused his heart to hammer in his chest as she played with his cock, licking and sucking. Soon, wet sounds rose up and it only added to the mood. 
 
    It’s been a while. Keep it together. 
 
    As if hearing the mage’s thoughts, Fern increased the tempo, head bobbing as her tongue pressed just under the head, along the sensitive flesh. 
 
    “Fuck,” Dax said, unable to remain quiet. 
 
    Muffled moans vibrated and Dax was gritting his teeth in restraint. Fern closed her eyes, enjoying his musk and taste. Wetness bloomed between her own thighs and a hand snaked down, massaging herself. Finger sliding over her own clit, the fairy moaned louder as she engulfed Dax’s member, lips touching the base. 
 
    Dax’s entire body pulsed with need, ready to unleash his very soul into Fern’s throat. Her words lingered in his mind and he clamped down control. Trying to distract himself, he thought about his new kind of spell casting from earlier in the evening, but that only made him harder. 
 
    Fern pulled her head back, pre-come touching her tongue. Lips letting go of his cock, the fairy pulled her head up, panting and weakness in her eyes. A finger rubbed her engorged clit as hips moved. Heat and light danced before she shuddered and let out a weak moan. 
 
    Dax couldn’t hold back any more. The mage curled his body up and took hold of the fairy. Fern didn’t fight him as he pulled her up and pushed her onto her back. Moving over her, his cock was iron hard. Fern let out a wanting gasp, her thighs spread and finger making slow circles. The orgasm blasted every nerve in her body as she begged with her whimpers.  
 
    The mage moved his hips, pressing his thick head to her fiery womanhood. There was some resistance, but wetness flowed like a river. Dax ran fingers along her burning skin as his hips worked. The moment he pushed in, Fern’s eyes rolled into her head and fluttered, the emptiness inside filling up.  
 
    “Don’t…be gentle,” the fairy hissed as she was lost to an ocean of bliss. 
 
    Dax barely controlled himself, moving slowly, back and forth. She teased him and now he wanted to tease her. Fern’s legs wrapped around his waist when he thrust down to the hilt. When he pulled back, he didn’t get far as she tensed her legs and forced him back into her. Her legs dictated the speed and depth and the mage found himself complying to Fern’s whims. 
 
    Moans rose up and soon both lovers sang the same song. The heat between them was suffocating, but they couldn’t slow or stop themselves. Dax squeezed one of Fern’s firm breasts as his mouth latched onto the other one. His tongue licking, the fairy moaned louder. Their hips continued their intimate dance until Dax let out a small growl. 
 
    Fern’s eyes rolled back into place and widened as Dax’s hips thrust with a soul crushing need. The mage lifted his head and the pair stared into each other’s eyes and bodies moved of their own accord. Fern squeezed the mage and the mage pushed deeper. The music reached its crescendo. 
 
    “Come on my belly,” Fern whispered. 
 
    Dax could barely understand the words as maddening need took root. With a loud groan, he pulled out and stroked his member. White seed burst from the tip and splashed on her flawless skin. Fern moaned and smiled as she rubbed it onto her skin, the lights above her head twinkling.  
 
    Dax panted as he saw the look of satisfaction on Fern’s face. Then, he looked down at himself and saw that his cock was not wilting. 
 
    “I’m really turned on,” the mage laughed. 
 
    Fern slammed her palm into the mage’s shoulder. He went flying into the wall and falling back onto the bed. The shock stunned him as Fern was on top of him, pressing her wet valley to his still standing member. 
 
    “It’s the mana of the island. Just go with it,” the fairy said with a wicked grin as she sank down on his hard inches until their bodies met. 
 
    There was a click at the front door.  
 
    Fern grabbed the blanket and pulled it over her entire body. Dax was trapped on his back as he lifted his head and looked over Fern’s covered body.  
 
    Symon stepped in and nearly stumbled forward; his eyes wide. The spellsword laughed to himself until he saw Dax in bed, a covered mound over him. 
 
    “Are you two having sex?” the spellsword chuckled. 
 
    Dax simply grinned as Fern moved her hips. The mound moved with barely a humanoid shape to it, but the small moan was unmistakable. 
 
    Symon shook his head. “I need some sleep so keep it down.” 
 
    The spellsword made his way to his bed and flopped down. Kicking his boots off, he didn’t bother to undress as he turned on his side, his back to the engaged couple. 
 
    “We’re not stopping,” Fern whispered. 
 
    Dax simply laid there, staring at the ceiling as Fern had her way with him. Soon, Symon’s snoring filled the room, small moans joining his slumbering song. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax walked along the courtyard with a small smile. Symon glanced over and shook his head. 
 
    The mage felt lighter as he walked. Thinking about last night only made him happier. Fern stayed for a few hours before she got dressed, kissed him, and left. His body sore, it didn’t faze the mage as relief washed over his spirit. 
 
    “So, you had fun last night,” Symon smirked. 
 
    Dax nodded. “Yea. How was it with Zarra and Vance?” 
 
    Symon shrugged. “Zarra drank the third barrel and she turned into almost a different person. She danced a little and slurred as she talked. Her tail appeared and hit the floor so hard, we thought she cracked the foundation.  
 
    “It wasn’t long after that when Vance and I took her to her dorm. She saw herself up to her room, singing the whole time until we left. Vance and I talked a little bit before we parted ways. He seems like a good guy.” 
 
    “Sounds like a successful first meeting,” Dax grinned. 
 
    Symon nodded. “About last night…” 
 
    Dax turned to his friend. “I had no idea last night was going to happen like that.” 
 
    Symon smiled. “No, not about you and Fern. I mean, the spell casting you were doing. That was really amazing. I think you should keep trying.” 
 
    The mage nodded. “Me too. I can’t stop thinking about it. I have some time before class and I was going to do some research.” 
 
    “Do you want any help?”  
 
    Dax smiled. “Not right now, but thanks. The Trial Exams are just a few days away and I have a lot to do. Don’t tell anyone about what I did last night. I’ll have to talk to Vance, Fern, and Zarra about it later. It has to be a club secret.” 
 
    “If I see any of them, I’ll be sure to tell them not to talk about it. I hope they can keep a secret.” 
 
    A bell rang out. 
 
    Symon sighed. “I need to get to class. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “See you later,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The two friends parted ways. 
 
    Dax made his way to the Mage Tower. He had a few hours before his class, plenty of time to research. 
 
    Stepping into the wide tower, he made his way to the Scribe Craft class. The chamber was empty, except for the professor who was leaning back in his chair, hands on his stomach and eyes closed. 
 
    Dax coughed. 
 
    The professor opened his eyes and sat up with a welcoming smile.  
 
    “Hello Dax. What brings you by this morning? Scribe class isn’t for a few hours.” 
 
    “Hello Professor Plume. The Trial Exams are just a few days away and I need some advice on a project I’m working on.” 
 
    The professor nodded. “I’m happy to help.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Paper in spells books are specially made. What’s the process behind it?” 
 
    “Good question, something we are going to cover after the Trials. I don’t see why I can’t go over the process now. You’re going to learn it anyway. 
 
    “Spellbook paper is infused with mana. It helps with containing the spell for future use. The academy has special presses where we can churn out spellbooks, otherwise it would take much longer to create so many books for new students. That’s why they are your most prized possession.” 
 
    “Is there a reason spellbooks are rather large?” 
 
    Professor Plume nodded. “Yes. The paper needs to be just the right size to contain the spell. It’s why in class, you must design the spells a certain way.” 
 
    “I see. What if we made spellbooks smaller, for easier handling?” 
 
    The professor smiled. “The thinner the paper, the less likely it will hold the spell. Mana containment is key. For thousands of years, spellbooks have remained largely the same because it works. Many have tried to make smaller spellbooks, but they tend to go up in flames.” 
 
    The professor tapped at his own cheek. “Talking about this is fine, but do you want to see the actual presses? I have been looking for an assistant to help the others in crafting books. It will be a great hands-on experience.” 
 
    “That sounds fantastic,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Professor Plume was to his feet and walking. “Let’s get down to the basement.” 
 
    It didn’t take long for the professor and student to make their way down the winding stairs to the sub-level of the tower. Dax memorized the way. When they reached a thick, iron bound door, Professor Plume gave it a series of taps and the door opened. 
 
    “If you decide to help, I’ll give you a magic knock. It’s different for everyone so we can keep track of who comes and goes.” 
 
    The professor led the way and stepped inside, Dax following. 
 
    The mage’s eyes drank in the immense chamber. Strange machines he never saw before moved with mechanical precision. People walked around, moving stacks of books to staging areas while others inspected each one. Desks took up the surrounding areas while the machines were in the middle. There were no windows and the smell of paper filled the air like a library’s scent. 
 
    “Let’s learn a few things,” the professor smiled as he led the way. 
 
    Dax was all ears as Professor Plume ran down the process. He touched on how paper was made, refined and liquid mana was added to it. Dax watched as the man took joy in the process, giving details on how the machines worked. The mage made mental notes as he watched the big presses work, cutting treated paper and the binding process. When they finished circling the chamber, seeing how everything worked, the professor brought Dax to a beat-up press that wasn’t working. 
 
    “Everyone who works here needs to practice. If you decide you want to be part of the team, you’ll work on this press to get the process down right. Do you feel like you want to be part of the book making elite?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “I sure do, Professor.” 
 
    “You can work down here when not in class. Don’t let it interfere with your studies. If you have time now, I’ll run through each step.” 
 
    “I have time,” Dax nodded. 
 
    “Okay, let’s start. I’ll get you access when we’re finished,” Professor Plume smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    Days floated by as Dax studied and worked in the Spellbook Chamber. Madness consumed him as he learned the intricacies of the process. The mage was often distracted in his classes, a higher purpose fueling his resolve. At the end of each class, he would race downstairs and work the worn-out old press machine. Professor Plume was very specific on page size, but once he wasn’t around, Dax tweaked the machine and tried different sizes. It didn’t take long before he increased the thickness, making his own cards and bringing them back to the dorm.  
 
    Working on the spell cards took up every evening. Symon was often there, helping if he could. Fern stopped by many times and offered support. The berserker and spellsword would often help put out fires if a card exploded, which happened a few times. Despite the small setbacks, Dax didn’t let it slow him down. His spirit teetered on the cusp of something new and amazing and he simply couldn’t allow himself to let it slip by. 
 
    Sleep eluded the young mage as he worked. Fern would say her goodbyes and Symon would pass out in his bed, but Dax designed cards with feverish intent. When he drew patterns and wrote down the incantations on a card, he barely let the ink dry before he held the card up with two fingers. The designs filled the card in his hand before small words were scribbled along the bottom. 
 
    Name: Unicorn 
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Charge/Horn/Trample 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Feeling drained, Dax admired his work. Several nights he pumped mana into each card experiment. Many of them blew up in small flames. After working to perfect the size and thickness of the cards, his first real success was when an air bolt knocked down everything not nailed down. Attack spells were too dangerous to perform in a dorm room, so he changed his approach by making a card with a mana phantom. He couldn’t make the spell stronger than his current sphere degree, but deep down, he knew that would change with time. 
 
    Symon snored as Dax stood up and stepped to the center of the room. 
 
    “No time like the present,” the mage smiled as he held the card out and said the trigger word. 
 
    A stream of energy blasted out, shifting and churning until a full-sized, ghostly unicorn appeared in the middle of the large bedroom. It rose up on its hindlegs, neighing loud enough for Symon to bolt out of bed and crash onto the floor. The spellsword reached for his blade, sheathed and hanging by his bed. Gripping the handle, he nearly drew it until he heard Dax’s shouting. 
 
    “I did it! I FUCKING DID IT!” the mage cried out as the unicorn’s hooves hit the floor. 
 
    Dax watched the card, waiting to see if anything else happened or if it was ready to explode. The mana glow along the designs faded, but the card didn’t spark or blow up. 
 
    “You did it,” Symon said, astonished. 
 
    The ghostly unicorn turned around and stepped closer, horned head low. Dax ran his fingers through its mane, energy tickling at his fingers. 
 
    Symon was to his feet, sword sliding back into its sheath and gaping at the full-sized unicorn in their room. 
 
    Dax continued to hold the card as his other hand petted the majestic beast. “The thickness of the card allows it to hold a mana charge. From what I noticed from the other experiments, the card will regain its mana over a period of time, like about a day.” 
 
    Dax smirked as he pumped 25 mana into the card and the runes and symbols glowed again. Whispering the command word, energy sparked and flew out. Symon stepped back and fell into his bed as a second phantom unicorn appeared next to the first one. 
 
    The creatures pressed the sides of their heads and necks together in affection as the bedroom was very crowded. 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed as his smirk grew wider. “Despite using the charge, I can charge it again with my own mana. I don’t know how many times I can do this because it might destroy the card, but this makes old spellcasting a thing of the past. 
 
    “I have a lot of work to do tonight.” 
 
    Symon looked to his friend just as Dax said another arcane word and the two unicorns faded away. 
 
    “More work?” Symon asked with an inquisitive tone. 
 
    Dax nodded.  
 
    “Tomorrow is the Trial Exams and I need a full deck of mana cards if I’m going to ace the tests,” the mage smiled before it turned into a smirk. 
 
    “Tomorrow, we bend the rules.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    The Courtyard was alive with activity. Students and professors moved with purpose, forming up into groups by classes. Dax watched as over a hundred mages crowded around together, Professor Frost shouting at students to stay together.  
 
    The mage looked over to see a hundred berserkers shouting chants and raising blunt weapons like clubs and maces into the air. They growled and shouted their pledges, their eyes wild with excitement. Fern was among them, her eight-inch form zipping around and swinging mace above, the rest of her fellow classmates shouting and hollering like wild animals. 
 
    Dax smiled before turning his attention to the fighter and spellsword classes. Each group lined up in formation. Fighters wore their armor and weapons. Spellswords mirrored the fighter class except for spellbooks chained to their hips. Each group stood at attention, silent and disciplined. 
 
    The rogues leaned against a wall, their bodies relaxed. Even their professor seemed bored. Dark cloaks covered their bodies, hoods up. Some scowled and others laughed at the berserkers as they shouted like animals. 
 
    Clerics and paladins stood at attention. Stern expressions painted paladin brows while the clerics waved to everyone and smiled. The contrast was stark and it was hard to believe both classes were part of the same cloth. Zarra was toward the front of the clerics, her serpent eyes blinking before she shot Dax a glance and smile. 
 
    Dax nodded to her before turning his attention to the druids and the necromancers. Each group seethed as they glanced to each other, not liking that they were close together. Dax smiled as he watched life and death get annoyed at each other’s presence. 
 
    The mage craned his head to look towards the back of the large gatherings to see the monks and the bards. The monks stood like statues, eyes closed and hand in open palm before them. They appeared in perfect harmony, in sync with the world around them.  
 
    Beside the monks, bards twiddled with their instruments, laughed and smiled like they just made it to the party. 
 
    Lancers stood at attention, much like their fighter counterparts, spears leaning against their shoulders and gaze forward. 
 
    Twelve classes, a hundred students to each class, made up the entirety of Kinarth Academy. Twelve hundred students, ready to test themselves and see if they had what it took to become a true champion.   
 
    A hand touched Dax’s shoulder and he turned to see Vance’s smile. 
 
    “This is it. I hope you’ve been practicing your spell casting?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I have.” 
 
    “Symon told me you have been working on your special spell casting. Are you going to use it during the exam?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “If I tell you, it would ruin the surprise.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “I hope it works out for you. Hate to see you go home.” 
 
    The mage kept his smile. “I’m not going home, but I may make a few students cry.” 
 
    Vance smiled. “I like the confidence. Winners get to pick their teams for the Trials. If I win, I’ll be sure to ask you to join.” 
 
    Dax put his hand on Vance’s shoulder, “Heroes of Kinarth will win this day.” 
 
    “I’m so happy you two lovebirds found each other,” came a sarcastic tone from nearby. 
 
    Dax and Vance turned their attention to Clive and several of his cronies, stupid evil smiles on their faces. 
 
    Dax pulled back his arm and faced the large mage. “Clive! Your ass still sore from the beating I gave you over a week ago?” 
 
    Clive’s demeanor didn’t change. “Still feeling the shock from Nuria’s whip?” 
 
    “It tickled, but I’m sure you knew that since she beats you like a dog with it,” Dax said with confidence. 
 
    Clive’s jaw tightened. “You’re going to flunk out. Today is the day everyone sees just how terrible a mage you are. No one will take on a champion who can’t cast spells to save their life.” 
 
    “Your tears are going to be extra salty when the exams are over,” Dax chuckled. 
 
    “How about a bet?” came another voice from the mages. 
 
    Dax and Vance looked over to see Nuria step closer, her eyes extra evil. 
 
    “What kind of bet?” Dax asked but his eyes widened at the mage’s beauty. 
 
    Nuria stepped closer, her sardonic gaze drinking in Dax’s wide eyes. “The top three students of each class will be able to pick their teams. If I win the top spot, you resign from the academy and leave. Considering how bad your spell casting is, no one would bat an eyelash. It would almost be expected.” 
 
    “And if I win a top spot?”  
 
    Nuria looked him up and down like a wolf, “Your debt is cleared and you win a kiss, from me.”  
 
    “Clive is going to be very upset when I win,” Dax smirked. 
 
    The surrounding mages laughed, except for Clive. 
 
    “Last time I checked, I belong to no one and can kiss who I please,” Nuria said as she licked her lips. 
 
    The surrounding mages laughed louder, except for Clive. 
 
    Dax nodded, “You have a wager. Don’t slip out when it's time to pay up.” 
 
    Nuria let out a haughty laugh. “Piece of mage trash like you will never win. The Academy is better off without your kind. You losing would do us all a favor.” 
 
    “I love when you talk dirty,” Dax grinned. 
 
    Nuria spit in Dax’s face. The mage stood his ground, a glob of spit hitting his cheek and dripping down. 
 
    “Still like when I talk dirty?” Nuria asked, but turned around before he could give an answer. 
 
    Dax watched as the mage stepped into the crowd of mages, her cronies following. Clive shot Dax a dirty look before he followed after his mistress. 
 
    Dax wiped the spit off with his sleeve and wished he wasn’t so turned on right now. 
 
    Vance looked to Dax and smiled. “Well done.” 
 
    Dax could barely keep in his laugh before Professor Frost called out the mage students. Everyone turned in her direction as she barked orders. A moment later, they were all marching. 
 
    The crowds moved along, making their way to the main entrance. The massive ironbound doors were open as groups moved, one at the time, stepping beyond the threshold and outside the protective walls of the academy. 
 
    Dax closed his eyes for a moment, taking in the sea air as gulls glided on thermals. The heavens were a beautiful light blue, not a cloud in the sky. It only seemed to add to the excitement as chatter rose up like a cloud, the groups marching down the road to the amphitheater. 
 
    Dax recollected his first day, students taking the tour as professors spoke to each section of the academy and its purpose. The Amphitheater was interesting because it was like a giant arena and outside of the academy’s protective walls. When a student asked why, Professor Frost was the first to say it was for the academy's protection and not yours. The words were enough to cause a nervous energy among the first day students, but it excited Dax, a stage for every student to show their true colors. 
 
    One by one, groups made their way. Dax looked up to see the weathered and cracked stone along the outside of the amphitheater. It had seen better days and the mage wondered how long before they tore it down and built a new one. 
 
    The shadow of the amphitheater loomed and students stepped into it. A massive hall ran to the right and left as they entered. Classes split off, moving to their assigned sections. Dax looked to his right, seeing the large entranceways to the main grounds where the exams would happen. This wasn’t a test where they sat in seats and tried to get a high score. This was an actual combat and skill test for all those involved. A taste of what to expect when the Trials started. 
 
    Professor Frost turned and the mages followed. The group moved toward the half-moon entrances and stepped back out into the light. 
 
    Dax drank it in, seeing the arena fill up with students. Faculty moved to a special seating box, overlooking the main arena floor. The ground was sandy, no vegetation in sight. The seats were stone and cascaded down from the top to nearly the arena floor.  
 
    The group made their way around to a small set of stairs and filed in. Dax and Vance were lucky, sitting in the front row of the first tier so they could see all the action up close. Students sat down, the murmur of voices reflecting from all sides. Every student took their seat and after a while, the amphitheater was mostly filled. 
 
    Dax stared across the way to see Symon sitting with the other spellswords. Symon lifted a gauntlet in the air and nodded, acknowledging his friend. Dax did the same, lifting a fist, nodding and smiling.  
 
    The Spectator Box filled with academy faculty. Dax watched as many of the upper echelon of the school took their seats, small notebooks in their hands. Counselor Skullcut sat toward the front, his scarred face contrasted by his happy smile. 
 
    It didn’t take long before Luthis Prideleaf, High Dean of Kinarth Academy, appeared. The tall, dark haired elf stepped into the box and most students stood up and cheered. Dax remembered the stories of how the ancient elf fought side by side with Kinarth during the war, slaying void spawn when they were nearly overrun. Kinarth was long gone, but Luthis sometimes spoke of the war during impromptu gatherings with students. He was the kindest person anyone could know and his door was always open to students who needed some guidance when it came to being a champion. 
 
    The tall elf moved to the edge of the box and stared out at all the students as they cheered. Luthis smiled, basking in the glow before he raised both of his hands. The crowd grew quiet almost immediately. Luthis’s mouth moved before a flash touched his body, an aura glowing before it faded away. 
 
    “Welcome, academy students to the ninety sixth Trial Exams!” the elf’s voice projected across the entire amphitheater. 
 
    The crowd went wild, clapping and cheering. 
 
    Luthis nodded and continued, “It warms my heart to see many future champions with us here today! I could spend the day simply talking about this amazing event, but I’m sure many here are eager to test their minds and bodies. Let’s not keep them waiting!” 
 
    Another burst of applause and shouts filled the air. 
 
    Luthis smiled and the crowd simmered down. 
 
    “The Trial Exams are to test if you're ready to embark on the Trials. Each class will have an opportunity to prove their worth in mock combat. There will be different rules for each class. Since different classes have different strengths and abilities, the exam will be different for each one. As we know, clerics are excellent support classes while fighters make excellent front-line attack and defense. Bards can sing to boost their fellow champions while mages are excellent at long distance attacks. I could go on, but I believe we all know our roles in the scheme of the world. 
 
    “When your class is called, you will have a set of instructions and a goal. Follow them to the letter to avoid injury or accidents. You will be marked for skill, ability, power, and teamwork. I know the term of champion conjures up a single hero who must overcome all, but that is not what Kinarth Academy is about. You may be future champions, but no one gets to the top alone. Sebastian and I fought side by side and when he won, I won. When I won, he won. Remember that as you endure your exam.” 
 
    A nervous spike touched Dax. He had spent so much time trying to learn and avoiding his fellow mages, he now felt ill prepared to test alongside them. The exams were different year to year so no one could take advantage. The way the High Dean spoke, this was going to be a team event. 
 
    The High Dean continued, “When your class is called, move to the center of the amphitheater floor and await instructions. But remember this, you were brave enough to reach this point, I know you’re brave enough to overcome anything. Let the Trial Exam begin!” 
 
    The crowds of students roared into the air, fists up and chanting. 
 
    Dax sat, concern bleeding into his brow as he wasn’t sure he would be able to work alongside the very mages who treated him like garbage. 
 
    “Stay close and we can get through this,” Vance said as he sat by Dax. 
 
    The mage looked to the blonde, spiky-haired mage and gave him a nod. They didn’t know each other for long, but now, they had to be brothers during the exam. 
 
    “Fighters! Make your way into the arena!” Luthis called out with a smile. 
 
    The Fighter class students stood up in formation. Three abreast, they marched down the stairs and made their way to the center of the arena. When a hundred fighters reached the middle, they turned and saluted the High Dean, gauntlets hitting chest plates and metal ringing out in solidarity. 
 
    A mage Dax didn’t know stood up behind the High Dean. Energy filled his hands as he held them up. Arcane words bubbled and a moment later, the light flashed. 
 
    The fighters kept their stance, pale auras surrounding their bodies. 
 
    Luthis looked down on the students. “High Mage Kreed has placed a mana shield around each student. You will see that you have a hundred points. Every time you take damage, the shield will weaken and points will drain. Once it reaches zero, the shield will collapse and you will not have control of your body. You will fall to the ground, unable to move until your part of the exam is over.  
 
    “Remember, this isn’t about surviving the exam. This is about how well you do under pressure. If you fall, it doesn’t mean you fail. Take solace in knowing every action you take will speak volumes to your potential. Remember your training and follow your instincts.” 
 
    The Fighters shouted in unison, their bodies ready. 
 
    High Mage Kreed lifted his hands again and snapped his fingers. Energy erupted along the edges of the arena. Dax sat with wide eyes, drinking it all in. Forms of pale light sprouted and took shape. They split as their bodies solidified. When the outside circle finished, ghostly goblins surrounded the hundred fighters, spectral weapons in hands and evil laughter filling the air. 
 
    Luthis looked down with knowing eyes. “These goblins are mana phantoms. They have no minds of their own, echoes of what a living creature should be. They obey High Mage Kreed, much like any construct. Do not fret about hurting them, they know no pain or life to speak of. Their weapons will only affect your mana shields. Once you fall, the goblins will no longer notice you and move on to their next target.” 
 
    Luthis leaned forward, his long fingers curling down along the edge of the box. “Fighters, your objective is simple, survive the horde. Let your test begin!” 
 
    Fighters shouted as they formed up, shoulder to shoulder. Weapons cleared sheathes as they stood in a circle, their weapons out. Sunlight gleamed off helmets as they threatened the snarling horde of goblins surrounding them. 
 
    Dax’s heart raced in his chest, watching the intensity of the fighters. Most of them seemed ready for the challenge. A few backed up, fear touching them and their swords trembling. No one would be killed, but the threat of battle still affected some.  
 
    Goblins roared and snarled before they charged, all at once. The vile horde came in, easily a thousand of them to just a hundred fighters. The distance closed, screeches and strangled laughter spilling from the phantom goblins. Fighter’s bent their knees, their swords, axes, and shields ready. The crowd hushed and watched as the goblins were within striking distance, bedlam erupting. 
 
    Dax winced as he watched the carnage as it unfolded. Fighters cut through many goblins while other goblins launched over their falling brethren. Simple clubs and rusty swords came down. Several fighters dropped their swords and were trampled by the goblins as they showed no mercy. Other fighters roared like they had been waiting for this moment their entire lives. Axes swung, decapitating phantom goblins. Swords stabbed deep into unguarded goblin chests. Some fighters slashed and moved, slashed and moved, bodies falling. The spectacle was over the top, but many fighters pushed against the horde, their roars reaching the gods. 
 
    When it was over, twenty fighters stood. The rest lay about, unable to move, some moaning and others laughing. Academy staff clerics rushed into the arena, helping the fallen students. Some had cuts to their heads, trampled by phantom goblins. One student had a broken leg. He was carried off, but he pumped his fist in the air in personal triumph. 
 
    Dax sat back; his eyes dry from barely blinking. Most of the students watching also breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Paladins and Lancers! Enter the arena!” Luthis projected his voice. 
 
    Paladins and Lancers made their way down, the High Dean telling them they had an evil dragon to slay. A phantom dragon appeared as mana shields covered their bodies. When Luthis gave the command, they rushed into battle, the immense dragon lashing out like a wild beast. 
 
    Time slowed as class after class entered the arena. Monks fought a real monk hero, Wolf Eyes. One hundred against one should have been an easy test except Wolf Eyes was one of the best champions that ever was. He defeated all of them in a matter of minutes, their bodies hitting the ground, each from one strike. When it was over, the monk smiled and helped each one of them up, giving them words of encouragement. 
 
    A large machine with locks and chains rose up in the middle of the arena. The rogues were next, given the simple task of unlocking the machine before it blasted fire across the arena. The rogues moved like shadows, hopping onto the machine while an hourglass on top counted down. Nimble fingers and hands worked, unlocking each section. The speed and teamwork they used was astounding. Dax watched with curious eyes as they moved as one. When the hourglass was nearly empty, the final lock clicked and fireworks shot into the sky. 
 
    Spellswords and Clerics were next. Dax stood up and shouted to Symon and Zarra. The spellsword waved back as Zarra smiled in his direction. The two classes made their way to the middle of the arena and waited, side by side. Luthis instructed the two classes that they had to stop the tide of darkness. Mana shields appeared around their bodies as the two classes moved closer to each other. 
 
    Dax looked up across the way and didn’t see the necromancer class. Light a lightning bolt, his eyes widened as he stood up, looking for the edge. Necromancer students stepped from the entry ways, hands moving and spells spilling from their lips. The incantations filled the air with gloomy power as a hundred necromancers surrounded the clerics and spellswords, their backs to the walls. Black and green energy poured from their hands and touched the sandy floor. The very amphitheater shook before skeletal hands burst from the sand, boney bodies rising up. 
 
    Vance stood up next to Dax, “They are pitting the classes against each other.” 
 
    Zarra held her staff, her face blank and indifferent. Symon moved to her side, sword out and his lips moving. 
 
    “Stay together!” Dax shouted; his voice lost to the crowd’s cheers. 
 
     Luthis spoke, “Light or dark, the one side still standing shall be given extra mana shards before the Trial. Let it begin!” 
 
    Necromancers stayed where they were, hands moving and decaying energy falling from their hands. Some leered and others mumbled incantations. Skeletons stood by the hundreds, rusty weapons in hand.  
 
    Symon kept his body ready, eyes scanning the growing horde of undead. Zarra remained relaxed. 
 
    A skeleton slammed its sword against its own shield three times and the entire horde marched with dark intent. Dax watched, unable to look away as the spellswords and clerics moved into positions. The spellswords formed an outer ring while clerics mixed in their ranks. A majority of the clerics filled the inner circle, white light glowing in their hands. 
 
    Zarra stood away from clerics and spellswords, staff in hand. 
 
    “What is she doing?” Dax hissed. 
 
    Vance closed his eyes and leaned back in his seat, “She’s powerful and everyone knows it. It looks like she is going to take the brunt of the attack to keep the undead away from her fellow clerics and the spellswords.” 
 
    “No, she can’t,” Dax said, his hands vibrating with a need to do something. 
 
    The horde shifted as their empty eye-sockets turned to the lone cleric, picking up their pace. Zarra didn’t blink as she looked to the undead. The horde shifted again, the bulk of the undead flowing together and running toward the dragon cleric. 
 
    “Umus, I serve,” Zarra whispered as the undead came barreling toward her. 
 
    “Open fire!” a spellsword shouted. 
 
    Spellswords held up hands, lightning and fire blasting out in all directions. Skeletons were blasted to dust, what’s left of their bodies falling to the sandy ground. It barely slowed down the horde as they rushed along, silent as tombs. Symon stepped forward, lightning streaking from his left hand, sword in his right. Skeletons shattered, but more continued to charge. Necromancers reanimated their ranks quicker than the undead fell. Lightning and fire bashed and blew apart the undead, but it barely slowed them down. 
 
    “Zarra! Pull back!” Symon shouted as he lifted his sword and shattered a skull with one strike. 
 
    The dragon cleric stood her ground as the swell of undead were nearly on her. Zarra closed her eyes and lifted her staff, the smell of the undead touching her sensitive nose. Bringing her staff down, the end hit the floor and a white light bloomed.  
 
    Everyone in the amphitheater raised their hands and arms to shield their eyes. Light blasted the undead to dust. It rippled along striking several necromancers and they were thrown against the walls, their aura vanishing as they fell to the floor, unmoving. 
 
    The light faded and half the undead force was gone. 
 
    Dax stood up, staring in amazement before his heart skipped a beat. A dozen necromancers pointed their hands at the dragon cleric, black energy swirling before dark lightning bolts flashed. Zarra turned her head slightly before her entire body moved. Black lightning blasted at the spot she was just a moment ago.  
 
    The mage watched his new friend as she moved like an acrobat in a hurricane. Black lightning blasted sand and debris into the air as she moved like a ballet dancer. Each strike missed her by inches, but her body flowed, spinning, dodging and jumping, her face blank.  
 
    Dax couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The dragon in her busty, humanoid form spun and swung her body away, no attacks connecting. There was no exertion in her serpent eyes as she moved with the grace of a swan. Limbs moved, her feet barely landing and she was airborne again. 
 
    A necromancer focused both hands at the spinning cleric when a shadow touched the corner of his gaze. 
 
    Symon charged as many necromancers focused their attention on Zarra. The spellsword’s sword gleamed before he whipped it sideways, the flat side slamming into a mana shield. The shield collapsed as a necromancer was hurtled backwards into the wall and he slumped to the ground.   
 
    Symon turned and darted for another, as several spellswords rushed to his side before spreading out. Chaos bloomed as necromancers tried to flee, their undead shattered in a blink of an eye before swords came down, on mana shields.  
 
    Dax stood up, cheering his friends on when he stopped short. 
 
    Zarra was dodging black lightning bolts, body spinning. She stabbed out her foot to land when a bolt struck her ankle. The force of the blow knocked her sideways and she landed hard on the sandy floor. Staff up, she knocked away a black bolt before another one struck her in the stomach. The cleric’s eyes widened as her body collapsed, unable to move. 
 
    A necromancer smiled until the flat end of a sword struck him in the face and knocked him to the ground, shield disappearing. Symon stood over him, breathing heavy before he turned his attention to several more necromancers with wide eyes. They began to run as the spellsword lifted a hand and blasted out a lightning bolt. 
 
    The battle barely lasted another thirty seconds before many clerics and half the spellswords stood. The crowd cheered and clapped. Symon looked into the crowd and saw Dax, giving him a head nod in victory. 
 
    Dax smiled as the spellsword and friend made his way to Zarra’s side and helped her up to her feet. The cleric gave him a small smile before turning her dragon eyes to Dax and then looking down. 
 
    She’s embarrassed. She must know that she was amazing, but that look... 
 
    Dax tried to not dwell on it as the arena floor was cleared of students, many of them returning to their seats, some with brightness in their eyes and others with dismal defeat etched into their brows. 
 
    Luthis stood up and addressed the crowd again, “The exam has been a splendid display of teamwork, innovation and determination. Do not let your victories or defeats define you! You are all Champions in my book!” 
 
    The crowd went wild and some of the necromancers smiled. 
 
    “We shall continue with the exam. There are four classes left. Let’s begin the next round with the mages. Please step into the arena.” 
 
    Dax’s heart thudded in his chest. Standing, he took the first step to the stairs when Clive pushed him back. The large mage didn’t even look at him as he bounded down the stairs, Nuria close behind. Other mages made their way down, ignoring Dax and Vance. 
 
    Dax’s brow formed a sharp point before he elbowed his way into the line and down the stairs, Vance close behind. The pair of mages walked out into the arena, their not so fellow mages grouping up and almost trying to keep Dax and Vance out with their bodies.  
 
    Nuria took charge, talking to most of the mages and giving orders. Dax and Vance stood on the outside, unable to hear her over the sound of the crowds. 
 
    “She’s going to protect her people and let the rest of us die out here,” Vance stated simply. 
 
    “I’m not going to let that happen,” Dax said with determined fire. 
 
    Luthis spoke, his voice filling the amphitheater, “There are many fine mages within our class this year. It is understood that mages can be a support class or a leader class, you just need to have the right circumstances. Discipline, knowledge, and speed is crucial to a mage. That is why mages will be tested under extreme circumstances.  
 
    “Berserker Class, please make your way down to the arena!” 
 
    Dax and Vance looked over with wide eyes. The barbaric berserkers began to file down the stairs and enter the arena on the other side. Fern flew over them, shouting orders. When the class was on the sand, they all looked in the direction of the mages, mad snarls along their collective faces. 
 
    Fern flew above them, her eight-inch form nearly vibrating until she saw Dax, her expression softening a hair. 
 
    “Shit,” Dax cursed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Dax slipped his hand into his robe, feeling the several cards in an inner pocket. The card’s energy tickled against his fingers, but the mage’s attention was on the hundred berserkers. 
 
    From what Dax could remember, Berserkers tapped their mana to become stronger, faster and madder. They were like rabid animals in battle and their ferocity had a stun or flee effect on their enemies. Many battles turned because they unleashed berserkers into battle. During the Void War, the spawn didn’t take kindly to such attacks and were often put off by such an animalistic fighting class. Where Fighters, Spellswords, Lancers and Paladins used tactics, Berserkers simply kept killing until they were dead or all their enemies were dead. There was no middle ground. Kill or be killed, take as many as you can with you. 
 
    Mages on the other hand, needed distance and time to cast spells and rituals. A wild horde of berserkers would route any group of mages if they didn’t have a defensive line. This test was about skill and speed for mages and brute force for berserkers. 
 
    Vance stepped to Dax’s side. “We should take turns. I’ll cast and then you can cast. If we find our rhythm, we should be able to help slow them down.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes hardened. “No. Stay behind me and I’ll win this day.” 
 
    Vance looked over to the mage, “I’m not trying to be rude, but how are you going to accomplish that? They’ll cover the distance in seconds before you can get a spell out.” 
 
    “Remember the small spells from the other night?” Dax said and took a few steps forward. 
 
    “This isn’t a time to experiment. Those small spells exploded when they were cast. It will just generate chaos on our side since no one else in our class knows about it.” 
 
    Dax turned his head and spoke over his shoulder to Vance, “I think I perfected it. Just stay close and we can come out on top.” 
 
    Vance stood, seeing and feeling Dax’s confidence coming off in waves. 
 
    Clive looked over and saw Dax standing before all the other mages, his gaze on the berserkers. “You fool, get in the back or you’ll get killed.” 
 
    Dax ignored him. 
 
    Nuria looked up and shook her head. “Let him get killed. The faster he falls, the quicker he can be sent home.” 
 
    Dax heard the words, but didn’t look back. Instead, he stared across the medium distance to the berserkers as they unsheathed their weapons. Clubs, maces, and short poles filled their ranks as demonic eyes stared at the gathering of mages. 
 
    Light engulfed Fern before she landed on the sand, her five-foot frame standing up and her almond shaped gaze connecting with Dax’s gaze. The fairy’s hair turned a blood red but no points of light appeared over her head. Pointed ears twitched as her rune covered mace was in hand and pointed to the floor. 
 
    “I won’t hold back,” Fern shouted. 
 
    Dax smirked. “Neither will I,” he shouted back. 
 
    Fern nodded. “We will drink to our victories or our defeat!” 
 
    “We will!” Dax smiled. 
 
    Clive shook his head, “The fool doesn’t even have his spellbook out. He wants to go home.” 
 
    “Stop giving a shit about him and stick with the plan,” Nuria growled. 
 
    Vance stood, hand digging into his satchel and pulling out his spellbook. Pages flipped until he found a spell he could use. The mage glanced to Dax, the young man standing like he was ready to take on the world. 
 
    Luthis looked down at the two classes, a small smile on his elven lips. “Students, prepare!” 
 
    Berserkers began screaming, howling and slathering at the mouths. Foam began to appear from several of them, their bodies primed and ready. 
 
    Dax stared down the mad berserkers, fingers flexing at his sides. 
 
    Don’t slow down. This is a battle of power, speed, and cunning. They have brute strength, speed, and madness. They can be slowed and stopped. Just keep going until none of them are standing. 
 
    Dax called up his stats. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 500 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 1 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 0 
 
    Urth: 0 
 
    Life: 1 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 0 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
      
 
    Dax looked it over before the ghostly words and numbers faded away. He was at full mana and the cards in his possession were charged the night before. It gave him an advantage the other mages didn’t have, extra mana to pull from if things grew desperate.  
 
    Fern jumped into the air, light engulfing her body and turning back to her eight-inch form. From Dax’s point of view, the mace seemed to change with her, matching whatever size she was. 
 
    “Alright mages!” Nuria shouted. “Stick with the plan and we will win the day!” 
 
    The mages gathered around her and nodded. 
 
    Mana shields appeared around all of their bodies. 
 
    Dax’s hands slipped into his robe and pulled out two cards. One was between two fingers on his right hand and the other between two fingers on his left hand. He glanced at them before holding them down to his sides. 
 
    Name: Unicorn 
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Charge/Horn/Trample 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Name: Air Bolt 
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Keep track of mana use. We have to outlast the enemy. 
 
      
 
    Luthis eyed both classes before raising his hand. 
 
    “Begin!” the elf shouted and brought his hand down. 
 
    Powerful energy rippled through the berserkers. Fern felt it too, activating her fury by lighting the candle with an internal match. Eyes grew wider as muscles vibrated. Shouts turned to growls and snarls as the berserker class took a step back. Pupils became pinpoints before they let out a hellish cry and charged with the might of a tsunami. 
 
    “Urth spells, now!” Nuria shouted as the horde rushed toward them. 
 
    Several mages began casting, incantations spilling from lips. Other mages held up their books, casting other spells. The air was filled with magical power as the mages in training pulled their mana under their control. 
 
    Vance looked to the other mages and then back at Dax. 
 
    “Dax! Get back!” Vance shouted. 
 
    The mage ignored him, cards at his sides and staring at the maddening rush of berserkers. 
 
    Professor Frost looked to the lone mage, her gaze dipping low. Counselor Skullcut watched from the box, his scarred face blank, but his eyes drinking in every moment. Symon stood up and shouted to Dax, telling him to kick their asses.  
 
    Zarra sat, a small sadness in her eyes as her heart weighed heavy in her chest. 
 
    Mages shouted words of power, the ground shaking as walls of urth stood up and surrounded most of the class. Stairs formed as several mages rushed up to the top of the wall, spells ready fire into the rushing horde. 
 
    Vance and Dax were the only ones outside the protective barrier. 
 
    Dax stared as Fern led the charge, her tiny fairy body glowing with depraved power. 
 
    Forgive me Fern. I’ll buy you many drinks afterwards. 
 
    Dax lifted up the air bolt card and whispered the word of power. 
 
    The air vibrated before an invisible bolt fired like a cannon. Fern’s manic eyes widened and she zipped to the side, the air bolt striking her fellow berserkers behind her and blasting eight of them into the air. The surrounding berserkers were floored. The horde split in two and those who were still standing, ran like animals, eyes on the prize. 
 
    The energy in Dax’s card faded but the mage kept his smirk as he lifted the other card and activated it. 
 
    Energy streamed out and formed into a full-grown unicorn. It charged like a comet at one of the split hordes, head low and horn aiming for chests.  
 
    Bodies stood up in the stands, watching with incredulous eyes. Everyone knew Dax was a slow caster, but seeing what he just did, shocked and awed all of them. 
 
    Keep going. 
 
    Dax charged the air bolt card with 25 mana, aimed and fired.  
 
    Mana: 475/500 
 
    The air bolt struck a berserker and he went flying back into another one, their shields collapsing and their bodies wilting. The unicorn slammed into the side of the advancing berserkers, sending two bodies into the air. Some berserkers turned and rained down clubs and maces on the unicorn as it kicked out with its hooves. A lone berserker launched onto the back of the unicorn, slamming his club into the creature’s head. It neighed before bringing its head back with its powerful neck and knocking off the berserker before kicking him with its back legs and sending the crazed warrior spiraling through the air. 
 
    Spend a little more. 
 
    Dax charged the air bolt card with 100 mana and the unicorn card with a 100 mana. 
 
    Mana: 275/500 
 
    Clubs, maces and hammers rained down on the first unicorn and it shattered. The berserkers turned, their rage filled eyes on Dax and a new unicorn forming. The men and woman rushed at him like a stream of hate as a larger, more robust unicorn charged toward them. 
 
    Vance watched in astonishment as Dax turned his card to the other half of the advancing berserkers. Power blasted out as a larger air bolt struck the horde and sent about twelve berserkers into the wall. Mana shields shattered and bodies collapsed. 
 
    Vance’s brow furled as he began unleashing air bolt spells at the scattered horde. 
 
    The mages on top of the defensive wall gaped. They watched as Dax was singlehandedly disrupting the berserker’s ranks, scattering them around and knocking them off balance. Regaining their wits, they began firing off spells, aiding the chaos. 
 
    The slightly larger unicorn crashed into a group of berserkers, whipping its horned head around and kicking out hooves. Berserkers rushed, snarling, hitting and biting as they wrestled with the magical phantom. 
 
    Dax pointed his air bolt card, pumped it with mana and unleashed it three more times. 
 
    Mana: 200/500 
 
    The ghostly numbers helped him keep track as his air bolts sent six more mad warriors into the ground or air. 
 
    Dax noticed he was surrounded, many rushing the mystical wall protecting the rest of the mages and a few stragglers charging him. 
 
    “Defend me,” Dax said as he pumped 50 points of mana into his unicorn card. 
 
    Energy streamed out, another unicorn forming and nostrils flaring. The phantom steed charged as Dax pumped 25 points of mana, aimed his air bolt card at three incoming berserkers and unleashed its power. 
 
    Mana: 125/500 
 
    Three berserkers cried out and they were thrown into the air. The number of spells used caused sand to be kicked up into a nearly foggy, hellish landscape. 
 
    I’ve taken down more than half the class. I just have to… 
 
    Dax stopped mid-thought as a nightmarish scream came at him. The mage turned and ducked to the side as Fern flew at him, her small mace swinging. The fairy growled like a mongrel monster, pressing her attack and Dax leaping and dodging. The fairy was so fast, but her eyes showed the light was on, but nobody was home. 
 
    Dax moved like a trained acrobat, dodging her attacks, but unable to point a card.  
 
    I just have to blast her once and she’ll go down. 
 
    The fairy moved at blinding speed and as the mage leapt away, her mace grazed his mana shield and it flared. 
 
    Mana Shield: 12/100 
 
    Dax noted that if it was a full-on attack, she would have bashed his shield to nothing. Retreating, the mage tried to gain some distance, but the furious fairy came at him in flashes.  
 
    “DIE!” Fern frothed at the mouth as she bolted forward like a tiny cannonball. 
 
    “Dax!” Vance shouted as he leapt toward the mage and turned his back to Fern.  
 
    The fairy struck the spikey haired mage in the back, his shield collapsing and his body going limp. Vance’s limp body struck Dax and they both fell to the sandy floor, the taller mage on Dax. 
 
    Mana Shield: 2/100 
 
    Fern laughed, madness in her eyes as she shot up and came down, mace swinging. 
 
    Dax still has his cards in his hands, curled an arm from under Vance, pumped 25 mana into it and whispered the command word. 
 
    Mana: 100/500 
 
    Fern’s body was rigid as she came down until the air bolt struck her dead on. The fairy’s body spun into the foggy air, shield shattering and she was gone. 
 
    “Keep…fighting,” Vance said weakly as he couldn’t move.  
 
     Dax nodded before pushing Vance to the floor and rolling back to his feet. Chaos filled the arena as spells lit up the dusty cloud. Shadows moved, clubs in the air and shouts came from every direction.  
 
    “Time to bring in the calvary,” Dax whispered before lifting up his unicorn card. 
 
    The mage pumped the last of his mana into the card, 25 points at a time. Four unicorns appeared, one after the other. The four unicorns immediately charged into the dust clouds, shadows of their horned heads sending berserkers into the air. 
 
    Dax moved to Vance; mana spent. The mage knelt down, put his cards back inside his robe and stayed by his side. The sounds of fighting slowed and soon stopped. Dax listened; a hand close to his robe. 
 
    “Get away,” Vance tried to say. 
 
    “Heroes of Kinarth stick together,” Dax said with a small smile. 
 
    Three shadows rushed from the dusty cloud. Clubs swinging, they barreled toward the two mages. 
 
    Dax kept his smile as he pulled out a different Air Bolt card from his robe, aimed and whispered the command word. 
 
    The dust was blasted away, as were the three berserkers. Bodies hit the ground as mana shields shattered. Sunlight poured down on Dax and Vance, the light warming their bodies. 
 
    Professor Frost lifted her hands and uttered an incantation. A gust of wind blew away the dusty air instantly. Berserker students lay, scattered across the arena. The mages climbed to the top of their protective wall, all eyes peering down in wide eyed shock. 
 
    Feeling returned to Vance’s body and he stirred, but Dax was already to his feet, slipping a card back into his robe. 
 
    Silence filled the amphitheater for a long moment before everyone stood up and let out a thunderous cheer!  Shouts filled the amphitheater as everyone looked down on Dax, smiles and applauds filling the air. 
 
    The urth walls cracked and sank back down, a dozen mages rushing along toward Dax. The mage turned around and saw the incoming mages. Several phantom unicorns pranced, trotted and neighed in victory as the mages mobbed Dax and helped Vance to his feet. 
 
    Luthis looked down and smiled. “Well done.” 
 
    Symon leapt down into the arena and rushed into the crowd of mages. The spellsword pushed his way in until he was to Dax and gave him a bear hug, lifting him up by the waist. 
 
    Dax smiled and grunted as many cheered him on. Berserkers stood up and soon rushed over, congratulating the mage for a well won fight.  
 
    Nuria, Clive, and twenty other mages stared daggers into Dax as they stayed back, arms crossed. 
 
    Luthis addressed the crowd. “In all my years, I’ve never seen such a display of skill and power from a 1st year student. Dax Sage, you have champion blood in your veins.” 
 
    Dax couldn’t fight the infectious elation. He smiled ear to ear as Symon spun the mage around until he was dizzy. Putting the mage down, Symon backed up and clapped. Several mages mussed up Dax’s hair and patted him on the back and shoulders. 
 
    “We must continue with the last exam. Please, return to your seats. Druids and bards, please enter the arena,” Luthis said. 
 
    Dax made his way back when a ball of light came at him. The ball exploded and Fern was in her five-foot tall frame, arms and legs out and she landed on him. Dax laughed as they both hit the ground, the fairy hugging him tightly before pulling back and smiling. 
 
    “I’m sorr…” Dax began. 
 
    “Shut up,” the fairy grinned and kissed his cheek. 
 
    Hands reached down and helped the mage and berserker to their feet. Everyone shuffled off to the stands as the druid and bard classes made their way to the center.     
 
    Dax barely sat down when a hand touched his shoulder. Looking up, he saw Professor Frost’s stern expression. 
 
    “Come with me,” the professor ordered. 
 
    Symon, Vance, and Fern watched as Dax stood up and followed the professor. 
 
    She doesn’t seem happy. Play it cool. 
 
    The mage followed his professor. They entered the inner hallways and walked a bit further as new cheers filled the air. They made some twists and turns before reaching a thick door. The professor waved her hand and the door opened on its own before they stepped inside. 
 
    Dax took it in as he stepped inside. Counselor Skullcut was there with a small smile. Several professors stood from different classes, Dax not remembering their names and Professor Frost stayed at his side. 
 
    “Have a seat. We are waiting on the High Dean,” Professor Frost said cryptically. 
 
    “I think I’ll stand and wait,” Dax said, not giving anyone an inch.  
 
    The mood was dark and serious and he knew they weren’t happy. His card magic gave him an edge and he could see that they bubbled with annoyed anger. A thought crept in that they may think he cheated and the mage mentally prepared to defend himself. 
 
    I’m not going down without a fight! 
 
    Professor Frost didn’t say anything as she crossed her arms against her stomach. 
 
    Moments flowed; the room silent. The door clicked open and Luthis and Kreed stepped in. The High Mage closed the door behind them as Luthis walked in with a smile. 
 
    “Dax, I’m sorry we had to drag you away like this. The bards and druids just finished their exam by making music and art from plants and trees. Truly awe-inspiring,” Luthis smiled. 
 
    The High Dean stepped a little closer, his almond shaped gaze on the student. “You’re probably wondering why you’re here.” 
 
    “This is a serious matter. He cheated!” A professor growled. 
 
    “He did no such thing! He channeled his magic in a different way,” Professor Frost growled back. 
 
    Luthis closed his eyes and lifted his hands to bring silence. “Professor Hark, I know you are upset that your class didn’t make it through the exam test, but the berserkers did perform well, considering the circumstances.” 
 
    The bald Berserker Professor shook his head, “Timing is everything! My class would have been challenged if the exam was fair. Professor Frost stacked the exam in her favor with this cheater!” 
 
    “I didn’t cheat! I was being innovative!” Dax shouted. 
 
    Professor Hark glared at the student. “Shut your mouth!” 
 
    Professor Frost stepped between Hark and Dax, her eyes blazing with power. “Don’t you dare tell my student to shut up!” 
 
    “He must be expelled for taking an unfair advantage! There were no rules in place. High-powered students need a restriction or it causes an imbalance. For example, Zarra Dreamheart was not allowed to use her dragon form. We should have been made aware of his ability before the exam!” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have changed the outcome,” Counselor Skullcut said as he stepped closer, his tone gentle. 
 
    Professor Hark turned his manic eyes to the counselor and looked down, the heat in his gaze dying a little. 
 
    “Ah yes, Counselor Skullcut, a voice of reason. What are your thoughts on this event?” Luthis asked.  
 
    The counselor stepped next to Dax and put a scarred covered hand on the student’s shoulder. Professor Frost stepped to the side and Professor Hark’s anger turned into a low boil. 
 
    “I think Dax should tell us his view on the subject,” the counselor said with a warm smile. 
 
    All eyes turned to Dax as he stood.  
 
    The young man spoke, but kept his gaze firmly on Professor Hark, “I have heard on many occasions to be innovative and find new ways to become a champion. It’s no secret that I am a slow spell caster. No exception was made for me when it came by lack of ability and I was supposed to just try harder. 
 
    “Now, you’re mad because I found a way to improve my spell casting ability? I have had to endure double standards my entire life as a slum runner. I tested this new technique of spell casting as it really works for me. I didn’t cheat. I was innovative and it works. I shouldn’t be punished or expelled just because I found a way to be better at my class.” 
 
    Professor Hark’s eyes narrowed. “So, it’s not a special ability, but a new technique. If it provides an advantage for the academy, this technique should be taught to all mages and anyone else willing to learn.” 
 
    Dax clenched his jaw. He saw what was happening. The Professor was trying to strip him of his new technique so it would diminish his win. It was petty and obnoxious and the young man was not going to play into it. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut shook his head. “That is for Dax to decide. He discovered it and it’s his choice if he wishes to share it.” 
 
    Luthis stepped closer, his oval eyed gaze on the student. “What Counselor Skullcut says is true. You discovered this technique and it does give you an advantage over your other students, but ultimately, it is your choice to share the knowledge.” 
 
    “He must share it!” Professor Hark growled. 
 
    Dax ignored the irate professor and looked to the High Dean. “I’m not comfortable sharing my technique at this time. I worked hard on it and it is far from perfect. I’d much rather continue working on it so it is perfect and when I feel the time is ready to share it.” 
 
    Professor Hark’s eyes darted in his head. 
 
    Luthis nodded. “I can safely say most of us agree. You have discovered a way for quicker spellcasting, giving students a tremendous advantage in the magical arts. Careful study is needed first to ensure it can be wielded properly.” 
 
    Dax smiled and nodded. 
 
    Luthis continued, “However, Professor Hark does have a point. You will have a tremendous advantage over your fellow students. One that we will have to place restrictions on. You're still required to learn normal spell casting. We will have to agree that you cannot use your card magic during classes with fellow students.” 
 
    Professor Hark’s mouth twisted into a sneer. 
 
    “However,” Luthis smiled, “In a few days, the Trials begin for all champions. It wouldn’t be fair if you couldn’t use this wonderous new technique during that time. The Trials can be difficult and sometimes impossible, but I don’t see why you couldn’t use your new card magic. Do we all agree?” 
 
    Everyone present nodded in agreement, except Professor Hark. 
 
    Dax gave a smug smile. “Thank you, High Dean.” 
 
    “Myself and the faculty will have to discuss this further and see what the future holds for your technique. In the meantime, you scored very high during the exam. You have a choice to decide who will be in your coterie for the Trails.” 
 
    “I know who I want on my team,” Dax said with confidence. 
 
    Luthis nodded and smiled. “Excellent. Be sure to inform Professor Frost tomorrow. The next few days will be dedicated to examining the scores and organizing coteries. Once it is finished, the student body shall meet again for Trial rules and information. 
 
    “You did well. Enjoy your victory with the other students. We will discuss your future research when the Trials are over. Do we agree?” 
 
    Dax kept his smile. “I agree.” 
 
    The elf nodded. “Excellent. For now, I would recommend keeping your research safe. If you need assistance, I’m sure Professor Plume can help you. I will inform him that anything you bring to him must be kept confidential.” 
 
    I won’t show Professor Plume anything at this time, but maybe after the Trials. 
 
    “Of course, High Dean,” Dax said and bowed his head slightly. 
 
    Dax looked over to Counselor Skullcut and Professor Frost. They gave him small smiles and nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    Luthis stood straighter, his chest out and eyes filled with stars. “Now, let’s go back and finish the closing ceremony. After that, enjoy the next few days and have a drink in your victory.”   
 
    Dax glanced over Luthis’s shoulder again, Professor Hark’s face a mask of distilled fury. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    The ceremony ended and the classes began to file out of the amphitheater. Dax walked with his head held high as nearly everyone looked in his direction. The student didn’t mind the small amount of fame as he felt he deserved it, since most of his fellow students kicked dirt in his face or felt sorry for him. The mage often heard that pride was often looked down upon, but in this moment, he didn’t mind basking in it for a little while.  
 
    Classes soon merged together and students mingled as they exited the amphitheater. Symon and Fern rushed to Dax’s side and the three embraced as one and jumped together. Many other students looked at them and smiled as they poured out onto the road. 
 
    The three pulled back as they walked, all smiles. 
 
    “Where’s Zarra and Vance?” Dax asked, not seeing them. 
 
    “Zarra’s professor had to speak to her. She said she would join us later. Vance left early to get the club room ready for our victory party,” Symon smiled. 
 
    “You were amazing!” Fern cut in and gave the mage another hug. 
 
    Dax kept his hands on her hips as he looked down on the five-foot tall fairy, “You were powerful, and a little scary.” 
 
    “It happens. When the candle is lit, we turn into what you saw back there. I’m sorry if it scared you,” Fern grinned 
 
    “It’s okay. I kind of expected it once they said our classes were going to compete against each other. I’ve seen other berserkers and all of you can get pretty scary.” 
 
    The three walked and Symon put his arms around Dax and Fern’s shoulders.  
 
    “I feel energized! I need a drink!” the spellsword grinned. 
 
    “I think we all need drinks,” Fern echoed. 
 
    “After today, we may have to drink every night in victory,” Dax laughed. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Symon grinned. 
 
    The trio made their way with the stream of students. When they reached the Academy entrance, some students ran ahead, pushing through the crowd. Dax noticed it and raised an eyebrow. Symon and Fern talked, but Dax looked around and noticed not one of his fellow mages nearby. It was almost like they were swallowed up by the crowd. 
 
    I won the bet and Nuria owes me a kiss. 
 
    Dax smiled to himself as they made their way into the courtyard. The crowd began to disperse, the sun hanging low to the west. The day had moved so fast, everyone lost track of time. Celebrations were going to be had and Dax was ready to drink the night away. 
 
    “I’m going back to the room to change,” Dax said. 
 
    “Yea, I’m all sweaty,” Symon nodded. 
 
    “I could use a bath. I’ll see you both at the club room?” Fern asked. 
 
    “We’ll be there in ten minutes,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The mage and spellsword waved goodbye to the fairy as she changed into her eight-inch form and zipped off while waving back. 
 
    The pair made it to their dorm and began climbing the stairs. 
 
    “You were incredible out there,” Symon beamed. 
 
    Dax looked over to his friend as they stepped onto their floor. “Nobody knows, but I was out of mana by the end. I had a few backup cards, but if anymore came at me, I would have been dead.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, your card magic really caused the other students to cheer for you. They were almost out of control as you blasted berserkers into the air.” 
 
    Dax’s happy eyes dimmed. “I should tell you what happened after they asked to see me after the mage and berserker exam.” 
 
    Dax told Symon the details as they entered their room. The spellsword listened to every word and when Dax finished, Symon nodded as he processed it. 
 
    “It sounds like, sooner or later, they are going to want you to tell them how the magic cards work,” Symon said as he rubbed his chin. 
 
    Dax gave a weak nod before moving to his closet and opening it. Pulling out another black robe, he threw it on his bed before turning to his friend. 
 
    “I don’t know how I feel about sharing it. This might be my chance to earn real gold and have a better life for us and our friends.” 
 
    Symon looked to his friend, “Is it about the gold?” 
 
    Dax sat on the edge of his bed, looking away in thought. “I don’t know. The technique seemed to work, but I can’t create any cards at a higher degree. I can only create cards to my degree of power among the spheres of magic. If another mage with high degrees in the spheres can make stronger cards, many will look to them as leaders and not the guy who created it.” 
 
    Symon sat in his bed and looked across the room to his friend. “My family comes from gold, so I can live without it, but you never had that kind of life. You created this technique so it is your decision, but I believe everyone will remember Dax Sage, creator of card magic.” 
 
    Dax smiled. 
 
    Symon continued, “Whatever you decide, you know I’ll back you up. I’m sure the others will too.” 
 
    “Thanks Symon. I think for all of this to truly work, I need to master the spheres first. Then, I can create magic cards as a master. It’s the only way to be sure to make my mark across Ikkudran.” 
 
    “Sounds like a noble goal,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. “This is too much right now. Let’s change and head to the Commons. I can hear the siren song of spirits and we shouldn’t keep them waiting.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax and Symon slowly approached the entrance to the Commons. A line of students waited through the entrance while other students approached from all sides. The chatter on the line was filled with excitement and as soon as Dax and Symon approached, heads turned and wide smiles formed.  
 
    “Hi Dax!” several students said at once. 
 
    Many more waved or bowed their heads. 
 
    “Make room!” one of the students shouted. 
 
    Dax and Symon took it in as they stood with the students. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Symon asked. 
 
    “This is the line to join the Heroes of Kinarth,” a student beamed. “You both can go in but please consider me for membership. I love Kinarth!” 
 
    Dax and Symon shot each other a glance before stepping in, students parting to let them through. 
 
    The Commons was filled with bodies, leading from the entrance and up the stairs. Bodies moved to the side, letting the pair through and taking the stairs up. Congratulations floated on the air as Dax led the way. Some reached out and patted him on the shoulder. The entire moment was surreal as Dax kept silent, making his way to the upper floor and stepping into the corridor. 
 
    The line stretched on until it reached the door where the first meeting of the Heroes of Kinarth took place. The door was shut but the line of students didn’t seem too bothered, waiting with happy smiles. 
 
    Nuria and Clive stepped from the line and blocked the corridor. Dax and Symon slowed. Clive had a sad look on his face. Nuria’s gaze was blank. 
 
    Dax smirked, “Came to pay up?” 
 
    Nuria sighed. “As we agreed, your debt is paid in full.” 
 
    The mage kept his smirk. “Not completely. I think you owe me a kiss.” 
 
    The mage’s brow pointed before it smoothed out again. “You are correct. I do owe you a kiss.” 
 
    Dax stood his ground as Nuria stepped closer. The mage ran her fingers along Dax’s collar, eyes containing a sultry edge. Dax’s heartbeat quickened, enjoying her touch. A second later, she pressed her lips to his. Lips parted as Nuria’s tongue slipped into his mouth, most of the surrounding students watching and smiling. Clive’s head bowed forward as Symon stayed close to his friend. 
 
    Dax was momentarily lost, the thrill washing over his spirit. 
 
    Nuria pulled back and rested her arms on Dax’s shoulders, a playful gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “I may have been too harsh before. I would love to join your club and learn more about that wonderful card magic,” Nuria cooed. 
 
    Dax nodded. “Get to the back of the line. When you finally get in, I’ll be sure to say no in the nicest possible way.” 
 
    Nuria’s entire face shifted into a rage as she pulled back her arm and made a fist. The mage threw her punch, but inches before it connected, Symon’s hand clamped on her wrist, stopping it cold. 
 
    “Striking another student could get you expelled,” the spellsword said with a serious tone. 
 
    Nuria looked to Symon’s hand, looked to Dax and then her expression smoothed into a kind smile. Symon let go and the mage’s hand fell to her side. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” Nuria hissed before stepping to the side and walking away. 
 
    Clive’s shoulders were low as he looked to Dax.  
 
    “Congratulations on your victory,” the mage said and followed his mistress.  
 
    Dax looked to Symon, “Thanks for stopping her.” 
 
    The spellsword nodded. “Why did you say that? It will only make things worse.” 
 
    Dax leaned in to whisper in his friend’s ear, “I may be in love with her, but she did spit in my face. You’ll see, she will respect me later.” 
 
    “You’re a mad man,” Symon smirked. 
 
    “I know,” Dax smiled back and led the way down the corridor. 
 
    The two friends stopped before the door and Dax knocked. 
 
    The door opened, but Vance was already talking. 
 
    “It hasn’t been decided if we are going to accept new mem,” the mage stopped talking and smiled at Dax and Symon. 
 
    “Quickly, come in,” Vance ordered and stepped out of the way. 
 
    Dax and Symon stepped in, Vance closing the door behind them and locking it shut. Fern and Zara were already inside. Fern looked refreshed and in a new leather outfit as she fluttered around in the air. Zarra sat, an unopened barrel next to her and a tiny smile on her lips. 
 
    “You changed pretty quick,” Dax addressed Fern. 
 
    The fairy hovered before him; arms crossed. “When you’re eight inches tall, it’s easy to bathe in the sink.” 
 
    Dax let out a laugh as Vance poured drinks and started shoving them into their hands. Symon started drinking instantly, but Dax held his drink in hand and addressed the room. 
 
    “Everyone wants to join the Heroes of Kinarth club,” the mage smirked. 
 
    Vance gulped down his drink by the table and began pouring again. “They nearly rushed in. I had to lock the door. Everyone wants to be part of the club and are asking for you.” 
 
    Dax tapped his glass with his finger, “Yea, we have to talk about that.” 
 
    The mage explained what happened with the High Dean and the professors. Fern fluttered down to a table, sat and hung her head at the mention of her professor. Zarra’s expression was blank, her serpent eyes unblinking. Symon and Vance continued to drink as Dax finished explaining. 
 
    “I can understand the new restrictions on you, but what about all of us? We helped to create it,” Vance mentioned. 
 
    Dax nodded and took a sip of his drink. “I think I have to keep the technique secret, even from everyone here. Professor Hark might lean on you, Fern. Others may try to bribe or work out a deal from everyone else here. I’ve seen it many times, when people want something, they will go to extraordinary lengths to acquire it.” 
 
    Most nodded, except for Vance. 
 
    The mage’s eyes sagged as he spoke, “Shouldn’t we all know the technique? We can keep it secret, as long as we stick to each other.” 
 
    Fern lifted up her small head, “No, Dax is right. A few of my fellow classmates tried to befriend me when they previously didn’t have the time.” 
 
    “The card magic will cause a new balance to be formed. Some will use it for good, but others will use it to their advantage,” Zarra added. 
 
    Vance shook his head, “But if we share in it, we can shape the future and our destinies. We could be just like Kinarth and start a new age.” 
 
    Vance turned to Dax, “I’m not trying to push you to agree. We should explore all sides of this before we make any hasty decisions.” 
 
    Dax nodded and placed his hand on Vance’s shoulder, giving it a squeeze, “I know what you mean. In the short time we all have known each other; I feel like we are really becoming friends. But I don’t want to see my technique sold to the highest bidder. 
 
    “With time, I plan to work with the academy to see if they are genuine on wanting to share this knowledge. For now, I need to explore it some more and see if the world is ready for card magic.” 
 
    Vance nodded, but his eyes held a shadow, “A team will help you discover that answer.” 
 
    Dax smiled, his hand still on Vance’s shoulder, “That is why I chose everyone here to be in my coterie for the Trials. It will give us a chance to work together and build upon our friendships.” 
 
    Eyes widened across the room and soon, smiles bloomed. Even Zarra gave Dax a look of disbelief. 
 
    Dax pulled his arm away and looked at his friends. “We made it to this point together and I believe in us. I have spent too much time just watching my own back. Counselor Skullcut gave me some advice and I’m going to take it. No champion made it to the top on their own and I think all of us here should help each other and leave no one behind, if we all agree?” 
 
    Symon drank down his spirits and burped. “You did most of the work, so I’ll follow your lead. I’m with you.” 
 
    Fern stood up on the table, “I’m with you.” 
 
    Zarra gave a small nod. “I’m with you.” 
 
    Dax looked to Vance. 
 
    The mage held his drink, silent for a moment. 
 
    “Because of my family history, I will always have a stain on who I am. It will be nice to bring some light to all of our lives and maybe a degree of forgiveness. Dax, I trust you to do what’s right. I’m with you,” Vance said with a weak smile. 
 
    Dax addressed everyone, “We all have our pasts and histories. It has hurt us in some ways but it’s always there. This technique will change everything going into the future. I will not abandon the Heroes of Kinarth. We are in this together, good or bad. I’m with everyone here.” 
 
    Everyone present lifted up their cups and one barrel. They brought them together in a silent toast and took a long drink. Cups down, Zarra was the only one still drinking from her barrel. 
 
    “What do we do about the line of students who want to join the club?” Symon asked. 
 
    Dax let out a chuckle. “They had their chance. Membership to the Heroes of Kinarth is now closed. The rest of them can go fuck off.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that!” Fern said as she zipped into the air with a cup nearly the size of her body, lifted it up and began to drink. 
 
    Small chuckles filled the large room. 
 
    Dax was smiling until a thought touched his mind. 
 
    “There is something else I want to talk about. We should have another member to our coterie for the Trials,” Dax said with a half-smile. 
 
    “Who do you have in mind?” Vance asked. 
 
    “We should drink a little more before I give the name,” Dax said and gulped his drink. 
 
    *** 
 
    A thick shaft of sunlight filled the center of the Professor Frost’s office. The Master Mage scribbled on scrolls and parchments, her eyes moving from left to right. Tallying scores, she stopped and looked when she heard a knock. 
 
    “Come in,” the master mage shouted. 
 
    The door opened and Dax stepped in. Professor Frost eyed him as he approached, a small rolled up paper in his hand. 
 
    “Is that the list of names for your coterie?” the master mage asked. 
 
    Dax nodded, a wry smile on his lips. He reached her desk, put the rolled-up paper on the surface and slid it to her.  
 
    Professor Frost picked it up, unrolled it and read the names. An eyebrow rose up at the last name. 
 
    “I can see why you picked the others, but the last one might refuse,” Professor Frost stated. 
 
    Dax nodded. “Before the exams, you would be right. But now, I don’t think she will.” 
 
    Professor Frost nodded and rolled the paper back up. “I admire the fact you overcame your weakness for casting, but the future is going to be very difficult for you and those you associate with. Power corrupts, not just those in power, but those who want it. I will admit, I am intrigued by your card technique, but I will never demand or ask to know the details. I cannot say the same for my colleagues. 
 
    “If any of the faculty try to manipulate or demand anything from you, come to me or Counselor Skullcut.” 
 
    “Understood, Professor,” Dax nodded. 
 
    Professor Frost leaned back in her chair, her eyes taking on a wicked gleam. “Enjoy the next few days and I’ll be sure to contact the last member of your coterie.” 
 
    “Thank you, Professor,” Dax bowed. 
 
    “Don’t thank me just yet. I’m sure we will have a lot to talk about when the Trials are over,” Professor Frost said, a playful tone in her voice.     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Days floated by with relaxed flair. The entire academy seemed to breathe a sigh of relief, now that the exams were over. The days were quiet, but when evenings approached, the drinking and parties echoed through the school. Drunken revelry sang in the courtyard as students and even a few professors, laughed and carried on. The stress of the exams pushed the student body to relax and most of them took to it with wide smiles. 
 
    Except for Dax. 
 
    The mage glanced out the window, taking a break. He looked down as students moved about the courtyard in the cool evening air, some of them raising their cups in the air with slurred shouts. It caused the mage to smile before he let the curtain fall back into place.  
 
    Stepping over to his desk, he sat down, eyes on his work. Cards lay about the surface, some half-finished and others letting the ink dry. The last three days were spent in solitude, working on his deck and seeing how far he could test his new technique. An issue arose during the second night as he worked. He noticed it before, but it seemed to hammer home every time he created a new card. The power of the card was tied directly to his level of magical knowledge. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t create a card stronger than what he currently knew. It made creating cards difficult because the ideas poured into his head and he was limited by his own ability. 
 
    If I’m going to create stronger cards, I have to increase my mana spheres. It’s the only way. 
 
    Dax leaned back in his chair, his gaze pointed at the ceiling. It takes a lifetime to master all spheres of magic. It wasn’t so much the learning, but every champion had to acquire Mana Shards to increase their spheres. Practicing and manipulating magic on one’s own could possibly gain a few degrees, but that meant years of training. The Academies discovered the shortcut, but it wasn’t much of a shortcut. Mana Phantoms were all over Ikkudran, but they tended to gather around mana springs. They fed off the living magic as it flowed and if there wasn’t a nearby spring, they would steal mana from living beings. Phantoms were only dangerous when they were starving. The ones on Mist Haven Isle were well-fed and only attacked if they were attacked first. It made it easy to hunt them. When a phantom was destroyed, they dropped a few mana shards and when a champion picked them up, they could choose to absorb their power.  
 
    Dax let out a long exhale, mind working. It was easy to absorb the early degrees of a sphere. In the first week, champions were given a certain amount, depending on their class. 1st degree spheres only required 2 mana shards. 2nd degree, required 4 shards. After that, it starts to get expensive. The number of shards needed doubles and continues to double the higher degrees of each sphere. Most students did the math in the first week, once the discussion of mana shards came up in class. Dax was no exception. He calculated that he would need 8,190 mana shards to reach 12th degree in one sphere. With 12 spheres of magic, he would need 98,280 shards to master every sphere. It would take more than a lifetime to gather so many shards since every other champion was trying to do the same thing. 
 
    “Why couldn’t I have been born an elf or a dragon? That’s the reason why they can become so powerful with time on their side,” the mage whispered. 
 
    The mage leaned forward and looked at his work. The limitation of his known spheres showed. He had created several cards for each sphere of air, water, life, and mind. They were charged and ready to go but if he wanted to create spell cards for the other spheres, he needed to start increasing their degrees. The Academy gave students their first number of shards, but the rest would have to be won during the Trials. 
 
    A knock woke Dax from his daydreaming and he looked to the door. 
 
    The door opened and Symon stepped in with a small sack in his hand. The spellsword smiled as he approached, seeing the darkness under Dax’s eyes. 
 
    “I brought you food,” Symon said and stood before Dax. 
 
    The mage nodded. “Thanks. I’m starting to forget what the outside world was like.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “The same. Everyone is drunk and waiting for tomorrow. We have to be at the auditorium early, so they can tell us what to expect and finalize our coteries.” 
 
    Symon looked over to the desk, seeing many cards covering it. “Working hard?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “We need to be prepared. The Trials can be difficult and I want to make sure I have a card for every occasion.” 
 
    The mage looked to his own work and sighed. “It’s better that I’m here. Everyone wants to be my friend and it’s a bit annoying.” 
 
    “Fame does come at a price,” Symon chuckled. “The others miss you.” 
 
    Dax looked down, “I miss them too. I hope everyone feels the same once the Trials start. We will be spending a lot of time together.” 
 
    Symon’s small smile faded. “We keep questioning your last choice for the coterie, but I’m going to say it, I’m not sure it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I know. I saw everyone’s faces when I mentioned it. I just think we should keep our enemies close.” 
 
    Symon smirked. “It’s not because you have a crush?” 
 
    The sack in Symon’s hand coughed. 
 
    Dax looked down at the sack and smiled.  
 
    Symon grinned as he put the sack on Dax’s bed. “I’ll leave you to eat. I’m meeting Vance and Zarra for drinks. I should be out most of the night. I recommend you bathe, you’re starting to smell.” 
 
    Dax watched his friend turn and leave. The moment the door closed shut; the sack began to move. 
 
    “I wonder, what do we have here,” Dax laughed. 
 
    The sack opened and light flashed. Fern landed on her feet, her form now five feet tall. She was barely clothed and held small packages of food in her arms. 
 
    “I thought you needed some company, food, and maybe a little stress relief,” the berserker fairy smiled. 
 
    Dax eyed her up and down, “I still have a lot of work for tomorrow, and like Symon said, I need a bath.” 
 
    Fern put the packages of food on the bed and sauntered over. Her hair began to turn red and small lights appeared around her head.  
 
    “You can still work for a little while. As for the bathing part, I don’t think you know how dirty us fairies can be. Bathing is always optional. Most of my people like the scents of others,” the fairy said as she began to undress. 
 
    Dax stared as small clothes fell away. When Fern was nude, she moved even closer and lowered herself onto her knees. 
 
    “Keep working and I’ll entertain myself. When you’re finished, we can eat and bathe together. I don’t take up much room. Now, open your robe.” 
 
    Dax’s hands moved automatically, opening the robe and exposing himself. The stress in his mind and body began to ebb, blood flowing to his member. Fern looked down and smiled before crawling under the desk. 
 
    Dax turned to his work when lips closed around his member and began sliding up and down. Tension died as bliss bubbled up along his spirit. Blinking, he tried to focus. He leaned forward a little, trying to work on a specific symbol when small moans rose up. Fern’s moans caused him to become rock hard and when he looked down, she sucked his cock, eyes closed and small moans filling the space under the desk. 
 
    “I…can’t concentrate,” Dax managed to say through clenched teeth. 
 
    Fern ignored him, wet inches appearing and disappearing between her tight lips. 
 
    The mage sat back, enjoying the show. 
 
    Maybe I do need a break. 
 
    Fern opened her oval eyes and looked up, her small pointed ears and red hair framing her face as she licked his throbbing member. A small smile appeared before she closed her eyes again and moaned louder. 
 
    The stress and excitement of the last week started to bleed away. A new tension grew, the mage finding it difficult to hold back. 
 
    Fern pulled away and kissed the mage’s staff. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    Mouth engulfing Dax’s cock once again, she sucked and licked along the shaft with renewed vigor. The tempo increased and she moaned when the mage’s cock thickened. 
 
    Dax gritted his teeth, pressure building. When it reached a flashpoint, he groaned, his cock spurting seed like a geyser. Fern swallowed as she sucked, drinking him down as more come painted the back of her throat.  
 
    When the moment of bliss slid away, Fern pulled back and crawled out from under the desk. Standing up, she took Dax’s hand and pulled him to his feet. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” the fairy asked with a smile. 
 
    “I’m starving,” Dax half smirked. 
 
    The fairy moved to the bed, laid down and parted her thighs. “Eat first and then we can eat afterwards,” she smiled with a wicked gleam in her eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Students moved through the courtyard in large packs. Sunlight lit up the academy with warm, morning light. Excitement once again filled the air as large groups of students made their way to the auditorium. Unlike the amphitheater, the auditorium was within the confines of the academy. 
 
    Dax, Vance, Symon, Fern, and Zarra walked together. The fivesome smiled and talked, but it was Dax who kept eyeing the crowd, looking for a particular student. 
 
    “I wish we could sit together. My classmates are getting annoying, asking me questions all the time,” Fern sighed. 
 
    “You think they would be upset after we turned everyone away the other day,” Symon said as he walked. 
 
    “I think it made them want to join even more. I keep getting stopped, students wanting me to reconsider and open the club to new members,” Vance added. 
 
    “What do you tell them?” Symon asked. 
 
    Vance smirked. “Membership is closed until further notice. Many cannot take the hint and feel they are above such a restriction.” 
 
    “Welcome to the academy,” Dax said, absentmindedly. 
 
    The small group smiled as they approached the main doors. 
 
    Dax drank it in, seeing the ancient wood and stone, framing the front of the auditorium building. Most of the buildings in the Academy were tower-like, but a few held the classic shape of squares and rectangles. Arcane symbols were carved into the stones and wood, Dax seeing that they were protection spells to ensure outside forces couldn’t see or hear what was happening inside. 
 
    The double doors were wide open, professors guiding in the different classes and telling them where to sit. Dax’s group split up. Fern blew a kiss before walking toward her berserker class. Zarra, who had said very little, bowed to Dax before turning and walking away to join the other clerics. Symon bear-hugged the mage before marching along the aisle to his class. Vance stayed by Dax’s side as they made their way down the middle. 
 
    The auditorium was vast, twelve sections of seats, six on each side of the wide, middle aisle. The walls were white stone with pillars running along the walls. Vast stained windows allowed subdued sunlight to filter in, casting various colors throughout the immense chamber. A stage stood with a single podium. 
 
    Mages took their seats in the front section. Dax remembered that their class did the best with only one causality on their side. They received the honor of being upfront, Dax, Vance and a few others sitting in the front row. 
 
    Dax craned his head to see many students taking their seats. When he saw Nuria sit a few rows behind, she pretended to not see him. Instead, she spoke to Clive. The large mage nodded, but he often glanced in Dax’s direction. 
 
    “Maybe she refused,” Vance said as he leaned in. 
 
    “No. Professor Frost would have told me so. I think she’s just trying to pretend it doesn’t matter to save face,” Dax said as he turned his head forward and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Either way, she’s going to be a handful. Maybe we should reconsider?” 
 
    Dax looked to Vance, “Symon told me the same thing. I know everyone is uncomfortable, but if we don’t keep someone outside of our group within our ranks, champions won’t hesitate to come after us with everything they have.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “So, this is for our protection and not because you're attracted to her?” 
 
    Dax smiled before it faded away. “In the slums, you have to keep your fingers in many things. You never know who is going to betray you. Gold can change the kindest people into terrible monsters. Now that everyone knows about my technique, they will try everything to learn it.” 
 
    “Having Nuria with us will somehow help protect us?” 
 
    Dax leaned in a little closer, his voice barely a whisper, “She has influence. She is the most skilled mage in our class. If we can win her over, the others will back off. Right now, I have a big target on my back and we need as many allies as we can get.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “I see your reasoning but it's still dangerous. She will try everything she can to steal your technique.” 
 
    “I know. Better to know where she is than her springing a surprise on us. Separate her from her cronies and we have better control.” 
 
    “And if it blows up in our faces?” 
 
    Dax patted Vance’s shoulder, “You can tell me you told me so.” 
 
    The mage laughed. Dax smiled as this was the first time Vance really seemed to be laid back. He often wore a serious expression and a cool attitude but Dax wondered if the mage was stressed more than he was letting on? 
 
    The murmur of the crowd dimmed as Luthis stepped onto the stage and walked to the podium. Before he reached it, every student and class stood up, clapping and shouting to the High Dean. The dark-haired elf raised his hands, waving to the student body as he approached the podium and stood behind it.  
 
    Fingers curled around the edges of the podium as the High Dean basked once again in student adulation. When he lifted a single hand, the sound of the crowd died and everyone sat, ears and eyes open. 
 
    High Dean Luthis scanned the crowd with a smile. Professors sat with their classes and when it was quiet enough to hear a pin drop, the elf addressed the student body. 
 
    “I hope everyone enjoyed the last few days off?” Luthis grinned. 
 
    The crowd went wild again, shouts and fists in the air. Dax and Vance smiled as they looked up to the High Dean. 
 
    Luthis raised his hand up a few inches and the crowd simmered down before he continued. 
 
    “As you all know, this is the Trial and Preparation lecture. We shall go over what to expect when most of you venture off to start building yourself as a champion. I’ll start from the beginning and please, if you have any questions, you can ask your professors when the lecture is over. Let’s begin.” 
 
    Balls of energy appeared behind the High Dean, swirling, joining and spreading out. Dax watched with interest as Mist Haven Isle formed high above and behind the High Dean, glowing with soothing power. 
 
    Luthis addressed the student body with warm affection, “The Trials were created many decades ago to help all champions gain some real-world experience in a controlled environment. As you can see behind me, Mist Haven Isle is a large island, centered miles away from the mainland. Aside from the academy, there are five towns that run along the coastal edges of the island.” 
 
    Points of light glowed brighter, the names of towns appearing underneath each one. 
 
    “You can see the academy on the southern tip of the island. Starting from the east, there is Silver Port, the town most of you arrived in before coming here. After that, there is Hythe, Axminster, Lybster, and Butterpond. These towns have been here since nearly the start of the Academy except for Silver Port, which was here first. 
 
    “The Trials are meant to hone your abilities and give you some experience. Not everything can be learned in the classroom. Ikkudran can be difficult at times, but it can also be beautiful. What we are teaching here is not only to challenge the dark forces, but to be kind and thoughtful to others as well. 
 
    “Your objective is to visit each town and complete a puzzle. It sounds simple, but I don’t want everyone here to have a false impression. The puzzles range from simple to complex and are different for every coterie. Whether you chose your coterie or were assigned to one, the puzzles will be random for each town. 
 
    “Not to waste time, when you arrive in town, you will be approached by a Puzzle Quest Keeper. They may be faculty from our academy or trusted individuals from the towns. They will inform you of a puzzle and be your point of contact when you finish it. Should your coterie piece together the puzzle and figure out the answer, your group will be awarded a badge. Three badges indicate you pass and may continue on to your second year. Those who do not gain three or more badges will spend the few remaining months enhancing your skills and taking another version of the Trials to see if you succeed for your second year. If you think that is kind or easy, think again. The second Trial will be extremely difficult so I would recommend you try your best on the first time. 
 
    “Just a bit of trivia, no coterie has ever gained all five badges. I hope this year will be the first for some, if not, all of you.” 
 
    The High Dean’s relaxed expression took on a serious tone as he spoke, “Badges cannot be given or exchanged. Stealing is an automatic expulsion. It is understood that the drive at winning will push boundaries, but it will not be tolerated here. The Academy wants you to succeed, but subverting the system in place means you will subvert it when you leave here. 
 
    “Now, I must address the dangers of the Trial. As many of you know, mana phantoms inhabit the island. The mana springs give life and the phantoms drink from it. They tend to avoid most people unless agitated or provoked. This means you may have an easier time travelling, but the further into the island you travel, the more dangerous they become. It is not wise to cut through the island to reach towns. The lure of the springs can be tempting, but it is not recommended. Students have died because of their hubris and I don’t want to send any bodies back to their families.” 
 
    Luthis’s eyes scanned the room from side to side, “Slaying phantoms will drop mana shards. These are yours if earned. Once you have enough, you may absorb them to gain their power and grow your skills and abilities. Shards will be awarded to those who win at their puzzles as well. Phantoms along the coast will not kill you because they are well fed, but they will knock you unconscious when you attack them. Use your best judgement when it comes to altercations with phantoms. Don’t bite off more than you can chew.” 
 
    The High Dean’s eyes narrowed. “There is another threat all students must be aware of. Despite the many eyes, spells, and allies we have on the island, no one can predict if a sea monster will come onto shore. They range in sizes from kobold size to behemoths. They tend to avoid the towns, but be wary when camping along the beaches or coasts. Three years ago, the academy lost an entire coterie to an attack, the students put up a desperate fight by the marks they left behind in the sand. Nothing of them was ever recovered. No one wishes for a repeat of what happened so be on your toes and ever alert when travelling from town to town.” 
 
    A gloom filled the auditorium. Dax listened, remembering the sea monster attacks on the slums. They would crawl up from the sea and into the tunnels. Anyone caught in the tunnels after dark put their own lives in their hands. 
 
    Luthis’s smile returned as he continued, “The entire journey around the island takes about fifteen to twenty days at an even pace. You have twenty-five days to complete your Trial. Lodgings and food will be waiting for you at each town. You will have to buy your own spirits and wine, but do not fret, the celebrations after the Trial are often filled with indulgence so keep your eyes on the prize,” the High Dean winked. 
 
    A small murmur of chuckles and slight smiles filled the auditorium. 
 
    Luthis eyed the crowd, “I see so many passionate champions. This moment will be a turning point in your lives. Treasure the time spent with your companions. The Trial will strengthen bonds that will go beyond your time here in the academy. Enjoy the journey and you will come out with your better self.” 
 
    The elf cleared his throat and continued, “Coteries have been determined and formed. Professors will be reaching out to many who did not perform well in the exams with your coterie assignments. Those of you who did perform well during the exam, you may gather your coterie and your supplies.  
 
    “Groups will be stacked and released in intervals. The students with high marks and their coteries will get the chance to leave first. Gather your companions and supplies. When you are ready, you will be contacted and allowed to start your Trial.” 
 
    Luthis’s expression beamed with pride, “We wish you the best journey. Strive to be an excellent champion and you will do no wrong. I, and the faculty here of Kinarth Academy salute you!” 
 
    Every student stood up and clapped, gleeful shouts filling the air. Dax clapped, excitement running through his veins. It was finally his chance to really prove himself beyond a technique. He could show that he was meant to be here to become a champion. 
 
    Luthis stepped off the stage and greeted wide-eyed students. Dax was up and ready to make his way over to the High Dean when a hand touched his shoulder. Dax turned his gaze to Nuria’s subdued smile. 
 
    “It looks like you picked me for your coterie. I can’t say I’m not flattered,” the mage dripped with self-indulgent pride. 
 
    Dax smiled and tilted his head forward, “We needed another body to help carry supplies. When you tried to punch me, Symon said you felt pretty strong so we decided we needed a mule.” 
 
    Nuria’s demeanor shifted to rage as her eyes narrowed. “You piece of rotten…” Nuria was cut off when Dax lifted his hands up, palms out. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Sometimes I can’t help myself. I saw how you took charge during the exam, even if you didn’t include me. I thought it over and figured your leadership might work well with us. You’re the strongest mage in our class and we want to win every badge.” 
 
    Nuria’s heated eyes cooled before she lifted her chin. “I accept your invitation to your coterie. Since you were the one to pick your companions, that makes you the leader, but don’t think for a second you can boss me around. You may be in charge, but we both know who really is in charge.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Yea, me.” 
 
    Nuria’s body shook with rage. 
 
    “We will be among the first groups to leave. We are gathering at the Eastern Gate in a few hours. Meet us there,” Dax stated with a chum eating smile. 
 
    The mage let out a small growl before she turned and left. Dax watched her leave, seeing Clive waiting for her in the aisle. She snapped her fingers and walked past him. Clive looked to Dax with a sad expression before he turned and followed his mistress out of the auditorium. 
 
    “This is not going to be an easy journey,” Vance said as he stood next to Dax. 
 
    “No, but it will be fun,” the mage grinned.         
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    Dax walked up to the Eastern Gate. Symon, Fern, Vance, and Zarra were waiting, everyone with their Packs of Holding over their shoulders. The mage pulled on the straps to his pack, enjoying the lightness to it even though it carried a tent, sleeping roll, rations, fire making kit, torches, waterskin, several robes, and small clothes. The Academy outdid themselves with supplies for each champion, giving out the packs to each student for their journey around the island. 
 
    An azure sky filled the heavens and the sun was high in the morning air. Dax enjoyed the feeling, excitement and energy filling his heart and limbs. After the Trial lecture, he spent the rest of the day getting ready with most of his coterie. They picked up supplies, organized everything needed and even went over the provided maps to the island. The journey was a simple one, but they didn’t want to take any chances. The mood was infectious and they all laughed except for one of their members who didn’t bother to show up. 
 
    Dax approached his coterie and looked around. “We seem to still be one short.” 
 
    Symon smirked and pointed past Dax’s shoulder.  
 
    The group turned their attention to Nuria and Clive as they approached. Nuria’s mouth was twisted into a sardonic smile. When she was about fifteen feet away, she stopped abruptly and turned to Clive. 
 
    Dax and the others waited as she whispered in his ear before giving it a playful lick. The large mage looked down, unfazed by her sudden affection. She kissed his cheek and sauntered away from him, Clive watching her go with a creeping sadness in his eyes. 
 
    “Well, are we ready?” Nuria asked like a queen bee. 
 
    “You’re late. If you’re late again, we leave you,” Dax stated simply. 
 
    “I had to say my…” Nuria began before Dax turned from her and addressed the rest of the group. 
 
    “Let’s begin. On foot, it’s about an hour to Silver Port,” Dax addressed the group. 
 
    “We won’t be in a wagon or on horses like that fateful night,” Symon smiled as he remembered the night he and Dax were caught by the magistrates. 
 
    Dax nodded. “This time, we are going out as champions. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m looking to get all five badges!” 
 
    “Hell Yeah!” Fern grinned while others nodded. 
 
    Nuria fumed in the back, watching Dax take the lead and begin walking. The group followed and Nuria reluctantly followed behind them.  
 
    The coterie passed through the Eastern Gate and stepped out onto the road, Silver Port in the distance. 
 
    Dax walked, glancing at his people, noting everyone’s equipment. Mind working, he wanted to be sure everyone was truly ready for this journey. It wouldn’t do if they were caught unawares and taken down if they weren’t at their peak. 
 
    Symon stood tall, marching like a soldier. He wore leather armor with some metal plates on the shoulders, arm bracers, shin plates, a brand-new sword on one hip and a chained spell book sheathed on the other hip. Dax knew Symon only had two spells to work with, lightning and fire, but matching that with his fighting skills, it would be more than enough for the Spellsword. 
 
    Fern had stayed in her small form, fluttering about like a large insect. The fairy wore leather armor with runes carved into it, similar to the mace that hung on her belt. Fern informed the group that the clothes, armor, and mace were specially made for her, growing and shrinking with her size. If she didn’t have the enchantments, clothes would rip and the mace would be too big to carry. With the magical weapons and armor, she would be effective in whichever size she chose. 
 
    Vance walked along in his black robe, pack on his back and satchel laying against his hip. The tall mage looked ahead, his face blank. Blonde, spiky hair glowed in the sunlight as he walked at a leisurely pace. 
 
    Zarra walked in her white robes and staff in hand. Dax had to take a double take, seeing that the dragon in humanoid form wore white robes that barely covered her figure. Cloth flowed down along her arms and shoulders, but bare skin showed along her sides, cloth barely holding her large breasts. From the waist, the robe covered her legs except for a slit that ran from her hips down to her ankles. When she walked, hints of smooth, but strong legs appeared. The staff in her hand held a holy symbol, depicting the Holy Wing of Umus. A pack was firmly against her back and a circlet surrounded her head, a green jewel shining on her forehead. 
 
    The dragon had made it clear the night before that she had to wear the circlet at all times. She had a restriction placed on her, unable to change into her dragon form and her power greatly diminished. It leveled the playing field where she didn’t have an advantage. Dax wondered if things really got bad, could he take it off her? 
 
    Respect the rules or they will throw you out for good this time. 
 
    Nuria trailed behind everyone. Her robe adhered to her body, but Dax often looked back to see she had the same kind of slit Zarra had. Pale legs revealed themselves and the mage had to look away or he would be caught staring. When she did catch him looking, he turned to Symon and simply talked, which weirded out his tall friend. 
 
    The group moved on, walking like they would own the world. When they reached Silver Port, they made their way down the main street, looking in all directions. 
 
    Dax took lead, walking and looking when he saw a familiar sign hanging from a tavern. 
 
    “We should get a drink,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Everyone looked at each other, but it was Symon who spoke up. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we find our puzzle quest giver?” the spellsword said. 
 
    “It’s mid-day and we are on a grand adventure, why should we do it sober?” Dax said and started walking. 
 
    “He is our coterie leader? This is bad luck,” Nuria rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I want a drink,” Fern zipped ahead and hovered over Dax’s shoulder. 
 
    Symon and Vance shrugged before they followed. Zarra said nothing, following the two tall men. 
 
    Nuria stared at them before she sighed, following after them. 
 
    The group reached The Drinking Serpent and stepped through the front door. The place was nearly empty, a passed out drunk soul in a corner. The windows were shuttered, but thin rays of light penetrated the darkness, painting tiny parts of the wooden floor in golden light. 
 
    The academy students approached the bar and looked around. The bar was empty. A second later the door opened and a man stepped out. 
 
    Tofer’s eyes held a contained menace as he approached the bar and put his hands on the smooth, wood surface. He eyed the group, but his gaze soon centered on Dax. Silence filled the tavern as the two men stared at each other. 
 
    The bartender spoke first, “I should take your rat ass and toss you out onto the street after what you pulled.” 
 
    Dax let a smirk slip. “I am reformed. I no longer chase dreams of becoming an underground battle card mage.” 
 
    The mage took hold of Zarra’s staff and held it, looking at the holy wings of Umus. “I have found the light, my wicked urges purged. Umus has forgiven me and I believe you should as well.” 
 
    Fern had to turn away, hiding her smile. Symon’s shoulders sagged. Zarra simply blinked and Vance smiled wide, unable to hold back the humor he felt. Nuria sat on a bar stool and moaned her contempt. 
 
    Tofer glared at Dax for a long moment before his hand whipped out and snatched the staff from Dax’s hand. The mage protested as the bartender handed it back to Zarra and bowed his head. 
 
    “Forgive him for he knows not what he does,” Tofer said to Zarra. 
 
    The cleric nodded and gave a kind smile. “He will learn. Don’t give up on him.” 
 
    Tofer nodded and stood up straight, looking at Dax. 
 
    The mage cleared his throat, “We would like a few bottles of your finest ale. We have started our Trials and…” Dax was caught off by Tofer’s chuckling. 
 
    “Yea, I know. I’m your puzzle quest giver,” the bartender grinned. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    “I see. Well, we would like a couple bottles of your finest ale and our puzzle to solve, please.” 
 
    Tofer shook his head. “No ale till after the puzzle quest is solved.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Then, one puzzle quest please.” 
 
    Tofer’s grin faded away. “I have half a mind to fail you, you piece of trash.” 
 
    Dax put his hand over his heart and made a painful expression like he was just stabbed. 
 
    Tofer looked over to Zarra and his expression softened, “But, it wouldn’t be fair to your coterie if they paid for your mistakes. Consider this forgiveness for past crimes.” 
 
    “You are most generous,” Dax beamed. 
 
    Tofer shook his head. “My customers have been complaining about strange noises from the building next door. It hasn’t been used in years and is boarded up. I recommend you try the back door and investigate. Find out what the noises are and stop it. Come back here when you’re finished.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Is there any…” the mage trailed off. 
 
    Tofer turned and went through the door he just emerged from, closing it behind him. 
 
    “…thing more you can tell us,” Dax finished his thought. 
 
     “You have a gift with people,” Vance snickered. 
 
    “How many people have you pissed off on the island?” Fern asked as she hovered by the mage. 
 
    “Not many but I’m glad we can get this out of the way now. We should have an easier time in the other towns since I never visited them before,” Dax said. 
 
    “Thank the goddess,” Nuria said as she slid off the bar stool and stood under her own power. 
 
    “It’s high noon. Maybe we should investigate now so we don’t run into any surprises?” Symon asked. 
 
    Dax clapped his hands, “Sounds excellent. It seems our first badge might be the easiest. Let’s get to it!” 
 
    Dax led the way and the group followed. They spilled out into the street and began walking. The corner had an odd angle, the tavern on a point where the street forked. Dax walked with urgency, wanting to see this abandoned building. When they stepped about forty feet, the mage’s excited demeanor dimmed. 
 
    A rickety building stood. It had three levels and everything was boarded up. The wood slats were cracked and weathered, some of them barely hanging on. The place looked like it was abandoned for years and as they approached, a decaying smell touched their senses. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” Fern held her tiny nose. 
 
    “Decaying meat,” Zarra said plainly. 
 
    Nuria eyed it and shook her head, “We have to go in there? It looks dirty and gross.” 
 
    Vance looked to the dark-haired mage, “Being a champion is not glamorous.” 
 
    Nuria shook her head. “Speak for yourself. I plan to be a Court Mage. Unlike the rest of you, I don’t plan on hunting for artifacts. That’s a job for those without ambition.”  
 
    Dax turned to the group, “I think we should send Nuria in first.” 
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I agree,” Vance smirked. 
 
    “Yea, good idea,” Fern grinned. 
 
    Zarra simply nodded. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes blazed with hate. “I’m not going in there first! Are you all mad? You never send a mage in first!” 
 
    “Not with that attitude,” Vance covered his smile with his hand. 
 
    The mage’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not going first!” 
 
    Dax held up a hand, “Fine, Nuria is too scared. I’ll go first.” Dax turned to walk toward the alley when a hand touched his shoulder. 
 
    “She’s right, the mage never goes first,” Symon smiled. “I’ll take point. The rest of you follow me in.” 
 
    Symon stepped ahead, hand resting on the pommel of his blade. 
 
    “True bravery. I think we should all buy Symon a drink after we’re finished,” Dax mentioned. 
 
    All heads nodded except for Nuria who continued to stare daggers into the group. 
 
    The group moved single file, walking through the alley. The dilapidated building seemed to groan by the ocean breeze as they made their way into the back. Symon looked at a small yard, overgrown with weeds and white stones scattered about. The closer he stepped into the small yard, the more he noticed the white stones were not stones. 
 
    Pieces of animal skulls and bones lay scattered among the tall weeds. A wooden fence surrounded the yard, the sounds of the ocean just beyond. Sun had bleached the bones to an alabaster white and vacant eye sockets stared out at nothing. 
 
    “I don’t believe we are dealing with murder hobos,” Symon said over his shoulder.  
 
     Nuria blinked from the back, “What are murder hobos?”  
 
    “Adventurers who travel around the world, starting fights and normally killing people in fits of greedy rage. They have no homes to speak of and spend their time plundering artifacts for personal wealth,” Dax said matter of fact as he looked at the house.  
 
    Nuria eyed Dax, “How on Ikkudran did you learn that?” 
 
    Dax turned to the beautiful mage, “When you’re not running in the slums, you're defending yourself against monsters of all kinds. Some of them wear people masks, but they can be monstrous on the inside.” 
 
    Fern floated closer to the decaying building. “I’ll scout around,” the fairy said and zipped into the air. 
 
    Symon eyed the door that was partially open. Several boards lay on the cracked porch, weeds sticking out of the cracks. 
 
    “I’ll take lead,” the spellsword said and drew his blade. 
 
    “The rest of us will follow,” Dax said before looking to Zarra, “Follow behind and be prepared to heal us.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. 
 
    The breeze picked up as the group slowly approached the back porch. Fern zipped around, fluttering from boarded up window to boarded up window. She peered into the darkness but found it difficult to make anything out. 
 
    Symon stepped onto the porch and made his way to the door. The porch creaked and everyone froze. When nothing else moved, they continued.  
 
    “No fire spells,” Dax whispered over his shoulder to Vance and Nuria.  
 
    The two mages nodded, spellbooks pulled from satchels and held in left hands.  
 
    Dax reached into his robe and pulled out a card. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    The card was charged and ready for use. Dax hoped he wouldn’t have to use it. He would have an edge over his fellow mages and didn’t want them to resent him.  
 
    Well, I don’t want Vance to feel bad. 
 
    The mage chuckled to himself as he stayed behind Symon. 
 
    The spellsword reached out to the slightly ajar door. Hand touching the cracked wood, he gave it a small push. 
 
    The door opened slowly, a creak causing everyone to wince silently. Symon stepped in, careful of his footing. The mages followed and Zarra stepped carefully behind them. Fern zipped through the door and hovered between Symon and Dax. 
 
    “I think I saw some movement on the top floor,” the fairy whispered. 
 
    Dax and Symon looked over to the stairs, dust covering the handrail. The inner walls had large holes and peeling wallpaper. Dust motes floated through the thin beams of sunlight filtering in, giving the empty floor an other-worldly appearance. 
 
    Symon pointed his sword to the stairs. Dax nodded. The group moved as one, making their way to the stairs. The moment the spellsword put his boot on a step, a skittering filled the still air. 
 
    The group froze. 
 
    The dim frenetic tapping seemed to come from all around them, but nothing appeared. Then suddenly, it stopped. 
 
    Nuria looked around in disgust, her spellbook open and arcane words glowing. Vance looked around, peering into the jagged holes along the walls. Zarra’s expression was blank, her serpent eyes moving from side to side. 
 
    “I’ll check first,” Fern whispered into Symon’s ear before zipping up the stairs.  
 
    The fairy fluttered up to the next floor and peered up by the edge of the stairs. Her eyes narrowed as she saw two phantom insects. They were mostly still, their antennas moving. Their ghostly bodies writhed with an ethereal presence. A hooked tail with a stinger was raised over their bodies while four pincers were folded against them. Four more ghostly insect like legs bent outward, holding up the bodies. Fern kept her gaze, seeing that the phantom insects were the size of large dogs. 
 
    Fern slipped back and flew down the stairs. She hovered next to Symon’s ear first. 
 
    “Phantom Vexbroods, two of them,” Fern whispered before fluttering to Dax and repeating what she just said. 
 
    Nuria blinked as the information didn’t travel down the line, “What is it? What’s up there?” 
 
    Skittering moved again, the droning sound filling the entire building for a few seconds before it stopped. 
 
    Dax held out his hand and made a signal to be quiet, glaring at Nuria. The beautiful mage frowned her dismay.  
 
    Symon readied his sword hand and looked to Dax. 
 
    The mage looked to the side in heavy thought. Vexbroods were nasty, insect-like monsters. The real ones were extremely hard to kill and often had hives. Phantom ones would behave just like them, but normally wouldn’t attack to kill anything. They are extremely sensitive to sound. Dax surmised the ones in the abandoned house must be starving, explaining the bones outside of small animals. They wanted mana and feeding off the living was the only option left for them. 
 
    Dax slipped his card into his robe and pulled out another card. 
 
    Name: Mind Speak  
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Speak without speaking 
 
    Special Ability: Two-way communication 
 
      
 
    Dax barely whispered the command word. Magic flared around the card before the effect took place. A wild skittering rushed through the whole building for a few seconds before it settled down. Dax let out a small exhale, glad he created the card instead of fumbling through an incantation. 
 
    “Everyone should be able to hear my thoughts.” 
 
    Heads nodded in unison. 
 
    “Fern saw two vexbroods on the next floor, but that means there are more in the building. They are probably starving, that’s why there’s animal bones outside. If we just go in, spells blazing, the rest of the hive is going to come for us.” 
 
    “We can’t just leave. How long before they start attacking townsfolk?” Symon said. 
 
    Heads nodded. 
 
    “We should control the situation. There must be a queen on the premises. These phantoms will act just like their real-life counterparts, echoes in our world. We should move back to the main floor and make a circle. Zarra can be in the middle but the rest of us will have to kill the swarm as they attack. Start with distance attacks. Symon can help keep them at bay.” 
 
    “And if they overrun us?” Nuria asked. 
 
    “Retreat out the back door. Vexbroods don’t like light. They may not follow. Any that do follow us, we take them out and rush back in once we catch our breath.” 
 
    Fern’s eyes widened as a manic smile filled her face. 
 
    We are really going to do this? We are really going to fight them!” the fairy said with excitement. 
 
    “Yes, we have to. If we don’t take out the queen, there will be more in just a few weeks.” 
 
    “Everyone set up on the main floor. When you’re ready, I’ll pull the ones on the second floor and help Symon keep them at bay,” Fern said. 
 
    Fern’s black hair began to turn red as she held her rune covered mace in one hand. 
 
    “Step back and we will prepare. Fern, I’ll give the signal and you pull them to us.” 
 
    Fern nodded and hovered over the stairs. The rest of the group pulled back onto the main floor. Dax eyed the large holes in the walls as the group centered in the middle of the large room. 
 
    “I don’t think those holes are just for decoration. The hive could be in the very walls. Watch the walls and each other. Don’t give them an inch or we could be swarmed. Is everyone ready?” 
 
    “We should put up mana shields,” Vance said. 
 
    Dax shook his head. 
 
    “Don’t. The sound of incantations will alert them. Have the spell ready and cast it first. Switch to offensive spells next. Are we ready?” 
 
    Vance and Nuria opened their spells books to mana shield spells. Symon hefted his sword. Zarra stood in the middle of them, staff at the ready and serpent eyes glancing to each hole in the surrounding walls.  
 
    A moment later, they all nodded. 
 
    Dax wanted to reach into his robe and pull out a Mana Shield card. He prepared it for such occasions, but seeing Vance and Nuria, he felt odd taking the advantage. They had to work as a team and if he went about stealing the moment, they would relax and rely on him to do all of the work. The mage knew he had to be as fair as possible or someone could get hurt because of any grandstanding. 
 
    Dax pulled out his Lightning Bolt card and another card. 
 
    “Fern, now!” 
 
    The fairy nodded and zipped up the stairs and onto the second floor. The phantom insects turned their attention just as Fern growled, her mace held up. Ghostly wings unfolded and fluttered as the tiny berserker’s growl turned into a scream. She slammed her tiny mace down on the nearest vexbrood, a pulse of energy blasting outwards. The vexbrood’s ghostly carapace cracked and shattered, ectoplasm spurting and drenching the tiny fairy. A glowing shard fell and bounced on the floor. 
 
    Fern landed on the floor, ectoplasm coating her wings. They slowly fluttered as she looked up to a stinger flashing down. The berserker threw herself to the side as the stinger cracked the floor. Pincers lashed out, trying to grab the fleeing fairy.  
 
    Fern growled her disgust as she forced her wings to vibrate, drops of ectoplasm flying off. With a jump, a pincer stabbed into the wood floor, but the fairy was airborne and darting down the stairs. 
 
    The entire building vibrated from movement. Dax stared at the stairs, seeing Fern zip down to their floor. A second later, chaos erupted from ghostly insect monsters crawling out of holes and down the stairs. 
 
    “Kill them all!” Dax shouted and aimed his Lightning Bolt card. 
 
    Vance and Nuria began their incantations as Dax and Symon unleashed lightning bolts. Ghostly bodies shattered in ectoplasm bursts. Fern looked down as a swarm emerged from every hole, phantom insects surging. The fairy lit her internal candle and her wide eyes took on a maddening gaze. 
 
    The skittering turned into a storm as the large insects rushed the group in the middle. Nuria and Vance finished their spells, pale blue auras surrounding their bodies before pages in their books flipped to another spell. Right hands raised, they whispered the incantations and when the phantoms were close, blasted them with arcane power. 
 
    A small roar filled the main floor as Fern blasted through the room like a tiny comet. Mace swinging, she shouted with furious intent, smashing the pointed heads of the phantoms and knocking away stingers as they tried to stab her from the air. The fairy was a small cannonball, roaring and smashing anything she could hit with her mace. Her movements were so frenetic, she zigzagged around the main floor, smashing phantoms with cruel intent. 
 
    Dax charged his Lightning Bolt card while activating his other card. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 475/500 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
            
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Energy flowed into the card in his right hand while the troll card flared to life in his left hand. Energy snaked out and formed a ghostly construct of a troll with a club. It hefted its weapon before whipping it sideways and smashing a vexbrood to pieces. The troll charged into the swarm, smashing phantoms left and right, ectoplasm splashing against its body. 
 
    Lightning blasted out from Nuria and Vance as vexbroods shattered into messy pieces. Fern flew along, striking at phantoms like a tiny barbarian. Symon took a few steps forward, blasting a vexbrood to pieces and slicing with his sword. Magical attacks blended with physical ones as a ghostly swarm advanced and surrounded them. 
 
    Vance glanced up as several vexbroods fell from the ceiling, pincers and stingers bearing down. A staff swung in the air, striking all three and sending them tumbling back into the fray. Vance glanced over his shoulder, Zarra in a battle stance and eyes holding focused intent. 
 
    The swarm charged to their deaths as they began to gain inches. Dax’s eyes widened as he saw there was more than he thought, pincers reaching out to clamp on limbs. A splash of ectoplasm struck Fern, gumming up her wings. The fairy hit the floor and bounced. Vexbroods crowded around, stingers up. 
 
    The fairy was back to her feet, spinning away as stingers came down. 
 
    “I’ll kill you all!” the fairy shouted before she pounced at a phantom, mace swinging. 
 
    Dax kept calm as the swarm advanced.  
 
    “Defend us,” Dax commanded his construct. 
 
    The troll turned and charged back, swinging its club and stomping on giant insects. A stinger flashed and stabbed into the troll’s back. It shrugged it off before lifting its foot and stomping the giant insect. Several more stingers stabbed into it and the construct faltered, falling to one knee. 
 
    Dax charged and fired, charged and fired his Lightning Bolt card, blasting away vexbroods. Despite his attacks, the phantoms swarmed the troll, stabbing with stingers and clamping onto limbs with sharp pincers. The troll fought on until several more stingers stabbed into it and the troll disappeared under the swarm. 
 
    Dax felt his construct die and the card in his hand going dark. 
 
    Symon moved with controlled strikes, stabbing and slicing. Fern darted across the floor to her friends, barely dodging stingers. Nuria’s eyes were wide as she unleashed lightning bolts. Vance’s expression was grim, the swarm inching closer despite their best attacks. 
 
    They’re going to overrun us. 
 
    Dax slipped his lightning card back into his robe and pulled out another card. 
 
    Name: Ice Blast  
 
    Element: Water 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage/Stun 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    “Forget what I said before! I’ll freeze them and you guys burn them!” Dax shouted and pointed the card at the seething swarm. 
 
    Pages turned along two spellbooks as Dax aimed his card and whispered the word of power. An aura appeared around the card before it flashed, a cone of ice shards blasting out.  
 
    Shards struck phantoms, their bodies cracking from the attack. Dax moved his arm, the spray of ice shards crashing into the swarm. Flames erupted near him as Fern rushed past his ankle to Zarra’s waiting hand. The cleric lifted up the soaking wet fairy before streams of flames shot forth. 
 
    Strange sounds filled the entire room as vexbroods were chilled and burned, their bodies exploding. Ectoplasm snuffed out nearby flames but it wasn’t enough to stop the two streams of fire torching their ranks. Dax’s card petered out; the mana spent. Charging it again, it flared with power before another stream of ice surged outwards. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 350/500 
 
    Mana Shards: 0 
 
    Dax conserved his attacks, spending 25 points of mana with each one. They seemed to be doing just enough damage to kill the phantoms as their number dwindled.  
 
    Ectoplasm splashed onto Vance and Nuria’s mana shields, the goo sliding down to their feet. Symon was nearly covered, slicing like a surgeon through the phantom ranks. Zarra cleaned off Fern’s wings and the fairy shot into the air and dove down with murderous rage in her eyes. Fire and ice danced, burning and slowing down the swarm until they began to wink out. 
 
    Dax moved his ice stream along any stray flames and in a matter of moments, the swarm was dead, tiny shards laying on the damaged floor. 
 
    When the last vexbrood was smashed to pieces, the group breathed heavy, except for Zarra. 
 
    “I…hope…that’s…all of them,” Symon heaved before a cracking sound filled the entire room. 
 
    Eyes widened and everyone looked down, the floor cracking right underneath them. 
 
    “Shit!” Dax said as the floor collapsed. 
 
    Fern was overhead as the floor gave way and everyone fell. Dust and debris billowed into the air, the fairy diving down and losing sight of her friends. 
 
    Dax hit the floor hard. Dazed, he saw Nuria and Vance hit the ground, the mana shields shattering on impact. Zarra landed on her feet as Symon fell on his side and grunted in pain. 
 
    Dax moved to get up when a large, ghostly stinger stabbed out from the darkness and curled down toward Vance. The mage lifted his arm as the stinger came down. A hand flashed forward and caught it, an inch away from the mage’s arm. Zarra’s arm barely vibrated as she held the stinger. 
 
    Pincers shot forward, stabbing the cleric in the sides and a grunt rising up from Zarra’s lips. The queen emerged from the inky shadows, her body glowing with phantom light. It clicked as it whipped its pincers sideways and sent Zarra into a stone wall. The cleric hit the wall and fell to the ground, her serpent eyes blinking and blood staining her white robe. 
 
    The queen turned her attention to the morsels that fell into her liar when Fern and Symon rushed the phantom arachnid. A sword and mace flashed, one stabbing into the creature while a mace knocked away her stinger. The queen was bigger than her brood, nearly six feet long and four feet high. Pincers reached out to sever limbs before a sword sliced and a pincer separated from its arm. 
 
    Symon grunted, a hand to his ribs as two more pincers reached out. The spellsword knocked them away as Fern came down and hammered her mace at the creature’s pointed head. The entire phantom shook as it tried to clamp on the darting fairy. Another pincer bashed out, sending Symon onto his back and grunting in pain. 
 
    Dax was standing, charging his lightning bolt card with 100 points of mana. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 250/500 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    “Death to the queen,” Dax growled and whispered the word of power. 
 
    A thick lightning bolt boiled and streaked out, arcing through the air. The queen vexbrood crossed its remaining arms as lightning struck home. Armored pincers cracked and soon shattered, lightning blasting the large phantom in its pointed face. It screeched before cracks formed along its body and, a breath later, exploded. 
 
    Ectoplasm showered the entire basement as the queen vexbrood was shattered into large chunks and pieces. The thick parts of ghostly flesh rained down before they slowly faded away. The ectoplasm stayed, covering everyone. 
 
    “Is…everyone…alright?” Dax heaved. 
 
    Zarra stepped from the darkness, blood staining her white robe but no wounds visible. She made her way to Symon and knelt down as he clutched at his side. Dax and Fern stepped closer, watching as Zarra scanned the spellsword. 
 
    “You have two cracked ribs. Stay still and I’ll heal you,” Zarra said plainly before her hand began to glow with white light. 
 
    Symon lay amid the debris and wet ectoplasm, calm as a summer pond. Zarra lay her hand on the spellsword, energy flowing into his body. Symon’s breathing returned to normal and he looked down with a smile. Letting go of his side, he sat up like nothing had happened. 
 
    Vance walked around the spot where the queen was. Peering down he saw small shards amid the goo and the queen’s pointed head on its side. 
 
    “The queen’s head is here. I assume it's proof we completed our quest,” the mage said. 
 
    Dax nodded. “Gather all the mana shards you can find. We’ll divide it among us when we get out of here,” Dax instructed as his heart glowed from their success. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tofer was cleaning a glass as he stood behind the bar. The sun had sunk a little lower, the day sliding into late afternoon. The bartender readied himself for the evening crowd when the front door opened. Tofer looked up and an amused smirk appeared. 
 
    Dax, Symon, Fern, Vance, Nuria, and Zarra stepped in, bodies covered in mystical goo. The group moved to the edge of the bar, dripping and leaving a trail of ectoplasm behind them. Dax lifted up his arm and dropped the queen vexbrood’s head on the bar top. 
 
    “We’ll take those drinks now, and do you have a bath?” Dax smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    Boots squished with every step as Dax, Vance, and Symon walked along the small corridor. A bottle of ale was in one hand of each young man while a cup was in the other. A tired expression filled their eyes as they stepped to a door at the end of the corridor. Dax used his hip, knocking into it and causing it to open. The trio of men stepped out into the back, the sounds of waves in the distance. 
 
    Small trees surrounded a fenced area. A hot springs pool simmered, thin streams of steam rising up from its surface. Benches lined the half-moon walls to the right and left. The floor was made of a smooth patchwork of stones. The sun hung low in the afternoon sky as the men placed their drinks and cups on a bench. 
 
    Dax turned to Vance and Symon, the spellsword simply standing and the mage sniffing at his ectoplasm on his sleeve. 
 
    “I never knew phantom ectoplasm smelled so pungent,” Vance said as he sniffed at it again. 
 
    Dax nodded and opened his robe. “I’m too tired to care if I get naked in front of you guys.” 
 
    Vance and Symon watched their friend strip naked, his clothes pooling on the floor and his satchel on a bench. They shrugged and began to get undressed. When the three of them were naked, one by one, they stepped into the hot spring pool and sank down. 
 
    Dax let out a relieved sigh, the hot water soothing muscles and aches as he swam to one side and leaned his back against the edge. The heated pool warmed bones as relief sang its slumbering song. 
 
    The door opened again, Nuria, Fern and Zarra stepping through. Nuria and Fern looked at the men, their eyes narrowing. 
 
    “We’re not waiting until you three get out,” Nuria declared. 
 
    “There’s enough room for all of us,” Fern said as she was her five-foot-tall size. 
 
    Zarra simply stayed behind them, silent. 
 
    Dax smiled. “I don’t think any of us have an issue with it,” the mage looked to Symon and Vance.  
 
    The pair shook their heads as they relaxed. 
 
    “Good,” Nuria said and began to get undressed. 
 
    Fern and Zarra followed suit. The trio of women put their bottles of ale and cups on a bench as they shed their disgusting goo covered clothes and let them pile on the smooth floor. Dax, Symon, and Vance watched with keen interest as the three were soon naked. Nature’s instincts kicked in, Symon and Vance’s gazes lingering on Zarra’s heavy breasts and hourglass shaped figure. She was not embarrassed in the least, her hairless womanhood on display for all to see.  
 
    Fern sighed as she looked to Vance and Symon, shaking her head before she stepped forward, her wings fluttering in annoyance. She slipped into the hot pool first, sinking down until only her head, neck, and the tops of her transparent wings were visible. 
 
    Dax glanced at Zarra, but his gaze instantly was on Nuria. The dark-haired mage smirked as she stepped into the pool next. The mage stared, seeing her light brown nipples hardened against her creamy breasts. They were a handful, just enough for the mage. Her womanhood had little hair, black curls forming a triangle between sensual thighs. Nuria made no attempt to cover up, sinking into the water and closing her eyes.  
 
    Zarra stepped closer and sank down into the pool. Symon caught himself and looked away. Vance pretended to close his eyes but left them open just a sliver to enjoy Zarra’s form as she sank into the water, her breasts defying gravity and not staying under the surface. 
 
    “We counted 18 mana shards. That means there are three shards for each of us,” Nuria said in a soothing voice. 
 
    “We can hand them out after dinner,” Dax smiled as he leaned back. 
 
    Symon shook his head and stood up, water running down his body. “I forgot the drinks.” 
 
    The spellsword moved to the water’s edge by the women. All three pairs of eyes looked to the fit spellsword, his rather impressive manhood between his legs. Fern smiled as Nuria stared. Zarra blinked before her pale face grew a little pink.  
 
    Symon stepped out of the hot spring and began pouring drinks into cups. Water glistening along his strong physique, he moved to the edge of the pool and began handing filled cups to the coterie. Heads nodded in thanks as they each took a cup and began drinking. Symon held his cup as he stepped back into the water and took his place on the other side with Dax and Vance. 
 
    The moment drifted on in silence as they enjoyed the warm relaxation. 
 
    “All things considered, our puzzle quest could have been a lot worse,” Vance said, breaking the calming silence. 
 
    Heads nodded. 
 
    “I was expecting a cerebral challenge. They did call them puzzles. I didn’t expect it to just be survival,” Nuria scowled. 
 
    Dax let out a relaxing exhale. “It wasn’t just survival. We had to work together and overcome the problem.” 
 
    “Your strategy did give us an edge,” Vance added. 
 
    “I thought a simple defensive strategy could work. I was actually expecting us to run out the door once it was a little hairy. I’m glad we didn’t do that,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “I would have guarded our escape,” Fern said as she ran her wet hand over her arm. “It was nice to unleash. I feel light as a feather.” 
 
    “That’s funny coming from you,” Symon smirked. 
 
    Fern smiled and nodded. “It can be difficult to hold back so much. Berserkers build up their energy over time. I’m really tired now, but tomorrow, I’ll be itching for a fight again. That’s why we practice so much. If we go too long without a fight, we start going crazy.” 
 
    “New rule, send the fairy in first, every time,” Nuria smiled. 
 
    Small amused chuckles filled the air around the pool. 
 
    Dax looked to Zarra, “Did it hurt when you were stabbed?” 
 
    Zarra gave a demure smile. “It hurt a little. I’m not immune to pain, but my natural regeneration worked quickly to heal the wounds. Some of my abilities are restricted, but not my self-healing ability.” 
 
    “Thank you for healing me,” Symon said. 
 
    Zarra bowed her head slightly. “It’s my duty to help those in need.” 
 
    “It’s appreciated,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Zarra nodded and looked away, pink still in her cheeks. 
 
    I didn’t know dragons could blush. 
 
    Dax’s gaze shifted and he caught Nuria eyeing the mage’s satchel on the bench before looking down. Hands cupped water and the beautiful mage splashed it to her face. The motion looked natural, but Dax smiled internally to himself. She was clearly still interested in his technique. 
 
    The rest of the time in the heated pool drifted on until muscles felt soothed and bodies refreshed. One by one, members of the party stepped from the waters and picked up towels from a nearby cabinet. When it was down to two, Dax looked to Zarra as she lingered by the edge. 
 
    “You were amazing back there,” Dax said with a calm tone. 
 
    “I was simply doing my duty,” Zarra said while not looking up from the water. 
 
    Dax nodded and swam over. When he reached the stairs, he began to step out of the pool when Zarra reached up and touched his hand. The mage turned and looked down, naked and water running down his body as Zarra faced him in the pool. 
 
    “I’m…pleased to be part of your coterie,” the dragon in humanoid form said shyly. 
 
    Dax smiled. “I’m glad you’re with us.” 
 
    Zarra nodded and pulled her hand away. Dax raised an eyebrow before he sat down on the edge of the pool. 
 
    “Is it hard to talk to any of us?”  
 
    Zarra was silent for a moment. “Sometimes. I was taught to not speak is a path of wisdom.” 
 
    Dax grinned. “I think people say that because they don’t like to hear others speak their mind.” 
 
    Zarra’s body seemed to shrink into itself. 
 
    The mage’s eyes widened, “I don’t think that with you. It’s just…different for the rest of us. I’m sure dragons have a lot figured out that many of us don’t. We war about petty things. It can be gruesome at times but…I’m sorry. I don’t mean to…” 
 
    Zarra looked up. “It’s okay. I like when you speak your mind.” 
 
    “I like when you speak your mind too. Please, don’t be afraid to talk to us, well, except for Nuria,” Dax laughed. 
 
    Zarra gave a small smile. “Yes, she is devious.” 
 
    “I hope she learns not to be so combative with us. Maybe with time, she will actually become our friend.” 
 
    Dax and Zarra looked to each other for a long moment before they both turned away. 
 
    “I’m starving. We should change and meet for dinner. We have to split our mana shards.” 
 
    The mage held out his hand. Zarra looked to it before her hand snaked into it. The mage pulled and the dragon stood up. Dax looked away, not wanting to ogle the beautiful dragon.  
 
    “You can look if you wish. I’m not ashamed,” Zarra said as she stepped over to the cabinet and pulled out a towel. 
 
    Dax was entranced by her figure. Zarra took her time drying herself before she grabbed another towel and tossed it to Dax. The mage caught it and began to dry his skin. The two dried themselves in comfortable silence before they left together. 
 
    Inside the tavern, the pair made their way up the stairs with towels around their bodies and gear in their hands. They split into their rooms. When Dax closed his door, he let out a long exhale, unable to stop his erection. 
 
    “You betray me every time,” the mage berated his manhood. 
 
    Digging into his pack, he pulled out a new robe and got dressed. Cards were slipped inside the inner pockets and satchel placed over his shoulder.  
 
    If I leave my satchel in here, Nuria may try to break in and take it. Or at least try to check my notes within the spellbook. She’s a sneaky little minx. 
 
    The mage smiled to himself as he finished getting dressed and left his room. 
 
    The group sat in a private dining area. Dax was last, entering in and sitting down. Tofer and a servant girl brought in plates of food and bottles of wine. The bartender said this was paid by the academy so they were to enjoy it. Mouths watered at the feast before them. A moment later, forks stabbed into prepared meats while hands grabbed at vegetables and chunks of bread. 
 
    The moment they started eating, Tofer stepped over to Dax and placed a metal pin by his plate. 
 
    “The Silver Port Badge. As coterie leader, you hold onto this. Well earned and well done,” Tofer smiled. 
 
    Dax looked at the badge and then up to the bartender, “Thank you and sorry again about before.” 
 
    Tofer kept his smile. “This may be a hard thing to accomplish, but don’t do anything stupid again,” the bartender winked. 
 
    “I can’t make any promises,” Dax laughed. 
 
    Tofer chuckled before he left the room.  
 
    Food and wine were consumed. Bodies relaxed and everyone was all smiles. Dax held up the Silver Port badge and everyone but Nuria cheered. The mage had a small smile, but her mood was relaxed and annoyed at the same time. Zarra lifted up a barrel of mead and began drinking. Symon and Vance spoke about the battle with the vexbrood. Fern leaned on her elbows, swirling her wine and eyeing Dax like a piece of meat. 
 
    No speeches were given, but mana shards were handed out. Dax took his three and pocketed them in his robe. He would activate them later when he had a moment. 
 
    The evening slid into night. Plates were emptied and glasses and barrels were dangerously low. Nuria stretched her arms before she stood up and said her good nights. Without a second glance, she left. 
 
    Dax found himself relaxing the moment she was gone. When he looked at his group, they all visibly relaxed.  
 
    I’m not the only one she has on edge. 
 
    “I’m glad princess Nuria left. She’s going to be a joy during this trip,” Fern slurred before she guzzled the last of her wine. 
 
    “We have to give her a chance. She’ll be on our side at some point,” Dax said. 
 
    Fern let out a sarcastic laugh, “You don’t believe that. I don’t believe that. I don’t think anyone here believes that.” 
 
    The fairy grabbed a half-full bottle of wine, leaned back in her chair and placed her dainty feet on the table. 
 
    “We know why you chose her to be part of the Trials, but if she continues to be a princess, she’s going to end up in the mud,” Fern said before drinking straight from the bottle. 
 
    Vance nodded. “I have to agree. She may have knowledge, but she was resistant to even entering the house of the vexbrood. She may cause problems for us in the other towns.” 
 
    Dax looked to Symon, the spellsword not saying a word. Zarra picked up her barrel and continued drinking. 
 
    The mage looked to Fern, “Maybe she needs to get a little dirty to help her be a better person.” 
 
    The fairy regarded Dax before letting out a howling laugh and tipping back too far. Eyes widened as the fairy’s arms and legs spun in the air before she crashed down onto the floor, the wine bottle shattered at her side. 
 
    Dax and Symon were up and to Fern as she lay, laughing her head off. 
 
    “I seem to have fallen and I’m unable to get back up,” the fairy grinned. 
 
    Dax and Symon helped her to her feet, but Fern swayed before crashing into Dax. 
 
    “You were soooo hot when you took charge,” the fairy slurred as points of light appeared over her head. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Symon asked. 
 
    “Time for bed,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern hiccupped and her body flashed with light. Eight inches tall, she fell from midair. Symon reached out and caught her in his big hands. 
 
    “I’ll take her to her room,” the spellsword smiled as he held the now sleeping fairy in his hands. 
 
    Dax looked to Vance. 
 
    “I’ll stay here for a bit. I want to finish my drink,” the mage yawned. 
 
    “I’ll be sure he gets to bed soon,” Zarra smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. The mage, spellsword, and drunk berserker made their way to the stairs and began their ascent. 
 
    On their floor, they split, Symon taking Fern to her room and Dax walking toward his. He approached his door when he noticed it was slightly ajar. A knowing smile filled his cheeks as he stepped in and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Nuria lay in his bed, covered in a thick blanket. Her robe was draped over a chair nearby. Dax approached, heat climbing his neck, but his face an amused mask. 
 
    “I was wondering what was taking you so long,” Nuria said as she lay on her side, her eyes giving a seductive blink. 
 
    Dax stepped to the side of the bed and looked down, but made no attempt to undress. 
 
    “I don’t remember inviting you to my room,” the mage said with an inquisitive tone. 
 
    “I am part of your coterie; do I need an invite?” Nuria said as she pulled the fur-skin blanket aside to reveal her perfect breasts. 
 
    I could just keep my mouth shut and enjoy the moment. 
 
    Dax sighed as he couldn’t go through with it. “Nuria, as amazing as the night would be if I joined you in bed, I have to decline.” 
 
    The beautiful mage’s seductive eyes took on a heated anger. “Decline?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I know you came here to search for my notes. When you didn’t find them, you thought you could seduce me and try to get my card magic technique. As tempting as your body is, I can’t spend time with you, like this.” 
 
    Nuria sat up, making no attempt to cover herself as rage filled her eyes. “You arrogant asshole! You thought I was trying to steal your precious notes! You really are a piece of slum trash!” 
 
    Dax’s brow hardened. “You never gave me the time of day when I was a slow caster. Now, you want to sleep with me because I have something you want. If this was my first night in the real world, I would have fell for it, but I’ve learned a lot from my experiences. I don’t want you to be with me because I have something for you to gain. I want you to be with me because you genuinely like me.” 
 
    Nuria tossed the blanket off her body and nearly jumped out of bed. Stomping over to the chair, she snatched her robe and spun around, cloaking her body. Dax simply stood, mentally preparing for her verbal attacks. 
 
    Nuria stepped closer, her eyes like steaming embers, “I can’t believe I almost allowed my body to be polluted by someone like you. Dax Sage, you are still a slow mage. Your cards are like a crutch that you will forever lean on. No matter what happens, I will always be a faster, better mage then you will ever be and you will never have another chance to touch my body you fucking slum runner!” 
 
    Dax simply nodded as Nuria spun on her heels and stomped toward the door. The door opened and slammed shut behind her, her footsteps growing fainter as she walked to her room. Dax listened as she opened her door and slammed it shut. The fog of silence soon filled the floor. 
 
    The mage sighed. Thoughts swirled in his mind as he knew he made the right choice but his heart said otherwise. Despite her rotten core, Dax felt she would change with time. It glowed like a dim point of light in his heart. 
 
    We all change and learn as life teaches its lessons. Hopefully, one day she will understand that power and knowledge isn’t everything. 
 
    Dax lifted his hand up and looked at it, images of Nuria’s body parading in his thoughts. 
 
    “Well old friend, it looks like it's me and you tonight,” Dax chuckled to himself as a naked Nuria danced in his mind.          
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    The ocean scent washed over the group as they marched along the cobblestone road. Gulls flew on the wind, diving down for small fish swimming close to the surface and clouds blanketed the sky like a thick quilt. The sounds of crashing waves caused a trance-like state as Dax and his coterie walked at an even pace, a large town in the distance. 
 
    The mage thought over the last two days, travelling the road. It was a pretty leisurely walk. Last night was spent camping on the western side of the road, away from the beach. The campfire was covered in high stones, as the students were taught, so not to signal any monsters from the ocean to come and investigate.  
 
    The first night camping was exciting, but spending the day travelling left everyone exhausted. They took turns with guard duty, but everyone had a difficult time trying to stay awake, even Zarra. When morning came, bodies were still sore from sleeping in their tents on the hard ground. The morning sun helped alleviate the soreness, but it was unanimous that the group looked forward to sleeping in a real bed tonight. 
 
    “I can see Hythe in the distance,” Dax shouted over his shoulder. 
 
    Tired heads nodded. 
 
    Rest, food, and drink will help everyone feel better. 
 
    Dax nodded to himself as he continued to lead the way. 
 
    The mage thought over the last two days, Nuria avoiding him like the plague. The mage didn’t talk to anyone and stayed to the back, almost pouting. Fern and Symon talked some, the spellsword’s laughter occasionally breaking through the hypnotic sound of waves against the surf. Vance walked with his spellbook open, reading and with almost a sixth sense of avoiding the occasional uneven stone. Zarra walked on, but Dax caught her serpent gaze on him more than one time. 
 
    I can’t tell if she’s attracted to me or wants to eat me. 
 
    Dax laughed silently to himself, absurd thoughts running through his mind to fight the silent boredom. 
 
    Thoughts churning, the mage called up his stats. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 600 
 
    Mana Shards: 1   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 1 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 0 
 
    Life: 1 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 0 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    Dax looked to the Fire Sphere. Shortly before they left the tavern, he sat on his bed with 2 mana shards. Closing his hand into a fist, he opened his soul to their power and they melted into his skin. The sudden surge of power caressed his mind, heart and body before it settled down, his overall power reaching a new peak.  
 
    The mage had tapped the Fire Sphere and gained his first degree from the sphere. Mana increased by 100 points. Dax remembered how it felt as he stood up and created a tall flame in his hand. It was a drop in the bucket for the knowledge and skill he wanted to attain, but it was a start. 
 
    “Dax,” came a voice from the mage’s right. 
 
    The mage woke from his inner thoughts to see Zarra at his side. The cleric kept the same pace, looking forward as the breeze caused her white robed skirt to billow slightly to the side. 
 
    “Zarra,” Dax tipped his head slightly. 
 
    The cleric smiled shyly. “Are you in love with Nuria?” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened for a moment. The way the cleric asked, it didn’t come off as teasing like before but an actual question. The mage found himself feeling uncomfortable as he walked. 
 
    The dragon in human form continued, “It’s nothing to be embarrassed for. My people believe in loving many others or being loved by others.” 
 
    The mage looked ahead, unsure what to say. 
 
    “You have a bright soul. Its light touches me when I’m with you. I thought…you should know.” 
 
    Dax looked over to Zarra, her expression blank. The cleric slowed as they walked on and the mage’s thoughts spiraled. 
 
    She is attracted to me.   
 
    Dax pondered on it until he felt the presence of the group drawing closer to him. Waking from his thoughts, the group moved as one, the town of Hythe a mere hundred feet away. 
 
    The town of Hythe was large with gothic spires along many of their buildings. The wood slats along the buildings were stained dark and gates surrounded much of the town. Holy symbols dotted the iron bars along the west and eastern sides of the town while the main gate was wide open.  
 
    The group stepped beyond the gate and into the town proper. Many townsfolk moved about with their day, some looking to the newcomers and bowing their heads in greetings. Smiles were had by everyone as Dax and his coterie stepped in, admiring the architecture. 
 
    “What’s first on our list? Food, rest, or finding our next puzzle quest?” Dax asked. 
 
    “Food,” Fern said. 
 
    “Food,” Symon said. 
 
    “Food,” Vance said as he closed his spellbook and slid it into his satchel. 
 
    “Food,” Zarra blinked. 
 
    Nuria said nothing. 
 
    “Food it is!” Dax smiled. 
 
    The group spotted a hanging sign at a tavern. As they approached, the tavern’s name appeared, “The Ghostly Sailor” written on it and a spooky sailor drawn just below. 
 
    Stepping inside, the place was empty of patrons, the bartender leaning back in a chair, eyes closed and mouth open, snores filling the dim gloom. 
 
    “Charming,” Vance smirked. 
 
    Dax approached the sleeping bartender and snapped his fingers. The man snored louder. 
 
    Fern flew closer, hovering over the man’s face.  
 
    “You’re too nice,” the fairy grinned before she shouted in the man’s face like a demon unleashed. 
 
    Eyes opened to the size of saucers as the chair tipped. Symon was already moving, his hand out and catching the chair and the man before they hit the floor. 
 
    Chair up, the bartender sprang to his feet and looked to those gathered before him. 
 
    “My apologies, lords and ladies! I spent the night breaking up a few fights. Some of the academy coteries were a little rough around the edges if you know what I mean,” the man smiled with missing teeth. 
 
    “We are a coterie,” Fern said with hands on hips. 
 
    The man nodded. “Aye, I see that, but you don’t seem like the others. Berserkers don’t know how to rein in their urges.” 
 
    “How many other coteries have been through here?” Dax asked. 
 
    “A few,” the man nodded. “I’m expecting more over the next few weeks. Good for business and all that, but terrible on my sleep. By the way, my name is Jack, owner of the Ghostly Sailor. How may I help you this fine afternoon?” 
 
    “Food,” Fern demanded. 
 
    “Lots of it,” Symon followed up. 
 
    “Aye! I’m sure your journey here has left you famished. I’ll get to it right away,” the owner smiled and held out his hand. 
 
    The group nodded and began digging into their packs and pockets. Gold coins were given to Dax and the mage placed a stack in Jack’s waiting hand. The owner picked one up, bit it and leered. 
 
    “Please, have a seat and I’ll get the food out right away. Ale to begin with?” 
 
    “Please,” the group said in unison. 
 
    Everyone took their seat at a nearby table as Jack disappeared through a door. 
 
    “Coteries have already come through here. I wonder if some passed us during the night?” Dax pondered out loud. 
 
    Fern sat on the table and crossed her legs. “I believe it if it was berserkers. We don’t like to stay in one place too long. They might try to speed through the entire Trial.” 
 
    “Is this a concern for us?” Symon asked. 
 
    Dax nodded. “I would rather avoid the other coteries if we can.” 
 
    The mage glanced to Nuria’s sour expression before looking away. 
 
    “Professor Hark wasn’t too happy about my card technique, saying I cheated when there should have been restrictions on me during the exam.” 
 
    Fern rocked back and forth on the table, “He’s mad about everything and I’ll admit, he does hold grudges. I’ve seen the arguments between him and some of the other professors over nonsense. He’s only happy when he’s winning.” 
 
    Nuria tapped at the table twice with her finger, “When this Trial is over, what are you going to do about your special magic? You think the academy is simply going to let you continue to have an edge over other students?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Nuria. 
 
    “Do we have to talk about this now?” Vance said in a low tone. 
 
    Nuria stared at Dax and nodded. “Now is a good time. Besides, knowing your family history, I’m willing to wager you will steal it the first chance you get just to further your family name. The Talbots bend to power and whoever wields it.” 
 
    Vance’s eyes narrowed. “That’s amusing coming from you since the only reason you’re with us is so you can steal it for yourself. It must burn you up inside that a good man like Dax discovered something you can’t take or control.” 
 
    Nuria’s eyes blinked slowly, “Kissing his rear won’t mean he will share it with you, with any of you.” 
 
    Fern flew up and darted to Nuria. The fairy hovered before the mage’s eyes; rage carved into her tiny face. 
 
    “Vance is right! You’re only here because you want to steal it. You’ve been a bitch the entire time and I’ve had enough!” 
 
    The fairy pulled her mace from her belt, her hair turning red. 
 
    Dax slammed his open hands on the table and everyone turned to him. 
 
    “I know everyone is tired, but this isn’t helping. We are a coterie and we should act like it.” 
 
    Dax turned his gaze to Nuria, “I invited you to join us because you’re a skilled mage, the best in our class. I also hoped it would help all of us to bond. Counselor Skullcut told me and Symon that we should build our friendships and relationships so we can better ourselves. No champion ever reached the top by themselves. I’m finally seeing what he meant. I don’t want to take away everyone’s glory. I want our time in the academy to be important enough that when we are out in the world, we will have others we can rely on when times are tough.” 
 
    Dax’s open hands curled into fists, remaining on the table, “I have spent most of my life trying to survive when people and monsters have tried to step on me or kill me. I was taught that family is the only way to protect yourself against the world, but the words were hollow when my only family treated me terribly.” 
 
    Dax looked to Symon, “And on my first night, I made a friend. 
 
    Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax looked to Fern, “Soon after, I made another friend.” 
 
    Fern sat on the table and blushed.  
 
    The mage eyed Vance, “In the exam, you protected me when no one else would, even though you had nothing to gain.” 
 
    Vance nodded and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    Dax looked to Zarra, “You joined us when you could have taken this entire Trial by yourself.” 
 
    The cleric looked away, pink touching her cheeks. 
 
    Dax centered his gaze on Nuria, “You’re powerful and skilled. Who wouldn’t want you in their coterie?” 
 
    Nuria turned her head away, but her eyes looked down. 
 
    “We are going to be together for the entire Trial. I don’t want us to carry on like this. Let’s focus on what we have to do and be the first coterie that earns all five badges.” 
 
    Heads nodded just as the side door opened. The owner came out with a large tray, filled with wooden cups and bottles of ale. He placed it on the table and began putting cups in front of every one sitting. Ale was poured before the bottles were left on the table. Picking up the tray, the owner spun around and marched back through the side door. 
 
    The group sat in silence, no one reaching for their cups. 
 
    Dax’s expression softened before he took hold of his cup and brought it closer. 
 
    “I already decided what I’m going to do. After the Trials, I’m going to work with the Academy faculty and help document the card magic technique. Once they know it, they can decide the future for it. Hoarding it to myself will only paint a giant target on my back. I came to the academy to become a champion, as did all of you. If we spend less time on my card magic and more time on our Trial, we can become better for it.” 
 
    Stunned silence filled the group. 
 
    Dax was on his feet and lifting his cup. “To us, the future champions of Ikkudran!” 
 
    Fern leapt off the table, light engulfing her body and her taller form standing by the table. Hands reached out, picked up cups and stood up. Nuria was slow to react, but she too stood up with cup in hand.  
 
    The group toasted, bringing their cups together.  
 
    “To us and the future!” they said in unison before they all drank down the delicious ale. 
 
    The group sat back down before the side door opened again, trays of hot food, brought closer to hungry eyes. 
 
    The meal was quiet, everyone devouring their food. Nuria chewed, but glanced at Dax. The mood seemed to lighten as it wasn’t long before Fern and Symon were laughing. Vance smiled as he watched the fairy and spellsword carry on. Zarra had her eyes closed and palms together, deep in prayer.  
 
    Dax leaned back in his chair, drink in hand.  
 
    I hope that settles it. I don’t want to spend my entire time looking over my shoulder. Nuria’s agenda is simple, but now that she may learn it at another time, I hope it takes the wind out of her sails.  
 
    The mage took a deep drink when the front door to the tavern opened. A man in a simple robe stepped in. He looked to Dax’s group and made his way over, a smile on his lips. 
 
    “Greetings young travelers! May I sit with you for a moment?” the man asked. 
 
    Everyone looked to Dax and the mage nodded. 
 
    “Thank you,” the man said as he grabbed a nearby chair and sat with them. 
 
    “My name is Gerald, town mage and puzzle quest giver. I’m looking for some assistance with a little matter.” 
 
    “How can we help?” Dax asked with a smile. 
 
    All eyes and ears turned to the town mage. 
 
    Gerald smiled. “It’s a small matter. If I had the time, I would complete it myself, but I’m far too busy. I’m in need of an artifact and I was hoping your coterie could be of assistance?” 
 
    “We would be happy to help,” Symon smiled. 
 
    “Excellent. First, welcome to Hythe. Our town doesn’t get many visitors, despite our attempts at keeping the dead away. They sometimes come from the sea but they also come from inland. Our gates keep them out, but the stigma often prevents anyone staying here long.  
 
    “Anyway, I am in need of a jewel from further inland. It is invaluable to my studies and may help keep the dead away permanently. My research has concluded that the jewel in question resides in a crypt, about an hour inland. If your coterie would be so bold, I would like to ask if you can retrieve it for me and my research. It would benefit the town greatly.” 
 
     Dax looked to his fellow companions, everyone nodding in agreement. “Yes, we are available to assist.” 
 
    Gerald nodded. “Excellent,” the mage said and pulled a scroll from his robe and placed it on the table.  
 
    “Here is a map to the crypt. From scouts I’ve hired, the crypt isn’t very deep, but the dead linger inside and around it from what they could see. The jewel will be inside. Retrieve the jewel and return it here, I’ll be waiting.” 
 
    “We can do it first thing in the morning,” Dax said. 
 
    Gerald’s kind features took on a slight sadness, “I’m afraid I can’t wait that long. Every night that passes, increases the chances the dead may attack our town further. I must ask you to leave immediately before the day is lost.” 
 
    Eyes widened around the table. 
 
    No rest for any champion. 
 
    Dax stood up. “We will leave right away.” 
 
    Gerald smiled brightly. “Excellent. Take the map and don’t take too long. The dead are in greater numbers during nightfall.” 
 
    The group shuffled to their feet, picking up the packs and sliding them over their shoulders. They moved as one to the door and were just about to step out when they heard Gerald’s voice from behind. 
 
    “Best of luck and I look forward to your speedy return!” 
 
    The group left the tavern and stepped out into the street. They began walking down a small, western street, seeing a closed gate before them. 
 
    “They did that on purpose,” Fern growled as she hovered over Dax’s shoulder. 
 
    The mage nodded. “It may be to show us that requests can come at anytime from anywhere. I’m not sure, but we can’t say no or we fail the trial.” 
 
    Symon marched ahead to the gate and opened it. “I’m glad it’s happening now. We can get this out of the way and be back for a comfortable night’s sleep.” 
 
    The group walked through the open gate before Symon closed it behind them. 
 
    “If only we had a necromancer with us. My studies on the undead is limited,” Vance said as the group stepped onto a small, dirt path. 
 
    “Undead are echoes of souls, left behind due to magical or traumatic events. They lack any real minds for the most part, except for liches or higher forms of undead who trap their consciousness within dead bodies or spirits,” Zarra said plainly. 
 
    Everyone looked to the cleric.  
 
    Zarra gave a small smile. “It’s part of our teachings in class. We must understand the enemy if we are to defeat them.” 
 
    “I think the badge is as good as ours,” Dax smiled. 
 
     The group moved, single file through the overgrown path. The trees nearly blocked out the afternoon sun, shadows growing longer with each passing moment. Symon took lead as Fern darted around from right to left, scouting from above. Dax followed, with Vance behind him. Zarra was next, staff in hand while Nuria took up the rear. The mage moved like a zombie, her gaze off to the side as if deep in thought. 
 
    Each step further into the brush, the quieter the group became. Time flowed as they made their way through the thick forest.  
 
    Fern zipped through the trees, senses alert and hand on the pommel of her mace. The fairy was about to dart back when looking through the trees, she saw pointed stone work in the short distance. Fern smiled as she turned around and zipped back. Hovering down between Symon and Dax, she smiled. 
 
    “I see the crypt. It’s not far,” the fairy whispered. 
 
    Symon and Dax stopped, the group approaching from behind. When everyone was together, they huddled and kept their voices down. 
 
    “So far, no undead. When we enter, we should search quickly, grab the artifact and head back,” Dax said. 
 
    Heads nodded in unison. 
 
    Dax looked to Zarra, “Will you be able to handle any undead in the crypt?” 
 
    The cleric nodded. “My abilities should be able to turn away any lower forms of undead. If there is something stronger, it might be a challenge.” 
 
    “The dead don’t like fire,” Nuria said plainly. 
 
    Everyone nodded except Dax after realizing he never created any fire cards. 
 
    “I’ll scout it out first,” Fern said as she hovered. 
 
    “This is a puzzle so we all need to look at every detail. No matter how small it may seem, speak your minds,” Dax tried to sound reassuring but the lack of fire cards and his slow casting ability gnawed at his confidence. 
 
    Fern noticed it. “Are you okay with going in there?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I am, but Vance and Nuria are better with fire spells than I am. You two will have to be the cannons of the group.” 
 
    “I can throw a few fireballs,” the spellsword smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. “If there are a lot of undead close by, I’ll use my troll card to help keep them at bay.” 
 
    “Sounds like we have a plan,” Symon said as he stood up and turned to face the direction of the crypt. 
 
    Fern nodded and darted west. The fairy deftly moved around thick branches and leaves until she emerged into the clearing. A stone structure stood, a dome with a pointed top, much like an ancient sundial. The front doors lay in a heap of rotten wood, no longer able to keep anything out or anything in. 
 
    Fern hovered closer and her nose wrinkled as the stench of death flowed out of the dark entrance. Bursting forward, she flew into the shadowy entrance, mace in hand. 
 
    Cold air touched her small body as she made her way down a long, wide corridor. The stench grew with each second until she flew into a large chamber.    
 
      The chamber was circular, thick cobwebs hanging along the edges. Stone doors stood along the walls of the chamber. A thick layer of dust covered the floor while in the center, a round stone stood with a broken statue. It lay in pieces on the surface on the smooth surface, whatever it was depicting long crumbled away. 
 
    Fern spun around, taking it all in before she darted down the corridor she came in and flew outside. Wings moving in a blur, she made her way to the group as they waited at the clearing edge. 
 
    “It seems like a tomb,” Fern began before explaining everything else she saw. 
 
    Dax looked up, the sun sliding lower in the afternoon sky. 
 
    “Let’s not take any more time,” Dax said and started walking. 
 
    Symon stayed by Dax’s side as they approached the entrance. The foul stench seemed to grow stronger as Fern hovered closer. Nuria and Vance stepped along, side by side and Zarra took up the rear, holy staff in hand. 
 
    The group of companions made their way in, step by careful step. Shadows grew around them as Dax pulled out a card from his robe. Symon drew his sword while Nuria and Vance opened their spellbooks. Zarra focused, moving carefully behind everyone, her senses alert. 
 
    The corridor seemed to stretch on, darkness closing in until Dax and Symon stepped into the main chamber. 
 
    “Fern and I will guard all of you while you work at deciphering the puzzle,” Symon whispered. 
 
    Dax nodded as he stepped in, eyes on the circular stone in the middle of the chamber. Fern slowly flew around the room, mace in hand. Vance and Nuria moved to either side of Dax, looking down at the stone in the middle. 
 
    Dax eyed the dust covered stone before he reached out and swiped his hand across. Sand and dust fell away, strange carved symbols appearing. Nuria and Vance nodded, the mages helping Dax to wipe away the layer of dust to reveal many symbols carved in a circular formation. Each design was different, the ruined statue directly in the middle. 
 
    “This is definitely a puzzle,” Vance sighed a whisper. 
 
    Symon stepped to one of the doors lining the chamber. Hand up, he brushed away some dust to see a symbol carved into it. 
 
    “I see a symbol on the stone door,” the spellsword said before moving to a door next to the one he just touched and wiped away more dust. “I see a different symbol on this one too.” 
 
    Fern flew over to Symon’s shoulder, looking at the symbol before flying over to the circular stone and peering down. 
 
    “The symbols match,” the fairy hissed. 
 
    Dax touched the carved symbols, “They are not buttons or keyholes. The doors match this stone dais, but I’m not sure how to activate it.” 
 
    Vance looked to the surrounding stone doors. “Maybe there’s a pattern we have to find.” 
 
    The group spread out and looked at the symbols on the other doors before returning to the middle. They compared what they saw and the symbols did indeed match. For every door, there was a matching symbol on the dais. 
 
    “We should…” Dax was cut off when old torches flared with blue fire along the vast chamber. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes glowed white as she stood, “The dead are waking up.” 
 
    The coterie surrounded the stone dais, backs to each other. Symon and Fern hefted their weapons. Vance and Nuria opened their spellbooks, pages flipping to spells. The white glow in Zarra’s eyes faded as her serpent gaze peered to the right and left, clutching her staff to her. 
 
    Dax’s hands slipped into his robe and pulled out two cards, one in each hand. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 600 
 
    Mana Shards: 1   
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    The mage scanned the room as ghostly flames waved to a non-existent breeze. A chill flowed from the very walls, sinking into the chamber. The group stood silent, watching every shadow, waiting with bated breath. 
 
    The stone doors trembled, dust falling like an earthy waterfall. A scraping sound filled the large chamber, each of the stone doors sliding open. Moans dripped from the darkness as skeletal fingers grasped at the stone lids. 
 
    “Not doors, sarcophagi,” Dax said as his eyes narrowed. “No one attack yet. We have to see if they are connected to the puzzle.” 
 
    Symon’s left hand crackled with energy. “What’s going to stop them from attacking us?” 
 
    “Dax is right, we have to observe them and see how they fit with the puzzle,” Nuria growled. 
 
    A few pairs of eyes glanced to the mage, wondering if she just said what they heard. 
 
    The lids opened completely, bones and armor lurching out. Old swords were pulled from decaying sheaths as hollow eyes stared at the living bodies in the middle of the chamber. Boots shifted and stepped forward. The shadows grew longer as armored skeletons moved in unison, placing another step forward to the foul life in their home. 
 
    Dax studied them, watching them slowly advance. Small chains hung from their necks but sank down below plate mail breastplates. 
 
    “Does everyone see the chains around their necks?” Dax asked with a whisper. 
 
    Heads nodded in unison. 
 
    “I think we need them. Aim for their heads and no area of attack spells. We can’t risk damaging them if they are needed for the puzzle,” Dax ordered. 
 
    “Just use lightning spells,” Vance followed up. 
 
    Pages in spellbooks flipped to new spells. Zarra eyed the undead, her normally blank expression filled with a simmering rage. Fern’s hair turned blood red as she gave a manic smile. Symon stared with cool eyes, planning his moves and counter moves. 
 
    The undead closed in, ancient warriors with urges to snuff out their living lights. 
 
    “Now!” Dax shouted and aimed his lightning card. 
 
    Magical energies bloomed and fired out in all directions. Dax’s card went off first, lightning arcing forward and crashing into a helmeted head, caving it in and shattering the skull. The skeleton crumpled instantly, falling into a heap of armor and bones. 
 
    Nuria and Vance were next, blasting out lightning bolts. Each one struck a skull, blasting them to pieces. The mages channeled their mana and incantations, ready to release a new volley. 
 
    A white aura appeared around Zarra before she pointed her staff. White energy glowed at the end of the staff before it shot forth in three, simultaneous bolts. Holy energy slammed into armored chests, the skeletons letting out inhuman moans before they fell into heaps. 
 
    “Come on fuckers!” Fern shouted before she blasted forward. 
 
    Symon pointed his hand and unleashed a lightning bolt as the fairy swung her rune covered mace at an armored head. Skulls went spiraling through the air as lightning struck breastplates. Energy arced, the undead falling to their knees and then falling to pieces. 
 
    The fairy laughed as she slammed her mace into an armored head, denting it but sending the skull flying from its decayed neck. 
 
    Dax relaxed as he saw the last skeleton fall to the stone floor. 
 
    Fern landed on a helmet, her hair returning to its black color. “That wasn’t much of a challenge.” 
 
    Dax slipped his cards into his robe and stepped forward to a fallen skeleton. Kneeling down, he fished into the breastplate and pulled out a necklace, a symbol carved into it. 
 
    “Collect the necklaces and bring them to the center,” Dax ordered. 
 
    Fern flashed into her taller form as the others began looting the corpses. Nuria’s lip wrinkled as she reached down, her hand grazing long dead flesh. Zarra moved with intent, grabbing a necklace and moving to the next corpse. Vance and Symon worked as Dax moved back to the center dais. 
 
    The group brought the necklaces over and held them as they all peered down.     
 
    Vance’s gaze shifted from the necklaces to the symbols carved into the dais. “There are nineteen symbols but only eighteen necklaces. Did we miss one?” 
 
    Dax looked over his shoulder to the stone doors. “I count eighteen sarcophagi.” 
 
    Nuria looked to the symbols on the dais and the necklaces, “I think there must be a pattern. It would be too obvious if we simply matched them up. There must be something we’re missing.” 
 
    Symon moved to a sarcophagus, the light of blue flames chasing away the shadows within. Hand up, he reached in and ran his fingers along the inside. Touching something, he peered into the empty tomb. 
 
    “I need some light,” the spellsword said over his shoulder. 
 
    Zarra nodded and lifted up her staff. Bright light blazed, the blue flames growing dimmer in her presence. 
 
    Symon looked in the sarcophagus, seeing a symbol carved into the back. 
 
    “I see a symbol and the number one by it,” the spellsword said. 
 
    Dax smiled. “Check the other sarcophagi.” 
 
    The group fanned out while Dax pulled out his spellbook and opened it to a blank page in the back. Taking out a small inkwell and quill, he pulled the corresponding necklace from the pile in front of him and he began drawing the symbol with a number next to it. 
 
    Each member moved to empty sarcophagi and called out a description of the symbol and their number. After each tomb was searched, they all returned to the center, Dax drawing quickly. 
 
    “There were only five symbols with numbers,” Vance said as he approached. 
 
    Dax finished his drawings and picked out each necklace, laying them on the edge of dais. 
 
    “It’s simple. Let’s place the necklace symbol face down on each corresponding symbol on the dais by numbered order,” Dax said. 
 
    Every member except for Dax picked up a necklace. Fern was first, placing her symbol down. Vance was next with his. Zarra was third and Symon was fourth. Nuria was last, pressing her necklace down on the last symbol. 
 
    For a moment, nothing happened. 
 
    Dax’s brow wrinkled until dim blue light glowed from each of the symbols carved into the dais. 
 
    The mage was quick to pick up his quill, inkwell and spellbook, placing them in his satchel before pulling out his two previous cards again. The Lightning Card was used up and he quickly charged it with 50 mana. 
 
    Zarra’s bright light began to dim as the chill grew deeper in the chamber. The group stepped back, eyeing the dais when it cracked. Wisps of ethereal smoke rose up from the cracks, swirling and coming together. 
 
    “Get ready for anything,” Dax said as the group moved about six feet from the smoking dais. 
 
    Fern flashed into her smaller form while Symon held his sword at the ready. Vance and Nuria opened their spellbooks. Zarra eyed the rising smoke, staff in hand. 
 
    The chamber grew vastly quiet when the smoke curled together and formed the naked torso of a man. The ghostly man’s body was still in the dais from the waist down but he looked to those gathered with an innocent gaze. 
 
    The group remained silent, watching with interested eyes as the ghost looked to them. 
 
    “Maybe we have to help him?” Symon said. 
 
    Everyone watched as the man began to rise, his ghostly eyes bright. The room pulsed with a dreadful gloom. Hearts thudded in chests. The man rose higher and higher and horror rushed through every living soul in the chamber. 
 
    The group watched in stunned dread as the man’s lower body was revealed, long, thick black tentacles writhing and curling as he floated above the dais. 
 
    “Void Spawn,” Dax hissed. 
 
    “There is phantom void spawn? How?” Vance said as pages turned of their own accord to his most powerful spell. 
 
    Dax could barely think, the sound of blood pumping into his ears. They were the creatures of nightmares that attacked close to a hundred years ago. They dragged people from their homes, stealing their knowledge and mana like wraiths. They ate what was left and performed sickening experiments on any they captured and kept alive. The monsters from another world stole magical artifacts and took those who could enchant and make them. The stories had been told for a few generations, the fear sinking into eyes and voices, still fresh across the collective people of Ikkudran. 
 
    “Kill it!” Dax shouted before an inhuman screech filled the chamber. 
 
    Confusion colored senses, the screech not coming from the ghostly void spawn but from Zarra as she launched herself forward in an inhuman blur. 
 
    Zarra’s staff swung hard, striking the void spawn and sending it clear across the room. Sandaled feet landed on the dais as the cleric’s eyes glowed with power. Another screech vibrated along the chamber as she shot forward like a comet. 
 
    Black energy curled into the void spawn’s hands, but before it could lift them up, Zarra was on him. Staff arcing down, it slammed down on the ghostly creature’s head. Mad roars continued, the cleric a tsunami of power as she struck down the phantom. The creature’s hand pointed up and tentacles curled around Zarra’s legs. The dragon didn’t slow down, bringing her staff down so hard, the phantom couldn’t keep its form. Zarra spun her staff, knocking away the hand and energy blasted outwards, striking a wall and cracking it. 
 
    The cleric’s murderous rampage continued, driving her staff down again and again.  
 
    Dax woke from his stunned state, seeing Zarra unable to control herself. “Pull her back!” 
 
    Symon, Fern and Dax rushed to the cleric. Hands grabbed at her, but she made inhuman sounds, her staff still swinging down. The phantom’s face was split in two, eyes turning in different directions. Fern flashed to her full-sized form and the three pulled with all their might.  
 
    The cleric would not budge as she continued her onslaught. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Fern shouted as she took a stance and lifted her mace. 
 
    Blood red seeped into the fairy’s hair as her muscles bulged. Dax and Symon stepped back as the fairy swung her mace, directly at Zarra’s chest. The strike sent a pulse through the air as the cleric stumbled back. 
 
    Dax pointed his lightning card as Symon pointed his left hand, energy crackling along it. The two men stared down at the ruined creature as it tried to pull itself back together. Lighting flashed from the mage and spellsword. Energy bolts crashed into the void spawn phantom, it’s form rippling before it shattered to nothing. 
 
    Fern fell to her knees and held Zarra to her. The dragon sobbed, her staff on the floor and tears running down her pale cheeks. Dax and Symon were to their sides, Zarra burying her face into Fern’s shoulder. 
 
    The Dais cracked into two, each side sliding off and falling to the floor. 
 
    Nuria stepped closer, looking down at a heap of glowing soul shards and a bright blue jewel in the middle. 
 
    “We won,” the beautiful mage whispered, her words lost to the gentle sobbing as the rest of the group knelt with the cleric, crying in sorrow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    “Thank you! You all have outdone yourselves,” Gerald beamed as he gazed on the blue jewel between a finger and thumb. 
 
    Dax gave a polite smile as the rest of the group sat around a table in a private room. Zarra sat with her head bowed. The rest of the group looked to her as Dax continued with the small meeting by the door. 
 
    “We were challenged within the crypt, but managed to make it out okay,” the mage stated simply. 
 
    Gerald nodded before placing the jewel into his robe and pulling out a small metal badge. The quest giver held it up and handed it to Dax. 
 
    “You all have certainly earned it. I paid for your rooms, meals and drinks for the night. Celebrate your win and I wish you the best journey to Axminster,” Gerald smiled. 
 
    The quest giver bowed to Dax and those in the room before turning and making his way out, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Dax let out a long exhale before he turned to his companions. The mood was somber, almost everyone looking to Zarra as she sat silently. The mage made his way over and sat down, showing the new badge. 
 
    “Second badge for the collection,” the mage said with a weak smile. 
 
    Heads nodded weakly. 
 
    Nuria sat in her chair, counting mana shards at the table.  
 
    “It comes out to six shards a piece,” the mage said with a greedy smile. 
 
    Symon eyed Nuria, “How about a little compassion?” 
 
    Nuria looked up, her eyes narrowing. “For what? We made it through and thanks to Zarra’s freak out, we made it out comparably unharmed. We had more trouble with the Vexbrood.” 
 
    “Dax, I’m going to cave her head in,” Fern growled. 
 
    Nuria looked to the full-sized fairy. “Not before I blast you to cinders,” the mage seethed. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “Enough. We won, but we should be there for each other,” the mage said sternly. 
 
    “I need a drink,” Zarra said in a small voice. 
 
    All eyes turned to the cleric. 
 
    Nuria smiled. “See? She’s fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Symon asked. 
 
    The cleric nodded. 
 
    Vance was to his feet, “I’ll have them bring in a few barrels.” 
 
    Time lingered as the group sat. After the long silence, bottles, plates of food and a few barrels were brought or rolled in. The gloom in the room shifted to hunger for food and drink. The servers rushed in and out, bringing in so much, the table was filled to the brim. Forks stabbed into meat while drinks were poured. 
 
    Not many words were spoken as the coterie enjoyed their meal and drink. Zarra lifted up a barrel and drank down its contents in a long moment. Barrel empty, she placed it down by the other two, picked up another one and began drinking. 
 
    The group looked to the dragon as she guzzled the barrel of spirits. Wine and spirits loosened up tense muscles among all present. The food was the cherry on top, bodies enjoying the rest they earned.  
 
    It didn’t take long for Fern to shrink down to her eight-inch form and began dancing on the table. Symon clapped in rhythm as Vance began to sing. His voice cut through the gloom, uplifting spirits. The group soon smiled as Fern put on a show with a fairy jig. Zarra cracked a smile. Nuria nodded to the beat. 
 
    Dax was the only one holding back from joining in the merriment. Soul shaken, he couldn’t stop seeing Zarra unleash in his mind. Her very body vibrated with power as she took down the void spawn phantom nearly by herself. The fight might have been much worse for all of them if Zarra didn’t move like the powerful creature she is. It continued to color his thoughts as Vance’s melodic voice filled the warm room. 
 
    Images curled and churned to the void spawn phantom. The mage never knew that those foul creatures could become phantoms. Seeing it made his blood grow cold as many old timers in the slums spoke of hiding from those creatures as they searched. Hydale was one of the last cities on the continent to stand from the invasion. Before the invasion, it was a poor shipping city to the western islands. The fighting in the streets was horrific as some fought and most hid. When Sebastian Kinarth rallied their remaining ships and armies of heroes, they came during the night, attacking the void spawn and forcing them to retreat from the city. The surprise attack was the turning point, many rushing to Kinarth’s banner, forcing the spawn to retreat back to the far east where their portals pulsed with dark power. 
 
    Dax woke from his thoughts, looking across the table to Zarra as she smiled. A tear ran down her cheek but her smile held so much joy. 
 
    The mage stood up and Vance stopped singing. Fern saw the look in Dax’s eyes and she stopped dancing. Symon stopped clapping and looked to his friend. Nuria opened her eyes, seeing the serious look in Dax’s gaze. 
 
    “We should turn in for the evening,” Dax said darkly. 
 
    Zarra looked to Dax, another tear streaking down her cheek. “I have another barrel to finish. Let’s not end the evening just yet.” 
 
    Dax’s dark eyes saddened. “Zarra, we are concerned…” The mage was cut off by a quick wave of Zarra’s hand. 
 
    “I apologize for how I behaved in the crypt. It was…unbecoming,” the cleric said with a sad smile. 
 
    “It was not,” Symon said. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “It was. If any of my people saw what I did, they would question my mind and heart. Dragons are never to become so primal or it would scare many of the other races. We must hold ourselves to a higher standard, or fear would color the bonds between all races.” 
 
    Fern stepped along the table and looked up at Zarra, “We won’t tell anyone what happened.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    “We do have some travelling to do before we reach Axminster,” Dax began. 
 
    Zarra spoke up, “I was a hatchling when the void spawn attacked our mountain spire.” 
 
    Dax closed his mouth and sat. All eyes turned to the melancholy cleric as she pulled a third barrel close to her, eyes distant. 
 
    “Barely a few weeks old, but I was aware. While the caretakers pulled hatchlings further into the maze of tunnels, I had to crawl out and see what was happening. I reached a cave entrance just as several of my people swooped down, breathing fire. 
 
    “Our mountain spire was surrounded by thousands of void spawns. They writhed like a mass of tentacles. They climbed up the sides as fire rained down. My people burned them, but they didn’t slow down. The spawn used their dark magic, striking my people from the black skies.” 
 
    Zarra’s eyes took on a faraway gleam, lost to inner memories. “I remember the point where fear struck down my curiosity. I backed up, ready to rush to my caregivers when tentacles crawled over the edge of the cave entrance. Pale faces and bodies, connected to black lower bodies of tentacles. I still remember how they shined in dragon fire light. 
 
    “I ran back on all fours, craning my neck back to see them flow into the cave like monsters from fairy tales. A stream of dragon fire burned them to cinders as my parents landed at the cave entrance. I remember the shouts and screams, both of them telling me to keep running. Tentacles rushed up and curled around their limbs and wings.” 
 
    Another tear streaked down Zarra’s cheek and dripped from her jawline. 
 
    “My parents turned their dragon breath on the cave entrance. They used all their power, my mother giving me one last loving gaze before part of the mountain collapsed. It was already decided that if the spawn made it halfway up the spire, all entrances would be sealed. My parents stayed to the end, fighting the monsters until they were buried and crushed.” 
 
    Zarra wiped away the tears. “I never cried, not even as it happened. I think the shock didn’t allow me to mourn. A few weeks later, the war was over. The void spawn retreated to their portals and were gone.” 
 
    Fern sank down to her knees, hand over her own heart. Dax, Vance, and Symon stared at the cleric; their hearts heavy in their chests. Nuria’s eyes saddened and she looked away. 
 
    Zarra lifted up a barrel and held it in her lap. “Thank you for listening to me. I swear I won’t let my emotions get the better of me and will be a productive member of our coterie.” 
 
    “You have nothing to apologize for,” Dax said softly. 
 
    Fern fluttered up. “You’re amazing!” the fairy said and hugged the cleric’s neck. 
 
    “We all have our demons and pasts. Thank you for trusting us with your story,” Symon said with a small smile. 
 
    Nuria looked down as she addressed Zarra. “You have my sympathies,” the mage said and stood up. 
 
    No one really gave Nuria a second glance as she left the room. Zarra smiled before lifting up the barrel and began drinking again.  
 
    Time turned into a slow blur. Vance was next to leave. Symon was after the mage, hugging Zarra before he left. The cleric’s eyes wandered in a drunken haze, Fern close to her. Dax gave them a look, but the fairy nodded to him. 
 
    “I’ll make sure she makes it to her room,” Fern grinned. 
 
    Dax nodded and stood up. The mage stepped to Zarra’s side and placed his hand on the cleric’s shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “We are here for you,” Dax said softly. 
 
    Zarra reached up and squeezed his hand. “Thank you.” 
 
    Dax gave a small smile before his hand slipped away. 
 
    The mage left the private dining room and made his way up the stairs. Stepping along the long corridor, he made his way to his room and closed the door behind him. A sigh fell from his lips as exhaustion, food, and drink dragged down his very soul. 
 
    Removing his satchel from his shoulder, he hung it on a chair before he sat down on the edge of the bed. Thoughts spun and the mage tried to calm his mind. Taking in deep breaths, his heart slowed and his thoughts quieted.  
 
    Second badge acquired, three more to go. 
 
    The mage slipped his hand into his robe pocket and pulled out a handful of mana shards. He eyed them, contemplating how he would use them.  
 
    It’s easy to spend them all on different spheres but if I don’t focus on a particular one, my magic will always be weak against greater odds. I’ve been lucky so far, but who knows how it would have turned out against the phantom void spawn.    
 
    The mage called up his ghostly stats. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 600 
 
    Mana Shards: 7   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 1 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 0 
 
    Life: 1 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 0 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    Looking over his spheres, his gaze was drawn to the life sphere. To increase it to the 2nd degree, he would need 4 shards.  
 
    Having slightly more powerful creature constructs in combat could be useful for their numbers to our coterie. I could create a few more creature cards and a small army if we need it. 
 
    Dax nodded to himself as he held 4 tiny shards in his other hand and allowed them to sink into his soul. Power bloomed and spun before settling down, his Life Sphere moving up in power to the 2nd degree. 
 
    Dax looked to his remaining three shards. Glancing at his spheres, his eyes drifted to the Time Sphere. 
 
    Time has never been on my side. I should see if I can bend it to my will and better my chances. 
 
    The mage put one shard back in his robe and allowed 2 shards to sink into his hand. Again, power flared along his heart and mind before it sank back down into place. The mage let the ghostly words and number collapse and brought it up again. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 800 
 
    Mana Shards: 1   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 1 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 0 
 
    Life: 2 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 1 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    Much better. My mana has increased two hundred points and I now continue my path with six spheres. 
 
    Dax smiled before his stats bled away. Falling back, he lay on the bed, his body whispering for an ancient slumber. 
 
    A knock at the door, woke him from his sleepy trance. 
 
    “Come in,” the mage said as he continued to lay in bed. 
 
    The door opened and closed. Dax lifted his head a little to see Zarra standing in his room. The cleric’s yellow serpent gaze was transfixed on the mage as he lay. 
 
    Dax sat up with a look of concern. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    Zarra said nothing as she stepped closer. Pupils were thin slits in the golden color of her eyes. It was almost unnerving to see as Dax stayed where he was. 
 
    Zarra sat on the edge of the bed, one leg curled in and her body facing the mage.  
 
    The air between them took on a charged electricity. Dax simply stared as she eyed him like a morsel, ready to devour him whole. The initial silent oddness was replaced with souls pulling at each other. The attraction was there, but concern crawled along Dax’s spirit, wondering if this was right. 
 
    “It has been a long time since I have felt any kind of peace,” Zarra said in a low tone. “I know everyone is concerned, but no one has to be. I just want to feel good. I want us to feel good.” 
 
    “Zarra…” Dax began and his words drifted away. 
 
    The cleric gave a small smile and she leaned in closer. Heavy breasts were barely contained by her top as erect nipples pushed against the soft fabric.  
 
    “You don’t have to say a word. I saw it written in your eyes when we were out of the pool,” Zarra said with a sultry tone. 
 
    “I just want to be sure…this is something you want,” Dax said as his own body began to betray him, blood filling his manhood and draining from his mind. 
 
    The cleric leaned in closer, lips inches from Dax’s mouth. “There has always been an attraction. I’ve seen you at times in the Academy. The sight of you whispered things that I had difficulty denying. We dragons simply know. 
 
    “Don’t dwell on it. There is no reason why we can’t enjoy a long moment of bliss, my handsome mage.” 
 
    Zarra’s pointed tongue snaked out and licked Dax’s chin. The mage was stunned, watching as her very long tongue ran across his lips before she leaned in closer and kissed him. 
 
    The kiss lingered, heat rising between them. A wave of intoxication washed over the mage as he couldn’t control it. It wasn’t from alcohol, but something else, snaking into him, unable to control himself. 
 
    Dax lifted his hands and took hold of the cleric. Zarra didn’t stop him as he pulled the top of her robe off her shoulders and pulled down. Heavy breasts were free as the mage cupped one and ran his thumb over her nipple. Zarra pulled back, a gentle hiss falling from her lips as she closed her eyes. 
 
    The room grew uncomfortably hot as Dax was lost to the cleric’s silky skin. It glowed in the dim lantern light as she pushed her chest against his hand. Dax found himself squeezing the dragon’s breast, a hunger growing as his manhood struggled against his clothes. 
 
    Zarra’s hands ran along Dax’s lap before they gently touched his erect member. Fingers worked the inner buttons before the robe was pulled open. The cleric gave a warm smile before her hand took hold of his member and gently began to stroke it. The energy between them blasted nerves like a furnace. Bodies began to move of their own accord, minds dripping with wanting lust. 
 
    Dax’s hands trembled as he fought for control. Before he knew it, he took a firm hold of Zarra’s robe and pulled it down with a dire need. The cleric smiled as she helped him along, white robe off and falling to the floor. The pair took hold of Dax’s robes, pulling them off and tossing them across the room. 
 
    On the edge of the bed, the pair sat, lips touching and tongues exploring. The mage’s hand slid over a creamy thigh and slipped between them. Fingers searched until they touched wetness, coating his fingers. Zarra moaned her delight as fingers explored her pink folds until they touched her clit. A pattern took shape, the mage swirling his finger as the couple’s mouths enjoyed the sensual touch. A shudder caused Zarra to pull back and gasp, which allowed Dax to smile as he rubbed her sensitive nub. Zarra’s hips moved to his touch, eyes closing and lost to the tingling swirls. 
 
    “Dax, don’t stop,” the cleric said and bit her lip. 
 
    The mage had no intention of stopping, his touch bringing her closer to where she wanted to be. Bodies touching, side by side, Dax watched as Zarra was lost to a rising tide of bliss. Dax’s other hand slid around her back and curled at the dragon’s waist, pulling her close as he continued with his dreamy spirals. 
 
    The cleric’s hips moved and thighs parted a little further. She clutched to him as he played her like a violin. Magic bubbled along her senses as the mage worked his intimate spell. 
 
    The mage leaned in close, his lips to her ear, “You are beautiful, but I want you to be happy. Free yourself so I may drive myself into your spirit, fucking you slowly until you come again, bathing my cock in your lust.” 
 
    Zarra’s eyes squeezed shut as she gasped and shuddered. “I…want to bathe your cock with my lust.” 
 
    “Take your time and enjoy the touch, but once you come, I’m going to have you. For tonight, you are mine and all I will do is help ease the pain.” 
 
    Zarra shuddered again as her internal dam began to crack. The mage could see and feel she simply wanted to forget everything. Not think about her past or who she was so she could fully release without chains around her neck. The freedom and budding friendship grew with each gentle swirl. 
 
    Zarra grabbed Dax’s wrist and held him in place as her hips moved.  
 
    “I’m…almost…” the dragon in human form hissed before her mouth hung open and her body shuddered violently. 
 
    Dax gave an impish smile as her hips moved, Zarra rubbing her clit against Dax’s finger as her grip tightened. The mage’s smile fell away as the pressure built up, a thought flashing that she was going to break his wrist. 
 
    Zarra let out a soul shattering moan, the dam breaking and bliss roaring forth. Wetness bloomed, drenching Dax’s hand as the cleric used him to finish. Nerves tingled into magical explosions as she shuddered again. The moment sent swirls into her belly before she flopped back onto the bed, breathing heavy. 
 
    Dax was up the moment she let go of his wrist. Standing over her, he admired her body, gaze slipping over her curves and heaving chest. Thighs were parted as wetness dripped. The mad hunger was there as he climbed into bed, over the dragon woman. 
 
    The circlet began to glow against her forehead as golden scales ran along her forearms to her hands. More golden scales ran down from her knees to her feet. Hands and feet shifted, growing longer. Ears pointed and teeth sharpened.  
 
    Dax was above Zarra, watching her partial transformation. The cleric didn’t open her eyes, breathing heavy. The sight of her changed body did not deter the mage. Instead, it heightened the moment, his member rock hard. Pressing his throbbing head to her womanhood, he slowly pushed. 
 
    Zarra let out a small moan, Dax’s member meeting some resistance. The mage growled and she opened her thighs further. Golden eyes opened into a sultry stare before her legs wrapped around Dax’s ass and pushed. The mage’s cock parted her tight entrance, sinking deeper until he reached the hilt. Zarra’s hips moved first with careful precision and tempo, squeezing the man over her with each wet slide. 
 
    Dax gave another impish smirk before he lost control. Hips moved, driving himself deep and pulling back. Zarra’s body trembled, moaning with each deep push. Clawed hands rose up, embracing the mage and holding him to her. Even in her strong grip, Dax’s hips would not be denied. Thick inches pushed at her inner world, forcing Zarra to accommodate him. The dragon complied with a smile and a playful lick of Dax’s chin. 
 
    The tempo grew, Zarra moaning her delight. Dax’s breathing grew with the rhythm, an ocean of urges pressing down on him.  
 
    Zarra looked into Dax’s eyes with her own heated smile. “Be my dragon for the evening. Take me like a dragon would.” 
 
    Dax’s body continued to move, driving himself deep but not sure what she meant. 
 
    The cleric twisted her hips, Dax forced onto his back. Zarra moaned as she moved up and down on his throbbing member for a long moment before she pulled her body off of him. Dax watched as she sank down to her hands and knees before letting her upper body lay on the bed, her ass in the air. 
 
    Dax grinned as he now understood. Up and on his knees, he moved behind the dragon woman, a hand on her hip and his other hand holding his cock. Looking down, he saw wetness drip from her sex. Pressing his cock to her, he pushed in and Zarra let out a lustful moan. 
 
    Pushing against the bed, the cleric was on all fours as Dax held her hips, driving himself slowly deep and pulling back. The motion sent ripples along Zarra’s muscles, moans dripping from her open mouth. 
 
    Zarra glanced back, watching Dax’s strong body forcing his cock deep within her. The emptiness she felt before was now full but yet, she still wanted more.  
 
    The sounds of their bodies and the scent of sex filled the room. Dax couldn’t hold back anymore. Seeing her move to his tempo, tightness nearly strangling his cock, urges reached the tipping point and he could barely keep his soul in his body. 
 
    The cleric kept her serpent gaze on the mage as she felt his cock thickening within her valley. Squeezing, she pushed against his invading member and held him. 
 
    Dax’s world exploded into brilliant light. Spurts of seed filled the tight space as he pushed with all his might against the cleric’s resistance. Hands gripped her waist, pulling her toward him as another spurt of molten come filled her. Bliss crashed into their bodies, Zarra’s own inner world quivering to the mage’s magical onslaught. Eyes rolling into her head, she cooed her lust. 
 
    Dax found himself unable to stop. Using his whole body, he pushed the dragon woman onto her stomach, his hips still working. The hardness of his manhood didn’t wilt as supernatural urges pushed him to continue. 
 
    The island… fills us with life. It never wants us to stop. 
 
    Zara lifted her ass up slightly as she buried her face into a pillow. Wetness and come dripped from her valley, but their bodies moved to their intimate song. 
 
    “Dax…” Zarra managed to whisper before a string of orgasms blasted her already fried nerves. 
 
    Bodies dripped with needs, the pair lost to their connection and storming desires. 
 
    “Let’s forget everything…” Dax whispered. 
 
    Zarra gave a weak nod as they continued their song of lust and desire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    Dax grimaced as the coterie left Hythe. The group of companions waved to some townsfolk as they exited the edge of town and made their way onto the road. The day started with clouds but they already began to break up. 
 
    Soreness glowed along Dax’s muscles, the previous night a complete blur. He and Zarra lost track of time before they passed out in each other’s arms. The last thing Dax could remember was his face firmly between the cleric’s inviting breasts. When they woke, she was still half transformed and keeping him close as outside light bled in through the window. 
 
    Breakfast was quiet. Zarra had changed back to her human form, but with a warm smile on her lips. Dax had dark circles under his eyes as he ate like a wild animal after a kill. It wasn’t noticeable at first, but soon the rest of his companions watched him as he said nothing and ate large mouthfuls of eggs, bacon, and fruit.  
 
    Symon and Vance glanced to the mage. Nuria was lost to her thoughts, but Fern eyed the mage with a sinister smile. 
 
    She knows. 
 
    Dax thought as he continued to shovel food into his mouth. 
 
    Zarra was quiet, but her face nearly glowed. The weirdness only seemed amplified when they were all together. After breaking their fast, they packed up their gear and headed out of town, on to their next trial.  
 
    The ocean breeze drifted over the coterie as they walked. The sounds of crashing waves filled their ears. Hours crept along, the group talking very little. The sun moved across the sky and before they knew it, the edges of evening appeared along the horizon. 
 
    “Let’s set up camp,” Symon said to the group. 
 
    Everyone nodded. Dax let out a relieved exhale, his mind too tired to form coherent thoughts. The group moved to the west side of the road and trekked into the sparse forest. It didn’t take long before they were no longer in view of the ocean and felt comfortable enough to make camp. 
 
    Rolled up tents were pulled from their packs of holding. The coterie worked, setting up their individual tents. When all six were finished being set up, bed rolls were next and after that, wrapped rations. 
 
    Symon and Fern gathered wood. It didn’t take long for the two to come back with bundles of thick sticks. Stones were stacked around to create a fire pit. A thick stack of wood was placed in the fire pit, Vance whispering his incantation. Flames leapt from his open hand and took to the wood instantly. 
 
    The sun set behind the distant horizon and night cast her shadow across the world.  
 
    “Who wants to take the first watch?” Symon asked before chewing on a piece of dried meat. 
 
    Dax found himself silent, too tired to even think of staying up half the night. 
 
    “I’ll take watch,” Zarra said, her tone confident. 
 
    Symon looked to the cleric. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “It will be fine and I’m well rested. It will give me time to pray to Umus, giving us luck on our travels.” 
 
    I don’t know if I should be insulted or relieved.  
 
    The mage smiled to himself, not taking his own thoughts too seriously. 
 
    “I’ll take the second watch,” Nuria stated. 
 
    All eyes turned to the mage. 
 
    “What?” the mage smiled. 
 
    “Nothing, just didn’t expect it,” Symon said. 
 
    “We are all part of this coterie. I’m not going to have any of you go back and complain that I didn’t pull my weight.” 
 
    “No one would say that,” the spellsword shook his head. 
 
    “I would,” Fern said and gave the mage a wink. 
 
    Dax watched as Nuria gave an actual, genuine smile. The beautiful mage’s face glowed in the firelight as she turned her gaze to the fire. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I’ve been difficult,” Nuria said simply. 
 
    All heads and eyes looked to the mage in black. 
 
    Nuria continued, “The last two trials have shown me that I cannot be an island in the world. Before the exams, I planned on striking out on my own, challenging the academy’s trials and defeating them with my power and spells. 
 
    “I was wrong to think like that. Learning the basics of magic was easy, but if I was alone in Silver Port or Hythe, I wouldn’t have passed each trial. I was ready to push everyone away, and now I see the importance of working together for all of our benefits.” 
 
    Fern shook her head. “What did you do with Nuria? I just want to know so we don’t find her and bring her back.” 
 
    Chuckles surrounded the campfire and even Nuria smirked. 
 
    “It’s good to hear,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Nuria looked up across the campfire flames, her gaze connecting with Dax’s eyes. “It doesn’t let you off the hook. Your card technique is going to change the world. I think we are all interested in learning more, when you’re ready to share it.” 
 
    “It will change how spellcasting is performed and used,” Vance added. 
 
    Dax looked down, his gaze lost to the flames. “I just found a shortcut. If I wasn’t a slow caster, I wouldn’t have ever thought to cast spells that way. I have wanted to come to the academy since I was a young boy, jumping from roofs and staring across the western sea to the faint speck of Kinarth. It has been my dream and now, I’m here and living my dream.” 
 
    Zarra dipped her head, eyes looking down. “I have heard about your upbringing, but I don’t know what a slum runner is?” 
 
    Dax kept his gaze on the flames and everyone else did the same. 
 
    The mage took a small inhale through his nose before he spoke. “The streets of Hydale are safe, most of the time. Most citizens follow the laws and try to lead a normal life. There are, however, things people want or need that they can’t get into the city. It can be anything from black market items to scrolls and even secretive letters. 
 
    “The tunnels and alleys that connect with the streets are dangerous. Monsters from inland and the sea can sometimes enter and make homes. The city guards don’t waste their time with the monsters or bad people, as long as they keep themselves away from others. That’s where slum running came to be. 
 
    “We meet in secret with ghosts. Ghosts are people who don’t give their name. They simply appear, give you half payment and whatever items need transportation. The other half of the payment is waiting with the person you’re delivering to. Once you have the item, you have to make your way through the tunnels, alleys, and roofs to deliver the item. Normally, it can be simple and peaceful, but there have been times where I had to dodge monsters in the tunnels, looking for a meal.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes took on a faraway gleam. “My mother taught me how to run. She showed me the best routes and what to look for. She was one of the best and soon, ghosts began to come to both of us when I was older. When her health declined, I took over, earning as much gold as I could and saving it.  
 
    “Between runs, I cared for her and when she slept, I read. I sometimes took books and gold as partial payment. When I was of age, I was practicing a few cantrips. I didn’t realize time would be a factor. I was happy to learn magic. I wrote a letter, wanting to join the academy and had a trusted sailor at the docks deliver it to Kinarth.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes closed as he spoke, “I was contacted and had a private meeting with a Kinarth recruiter. They were kind and allowed me to take the written test at the library. When I was finished, they allowed me to perform some of my cantrips in an alley. I was so happy to show them what I could do, I didn’t think of anything beyond that. The next day, the recruiter approached me and said I qualified to join the academy. 
 
    “My mother’s mind began to deteriorate. I knew I couldn’t care for her and go to the academy. I donated to the Sisters of Vala to care for her and the next day I was on the first ship to Mist Haven Isle.” 
 
    Dax opened his eyes and blinked. He looked up at everyone’s still expressions. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I just spilled my guts. I didn’t sleep much last night.” 
 
    Symon smiled. “I’m sure we are all okay with it.” 
 
    All heads nodded in unison. 
 
    “You have a strong honor,” Zarra smiled. 
 
    Dax smirked. “Not all the time. I’ve stolen to keep my belly full. I’ve tricked visitors to Hydale and relieved them of their gold. I’m not proud, but survival was more important than honor. Now that I am part of the academy, I hope I can truly become a champion and maybe wipe away parts of my past.” 
 
    “We all feel the same, even if our pasts speak differently,” Vance nodded. 
 
    Fern sat, her eyes gleaming before she looked away. Nuria looked down. Symon smiled at his friend. Zarra nodded to the mage. Vance took a bite of his ration and soon lost himself to his thoughts. 
 
    “I think I’m going to sleep now,” Dax said with a tired edge. 
 
    The group simply watched him as he stood up, walked over to his tent and crawled in.  
 
    Dax moved into his small tent, laying down with his pack next to him. Tired, sore muscles gave out and he collapsed on his belly. Sleep whispered in his ears, but soon, the soreness glowed brighter and exhaustion caused sleep to flee for a short while. 
 
    Great! Too tired to sleep.  
 
    The mage turned on his side and eyed his pack. A frustrated sigh filled the tent and he reached for his pack. Flap open to his satchel, the mage pulled his spellbook, inkwell, quill and a few blank cards. A small incantation whispered from his lips and a tiny light appeared over his head. The new magical energies from his spheres pushed at his mind, not wanting to be caught off guard again. New fire and time cards danced in his thoughts as he opened his spellbook and placed two cards on the pages.  
 
    Inspiration took hold, dipping the quill in ink and began drawing on a card and writing new spells into his book. Mistress sleep held back as a small flare of power energized the mage. Quill moving, he drew symbols and arcane words to the simple light above him. Talking to himself, Dax recited spells slowly as he wrote them down. His mind worked, but again, his mouth was slow to act. Annoyance filled his face as he worked through it, writing down a spell and drawing it to a card. 
 
    Dax barely finished a second card before his eyelids grew heavy. 
 
    Darkness consumed him without warning. Tentacles reached up from black waters, caressing his body. Their warmth caused him to relax, enjoying the sensations as they slid along his form and the dreamscape. 
 
    A pale face loomed above him while tentacles coiled from underneath him. Dax returned the smile, lost to the dreamy state. The pale face drifted closer until warm lips touched his and something called to him from a distance. 
 
    Dax woke with a start. He lifted his head and saw his open spellbook with the two cards still there, the ink dry. The light over him shimmered but didn’t diminish. 
 
    Why am I up? What was that I felt? 
 
    Dax took the two cards and closed his spellbook and inkwell. The mage slipped his supplies into his pack and listened. The distant sounds of waves on the surf caused a white noise and nothing else. 
 
    Something pulled at his senses, magical pulses growing brighter along points of his body. A tingling sensation ran along nerves and strangely, the mage felt refreshed. Moving to the edge of his tent, he opened a flap slightly and peeked outside. 
 
    Nuria was standing and looking around before she stepped away. Dax watched her as she glanced at most of the tents before stepping into the shadows of the forest. 
 
    Where is she going? 
 
    Dax slipped silently from his tent. The half-moon hung high in the night sky, it’s light casting a pale glow along trees, shafts of moonlight cutting through the darkness. It was surreal, the world seemingly calm as two mages moved through the forest. 
 
    Dax stared, catching glimpses of Nuria’s pale features as she looked around. Staying to the shadows, he kept his distance, not wanting to spook her. Curiosity filled him as he watched the mage. She seemed secretive with her movements but her eyes were wide as she looked around. 
 
    The mage looked up through parted branches to the sky. The moon was high enough to tell Dax that he had been asleep for a few hours.  
 
    Zarra must have finished her watch and Nuria took over. I wonder why she is sneaking away from camp? 
 
    A dark suspicious thought stabbed into Dax’s mind, wondering if she was spying and meeting others to tell what she has learned. The thought curled against him, berating himself for being so naïve. Nuria had wanted his technique the moment she saw it being used. A few days together was not enough to change a person, even for the better. 
 
    If she meets with conspirators, her time with us is over. 
 
    Dax hated how he felt, but it wouldn’t stop him from dismissing her. To some degree, he knew deep down she might try something like this, but he didn’t want to believe it. 
 
    In the distance, a blue flame danced. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened as Nuria made her way toward it. 
 
    No, she can’t be serious. She wouldn’t attempt such a… 
 
    The mage followed, the former anger subsiding and fear stroking his heart. 
 
    Nuria emerged from the dark forest and stepped out into the moonlight. Cool air flowed over her as the mage’s gaze was on a floating, azure flame. Mist flowed up from a crack in the ground, the four-foot flame just above it. It waved and flowed with the breeze, it’s power alluring like a siren’s song. 
 
    Nuria slowed her walking, eyeing the flame as it magically called out to her. The mage smiled, but her eyes held a greedy desire. The closer she stepped, the more the magical energies tingled along her body. It hummed with delight, beckoning the young mage closer. 
 
    Dax hunkered down in the shadows at the edge of the clearing, watching like an owl from the darkness. 
 
    She’s just investigating. She wouldn’t dare try to absorb it.  
 
    Nuria slowed to a stop, the blue flames reflected in her wide eyes. Hands up and out, robe sleeves slid back to expose her forearms. Despite her back to Dax, it was unmistakable what she was about to do. 
 
    The mage stepped from the clearing edge, a card in his hand. 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    I didn’t improve the card. It will have to do if she’s doing what I think she’s doing. 
 
    Incantations fell from Nuria’s lips, the blue flame writhing to her words. 
 
    “Nuria, stop this,” Dax said in a commanding tone. 
 
    The beautiful mage stopped her incantation and spun around, shock and fury in her eyes. 
 
    “You followed me?” Nuria growled. 
 
    Dax took another step forward, “You can’t absorb that mana flame. Many have tried and almost all of them have died.” 
 
    Dax halted his advance as Nuria took a backwards step closer to the flame. 
 
    “You don’t know how skilled I am. If anyone in our academy can do it, it’s me,” Nuria seethed. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “You have no reason to attempt this. Come back to camp.” 
 
    A mad smile appeared along Nuria’s lips. “I have every reason to attempt this. A slum runner like you created a technique that will change the world. That is my destiny and you stole it from me. I’m supposed to be the best, harnessing magic and controlling the universe! It is what I was always meant to be!” 
 
    Dax stared, his eyes wide and filled with concern. “Please, Nuria, this isn’t the way to do it. The High Dean warned us about taking from mana springs. This is exactly what we are not supposed to do. Come back to camp and we can continue with our trials. We can be powerful together.” 
 
    Nuria let out a manic giggle. “The High Dean and professors tell us that because they don’t want us to become too powerful too quickly. They will keep us under their thumb until they decide who is worthy or not. I know that we can control our destiny when the opportunity presents itself.  
 
    “How long before they put a muzzle on you after they learn your technique? How long before they take the credit for your discovery?” 
 
    Dax took a step forward, “We can solve that problem when it happens. Right now, you must come back with me. We can talk more in the morning. Just please, don’t absorb that flame. We have a lot to accomplish, together.” 
 
    Nuria shook her head, the manic smile gone and sadness dripping from her eyes. “You don’t see through the lies. You don’t see what is happening. This isn’t just about being a champion. It’s about bringing real order to our world. If we don’t do something now, we are all doomed.” 
 
    The mage turned to the glowing flame five feet away from her. “Mana bends to strength, will, and knowledge. I will tame it and become as powerful as all the heroes who fought the void spawn back to their world!” 
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened as she whispered arcane words. The azure flame danced before it leaned to her. Flames stretched out until they were inches from her open hands. 
 
    “Dammit!” Dax hissed as he activated the card in his hand. 
 
    Ghostly energy struck out and formed into a troll. With a mental command, the troll charged toward Nuria as Dax darted forth. 
 
    “I become Ikkudran’s true champion,” Nuria whispered before invoking a word of power. 
 
    Dax watched as he ran forward, the troll construct nearly to Nuria. Mana flames struck out like a pair of vipers, sinking into Nuria’s hands. Power blazed forth, the mage’s eyes and mouth widening. No sound came out as Nuria’s eyes turned white, energy surging into every cell of her body. Flames engulfed the mage as she was lifted up, mana pouring into her waiting soul. It bristled and churned like a storm and the mage was lost to its overwhelming power. 
 
    The troll leapt into the air, thick arms out and eyes filled with steely confidence. It was within a foot when something black surged up from the crack and slammed into Nuria’s chest. The mage let out a dying moan before ghostly hands grabbed the mage, pulled and tossed her. 
 
    Dax was nearly to them, time slowing down into moments. The flames were ripped away from Nuria as she hurtled toward Dax. The troll landed as blue flames engulfed the mystical creature. Eyes widened before the troll’s body expanded and exploded into shards of blue flames.  
 
    Dax let out a painful grunt, the card in his hand bursting into flames and crumbling to ash. Hand flicking to the side, ashes blew away with the breeze as Nuria crashed into the mage. The pair tumbled to the ground, Dax landing on his back and Nuria landing on her stomach. The two looked at each other, Dax’s eyes filled with fear and Nuria's eyes were pure white and staring at nothing. 
 
    Time stood still until color bled back into the mage’s eyes. Dax turned, hand taking hold of Nuria’s shoulder as she blinked and both of them on their side. The mystical energy in the area died down and soon, only the light of the mana flame and the moon illuminated the area. 
 
    “Nuria?” Dax said with concern. 
 
    The beautiful mage blinked before she launched from her side and onto Dax. The mage was forced onto his back again as Nuria looked down with wide eyes. The pair were frozen, eyeing each other. Dax couldn’t understand what was happening. Nuria looked around like she didn’t know where she was. The mage was about to say her name again when Nuria bent down and kissed him. 
 
    Lips locked, Nuria’s eyes were open as her tongue snaked into Dax’s mouth. The mage made a small grunt in protest when bliss slithered along his spirit. The kiss burned deep against the mage and found himself unable to resist. Nuria stayed on him, kissing the mage aggressively.  
 
    When the moment seemed to flow on into eternity, Nuria pulled back, sat on the mage’s hips and pulled open her robe. 
 
    Dax stared as the mage pulled her robe off her shoulders and let it pool to the side. Breasts defied gravity as pert nipples stood to attention. The glow and warmth of her body caused blood to flow to the mage’s manhood. A small thought told him to resist, but his body seemed to react in a different way. 
 
    Nuria’s hands fell to Dax’s robe, pulling them open with lustful desire. Buttons popped off from the inside lining of the robe. Dax could barely do anything as Nuria took hold of his now free member and pressed it to her valley entrance. Nuria let out a heated sigh as wetness spilled. Dax watched as she sank down, bliss flaring along his body. Inches parted tight inner walls and Nuria moaned her delight. 
 
    The beautiful mage looked down with nearly alien eyes, working with gravity and sinking down to the base of Dax’s cock. With the mage snug, bodies tensed and Nuria began to move. Hips moved with caged power as the beautiful mage’s eyes stared down with confused intent. 
 
    Dax could barely think, the wet and warm connection blazing between them. It was natural and unnatural at the same time. Nuria’s gaze was unsettling, like she was performing an experiment while her body took what it wanted. Moans flowed from both mages, Nuria panting as her hips moved up and down on Dax’s rigid cock. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Nuria commanded as she took complete control. 
 
    Dax’s member stiffened like hard steel, obeying her commands as she rode him. Moonlight painted their bodies under the stars. Nuria let out a seductive moan, her hips increasing the tempo. Dax fought the lust overpowering him. The faster she moved, the more he wanted to come.  
 
    Nuria’s eyes closed and she bit her lip. Nerves tightened to the breaking point as she moved with steady, slow strokes. Dax watched her beautiful body as she pumped up and down, breasts bobbing with her movements. Hands on her hips, he was closer to nirvana and it would not be denied. 
 
    “Nuria…I’m…coming,” Dax managed through gritted teeth. 
 
    The beautiful mage simply nodded, riding him faster and body bouncing. The urges welled up, heat pouring off their bodies and chasing away the cool night air. Dax used the last of his willpower to stay in the moment as bliss dashed his power to the rocks. 
 
    Nuria opened her eyes as the mage’s cock thickened. She sank down to the base, impaling herself on the mage and squeezing. Ecstasy bloomed and both mages let out moans. 
 
    Nerve endings flared as Nuria’s body shuddered. Dax pushed his soul through his cock, spurts firing like cannons within Nuria’s valley. The pair rode the wave, magical explosions filling their inner worlds and mingling together. The moment spiraled on, bliss crashing into logic and drowning it. 
 
    A sharp pain stabbed into Dax’s heart and he grunted. 
 
    Nuria continued to move her hips, up and down, milking the mage dry. Wetness and come spilled from the beautiful mage’s womanhood and it only added to the moment. Sticky, wet and hot, the pair kept the connection as their bodies moved of their own accord.  
 
    Time returned to normal and Nuria slowed. Dax held her, stars in his eyes. 
 
    What just happened? 
 
    “Dax,” Nuria said simply, her eyes still a little wild. 
 
    It’s like she’s saying my name for the first time. 
 
    Nuria’s hips continued to move, coaxing life back into Dax’s member. The clearing was silent for long moments before moans rose up once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Symon, Fern, Zarra, and Vance moved through the dark forest, heading toward the faint blue light in the distance. The spellsword led the way, his eyes determined. Waking up a while ago, he looked outside of his tent to see if Nuria wanted to rest for the evening and he would take over. When he couldn’t find her, he checked the tents. Everyone woke up, but Dax’s tent was empty, satchel left behind. After a quick discussion, they all geared up and went searching. Not long into the search, they saw the blue glow in the distance. 
 
    “You don’t think they went to investigate the light? It could be a mana spring,” Vance said in a low voice. 
 
    “I don’t know what they did but if they’re hurt, I’m going to kill them,” Symon said, trying to remain positive. 
 
    The spellsword took a few more steps when two shadows approached. The spellsword lifted his hand and the rest of the group stopped in their tracks. All waited in silence, bodies ready for anything. 
 
    The shadows parted, Dax and Nuria stumbling into the group, the pair holding their robes closed. 
 
    “What the hell?” Symon said but was happy to see them. 
 
    Dax looked to Nuria but the beautiful mage looked down. Returning his attention to the group, the mage gave a nervous smirk. 
 
    “We saw the blue light and decided to investigate. It was a mana spring and we wanted to observe it.” 
 
    Symon looked at Dax's disheveled robe, “What’s wrong with your robe?” 
 
    Nuria clutched to Dax’s arm. 
 
    Symon eyed the two mages. Fern gave a wicked smirk. Vance and Zarra simply stood and blinked. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Symon asked Nuria. 
 
    The mage simply nodded. 
 
    “Let’s get back to camp. It’s still the middle of the night and we can talk in the morning,” Dax said. 
 
    That might give me enough time to figure out what just happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    Eyes blinked open as Dax woke from warm dreams. Stirring, he instantly noticed a body next to his. Turning his gaze, he looked over to Nuria next to him, her head on his chest, arm around his waist and a leg curled over his. She was partially nude, salvia dripping from her open mouth onto his chest. 
 
    She came into my tent while I was sleeping? 
 
    Dax tried to move, but Nuria held on, her limbs tightening around his body.  
 
    “I like where I am now,” Nuria whispered. 
 
    Dax simply laid there, looking up at the tent as morning light glowed against it. Nuria snuggled closer, her tongue licking her salvia off Dax’s chest before she began kissing it. 
 
    The mage didn’t stop her, but a nervous sliver ran down his spine as he heard the rest of the coterie beginning to stir. Symon’s unmistakable morning yawn touched the outside air and bodies began to move. 
 
    Nuria’s hand drifted down and when she touched Dax’s hard cock, she wrapped her fingers around it and began to stroke it. 
 
    “How did you know I wanted more?” Nuria said as she lifted her head and looked to the mage with an amused grin. 
 
    Dax found himself smiling.  
 
    I have to stop smiling. This isn’t normal. Nothing about this is normal! She touched pure mana. It would have killed her if I wasn’t there. Maybe it somehow shocked her. I don’t know. I’m not qualified to give any kind of answer! 
 
    The tent flap opened and Fern looked in. Dax and Nuria looked to the fairy but Nuria didn’t stop stroking the mage. 
 
    Fern’s expression didn’t slide into shock. Instead, the fairy simply gave a knowing smile. 
 
    “We’re going to break our fast soon. I suggest you hurry up so you can join us,” the fairy winked and closed the flap. 
 
    Nuria turned her attention to Dax and kept her smile. “We should hurry,” the beautiful mage said and stroked a little faster. 
 
    Outside, the coterie gathered around the fire pit. New wood was placed and Vance conjured a flame. The wood in the pit took and flames rose up. Zarra pulled a metal teapot and several cups. Taking her waterskin, she filled the teapot and placed it on the flames. The group waited for their tea as rations were unwrapped and slowly consumed. 
 
    A pair of moans rose up from Dax’s tent. 
 
    All eyes turned to the mage’s tent. 
 
    “Sounds like love,” Fern giggled and ate some of her dried meat. 
 
    A short time later, the kettle whistled as Dax and Nuria climbed out from the tent. The rest of the group looked to the pair as they made their way over and sat down. Nuria leaned into Dax and soon, her arm curled around his. 
 
    Symon eyed the beautiful mage before turning his raised eyebrow to Dax. “Okay, what happened?” 
 
    Vance, Zarra, and Fern nodded, also wanting to know what happened. 
 
    Dax’s lips parted, but it was Nuria who spoke first. 
 
    “I was a little bored with guard duty. I was pacing back and forth when I saw the blue light through the trees. I thought it couldn’t hurt if I went to have a look.” 
 
    Nuria turned her attention to Dax with adoring eyes. “Dax followed me and saved my life.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Dax. 
 
    “I woke up and saw that she wasn’t outside anymore. I left my tent and followed,” Dax said, unsure of his own words. 
 
    Nuria nodded and snuggled against the mage. “I was a little too close to the mana flame. It was reaching out to me and I was lost to its hypnotic power. Dax pulled me away in time.” 
 
    “And now?” Vance asked with a confused brow. 
 
    Nuria looked to Vance with a wicked smile. “Dax is my champion. He saved me and I owe him my life.” 
 
    “This is truly strange,” Zarra said before picking up the steaming kettle with her bare hand and pouring hot water into cups. 
 
    “Was that all it took for you to stop being a bitch?” Fern laughed. 
 
    Nuria grinned. “I’m sorry for how I’ve acted. Dax saving me puts everything in perspective. I wish everyone could have seen him rushing to me and pulling me away. It was very heroic.” 
 
    This is very…very weird. 
 
    “I’m indebted and I hope I can make it up to Dax and everyone here,” Nuria smiled as she held onto the mage. 
 
    “I have no words,” Vance smiled. 
 
    “I think we all can say the same thing,” Symon added. 
 
    Zarra poured hot water into her cup before adding a teabag. “We have learned that trauma can change a person. The healing arts go beyond magic, sometimes we must treat the mind. Nuria may have shifted due to a life and death experience.” 
 
    Fern sat back, her hands on the ground and propping her body up. “What about Clive? He seemed pretty important to you,” Fern asked with suspicious eyes. 
 
    Nuria let out a small laugh. “Clive is simply a friend, like many of our classmates.” 
 
    Nuria turned her attention to Dax and looked to him with adoring eyes. “Dax did something I thought no one would ever do. He risked his life for me. I know I’ve been difficult, the pressures of the trials weighing heavy on me. I’m just happy Dax managed to wake me up from my cloud of stress.” 
 
    “Maybe we need to bring you back to the academy, so the healers can look you over and make sure you’re okay?” Symon said. 
 
    “I’m fine. Besides, if we did that, we would surely fail the trials. How about when we return, I’ll see a healer to be sure,” Nuria smiled, showing her teeth. 
 
    Concerned glances shot back and forth among the small group. 
 
    Dax spoke up, “We should continue with the trials. Like Nuria said, she can see a healer when we return. We still have three badges to achieve before returning back to the academy.” 
 
    Concern bled away and all heads nodded in unison. 
 
    Nuria continued to hold onto the mage, smiling.  
 
    This will be a trial in more ways than one. She seems to know everything she should know, but her personality is completely different. What happened when she touched the mana flames? Did it change a part of her? 
 
    Dax pondered before Nuria took a bit of food from Fern’s rations and fed it to him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The days travelling blended together, as did the oddness. Most of the coterie was silent about it, talking about everything but Nuria’s change in personality. Dax found it strange that Nuria was at his side as they travelled. The beautiful mage couldn’t keep her hands off of him. Dax wished he could say it was annoying, but the attention helped him relax to some degree.  
 
    The nights were a different matter entirely. Dax woke up every time to Nuria already in his tent. She would be barely dressed, snuggling to him. When he would stir, she took the opportunity to enjoy his body, sucking on his member, her favorite pastime.  
 
    Each new day brought Nuria clinging to Dax’s side. They sat together when they ate and she purposely was close enough to reach out and touch his arm or leg every few moments. Dax found it harder to think, the needy Nuria messing up his thoughts at every turn. There wasn’t so much a conversation, but smiles and coos when she was close.  
 
    On the third day of their travels, Fern walked up to Nuria and took her hand. 
 
    “Come with me and walk on the sand,” the fairy grinned. 
 
    “Sure,” Nuria smiled. 
 
    Dax walked along, watching the short fairy and mage step from the road and onto the sand. Waves crashed in the background as Fern leapt into the air and fluttered down. Nuria was cheering her on and, with extreme disbelief, Fern and Nuria were doing cartwheels on the sand. 
 
    “We have to talk,” Symon said as he walked along Dax’s side. 
 
    The mage nodded. “I figured we would.” 
 
    “Nuria has been on you like a piece of clothing. I had Fern pull her away just so we can discuss what’s going on. So, what’s going on?” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “I don’t know. Nuria did see the mana flame, but she didn’t tell the whole story. She told me when she was by the flames that she was going to harness the power and tame it. She was jealous of my card technique and needed to show that she was destined for greatness.” 
 
    Dax looked ahead as he continued, “The flames touched her and surrounded her body. I used my troll card and it pulled her away before the mana flames destroyed it and my card. Then, she couldn’t control herself as we…” 
 
    Symon blinked. “I don’t know what to make of this? She was a complete…well, you know. Now, she’s acting like a different person. A happy and nice person.” 
 
    “I’m just as weirded out by this as everyone else,” Dax lamented. 
 
    “We have to bring her to a healer. They have to see if she is okay,” Symon whispered. 
 
    “We will be in Axminster by the afternoon. They must have a healer who can see her and discover if anything is wrong,” Dax nodded. 
 
    The mage glanced over his shoulder to Zarra and Vance as they trailed behind. “What does everyone else think?” 
 
    “Vance said mana can heal or corrupt, but pure mana from springs can alter the very fabric of a person. That’s why it's not encouraged to absorb it. But on the other hand, the reason why Kinarth and his fellow champions changed the course of the war was when they came to Mist Haven Isle, they absorbed pure mana in a desperate attempt to increase their power.  
 
    “Vance said many people died in the attempt, but over three dozen heroes managed to succeed. Theirs was an extreme example and why we train over time to be champions. Mana is slowly absorbed into our bodies over time so we can better control it.” 
 
    Symon turned his gaze, watching Fern and Nuria laughing as they skipped along the sand. “But Nuria changed, like night and day.” 
 
    “She is definitely easier to be around,” Dax joked. 
 
    Symon gave a small smile. “Maybe, but I have a bad feeling.” 
 
    Dax sighed. “Me too. We will have her see a healer and decide from there. If something is wrong, we will turn back and get her back to the academy.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll tell the others.” 
 
    The spellsword slowed his step as Dax continued to walk. 
 
    I would hate to fail the trials, but if something happened to Nuria, we have to find out if she’s okay.   
 
    Nuria and Fern rushed back to the road. The fairy was leaping into the air and gliding down. Nuria curled her arm around Dax’s arm and walked with a smile. 
 
    “That was breathtaking,” the beautiful mage grinned and snuggled to Dax’s arm. 
 
    *** 
 
    The town of Axminster loomed into view. The large town was located at the northern tip of the island, situated on a sturdy rock cliff with the ocean on three sides, surrounding it. The towers and buildings were made of stone, the highest tower a lighthouse, guiding ships at night and during misty mornings.  
 
    The coterie approached, all eyes drinking in the magnificent town. The road was wide and a large stone entrance welcomed them in. Stepping into the town, the group looked around, streets splitting into different directions, almost like the main road was the trunk of the town and the smaller streets, mere branches and leading into many directions.  
 
    Signs stood among street lanterns, directing to places of note or interest. Locals moved about their day, many shooting smiles in the coterie’s direction. Dax and everyone else noticed hand axes sheathed along leather belts while some had an axe strapped to their backs.  
 
    “I know why they call it Axminster,” Symon grinned. 
 
    Dax smiled before he looked to a street sign, pointing to a healer. The mage nudged his friend and the tall spellsword nodded. 
 
    The group moved together, making their way down a street before reaching a door with the word “Axminster Healers.” 
 
    “Why are we at a healer’s place?” Nuria asked with curious eyes. 
 
    It was slow, but Dax, Symon, Fern, Vance, and Zarra surrounded the mage. Shadows covered their eyes as Dax spoke. 
 
    “We just want to make sure you’re okay. We think you should see a healer, just to be sure,” Dax said as he mentally prepared for the mage to strike back in denial. 
 
    Nuria smiled. “That does sound like the right thing to do. Who knows what pure mana did to me?” 
 
    The shadows bled away in surprise. Nuria smiled and stepped to the door, opening it and making her way in. The rest of the group followed, looking to each other in puzzled amazement. 
 
    Inside, a woman in a white robe sat at a desk. She looked up with a smile as the coterie approached. 
 
    “Is anyone injured?” the woman asked. 
 
    Everyone but Nuria looked to Dax. 
 
    The mage put his hand on Nuria’s shoulder. “We’re not sure. Nuria had contact with a mana spring and we thought…” 
 
    Nuria cut Dax off, “They think I’m not myself so we are just being cautious.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “I understand. We’ve had others come in with mana burns or hurt from accidents. This isn’t that unusual. Please come with me.” 
 
    “Can one of us go with you?” Dax asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head. “It should be fine.” 
 
    “Fern, will you come with me?” Nuria asked. 
 
    The fairy nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    The woman led Nuria and Fern with her beyond another door and they were gone. 
 
    “What do we do if they find out she isn’t herself?” Vance asked. 
 
    “I could take her back to the academy so the rest of you can complete the trials,” Zarra offered. 
 
    Dax smiled. “Thank you Zarra, but we need everyone if we continue on. As difficult as it may be, we may all have to return back to make sure she’s safe.” 
 
    “They may give us an exception and let us take it again,” Symon added. 
 
    Gods, I hope so. 
 
    The door opened and the woman walked back to her desk. Sitting down, she smiled at the four coterie members. 
 
    “Cleric Belinda is seeing your friend now. They should be out shortly.” 
 
    Heads nodded and everyone waited. 
 
    Long moments of time drifted on. Dax looked at paintings on the walls of forests and the ocean. Symon sat in a chair, twiddling his thumbs. Zarra leaned against a wall, her eyes closed. Vance sat in another chair with his spellbook open in his lap. 
 
    The door opened as Nuria, Fern, and Cleric Belinda stepped out. All three women wore smiles as they approached the group. 
 
    “I delved into Nuria’s spirit and it seems normal. I couldn’t find anything too unusual beyond her glowing soul. It’s normal if someone comes in contact with a mana spring and is temporarily infused with power. We’ve had instances where entire coteries have come in with burns, but their bodies had a higher than normal mana levels,” the cleric said with a pleasant tone. 
 
    “So, she’s fine? We don’t have to take her back to the Academy?” Dax asked. 
 
    “Not as far as I can see. I would be careful if she shows any signs of distress or her magic is not behaving right. An infusion of mana can cause unpredictable spell effects, some minor and others beyond a mage’s control. 
 
    “I would also recommend to stay away from any other mana springs you encounter. If she comes in contact with a spring again, it could overwhelm her. Stay to the road and Nuria should be her old self with time,” the cleric smiled. 
 
    “Can we keep the new Nuria,” Fern laughed. 
 
    Nuria grinned. 
 
    “This is getting weird,” Vance said in a low tone. 
 
    “Thank you, Cleric. We will be on our way and…” Dax stopped when the cleric smiled wider. 
 
    “Please leave donations in the basket over there, below Vala’s statue. We are not allowed to accept payment, but anything you can give will help Vala’s way,” Cleric Belinda bowed. 
 
    The group glanced at each other with a sheepish look before hands dived into pockets. 
 
    A minute later and the group, twelve gold coins lighter, all stepped out into the street. 
 
    “I’m happy that we did that. I hope everyone can be a little less suspicious,” Nuria smiled. 
 
    “You can understand why we were concerned,” Dax said diplomatically. 
 
    The beautiful mage nodded. “I do, but we should focus on the trials.” 
 
    Symon looked to Fern. 
 
    The fairy nodded. “Cleric Belinda seemed very thorough.” 
 
    Nuria crossed her arms across her stomach, tilted her head and shook it slightly. “Everyone, I’m fine.” 
 
     Dax nodded. “For now, we should continue with the trials.” 
 
    All heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “So far, we’ve been approached at the last two taverns. Logic would suggest we visit another one and see if our Puzzle Quest Giver will find us,” Dax finished saying when a man approached in a brown robe. 
 
    The man had short gray hair. Weathered lines ran down his face, showing his age but his bright smile and light in his eyes said he had a youthful spirit. The man approached and bowed to the group. 
 
    “Greetings young travelers. My name is Brandon and I have a request if you’re willing?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “We are willing. How can we help you Lord Brandon?” 
 
    The man waved his hands before him, “Please, it’s simply Brandon. I saw your coterie come in along the main road and make your way here to the clerics of Vala. I thought I would wait for everyone to come back out instead of intruding. 
 
    “As for my request, I’m a druid here in Axminster. Many of us speak to the trees to encourage their growth before townsfolk cut mature trees down for the island. Axminster supplies all the wood to the island and us druids help with keeping tree populations high. 
 
    “To aid us in our work, we call upon tree sprites. They can be mischievous and difficult to contain. I called a tree sprite the other day and she was particularly grouchy. She escaped my containment jar and fled into the forest. A loose tree sprite can be difficult with loggers because they wish to protect the forests. It would be a great help if you could locate the sprite and bring her back to me.” 
 
    Fern leapt into the air, her body flashing and her eight-inch form hovering in the air. “We would love too! Tree sprites are cousins to my people and a lot of fun when they drink.” 
 
    Brandon smiled. “Please, just bring her back. She is new to the island and doesn’t understand what we are doing here. I need time to help her understand so she can work with the loggers and the other sprites.” 
 
    “Her name is Willow,” Brandon said and pulled out a large jar with a cork stopper from his satchel. “Since none of you are druids, please, get her into the jar and bring her back safe and sound.” 
 
    Dax took the jar and nodded. “We will do it right away. Where should we meet when the quest is finished?” 
 
    “The Oak Tavern, close to the entrance of town,” Brandon smiled. “Thank you again for helping this old druid. I’ll be sure to add a little something extra once you complete the quest.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you can tell us about Willow or where we can find her?” Vance asked. 
 
    Brandon nodded. “There is an old ruin, about two miles into the forest. A lot of sprites like to relax there during the day when loggers are working. You might find her there. She is a little mean, but she might be scared too. Please be kind when handling her. She is a stranger to the island and does not know all of our ways yet.” 
 
    “We will be extra careful and bring her back,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “Thank you. I look forward to your safe return,” Brandon bowed. 
 
    The group bowed to the druid before they all stood up again. Brandon made his way down the street, giving them a wave before he turned a corner and was gone from sight. 
 
    “I assume we’re not going to rest first,” Symon smirked. 
 
    “As champions, rest is a luxury,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “You’re becoming a proper champion,” Symon grinned. 
 
    “So are you,” Dax said. 
 
    Nuria stepped past them, “Let’s go get the sprite!” 
 
    Fern flew past as Zarra began to follow. Vance shrugged and followed along. Symon clamped his hand on Dax’s shoulder and the two friends followed behind the rest of the group. 
 
    The coterie left the town of Axminister before making their way to the spearpoint of the forests. Dark, emerald green leaves glowed in the late afternoon light. Trees swayed to the ocean breeze as the coterie stepped beyond the forest edge and into dark shadows. The sun’s light barely stabbed through the canopy, shafts of light breaking up the cool gloom. 
 
    Dax began to relax, watching Nuria and Fern lead the group through the forest. The suspicious thoughts began to subside, Dax thinking he may have been overreacting. 
 
    After what happened, it would be hard not to overreact. I’ll admit, mana springs are wildly unpredictable and dangerous, but maybe Nuria’s life flashing before her eyes changed her for the better? Maybe she finally realized that she didn’t have to be a monster to us or anyone else? 
 
    Dax walked along, deep in thought. 
 
    Or maybe something did happen and she is really good at covering it up? 
 
    Memories and experience floated through the mage’s mind. He never knew anyone to change dramatically unless they wanted something or they were suffering from a malady. Pain crawled along Dax as he remembered his mother becoming unhinged some days, screaming and hitting him like he was a monster from the tunnels. Painful memories of her clawing at his face and arms while he tried to help calm her down swirled and the mage pushed it away. 
 
    I did the right thing, leaving her with the Sisters of Vala. They could care for her when I could not. 
 
    The thoughts brought no comfort, his heart half empty as he may have seen her for the last time when he left her the day before travelling to the academy. 
 
    Fern zipped through the air, flying over the group. “I see the ruins! We’re getting close.” 
 
    The group acknowledged the fairy as she moved through the air like an oversized dragonfly.  
 
    The formation changed, Symon and Dax taking lead. Fern stayed overhead while Vance, Nuria, and Zarra took up the tail end of the group. The sun touched the horizon as the sky took on a pink and orange glow. A few wisps of clouds drifted along as the temperature cooled to the approaching evening. 
 
    Symon’s demeanor changed, his senses sharp and his hand close to his sword. Dax was a few feet behind him, ready to pull out a card. The evenings while they camped, the mage saw fit to create a few more cards, redrawing his troll card and upgrading it to a 2nd degree. Despite losing the original card, Dax saw that he could improve his 1st degree spells once he gained a higher degree. The life sphere allowed him to create ghostly constructs, but something pulled at him, missing the troll he created before. 
 
    A hand touched Dax’s shoulder. The mage woke from his thoughts to see Vance at his side. 
 
    “We haven’t had much of a chance to talk before. I just wanted to apologize for how I was back in the club room, after the exams. I should have guessed you would share your discovery with some time.” 
 
    Dax was silent for a moment before he spoke, “I think it is I who should apologize. Your advice on the symbols helped bring it together. Everyone helped in their own way and I shouldn’t take all the credit. I meant what I said before, I want to share it with the academy and my fellow students.  
 
    “I don’t want to mislead you or anyone else and I’ll admit, it’s nice to have an edge among so many talented future champions. I’m still trying to understand all the nuances but when I have a better understanding, you’ll be among the first to learn how it works.” 
 
    Vance looked to Dax, “I wish you knew how much that means to me. My family believes in taking everything and giving nothing back. It has been difficult as it is, trying to navigate the academy while almost every student sees only my family history.  
 
    “My family are not nice people, but they are my family. As much as I try to break away from their ways, the more I feel trapped because of their actions from over the last hundred years. I know you weren’t thrilled with me leading the club, but I hoped we have become better friends?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “You became my friend the moment you took a hit for me during the exams.” 
 
    Vance gave a small smile. “I couldn’t let the berserkers stop you when you were having your moment in the sun. It…would have been wrong.” 
 
    “We can talk more after we finish and celebrate at the tavern,” Dax grinned and clamped a hand on Vance’s shoulder. 
 
    “Everyone, I don’t want to be rude but shut up. I thought I saw something move by the ruins,” Symon hissed. 
 
    Dax and Vance readied themselves as they followed the spellsword. Vance pulling out his spellbook and Dax pulling out card. 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Nuria pulled her spellbook from her satchel. Fern flew overhead, eyes sharp as she observed the ruins about a hundred feet away.  
 
    Zarra held her staff, but her senses drank in everything around her. The cleric slowed as she noticed barely any animal sounds. The forest was silent as a tomb, which was odd since Mist Haven Isle was bursting with life. Focusing her senses, a limitation prevented her from hearing or feeling anything past the ancient ruin. 
 
    “I don’t hear any animals,” the cleric said in a low voice. 
 
    Fern glanced around while the group scanned from side to side. 
 
    Dax listened, not hearing any animal sounds either.  
 
    Zarra continued, “The academy has limited my senses, but I still have some ability to hear slightly better than normal people. I often hear choruses of crickets and evening birdsong, but this feels like the animals and insects have left the area.” 
 
    A small glow of firelight painted the insides of a ruined section of the ancient hold.  
 
    “Do sprites need a fire?” Dax asked out the side of his mouth. 
 
    Fern hovered down close to the mage. “Only if they are entertaining. Otherwise, they party under the moon and stars.” 
 
    “Can you scout it out for us?” Dax asked. 
 
    Fern nodded and zipped toward the ruins. The fairy’s wings were a blur as she flew up over the edge of a wall and dived down. A small fire glowed in the main section of the cracked ruins. A small woman sat on a rock, her legs crossed and staring into the fire. Her green skin glittered against the firelight. 
 
    Fern zipped around and out of the ruins. She glided down until she was back by Dax’s ear. 
 
    “I see her. She’s just sitting there by a fire,” Fern whispered. 
 
    “This could be trouble. Sprites are mischievous. If she is there waiting, there may be other sprites ready to play a prank,” Vance whispered. 
 
    “We can’t stay here and debate what she’s going to do. We need a plan,” Symon hissed. 
 
    The group huddled together. 
 
    “We don’t want to hurt her so we should use non-lethal spells,” Dax said. 
 
    “I can fly overhead and make sure she doesn’t fly away,” Fern added. 
 
    “I can provide light when we enter and maybe blind her for a moment,” Zarra said. 
 
    “I can try and capture her,” the spellsword smiled. 
 
    “Vance and I will assist with air bolt spells and help catch her if she falls,” Nuria smiled. 
 
    “I’ll have my troll help and catch her,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “I think we have our plan,” Symon nodded. 
 
    The sun sank lower in the sky, the final rays flashing with brilliance before ebbing to glowing embers. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick. I need a drink,” Dax grinned. 
 
    The group nodded before they split from their huddle. Symon took the lead with Vance, Dax, and Nuria behind him. Fern zipped into the air again and over a wall. Zarra clutched her staff as she followed the group. 
 
    The coterie entered the ruins, following the flickering fire light. Dax reached into his robe with his free hand and pulled out a second card. 
 
    Name: Air Bolt 
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Bodies moved with skilled stealth, making their way around corners and stepping over random stones among the tall grass. The eerie silence blanketed the area, sending an unnerving tremble along most spines.  
 
    Symon saw the entrance to the main chamber, hand resting on the pommel of his sword. The spellsword moved to the entrance edge and peered in. A small fire glowed, the sprite sitting on the rock and staring at the flames. 
 
    Symon beckoned with his hand. The spellsword stepped in, his gaze focused on the sitting sprite. She made no movement as long shadows covered Symon’s slow sneak. Dax, Vance, and Nuria stepped in, cards in one pair of hands and open spellbooks in others. High above, Fern circled with mace in hand. 
 
    “I’m going to charge. Stop her when she flies away and I’ll catch her,” Symon said in the barest of whispers. 
 
    Heads nodded and a second later, Symon rushed into the main chamber.  
 
    The spellsword remained silent, his boots making the only noise. Charging, he expected the sprite to leap up in surprise but she didn’t move. The spellsword skidded to a halt by the fire, waving his hands in the air. The sprite didn’t even look at him. 
 
    “What the matter?” Fern shouted from above. 
 
    Symon stepped around the fire and approached the sprite on the rock. Eyes narrowing, his gaze pierced the dim light. The sprite simply sat; eyes unblinking. The spellsword reached out and when he touched her, she fell onto her side, a thick stick buried in her back, between her delicate wings.  
 
    Dread and determination filled the spellsword as he took a step back. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Symon projected before he spun around, sword in hand. 
 
    Dax, Vance, Nuria, and Zarra walked backwards toward Symon as bodies emerged from the shadows. Fern’s eyes widened as she looked down, men and women appearing from every entrance. Cloth covered half their faces, but bare upper bodies glistened with sweat. Maces and clubs filled hands as they surrounded the coterie, eyes containing a furious menace.  
 
    “Look what we have here! The Heroes of Kinarth!” one bare-chested man stepped forward, club laying over his broad shoulders. 
 
    “What is this?” Vance demanded as he prepared a spell. 
 
    The man kept his steely gaze, “Why, this is a lesson and we are the professors. Your companion there made us look like fools during the exam. We thought we would come and return the favor.” 
 
    Dax took a step forward, a fierceness in his eyes. “You killed a sprite and set up a trap over petty revenge?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Yep. Now take your lesson like a good boy or it will be more than a stupid sprite that dies tonight.”    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
     The air smelled of smoke as the camp fire crackled. Dax and his friends stood by the fire, their backs facing a tall, weathered stone wall. Above them, stars twinkled against the black heavens. Across from the small group, many masked men and women stood, bodies relaxed but cruel intent in their eyes. 
 
    The bare-chested berserker took another step forward, his gaze firmly on Dax, but his voice loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “We only wish to teach the mage a lesson. The rest of you can back away. You won’t be harmed and we will make the lesson quick. If you stand by his side, we will not hold back.” 
 
    “No one is going anywhere,” Symon said with a dark edge, hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    Vance, Zarra, and Nuria nodded. Fern hovered above them, her glare taking in everyone present. 
 
    The man started to chuckle as he looked to Symon’s sword. “We don’t wish to kill anyone. We’re not monsters, but we can’t simply let it go. How about we make this a little sporting? No weapons and only use non-lethal magic.” 
 
    The bare-chested man turned his fellow berserkers, “Drop your clubs. Just fists and legs.” 
 
    The gathered berserkers started to chuckle and began dropping their clubs and maces to the ground. 
 
    The leader turned back to Dax’s group and tossed his club to the side and gave a small shrug. “See? Despite what many champions at the academy think, we’re not barbarians. We just want to even the playing field and take our pound of flesh.” 
 
    Light flashed and Fern landed in front of her friends. The fairy’s five-foot tall frame seethed with fury as she glared at the gathered berserkers. 
 
    The leader nodded to the fairy, “We are brothers and sisters in battle. We won’t think ill-will of you if you come to our side just for this or stand to the side. As a matter of fact, we will welcome you back with open arms.” 
 
    Fern’s tight mouth shifted into a leer. “I’m the strongest berserker in class. Your weakness sickens me.” 
 
    The leader’s eyes narrowed. “You think you’re the strongest, but we’ve talked and everyone admits, we don’t want to hurt your beautiful wings.” 
 
    Fern’s eyes gleamed with power in the firelight. “What’s the level all of you have achieved? No, don’t answer. I already know. I’ve seen everyone here and I may not be able to place you exactly, but I know a group who isn’t smart enough to walk away from a fight. 
 
    “That is why I’m going to be very clear so even the idiots in the back understand. If you take one more step toward me or my friends, I will hunt each of you down and throw you such a beating, you will wish you never came to the academy.” 
 
    The leader’s face scrunched up behind the cloth mask as if he was smiling. “We wouldn’t expect anything less, but tonight is going to be different. There will be no mana shields or spells to stop us. Our magic and pain resistance will be at full strength. There are thirty of us to you six. Even if you’re the best, we have the numbers and the brutality to correct our loss in the amphitheater.  
 
    “Fern, don’t turn against us. The mage isn’t worth it.” 
 
    The fairy’s smile turned into a maddening, twitching grin. “This revenge is not worth it.” 
 
    “Maybe, but it will help us feel better,” the leader quipped.     
 
    Dax stepped up and stood by Fern’s side. “There is no reasoning here. If they want to try, let them. I’m sure we can beat their asses.” 
 
    The leader’s brow wrinkled. “That is precisely why you must learn this lesson. Your hubris will get you killed in the real world.” 
 
    “Don’t disguise this as some noble act!” Fern spit. 
 
    The leader shrugged again. “It’s noble to us.” 
 
    Fern turned her head slightly, speaking over her shoulder, “No weapons.” 
 
    Symon drew his sword and stabbed it into the ground by a wall. Zarra leaned her staff against a stone wall and turned to the berserkers, her yellow eyes bright and filled with focus. 
 
    Dax looked to Vance and Nuria, “Air spells only. Keep them off of us.” 
 
    The two mages nodded, spellbooks in hands. 
 
    A gruff chant filled the berserker ranks. Eyes focused as fists struck chests. Boots stomped down as they synchronized their chant. Power rippled from their bodies, flooding the area. 
 
    “Ignore your feelings. They want you to be afraid. Don’t let them get under your skin,” Fern growled. 
 
    Heads nodded except for Nuria. The mage’s hands trembled as the flow of berserker power cascaded over her senses.  
 
    Vance looked over and pressed a hand to the mage’s shoulder. “Stay close and we will make it through this.” 
 
    Nuria gave an unconvinced nod, her eyes the size of saucers with fear. 
 
    Dax brought up his stats and held two cards, one in each hand. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 800 
 
    Mana Shards: 1   
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Name: Air Bolt 
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    The berserkers chanted deep in their throats. Power pulsed from their bodies and filled the area.  
 
    “Light the candle!” the leader shouted. 
 
    The air rippled with electricity and animal sounds fell from their covered mouths. The berserker bodies seemed to grow thicker, muscles expanding. The maddening growl grew and grew as bodies twitched with needful violence. 
 
    Fern looked over to Dax, “No matter what happens, stay clear of me.” 
 
    The mage looked at the fairy and nodded. 
 
    Fern took a step forward, her gaze on the berserkers before her. The fairy’s body tensed as a low growl filled her throat. Power pooled in her thin form as her eyes began to widen in furious rage. 
 
    “Light the bonfire,” the fairy growled with deep power. 
 
    Fern’s form shook as a thin, spiky aura surrounded her body. Sparks shot from the aura in all directions as she twitched. Light flashed as the fairy was her eight-inch form again, hovering at eye level but her tiny body radiating power like a titan. 
 
    The leader’s eyes widened. “Attack!” 
 
    The berserkers screamed bloody murder before they hunched forward and rushed all at once. Time turned into still moments, the ravenous berserkers rushing like a tidal wave of monsters. 
 
    Symon lifted his fists and charged at the incoming mob. Vance began rattling off an incantation, but Nuria stood frozen in fear. Zarra simply stepped forward, her body a pond of still calm. 
 
    Dax lifted his cards, but it was Fern who blasted forward like a tiny comet. The fairy screeched with an inhuman voice as she darted toward her fellow classmates. When the fairy and the berserkers met in the middle, chaos exploded. 
 
    The fairy’s fist struck a berserker in the chest and sent him hurtling back into two others. Darting around like a ball and chain, a tiny foot slammed into a jaw and her fist cracked a skull. Bodies were thrown as she screamed with bloodthirsty violence. 
 
    Dax aimed a card and whispered a word of power. The air bolt struck like a thick arrow, hitting two berserkers and knocking them into the air. Fellow berserkers were knocked by their two airborne classmates as they charged into the fray. A fist pulled back, ready to punch Dax in his face when Symon’s fist connected with the berserker’s unguarded face and sent him stumbling to the side. 
 
    Dax lifted a card and spoke the command as Symon was mobbed by several berserkers. Fists and elbows shot out, striking the tall spellsword with power. Symon grunted as he fought until a phantom troll appeared at his side. The troll grabbed berserkers, lifted them up and threw them into others. Soon, the troll and spellsword were back to back, punching maddening berserkers. 
 
    Vance kept his cool as several berserkers darted for him. Hand up, he calmly whispered the incarnation and as fists reared back, a cone of air shot out, sending four of them hurtling back into their comrades. The mage began a new incantation as several more berserkers rushed him and again, he managed to say the word of power and knocked them onto their backs. 
 
    Zarra stepped with a calm expression as five berserkers were on her. The first one whipped out their fist, hitting the cleric in the cheek. Zarra’s face turned before she looked back with golden eyes. The berserker raged before Zarra grabbed him by his shoulder with one hand, lifted him up and began swinging him like a ragdoll. Grunts and groans filled the air as the dragon in human form took careful steps forward, using a berserker like a blunt instrument. 
 
    Dax slipped his troll card into his robe and pulled out another card. 
 
    Name: Air Bolt 
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    The mage smirked as he aimed both air cards, charging one of them and then unleashing double bolts. Berserkers rushed into the fray only to be blasted off their feet and sent hurtling into others. 
 
    Dax charged them again and unleashed their power. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 725/800 
 
    Mana Shards: 1   
 
    Nuria stepped back, her body shaking and unable to cast any spells. She watched as the berserkers seemed to be bigger and ferocious like untamed demons. The fear sank deep as she couldn’t react. 
 
    “I’LL KILL YOU ALL!” Fern screamed as her small body was like a hammer. 
 
    Fists crashed into noses and cheeks, blood spurting and bodies flung through the air. The spiky aura sparked as she moved with like a cannonball through the berserkers. Hair a crimson red, Fern roared and her punches were devastating. 
 
    Dax blasted any berserker that was too close, sending them into their air and landing on their backs, but concern bled into his eyes. The berserkers landed and scrambled to their feet, unphased by being knocked around. The air bolt attacks weren’t doing enough to stop them and considering how quickly they recovered, he was going to run out mana in just a few moments. 
 
    Symon and the troll lashed out with punches. Berserker fists connected with them. Symon grunted as he still felt the punches through his armor. Another fist connected with his face and blood spurted from his mouth. 
 
    The troll construct lifted a berserker and threw him before several of the mad warriors launched onto the troll and rained down fists. The troll’s body began to flicker and it managed a strong punch to a chest before its form faded from sight. Berserkers turned their attention to Symon and rushed him. The spellsword was swamped, punches and kicks striking him so hard and fast, he was forced down to his knees.  
 
    Air whirled and two bolts struck the group on Symon, sending them in every direction. The spellsword was to his feet, wiping away blood and rushing into battle, fist raised. 
 
    Zarra tried to walk, a dozen burly bodies on her. Fists and kicks struck at her powerful form but even the dragon began to falter. Hands grabbed berserkers and shoved them with power but the cleric could barely stand. For every berserker she threw, six more would rain down punches. Their bodies crowded around her and she let out a grunt as she tried to knock them back. 
 
    Dax charged his cards and aimed them at the crowd on Zarra when a fist slammed into his cheek and sent the mage stumbling. Trying to regain his balance, another fist uppercut under his chin, his feet left the ground and he fell backwards.  
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Hurt 
 
    Mana: 675/800 
 
    Mana Shards: 1   
 
    Dazed, Dax hit the ground and aimed a card at anything that moved. A hand grabbed his wrist and wretched it to the side, delicate bones breaking. 
 
    “Fuck!” Dax shouted as he shoved a card into a chest and whispered a command. 
 
    The berserker was thrown twenty feet into the air and hit the ground hard. 
 
    Dax clutched his damaged wrist to his chest, the card that was in it on the ground. A boot came down, destroying the card before boots lifted and crashed down on the mage. Dax grunted as flashes of pain filled his entire body. The attack was brutal and swift, the mage clutching his remaining card to his chest. A hand reached down and pulled out the mage’s damaged arm. Another berserker lifted a boot and slammed it down on Dax’s exposed elbow. 
 
    The mage screamed as his arm broke. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Critical  
 
    Mana: 675/800 
 
    Mana Shards: 1   
 
    Pain dazzled nerves as boots rained down. Dax felt no more pain as he dropped his card and reached into his robe. A rib cracked and a new storm of pain rattled the mage as he pulled out a card and whispered the command word. 
 
    Ghostly energy flared and a unicorn appeared. Berserkers ignored it until hooves crashed into skulls and sent them flying to the ground. The unicorn used its thick neck to slam bodies away. A horn stabbed into a shoulder and the berserker grunted before he was lifted up and thrown. The mystical construct was over Dax, hooves kicking and head swinging like a pointed mace. 
 
    Dax barely saw through the cloud of numbing pain and chaos. Nuria screamed as two berserkers were on her. Fists rose up and came down, knocking her to the ground. She tried to get back up, only for a boot to hit her back and force her to the ground. Another boot stepped on her head, pushing into the grass and dirt. 
 
    Fern bounced from berserker to berserker but even she could not keep up with so many attacks. A fist caught her side and her body flew into the air before she righted herself and dove down in murderous rage. 
 
    Symon was swamped, punching and elbowing as fists struck him. A kick struck the back of the spellsword’s knee and he crumpled to the ground, the berserkers once again punching with all their might. 
 
    Vance used his spellbook to block incoming punches before a kick hit his stomach. The mage bent in half, his spellbook taken from him and fists crashing down on his back. The mage curled into a ball as bodies unleashed brutal power. 
 
    Zarra was on her hands and knees, a dozen berserkers punching the cleric like rabid beasts. The cleric reached over and grabbed a leg.  With power, she turned her shoulders and arms, spinning the berserker in her hand and letting go. The female crashed into her brothers and sisters in battle, tumbling them all to the ground, but the others didn’t stop their assault. 
 
    “Protect…my friends,” Dax said weakly. 
 
    The unicorn shook its head before kicking out again. 
 
    “Protect…them,” Dax repeated. 
 
    The unicorn neighed before it charged. Dax let a small smirk appear as the unicorn crashed through bodies, parting them as it barreled through. It galloped as berserkers tried to crash and punch it. The majestic beast kicked and reared up, breaking ribs, chests and cracking skulls. 
 
    “I AM DEATH AND ONLY COWARDS WILL FALL TO MY POWER!” Fern screeched as she joined the unicorn’s mad rampage. 
 
    The unicorn knocked away the group on Symon, scattering them to the ground. Fern slammed into the bodies around Vance. The unicorn turned and rushed to Nuria as Symon struggled to get back up. Fern turned her attention to Zarra and shot forth, punching the back of heads and knocking them away. The cleric slowly stood up, legs shaky. 
 
    Dax struggled to breath when a shadow was over him. 
 
    “Fucking treat us like that again and it will be much worse for you,” the masked leader looked down and kicked Dax’s injured arm. 
 
    “ARRRRGH!” Dax grunted loudly.  
 
    The unicorn slammed into a small group before several berserkers pounced on it. They bit and punched, the phantom unicorn crying out in pain. Its form flickered and after another bite, it faded away, berserkers falling to the ground. 
 
    Fern shot through the remaining standing ranks before a club slammed into her small body and sent her tumbling through the air and crashing into a wall. The fairy bounced and hit the ground, moans rising up. 
 
    “I…have…something…to say,” Dax whispered. 
 
    The berserker’s eyes stared in amusement as he knelt down. 
 
    Dax tried to smile through the pain, looking up at the berserker. “You…still lose,” the mage smiled before pointing a card at the berserker’s chest. 
 
    Name: Ice Blast  
 
    Element: Water 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage/Stun 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    The berserker's brow and eyes snarled into rage as he raised his fist. Dax whispered the command word and a stream of ice blasted out at point blank range. The ice stream struck the berserker’s chest and sent him up into the air.  
 
    Stunned, the berserker could only watch as ice propelled him upwards, legs hitting the edge of a wall and his body tumbling down over the other side, gone from sight. 
 
    Dax chuckled as he charged the card again. Several berserkers stalked toward him, fury in their forms when a shout caused them to halt their advance. 
 
    “Get them!” shouted from an entrance. 
 
    Mages came in, spellbooks in one hand and other hands stretched out. Palms glowed with power as light blasted out. Berserkers were blinded as bolts of light hit their faces, dazzling them. Air bolts struck chests and legs, knocking them down like trees in a storm. 
 
    Dax watched as a dozen mages rushed in, unleashing spells. Clive led the attack, his burly form marching in without fear as air spells shot from his hands. 
 
    A howl filled the night. The berserkers turned to each other and fled. Some grabbed their fallen classmates, helping them up and running or stumbling away. As quickly as it started, the berserkers rushed into the night, laughing and howling like mongrel beasts before disappearing into the dark. 
 
    Dax sat up, cradling his ruined arm and wrist, several cards on the ground around him. Symon was on his back, huffing and puffing. Vance also sat up, a distant gaze in his eyes as he stared at nothing. 
 
    Zarra was already to her feet, making her way to Dax. The cleric’s white robe was torn in many places, but her skin remained flawless. 
 
    Fern stirred, sitting up by a wall, her body barely able to stay sitting. 
 
    Clive marched over to Nuria who cowered in a corner. The large mage looked down with scared eyes as she cringed. He reached down and she cowered away from his hand. 
 
    “Nuria,” the mage said helplessly as he watched blood dripping from her nose and cheek.  
 
    Nuria scrambled to her feet and ran toward Dax. 
 
    Zarra knelt down by the mage, her hand glowing. Touching Dax’s arm, the mage winced in pain before healing warmth seeped into his skin, muscle, and bone. Pieces knitted together as healing energy repaired the damage. Zarra’s gaze was focused, pouring warm energy into the damaged arm, her serpent eyes seeing the damage and drawing it all together.  
 
    Dax let out a relieved sigh as his arm felt better, despite some remaining aches and pains. 
 
    Nuria fell to Dax’s side, hugging him as tears streamed down her cheeks. 
 
    Clive stared from thirty feet away, his heart breaking. 
 
    A mage stepped over to Vance, hand out. The dazed mage took it and was pulled to his feet. Clive stepped over to Vance while Zarra moved to Symon. The other mages lingered, their books still out and spells on their lips in case the berserkers came back. 
 
    “How did you find us?” Vance asked, his tone faraway. 
 
    Clive stepped close and spoke while he looked around, “We’ve been trailing you. When we heard the screams, we had to do something.” 
 
    Vance looked to Nuria as she held Dax. “You trailed us to keep an eye on Nuria.” 
 
    Clive nodded. “I won’t deny it. We were here for our trial and for Nuria’s protection.” 
 
    Vance simply nodded before stepping over to his spellbook and picking it up off the ground. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t fight,” Nuria sobbed. 
 
    Dax sat up and wiped tears from the mage’s cheek. “It’s okay. We’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Nuria shook her head. “I wasn’t strong enough. I wasn’t strong enough to fight. How can I be a mage if I can’t stay calm during a fight?” 
 
    “We’re learning. It’s a lesson we all have to learn at some point. No matter how ready you are, there will be times you will never be prepared,” Dax winced. 
 
    The sobbing mage buried her face in his chest, holding onto Dax for dear life. 
 
    Symon took in a relieved inhale as warmth radiated throughout his body. Zarra nodded before he pulled her hand away and stood up. The spellsword sat up and watched as Nuria sobbed into Dax’s chest. Vance leaned against a wall with blank eyes. Clive looked to Nuria with sorrow painting his face.  
 
    Zarra walked to Fern. The fairy could barely keep her head up, eyes slowly blinking. 
 
    “I’m…so tired,” Fern whispered. 
 
    Zarra took hold of the fairy and lifted her up. “I’ll carry you, my friend.” 
 
    Fern barely nodded as she looked to Dax and Nuria and passed out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Brandon the druid sat at a big, empty table, save for his mug of mead. The druid waited patiently, sipping on his drink. The corner of the tavern was empty, but the rest was filled with regulars, drinking their fill and light conversations forming a cloud of words, smiles and small laughter.  
 
    The front door opened, Dax’s coterie stepping in with grim expressions. Brandon’s eyes lit up until he saw the long shadows under their eyes. The group moved closer. Dax had a haunted expression in his face. Zarra was to one side, cradling the sleeping Fern. Vance, Nuria, and Symon were behind the mage. 
 
    “You have returned,” Brandon said simply. 
 
    Dax nodded as he pulled his pack from his shoulder, opened the flap and dug around. A short moment later, the mage pulled out a jar and a little figure wrapped in cloth. 
 
    Brandon looked to the wrapped thing as it was placed on the table. He reached over with trembling hands and unwrapped it. 
 
    “She was dead when we reached the ruins,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    Brandon pulled back the last bit of cloth and looked down at the green-skinned sprite as it lay, eyes staring at nothing. 
 
    A tear streaked down the druid’s cheek. “She was so new to the island. I looked forward to helping her understand our ways and making this her new home. All those future moments will never come to pass.” 
 
    The druid looked up to Dax. “How did she die?” 
 
    Dax bowed his head, “There was an ambush. We believe they killed her to lure us in, but we never saw the faces of our attackers. We don’t know who they are.” 
 
    Brandon nodded, another tear streaking his cheek. “This is disturbing news. I will send a raven to the academy, detailing what you have said to me.” 
 
    The druid stood up, one hand taking hold of the jar and the other gently lifting the lifeless sprite into his hand. 
 
    “I am grateful for your return, even if it appears you were in a difficult spot. It pains me to say this but despite the circumstances, this trial is a failure. You were supposed to bring her back, unharmed. She is gone and a badge cannot be awarded.” 
 
    Brandon moved around the table and looked to the coterie. “Those who did this will be brought to justice. I wish you all well with your remaining trials.” 
 
    Dax’s head hung low as the druid bid them farewell and left. 
 
    The door swung for a moment before Clive and his coterie of mages stepped in. They crossed the tavern and stood by Dax’s coterie. Clive looked to Nuria as she stayed close to Dax, not making eye contact with the large mage. 
 
    Dax turned and faced the hulking mage. “Thank you. It would have been much worse if you didn’t show up.” 
 
    Clive nodded grimly, “We weren’t there to save you. We were there to save Nuria.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “We know. We thank you anyway.” 
 
    The large mage looked to Nuria, “What happened?” 
 
    Nuria simply shook her head, her lips closed tight. 
 
    Clive reached out with an open hand. Nuria shook her head again, stepping behind Dax. 
 
    Clive’s hand dropped to his side before he looked to Dax. “I knew one day she would leave me. I didn’t know it would be so soon.” 
 
    “Clive…I,” Dax began. 
 
    The mage shook his head. “Don’t say anything. We’ll see you back at the academy.” 
 
    Clive turned around without a second glance and made for the door. The other mages followed, some looking back as they exited out to the street. 
 
    “Let’s get some rooms,” Dax ordered. 
 
    Rooms paid for, the group made their way to the second floor of the tavern. One by one, they split off. Tired weakness filled muscles. Symon barely grunted before he slipped into his room and closed the door. Vance silently moved to his door, opened it and closed it behind him. Zarra continued to hold the sleeping Fern as they made their way into the cleric’s room. The dragon gave Dax a long look before closing the door shut behind her. 
 
    Dax moved to his room, Nuria right behind him. The mage said nothing as he stepped in and Nuria followed. Door shut behind them, Nuria began to undress, dropping her ripped robe to the floor. She stepped to the wide bed and slipped in, pulling furs over her. 
 
    Dax did the same, dropping his pack, satchel and robe. Aches persisted as he winced, sliding into bed. Nuria clutched to him, her body against his and the two simply laid there, the lantern in the room giving a dim glow. 
 
    Nuria’s hand ran along the mage’s body, her eyes open and looking at Dax. Fingers touched his member and she gently began to stroke it. 
 
    “Let’s just sleep,” Dax whispered. 
 
    Nuria nodded and pulled her hand away, snaking it around his waist and staying close. 
 
    Body heat glowed as Dax slowly began to drift off. Black tentacles rose up into his mind, caressing his thoughts as he fell further into a dreamscape. A ghostly sprite sobbed in the dark and the young man searched for her, his heart broken. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    The coterie met on the street in front of the tavern. A serious gloom sank into faces despite the bright morning sun. Little was said as they began walking, rations refreshed and wearing new clothes. Symon’s leather armor had knuckle marks in some places, a reminder of the battle they had experienced, but otherwise, no worse for wear. 
 
    Townsfolk of Axminster waved to the coterie as they made their way through the town and to the main gate. Stepping beyond it, they made their way to the main, cobblestone road and took the western side, making their way back to the academy.  
 
    Dax pulled out a map, seeing that they had previously travelled along the eastern side of the island and now, they would be returning to Kinarth Academy on the western road. Two dots indicating towns were on the map. The first town they would encounter would be Lybster and the following town closer to the academy was Butterpond. Dax gave a quick update of their route and heads nodded in solemn silence. 
 
    The day floated on. The sadness within their spirits began to lighten as they walked. Fern landed on different shoulders, talking away. When she was on Symon’s shoulder, the pair began to laugh at whispered nonsense. Their laughter further lightened the mood and before evening approached, small smiles were seen by a few members of the coterie. 
 
    The evening meal was had by a campfire. Everyone sat and ate in silence before Vance began to speak. 
 
    “We still have two chances to pass our trials,” the mage mentioned. 
 
    “If no one else tries to stop us,” Symon said as he leaned back, his unwrapped ration on his lap. 
 
    Vance nodded. “I knew there would be some competition between the classes, but I never expected us to be attacked like last night. Do you think they will try again?” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “No, I think they gave us the message they wanted us to know,” the mage moved his arm, aches persisting. 
 
    Fern sat in her eight-inch form, legs crossed and reaching out to her oversized ration and pulling a piece off with her hand. “Does it still hurt?” 
 
    Dax nodded.  
 
    “It will take time for it to fully heal. I can heal grievous wounds, but some of the pain will linger,” Zarra said. 
 
    Nuria simply looked down to her food, picking off small pieces and eating them in silence. 
 
    Dax looked up to his companions, “I think the real question is what are we going to do when we get back to the academy? A portion of the berserker class does not like us. Or, better yet, they don’t like me.” 
 
    “I’m going to find out who they are and make them hurt,” Fern said with conviction. 
 
    “I don’t believe they simply did this of their own accord,” Zarra said. 
 
    All eyes turned to the cleric. 
 
    Zarra nodded before she spoke, “The group was much too large to be a single coterie. The berserkers from last night must have left their groups to come together and plan their revenge. Dax may have been the target, but they had no qualms with killing a sprite and setting up a trap.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed. “Only person I can think of is Professor Hark, the Berserker teacher. He was the only one pissed when I scattered his students.” 
 
    “If Professor Hark did plan or allow last night’s trap, it stands to reason he may try to thwart us again,” Zarra said simply. 
 
    “Do we go to the High Dean with this?” Vance asked. 
 
    “Without proof, it will be his word against ours,” Symon added. 
 
    Fern stood up, “I’ll find the proof!” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “They will be expecting that. I hate to say it, but we may have to let it go for now.” 
 
    The group grew silent. 
 
    Dax continued, “If we start hunting for proof or cracking skulls, it will make us look like the aggressors. We should focus on the trials and show them that we won’t be stopped.” 
 
    “What about Clive and his coterie? They came at the last moment to help us. They are witnesses,” Vance said. 
 
    Dax looked over to Nuria as she didn’t look up. “Why was Clive following us?” 
 
    The mage’s lip curved down and she didn’t lift her head. 
 
    “I knew the new Nuria was too good to be true,” Fern scoffed. 
 
    Nuria lifted her head, eyes watering. “I’m sorry. It was set into place before we left. Clive was meant to find an opportunity to steal Dax’s spellbook and get his notes on his card magic.” 
 
    “You mean, you were going to give him the spellbook,” Symon said darkly. 
 
    Nuria gave a resigned nod. “When Dax invited me to be part of the coterie, we thought it was a perfect opportunity to gain the knowledge. But, until last night, I didn’t realize how grave a mistake it was.” 
 
    Nuria looked to Dax, a tear streaking down from the corner of her eye. “I’m sorry. I never thought things would turn out this way. No one was supposed to get hurt.” 
 
    Dax eyed the mage. “I’m not surprised. I’ve seen enough people screw others over for their own greed and hypocrisy.” 
 
    The mage stood up and looked at his coterie. “I wanted us to win every badge, but now, I just want us to pass. We have two more trials before we are back at the academy. I suggest we get some rest and start early in the morning.” 
 
    Dax looked down at Nuria's wide eyes. “You will have to earn our trust again.” 
 
    The mage turned and walked to his tent. Flap open, he crawled inside and closed it behind him. One by one, members stood up, wrapped their rations and moved to their individual tents, save for Nuria and Zarra. 
 
    The cleric stood up, stepped over and sat by the mage as the sounds of ocean waves crashed on the beach in the distance. 
 
    “They will all forgive you, with time,” Zarra said with golden eyes. 
 
    “Why are you here with me?” Nuria sniffled. 
 
    “Umus teaches us to not only forgive, but be a guiding light to those lost to their inner darkness. I will be your friend and wait by your side until the others come back,” Zarra said with a small smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Zarra,” Nuria said and wept into the cleric’s shoulder. 
 
    *** 
 
    Days blended together as the coterie marched along the road. Little was said as they travelled. Nuria hung to the back most of the time, Zarra occasionally walking at her side.  
 
    Dax and Symon walked, side by side as the sun beamed down during the early morning. 
 
    “How long will you give her the cold shoulder?” Symon asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “She’s in love with you,” Symon said. 
 
    “It’s something I still don’t understand. One night she changed into a different person, but she still schemed behind our backs. You remember how she was at the academy and for part of our trials? Now she seems lost and unsure of herself.” 
 
    “Maybe she’s really afraid? The trials are meant to test us in pseudo realistic battles, quests and puzzles. Maybe it was more than she could handle and she snapped?” 
 
    Dax looked down as he walked, “I don’t know what to think about Nuria, but I can tell you what I really want to do. I want to give away this card magic as soon as possible. I’m no better than anyone else who hoards power. Real champions don’t have an edge other than their need to fight for the greater good. I should be helping my fellow champions instead of fighting with them. 
 
    “The Berserkers are a symptom of something bigger. If challenges have me testing against other students or classes, I’ll have the entire academy after me, after us. Life at the academy is hard enough as is, I don’t wish to make it worse.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “It’s a good reason to give it up. That’s something a champion would do.” 
 
    Dax smirked. “Maybe.” 
 
    Symon grinned. “I remember a certain time where I was standing on a dock, saying goodbye to my parents. I was scared and unsure of myself, but I had to mention, one last time to my father that I wanted to learn magic. I barely got the words out when he looked at me like I committed murder right before his eyes. I still remember when he pulled back his fist, ready to give me another black eye when I disobeyed him when you walked up and greeted us.” 
 
    Dax kept his smile. “I was just walking by and saw how he reacted. I couldn’t help myself and had to step in. People tend to hide their true selves when others are around.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “My father was pissed, but he worried about his reputation all the time. I still remember him letting his arm drop and smiling like nothing had happened.” 
 
    “I stayed, talking like we knew each other.” 
 
    “Yes, it really helped. My father left, unable to say or do what he wanted. I’ll forever be in your debt, even over something as small as not getting punched by my father.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “My mother always taught me, find the good people and help them. That is the only way to make the world a better place.” 
 
    Symon looked over his shoulder to the rest of the group, “We have a good group already. Maybe show them your card magic and they will help the world be a better place.” 
 
    Dax looked ahead, lost in inner thoughts. “Maybe, with some time.” 
 
    “It’s your decision. You know I’ll support you,” Symon smiled.  
 
    “Thank you, my friend,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The morning carried on and a moment later, the spires of Lybster appeared ahead of them. Small smiles formed as the coterie picked up the pace. The gentle sound of waves flowed over the group as they made their way closer, the sun shining bright. 
 
    Stepping into the small town, Dax immediately noticed it was less of a full town and more like a medium-sized fishing community. Several buildings stood tall, but most others were nothing more than lavish shacks. Docks splintered out into the sea, some containing fishing boats and about three larger vessels. Nets hung from walls and gulls circled in the air or hopped around on tin roofs. 
 
    Dax took in a deep inhale of air, savoring the fishy scent. In Hydale, the docks were one of his favorite places to visit so he could have moments to stare off across the sea. Despite the hard life, monsters, and magistrates, it would bring a sense of calm before returning to slum running. 
 
    Zarra took in a sniff and licked her lips. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    Heads nodded as they made their way down the main road. Dax eyed the area, Symon at his side. Vance looked to the docks and boats. Fern flew overhead, seeing townsfolk moving about their morning, some turning their attention to the flying fairy and waving to her. Zarra walked at a leisurely pace, but Nuria stayed behind, her head tilted forward and gaze on the dirt and stone road.     
 
    Dax noticed a tavern when a woman stepped from an alley and waved at the mage. Dax turned to see the woman in tight leggings, billowing shirt and cloth wrapped around the top of her head. Large, golden hoop earrings hung from her earlobes and she had a smile that could blind a person from twenty yards. 
 
    “Aye! Mage! Slow it down!” the woman smiled. 
 
    Dax and the coterie slowed, the mage thinking the woman looked like a pirate from stories he knew as a child. 
 
    “We’re never going to eat first, trial later,” Symon sighed. 
 
    “Welcome to Lybster,” the woman beamed as she approached the group. 
 
    “Greetings,” Dax said and waited. 
 
    The woman nodded. “My name is Hanna Gale. I have a quest for you if you’re interested?” 
 
    The entire coterie gave a tired, fake smile. 
 
    “We are looking for quests but I didn’t think anyone on Mist Haven wore traditional pirate garb,” Dax grinned. 
 
    The woman looked down and let out a deep, belly laugh. “Oh, the outfit? Aye, it’s for a play we have here in town. The people of Lybster love a good story. We are putting on a production of the Sailor and the Siren. I’m from the local theater group. It helps ease the town at dusk after a long day of fishing and crabbing. I play the plucky cabin girl with a heart of gold as we sail dangerous waters. A lighthouse run by sirens entices our ship and our hero falls in love with the mistress from the deep.  
 
    “Our next show will be in a few nights, A Knight’s Heart. A tale of forbidden love between a knight and a dragon.” 
 
    Zarra shot Dax a look and smiled. 
 
    Dax blinked, “Sounds…entertaining.” 
 
    Hanna nodded. “Aye, it is! Many from across the island come to Lybster for our seafood and our plays. After your trials are over, you should return and see our productions!” 
 
    “It is something we will consider,” Dax said, trying to be diplomatic. 
 
    Hanna nodded again. “But back to the business at hand! One of our fishing vessels sank two days ago. Freak accident. Everyone made it off and were picked up by fellow fishermen, but the vessel sank down to the bottom. One of the crew had a small chest, filled with simple heirlooms. It’s not a fancy treasure or such, but it’s important to the crewman.  
 
    “If you would be so kind, can you investigate the sunken ship, get the chest and bring it back to me. There will be food and rum waiting for you if you succeed. We don’t have much here in Lybster, but we will fill your belly with fine food and drink!” 
 
    “We would be happy to help,” Dax said simply. 
 
    “Aye! Let’s get to the dock! I’ll show ye the way,” Hanna said and began walking. 
 
    The coterie followed. Random townsfolk smiled, bowed, and waved to the group. Symon waved, as did Fern. Vance smiled as Zarra bowed to some. Nuria stayed to the back. 
 
    Hanna was all smiles as she led the way. The actress looked over her shoulder to Dax with her bright grin. 
 
    “I don’t normally say ‘Aye’ all the time, but it helps to stay in character.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “What’s your role in a Knight’s Heart?” 
 
    Hanna’s eyes widened in excitement. “I’ll play Esmerelda, the seer who tells the brave knight of his future. I’ve been practicing for weeks when I’m not on stage.” 
 
    Dax smiled as the actress was enthralled with her roles. 
 
    Sometimes, I wish I could be that excited. 
 
    The group stepped onto a dock and walked along. Boots pounded along as Dax noticed they were walking the longest pier out to sea. When they reached the end, it formed a wide T shape to the left and right of them.  
 
    The sea was calm as the sun beamed down hard on their heads. 
 
    Hanna pointed, “The vessel is somewhere out there, straight ahead. I’m not a real sailor or pirate so I don’t know the exact coordinates. You’ll have to do some searching. The small box is red with gold bands, easy to see if you're close to it from what I was told. 
 
    “When you find the box, return it to the Drunken Kraken. I’ll be waiting with your payment and maybe a badge of honor,” Hanna winked. 
 
    The faux-pirate bowed deeply to the group, stood up, turned on her heels and marched back down the long pier. 
 
    The group waited until Hanna made it back to land before they all turned to each other in the bright sunlight. 
 
    “I’m getting hot. Fairy bodies heat up quick if we’re in the sun too long,” Fern said as she fanned herself. 
 
    “You could go for a dip and cool off?” Symon smiled. 
 
    Fern shook her head. “No way. My people don’t like big, open waters. There’s a big chance some large fish will burst from the water and swallow me whole.” 
 
    “What about if you’re taller?” Vance smirked. 
 
    Fern gave the mage a sideways look. “What part of ‘swallow me whole’ don’t you understand? You know there are giant creatures in the seas, right? They eat anything they can get their mouths on.” 
 
    Dax stepped to the edge and looked out over the deep blue waters. “We need to search for the sunken ship and swim into the wreck for the chest. This sounds easier than it will actually be.” 
 
    Vance stepped to Dax’s side and looked out with him. “Then, we should be smart about it. A water elemental can search the water. Fern could fly high overhead and help with the search and guide someone to the vessel. We just need someone to swim out there and dive down to retrieve the chest.” 
 
    Dax looked at the blonde mage, “I don’t suppose you have any degrees in the water sphere?” 
 
    Vance shook his head. “I do not.” 
 
    “I have a degree in the water sphere, but I haven’t created an elemental spell or card yet.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “I’ve seen Nuria create elementals before in class.” 
 
    Dax’s heart clenched in his chest. “I’ve seen her do it too.” 
 
    “I’m not delighted at what she tried to do, but the last few days have been hard on her. Maybe give her a chance and see if she rises to the occasion?” 
 
    Dax looked down to the water.  
 
    The longer I think about it, the longer we will be here and I don't want any of us searching monster infested waters at night. 
 
    Dax simply gave a nod. 
 
    Vance clamped a hand on Dax’s shoulder before turning and walking to Nuria. The group stood silent as the taller mage and Nuria made their way to Dax’s side. Nuria looked to the mage with a glimmer of hope in her eyes. 
 
    “Since we don’t know exactly where the sunken vessel is, we may need a few water elementals to help search. I will need your help in designing a water elemental card. Do you think you can assist?” 
 
    Nuria nodded. 
 
    “Good,” Dax said and pulled out his spellbook, inkwell and quill. 
 
    The mage sat down and crossed his legs. Nuria sat down in front of him. Symon, Vance, Fern and Zarra pulled back to let the mages work. Dax opened his spellbook to a blank page and pulled a blank card of his design from the back of the book. The feathered quill dipped into the inkwell and he began to write arcane words and small symbols on a blank page. 
 
    “I need to write out the spell first before I can create a card. Tell me about conjuring elementals and I’ll try to work out the specifics of the spell.” 
 
    Nuria nodded again before she began talking. The mystic knowledge flowed like water from her lips. Dax listened as he worked. Nuria spoke of pulling the element together and forming a body before giving it a kernel of intelligence. Dax could not deny her extensive knowledge, his eyes widening as he drew water symbols and worked out the words. 
 
    Moments passed and Dax started to see how it all fit together. Spell in his spellbook, he put a card down and began drawing a condensed version onto the card. 
 
    Nuria watched as the mage worked. “You don’t wish for me to leave while you work with your secret technique?” 
 
    Dax’s quill moved with mystic grace, “It wouldn’t matter. You could watch me all you want, but there are specifics I worked out. You don’t know the card size or design for the spell. The symbols are smaller, but they overlap. They may look like a jumble at times, but every line and word have a purpose. It took days for me to figure it out, but if it was easy to copy, I’m sure others would have discovered it by now. I don’t doubt many are trying at this very moment, but until they are sure, they might have spells exploding in their faces.” 
 
    “You’ve become an expert at your technique in just over two weeks?” Nuria asked with a wry smile. 
 
    Dax nodded. “When your future is on the line, you discover just how dedicated you can be when you need to be.” 
 
    Dax stopped drawing for a moment. “It wouldn’t have worked.” 
 
    Nuria raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The mage continued, “Your plan. Stealing my spellbook and my notes wouldn’t have worked. I didn’t write everything down because I knew once I showed my technique, everyone will try to copy it. If you stole my spellbook and my notes, it still would have taken time to figure it out, never mind trying to figure out the proper card size and thickness.” 
 
    Nuria nodded. “I understand, but you mentioned before you were going to give the knowledge freely to the academy. Why the hesitation to show any of us your technique?” 
 
    Dax looked up, gazing into Nuria’s radiant eyes. “Once it becomes common knowledge, I will be common once again. Even though I discovered how to make spellcasting faster and more efficient, it will only be a matter of time before I’m forgotten and other champions take my discovery and change the world.” 
 
    Nuria looked down at the beautiful artwork and arcane words on the new card. “You would not be forgotten. You will be praised, even worshipped.”    
 
    “Nuria, since I started at the academy, I’ve had a crush on you. Your mastery over magic is top of our class. Your advice and knowledge about elementals even now still awe me. I wanted to be with you and hope you saw the inner me. No matter how mean you were, I thought, deep down, you were different. I was wrong, about so many things.” 
 
    Nuria placed her hand on Dax’s wrist. “You weren’t wrong about everything.” 
 
    Dax looked down at her touch and pulled away. “I was. When you tried to absorb a mana spring and it nearly killed you, I was in shock. When you kissed me and we spent those intimate moments together, I thought maybe you woke up and saw the world the way I saw it every day, a cruel, unforgiving place with small bright points to make it bearable. 
 
    “If you told me after that, what your plans were, I would have been understanding. Instead, you kept your secrets so you could still steal my technique at another time.” 
 
    Nuria pulled her hand back to her lap. “I…didn’t know how to say it. I didn’t know how you would react if I simply told you the truth. I hoped Clive and the others would simply focus on the trials and I would go back to them, telling them I couldn’t get your spellbook or your notes.” 
 
    The beautiful mage’s shoulders sank down as she continued, “As for you, there was always a connection. I…remember seeing you and thinking with my heart. I…couldn’t follow those emotions because so many looked down on you because of your poor spellcasting. I…couldn’t…” Nuria trailed off. 
 
    Dax gave a small smirk. “It’s okay. We had our moment and it seems, we are not meant to be. When I’m brave enough, I’ll give my technique to the world and see where the cards fall.”  
 
    “You are already brave,” Nuria smiled. 
 
    Dax looked down and drew the last line, connecting the symbols on the card. Mana flowed from his hand, the ink barely dry. It sank into the card and it glowed to life in the brilliant sunlight. 
 
    Name: Water Elemental  
 
    Element: Water 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage/Defense  
 
    Special Ability: Immune to Water Sphere Magic 
 
    “I’m trying to survive, just like everybody else,” Dax smiled and gathered his items. 
 
    Nuria stood up and soon Dax was to his feet. The rest of the coterie made their way over. The group gathered, everyone looking to the mage. 
 
    “I’ll create three water elementals and send them searching through the water. I think I can give them commands, but I don’t know how well they will understand them,” Dax said. 
 
    Fern flew into the middle, looking at Dax. “We talked it over and I can fly high overhead and help with the search. Once we find the sunken vessel, I’ll hover above it so everyone knows where it is.” 
 
    “I can hold my breath a long time. Once we know where the vessel is, I’ll swim to it and retrieve the chest,” Zarra said. 
 
    Dax looked to the cleric, “Are you sure?” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I love the water and have been wanting a swim for a while now.” 
 
    Symon wrapped his arm around Vance’s shoulder, holding the mage tight to his side and smiling wide. 
 
    “We’ll be moral support!” 
 
    “Yes, moral support,” Vance said with a droll tone. 
 
    “Sounds like we have a plan,” Dax said and turned to the sea. 
 
    Card in hand, magic tingled against his fingers as he prepared the word of power. Fern shot into the air, hovering high above. Zarra stood by Dax while Nuria, Vance, and Symon stood behind them. 
 
    Dax whispered the word of power and his card glowed with magical energy. It shot forth, stabbing into the sea. Water churned and bubbled before a watery humanoid rose up and bowed to the mage. Dax nodded and charged the card with another 25 mana. Energy snaked from the card and stabbed into the sea, another elemental rising up. The mage did it a third time and when all three elementals were ready, he gave them a mental command to search the area. 
 
    The three elementals dived back into the water and vanished. Eyes squinted to see where the magical creatures were, but could only spot their wake. The three moved away from each other, searching the dark blue waters. 
 
    Fern was overhead, following the rippling wakes of the elementals. She zipped through the air, darting from one to another in blinks of an eye. Dax watched and waited. 
 
    The group didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    An elemental burst upwards and waved rudimentary arms in the air. Fern shot over to the waving elemental and her gaze tried to pierce the murky water. The longer she stared, the more something big was under the water’s surface. 
 
    “Can you command the elementals to search the vessel?” Zarra asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Let me try,” Dax said and mentally whispered commands to the elementals. 
 
    The water elementals sank down, drifting through the water and closer to the wreck. Its gloomy shape filling the murky water. The invisible elementals swam closer until a symbol on the hull blazed with purple light. When they were a foot closer, the light touched them and shattered their bodies. 
 
    Dax took a step back, a stinging in his mind. Symon was to him, but the mage waved him off. 
 
    “There is some kind of protection on the ship. It dissipated the elementals instantly.” 
 
    Zarra nodded and began to pull off her robe. 
 
    All eyes turned to the voluptuous cleric as her white robe fell onto the deck, next to her staff. Zarra stood, stark naked at the edge before she bent forward and dove in. 
 
    “I’m never washing my mind again,” Symon laughed. 
 
    Zarra swam, her body moving like a snake through the water. Murky currents drifted as seaweed reached out and caressed her body. The cleric could see perfectly through the water, her dragon eyes untouched by the circlet on her head as it diminished her power. 
 
    After a few long moments, the ghostly wreckage appeared through the gloom. Zarra looked up, seeing the faint form of Fern as she flew around in circles above the sunken vessel. 
 
    Zarra swam closer. Making her way to the edge, she looked over and saw a giant, gaping hole in the side of the ship. Looking around, she didn’t sense anything else other than small fish lazily swimming about nearby. 
 
    The cleric swam into the ship, her keens senses searching every shadow and dark corner. Something twinkled in the dark. Zarra swam toward it, the darkness parting. The cleric gave a small smile as a small chest sat on a low shelf, almost like it never moved from its place as the vessel sank down. Hand out, she grabbed it with one hand and picked it up. 
 
    Something touched Zarra’s senses and she spun around. Nothing was there but a fish swimming by. 
 
    The cleric eyed the murky depths around her. Hovering underwater, she watched with the intense eyes, but nothing else stirred. 
 
    Kicking her legs, she swam upwards and soon emerged above the deck. Legs still kicking, the cleric shot up quickly through the water. 
 
    Fern was circling, watching the wreck until bubbles touched the surface. A blink later, Zarra burst from the water, the small chest in hand rising into the air in triumph. 
 
    Dax, Nuria, Vance, and Symon cheered, arms up in the air and shouting to the cleric. Fern flew down, staying with her as she began her swim back. 
 
    Symon clamped a hand on Dax’s shoulder, “We did it! We passed!” 
 
    Dax nodded as he watched Zarra make her way back to the pier. 
 
    We will truly be champions! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
     “Here’s your badge!” Hanna shouted with drunken flair. 
 
    The actress slammed the badge on the table and slid it into the middle. Everyone laughed and raised their cups before rum slipped down their throats. Minstrels played a sea shanty as the entire tavern was rocking to stomping boots and laughter. 
 
    Dax’s coterie was no different. Symon and Fern sang along, not knowing the words, but that fact not slowing them down. Vance’s face was bright red as he gulped down rum. Zarra finished her second barrel of rum and threw it down with such force, it shattered. The explosion only made the mood lighter as everyone in the tavern cheered her on, begging her to do it again. Nuria stayed to the back, sipping her drink and watching with a smile. 
 
    Dax’s hand weaved side to side as he reached out for the badge. Fingers touching it, he pulled back and placed it in an inside pocket of his robe. The moment the mage let go, Fern was pushing a drink toward him and motioned him to drink it. 
 
    Dax lifted the cup up and gulped it down with invigored relish. The music played on as some of the salty sailors were to their feet and dancing. 
 
    Hanna looked over to Dax with a wide grin. “Ya did well! Ya did well indeed! I’ll be sure to send a raven to the academy with your victory and our thanks.” 
 
    Dax nodded before he shook his head, “You mean, this wasn’t completely planned?” 
 
    Hanna grinned. “Puzzle Quest Givers are given a guideline, but we have to fill in the details. The ship had magical protections on it already so it wouldn’t be easy for ya.” 
 
    “And the chest?” 
 
    Hanna gave a drunken nod. “Truly filled with heirlooms. The sailor will be happy to have it back. It was a shame that the boat suffered a hit like that. We thought it was a monster from the depths, but those creatures never sink ships and not attack swimming sailors or fishermen. Truly an odd event in this town which has seen all manner of fish and beasts.” 
 
    “Who cares! We passed the Trials! Our next badge will be extra credit!” Symon shouted, laughed and guzzled his drink. 
 
    Zarra lifted up her third barrel and began to drink. Fern cheered her on, pumping her fists in the air. 
 
    Hanna leaned on the table, her gaze barely making contact with Dax’s eyes. Her hand dove into her shirt and pulled out a small pouch and a stack of cards. Dax looked down as she placed them on the table and slid them over to him. 
 
    “Six tickets to A Knight’s Heart and thirty mana shards. We should be ready by the time you finish your trials. Why don’t you come and see our production and…maybe…I can show you behind the scenes,” Hanna winked. 
 
    Dax’s eyebrow went up.  
 
    Fern launched onto the wide table, slid on her belly, grabbed Dax by the collar of his robe and looked to the surprised quest giver. 
 
    “The only behind the scenes he will see is my backside against him,” Fern laughed and kissed Dax on the lips. 
 
    The entire tavern roared with laughter before everyone began clapping. Hanna clapped and laughed. Symon pumped his fist in the air. Zarra wiped her mouth with her forearm as she placed the barrel beside her and nearly tipped over, if not for Vance catching her and keeping the cleric steady. 
 
    Fern pulled back and gave the mage a sly grin, points of light appearing around her head.  
 
    “Meats back on the menu,” Fern whispered and licked her lips. 
 
    Dax couldn’t hold it back any longer and laughed long and hard. The night spun on, drinks flowing and laughter vibrating against happy souls. Fern had slid down into an empty seat next to Dax, hanging onto him for dear life. Hanna ordered more drinks. Zarra sat and weaved back and forth in her chair, a burp escaping her lips. Vance was up, turned for the stairs and crashed onto the floor. Men and women rushed to his side and helped him back to his feet. The mage shooed them away as he spun around. 
 
    “I’m…fine…fine…I’m fine,” Vance said as he stumbled toward the stairs and climbed them to many patrons cheering him on. 
 
    Zarra was up, her body losing its coordination. She slinked over and sat on the edge of the table, looking to Dax and Fern with bright, serpent eyes. 
 
    “Have you told him?” Zarra grinned. 
 
    Dax looked to the cleric and then to the fairy hanging on him. “Told me what?” 
 
    Fern leaned close with a smile. “We talked it over. We want to share you,” Fern said with a sloppy whisper. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened and he glanced at Symon who had his thumbs up and grinning. 
 
    “Have you to talked to everyone but me about this?” Dax smiled with heat rising up his neck. 
 
    Fern shook her head. “No…no…we only talked about it with Symon…Vance…Zarra…and Fern.” 
 
    Dax kept his smile. “You talked about it with yourself?” 
 
    Fern nodded. “I…can be…a difficult fairy…sometimes. But Zarra…you beautiful bitch…told me none of the gods…or goddesses’ frown on sharing. Hell…my people love…to share. I sooo want to share. You want me to…share?” 
 
    Dax laughed. “As long as we are okay with it, I don’t have a problem with it.” 
 
    Fern looked to Zarra. “He…wants to share. I think we…have him.” 
 
    The cleric gave a nod and a smile, her golden eyes glowing brighter. 
 
    “We…should take this upstairs,” Fern slurred, the points of light glowing brighter around her head. 
 
    Dax nodded. The trio were soon to their feet, holding onto each other and stumbling toward the stairs. Symon laughed as Hanna raised a cup. 
 
    “To love and sex!” the actress shouted. 
 
    The tavern patrons cheered and raised their cups. 
 
    Dax stepped along, Zarra to one side and Fern on the other. The trio made it to the steps as Nuria watched them go. The mage smiled as Dax tried to help Fern and Zarra tried to help both of them.  
 
    A grueling climb up the stairs and bouncing along the corridor walls, the trio made it to Dax’s room and nearly fell in. Legs stumbled along before Zarra kicked the door closed behind her. Fern laughed as she was rapidly losing control. Dax could barely hold it together before his body spun and he landed on the big bed. 
 
    Eyes blinked as the mage tried to stop the room from spinning. Despite his best efforts, the room refused to slow its spiral. The alcohol struck him hard as he turned his head slightly to see both Fern and Zarra shedding their clothes. Leather fell to the side from one and a white robe pooled around ankles. The pair cackled like witches during a moonlight night. 
 
    Zarra was all smiles and laughing a little but Fern’s hair was turning red and the crown of lights glowed brighter. Naked, the pair made their way over to Dax and began to pull at his clothes. 
 
    Dax moved to their desires, robe opened and pulled away. It was thrown across the room and soon his small clothes were next. When his growing manhood was freed, Fern said nothing before she sank down against the edge of the bed and took his member into her mouth. Her lips and wet tongue slid over his now rock-hard cock. The fairy moaned her delight as her wings fluttered. Head bobbing, she moaned louder, enjoying his taste. 
 
    Zarra sat down on the edge of the bed. Dax put his arm around her shoulders and drew her closer. The pair kissed, Zarra’s pointed tongue slipping into his mouth. The cleric pushed her chest against the mage, body heat growing between them. 
 
    The dizziness spun, but Dax found himself actually gaining some control. When he pulled back for some air, Zarra’s hands were on his chest, fingers trailing down along his toned form. 
 
    “I’m…not really questioning this…but…what happened to cause you both to join forces?” 
 
    Fern moaned and continued her masterful work. Zarra leaned in, her hands on the mage. 
 
    “We talked about our attraction to you. Fern asked about our time and I asked about hers. We both agreed to be with you and each other,” Zarra said simply. 
 
    Fern pulled the mage’s throbbing cock from her mouth and stroked it as she looked up. “You belong to us.” 
 
    Dax smirked. “And you both waited to see what would happen with me and Nuria?” 
 
    Zarra nodded. 
 
    Fern rolled her eyes. “Do we need to talk about her now? She’s part of the coterie, but once we are back at the academy, she will drop us like a hot rock. Let’s enjoy our time, like a true coterie.” 
 
    “You don’t think, after everything we’ve been through, she will desert us?” 
 
    Fern nodded before licking the end of Dax’s cock. “She can go or she can stay. It doesn’t matter. She will need to earn her way back with all three of us.” 
 
    The fairy closed her lips on Dax’s member and continued to moan her delight. 
 
    Zarra looked down at Fern as she spoke, “We want you.” 
 
    Dax fought through the waves of bliss, his heart thudding in his chest as he was slowly sobering up. 
 
    “What about…Symon…and Vance?” Dax hissed. 
 
    Zarra leaned in close. “Symon is betrothed to another and Vance isn’t interested in carnal delights.” 
 
    Dax’s brow went up. “Symon is betrothed? He never told…” The mage sucked in air through his teeth as Fern’s teeth nibbled on his member. 
 
    Fern continued to deepthroat the mage, her tongue licking the underside. Zarra simply enjoyed the show, her hands on Dax. After another moment, the fairy pulled away and looked up, licking her lips. 
 
    “You’re very talkative tonight. Zarra, let’s shut him up.” 
 
    Dax let out a laugh as the cleric and berserker pushed him onto his back. Dax crawled back as his fellow companions climbed after him. Zarra knelt her upper body, breasts grazing Dax’s legs before she sucked on the tip of his member. Fern crawled up higher, her eyes filled with lust. 
 
    The fairy pushed on Dax’s chest and when he was down, she crawled up, the hair covering her womanhood was a crimson red. The crown of lights twinkled as she sat on the mage’s chest. Looking down, she gave a wicked leer before pressing her wet valley to Dax’s mouth. 
 
     Dax’s tongue slid out, licking at her and exploring. Fern grabbed his hands and pulled them up to her breasts. The mage complied, grabbing them. 
 
    “Run your thumbs over them. They are so sensitive,” Fern commanded. 
 
    Dax did as the bossy fairy said. Thumbs gently glided over raised nipples and Fern shuddered. Hips moving, she rode the mage’s tongue, his mouth too occupied to keep talking.  
 
    Zarra pulled away and scooted up. Taking Dax’s member in her hand, she pressed it to her wet slit and sank down slowly. Dax’s cock forced her tight inner world to open as she impaled herself on the mage. 
 
    Zarra cooed her bliss before she moved up and down, barely an inch before she sank down to the base. The cleric let out wet moans as she rode the mage. Her heavy breasts bobbed, but Dax was lost to the ambrosia taste of the fairy riding his tongue. 
 
    Giggles fell from Fern and Zarra moaned behind her. Time spun on, the mage content on his back as each of his beautiful companions used him. Fern was first, wetness flooding his mouth as her body tensed. She moved with confidence, Dax’s tongue licking her clit. When he touched her just the right way, the fairy let out a whimper as her body shuddered. 
 
    Dax nearly drowned from Fern as Zarra bounced on his member. Zarra rubbed her clit as she moved with powerful hips. The cleric let out a long moan before she too climaxed and didn’t slow down. 
 
    “I need more,” Zarra moaned as she continued to impale herself on the mage. 
 
    Bliss filled the mage as Zarra didn’t stop. Fern pulled back and sat on Dax’s chest, her fingers making spirals against her clit, her mouth open and panting.  
 
    Dax took hold of the fairy’s hips and pulled her closer. Mouth open, his tongue slid into her dripping valley and had her nestle on his face again. 
 
    “Not…fair,” Fern moaned, but didn’t break away from his grip. 
 
    Dax lay, holding the fairy to his mouth as Zarra let out a louder moan from behind Fern. The cleric growled as Dax’s cock thickened within her tight space. The dragon in human form slowed her tempo, drinking in the scent of sex from bodies as every inch pulsed along her inner world. 
 
    We…passed. Time to celebrate. 
 
    Dax moaned against Fern’s fairyhood as his member thickened and spurted. Ecstasy exploded from the mage, lost to intimate scents and heat. Zarra shuddered again, feeling the mage’s seed fill her tight space and escape down the shaft of his cock. The cleric continued to move, milking the mage and keeping him within her until the last surge dripped down his still rigid member. 
 
    Fern looked down with loving eyes, running her fingers through Dax’s hair and lingering against a single lock of white hair. 
 
    “It’s the three of us now,” Fern said with dreamy eyes. 
 
    Dax kept his eyes closed as he nodded, his tongue licking the berserker into submission while Zarra moaned close by, the rest of the night filled with intimate embraces and a lover’s song.  
 
    *** 
 
    Morning light stabbed into the room. Dax stirred, his eyes blinking in the bright morning. Trying to move, he found that he could not, Fern on one side and Zarra on the other. The mage looked around, seeing that arms and legs curled around his body as the berserker and cleric slept soundly. 
 
    Dax tried to move again. This time, the pair held on tighter. 
 
    “We should get up,” Dax said as soreness filled every fiber of his being. 
 
    “We passed. Can’t we just spend a day here…in bed,” Fern groaned. 
 
    “The others will be worried,” Zarra said with a sleepy tone. 
 
    “They can stay in their beds if they want,” Fern growled. 
 
    “As beautiful as it is right now, we have to get that last badge and come out at the top of our class. No one has earned five badges, but very few earn four,” Dax reasoned as he struggled to sit up. 
 
    Zarra let go, but Fern clung to the mage. 
 
    “One more time,” Fern giggled. 
 
    “No,” Dax said sternly. 
 
    Fern took hold of his member and stroked it. “It wasn’t a request. Zarra, hold him down.” 
 
    Dax and Zarra laughed as the cleric pushed the mage down and Fern crawled on top. 
 
    “Feed me your morning medicine,” Fern commanded. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nuria paced as Symon and Vance sat at a table, breaking their fast. 
 
    “What’s taking them so long?” the mage seethed. 
 
    Symon and Vance looked to each other before they looked down at their food. 
 
    Nuria caught a glimpse of their reaction from the corner of her eye and faced the spellsword and mage. 
 
    “You knew we would start late today.” 
 
    Symon was silent. 
 
    Vance answered, “Fern said to take our time in the morning.” 
 
    Nuria’s wrinkled brow smoothed and she smirked. “They both laid claim to him and not just for the night.” 
 
    Vance looked down at his food. 
 
    The mage sat at the table in the main room of the tavern, leg crossed over the other and a knowing smile on her lips.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Nuria stated simply. 
 
    Symon coughed. 
 
    Nuria gave him a look. 
 
    The spellsword finished the food in his mouth and sat up straighter. “They laid claim to him so now they belong to each other. Sealed in a pact, they…” 
 
    Nuria cut him off. “I know what the claiming pact is. They are now part of a lover’s binding. If I am to become a lover, I have to have permission from all three.” 
 
    “We weren’t sure if you knew, since you’ve been acting differently lately,” Symon shrugged. 
 
    Nuria looked down, a sudden sadness touching her eyes, “I feel different.” 
 
    Silence filled the space between them until all three looked over to see Dax, Fern, and Zarra coming down the stairs. 
 
    Dax held out a pouch and smiled. “Good morning! Let’s split the mana shards and make our way to Butterpond, after breaking our fast, of course.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Fishermen and sailors waved to the coterie as they left the small, seaside town. Everyone in the group waved back, except for Nuria, who walked with shadows covering her eyes.  
 
    Birdsong filled the air as the coterie stepped onto the worn-down main road, heading south toward Butterpond and Kinarth Academy. The sea scent washed over them and most hearts glowed with confidence, power and knowledge. 
 
    Symon led the way. Fern and Zarra walked, side by and side. They occasionally looked back at Dax who was lost to deep inner thoughts. Vance was behind Dax, looking to the sea and Nuria brought up the rear, a sad disappointment etched into her thin face. 
 
    Dax’s thoughts drifted before he called up his stats and fished for a small pouch in his robe. Pouch in hand, he looked up to ghostly numbers only he could see. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 800 
 
    Mana Shards: 6   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 1 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 0 
 
    Life: 2 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 1 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    Six mana shards were enough to increase one of his spheres to the second degree and open another sphere at first degree. The increase in mana was a nice bonus as he would be able to last longer in battle, charging his cards with ease. 
 
    I should increase one of my main spheres, air, water, or fire. I wish I could increase one of my 2nd degree spheres, but that would require 8 shards and I don’t know if I can wait till Butterpond before making the leap. 
 
    If I advance one of my elemental spheres, I can open the Urth sphere and have all four main elements at my command. 
 
    Dax looked over the floating stats, eyeing each one. Making up his mind, he opened the pouch and pulled out all six shards. Holding four in one hand, he allowed them to be absorbed into his body as he walked. The surge of power was familiar and he relished it until it subsided. 
 
    Not wasting any time, he absorbed the last two shards, their power sinking into his soul and causing it to flair with power. Dax watched with an intense gaze as the stats changed and his power grew. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1000 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 2 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 1 
 
    Life: 2 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 1 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    The Air Sphere has always spoken to me. A 2nd degree will open up more powerful spell effects than the 1st degree. The Urth Sphere will help round out my basic elemental spheres so I can stand a chance against elemental magic from other mages and mythical beasts. 
 
    Dax pondered on the possibilities as he walked. He lost track of time when a shadow appeared next to him and the sun was well past its zenith. The mage woke from his thoughts and looked over to Nuria as she walked alongside him. 
 
    “Congratulations,” the mage said. 
 
    Dax looked ahead, “For?” 
 
    Nuria’s brow hardened for a moment before it softened. “You have been claimed by Fern and Zarra. You three have a lover’s binding.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened a hair before he nodded. “I had a feeling that was what was happening last night.” 
 
    Nuria looked at him, “You weren’t completely aware of it?” 
 
    Dax shrugged. “I was pretty drunk and so were they. But it doesn’t surprise me, not completely.” 
 
    Fern and Zarra were looking back. The berserker gave a suspicious gaze. Zarra’s expression was neutral. 
 
    Nuria shook her head. “Did you feel our bond, that night?” 
 
    The mage said nothing as he recalled the sharp pain in his heart when he and Nuria made love that night, not far from the mana spring. 
 
    “We didn’t bond. There was no agreement. There was no asking for permission from friends or family. We simply shared our bodies in a moment of passion,” Dax said coldly. 
 
    “They asked Symon and Vance. They didn’t ask me,” Nuria frowned. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “Nuria, do you really want to be with us? With me? You betrayed our trust and hoped everything would go away. It didn’t turn out that way and you told us everything much too late.” 
 
    The beautiful mage looked away. “I…can’t explain it. My mind is in shreds as I try to hold onto my thoughts. It feels like the real me is trying to swim to the surface.” 
 
    Nuria turned her gaze to Dax, “I felt our connection. I know you feel it too.” 
 
    Dax looked up to the afternoon sky. “I do feel something, but I don’t know if we can explore it. You’ve been a terrible person for so long and maybe that’s why I’m attracted to you. The pain makes me feel alive, but it’s an unhealthy pain, one I must leave behind me.” 
 
    Nuria bit her lip. 
 
    Dax continued, “I’m happy we had a chance to explore it, but I think it was not meant to be.” 
 
    Nuria nodded. “When you feel it again, that connection between us, we will speak on it.” 
 
    Dax watched as the beautiful mage picked up the pace, leaving him behind her. 
 
    I never thought my love life would be like this. 
 
    Dax marched on as the sun moved slowly toward the western horizon. It didn’t take long before Fern was walking beside the mage, her hard gaze now on Nuria’s back. 
 
    Dax smiled. “I wasn’t sure last night was a lover’s binding, but it seems it was.” 
 
    Fern smiled, but kept her gaze on Nuria. “I thought you would have guessed it by the talk of gods, goddesses and speaking to Symon and Vance.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining. I’m actually relieved. I felt like I was sneaking around with all three of you.” 
 
    Fern’s eyes narrowed. “She’s not part of us.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Sorry, didn’t mean it that way. I meant, I felt bad because I thought you might…try to beat up Nuria and Zarra.” 
 
    Fern let out a laugh. “You really don’t understand fairies. We bind ourselves to dozens of others if we choose. And Zarra, she told me her people do the same, but it's smaller, more intimate. Dragon relationships are in threes and fours. It helps with caring for the young and each other.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I didn’t have a lot of time for romance in Hydale. Sure, there was the occasional tavern wench, but otherwise, I was much too busy.” 
 
    Fern looked up to the mage with an affectionate gleam. “Now you don’t have to worry. Zarra and I talked many times and we agreed, it was best for the three of us. She was always attracted to you.” 
 
    Dax looked to the fairy, “And you?” 
 
    The fairy flashed and appeared as her eight-inch form, fluttering by Dax’s head. “I was attracted to you the moment I met you at the party. You were distracted and clearly not wanting to be there, but you stayed and we talked for a little bit.  
 
    “My parents always told me, you will feel it and know it when it happens. Lucky for me, it happened that night at the party.” 
 
    Fern fluttered close to the mage and kissed his cheek. “Zarra and I talked some more today. If you want anyone else to bond to us, we should all talk about it or I’m going to have to beat you up.” 
 
    “So violent,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern nodded. “Don’t forget it.” 
 
    The fairy zipped ahead and made spirals through the air as the sun sank lower in the sky. 
 
    An hour slipped by before Symon called out to everyone to make camp. The group split, falling to their duties. Symon staked out a campsite away from the beach. Dax and Fern collected firewood. Vance, Zarra, and Nuria set up tents and created a fire pit. The sun sank lower in the sky and when it touched the horizon, camp was set and a fire was lit. 
 
    Rations were pulled from packs and everyone began eating. Dax chewed slowly, looking up as the last rays of sunlight faded from the sky and stars appeared, one by one. The moment touched him as he admired the heavens. 
 
    “Do we have any idea what to expect in Butterpond?” Fern asked as she grabbed rice with both of her tiny hands.   
 
    Vance shook his head. “No one really knows. The town is always shrouded in mystery. They don’t like any visitors and the professors told us never to visit or we would be turned away.” 
 
    “I heard rumors that it's where they train the Ink Scribes who create our twelve-point star tattoos,” Symon said. 
 
    Vance nodded. “It would make sense, since the technique is a closely guarded secret. They wouldn’t want anyone just walking around and visiting.” 
 
    “Maybe they will give us new tattoos? I wasn’t fond of mine at first, but now I want more,” Fern said as she stuffed her small mouth. 
 
    Zarra stood up, the light of the campfire reflected off her womanly form. The conversation stopped and everyone looked to her. The cleric moved to Nuria and touched her shoulder. The mage looked up as Zarra moved to Dax and touched his shoulder. 
 
    “Please, both of you come with me,” the cleric said, turned and began walking. 
 
    Symon, Vance, and Fern looked to Dax and Nuria. The two mages said nothing as they stood up, turned, and followed after the dragon in woman form. 
 
    A blanket of stars filled the sky as they moved away from the campfire. Dax couldn’t remember the last time he truly looked to them and basked in their ancient glow. He was nearly lost to their light as he stumbled onto the sandy beach. 
 
    Zarra walked ahead, her bare feet on the wide beach as waves crashed and rumbled along the surf. The air was cleansing as Nuria took a deep breath, enjoying the moment. When the three of them were about twenty feet from the ocean waves, Zarra turned and looked at the mages, her yellow eyes glowing in the dark. 
 
    “I wanted to bring you both here so we could talk,” the cleric said in a small voice. 
 
    Dax and Nuria looked at each other and then looked at the cleric, silent. 
 
    Zarra eyed Nuria, “I vowed to be your friend so you can find your way from your inner darkness.” 
 
    The cleric looked to Dax. “I bound my heart to yours so we may love freely, without deception or mistrust.” 
 
    Zarra bowed her head slightly, looking to the sandy floor. “I wanted to give you both a moment to speak with your hearts, my light as a guide to help you both from your pain. There is a rift between the connection that is there. My senses never lie and I saw the connection between you both. Neither of you will be free if you don’t confront the ghosts that haunt your souls.” 
 
    “There is nothing to say. I made a mistake asking Nuria to join our coterie,” Dax stated. 
 
    “I made a mistake when I didn’t tell the truth,” Nuria bowed her head. 
 
    Dax looked to the beautiful mage, “We all make mistakes. No one is perfect, but I can’t have my heart ripped out again. You belong with the elite while we belong to our own, smaller family.” 
 
    Nuria looked to Dax, starlight in her eyes. “And, what if I discovered, I want to be part of this family?” 
 
    Dax’s eyes sagged. “Why would you want that?” 
 
    Nuria kept her watery, star filled gaze. “I want you to be stronger and I want to be strong with you.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened a little, “Nuria…” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “It will take time to see the light between your souls, but it be…” Zarra stopped as a shadow loomed behind her. 
 
    The cleric barely turned her head when something whipped from the darkness and struck her back like a hammer against an anvil. Dax and Nuria barely stepped back as Zarra was hurtled sixty feet into the air and crashed down onto the beach by the edge of the road. 
 
    A foul stench filled the area as Dax and Nuria stepped back in horror. A long-limbed creature stepped forward, its body hunched. A fish-like head stared down with white eyes and a maw filled with jagged teeth. Webbed hands flexed as clawed feet took another step forward. The sea monster was about fifteen feet tall and glared down at the two mages, a bumpy tongue licking along glistening teeth. Even in the starlight, black and green scales covered its body as the monster made a hollow, hungry moan.     
 
    Time slowed into instances. Nuria reached for her spellbook, her hand grasping at nothing as her satchel and spellbook were at camp. The mage stared down in shock before looking up, her mind working hard to remember a spell. 
 
    Dax was moving, hand diving into his robe and pulling out a card. 
 
    Name: Ice Blast  
 
    Element: Water 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage/Stun 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Not thinking, he jumped in front of Nuria, aimed the card and whispered the command word. 
 
    A stream of ice shards blasted forth. The monster took another lurching step forward raising its long arm and blocking the ice blast. The cone of frost collected along the creature’s arm as it continued to advance, ice forming sharp points. The creature flexed and the collected ice shards shattered, falling away like snow. 
 
    “Get the others!” Dax shouted as he reached into his robe and pulled out another card. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Holding both cards, the mage pointed his new card, but before he could whisper the arcane command word, Nuria was at his side, lightning curling around her hands. The pair fell in sync as they unleashed their spells at the same time. 
 
    Two bolts of lightning arced up. The monster crossed its arms, both bolts striking true. Electrical energy ran along the creature’s arms as it roared in pain, but it took another step closer.  
 
    “Nuria, get back!” Dax said as he overcharged each card in his hands. 
 
    The mage channeled 100 points of mana into each card as they glowed with mystical power. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 800/1000 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
    The cards blazed bright before a cone of frost and a stream of lightning poured forth. Dax backpedaled, pushing Nuria away as he unleashed magical power. 
 
    The mages watched as ice and lightning slammed into the creature, but it didn’t slow down. Arms pulling away, it swiped with its extended reach. Dax pointed a card at the incoming hand when the power petered out of the card. The mage cursed as he threw himself backwards, his body crashing into Nuria and both of them tumbling to the sandy ground. 
 
    The sea monster lurched forward, claws reaching down. Dax held his cards, channeling another 100 points into each one when Nuria was on her knees, a fireball forming between her hands. The beautiful mage looked up with confidence as the fireball filled her hands. Pulling an arm back, she hurtled it forward. 
 
    The creature slapped the fireball from the air, the explosion sending shards of fire in all directions. Inhuman screams filled the beach as the monster’s black and smoking hand flexed. Nuria’s mouth moved, arcane words filling the air as she prepared another spell. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 600/1000 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
    Dax was to his feet, cards charged. While Nuria prepared her spell, the mage held out each of his arms over her shoulders, aiming his cards like spell cannons. The pair of mages slipped into knowing roles as Dax would buy her time and Nuria would unleash another fire spell.  
 
    Dax whispered commands and each card blazed with ice and lightning. Streams of cold and light blasted out, striking the monster on the chest. The thing faltered a step, ice crawling along its scales while lightning stunned its senses. White eyes looked down as a new fireball formed in Nuria’s hands and she smirked. 
 
    The mage on her knees shouted in defiance as fire leapt from her hands and crashed into the monster. It staggered again, flames burning at wet scales and the creature roaring. 
 
    Dax slipped his two cards into his robe and pulled out two new cards. 
 
    Name: Fire Stream  
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage/Continuous Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    The mage watched as the monster’s scales fell off, charred from flames and putrid flesh underneath blistered and bubbled. Despite the damage, dread filled the mage as he knew they were barely holding back the monstrosity.  
 
    Command whispered, a thin torrent of flames shot from one card while white energy blasted out from the other. A phantom troll appeared with a club and the moment it saw the monster, it rushed into battle. 
 
    The sea monster groaned as it blocked the stream of fire, unable to see the troll charging with its club held high. Flames burned and the troll brought his club hard across, slamming into an unguarded knee.  
 
    The creature roared as both of its spindly arms lashed out. One struck the troll sending it flying back about fifty feet and crashing into the sand.  
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened as the other arm flashed and Dax stepped between her and the arm. Pain flashed as Dax and Nuria were hurtled through the air. The mage couldn’t catch his breath as he tumbled uncontrollably. The pair hit the sand, Nuria’s head slamming into a rock. 
 
    Dax coughed as he tried to regain his breath. The mage blinked as he tried to move, limbs trembling. Turning to his side, his stats appeared in his eyes as he looked down at Nuria, her eyes closed and bleeding from her head. 
 
     Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Critical 
 
    Mana: 600/1000 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
    Dax’s body shuddered in pain as he felt a few ribs were cracked. Gritting his teeth, he tried to sit up and he noticed the cards he was holding were gone. 
 
    The troll was up and charging. The troll growled as the sea monster stepped forward, teeth dripping foul saliva. Legs bent, it jumped, club swinging. The monster’s head twisted to the side as the club made full contact. Staggering, it tried to keep its balance as the troll whipped its club against the monster’s ribs. 
 
    Grunts, growls, and roars filled the night. The troll pushed on, fighting with every ounce of its power. The sea monster reached out, long fingers grabbing the troll, its club falling away and disappearing. 
 
    “Nuria?” Dax whispered as he tried to get up.  
 
    The mage grunted loud as he was on his feet, reached down and took hold of Nuria’s arm. Panic flared as the mage had to get her off the beach. They were no match for the creature and his troll construct was only buying time. 
 
    The tall creature lifted the struggling troll up before it opened its jagged maw and bit down on the troll’s head. The entire body shattered, turning into whips of smoke and mana.  
 
    The sea monster gurgled its frustration as it turned its white eyes to the man pulling the woman by her arm. They were hurt and weakened and the monster roared. Legs moved like thunderous pistons as it charged. 
 
    Dax’s hand slipped into his robe, “I need you girl.” 
 
    Name: Unicorn 
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Charge/Horn/Trample 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Whispering the command word, light blasted out and slammed onto the beach. The unicorn lowered its head, horn pointing as the charging monster. 
 
    Pain ripped through the mage as he grabbed the unconscious Nuria and lifted her up. The unicorn was about to charge when Dax’s words cut through the inhuman roars as the monster approached. 
 
    “Get her to safety! NOW!” Dax shouted as his hand reached into his robe again. 
 
    The unicorn glanced back for barely a moment before it turned and charged away, Nuria on its back. 
 
    Dax let out a relieved sigh as he turned to the charging monster. 
 
    Name: Air Bolt 
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    I just have to buy enough time for Nuria to get away. 
 
    Many of his cards gone, the mage aimed his card and whispered the arcane command. Air swirled together and blasted forward. The monster opened its mouth, ready to swallow the mage’s head whole when an air bolt struck it in the face. The fish-like head snapped upwards. 
 
    Dax channeled 100 points into the card, lowered his aim and whispered the command. 
 
    Another bolt struck its stomach, the entire creature stumbling back and falling on its misshapen rump. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Critical 
 
    Mana: 500/1000 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
    Dax was breathing hard, trying to think up another attack as the monster slowly stood up, an alien fury in its white eyes. Clutching at his side, he only had the one card in hand as he readied to charge it again. 
 
    A scream filled the air as light blazed toward the monster. Dax glanced to the side to see Fern, screaming like a banshee with mace in hand. In a blink, the fairy’s mace struck the creature along its jaw. Claws swiped at the air as Fern moved like a tiny comet. Her screams were deafening as her eyes bulged in her head and blood red color filled her hair. 
 
    “I’LL FUCKING CRACK YOUR BONES!” the fairy screamed as her mace connected with the creature’s head in rapid strikes. 
 
    Dax took a step forward before lightning blasted forth. The mage watched as the bolt struck the monster in the stomach. Turning his head, he watched as Symon led the charge, Vance close behind.  
 
    The spellsword moved with determination, his legs pumping. Vance could barely keep up, incantations spilling from his lips as fire bloomed along his hands. The mage took another step, trying to join them, but the pain in his side slowing him down. 
 
    The monster swiped at the air, missing the fairy, but Fern made every strike of her mace true. The creature roared as Fern darted along like a deadly insect. 
 
    Symon rushed into the fray, hand up and discharging another lightning bolt. It struck the creature’s unguarded stomach, forcing the thing to take a step back. Sword out, Symon was to the creature and sliced hard across. The blade sparked against scales, but it didn’t slow down the spellsword. Claws swiped and Symon’s movements were measured and calculated. He dipped down and slashed upwards, avoiding the creature's clawed swipe. Legs moving, he aimed the tip of his sword and stabbed upwards. The blade penetrated scales and sank into the monster’s gut. Foul blood ran down his sword, but the monster didn’t slow down. A fist came down and Symon sidestepped, sand blasting up. 
 
    “I need a clear shot!” Vance shouted as fire spiraled between his hands.  
 
    Fern was unchained, crashing and slamming into the monster’s head, knocking it off balance. Her movements never slowed as primal power coursed through her body. 
 
    Symon dove to the side as the monster reached for him. Vance lifted his arm back and threw the fireball. It streaked across the air and slammed into the creature’s shoulder. An explosion rocked the monster as it stumbled. Fern laughed as she continued her onslaught. 
 
    Symon was up and charging toward the dazed monster, sword gleaming. 
 
    Dax reached into his robe and pulled out another card. 
 
    Name: Time Speed  
 
    Element: Time 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Increase time for several seconds. 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    The mage aimed it at Symon and whispered the command. 
 
    Symon was to the monster when the world slowed down for him. The monster moved like it was covered in mud and the spellsword took complete advantage. Sword flashing, it stabbed into the creature's gut again and again. 
 
    To everyone watching, the spellsword moved in quick blurs, stabbing and slicing. Foul ichor for blood spilled as the spellsword moved in silver flashes. The spell’s power vanished and Symon moved normally, but not stopping his attacks. 
 
    “Pull back…” Dax barely yelled when his eyes widened. 
 
    The sea monster let out a deafening roar again before its head whipped to the side. Fern couldn’t move fast enough, the creature’s head slamming into her and sending her spiraling through the air and crashing into the sand. 
 
    The monster looked down as Symon stabbed into its gut before it swiped its claws. The spellsword changed his direction, bracing his arms and shoulders, sword up. Legs pushed as he put his whole body into the attack, his sword slicing the creature’s hand off at the wrist. Black blood splashed against the spellsword as the monster’s oversized hand fell to the sandy beach. 
 
    Vance advanced, streams of flames pouring from his hands. The sea monster screeched as flames struck it. Turning, it whipped its bloody wrist, a spray of blood extinguishing the flames and striking the mage. Vance lost his concentration as he stumbled back, covered in monster blood. 
 
    “No,” Dax cried out as he charged his time card. 
 
    Time slowed down for Vance as he saw the monster extending its clawed hand. The mage turned and jumped away as the monster slowly reached for him. 
 
    Dax aimed his card at Symon again, charged it and said the word of power. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Critical 
 
    Mana: 300/1000 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
    Symon felt the familiar tingle of energy as time slowed down. Without a word, he was to the monster, moving like a surgeon and stabbing like a butcher. Monster blood splashed at his face and chest, but he didn’t slow down. The creature shuddered as it’s insides were being sliced and cut in rapid, hard to see moments. 
 
    Symon looked to a wide gash, aimed his hand and unleashed a lightning bolt. 
 
    The monster roared as the charred scent of inner organs filled the beach. 
 
    Symon, get back! 
 
    Dax stepped forward, hand reaching in for another card in his robe. He pulled it out when a ghostly unicorn rushed past him, charging for the large monster. Hooves threw up clumps of sand as the unicorn lowered its head, horn aimed.  
 
    Symon heaved as the monster’s head lurched forward, ready to bite him in half. The spellsword braced himself before feinting to the side and spinning around. The monster’s mouth clamped on air before a blade flashed and the point stabbed into an eye. 
 
    “Leave my friends alone!” Symon grunted and twisted the blade. 
 
    A screech roared and the monster pulled back, the blade slipping away and covered in black blood. A clawed hand flashed and Symon was thrown back. 
 
    Dax watched in horror as Symon fell, blood spurting from his neck.  
 
    “SYMON!” Dax shouted. 
 
    The unicorn barreled forward and stabbed its horn into the monster’s shredded gut. The tall creature stumbled back before it drove its claws into the unicorn. The mystical construct didn’t slow down, magical muscles working as it pushed the monster toward the crashing waves. Hooves drove into the sand as the monster stabbed again and again into the phantom creature.  
 
    The unicorn made a sad neigh before it fell into ghostly mists and was gone. 
 
    The monster regained its balance, one white eye glaring at Dax from across the beach. It took one step forward when lighting struck it.  
 
    Symon was sitting up, hand holding to his neck as he aimed his other hand, his lips barely moving. Lightning curled along fingers before it flashed. Another bolt struck the creature and it groaned in pain. 
 
    Dax was ready to summon another unicorn when white light flooded the area. The mage turned his head, barely able to see Zarra as she stepped forward, light pouring from her hand. 
 
    The monster’s remaining eye squeezed shut as it stepped into the waves. 
 
    Vance was up, fire billowing from his hands as he brought them together, a thick stream of fire streaking forth. Symon continued to unleash lightning bolts. Fern zipped into the air and flashed forward, swinging her mace. 
 
    The monster couldn’t see, pain ripping and burning at its body. When something hard hit its head, the monster let out a weak moan. Turning, it lurched into the water and dove down into incoming waves.  
 
    The light died and darkness swallowed the area. Fern hovered in the air, looking down at the blasted beach. Dax tried to run, pain slowing him down as he tried to reach his friend. 
 
    Symon’s face paled as he sat. 
 
    “No…don’t you fucking die!” Dax shouted. 
 
    Something caught the mage’s eye and he looked up. Zarra was leaping over him, impossibly high in the air. The next moment, she landed next to the spellsword, sand shooting into the air. Hands grabbed Symon and white light glowed. 
 
    Light flashed and Fern was her larger self, taking Dax’s arm over her shoulder and helping him along. Vance appeared, taking Dax’s other arm over his shoulder. The friends helped the mage as he grunted in pain, all three making their way closer to Zarra and Symon. 
 
    When the three reached the cleric and spellsword, smiles bloomed. 
 
    Symon was giving a thumbs up as Zarra’s hand hovered over his neck. The wound closed as blood slipped back in. When it sealed shut, the spellsword nodded and fell back onto the sand, breathing heavy. 
 
    “We did it,” Symon said gruffly, fist in the air and the sounds of waves washing over them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    Bodies sat close together by the campfire. Zarra had Nuria’s head on her lap, glowing hands on the mage. Fire painted concerned faces as they watched the cleric. The sky was filled with stars as they waited with bated breath. 
 
    Dax touched his side, ribs healed. Fern was next to him, holding onto his arm. The pair managed to collect Dax’s cards on the beach as Zarra and Vance helped Symon walk back to camp. The spellsword tried to wave them away, but didn’t try too hard as they helped him along. 
 
    Vance looked to Nuria and then up to Zarra, “Do you think she will be okay?” 
 
    The cleric’s face was a blank mask as power glowed from her hands. “I’m unsure. I don’t have enough experience and holy power to heal a damaged mind. I can only heal bodies at this time and after the battle, I am very drained.” 
 
    “Is there anything we can do?” Dax asked. 
 
    “Being here is enough. Let me work and see if I can wake Nuria,” Zarra said and closed her eyes. 
 
    “That thing had a hungry look in its eyes,” Symon stated. 
 
    “Now, it will have a hungry look in only one eye,” Fern grinned. 
 
    Symon returned the fairy’s grin with his own. 
 
    Vance looked to the fire. “Should we move our camp further inland? What if it has friends?” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “It won’t come back. In the tunnels of Hydale, you hurt a monster bad enough, they didn’t come back. Either they swim out to sea to die or they have learned their lesson. They want the easy meal. The starving ones are the most dangerous, that’s why that one stayed and kept fighting.” 
 
    Dax leaned against Fern as she leaned against him. “I wouldn’t have made it if everyone didn’t show up.” 
 
    Symon smiled. “We heard the monster’s roars. No way we were going to let you become lunch.” 
 
    “It was a noble thing to put Nuria on your unicorn and send her back to camp, but next time, both of you get on,” Fern said in a low tone. 
 
    Dax gave a weak nod. 
 
    “I didn’t know what attacks to use against a sea monster. Fire was the first thing to come to mind,” Vance said. 
 
    “Even my card magic barely hurt the creature. Symon and Fern did more damage than I could have hoped to inflict,” Dax said with a concerned edge. 
 
    “Your time spell really changed the odds,” Symon smiled to his friend. 
 
    “We are a coterie. We work well together,” Fern snuggled against the mage’s arm. 
 
    Dax looked to the fire. 
 
    Despite working well together, Symon and Nuria nearly died. I almost died. I still have a lot to learn before I can become a real champion. 
 
    Vance looked to Dax, “Tonight was a victory. A messy one, but a victory nonetheless.” 
 
    “Six months into the academy and we are already fighting sea monsters. I wonder what’s it going to be like over the next two and half years?” Symon smiled. 
 
    “There is a reason why it takes only three years for learning to be a champion. Ikkudran needs its warriors in case the void spawn return. We are still needed to help rebuild much of the continent and protect the people of the world. It’s our noble cause, but I’ll admit, tonight scared me in a bad way,” Fern said. 
 
    Dax, Vance, and Symon looked to the fairy. 
 
    “It’s easier to be a champion when you have only yourself to rely on. It’s harder seeing my friends get hurt in battle. I may be charged up and ready to fight, but I can still see what is happening. When the light burns low after a battle, emotions rush to fill the emptiness and it takes everything I have not to break down.” 
 
    Dax wrapped his arm around the fairy’s shoulders and brought her in close. “You can break down anytime you need to. We will be there to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    Vance, Symon, and Zarra nodded with her closed eyes. Fern smiled. 
 
    The cleric’s eyes opened and she looked down. Nuria stirred, a large bruise on her forehead. Eyes blinked opened and the mage let out a weak moan. 
 
    The group moved in closer, looking down. 
 
    “You’re okay,” Dax whispered. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes opened and she looked up at all the smiling faces. 
 
    “Did we win?” Nuria said with a faint smile. 
 
    “We did,” Symon nodded. 
 
    “Good,” the mage said and closed her eyes again. 
 
    Dax could not deny the tendrils pulling at his heart. 
 
    “Let’s get to bed. We have a few days march to Butterpond. I’ll be happy when we finish our last trial and head to the academy for a much-deserved rest,” Dax said. 
 
    The group nodded. 
 
    Dax looked to Nuria again. 
 
    Maybe I’ve been too harsh. We are a coterie and she’s one of us, through the good and the bad. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax stared ahead, seeing the tips of pointed homes just beyond the trees and incoming mists. It was a welcomed sight, the last three days along the cobblestone road a testament to the coterie’s survival skills, endurance, and drive. The mage’s heart lifted, their trials nearly over. Just beyond the town, Kinarth academy was just a few short hours away and Dax enjoyed the thought of completing the last trial and being in bed by sundown. 
 
    The group followed the mage, heads looking up and eyes seeing what Dax saw. Small smiles appeared on some. Fern flew high in the air, clouds of mists drifting in from the sea, but not enough to obstruct some of the homes. 
 
    The last three days were spent walking during the day and huddling in their tents at night. Guard duty had become the most important issue at night, the group taking turns in shifts, ensuring no monsters snuck up from the sea to hunt for them. The fire pits were covered and everyone who had a shift was wide-eyed, spellbooks and weapons at the ready. 
 
    Mornings were easier. The moment the sun rose from the east, the group slept a little longer, enjoying the comforting light. Mists had drifted in every morning, making the trek south a little gloomy and hard to see through. At times, the coterie was swallowed up by the mists, unable to see beyond several feet in front of them. Vance mentioned that sometimes monsters moved with the mists and the coterie moved as one, no one more than two or three feet away from each other. 
 
    Dax reminisced how Nuria had walked beside him a few times, not saying anything. The silent understanding between them was enough. Time would heal their battered hearts. At one point, they held hands for a few precious seconds before they let go, marching along the road. 
 
    The mage’s thoughts would flow to Fern and Zarra. The pair were close, but not jealous or demanding. The understanding seemed to spread to everyone as they travelled. But it didn’t stop the fairy from sneaking into Dax’s tent, complaining of being cold. The mage laughed as she snuggled with him one night. The next night, Fern and Zarra came in and the three slept, body warmth filling the tent and chasing away any wisp of cold. 
 
    Symon and Vance spoke some during the trip. The spellsword and mage talked about spells and spheres. The bonds seemed to have grown, the two men going over the battle with the sea monster and how it could have been handled differently. 
 
    During their nightly supper, the entire group spoke of what to expect after the trials. Information was scarce, rumor and hearsay the only tidbits they could speak on. The first year of Kinarth was getting students adjusted to being champions. The second and third year were real challenges where if a champion was not strong enough, they would fail and there would be no second chances. They spoke on how the first year was technically easier, but the second year and beyond were complete hell. Even if a student didn’t fail, they sometimes quit from sheer exhaustion. The coterie promised they would not quit and be there to help raise each other up, but the uncertainty of what to expect plagued all their minds. 
 
    Dax daydreamed as they made their way closer. When he had a chance to rest, he didn’t, creating new cards so he would be ready for any challenge. It had consumed him and he didn’t want to be unprepared again. Two dozen cards filled the inner pockets of his robe, spells of various strengths and abilities but they were still hampered by the power of his spheres. Mana phantom constructs could only reach 2nd degree in his strongest spheres. Spell effects were limited by his knowledge and power. All of it would have to be enough for their future tests and trials. 
 
    Fern flew down and hovered by Dax’s ear. “We should be at Butterpond soon. Do you think they will give us a chance to rest?” 
 
    The mage gave a tired smirk. “Considering they haven’t for the last four towns, we should be ready for anything when we arrive.” 
 
    Fern nodded as she stayed by Dax’s head. “I’m sorry, about before with Nuria. She sometimes gets under my skin. She’s beautiful and never had to work a day in her life and it shows. But I know she is a talented mage and she has helped us through the trials.” 
 
    Dax looked to the hovering fairy, “Are you getting soft on me?” 
 
    Fern let out a small laugh. “I’m too tired to be mad all the time. Zarra and I have discussed it and we leave it to you how your relationship with Nuria will grow. We may have bonded our lives, but we can leave the bond if any of us chooses. We won’t be those greedy crones with demands. We know you believe in a free heart just like we do. That’s why there’s magic between us.” 
 
    Dax smiled.  
 
    Fern flew closer and kissed the mage’s cheek. With a pat on his head, she zipped to the others, informing each one to be ready for anything. 
 
    We are going to need everyone in our cozy little group if we are going to become true champions. 
 
    Dax’s heart glowed with renewed vigor as he led the march to the town in the distance. 
 
    Tendrils of mists flowed across the land and trees as the group moved cautiously toward the town of Butterpond. Wooden and stone buildings stood darkly, appearing and disappearing behind white clouds. The gloom enveloped everything and for a moment, Dax and the coterie were lost. 
 
    Shadows moved through the mists, at first a few and then, a dozen. Dax’s hand reached into his robe as the rest of the group hovered their hands over spellbooks and weapons. No one made a sound as the shadows approached. An arm rose up and the mage swore he heard a moan. Pulling out a card, he readied for battle when the mists parted and a beautiful woman stepped into view. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened a hair, lost to the woman’s beauty. Long hair spilled down and over her shoulders. Emerald green eyes shined. Flawless skin nearly glowed against the mists. Tattoos of mythical creatures ran down her bare arms. She wore a short, black dress and as Dax’s eyes drank in her beauty, he saw several more tattoos along fit legs. 
 
    “Welcome travelers, to Butterpond,” the woman beamed as beautiful men and women emerged from the mists behind her. 
 
    “Greetings,” Dax said as his coterie moved to his sides, small smiles on everyone’s faces. 
 
    Men and women moved and surrounded the coterie, hands lifting up with waterskins, fresh fruits and vegetables.” 
 
    “You all must be exhausted from your travels. Follow us and we will walk you into town. My name is Charlotte and we’ve been expecting many of you.” 
 
    “Are we the first one’s here?” Dax asked, entranced by Charlotte’s spellbinding beauty. 
 
    The beautiful woman gave a mirthful laugh that could melt hearts. “Not the first, but not the last. The trials have weighed heavy on many and Butterpond is pleased to greet and help soothe tired minds and hearts.” 
 
    Charlotte led the way and stepped through a wall of mists. Dax didn’t know why, but he followed without a second thought.  
 
    The wall of white fog fell away and sunlight shined down from the sky. Dax blinked as he stepped into it. Fern, Symon, and the rest did the same, not believing what they were seeing. 
 
    The town center didn’t have a road. It was an open grass area, houses and buildings surrounding it like a village. Tables were placed about with bench seating. Food, wine, and water covered tables as people ate and drank. Cups and hands were in the air, waving to the newcomers. Streamers curled down from trees. Some people kissed and held each other. Some lay in the grass, staring up to the sky with smiles while some slept with serene comfort in their still expressions. 
 
    The sky was a deep azure blue. The sun’s warmth chased away the morning chill and Dax found his shoulders relaxing. 
 
    “Please, sit, eat, and drink,” Charlotte beamed as she lazily pointed to tables. 
 
    A nervous energy filled the coterie as they looked to Dax. 
 
    The mage’s haggard expression seemed to drift away before he looked to Charlotte. 
 
    “We are surprised at such a feast. We expected a trial as soon as we arrived.” 
 
    The woman turned and looked to the group with kindness and grace. “There will be plenty of time for your final trial tonight. We’ve been expecting more students and would rather have many more of you here instead of conducting trials continuously.” 
 
    “You gather students for their trials?” Dax asked, his head swimming. 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “We do. Our town is a small one, so we don’t have the people or resources to conduct large scale trials. Some of your fellow champions are laying in the grass, sleeping off their meals. 
 
    “Please, have your fill. Our trials are very simple so not to over exert your youthful bodies. We understand the last few weeks have been stressful.” 
 
    Dax nodded and turned to the coterie to tell them to eat, but when he looked for them, they were already at tables, drinking wine and making plates of food. 
 
    “They have the right idea,” Charlotte grinned and stepped closer to Dax. 
 
    Dax watched as Symon hefted food onto a plate and was eating some at the same time. Fern dipped her head in a full wine cup, bubbles gurgling up as she drank and drank. Zarra nibbled on a piece of meat while Vance picked up a waterskin and began to drink. Nuria sat down at a table, delicate fingers picking up a large strawberry and taking a bite. 
 
    Dax slowly blinked, a mental fog filling his thoughts. Muscles begged for him to sit down with them and enjoy the meal and drink. He took a shaky step forward and nearly fell when Charlotte's hand reached out and caught him. The woman didn’t struggle as she helped Dax to stand. A cup of wine was in her hand and she pushed it into Dax’s hand. 
 
    “Drink and relax,” Charlotte’s words coming out other worldly. 
 
    “This…isn’t right,” Dax said as he tried to cut through the mental fog. “What are you doing to us?” 
 
    Charlotte’s almond shaped eyes blinked slowly before they turned into butterflies and flew away. “Drink.” 
 
    Dax gritted his teeth, the town beginning to spin around him. The cup was pressed to his lips and he drank. 
 
    It’s the trial! I have to warn… They are… 
 
    Dax blinked and when his eyes opened, he was in a dim tunnel. The mage turned, trying to see where he was, water sloshing around his feet. The air was stale and a foul stench filled his nose. 
 
    The mage coughed as he reached into his robe for a card when his fingers touched a normal shirt. Looking down, he saw that he was wearing his raggedy clothes. A dagger was strapped to his belt. 
 
    “You don’t go there,” Dax said and pulled the dagger and sheath.   
 
    Dax’s gaze shimmered as he placed the dagger in his belt behind him and covered it with his shirt. The slum runner looked around, the stench of shit, piss, and rotten food enveloping him in a gloomy cloud.  
 
    A roar echoed along the tunnel and Dax bent his knees and remained very still. The echoes bounced along until the inhuman roar was gone. 
 
    “This is Mind Sphere magic. I’m a 2nd degree and should be able to make my way through it, I have to,” Dax muttered and started walking. 
 
    A thin beam of sunlight stabbed down in the darkness of the tunnel. Dax made his way toward it, his senses alive. Feet moved carefully, testing the water in case a small monster lurked. The razor worms liked to bite and tear. If a drop of blood touched the water, dozens would come out to feast on whatever was walking by. 
 
    The old habits, memories and knowledge came roaring back as Dax made his way along the tunnel. The thin light ahead was to a covered opening. If he made his way to it, he could be on the street in no time.  
 
    Thoughts spiraled, the slum runner trying to understand where he was. The tunnel was strangely familiar. It spoke to a distant memory that Dax had no interest in exploring. 
 
    They are trying to break me. They are trying to break all of us. I have to find the others. I have to help them get out of this mental maze. 
 
    Something touched Dax’s foot and he froze. Looking down, the dim light showed something snaking along in the water.  
 
    Fucking razor worms! Can’t kill these bastards fast enough! 
 
    Dax slowly lifted his foot, ready to drive his heel into it like he did hundreds of times before. The worms were the length of cats and not as tolerating. Dax remembered killing so many of these creatures, he felt he should have been paid for exterminating them. When his foot was high enough, he gritted his teeth and slammed down his heel. 
 
    A cry of pain echoed through the tunnel. 
 
    Dax stepped back, things writhing in the water before they emerged. Black tentacles reached up, touching his legs as he took another step back. The ends brushed against raggedy leggings before they reached out and coiled. Dax reached for his dagger when a whimper filled the tunnel and something moved closer. 
 
    The slum runner was stunned, watching a pale woman appear in the darkness. Her skin glowed white as hands reached out. The slum runner took another step back when the tentacles wrapped around him gently, preventing him from retreating. 
 
    “Dax?” the woman said as she slinked closer. 
 
    The slum runner froze as Nuria appeared, but it wasn’t Nuria. The upper part of her body was that of the mage, but her lower half was black with seething tentacles. Her eyes blinked, but not like how people blinked. The lids closed from the sides, even along her oval shaped eyes. 
 
    “Dax…it’s me,” Nuria whispered. 
 
    The slum runner shook his head, “No…NO! You’re a void spawn! Why are you a void spawn?” 
 
    “I fell asleep and now I’m here. Somethings not right, I don’t feel right,” Nuria whispered with a fearful edge. 
 
    Dax’s rapid heartbeat began to slow. “I think…this is part of the trail. We are in a mind maze. These are used to confront our true selves so…” the slum runner trailed off. 
 
    Nuria moved closer, her alien eyes blinking. “True selves? What about our true selves?” 
 
    Dax tried to pull his thoughts together. “It’s a way to see if…we believe we are worthy. I’ve…read about this…I think.” 
 
    Nuria looked around, “Why am I here, with you?” 
 
    Dax shook his head, “I don’t know. I just know we have to get out of this tunnel and to the surface. I…we need to get out of here.” 
 
    Nuria looked down at herself, “I can’t be seen like this.” 
 
    Dax reached out and took her hand. “This is a mental construct. It doesn’t follow the rules of the real world. We have to see where it leads and discover what our true goals are.” 
 
    Nuria nodded. “Lead. I will follow.” 
 
    The tentacles fell away. Dax stepped past Nuria and continued on toward the thin beam of light. Nuria’s body shifted, tentacles crawling along like bendable spider legs. She followed, black gaze on Dax as he put his hand in the beam of sunlight. 
 
    The sliver of heat warmed Dax’s hand and he looked up. Taking hold of metal rungs, he began his ascent. The thin light cut through the darkness until Dax pressed his hand to the metal sewer cover and pushed. The metal groaned before it shifted and the slum runner pushed it to the side. Hands grabbed at the edges of the hole and pulled himself up until he sat on the edge, looking around and seeing that he was in an alley. 
 
    The foul stench stayed below and Dax took in a deep, cleansing breath of fresh air. Looking down, fear clawed at his heart as he scrambled back, black tentacles coming up. Dax crab walked a few feet away when Nuria rose up and slithered onto the alleyway. Her upper body barely moved, but her tentacles curled and uncurled. Pale white skin glowed in the daylight as fear colored her black eyes. 
 
    “Where are we? Is this Hydale?” Nuria asked. 
 
    Dax nodded when a faint memory crashed into his mind. “We have to go! We have to go now!” 
 
    “Go? Go where?” Nuria said. 
 
    The slum runner reached out and grabbed Nuria’s shoulders, body shifting, his back was to the alley entrance and he pulled harder. 
 
    “We have to go before…” Dax’s eyes widened as the back alley melted into a dark hall. 
 
    “What am I seeing?” Dax asked as he watched Nuria step along the hall with several tall shadows. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened as she looked to the alleyway entrance, a younger Dax running in and an older man chasing him. 
 
    “I was going to ask the same thing?” Nuria whispered. 
 
    Lives and minds clashed as the pair stood facing each other, but looking over the other’s shoulder. Invisible chains held them in place as scenes played out. 
 
    Dax stared, watching Nuria walking along the dark hall. The mage laughed and touched the arms to the shadows like close friends. Sacks of gold were exchanged and scrolls passed. Nuria giggled, speaking to the tall shadows with her familiar curt eyes.  
 
    “Gather informants. Pay them well and keep them close,” a tall shadow spoke with a deep voice. 
 
    “I already have my fingers on many mages in the academy. They will follow my vision and we will report to you when the time arrives,” Nuria said with confidence. 
 
    The shadow nodded. “Good, see that you do. When the academy is broken, many more will flock to us. Be their guiding light and you will be rewarded with knowledge and power.” 
 
    “As you wish, my masters,” Nuria bowed. 
 
    Dax never blinked, staring as the scene changed and swirled. 
 
    Nuria stared, frozen to events as they played out. A younger Dax tried to flee, eyes wide and breath heavy. Legs pumped but the man chasing him was faster. A hand lashed out and clamped on the scrawny Dax’s shoulder. The slum runner ducked down, trying to slip away but the man caught his dirty shirt and held it in an iron grip. 
 
    “Let go!” Dax shouted. 
 
    The man looked down with experience, pulling Dax toward him. “You fucking thief! Think you can steal from me! I’ll beat you and bring you the magistrates.” 
 
    Dax pulled with all his might, blind panic in his eyes. Nuria watched as the young Dax whimpered, wanting to get away with every fiber of his being. 
 
    “They will fucking enjoy your ass in the dark cells. Fresh meat for a piece of trash like you,” the man chuckled before grabbing Dax’s neck and turning him around. 
 
    A dagger flashed and stabbed into an unguarded gut. Nuria could see everything from all sides. Tears rolling down Dax’s youthful cheeks. The older man’s eyes stunned, and the dagger buried in his gut. Dax pulled back the dagger and stabbed the other man again and again. Blood flowed as the man fell to one knee. Dax didn’t stop. Pulling the dagger back, he stabbed it into the man’s neck. 
 
    “Please…die quietly and forgive me,” Dax sobbed. 
 
    The man’s mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. Dax watched as the life drained from his eyes and he slumped to the floor.  
 
    Tears in his eyes, he grabbed the man and pulled. Thin muscles struggled as he slid the heavy man closer to the storm and sewer drain. Letting go, he lifted the cover and moved it to the side. Grabbing the dead man, he pulled him to the hole and kicked it until it fell in. Trembling hands picked up the dagger, wiped it across his thigh and sheathed it. The young man grabbed the storm drain lid and slid it into place. 
 
    “Fredrick! Fredrick!” a woman called out. 
 
    Dax looked over his shoulder before running to a wall and began to scale it. He moved quickly, like he had been doing it his entire life. Nuria watched as Dax moved over the edge of a roof and was gone from sight when a woman reached the alley entrance. She looked down at the large puddle of blood and let out a horrific scream. 
 
    Dax ran along the roof, tears blinding him as he ignored the screams. 
 
    Nuria’s tentacles trembled as she saw the look of painful dread in Dax’s eyes as he ran away. 
 
    Dax couldn’t move as the scene bled together and reformed into a small clearing. A blue flame rose up from a crack in the ground. Nuria was walking toward it until Dax appeared. Words were exchanged, but the mage could see and feel Nuria’s unwavering desire to gain power. She shouted back, eyes reflecting the glow of the mana flame. Arcane words spilled from her lips as Dax cried out from the back. 
 
     “I become Ikkudran’s true champion,” Nuria whispered before invoking a word of power. 
 
    Dax watched in slow motion as energy and blue flames reached out for her. Power coursed into Nuria as Dax felt it too. It surged into every piece of her body, well beyond what she could control. Mana burned at her soul and before she could do anything, her soul cracked and shattered. 
 
    Dax wanted to fall to his knees as he watched from her point of view. Something black emerged from the crack as Nuria’s soul fell away like dying leaves on an autumn day. The black thing leapt, striking her chest, a new soul filling in the empty space.  
 
    Power exploded and Dax saw himself through Nuria’s eyes. 
 
    The world around the pair stopped and sank down. Corridors branched off from a circular room as Dax fell to his knees and Nuria sank down on her tentacles. The pair faced each other, not realizing they were holding each other’s hands. 
 
    Dax looked into Nuria’s alien eyes, his heart cracking. “You’re not Nuria.” 
 
    “You…murdered a man,” Nuria said with a tear running down her cheek. 
 
    Hands did not let go as the two mages stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “He wouldn’t let go of me. If only he just let go,” Dax said with pain in his voice. 
 
    “I was running away. I slipped into the mana stream and appeared here in an empty vessel,” Nuria cried. 
 
    “How? How do you have her memories?” Confusion coloring Dax’s eyes. 
 
    “Her soul is gone, dead and moved on. I took over her body and her memories. She is no more, but I live,” Nuria said with a confused edge. 
 
    “They will kill you,” Dax whispered. 
 
    “They will imprison you,” Nuria whispered. 
 
    The pair stared for a long moment before they let go of each other. 
 
    “We have to work together to get out…” Dax began before pale white hands grabbed his head. 
 
    Dax grabbed Nuria’s wrists as she stared at him with alien eyes. She struggled as fingers held him in place. A word was whispered and pain exploded through Dax’s mind. Tendrils sank into thoughts, caressing them and moving on. Nuria’s eyes focused as invisible tentacles searched through Dax’s mind. 
 
    The mage cried out, trying to pull away as something dark and alien invaded the corners of his mind. Memories and thoughts jumbled until everything simply stopped. 
 
    Nuria nodded as she pulled her hands away. Dax could feel something drawn from his mind, copied and let go. The mage fell onto his back, gasping for air like he was breathing for the first time. 
 
    Nuria’s body flowed up, her gaze on the mage before shadows opened behind her. The void spawn bowed her head before the shadows engulfed her and she was gone. 
 
    Dax turned onto his side, his shredded thoughts pulling themselves back together. A long moan fell from his lips as he forced himself back to his feet. Gaining his balance, the mage closed his eyes. 
 
    This is all a mind game. They expect you to play by the rules. Fuck them. Time to cheat! 
 
    Dax focused his mind to a single point. When his heart and thoughts became one, he reached for his Mind Speak Card. Opening his eyes, he looked down at the card in his hand and smiled. 
 
    Activating the card with a word of power, energy blazed across his thoughts and soon, his mind opened. 
 
    Can you hear me?  
 
    “Dax!” Fern cried out. 
 
    “I can’t escape!” Vance shouted. 
 
    “Don’t hit me,” Symon cried out. 
 
    “Not again,” Zarra sobbed. 
 
    Dax could hear all of their thoughts and felt their pain. Following the torment, he charged down a corridor. Lanterns swung as he ran. The mage felt the tether touching all of their minds. Following the tether, he reached a door and pulled it open. 
 
    Zarra was on the floor of the cave, reaching out and sobbing as two, large gold dragons blasted at the ceiling of the tunnel. Rocks and debris came crashing down, burying them as Zarra screamed. 
 
    Dax was at her side, reaching down and helping her to her feet.  
 
    “I’m here and I won’t let go,” Dax said in a soothing tone. 
 
    The cleric looked to Dax with golden eyes, her heat leaping in her chest. The pair turned and rushed out the door as the entire cave collapsed. The door slammed shut behind them, Zarra breathing heavy. 
 
    Dax looked to another door. “It’s all in your mind. You’ll feel better now.” 
 
    Zarra’s heavy breathing stopped and she looked to the mage with incredulous eyes. 
 
    The mage darted for another door and opened it.  
 
    Inside, Symon was on his knees, blood pouring from his nose as an older man stood over him with Symon’s similar features. 
 
    “No son of mine will learn fucking witchcraft!” the man said and raised his fist again. 
 
    Symon looked up with blood dripping down from his nose, over his mouth and dripped off his chin. A defiant glare in his eyes. 
 
    “You will never stand in my way again!” Symon shouted. 
 
    Symon’s father growled before he shattered into pieces. 
 
    “Never again,” Symon hunched over, blood dripping onto his legs. 
 
    Dax rushed in and grabbed Symon’s shoulder. The spellsword looked up to see Dax’s smile. 
 
    “We’re getting out of here!” 
 
    “About time,” Symon said with a bloody smile and was to his feet. 
 
    The two friends stepped into the corridor; the door slamming shut behind them. 
 
    Dax and Symon walked to Zarra, the blood gone from Symon’s face. 
 
    “Stay here. I don’t want to lose you both. I can find the others and bring them back. We’re leaving this place,” Dax said with confidence. 
 
    Zarra and Symon nodded. 
 
    Dax turned and rushed down the corridor. A door glowed in his mind and he slammed his shoulder into it, forcing it open. 
 
    Several young men were holding another person’s head underwater in a pond. The young man struggled as the three others laughed and shouted. 
 
    “Talbots deserve to be drowned like rats!” one young man shouted. 
 
    “You hear us Vance! Like a rat!” another one shouted. 
 
    Vance struggled, trying to claw their hands off of him as his head was underwater. 
 
    Dax rushed the young men from behind, fist raised. 
 
    The laughing young man stopped laughing when Dax’s fists connected with the back of his head. The young man went into the pond. The other two let go and turned around to Dax as he threw another punch. It connected with a jaw and sent another young man into the pond.  
 
    The last one pleaded with Dax not to hurt him when Vance sat up. The mage clamped his hand to the young man’s throat and slammed him into the water, holding his head down. 
 
    “Tell me…how it feels to drown like a rat,” Vance smirked as he held the young man under water, staring down on wide eyes. 
 
    Dax touched Vance’s shoulder, “We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    Vance nodded, “Outstanding.” 
 
    The mage let go of the other young man’s throat. Dax and Vance rushed to the door as the three young men rose up like zombies. Their skin was decayed and eyes white. They lurched onto land, arms out. 
 
    Dax glanced back at the zombies before he and Vance charged through the door, slamming shut behind them. 
 
    Symon and Zarra were there, grabbing Vance and helping him keep his balance. 
 
    “One more,” Dax grinned as he turned and charged toward another door. 
 
    Hands out, he pushed the door with all his might and it opened wide. 
 
    Several male fairies held Fern against a tree. They were all small, compared to the rather large tree, but four of them crowded around the fairy, one holding her by the neck. 
 
    “Come on, share yourself. Don’t be so cold. We are happy to share our bodies with you,” the male fairy said with an evil leer. 
 
    Fern eyed them and let a smile slip. “Sure, I’ll share. Let go and you can have me.” 
 
    The male fairies grinned and looked to each other. The moment the one holding Fern’s neck let go, Fern jumped and slammed her feet against the tree. Fist cocked back, she launched like an arrow, her fist cracking a jaw as the male fairy spun and fell. 
 
    Transparent wings fluttered as the other three took to the air, after Fern when their eyes bulged in their heads as she came right at them. Fern grinned as she slammed her fist into another fairy’s face and sent him tumbling from the air. The other two darted forward, grabbing her by her arms. 
 
    “I’M GOING TO SHARE MY FISTS WITH YOUR FACES!” Fern screamed. 
 
    Fern kicked out into a stomach. The fairy let go as pain filled their small form. The fairy spun in the air, punching the other fairy holding her. Blood spurted from his nose as he clutched at his face. Fern punched him again, the fairy tumbling through the air. 
 
    The last fairy showed his palms as he smiled with wide eyes. “It was just a jest. We were never going to go through with it.” 
 
    Fern eyed him and giggled. “My fist isn’t laughing.” 
 
    The fairy’s eyes widened before Fern flashed forward, her tiny fist cracking the other fairy’s tiny skull. 
 
    Dax reached out and scooped Fern from the air as the fairy hit the ground and didn’t move. 
 
    Fern looked up with a bright smile. “My love!” 
 
    Dax smiled as he burst through the open doorway. The door slammed shut behind them. 
 
    The coterie stood together. Fern fluttered up from Dax’s hand and hovered. 
 
    Dax looked at his friends and smiled. 
 
    “Where’s Nuria?” Symon asked. 
 
    “She’s already out of here. We can talk later, but I’m finished with the trials. Let’s get out of here!” Dax said and held out his hands. 
 
    The group reached out and took each other’s hands, forming a circle. The dreamscape shifted and swirled before it melted away. A second later, it burst into shards of light. 
 
    Dax’s eyes blinked open. The sky was a dark orange as the sun was setting to the west. The mage sat up and saw that he was on the grass with many others. Symon sat up, as did Zarra. Vance was up and Fern flew into the air, looking around confused. 
 
    Charlotte stepped closer, eyeing the four of them with a warm smile. “You made it through the mind maze. Congratulations.” 
 
    The coterie began to stand and everyone closed ranks, looking to each other and then turning their gaze to the beautiful, tattooed woman. 
 
    “Where’s Nuria?” Dax asked. 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Your friend woke two hours ago. She said she had to return to the Academy and she would see you there.” 
 
    The group glanced at each other in confusion, except for Dax. 
 
    “Is that it? Is the trial over?” Vance asked. 
 
    Charlotte kept her kind smile. “Not yet. You must answer my question with absolute certainty. There can be no hesitation and I will only ask this once. Do you want to become a champion?” 
 
    “Yes!” Dax, Symon, Zarra, Vance and Fern said in unison. 
 
    Charlotte bowed. When she stood up, she reached out to Dax, the badge in her palm. 
 
    “You have completed the Kinarth Trials. Congratulations,” Charlotte smiled.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty One 
 
        Cold air blew in from the ocean as stars shined high above. The chill bit deep as the coterie made their way back to the Academy. Relief and triumph blended with concern and confusion as the group looked to Dax as he led the way home. The mage didn’t slow down, his quick stride draining away the recent victory in the trials.  
 
    Dax tried to not think about their victory. Charlotte asked them to stay and rest. A celebration feast was underway as more and more coteries achieved victory while newcomers made their way into Butterpond. Charlotte looked to the mage with wide eyes as he grabbed the badge, a small sack of mana shards, and then turned and informed his coterie they were leaving. Jaws dropped, but no one said anything to the contrary. 
 
    Fern zipped through the air and hovered by Dax’s ear, “We are out of town. Are you going to tell us what’s wrong?” 
 
    The rest of the remaining group perked up, looking to Dax’s back as he didn’t slow down. 
 
    The mage tilted his head slightly, lost to unpleasant memories and bitter truths. “I’m not sure, but something is wrong. We have to find Nuria and I have to speak with her, alone.” 
 
    Fern eyed the mage, her heart sagging in her chest. 
 
    Symon rushed up to walk on the other side of Dax. “What’s going on? Did she do something? Did she do something to you?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it. It’s all muddled, but I need some answers. She ran off before we all woke up. There has to be a reason.” 
 
    Fern crossed her arms. “Try explaining it to us.” 
 
    Dax slowed, his mind working as the group moved to his sides, eager to know what was happening.  
 
    The mage let out an exhale. “Nuria didn’t just get too close to a mana spring. She touched it, tried to control it. I barely pulled her away before she was consumed.” 
 
    Some eyes opened a little wider while grim shadows covered other eyes. 
 
    “It would explain why she’s been acting so strange since that night,” Vance said. 
 
    “How would a mana spring change how a person is?” Symon asked as he scratched his head. 
 
    Vance shook his head. “No one knows for sure, but many have tried to control that much mana before and it often ended their lives. If Nuria tried to control it, it may have damaged her mind.” 
 
    We know what happened. Nuria is not Nuria and they may find out. If I tell them, she will tell them about my past crime and maybe tell the academy. I can’t risk it, even for those I care about. 
 
    “Nuria said some things to me that didn’t make sense. I think it frightened her and that’s why she ran off. I need to speak to her and see if we can set it right,” Dax said. 
 
    Fern hovered closer, “You don’t have to do this by yourself. We are a coterie. We are there for each other.” 
 
    Dax looked to the hovering fairy and nodded. “I just want to clear the air with Nuria. Once that is finished, we can celebrate our victory.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    The rest of the walk was in silence. The western gate appeared and Dax picked up his pace. The group matched his pace and followed. 
 
    The gate was wide open, a “Welcome Back!” banner hanging over it. Several professors were there, greeting Dax and the coterie. The mage used his best, fake smile as professors patted them on their shoulders as they made their way in.  
 
    “The Meal Hall is open if you need food and drink,” one professor said. 
 
    “The Trials are still in session for many. Take this time to reflect and relax until every student makes their way back,” said another professor. 
 
    Dax nodded and smiled. When they were past the greeting party, the mage slowed his step, looking at the semi-crowded courtyard. Students were gathered in various groups, many laughing and drinking. A party atmosphere filled the air, despite the evening chill. Voices and stories created a sonic cloud, the victorious enjoying their moments with their fellow champions. 
 
    I don’t know where she is? I don’t even know where to look. 
 
    “What should we do?” Symon asked his troubled friend. 
 
    The mage hung his head, his plan falling apart before his eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know where she will be.” 
 
    “We can check her room? We can find any of her cronies and see if they saw her?” Fern asked, trying to be helpful. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “My mind is a mess. I’m sorry. Maybe it’s the exhaustion talking, but I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    Eyes sagged. 
 
    “Can it wait till morning? We can search for her then,” Vance said with a small smile. 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    Light engulfed Fern’s body and her five-foot-tall frame appeared. The fairy curled her arm around Dax’s arm and looked to the group. 
 
    “I’ll take care of him. Everyone should go to their rooms and rest. We can meet in the morning,” Fern instructed. 
 
    Vance nodded. Symon looked to his defeated friend, as if to say something but nothing came from his parted lips. 
 
    Fern looked to Zarra, “He will be okay with me.” 
 
    The cleric nodded. 
 
    “Come on,” Fern said kindly as she helped Dax along.  
 
    The group disbanded, Zarra, Symon, and Vance going in one direction, Dax and Fern in another. The fairy held Dax’s arm tight, but the mage’s eyes had a thousand-yard stare, his mind a million miles away. 
 
    Dax was so lost, he didn’t realize where he was until he stepped into another dormitory. Climbing the stairs, Fern led the dazed mage to her room, opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    The room was dark, except for some lantern light from the courtyard coming in a lone window. 
 
    “What about your roommate?” Dax asked like it was a reflex. 
 
    “If she’s not here now, she’s still out on her trial. We have it to ourselves, at least for the night,” Fern said as she pulled Dax’s pack from his back. 
 
    The mage looked down on the short fairy as she undid the hidden buttons to his robe. Hands on his shoulders, she slid the robe off him and it fell to the floor. The fairy gave a warm smile as she began to undress. When she was nude, she stepped closer, pressing her body to Dax’s body. 
 
    “We can just lay down and relax,” Fern whispered. 
 
    Dax simply nodded. The pair moved to the bed and slipped in. Fern curled her arms around the mage’s head, pressing it to her chest as fingers moved through his hair. 
 
    “We’ll feel better in the morning,” Fern whispered. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Dax whispered back. 
 
    Fern stayed close, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Dax spoke in a hush tone. “Fern, Nuria isn’t herself anymore. I’m afraid she may hurt herself or someone else.” 
 
    “We can tell the counselors in the morning,” the fairy said with a soothing edge. 
 
    “They can’t know.” 
 
    Fern looked down. “Dax, I know you're worried, but keeping everyone in the dark won’t help her. If Nuria is in trouble, we have to help her.” 
 
    Dax stared at nothing. “Let me talk to her first. After that, we can go to the counselors.” 
 
    Fern nodded and hugged the mage. 
 
    Dax closed his eyes and not long later, fell into a troubled sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    Morning light spilled into the small room. Fern’s eyes fluttered open. Hand reaching over, she touched nothing but the bed and blankets. Sitting up, she looked around, Dax gone. 
 
    “Dax,” Fern whispered. 
 
    In the courtyard, Dax walked in the morning air, breath misting and thoughts at war with each other. Time was slipping away and he cursed himself for agreeing with Fern to go to the counselors. Jagged thoughts played on as he tried to keep his senses alert, trying to catch a hint or glimpse of the beautiful mage. 
 
    From a darkened doorway, Clive stepped out. The burly mage made a beeline for Dax. The mage glanced at him as he approached, turned and tried to walk away. 
 
    “Dax!” Clive shouted. 
 
    The mage shook his head, picking up the pace. 
 
    “Dax! Nuria gave me a message to give to you,” Clive growled. 
 
    The mage stopped in his tracks, turned and faced the large mage as he approached. 
 
    Clive’s eyes were filled with concern as he approached. “Dax, what happened to Nuria? She isn’t the same. She’s not the Nuria I knew before.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what happened to her.” 
 
    Clive’s head dipped forward, sorrow bleeding into his eyes. “She’s distant and not her normal angry self. She was with you during the trials. Tell me something, anything to help make sense of it. You must have seen or heard something?” 
 
    Dax looked to the large mage, the pain etched into his very brow. 
 
    He’s really concerned. I’ve never seen him like this before. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dax repeated. “We had some rough encounters. She’s acting differently with me too.” 
 
    Clive stepped closer, “If you learn anything, please, tell me. I want to help her if she’s in trouble.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “If I can, I will.” 
 
    Clive nodded. “Nuria asked me to tell you to meet her at the Raven Tower. She will be in a large meeting room on the third floor. She said come alone.” 
 
    “Thank you, Clive. If I figure out what is happening, I’ll tell you,” Dax said with a weak smile. 
 
    The large mage nodded. “Please. I can’t live with myself if something happened to her.” 
 
    Dax found himself sharing the mage’s grief. Oddly, he lifted a hand and clamped it on Clive’s shoulder. The large mage nodded, as if fighting back tears. 
 
    “I’ll do my best, I promise,” Dax said with a small smile 
 
    Clive nodded and turned, walking away. 
 
    Dax watched the mage before he turned and moved with quick steps. Eyes focused on the Raven Tower and Dax moved like his soul was on fire. Thoughts stabbed and cut at his reasoning as he tried to think of what to say or ask. Anxiety bubbled and shoulder’s tensed. 
 
    Find out where her mind is and work from there. Don’t accuse or attack. Just be reasonable until it's time to be unreasonable. 
 
    Black ravens cawed and some flew from the top of the tower, soaring on higher winds. 
 
    Dax rushed to the door of the Raven Tower and opened it. Stepping in, he saw a few students in the entry room, sitting with books in their hands. Dax remembered the Raven Tower was not just a place to send out messages to the mainland, but a place to relax and spend time, away from the normal stress of studies and classes. 
 
    Dax gave the few students a smile before moving to the circular iron stairs. Hand on the railing, he began to climb the steps, ignoring everyone he noticed. Heart beating in his chest, the only thing he wanted was to reach Nuria and end this growing doubt in his soul. 
 
    Talk her into leaving the academy. It’s the only way for both of you to be safe. 
 
    Dax reached the third floor. There was a seating area and three doors surrounded by shelves and books. The mage’s gaze landed on the large, middle door and stalked toward it. Hand out, he grabbed the handle and pushed. The door opened and Dax stepped in with wide eyes. 
 
    The meeting room was filled with shelves of books, some comfortable chairs to the right and left of the chamber. Light poured in from windows and Nuria stood in the middle, her back leaning against a bookshelf. The beautiful mage looked up with a divided gaze of relief and pain. 
 
    Dax slid the lock into place behind him. Taking two steps forward, he halted and gave the mage a simple smile. 
 
    The pair were silent, the faint caws of ravens dripping in from outside. 
 
    “Nuria,” Dax began. 
 
    The mage eyed him with sad eyes. “I have secrets to tell you.” 
 
    Dax’s sad eyes took on glints of concern and dread. “What secrets? What more can you be hiding?” 
 
    Nuria stood up straight, her sad gaze staying on Dax. “I will tell you everything…but we must do something first.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “What is this about?” 
 
    Nuria bit her lip before she reached into her robe and pulled out five cards. Hand dropping to her side, she hid the faces of the cards from Dax’s view. 
 
    The mage looked to her hand, his eyes narrowing. “You…stole my technique?” 
 
    Nuria’s body didn’t move. “I saw your mind. I saw your technique. I won’t answer anything else until you battle with me. I have to know more and only a battle will help me understand. Once we are finished, I’ll tell you everything. After that, you can decide what you’re going to do with that information.” 
 
    The beautiful mage’s eyes hardened into slits. “Pick five cards. One of them has to be a phantom construct. We cannot hurt each other, just the constructs. Do it and we can see if your technique will change the world.” 
 
    “Nuria, I won’t play these games,” Dax said and took a step closer. 
 
    The beautiful mage lifted up a card and aimed it at Dax’s head. “Do it or there will be a terrible accident. After that, they will know what you did.” 
 
    A tear streaked down Nuria’s cheek, her hand and arm trembling. 
 
    Dax lifted his hands, palms out. “Is it that important to you?” 
 
    Nuria nodded before using her inner elbow to wipe away the tear. “Pick five cards.” 
 
    Dax nodded, his hand slipping into his robe. Fingers touched cards, remembering the small indents and edges to each one. Mentally he ticked off what he had and began pulling card after card from inner pockets. 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Mana Shield  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Magical Protection 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Mind Sight  
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Read Surface Thoughts 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Unicorn 
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Charge/Horn/Trample 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Dax held five cards in his hands as he looked to Nuria. 
 
    The mage nodded. “The rules are simple. The mage with a standing phantom wins. You can only use the mana already in the card and not from your person pool. Are we agreed?” 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    Nuria moved to one side of the large room and Dax moved to the other. Standing at each end, Dax watched as Nuria held her cards up like a fan. The mage mirrored her, glancing down at his cards and then back to Nuria. 
 
    “Choose your phantom!” Nuria shouted. 
 
    Dax whispered a word of power. Energy snaked up from his card and struck the floor. It waved and flowed together until a troll stood with a club in its hands. The troll grunted as it waited for a command. 
 
    Nuria nodded and whispered an arcane command. Flames leapt up and shot down into a ball of swirling fire. Wings flashed out as its features formed into a phoenix. It hovered in the air, wings flapping. 
 
    She’s using an elemental phantom, fire at that. My troll can’t get too close or it will be burned. 
 
    Nuria smirked. “Attacks are made in turns. Defense cards can be played at any time. Do you agree?” 
 
    “I agree,” Dax said. 
 
    “Since I made my turn, it’s your turn to decide what you’re going to do. Attack, defend or pass?” 
 
    She wants to see what I’m going to do so she can plan her counter moves. If I play defensively, she’ll take advantage. I have no idea what cards she has, but this game needs to end now. 
 
    Dax shifted cards in his hand before he reached over and picked one. Lifting it up, he pointed it at the flaming phoenix and whispered a command word. Lightning charged and blasted forward. The phoenix squawked, but as the lightning bolt surged toward it, Nuria pulled a card and whispered a command. 
 
    A faint aura appeared around the phoenix, lightning striking it and surging across the surface. The aura cracked as energy danced along its mystical edge, the lightning bleeding away until it was gone. 
 
    Nuria nodded. “Nice attempt to end it before it started. My mana shield card will protect my phoenix. We have used two cards. I wonder what the remaining three will be?” 
 
    Dax eyed the phantoms before looking at his cards. This game was already taking too long. 
 
    I could summon my unicorn and have it and the troll rush the phoenix but Nuria could have another phantom waiting to be used. She could have attack spells as well and knock them down before they make it halfway across the room. 
 
    Dax looked to his cards, a plan forming.  
 
    The mage lifted up a card and whispered the command word. Nothing happened. 
 
    “I’m finished with my turn,” Dax stated, hoping the feint worked. 
 
    Nuria smirked. “You did something to your troll. It’s fine. Whatever you did can’t help against a fire phantom. I decide to attack!” 
 
    The phoenix screeched and swooped for the troll. Dax’s troll lifted its club and the two creatures clashed. Flaming claws swiped at the troll as he dodged left and right. Club swinging, it connected with the mana shield, shattering it into shards. The phoenix didn’t slow down spinning its body and raking its claws sideways. The troll grunted as claws sliced across its chest. The phantom stumbled back, but was still standing. 
 
    “He’s hurt, but still standing I see,” Nuria said as the phoenix flew back and hovered. 
 
    “Why not press the attack?” Dax asked. 
 
    “My phoenix made its strike and damaged your phantom. When it’s my turn again, I will end it, but I don’t need to do it now. I’m enjoying the game.” 
 
    She’s going to use a direct spell on my troll. I have to end it on this turn or she will overwhelm my side. 
 
    “Nuria, I know your testing capabilities of the cards, but there must be a better way?” 
 
    The mage shook her head. “Just like becoming a champion, the best experience is real, battle experience. Make your move and the game will be over.” 
 
    Dax took in a deep breath. Holding to his plan, he held his cards and shouted a command. 
 
    The troll lifted its club and charged the phoenix. The flaming bird flapped its wings, ready for the incoming troll. Nuria lifted a card and aimed it at the troll. 
 
    “You said only defense cards!” Dax shouted. 
 
    Nuria smirked as the troll and phoenix attacked each other. “This is in defense of my phoenix,” The mage smiled and whispered a command. 
 
    Frost appeared along the card as a point began to protrude. 
 
    Now or never! 
 
    Dax whispered a command word, followed by another and another. 
 
    Energy shot from one card, forming his unicorn. The mythical beast rushed ahead as the troll and phoenix fought. Nuria let loose an ice bolt. The shard shot forward, aiming from the troll. The unicorn slid to a halt, body sideways as a mana shield appeared around it. Horn swinging, it struck the ice bolt from the air, shattering it into falling snow. 
 
    “Too little, too late,” Nuria said as her phoenix slashed its claws against the troll’s head. 
 
    The troll stumbled back and fell to one knee but the unicorn moved and stood before it, head and horn low. 
 
    “My turn,” Nuria said and whispered another command. 
 
    Light streamed down and reformed into an ogre. The big creature hefted a much larger club and looked down. 
 
    Nuria put her spent cards in her robe, holding one last one. “Your move.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Unicorn! Attack the ogre and the phoenix!” 
 
    The unicorn rose up and charged. 
 
    “Both?” Nuria shouted. 
 
    Dax nodded. “Never said I couldn’t attack both.” 
 
    The ogre rushed the unicorn, club swinging. The club went up and came down, the unicorn stabbing it’s horn upwards. The ogre’s arm came down, impaling on the horn and letting out a grunt.  
 
    The phoenix flew down, claws out. The unicorn didn’t look back as it lifted its hind legs and kicked out. The phoenix’s eyes widened before both hooves smashed into it, striking true and shattering the elemental construct. The phoenix’s body burst into harmless flames and disappeared. 
 
    “No!” Nuria said as she aimed her last card. 
 
    “Defend!” Dax commanded his troll.  
 
    The unicorn slammed hooves into unguarded knees. The ogre grunted as it fell to the floor. The unicorn pulled its horn and stabbed it into the phantom’s chest. The ogre balled a fist and punched the side of the unicorn, but its meaty fist hit the mana shield, cracking it. 
 
    The unicorn pulled back and aimed for the ogre’s eye when an ice bolt shot toward it. Before it could strike, the troll had already launched over the unicorn and landed, ice bolt stabbing into its chest and shattering it to shards of light. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened as the unicorn let out a huff before it stabbed its horn into the ogre’s eye, the tip bursting out the back of its head. The ogre whimpered before it shattered and fell to fading pieces of light. 
 
    The unicorn stood; its horn aimed at Nuria. 
 
    “How?” Nuria asked, astonished. 
 
    Dax turned a card around and showed it. “It’s a Mind Sight spell. It allows the recipient to see surface thoughts. Since phantoms and constructs are not deep thinkers, my unicorn saw every move as it was being made. She couldn’t see you using that ice bolt spell, but that was why my troll was used to stop that attack.” 
 
    Dax put his cards away in his robe. “I win.” 
 
    Nuria smiled as she put her cards away. “Well done. I knew you had greater skill than you let on.” 
 
    Dax’s unicorn shattered into light and fell away. 
 
    “Now we can talk,” Dax said. 
 
    Nuria nodded. “That was part of the deal. Come with me.” 
 
    The beautiful mage made her way to the door and unlocked it. Dax followed. The pair moved to the spiraling staircase and Nuria began her ascent. Dax watched her as she moved with confidence. A concern bled into his mind and he mentally prepared to use his cards to defend himself. 
 
    The pair reached the top, stepped into a small corridor and into the raven rookery. Alcoves lined the walls, some of them empty but many of them full of ravens. The black birds looked down on the newcomers, their beady black eyes ever watching. Wide openings stood in sections around the top floor, allowing ravens to enter and leave. 
 
    “Close the door,” Nuria instructed. 
 
    Dax closed the door behind him and locked it. 
 
    Nuria turned and faced Dax, eyes taking on hints of sorrow. “I knew, if I didn’t see into your mind and heart, I would never be complete. Nuria had an affection for you, even if she didn’t want to show it for fear of being judged. But, when I took over her body, the affection became a connection, one I sealed when we were intimate under the stars.” 
 
    Dax stood, his eyes neutral, but his heart ached. 
 
    Nuria gave a maddening smirk before it slipped away to a sad frown. “Our hearts are entwined and I don’t think it will ever be broken. I still feel the pain for what I’ve done, but one of us had to be stronger for the other. That is why, despite the pain, I’m not sorry for what I’ve done.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Dax asked with a heavy heart. 
 
    Nuria looked up to the ravens. “I wrote down your technique. I copied it, over and over. I attached it to ravens and sent them out. Some of them have flown to kingdoms, others to public raven towers in cities. I did what you could not. I gave your technique to the world.” 
 
    Dax’s brow hardened. “I don’t give a fuck about the technique! I’m here because of you! I’m here because of what we saw in each other! They will kill you. They will cut you to pieces without a trial. It’s only a matter of time.” 
 
    Nuria shook her head. “They won’t know if we keep our secrets. I may lose my life, but so will you, in a different manner. The academy doesn’t accept those who killed before. You murdered that man and hid his body. Even if they find out about me, my last words will be about what you have done. They will kill me, but they will question you. They will find out with time and you won’t be safe. Can you care for your mother while you rot in prison?” 
 
    Dax’s hand formed a fist at his side. 
 
    Nuria stepped closer, her eyes containing a dark edge. “I’m not here to hurt anyone on Ikkudran. I was running for my own life in my world. Fate chose me to come here and inhabit Nuria’s body. This is destiny, for the both of us.” 
 
    “How? How is this destiny? Your people murdered kingdoms and took artifacts and items to your world. Ikkudran has never fully recovered. We live in fear that your people will attack us again and destroy what we have left. How is this destiny when our very lives hang in the balance?” 
 
    Nuria stepped closer and stood before Dax, head bowed. “Your technique will even the odds. My people never would have learned such magic on their own. If many here know how to use it, your world will have every edge in their favor to fight back my people. They will be able to defend themselves and even end the threat, once and for all.” 
 
    Nuria leaned in, her mouth close to Dax’s ear. “I signed the notes with your name. You will gain the credit for changing the world. Keep our secret and we can both live long enough to see and end any wars between my former people and yours.” 
 
    “Why did you run?” Dax asked with a whisper. 
 
    “My people hunted those who would not fight. My family was murdered before my eyes and I fled. They nearly had me until I slipped into a mana stream. I awoke in this body, with so many strange memories but they aided me in blending in…and finding you,” Nuria whispered in Dax’s ear. 
 
    “The void spawn will come back,” Dax said in shock. 
 
    Nuria took in Dax’s scent as she lingered close. “They will. They have a hunger for magical items. They’re desperate and they will cull every world of artifacts to fight in their wars against the Elder Things across the cosmos. Keep our secrets and we will live to see an end to this celestial war.” 
 
    Nuria’s hands circled around Dax’s waist, her body molding to the mage as she leaned her head on his shoulder and looked up. 
 
    “My true name is Lyla. I trust you to keep it to yourself. Speak it when we are alone and you will have my full attention,” Lyla whispered and kissed Dax’s cheek. 
 
    Dax stared out the wide opening to the academy’s opposite spires and the ocean beyond.     
 
    “Keep our secrets and we may survive to love again,” Nuria said and slipped away from Dax. 
 
    Nuria moved to the door and pulled back the lock. The beautiful mage looked over her shoulder to Dax, her heart beating like a drum in her chest. With a final blink, she left the chamber and made her way to the stairs. 
 
    Dax stood, lost to dreadful knowledge.  
 
    Ravens looked down with black eyes before they bowed their heads in mysterious understanding. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Two 
 
      The chamber was quiet, the occasional shifting of scrolls the only noise breaking the small silent moments. Bodies sat at a round table, the curtains drawn back but the windows closed. Light spilled in, the chamber bright even if the mood was serious and a little gloomy. 
 
    Dax sat at the table, looking at each person seated. Luthis moved scrolls and placed them side by side before him. The dark-haired elf’s gaze moved from one to the other, his expression surprisingly serious. Professor Frost sat to the High Dean’s right, the mage professor sitting back in her chair and giving Dax a reassuring smile. To Luthis’s left was counselor Skullcut. The scarred man was leaning forward, elbows on the table and looking at the same papers before the High Dean. Next to Counselor Skullcut was Professor Plume. The scribe teacher sat with a small open book before him, inkwell by the book and quill in his hand. The professor looked ready to take notes, his writing hand resting on his open book, quill point two inches over the blank page. 
 
    Dax remained silent, waiting patiently until Luthis began to speak. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing us, Dax. We wanted to discuss the events in the last two weeks after your trials. It would seem, your card technique was copied and attached to many ravens. Those ravens were sent to various kingdoms and a few copies were found among the students here. The professors have seen groups of students, not just mages, using your card magic technique and we need to discuss what the implications are and how we reached this point.” 
 
    The elf looked up and gave Dax a warm smile. “You’re not in trouble. We simply need the details of what happened so we can adjust our methods for the future. Please, be as honest as you can and we will sort this out.” 
 
    “What would you like to know, High Dean,” Dax asked with an even tone. 
 
    Luthis sat back, shoulders relaxed, “There was a discussion before the Trials about working together to record, discuss, and perhaps chronicle your technique. It was something we were prepared to explore and see if the academy was ready to study.” 
 
    Luthis looked down at a scroll and then back to Dax. “It seems a day after you arrived from your trials, you sent out a simple version of your technique to the world, bypassing what was discussed. Care to illuminate us on why you decided to take such a bold approach?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I felt it would bring a sense of hope and magic to our world. The Void War left so many people afraid for several generations, I thought, since I discovered the technique, I would give everyone a chance to learn it to make their lives better.” 
 
    Luthis nodded. “Was there any concern that the Academy would misuse your card magic? Was this an act of rebellion?” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “No, High Dean. You know my history. You know I grew up in the slums, trying to make a better life for myself and my family. If my card magic can help others like me, I consider that a true mark of a champion.” 
 
    The elf smiled. “Your technique could cause a great imbalance within societies. I understand being skeptical of people’s intentions. The faculty and I had planned a measured exploration of your card magic and gradually, with your permission, teach the subject among students here. You’re freely giving it away has changed plans slightly but not completely. Despite the instructions on how to perform the card magic, there will be those who use it for nefarious means.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “There will always be those who do good and those who will do evil. As champions, we need to keep the balance.” 
 
    Counselor Skullcut cleared his throat before he spoke, “We understand your motivations to a degree. If I had my way, we would open the academy to everyone who wished to learn how to be a champion. But not everyone has the world’s best interests in mind.  
 
    “As you know, the war has left an undeniable fear in the populace and we are here to defend everyone, should the time come. Your card magic will empower many, but it may divide regions. There will be lasting effects. Again, we are not here to punish you, but to understand your thinking. We appreciate you speaking of champions and the greater good, but all of us must come to an understanding before we proceed.” 
 
    Professor Frost nodded. “Some students have hurt themselves by not accurately making cards to your design. Others are turning to profiteering, providing cards to mages so they may design their spells on them.” 
 
    “We have closed off the printing press to many, but some students are still making cards on their own,” Professor Plume added. 
 
    Luthis eyed Dax, “As you can see, it has destabilized some of the academy, but it’s something we can bring back under control. You are part of that solution.” 
 
    “What will you have of me?” Dax asked with a blank expression. 
 
    The professors, high dean and counselor looked to each other for a moment before Luthis began to speak. 
 
    “We wish to continue with what was originally discussed. Work with us to help hone your card magic. In a year or two, we can begin adding your magic to classes, with your permission. Since you pioneered the technique, it is only fair you help teach it after you complete your academy training.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened a hair, “You want me to become a professor here at the academy?” 
 
    High Dean Luthis grinned. “It’s a career path for you. We’ve discussed it at length and don’t wish to spring it on you after graduation. We understand that you will work and improve on the technique and styles for years to come. Despite what some other academies may claim, we are not trying to indoctrinate mindless soldiers to fight in possible wars. We wish to teach and enrich lives as well as protect those who cannot fight for themselves.” 
 
    Professor Frost gave Dax a hard stare, “This does not change your studies and training or give you an added benefit. You will be treated just like any other student. This discussion is for only us in this room. We understand the sensitivity of the subject and we ask for you to keep it to yourself until the time is right to reveal it.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “I understand.” 
 
    Heads nodded. 
 
    Luthis leaned forward, elbows on the table and fingers laced before his chin. “Of course, it’s ultimately your decision, but think on it. You have two years to decide so make sure it’s something you want. 
 
    “As for what will happen now, we want you to work with Professor Plume to write down a more detailed version of your technique. We also wish for you to work with Professor Frost to refine the card magic. We want you involved with the process at all times. You will never be denied access or advice on how to proceed with your technique. Should you run into any issues, Counselor Skullcut will be your main contact. His honor is beyond repute and will ensure all parties are working toward a positive horizon. We only ask if you wish to work with us to make your magic the new standard at the academy?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Yes, I am honored to work and share my card magic with Kinarth Academy.” 
 
    Luthis grinned. “Excellent. We will discuss more as time permits. We heard many positive reports on your coterie through the trials. Not to change the subject too much, but what can you tell us about what happened at Axminster?” 
 
    Dax nodded and spoke of that particular trial, telling of finding the dead sprite, but leaving out the berserkers and Clive coming to the rescue. 
 
    Heads nodded before Skullcut spoke. 
 
    “It was truly a peculiar thing to happen during a trial. Students tend to be very focused and helpful. For a sprite to be murdered during a trial is unheard of. If you come across any new information on the subject, please bring it to our attention. Murder is not accepted here in the academy, whether it be from any race or species unless it’s in self-defense. There will be an ongoing investigation so we can find the culprit or culprits and ensure it doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “I understand, Counselor. I’ll bring anything I discover to you,” Dax said. 
 
    Skullcut nodded and smiled. “You’ve come a long way, Dax Sage. We only want to see you rise higher. Stay to your studies. Help your fellow champions and your future will be a bright one.” 
 
    “The academy gave me a new chance and a new start. I don’t want to squander it.” 
 
    Everyone in the chamber gave an approving nod. 
 
    Luthis looked down at the scrolls before him, “There is one, minor detail we wish to discuss before you go. Professor Plume and I have looked over an original tiny parchment you sent out with the ravens. We compared the writing style to your written exam scrolls and papers. The handwriting is different. Can you explain why that is so?” 
 
    Dax didn’t blink, his face carefully neutral. “I was exhausted from the Trials. I’ll admit, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I just knew I wanted to share my card magic with the world. I wrote in haste and I’m not used to writing so small.” 
 
    Everyone at the table looked to the young mage for a long moment before heads nodded and everyone stood up. 
 
    “Completely understandable,” Luthis smiled. “We will have a lot of work in the near future. The remaining students are finishing their trials before classes start up again. Please, take the time to recoup and recover. I’m sure we will be talking more. Thank you, Dax, for seeing us.” 
 
    Dax was to his feet. Everyone bowed to each other before filing out of the chamber.  
 
    Dax parted ways from the faculty and made his way to the stairs. With a quickness, he made his way down and nearly rushed out of the main building. Stepping into the courtyard, the mage couldn’t hide his grin as Symon, Fern, Vance, and Zarra sat on a stone bench outside of the main building, waiting for his return. Eyes widened and the four were to their feet and walking toward the smiling mage. 
 
    “What happened?” Vance asked. 
 
    “Are you expelled?” Symon asked with a concerned edge. 
 
    “I never hit a professor, but I’ll punch someone if you’re expelled,” Fern declared, her wings blurring every few seconds. 
 
    Zarra simply stood with wide eyes and clutching her staff. 
 
    Dax gave them all a warm smirk. “It’s fine. They just wanted to know about the ravens and how I can help the academy with my card magic.” 
 
    Relieved sighs fell from everyone. Zarra rushed to Dax and hugged him. The mage hugged her back for a long moment before she pulled away, pink coloring her cheeks. 
 
    “We still have some time before classes start again. I think we need to have a proper celebration,” Symon smiled. 
 
    “It’s the middle of the day,” Vance said with amused eyes. 
 
    Symon nodded. “Why can’t we drink in the middle of the day? I love day drinking.” 
 
    “Me too,” Zarra said in a small voice. 
 
    Fern curled her arm around Dax’s arm and leaned into it. “I think we all need many drinks.” 
 
    Dax looked to the beautiful fairy and nodded. “Day drinking it is!” 
 
    The group turned as one and began walking toward the Dining Hall. 
 
    The air was crisp as the group of friends walked. The familiar sounds of gulls relaxed tense bodies, hearts beating to a comforting rhythm. 
 
    “I hope we can keep our coterie together. I love being together,” Symon speaking his thoughts out loud. 
 
    Vance nodded. “I’ve heard that they do tend to keep champions who work well together. I personally can’t see myself part of any other group.” 
 
    Fern snuggled her head against Dax’s arm. “Good. I don’t want to be anywhere else, but here with all of us.” 
 
    Dax nodded when something caught his eye. Turning his gaze slightly, he spotted Nuria walking with her entourage behind her. It seemed smaller than it used to be. Clive was following behind her, head tilted forward and eyes filled with a deep heaviness.  
 
    Nuria looked over, her gaze connecting with Dax’s eyes. A small smile bloomed, but it quickly slid away as she looked forward. Clive glanced over, his shoulders sinking another inch before he too looked away. 
 
    Fern caught sight of the mages, “She has avoided us since we all got back. I doubt she will ever return to our coterie now that Dax’s card magic is available to everyone.” 
 
    Dax looked down to the short fairy, “I learned a long time ago, life always changes. She can’t deny our time together as a group. Maybe with time, she will come back.” 
 
    “Do we want her back?” Vance asked simply. 
 
    “We sure do! We can’t let each other down, even if we don’t agree,” Symon bellowed with a smile. 
 
    Dax looked to his friend, “It’s true, the Heroes of Kinarth don’t leave anyone behind!” 
 
    “She never joined the club. She’s not a member,” Vance shook his head. 
 
    “Then she is an honorary member,” Zarra said firmly. 
 
    Everyone looked at the cleric and then at each other. 
 
    Vance sighed. “Everyone in favor of making Nuria an honorary member of the Heroes of Kinarth?” 
 
    “Aye,” Symon and Zarra said in unison. 
 
    Dax and Fern looked to each other for a small moment before they smiled. 
 
    “Aye,” Dax and Fern said together. 
 
    “She will have to start from the bottom and earn her way back up,” Fern quickly added. 
 
    Vance nodded. “Then it is so.” 
 
    “Should we go over and tell her?” Symon asked as they walked. 
 
    Dax looked over again as Nuria turned and walked away with her entourage. The mage glanced over her shoulder, giving Dax a loving gaze before turning away and walking on. 
 
    “Let’s give it some time. Right now, I just want to drink!” Dax laughed. 
 
    Vance nodded and smiled. “All in favor of getting blind stinking drunk, say Aye.” 
 
    “AYE!” the group shouted, their voices bouncing off the walls of Kinarth Academy as the sun cast its brilliant light across the world.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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 One 
 
    The murmur of voices drifted on the air as thick shafts of afternoon sunlight painted the pristine floor. Bodies filled the small and beautiful ballroom. Regal guests stood in clusters, speaking with smiles and interested eyes. Servants moved about with silver trays topped with full wine glasses. Fingers gracefully picked up the glasses by their stems and handed them out to waiting hands. In the corner, minstrels played a peaceful melody while the guests glanced about, looking for the guest of honor. 
 
    Dax stood by a dark curtain, gaze down on his glass of red wine and a deep need to be anywhere else but here. 
 
    Memories poured over his mind as he tried to distract himself so he wouldn’t have to interact with the very people who came to meet him. The last month played out of Dax and Symon spending their time on the Shieldbrook estate. There was a lot of drinking, faux sword fighting and laughter. Dax didn’t know a thing about swords, but Symon was more than happy to share his knowledge. When Dax brought up that mages didn’t use swords, Symon nodded and said now was the perfect time to learn so he could be more dangerous to anyone who would challenge him. Dax remembered smiling as he didn’t believe what his dear friend said. It sounded more like an excuse for Symon to use Dax as a practice dummy. 
 
    The mage didn’t realize just how useful a dummy he was. Symon’s skill with a sword was well beyond average, his family spending a considerable amount of gold on his training even before he attended Kinarth Academy. Now, the spellsword seemed to only get better. Symon would disarm the mage in single moves, but Dax was improving too, and in time it took two moves to disarm him. Dax was proud of himself until he was disarmed and the flat side of the blade struck his shoulder, sending him stumbling to the ground. Symon laughed, but would reach down and help him up every time. Dax tried to even the odds by having his friend drink before practice. It was yet another miscalculation because the drink would relax Symon and make him even better, knocking Dax to the ground a few more times without breaking a sweat. 
 
    Those were the good moments. The rest of the time, the best friends spent their time dodging Norman Shieldbrook. Symon’s father was a hard, disciplined lord with considerably difficult routines and standards. Dax often watched as the elder Shieldbrook would train with Symon, their practices almost appearing like a battle of life and death. Symon’s entire demeanor changed around his father, becoming serious and focused. Norman’s expression would become hawkish around his son, pushing his son to always improve. It was in those times, Dax was glad to be there, if only to make sure Norman didn’t push things too far. 
 
    On the opposite side of the spectrum, Symon’s mother Maria, was the perfect example of grace and hospitality. She ensured everyone was fed, comfortable, and enjoyed relaxed conversation when the moments arose. She was the cool touch to her husband’s fiery personality. In small moments Dax was able to witness, Maria would counsel her son on how to use magic for attack and defense. She detailed the flow of mana and how to harness it. It was enlightening, Dax making his own mental notes and bowing to the beautiful lady of the Shieldbrook estate. 
 
    Dax swirled his drink, lost to the memory of knowing he had nowhere to go for the month-long Academy break and Symon suggested he stay with him. The mage was hesitant, but when he saw the concerned look of going home alone in Symon’s eyes, Dax smiled and accepted. Little did the two friends know, Norman would be very pleased to have the famous card mage staying with them for a time. 
 
    Dax sighed. With Lord Shieldbrook’s hatred for magic, Dax thought he might have an uncomfortable time on the estate. Instead, the elder Shieldbrook welcomed the mage with open arms. It caused Dax and Symon to glance at each other in odd concern, but over time, the true intentions for Norman’s pleasant demeanor began to show. Nearly every other day, visitors would come to the estate to meet the young mage who changed the very nature of spellcasting. At first, Dax was unsure of himself as regal lords and ladies came to meet him. They didn’t ask too many questions, instead, they poured compliments and praise on the mage, offering for him to visit their lands when he was finished with his studies at the academy. Some even went as far as to offer their homes for him to stay during breaks. It was strange at first, but Dax quickly saw through their pleasant expressions. They wanted to lay the foundations to tempt him to be a champion at their various courts and kingdoms. They made grand offers, almost in passing, but their eyes and smiles showed a greedy intent. 
 
    A shadow touched Dax’s senses and he looked up from his wine glass to a beautiful woman in a long, white dress approach. The woman was stunning with a welcoming smile and bright eyes. Her hair was tied back into a braided bun, but she had a single lock of hair gracing her right temple. She moved with nearly divine ease as she approached the mage in the corner.  
 
    “Emily Seastone. I am pleased to finally meet you, Lord Sage,” the beautiful woman smiled and bowed her head. 
 
    Dax quickly recovered from his stunned expression and hastily bowed his head. “Pleased to meet you Lady Seastone. Please, call me Dax.” 
 
    Emily kept her kind, bright smile. “Forgive me for such late introductions. Travelling here was slowed by a broken wheel to my carriage, otherwise Symon would have had a chance to introduce us sooner. Symon spoke of you, but it never truly does any justice when you finally meet in person.” 
 
    Dax nodded uncomfortably, “I’m not sure what you mean, my lady?” 
 
    Emily’s smile dimmed a bit. “I must apologize. I thought Symon would have told you, I’m his betrothed. And please, call me Emily. We are all friends here.” 
 
    Dax gave a small smile. “It is good to meet you, Emily. I must admit, I haven’t had much experience with these kinds of gatherings.” 
 
    Emily nodded and leaned in a little, “They can be quite boring and a little drab. I’d much rather be in the kitchen with the staff, drinking straight from the bottle.” 
 
    Dax blinked a few times. Emily winked at him and the two let out quiet chuckles.  
 
    “I’m not surprised Symon hasn’t spoken of me. He can be very private about some things, but he is not private about your friendship. I have to thank you for helping him come out of his shell a little more. He is an amazing man and will be a great lord, but his personality needs a little push at times.” 
 
    The mage nodded. “I think we all need that sometimes. Symon helped me to become a better person, taking others into consideration and informing me I am not an island surrounded by a vast sea.” 
 
    “He is good at that. His letters to me speak of your grand adventures on Mist Haven Isle. I must admit, I am envious of your times together, but not jealous in any way. Symon always wanted a brother and I’m happy he found it in you.” 
 
    Dax smiled and took a sip of his wine. “When will you both become one?” 
 
    “After he finishes his training at the academy. Our families have already prepared the date and ceremony. Time is the only thing keeping us apart.” 
 
    Emily’s gaze shifted downward. Dax could see she was preparing herself, choosing what she wanted to say before she said it. 
 
    “Dax, I know you and Symon return to the academy this evening, but I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    Dax kept his gaze on Emily as she seemed to gather her words.  
 
    The lady continued, “Symon is very dear to me. He is dear to many and I know he is dear to you. The academy can be difficult, as I’m sure you know, but please, watch over him. My heart would shatter if something happened to him. Symon would protect all, sacrificing his life for the many, but he doesn’t understand that there are those who would be lost without his kind and strong light.  
 
    “I would be lost,” Emily finished. 
 
    Dax bowed his head and came up with a warm smile. “Symon is my brother and I will protect him and all those he loves with my life. I would be honored to fulfill such a promise.” 
 
    Emily bowed deeply. “Thank you from the depths of my heart.” 
 
    When the lady stood up, Symon stepped over with a wide grin. 
 
    “I see a lot of bowing over here. I’m sure you both are getting along?” Symon looked to Emily and then to Dax. 
 
    Emily nodded. “Yes, we were just getting to know each other.” 
 
    Dax nodded and smiled. 
 
    Symon kept his smile and leaned in a little closer. “I’m happy the two people I care about could finally meet. I wish it could be longer.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Dax asked. 
 
    Symon’s smile slowly faded. “It will be, when we are on the ship back to the Academy. My father is planning to praise you again to his rich friends and I’d rather get an early start back before…” the spellsword stopped when a voice filled the chamber. 
 
    “Master Dax Sage!” Norman bellowed with Maria at his side. 
 
    Symon sighed. “Our packs are already loaded on the carriage. Just endure it for a little bit and we will be on our way to the docks. Also, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Dax lifted an eyebrow, but couldn’t get a word in edgewise as Norman marched over, put his arm around the mage and guided him to the middle of the room. All heads and eyes turned to the lord and mage, the Lady Maria standing not too far away with adoring eyes. Symon and Emily stood, side by side, hands entwining and fingers curling together. 
 
    Norman kept his firm grip on Dax’s shoulders as he turned and spoke to everyone gathered. 
 
    “Master Sage has been a friend to the Shieldbrook family for some time now and we welcome him back any time he wishes,” Norman said before he stopped turning and put both strong hands on Dax’s shoulders, facing him. 
 
    “I wanted to say, in front of our dearest friends and neighbors, you are part of our family. We Shieldbrooks take care of each other in times of need, peril and success. You will always have a home with us. Thank you for being here and we look forward to your next return!” 
 
    Hands lifted up and clapped. Dax simply gave a small smile, his inner thoughts laughing at himself for putting up with this display. 
 
    They clap like I’m some prized pig at the market. I should have drunk more wine. 
 
    Norman looked to Dax and the mage had a difficult time looking away. The elder Shieldbrook’s bald head, sharp nose, and intense eyes, sent a shiver down the mage’s spine. It was almost like Lord Shieldbrook respected and honored Dax, but his eyes gave away a sliver of distrust and foul hatred, Dax assumed because of the lord’s well-known disgust of magic. 
 
    Lady Maria stepped closer, gently pulling Dax from Norman’s grip. The lady faced the mage and gave him two kisses, one on each cheek. 
 
    “My husband speaks the truth. Come back any time you wish and fear not, I’ll be sure to keep my husband in line so he doesn’t bore you with talk of swords and battles,” the lady smirked. 
 
    Chuckles and small laughter filled the ballroom. Even Norman smiled, much to Symon’s relief. 
 
    The crowd of guests moved in closer, each eager to speak with the mage when Lady Shieldbrook immediately took Dax’s hand and pulled him away. The mage was slightly confused as Emily stepped closer. The lady let go and Emily took Dax’s hand, further pulling him away. 
 
    Lady Shieldbrook turned to the crowd with her arms out to her sides. “With terrible regret, the two students must return to the Academy. Please, everyone, stay and enjoy the wine and company. We will miss Symon and Dax and await their return!” 
 
    Emily let go as Dax stood next to Symon. The spellsword looked to his friend and they both nodded to each other. 
 
    Emily stepped closer, kissing Symon on the lips for a long moment before pulling away. The pair embraced before the lady pulled away, one of her hands taking Symon’s hand and the other hand taking Dax’s hand. 
 
    “Be safe and learn well in your second year at the academy. Know this, you both will be missed,” Emily smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, my love,” Symon smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” Dax said as he glanced at Symon, seeing him shine like never before. 
 
    Emily nodded. “Now go, before they come for you.” 
 
    The two young men nodded before they turned. Emily gave Symon a quick smack to his rear. Symon let out a chuckle as he and Dax rushed to the main hall and stepped quickly to the front doors. 
 
    Outside, a carriage waited with an open door and the driver standing by it. Symon rushed ahead and Dax followed. The two men stepped into the carriage. Door shut, the driver climbed into his seat and whipped his crop at the horses. The carriage began to move as the horses pulled. The main gates opened and the carriage set forth, the sound of hooves on cobblestone echoing out in all directions. 
 
    Dax and Symon both let out a deep exhale the moment they left the estate and made it onto the main road of Hydale. 
 
    Symon leaned back, hand on his head. “I’m really sorry about that. I barely had any time to give you a warning. My father likes to show off to his friends, but I didn’t expect him to make you an honorary member of the family.” 
 
    Dax sat back, an amused smile on his lips. “For a man who hates magic, he sure liked making me part of the family.” 
 
    Symon nodded as his hand fell to his side. “You’re the talk of Hydale. Even his hatred for magic isn’t enough to stop his love for opportunities. I understand if you never want to come back to my home again. I thought we would spend the month just sitting around and my father trying to make your life miserable. I didn’t expect what happened.” 
 
    “We are family now. I have no choice,” Dax grinned. “I just hope Lord Shieldbrook doesn’t balk when I ask for large sums for gold. I wouldn’t want to tarnish the family name by wearing simple robes and eating rat meat.” 
 
    The carriage filled with laughter for a long moment. When the laughter died down, Symon leaned forward, elbows on his knees.  
 
    “Thank you again for staying with us. If you weren’t there, I think my father would have worked me to the bone and maybe spilt some of my blood during sparring lessons.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “I was happy to come. Besides, I didn’t really have any other place to stay. If I didn’t come with you, I would have been haunting the academy grounds until the break was over.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “Twelve months of training with only one month for rest. It’s a grueling schedule, but I’m happy we are entering our second year. I miss the others and can’t wait to see them again.” 
 
    Dax nodded, images quickly filling his mind of Fern, Zarra, and Vance. A few letters were exchanged during the break, but words couldn’t convey how much they missed each other. The mage could read between the lines, how they enjoyed being back in their respective homes, but an underlying desire to be back together glowed. The first year of their training opened their eyes, giving them a glimpse of what it meant to be a champion. Now, they all hungered to know more and at the same time, be at each other’s sides. 
 
    Symon watched his friend as he was deep in thought. “Thinking about the others or your card magic?” 
 
    Dax blinked before he looked up to the spellsword. “Thinking about our friends.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “I thought maybe you would be concerned with going back to the academy, now that other champions may be using your card technique.” 
 
    Dax nodded. His card magic technique was now out there in the world, but it hadn’t taken off like he initially thought it would. There were many who were interested in the new kind of spell casting, but over the last few months, the initial excitement died down after some people tried to create their own magical cards and the cards exploded in their faces, killing several. It was a sobering moment as inexperienced people tried to cut corners to make magical cards. Many of the ravens with the technique were stopped, but some managed to make it into the public eye. Several kingdoms placed a ban on such magic until it was further refined. Despite the ban, it didn’t stop those who knew the technique from trying. 
 
    Thoughts shifted to the academy. Dax wondered how different his second year would be now that the playing field was a little more even. Mages had already taken to creating cards. Some would stop Dax and demand answers to their questions while others tried to bribe him with gold or carnal delights. The mage respectfully declined, but it didn’t stop those eager to emulate Dax’s success. It added a wrinkle to his training and he wasn’t sure what to expect for his future and the future of his friends. 
 
     Focus on your training and let the cards land where they may. 
 
    “My only concern is our friends mobbing us when we get back,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Symon grinned. “I look forward to it! It will be nice to hang out and not worry about my father judging me. I will miss my mother and Emily.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I’ll miss them too. It was nice to meet Emily.” 
 
    Symon’s cheeks glowed with heat. “She is special.” 
 
    Dax nodded and smiled. “She is. We have to make sure you make it back to her in one piece.” 
 
    Symon lifted a brow. “She spoke to you, asking you to watch over me, didn’t she?” 
 
    Dax looked out the carriage window to the passing buildings, “I’m a gentleman and will not speak of what was said between the lady and I. Honor demands it.” 
 
    “I’ll buy you a barrel of mead when we get to the academy if you tell me,” Symon smirked. 
 
    “She worries about you and wants to make sure we look out for each other,” Dax said without hesitation. 
 
    The two young men laughed long and hard as the carriage bounced along. 
 
    When the laughter died, Dax gave Symon a stern glance. “We can pick up the barrel at the Drinking Serpent. I want the good stuff.” 
 
    Symon nodded as he wiped away a joyful tear from the corner of his eye. 
 
    The carriage continued to bounce along the worn-down street. Dax looked out to familiar buildings and alleys. A sense of comfort and home washed over him. He didn’t realize how much he missed it until he glanced down, thinking about the tunnels running under the streets. Slivers of fear and excitement touched his heart as he remembered running from monsters and gangs, sometimes laughing and other times filled with constant anxiety. Hydale hadn’t changed in the year he was away. The streets were filled with people, going about their days and evenings. The peaceful city enjoyed its relaxed atmosphere, bringing many to visit, knowing this was the city that stood against the void spawn and won. 
 
    The sun sank lower, the late afternoon sliding into evening. Dax spotted stars as they appeared. Thoughts drifted to Nuria and the mage quickly pushed them away. Lips parted, ready to speak about anything just to take his mind off the beautiful mage when something caught Dax’s eye. 
 
    “Can we stop the carriage? I need to visit a place before we reach the docks,” Dax asked. 
 
    Symon made a fist and hit the inside roof of the carriage three times. The carriage slowed, pulled over and stopped. 
 
    “Want me to go with you?” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “Thanks, but I need to do this alone.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “I’ll have the carriage pulled around the corner. We’re not in a rush, but we should get to the docks early.” 
 
    “It will be quick,” Dax said and opened the carriage door. 
 
    The mage stepped out onto the sidewalk and looked up. A temple stood with a statue of a cloaked woman. She held a stone rose in one hand and a crescent moon in the other. Behind her, tall doors stood wide open for any who wished to worship in the Temple of Vala. 
 
    The door closed behind the mage and the carriage pulled away. 
 
    Dax’s heart began to beat like a hammer in his chest. He made his way to the stairs and climbed them one at a time. Before long, he entered the temple and watched as robed men and women walked around, attending to those who were there for worship and guidance. Modest pillars stood as tapestries hung on walls. Stained glass allowed late day light to glow into a myriad of different colors from red to blues and yellows to greens. 
 
    A robed cleric approached Dax and bowed her head.  
 
    “How can Vala’s faithful help you this evening?” 
 
    Dax smiled and bowed. “I’m here to see a family member under your care.” 
 
    The cleric nodded. “Right this way.” 
 
    Dax followed the cleric. They walked through the main hall to a door. Opening it, they stepped out into a garden. Dax drank it in, the memory of the place burned into his mind. Many walked about amid the garden but their eyes were blank. Some gibbered to themselves while others sat and stared at nothing. Behind those in the garden, a monastery stood, surrounded by stone buildings of Hydale. The temple and monastery were a quiet place among the thick buildings surrounding it. 
 
    “What is the name of the soul under our care?” the cleric asked. 
 
    “Lena Sage, my mother.” Dax said, his voice straining when he said mother. 
 
    The cleric nodded and led the mage. Entering the monastery, the cleric of Vala brought the young man to a side room. Tables, chairs, and benches filled the large room. Several people sat in different locations. Large windows took up a single wall. 
 
    Dax’s heart was beating faster as he stepped in. The moment his gaze caught a woman sitting by a large window, his heart calmed with dripping sadness. 
 
    “I’ll be by the door. Take as long as you like,” the cleric said and stepped away. 
 
    Dax simply nodded and made his way to the woman. She sat by the window, her eyes distant. Her hair was black and tied back, but she had a single lock of white hair from her temple. Dax ran his finger through his own hair, remembering he had a similar white lock. The mage stopped before the woman, grabbed a chair, pulled it over and sat. 
 
    “Hi mother,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    The woman turned her gaze to the Dax and a small smile appeared. “Hi,” she whispered. 
 
    “Are they treating you well?” Dax asked as he noticed the light in her eyes. 
 
    Maybe she remembers me. 
 
    Lena nodded. “They treat me well. The clerics are very nice.” 
 
    “Is there anything you need or want? I could have them bring it to you,” Dax said with a kind edge. 
 
    Lena shook her head and looked out the window. “I’m fine. My son is going to visit me. He is such a handful, but most boys are. I can’t wait to see him.” 
 
    Dax’s heart crumbled in his chest. “Mother, it’s me, Daxton.” 
 
    Lena looked to Dax and her bright gaze darkened. “No, my son is only ten.” 
 
    The corner of Dax’s mouth wrinkled.  
 
    Don’t make her upset. Just be light with her. 
 
    “Is there something you want to say to him when you see him?” 
 
    The darkness bled away and light returned to her eyes. “I want to smother him in kisses and tell him I love him. All we had was each other and I miss him so much,” Lena said with a wide smile. 
 
    Dax smiled. “I’m sure he misses you too.” 
 
    Lena’s smile began to falter. “Who are you again? You know my son?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I’m his friend.” 
 
    Lena nodded and looked out the window again. “I’m learning to paper weave. Dax always liked magic and I’m making him a paper wand. He always liked to play a wizard when he was younger. He would tell me such stories about his imaginary adventures.” 
 
    Dax’s hand trembled, fighting the urge to take her hand into his. 
 
    “I could give it to him if you like?” 
 
    Lena closed her eyes and shook her head. “It’s not finished. When it is, I will surprise him. Please, don’t tell him. I want to see the look on his face.” 
 
    “I won’t tell him,” Dax said as his shoulders sank. 
 
    “My son will visit any day now. I’ll have the wand for him soon. I hope he likes it. I want to see his wonderful smile,” Lena whispered. 
 
    “I’m sure he will,” Dax said simply. 
 
    Lena stopped talking, staring out the window at the final rays of light in the sky. Dax gave her a long look, drinking in her image. After a few minutes, he stood up. He said his goodbyes, but Lena didn’t say anything, her gaze firmly on the sky beyond the window. 
 
    The cleric walked to Dax’s side and led him away, the mage giving his mother one last look before turning away. 
 
    The pair walked through the garden and back into the temple. 
 
    “I inquired with my fellow clerics. Your mother has shown improvement, but they only happen in small moments. She’s in good spirits, but misses you. We have priests of Vala coming to visit every other week. Their power has helped her to remain calm and alert, but they cannot understand why she is losing her memory. But, do not give up hope. We believe we will come to understand her malady and one day she will be cured.” 
 
    “Thank you, Cleric. Please send a raven to the academy if anything changes,” Dax said with a faraway look in his eyes. 
 
    “We will,” the cleric bowed as they reached the front doors of the temple. 
 
    Dax nodded and stepped out of the temple. The evening air touched his senses and Dax soaked it in. The pain along his heart glowed and the mage tried to push it all away. Memories of his mother washed over him as he made his way down the stairs. 
 
    I should have visited during the month. It could have helped her. Why am I so afraid of seeing her like this? What’s wrong with me? 
 
    Dax was about to turn and start walking when bodies emerged from a nearby alley. Dax looked up and saw about ten men and women come out and quickly surround the mage. The last rays of daylight disappeared behind the horizon and the sky took on an ember glow. 
 
    “Welcome back Dax. Now, where’s our gold?” a hooded man said with an evil grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
      “Kyle! I was in town and was making my rounds,” Dax grinned with hands at his sides. 
 
    The hooded man gritted his teeth and glared at the mage. Dax glanced down to see several cards in hands from everyone present. Some of them glowed with dim auras and Dax could have sworn one of them sparked. 
 
    “Save it,” Kyle nearly spat. “You left after stacking the games in your favor. I talked to many others and compared notes. You robbed many of us and it was decided you will have to pay us back, in gold or blood.” 
 
    The last part came out in a sickening sneer. 
 
    I have to really stop pissing people off. How do they even find me every time? 
 
    Dax lifted his hands up, palms out and lips curved into a simple smile. “We are in front of a temple. I’m sure it will raise some eyebrows if we have any, rough discussions.” 
 
    Kyle kept his sneer. “That’s why we are going to go back down the alley and sort this whole mess out. You may be a champion in training, but there are enough of us here to make sure you pay up.” 
 
    Several of the hooded figures stepped in closer until Dax’s hands dropped to his sides. Eyes slid to Kyle, their bodies hesitating.  
 
    “Don’t lose your spines. He is just one man and a student at best,” Kyle growled. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “A year of training at the academy is enough to make anyone powerful. Do we really want to do this? I mean, looking at your cards, you managed to learn how to make card magic, which also means you know I was the one who created it.” 
 
    Kyle’s eyes narrowed. “It doesn’t matter. There is enough of us here to rush you.” 
 
    Dax glanced down to the cards and then back up to Kyle. “I can tell the cards are not well designed. None of them should be sparking or glowing. My guess is, you tried your best to make the cards, but cut some corners. If you use those cards, there is a very good chance they will blow up.” 
 
    More eyes turned to Kyle, their courage wavering. 
 
    Kyle took a step closer, his steely gaze on the academy mage, dripping with contempt. “Considering how much gold you owe us, the risk is worth it. I have no issues with taking it by force here in the street. I don’t care if you’re training to be a champion. To all of us, you’re still a slum runner and that will never change.” 
 
    Dax’s smile faded and he bowed his head. “I remember my roots. You’re right. I’ll always be a slum runner at heart. If you let me get the gold from my pocket, we can finalize this with no hard feelings?” 
 
    Dax’s hand moved for his robe pocket when several cards pointed at his head and chest. A small spark shot from a card as all of them glowed with power. The mage stopped moving his hand, looking into Kyle’s smug face. 
 
    “Don’t even try it. Hands up and I’ll help myself to your gold,” Kyle leered. 
 
    Dax gave a small smile as he lifted his arms straight up, holding his sleeves. Several pairs of eyes widened as the mage looked odd with his arms like two poles in the air. Time slowed down as some people on the street looked over, wondering what was happening. 
 
    This is going to hurt. 
 
    “Left pocket,” Dax grinned. 
 
    Kyle lifted his hand and reached for the robe pocket. Nine pairs of eyes looked down, greedy gazes on Kyle’s hand as he attempted to fish the sack of gold out. Fingers touched the edge of the robe pocket and slipped in. 
 
    Dax’s fingers were working above the crowd around him. From hidden seams, the mage pulled out two cards, one from each billowy sleeve. 
 
    Name: Air Bolt 
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Name: Air Nova 
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Special Ability: Stun 
 
      
 
    “I hope we can laugh about this later,” Dax grinned. 
 
    “All will be forgiven when…” Kyle trailed off as his hand slipped into the robe pocket and touched nothing. 
 
    “You…” Kyle managed before the air vibrated and pulsed into an invisible explosion. 
 
    Dax stood his ground as the very air around him whipped around and blasted outward. Thugs and ruffians were thrown in all directions, their bodies hitting the hard stone floor. Some cards in hands glowed, but others went off. Dax took a step back as lightning bolts fired in several directions. 
 
    The street erupted into chaos as people on the street ran for cover. Some of the thugs looked to the cards in their hands as they began to vibrate. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Dax grabbed a card from a thug and flicked his wrist, sending the vibrating card through the air before it exploded. Magical energies surged into the air from the explosion as Dax turned and saw two more cards vibrating. 
 
    “Don’t create cards if you refuse to follow the directions!” Dax shouted as he stuffed his cards into his pocket and snatched two pulsating cards from the thugs. 
 
    With practiced ease, he flicked his wrists and sent the cards flying. A breath later, they exploded, adding to the pandemonium. Screams and shouts clashed with the small clouds of surging power. 
 
    Kyle blinked and shook off the stun effect while on his back. Hand reaching into his jacket, he pulled out a dagger. Dax looked down, frowned, drew back his leg and kicked hard. The end of his boot hit Kyle’s wrist dead on. A grunt rose up as his fingers let go and the dagger went clattering across the stone street. 
 
    Bodies started to curl up, daggers in some hands and cards in others. Dax glanced around, seeing that this was turning into more trouble than it was worth. Hand diving into his robe pocket, he pulled out his Air Bolt card once again and aimed it. 
 
    “This card is powerful enough to make you a red stain on the street! Drop your weapons!” Dax shouted with authority. 
 
    Two thugs dropped their daggers. A foolish one aimed and whispered a command word. 
 
    Dax was quicker.  
 
    An air bolt blasted out and struck the thug dead on. The thugs card went wild, a lightning bolt blasting up into the air as his body was flung like a rag doll. The thug spun and crashed until he slid to a halt. 
 
    A horse and carriage charged into the street. It came so fast, two wheels on one side were up in the air as a door opened. 
 
    “Get in!” Symon shouted and held out his hand. 
 
    Dax bolted for the carriage. Hand out, he grabbed Symon’s hand. The spellsword smirked as he pulled the mage in with no effort. The moment Dax was inside, lightning struck the side of the carriage, the smell of burning wood blasting the inside. Smoke billowed as Dax turned on his heels, trying to keep his balance and card in hand. Grabbing the edge of the door, he leaned out to see about four thugs and Kyle running after them. Two of them had cards and Dax saw that their cards were not sparking. 
 
    Some of their cards are stable. 
 
    “You’re DEAD!” Kyle shouted as he charged.  
 
    “He must be a friend of yours,” Symon laughed from inside the carriage. 
 
    The mage held on and smiled wide before aiming his card. Kyle’s eyes bulged and he dove to the side. The others continued to charge. 
 
    Dax aimed and whispered the command word. The air swirled and blasted forth. The bolt struck the charging thugs, sending their bodies into the air before they crashed down on the unforgiving cobblestone street. 
 
    Dax smiled as he watched the thugs try to move. The smell of wood burning touched his nose as the carriage barreled along the street. Looking over, the mage’s eyes widened as he saw flames rising up from where the lightning bolt hit it before. Card away, he slapped at the flames as Symon laughed louder from inside. 
 
    “Now I know why you would have stayed at the academy,” Symon chuckled as the carriage bounced like a top in a hurricane.   
 
    “Do you think your dad is going to be mad?” Dax laughed as he put out the flames. 
 
    “Yes, but he’s always mad,” Symon grinned. 
 
    The carriage turned a corner and charged down the street. Dax pulled himself in, closing the door behind him and flopping into a bouncing seat. 
 
    “How many people did you piss off?” Symon asked, not sure he wanted to know the answer. 
 
    Dax leaned back, pulling out two cards and stuffing them back in the hidden seams. “A few. Something tells me I should pay them back at some point.” 
 
    “It’s a good idea. Coming home shouldn’t be this exciting every time,” Symon smirked. 
 
    Dax nodded as the carriage bumped along, the sun behind the horizon and night’s embrace touching the world. 
 
    Thoughts drifted as Dax tried to recompose himself. When he was finally able to relax, the carriage slowed and soon halted.  
 
    “We’re here, Master Shieldbrook,” the driver shouted and his boots hit the street. 
 
    Dax and Symon stood up as the door opened. The pair made their way out and into the night air. The ocean scent washed over them as lanterns glowed from poles along the docks. The sea barely rippled as the air was calm. Light reflected off the shifting watery surface. Bodies moved along the docks, some carrying crates to different ships. 
 
    Dax took a deep breath before looking to the Heroes Light. The ship was medium sized compared to the neighboring galleons. It was the fastest ship in Hydale and solely dedicated to transporting students, professors, and special guests to the Academy and back. 
 
    The driver pulled out two large packs and placed them on the dock. 
 
    “Thank you, George,” Symon said to the driver and gave him a quick embrace. 
 
    The older man smiled and nodded. The two parted, George climbing back into his seat while Symon picked up both packs, one in each hand. Lifting one up, he tossed it to Dax and the mage caught it with both hands. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the carriage. George has been with our family for all of my life. I’m sure he will get it repaired before my dad finds out,” Symon grinned. 
 
    Dax shouldered his pack. “I have to say, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this relaxed. Even after what just happened.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “I have the academy and you to thank. I never thought the world could be as crazy as last year. I was nearly expelled. I changed my class from Fighter to Spellsword and I was almost killed by a sea monster. If anyone told me any of those things were going to happen, I would have called them a liar.” 
 
    The spellsword clamped a hand on Dax’s shoulder, “But now, those were just typical days for champions. Since I’ve come home and had a chance to think it over, this will be my life from now on. I have to embrace it or I’ll end up running home and never the leaving the grounds.” 
 
    Symon looked to his friend, “Besides, a true champion never abandons his duty of rehabilitating a former criminal.” 
 
    Dax let out a laugh loud enough for several dock workers to turn their heads and look in their direction. 
 
    “Good to know. If I see any former criminals, I will be sure to send them your way,” Dax grinned. 
 
    The two young men laughed again before turning and walking along the dock to the waiting ship. 
 
    The breeze picked up as the two academy students stepped aboard and stowed their packs on the main deck. Many other students were aboard, looking out to the black sea. The captain nodded to his first mate. The gangplank was pulled into the ship and the sails glowed with mystical power. 
 
    Dax looked up to the sails. It amazed him every time he saw it. Since he was young and visiting the docks when he could, he often watched the Heroes Light depart with its magical sails. No matter if there was a breeze, a wind, or still air, the ship would move with magical power. Winds would appear the moment it cast off, filling the glowing sails before turning and making its short journey to Mist Haven Isle in the distance. 
 
    Symon stepped over to a bench and sat down, arms along the railing and breathing in the salty sea air. Dax looked down to his friend and made his way over. The mage sat down not too far from his friend. 
 
    “What do you think we will expect this year?” Symon asked in a low tone. 
 
    “Not sure. If I were a betting man, I would think that there will be less hand holding and more thrusting us into danger.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “Since you are a betting man, I’m betting you’re right.” 
 
    Dax looked to the wooden floor, dark thoughts caressing the edges of his mind and the mage desperately trying to keep them at bay. Despite the exciting escape from Hydale, it could not chase away the images of Dax’s mother and a certain beautiful mage he hadn’t seen in a long time. 
 
    “I miss the others,” Symon said flatly. “Letters are nice, but it’s never truly the same as being together.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I miss them too.” 
 
    Symon looked over. “Do you miss everyone? Even her?” 
 
    The mage scowled before he caught himself. Purposely smoothing his brow, Dax simply shrugged. 
 
    Symon leaned forward, elbows on knees and looked to his friend. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit a sore spot. I just thought you were ready to talk about it since you haven’t mentioned her name in months.” 
 
    Dax chewed on his tongue for a moment. The nervous habit annoyed him and he forced himself to stop. 
 
    “There’s nothing to say. She pushed us all away after the Trials. She pushed me away.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “I’m here if you want to talk about it?” 
 
    An image of Nuria touched Dax’s mind’s eye. An ache clawed at his heart, their last moment in the Raven Tower, spilling secrets to each other. The pact they agreed upon held, but the yearnings were still there. No one would know about Dax’s past just as no one would know Nuria’s true self. It still stung the mage to see her pull away with each passing day. When the first year of the academy was over, he tried to say goodbye and she was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Thank you, Symon, but there’s nothing to talk about. She’s with her people and I am with mine. I think it will be like that for the next two years and when we leave the academy, fate will take us where it will.”  
 
    Symon nodded. “You still have me to kick around.” 
 
    Dax’s somber expression turned into a smile. “Kick around? Isn’t that what you were doing to me during sword practice?” 
 
    The spellsword chuckled. “Ha! That’s right! You did make an excellent practice dummy.”     
 
    “Thanks,” Dax smirked. 
 
    “I mean it. For practice dummies, you’re slightly above average, which is saying a lot.” 
 
    The mage’s smile grew wider. “I’m not sure I like this new Symon.” 
 
    The spellsword grabbed Dax’s shoulder and pulled him in close. “Too late! You’re family.” 
 
    The mage growled outwardly, but from within, he felt blessed to have such a good friend. 
 
    The Heroes Light pushed through the inky darkness, only the lights of the Academy towers guiding it through calm waters. Students crowded along the edge, looking out, many with smiles. Dim starlight covered the heavens as cool air flowed over the deck. 
 
    Dax was up and leaning against the railing. He stared out, drinking in the celestial magnificence and drowning in its beauty. His thoughts flowed to possible ideas and what to expect for the new academy year. The professors were extremely secretive with their plans and very little to nothing ever leaked out to the student body. From what Dax could gather from previous years, Kinarth Academy changed much of their curriculum year to year. They kept some things, but changed it just enough to make it challenging, intensive and exciting.  
 
    The mage pondered, wondering if he would be able to keep his former coterie together. Fern, Vance, and Zarra worked well with him and Symon. They fell into a nearly practiced groove where they overcame problems fairly well. It helped that they all got along, even when Nuria was with them. 
 
    The sudden thought of the beautiful mage caused Dax to sigh.  
 
    It’s better that we stay apart. She’s a woman with a void spawn soul and I’m a slum runner with a dark past. It will never work. 
 
    Dax looked out to the black waters. 
 
    I’m so full of shit. 
 
    Dax cracked a small smile to himself as he took another deep breath and looked up to the stars. 
 
    Three hours slipped away before the Heroes Light docked at Silver Port. Lines were cast and the ship was anchored to the dock. The gangplank slid out and touched the weathered dock before students began to file out.  
 
    Dax and Symon hefted their packs and made their way down. The mage looked to the port town and then past it to the high walls and towers of Kinarth Academy. A sense of home washed over the mage and he couldn’t hold back his smile.  
 
    “If we hurry, we can still get a bite to eat at the Dining Hall,” Symon said as they walked down the gangplank. 
 
    Dax stopped in his tracks when they reached the bottom and put his arm out in front of the taller man. 
 
    “Hold on, someone owes me a keg of mead and I’m ready to collect,” Dax said with a snarky smile. 
 
    Symon’s eyes widened a hair and looked down. “Damn, I thought maybe you forgot.” 
 
    Dax looked over across the docks and saw a familiar tavern in the short distance, “Let’s go see Tofer.” 
 
    “He still doesn’t like us,” Symon sighed. 
 
    “We’re paying customers, he has to like us.” 
 
    The spellsword looked to his friend. “Are you going to cause trouble?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Dax said with a wide grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Dax huffed and puffed with a smile on his face. In his arms was a keg the size of a large baby. To his right, Symon walked along, making no attempt to help the mage.  
 
    The journey to the academy was slow, Dax lugging the keg of mead the entire way and thinking about him and Symon’s quick stop at The Drinking Serpent. The owner and bartender, Tofer, was all smiles with the local patrons until Dax stepped in. The content smile faded before he stared at the mage and spellsword. Dax greeted the owner with a happy smile, but it wasn’t enough to sway him. When the two men stood at the bar, Tofer ignored Dax and looked to Symon. The spellsword asked for a small keg of mead. Tofer left, heading to the back. He returned with the keg and placed it on the bar top. The gold barely exchanged when Dax opened his mouth. 
 
    “I’m looking for a game,” the mage winked. 
 
    What followed next was a string of curses and a fist hammering down on the bar. All heads turned in their direction as Tofer unleashed his fury with venomous words. When his rant was over, Dax simply blinked and smiled wider. 
 
    “Have you ever thought of becoming a dishwasher?” 
 
    Symon’s arms lashed out, one grabbing Dax and the other grabbing the small keg. Tofer tried to scramble over the bar, but his knee hit the edge, which caused him to bark out in pain. Dax stared with a wide smile before Symon pulled the mage by the robe. The yelling and cursing continued, even when they were outside. Symon thrust the keg into Dax’s arms and the two moved quickly as curses and laughter rang out from the tavern. 
 
    “Tofer is going to poison you one night,” Symon said with a tired edge as they walked. 
 
    Dax guessed his friend had spent the whole-time thinking about what happened at the tavern. 
 
    “He doesn’t have a sense of humor,” Dax huffed as his arms strained. 
 
    The spellsword shook his head. “Why do you do this to yourself? And I don’t just mean what happened at the tavern. The people who surrounded you back in Hydale and even people at the academy want to hurt you. You give them every reason to justify it.” 
 
    Dax’s small smile melted away as he walked. “Would it help to tell you that Tofer was rude to me the moment he met me? Would it help that the slum runners and thugs in Hydale cheated many people and never had a nice word to say to me because I was one of the better runners?” 
 
    Symon looked down. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come off harsh.” 
 
    Dax looked over to his taller friend and his smile returned. “I know it seems like I’m just poking the bear, but if I don’t say anything, all those people would walk all over me and take what they wanted. I know my history, but I won’t let it define me. Many people look down on me because I’m not like them. I don’t want to be like them and I let them know it. All they respect is power and cunning.” 
 
    Dax stopped walking, placed the small barrel on the ground and sat on it. Looking up, he saw the concern in Symon’s eyes. Behind the spellsword, the black sky shined with stars. 
 
    “You know what I respect? True friendship and kindness. The Void War left our world in ruins and only now, we are coming back. But it didn’t take away the mistrust and vile anger everyone felt in their soul. 
 
    “I didn’t just want to become a mage or champion because of magic and a better life. I wanted to become a champion so I can help those who really need it. Tofer doesn’t need help. The people I used to run with don’t need it. The people who need it are the good ones. The ones who help without thinking or make you feel bad because you’re poor.” 
 
    Symon gave a small nod. “Dax, you have every right to be mad about how some people act but shouldn’t we set an example for all people? Even the bad ones?” 
 
    The mage stared at his friend for a long moment before he looked away. “Maybe, but I’m not there yet.” 
 
    Dax stood up and bent down to pick up the keg. 
 
    “I can help carry it,” Symon offered. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “Thanks, but I have it.” 
 
    Dax hoisted the small barrel onto his shoulder and began walking. Symon followed and soon walked side by side with the mage. 
 
    The rest of the walk was in silence. Dax’s mind thundered with annoyance as he tried to not point his anger at his friend. 
 
    Symon only wants to help, but he will never know what it was like to grow up in the slums. I hope he never does. I hope one day, no one will know what it’s like to go hungry or wonder where they will sleep next. 
 
    The main gates to Kinarth Academy appeared as the two friends approached. Dax let out a relieved sigh, the barrel on his shoulder beginning to send sharp pains into his back.  
 
    A banner hung across the top of the open gates that read, “Welcome Back Champions!” Some students stepped beyond the gate as the mage and spellsword made their way closer. 
 
    Dax’s heart lifted in his chest, ready to sleep in his dorm room once again. Faces of his friends danced in his mind and a growing excitement for his second year at the academy. 
 
    A figure stood at the entrance, arms crossed and short white hair covering his head. Dax and Symon made their way closer, seeing the scarred face and hands of Counselor Edrin Skullcut. The imposing man had a small, welcoming smile, but his mere presence spoke of something he had to address. 
 
    “Welcome back to the academy,” Counselor Skullcut smiled as he held out his hand. 
 
    Dax let out a small, painful groan as he swung the small barrel and placed it on the ground. Symon stepped ahead and clasped the counselor’s forearm. When he let go, Edrin eyed Dax as he stood huffing like he had been running for days. 
 
    “We have mead here,” the counselor smiled. 
 
    “I won a bet,” Dax informed. 
 
    The counselor nodded. “Understood.” 
 
    “Are you greeting everyone who is returning?” Dax asked as he composed himself. 
 
    The counselor shook his head. “No. I was meeting you two. I was informed there was a magical scuffle on the streets of Hydale and you both were directly involved.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed. “It was self-defense.” 
 
    The counselor chuckled. “Yes, I know. Which is why you’re not in trouble. I’m here to give a friendly reminder that unsanctioned spell casting is not allowed.” 
 
    Dax and Symon stood with blank gazes. 
 
    “I’m also happy to see you both return,” the counselor smiled. 
 
    Dax stepped forward and clasped Edrin’s forearm. “It’s good to be back.” 
 
    “Walk with me,” The counselor said, turned and began walking. 
 
    Symon followed. Dax lifted his keg onto his shoulder and walked with an annoyed grunt. 
 
    The entrance opened up into the massive courtyard of the academy. Small groups clustered as friends and classmates met each other. Some of the faculty walked around, greeting some groups and waving to others. The air contained a charged electricity as almost everyone appeared happy to be back within the academy walls. 
 
    “I wanted to take this moment to inform you both of what is expected for this year. Normally, I would just speak to Dax but there should be a witness to the conversation,” Edrin stated. 
 
    Dax and Symon looked to each other for a second before they both looked over the imposing counselor. 
 
    “I’ll be brief. This year is going to be difficult, but it will be harder for you Dax. The High Dean and I discussed this at length and we agreed to begin showing students how to use Dax’s card magic technique.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. “I thought we were a few years away from actually training champions? What changed?” 
 
    Edrin looked over with a kind gaze. “It was the initial plan, but it seems Ikkudran had other plans. In the last several months we received letters and demands to meet with kingdom officials. The card magic technique has caused some disruptions across the lands. I personally made journeys to several kingdoms and was questioned at length. 
 
    “They know who you are, Dax, and they are not happy. We here in the academy know and understand why you gave away the technique, but the rest of Ikkudran does not. Many demanded to shut this new technique down and others demanded we train their court mages and champions immediately. I was informative, but High Dean Luthis does not want to strain our resources trying to train every kingdom on the ways of card magic.  
 
    “A compromise was reached.” 
 
    Dax stopped and put his keg down. “Train here first and then train the kingdoms.” 
 
    Edrin and Symon turned around, the three men facing each other in a triangle. 
 
    “High Dean Luthis, Professor Frost and I believe it will be in everyone’s best interests to have proper training with the technique. Professor Plume and Frost discovered that mages are not the only ones who can wield card magic. It’s true, mages can create the cards, but since the cards are charged with mana and they regenerate on their own, others can use them too, to a degree.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m ready,” Dax said as he looked to the side. 
 
    Edrin nodded. “No one is truly ready. That is why we must rise to the occasion. As you already know, people are experimenting with the technique and some with disastrous results. Order must be made with this new kind of spell casting or terrible outcomes will accelerate.” 
 
    Symon looked to the counselor, “I thought most kingdoms already banned card magic use?” 
 
    The large counselor nodded. “They have, but there will always be those who don’t listen or understand. We are currently running out of time to establish proper training and usage of the technique. The next year will be crucial to setting a standard.” 
 
    Dax stood straighter and looked Counselor Skullcut in the eyes. “What will you have me do?” 
 
    The counselor nodded. “Right now, unpack and enjoy your return to the academy. I’m sure you have friends to see again. Tomorrow, the High Dean is holding a welcoming lecture in the auditorium, informing everyone what to expect for the new year in the Academy. After that, I’m sure you will be approached by Professor Frost and Plume to discuss how we will proceed. I simply wanted you to know so there are no surprises.” 
 
    Dax bowed deeply. “Thank you Counselor Skullcut for telling me.” 
 
    Edrin bowed his head. “You’re welcome, Mage.” 
 
    Dax stood up with new light in his eyes. 
 
    I’m going to help train the academy and then the world with how to use card magic! 
 
    Edrin stepped in a little closer, his gaze on Dax. “I suggest you bring that barrel to the Dining Hall. I thought I saw a berserker, cleric, and mage who might be glad to see you.” 
 
    Dax and Symon smiled. 
 
    The counselor smiled, turned and walked away. 
 
    The pair watched as the counselor continued to walk, waving to groups of students as he passed them and disappeared through a tower door. Dax lifted up the small barrel and nodded to Symon. The spellsword nodded back and both men turned and marched toward the Dining Hall. 
 
    After a few minutes, they stepped into the grand hall side by side. Most of the tables were empty. Some had a few groups, but one table glowed in their eyes. A blonde woman in white sat with a red head with fairy wings and a spikey haired mage with them.  
 
    Dax and Symon made a beeline for the small group and the moment they were close, Fern looked up. Eyes widened and smiles bloomed before Fern jumped into the air and light engulfed her body. In her eight-inch form, fairy wings blurred as she darted toward them.  
 
    “Hold this,” Dax said and shifted his shoulder to Symon and dropped the small barrel. 
 
    Symons arms flashed forward, catching the precious mead just as Fern’s body flashed again. Dax’s eyes widened as the five-foot fairy crashed into him, the pair falling to the floor and Dax landing on his back.  
 
    Fern grabbed the mage by the collar, pulled him up to her and kissed him. Lips locked before the fairy’s tongue stabbed into the mage’s mouth. Dax was trapped, the fairy violating his mouth and unable to laugh out loud.  
 
    Zarra and Vance were to their feet, making their way over with wide smiles. Symon put the keg down on a nearby table and held his arms out. The three embraced in a tight hug. 
 
    Fern pulled back and Dax gasped for air. The mage looked up and drank in Fern’s new look. The hair on her head was longer, falling to the sides of her face and framing it with blood red locks.  
 
    “Your hair,” Dax whispered as he looked to her fondly. 
 
    “I thought I’d change it up and hide my rage a little when I go berserk. Do you like it?” The fairy asked shyly. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Dax said simply, his fingers running through it. 
 
    A small crown of lights appeared around Fern’s head as she looked down with wicked glee. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    Dax was about to say the same thing, but the fairy crashed her lips against his and stabbed her tongue into his mouth again. 
 
    Symon uncorked the small keg as Vance walked over to a table to gather some cups. Zarra had a small smile as she stared at the spellsword with her slitted golden eyes. 
 
    “It’s good to see you both,” Zarra said. 
 
    “It’s great to see you as well,” Symon said before looking down at Fern straddling Dax and kissing him deeply. “She’s really glad to see him.” 
 
    The cleric’s hand covered her mouth and she giggled slightly. Vance came over with cups and placed them on the table. Symon picked up the barrel and began to pour mead into each. 
 
    “Glad to have you back,” Vance said to Symon as he picked up a cup and handed it to Zarra. “Spending time at home was nice, but I was eager to return.” 
 
    Symon nodded as he picked up a full cup and took a sip. “We felt the same. Maybe during our next break, we should spend it together?” 
 
    Vance’s head nodded as Zarra’s expression beamed. 
 
    “That sounds wonderful! We can travel the southern forests on the mainland and maybe visit some of the remaining ancient temples,” the cleric smiled brightly.                       
 
    “And we could drink our time away while we sightsee,” Vance smirked. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Symon said and took another sip before he looked down at Fern and Dax. 
 
    The mage and berserker continued to make out on the floor. 
 
    “Should we break this up?” Symon smiled. 
 
    “I don’t think we could if we tried. Let them tire themselves out,” Vance chuckled. 
 
    “Let’s sit down and talk. I want to hear about your time away,” Zarra said in a low tone. “And then we can discuss what we will do on our next break,” the dragon cleric beamed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Warm tendrils caressed the dreamscape as Dax lay in a field of black grass. The mage stared up at a purple sun and velvet sky. The wind was warm, flowing over his face like a lover’s caress in the night. 
 
    “Where are you?” the mage asked the lilac colored sun. 
 
    A tentacle rose up and touched his cheek. 
 
    The mage grinned before the sun exploded in the sky. Shards of black flames, miles long came down like burning lances. 
 
    The mage’s eyes widened as he tried to make sense of what was happening before a black tentacle wrapped around his throat and began to squeeze. 
 
    His eyes blinked open, blazing light searing his pupils and Dax quickly shut them. Hands grabbed at thick blankets and pulled them over his head, blocking out the brilliant light. 
 
    “Wake up! The Welcome Lecture is in about an hour,” Symon grinned as he stood by the now open curtains, sunlight pouring in. 
 
    “Go ahead. Bring back notes,” Dax said from under the blankets. 
 
    Symon stepped over, grabbed the blanket and pulled it off, throwing it to the floor.  
 
    “This will teach you not to make out for hours,” Symon smirked. 
 
    Dax turned his body and stuffed his face into his pillow. Body curling up into a ball, he tried to keep his grasp on warm dreams before it all melted away to the waking world. 
 
    “Get up. I want to eat before the lecture,” Symon moaned. 
 
    Dax uncurled his body, turned onto his back and stared at the ceiling. “I am hungry.” 
 
    Symon grabbed the mage’s robe from over his chair and threw it at him. “Then get up! We have a lot to do!” 
 
    The next hour was a blur as the two friends got ready and rushed out of their dormitory. Crossing the Courtyard, fellow students waved to the mage and spellsword. Dax kept his head low while Symon smiled and waved back. When they reached the Dining Hall, plates and trays were picked up. Heaping piles of eggs, pancakes, sausages, bacon, and potatoes were thrown down onto waiting plates. The pair made their way to a table and sat down. Then without another word, ate like wolves after a kill. 
 
    Their bellies full, the pair were up and nearly running out of the Hall. Trays and plates were thrown onto the collection bins and the best friends rushed back out into the courtyard. Legs moved at a brisk pace, time gradually slipping away. Dax glanced up to the large clock and bell tower. They had only minutes before the lecture began.  
 
    Fellow late students picked up the pace around the mage and spellsword. Soon, a small mass of students moved in a trot, all heading toward the Auditorium doors.  
 
    The bell rang from its tower. 
 
    Dax and Symon stepped into the auditorium with a relieved sigh. 
 
    “See you afterwards,” Symon said as he rushed off to find a seat with his fellow spellswords. 
 
    Dax simply nodded, rushing into the other direction and looking for a group of mages. 
 
    The Auditorium was massive, able to hold about twelve hundred students and some guests. Bodies filled the seats. Stragglers looked for any seat while Dax rushed down a wide aisle, seeing a large group of mages sitting next to each other. 
 
    A hand rose up and waved. Dax spotted Vance and his blonde, spiky hair. The mage smiled as he rushed to the aisle. Other mages looked up in annoyance as Dax made his way in, saying excuse me to everyone he knocked into, which was everyone in the aisle. When he reached Vance, he saw the empty seat and threw his ass onto it. 
 
    “Glad you could honor us with your presence,” Vance smirked. 
 
    “Slow start to the morning,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “Could it be that you were making out with Fern half the night?” Vance said as he looked forward with a smirk. 
 
    “Not you too,” Dax chuckled. 
 
    “She spent our time last night in the Dining Hall, glancing over her shoulder to find you. Zara was a little more reserved, but Fern could barely contain herself.” 
 
    “You know how berserkers are,” Dax leaned back into his seat. 
 
    “Quite,” Vance’s smirk stabbed further into his cheek. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, even though we didn’t talk much last night.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “I feel the same. Welcome back.” 
 
    Dax looked up to the stage, a single podium standing in the middle. The curtain covered the back of the stage, its golden color nearly glowing from the sunlight pouring into the vast chamber. 
 
    The mage drank it in until something touched his senses. It was light, a tickle along his temples but he felt it. Turning his head, he looked up. Two rows back, Nuria sat with Clive and their cronies surrounding them. The mages all had serious looks in their eyes. Some of them glanced to Nuria, but she sat with poise, her gaze firmly on the stage and not speaking to anyone. 
 
    Clive looked to Dax and a strange darkness haunted his eyes. It was only for a brief moment before he too looked to the stage, ignoring everyone but Nuria at his side. 
 
    She’s purposely trying to not make eye contact. Is it for appearances or maybe she had a change of heart since our time apart? 
 
    Memories floated into Dax’s thoughts, filling them with Nuria’s confession of deeper connections and foul secrets between them. She was not the Nuria he once knew and she knew his dark secret that would expel him from the academy. It was a hidden stalemate between them, but the mage wondered if they could both keep it to themselves for this year and the next. Kinarth Academy trained champions for three years before setting them out to the world to fight or defend kingdoms, search for lost artifacts from the war or scout the Decayed Lands to the far east. The mage wondered, after graduation, would their paths cross again? 
 
    The mood in the auditorium was filled with energetic excitement. It was obvious that the student body was eager to resume classes and training. Voices carried, a needful wanting to continue their studies left many lips before a figure stepped from the right of the stage and made their way to the podium. 
 
    Students stood up, clapping and cheering as High Dean Luthis Prideleaf moved across the stage. The dark-haired elf waved, his smile a brilliant white. Oval eyes slowly blinked as he drank in the adoration from the students. Dax and Vance were on their feet, clapping and shouting with the rest, cheering on the elf that once fought side by side with Sebastian Kinarth. 
 
    Luthis moved to the podium and stood behind it. He made no move to quell all those gathered, basking in the love filling the entire chamber. When a long moment drifted on, he raised one of his hands slightly off the podium and the crowd immediately grew quiet. Students sat down but eyes and ears were at full attention, waiting with eager minds. 
 
    The High Dean smiled, looking across the vast chamber to many students before his lips parted and he spoke. 
 
    “Welcome back to Kinarth Academy my champions!” Luthis bellowed. 
 
    The student body went crazy, filling the auditorium with loud cheers. This time, the High Dean lifted his hand off the podium a few inches and it quickly died down, everyone taking their seats. 
 
    “I know you all have had a restful time and a much-needed break from the magnificent training you all have endured. This year will not be any different, hard work being the backbone to becoming what we all aspire to be. I know we have a full schedule before us so I will be as brief as I can so we can start this year at the academy right.” 
 
    Luthis’s fingers curled alongside the edges of the podium as he continued, “We have many things in store for every student here at the academy. The first years will be getting acquainted with how we guide and teach so they can have a strong foundation to build their destinies. There will be some adjustments for all the nervous eyes I see, but the faculty and fellow students will help you become part of our growing family. 
 
    “Second and third year students, don’t tell the first years what’s in store for them for we all like surprises.” 
 
    Knowing chuckles and small laughter rose up in pockets along the auditorium. Dax and Vance were not immune, their small snickers falling from their lips. Dax remembered his first day at the academy and it was much like this but he was terrified and excited at the same time. A memory of not sleeping the first night filled his mind as he remembered talking to Symon, a student he just met that day, through most of the night. It had become a fond memory, their budding friendship helping them to cope with the strange and legendary environment. 
 
    The High Dean continued, “Second year students, this year is a special one. The main focus will be on furthering your training in new areas of knowledge. Your professors will speak with you on what to expect, but I would brush up on military tactics if I were you.” 
 
    Dax made a mental note of Luthis’s words, as did every second year student. The High Dean was not one to mince words. Even his small hint was enough to set everyone’s mental gears turning and preparing. 
 
    Luthis slowly looked around to the sea of faces before him. “Third years, in a short amount of time, you will be packing your bags for a grand adventure. Enjoy the next two months with your fellow students. When you come back, you will be transformed into true champions of Ikkudran. Treasure these moments for they will be with you for a lifetime.” 
 
    Dax’s heart beat faster in his chest. The third year students always left the Academy for months. They were haggard when they returned, but their eyes held a new light like they could take on the world. 
 
    The High Dean’s smile remained, but his eyes took on a sliver of intense focus. “As many of you know, last year the academy had an unexpected surprise. A student discovered a new kind of spell casting.” 
 
    Dax’s heart stopped as he blinked. Several pairs of eyes and smiles turned in his direction and the mage sank into his chair. 
 
    “This student had the drive, will, and fortitude to try something new and innovative. Not only did this student excel at a new casting technique, he was brave enough to share it with the world. I’m not going to drag this incredible student onto the stage, but I do want to talk to what has been done and how we will go forward from within the academy.” 
 
    Luthis looked side to side as he spoke with powerful elegance, “Card magic has been created and freely given to the world. It has been met with excitement and fear. Change can be difficult to process, but like anything, many will rise up to help bring about positive change for the future.  
 
    “In the coming weeks, the spell casting classes will be learning how to create and use card magic. Once it is mastered, other classes will learn how to use this incredible technique. Myself and the faculty have studied the mystical technique and found that anyone can use card magic, but not everyone can create it. This year will be the first year we implement such new knowledge and teachings. It may not be grand at first, but like all things, it will mature with time. 
 
    “For now, we must restrict card magic to the classroom. Despite its ability to improve spellcasting, we will not stray from the traditional teachings. All spell casting classes will continue to learn the proper way of spell casting and the new technique will filter in as we progress. We ask for patience as we ensure it is safe for all to use properly. Those who know how to wield it will have designated areas to practice their technique. For the most part, however, it will be kept in the classroom.” 
 
    Many heads nodded and a small murmur rippled along the student body. Dax didn’t realize he was holding his breath and quickly exhaled. Glancing around, it seemed the number of students looking his way had tripled. 
 
    Luthis licked his lips before he continued, “The next topic of discussion has been brewing for some time now. In an effort to bring some excitement at times when students are not in class, the faculty and I have decided to implement a new activity. All can be part of it if it is desired, but it is not required. However, I do feel many of you will want to enjoy the experience.” 
 
    The High Dean moved his hands from the sides of the podium and down. Heads craned to see what he was trying to retrieve. Dax sat up and leaned forward, his curiosity piqued. 
 
    Luthis lifted up both of his arms well into the air for all to see. A small crystal was held up in one hand and a small wand in the other. 
 
    A mischievous grin filled the elf’s cheeks and he looked to the puzzled students. “We here at the academy do not participate in any sports but the faculty and I decided we would add a new game this year. I would like to introduce all of you to Gem Hunting.” 
 
    Eyes widened and the High Dean spoke. 
 
    “In my right hand is a specially made gem,” Luthis said and clutched it in his hand.  
 
    No one in the auditorium blinked as they saw a red aura appear around the High Dean’s body, smooth and very noticeable. 
 
    “The gem, when held, will create an aura around the person who picks it up.” 
 
    Luthis lifted up the small wand. “This is a simple stun wand. It has a limited amount of charges and can only stun for about ten seconds.  
 
    “The rules of the game are simple. Anyone who finds a gem, must bring it to a room in the main building at the center of the academy, while everyone else will try to take the gem for themselves. Of course, we cannot allow violence during the game, that is why these stun wands, and the gems, are hidden in various places all across the academy. There are roughly several hundred of each, all hidden away in various places. Find a wand and you might be able to stop a hunter from reaching the main building. Find a gem and make it to the main building, you will score a point. Find enough gems and you will earn rewards from extra mana shards to special books to help your training to new gear and maybe a lavish gathering in your honor. The more gems, the higher your score. 
 
    “The game is ongoing except for when class is held. Please keep the game and your studies separate.” 
 
    Luthis turned sideways, eyeing the red gem in his hand. “As you can see, if you have a gem, it will be difficult to hide. There will be no sneaking around with this on your person. Do I leave it and come back for it later? Do I gather my fellow students to help me get to the main building? Do I wait with a stun wand and take the spoils? It’s anyone’s guess. Form your strategies, gain allies or go alone, it’s your choice. When all the gems are gathered and scores tallied, rewards will be given out to the lucky or skilled winners.” 
 
    Dax felt a shiver run up and down his spine. The excitement in the auditorium spiked as every student drank in the challenge before them. The mage looked over to Vance and his fellow mage nodded silently in agreement, they were going to win this.  
 
    Luthis put the gem down on the podium and faced the student body, the red aura fading away. 
 
    “The game is meant to challenge you and provide a bit of fun. It is voluntary, but judging from how many excited eyes I see, I doubt many will sit this out. Have fun and be imaginative with your strategies, but do not harm one another. Remember, it’s just a game.” 
 
    Luthis smiled. “Ready your minds and bodies. This year will be a defining moment in your lives. Be the champions I know you to be and destiny will guide you to what you seek. Thank you and get to class.” 
 
    The entire auditorium erupted into clapping, shouting and yelling. Dax was swept up, excited and clapping as his mind worked on several thoughts at once. Classes and the gem hunting game crashed into his mind’s eye. 
 
    On the stage, Luthis waved to the crowd as they cheered him on. The elf turned and walked off the stage and down the stairs to the main floor. Many students rushed from their seats to speak with him, mobbing the High Dean as he greeted them with a smile. 
 
    “Heroes of Kinarth will have to have a meeting. We need to discuss our strategies,” Vance said as he leaned toward Dax. 
 
    “Yes, we do. We can meet…” Dax stopped when a voice called out to him. 
 
    “Dax Sage,” came a stern, but feminine voice. 
 
    The mage turned to see Professor Frost in the aisle. She wore her traditional black dress with a corset top. Her hair was pulled back into a familiar tight ponytail. She held up her hand and curled her finger at the student. 
 
    “Come with me. We have a lot of work to do,” the Professor said with a wicked smirk.                   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    Professor Frost led the way across the courtyard, Dax following just behind her. Students were already dispersing from the auditorium, some moving to classes and others simply walking around. The mage eyed them as many students were already searching for the gemstones and wands. The moment was amusing, but also concerning to the mage. 
 
    Students are already looking for the gemstones. We have to have our club meeting soon or we may fall behind. Any edge to gain more mana shards will help all of us. 
 
    Dax’s mind drifted, picturing himself and his close friends as glowing champions in the light. It was a nice thought, especially since he had grown close to his friends. The daydream was often himself as a champion as revered as Sebastian Kinarth. The man was an idol, a hero to Ikkudran and Dax would be lying to himself if he didn’t want to aspire to such greatness. 
 
    A door opened and Professor Frost stepped inside. Dax followed, the two of them making their way to a set of stairs and began to climb. A few twists and turns later, they stepped into a small room. A big table took up the middle with parchments, inkwells, quills and leather-bound books. On the other side of the table, Professor Plume sat. The Scribe professor looked up from his papers and gave the mages a wide smile. 
 
    “Welcome back Mr. Sage,” Professor Plume greeted. 
 
    “Please, call me Dax.” The mage politely corrected. 
 
    “Yes, of course. We will be working together so we should be a little more relaxed.” 
 
    Professor Frost pointed to an empty chair, “Please, take a seat.” 
 
    Dax did as he was told, taking a seat at the large table. The professor sat on the opposite side, put her elbows on the table and leaned forward, her dark eyes looking to Dax. 
 
    “I will be blunt. We have a lot of work to do in a short amount of time. We have a few days to prepare the books for students to reference. Once it is complete, it will be sent to the press so we can get it into the hands of the students.” 
 
    Professor Plume nodded. “Professor Frost is correct. Since printing any book is time consuming, we have to make sure we get it right the first time. Any books with misinformation or outdated knowledge could cause a lot of confusion. It’s why we are here. The information from your scrolls is very basic and we need to flesh it out. Professor Frost and I have been able to make mystical cards, but we have a lot of experience. Someone new to card magic may not be as dedicated to the craft as we are.” 
 
    Professor Plume moved over a thin book and some open scrolls to Dax. “We have complied what we discovered as we practiced making cards. We have some questions that you may be able to answer to help us refine it further. Take a look at what we have and simply tell us what you know and feel. We will take it into consideration and see if it needs to be added to the text.” 
 
    Dax looked down at the open book and parchments, his heart beating in excitement. “Okay, I’m ready to help.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax rubbed his eyes when he heard the second bell chime from outside. It indicated they had been at it for two hours and the mage already felt drained. Arcane words, incantations and mystic symbols filled his mind to the tipping point and Dax found himself daydreaming a little bit. 
 
    “The proximity of the symbols really plays a role in the card design. Some of the symbols overlap, but not enough to cause the spell to overload or clash,” Professor Plume said out loud as he looked down at some cards. 
 
    “I have to thank Vance Talbot for showing me how to bring the symbols together. I know I created the technique, but my friends helped with designs and advice,” Dax said with a tired edge. 
 
    “Vance is gifted and well versed in magic,” Professor Frost said kindly. 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    Professor Plume looked to the young mage. “This has all been very illuminating. We may need just a few more days of your time and we can have the training books in about two weeks.” 
 
    Dax nodded again and looked to the professors. “How is the training going to affect our studies? What direction does the academy want to take with it?” 
 
    Both professors nodded, but it was Professor Frost who spoke. 
 
    “It will have a profound effect on how we train champions. High Dean Luthis wishes to ensure we have thorough research concerning the technique. As he mentioned before, not only mages can use this kind of magic. We tested it with a few of the other professors and even those without a drop of arcane knowledge were able to activate and use the cards. Something like this may change the world, but it has to be orderly to prevent misuse.” 
 
    Dax eyed the professor as he thought back to his encounter back in Hydale, “I think there already has been misuse.” 
 
    Professor Frost’s eyes took on a shrewd gleam. 
 
    “We should tell him,” Professor Plume said in a low tone. 
 
    Professor Frost nodded.  
 
    “Dax, you are more right than you know. We have reports that some of the other academies have begun using your technique. We have also heard there have been greater amounts of accidents because of their hasty actions. Prenmore is leading this new kind of spell casting, telling kingdoms that they will have mastered it in a few months. Many kingdoms are not taking them seriously, but some are. The kingdoms that wish to know more are tasking Kinarth to bring Mastery to the technique.” 
 
    Dax looked to his professor with a dash of concern. There were several academies on different islands along the Western Sea. All of them had access to mana springs, but they were smaller and less powerful. Mist Haven Isle had the largest springs and therefore could support a larger array of champion classes. 
 
    Prenmore was an academy that focused on the darker champion classes. Where Kinarth can train twelve different champion classes, Prenmore trained six. Dax had considered the other academies, but was extremely happy he qualified for Kinarth. It was common knowledge that all of the academies held a distrust and rivalry between them, but the academy that had the best and most successful champions was Kinarth academy. 
 
    “So, we are racing the clock,” Dax said simply. 
 
    Both professors nodded. 
 
    Professor Frost let a small smile slip. “Despite what may be happening with the other academies, we are confident that you and your technique will be mastered in a shorter timescale. We already have much of the information. We simply have to make it ready for your fellow champions to use it effectively.” 
 
    Frost reached into her dress pocket and pulled out a small sack. It fit in the palm of her hand as she reached over and placed it in the middle of the table. 
 
    Dax looked down and lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    The professor leaned on her elbows, laced her fingers and rested her chin on them. “A reward for your assistance and your trust. It contains eight mana shards. You will receive more at class tomorrow, but this is for you to show our appreciation and faith we have. Admittingly, we want to see you grow into a great champion and this is but a small token of that faith.” 
 
    Dax looked down and smiled. “Thank you. I’m happy I can help.” 
 
    The mage reached over and picked up the small sack. Placing it into his robe pocket, his mind worked on what he would spend the shards on. 
 
    Professor Frost nodded. “I think we are finished for today. Take the day to readjust to academy life again. We will see you bright and early to discuss a little further before your first class.” 
 
    Dax stood up and bowed. “Thank you, professors.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dax,” Professor Frost said with a slow blink. 
 
    Dax caught her eyes as he stood up. Professor Frost was often very stern, but this small, relaxed moment felt strange. Mentally pushing it away, Dax turned and left the chamber. 
 
    Making his way out of the tower, Dax stepped out into the courtyard and breathed in the fresh sea scent. Walking over to a stone bench, he sat down and called up his stats. Ghostly words and numbers appeared, something only he could see and he eyed the information. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1000 
 
    Mana Shards: 8   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 2 
 
    Water: 1 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 1 
 
    Life: 2 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 1 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    After the Trials last year, the mage’s power hadn’t grown. Instead, he and his fellow students spent a lot of time learning how to further master their abilities and knowledge. The school year always began with a distribution of shards to bring students up to a level where they can become stronger.  
 
    Dax thought he would receive the same as everyone else, but since he was working on providing detailed structure to card magic, it was clear the academy wanted him to learn more so he could continue mastering the technique. 
 
    I’m not going to say no to extra shards.  
 
    The mage chuckled to himself as he looked over his stats. Each sphere of magic required mana shards and each degree doubled the amount needed to advance. With eight shards, Dax saw that he could bring a 2nd degree sphere to a 3rd degree or he could spread it out, bringing two 1st degrees to 2nd degrees of power. A thought did cross his mind to bring several spheres he had no power in up to 1st degrees but a 1st degree was very weak. Creating more 1st degree cards would still be no match for any stronger magic. 
 
    Dax looked up to a clear blue sky as he thought it over. Toward the tail end of the last year, it was taught that a mage with a higher degree in spheres held a magical resistance to weaker spheres. A mage with an 8th degree in the Fire Sphere would nearly be immune to 1st or 2nd degree spells of the same sphere. It taught many mages that power was not the only way to become a master. It required cunning and strategies if two mages were to engage in magical combat.  
 
    Thinking back to the Trials, Dax mentally poured over the experience. Travelling from town to town had different puzzles they had to solve, but for some reason, Lybster came to mind. The fishing town had the sunken ship and Dax remembered he created water elementals to search for the wreckage. A dark memory slid in of the sea monster attacking them a night later after they left. Each experience painted a moment he wished he had been stronger, more capable. Using the Time Card on Symon to fight faster helped to keep the monster at bay. 
 
    There will be many challenges ahead, but if I need to support my coterie, I should have the spells to back it up. 
 
    Dax nodded to himself. Pulling the small sack from his pocket, he opened it and placed four shards in one hand and four shards in the other. Closing his eyes, he allowed the energy from the shards in one hand to sink into his soul. Power surged, draining from the shards and fueling the mage’s mana pool. The shards disappeared. Eyes rolling into his head behind closed lids, he channeled the remaining four shards and pulled the power into another sphere. 
 
    When the process was complete, the mage opened his eyes and looked at his stats once again. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1200 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 2 
 
    Water: 2 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 1 
 
    Life: 2 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 2 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    Water and Time spheres increased to 2nd degree, their power swirling and anchoring to his spirit. Dax eyed the mana increase as he felt magically stronger and more robust. Two hundred extra points was a good start, but the higher degree spells used more mana. A powerful spell for a 1st degree was a hundred points but a 2nd degree would require two hundred points.     
 
    Every little bit helps. 
 
    Dax stood up, placing the empty sack back in his pocket when he spotted several people walking toward him. The mage smiled as Symon, Zarra, and Vance approached. 
 
    “There you go,” Symon smiled. “We were looking for you and going to ask Fern if she wanted to join us for lunch. Interested?” the spellsword asked. 
 
    “Always,” Dax replied and began walking with his friends. 
 
    Zarra looked sideways to the mage for a moment before she leaned into him, her arm curling around his waist and placing her head on his shoulder. Symon and Vance walked ahead, talking about setting up a club meeting, but Dax looked over to the beautiful dragon in human form. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and the two walked in step. 
 
    “It has been too long,” Zarra said in a low, warm tone. 
 
    “I missed you too,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The love binding held their souls to each other, but they were not bound by it. It was a voluntary act, but there were some side effects. Time apart amplified the emptiness they felt, the yearning growing deeper until they were together again. 
 
    “I do not have a roommate this year. You’re free to come over anytime you wish,” Zarra said with a breathy edge. 
 
    Dax nodded as he held her close. “What happened to your roommate?” 
 
    “She didn’t return this year. It seems she felt she wasn’t strong enough to become a champion. I tried to convince her to stay through letters, but she refused. She thanked me for trying, but felt her destiny lay elsewhere.” 
 
    Zarra lifted her head, her slittled golden eyes peering into Dax’s soul. “As much as I will miss her, I’m happy to know you can visit to help me adjust to being alone again.” 
 
    Dax squeezed the cleric a little tighter to him. He remembered how she confided to all of them about how her parents were killed during the Void War. What she told Dax in their more private moments was she didn’t like being alone for long periods of time. A roommate may have helped, but considering how most of the student body distrusted her because she was so powerful and didn’t want to room with her, it only made the bonds more important between them. 
 
    “You will never be alone,” Dax whispered. 
 
    The cleric kissed his cheek as they walked, pink touching her own cheeks. 
 
    The group reached a tower. As they approached, they looked up to the red flags with a design of a mace and a club crisscrossed along the flowing fabric. It was the emblem for the Berserker Class. It was allowed for different classes to see each other as the academy had an open environment for learning and experiences. 
 
    Symon led the way, opening the main door and stepping inside. The small group followed. Making their way in, they climbed the stairs to the second floor, the sounds of grunts and fighting echoing through the entire tower. When they reached the second level, eyes looked on as they watched berserker training in all its unaltered glory. 
 
    Professor Hark stood to one side, watching with narrowed eyes as many berserkers with clubs and maces attacked full sized urth elementals. Rocks, dirt, and stone formed humanoid bodies as they lumbered and swiped at the attacking berserkers. Half nude bodies launched at elementals, slamming clubs and maces with howling screams. Sweat covered heaving bodies as students rushed at the elementals like unleashed demons. Clubs and maces swung as wide eyes glared and mouths frothed with foam.  
 
    In the middle of it, an eight-inch berserker fairy was screaming like a banshee, pummeling an elemental in its rocky head. 
 
    Fern moved like a mini comet, crashing her mace into one elemental and then charging another. Rocky hands tried to bash her from the air, only for the fairy to shatter a hand to dust before howling after another elemental. Other berserkers moved en masse, their raging howls blasting the room with sonic fear. 
 
    Dax and the others couldn’t hide their uneasiness. Berserkers channeled their strength, power, and fear, and it affected anyone close enough to witness it. They were often the front line in wide scale conflicts and they loved it. Fern had told Dax how the glory of rushing into battle, rooting out the weak and challenging the strong was better than the sweetest fruit one could taste. Dax wasn’t sure what to compare it to beyond that, but he knew, deep down inside, never to get on the bad side of a berserker. 
 
    “Just because you’re monsters in battle doesn’t mean you can’t work together! Channel your rage and your minds!” Professor Hark screamed at the students. 
 
    Like a switch, the berserkers turned their attention to one of the three elementals. Like one wave of muscle and power, they slammed into an elemental and shattered it to bits. Before the last piece of rock hit the floor, bodies turned again and rushed another elemental. It struck one berserker, knocking him away, but the rest came down on it like a pack of burly wolves. It shattered and the group moved to the last one.  
 
    Fern darted forward, her eyes wide with mad glee. Another berserker shot past her, driving his shoulder into the elemental and driving his heel down on a rocky knee. The elemental crumbled as the lone berserker hammered his club down in a rapid blur. The elemental shattered and Fern rammed her tiny shoulder into the other berserker, driving him to the floor. 
 
    “It was mine!” Fern shouted, her voice making her seem bigger. 
 
    The berserker turned onto his back and lifted a hand, beckoning her closer. “Come take the win from me!” 
 
    Fern fumed as she came down, her small mace held up. A body flashed and Professor Hark was between them. Fern stopped, her transparent wings fluttering. 
 
    “What do I always say? Keep the fury for your enemies, not each other,” Professor Hark growled. 
 
    The fire in Fern’s eyes died and she bowed her head. “Yes, Professor Hark.” 
 
    The professor nodded before he turned his attention to the doorway where several students stood. When he spotted Dax, the professor stared at him for a long moment. 
 
    “Take a break,” Professor Hark commanded. 
 
    The students were rising to their feet, even the one who stole Fern’s kill. He stood up with a jovial smile, but his eyes held a crazy edge. Long hair was tied back and he was topless, defined muscles covering his torso. Dax eyed him, something about him being very familiar. 
 
    Professor Hark stalked forward to the group. When he stood before Dax, his eyes held a mad gleam as if he was going to launch into an attack. Dax readied himself, knowing the professor accused him of cheating last year from taking down most of his class with his new technique. A nervous tremble ran up and down his spine, but he would not back down. 
 
    The professor let a small smirk slip and he bowed to the mage. 
 
    “Welcome to my tower, Dax Sage.” 
 
    The professor stood up and the mad gleam was gone from his eyes, replaced with a knowing kindness. “I apologize for how I behaved last year. It was unprofessional for me to accuse you of cheating when you truly were being innovative. I am a man of tradition and thought you were insulting my ways. For that, I have spoken at length with my fellow professors and come to the conclusion that I was at fault. You earned your victory and for that, I honor you.” 
 
    Dax blinked, unsure what to say. 
 
    Fern’s body flashed into her five-foot form and stepped over, her smile bright and speaking to her professor. “He thanks you.” 
 
    Professor Hark let out a loud, boisterous laugh and clamped his hand on Dax’s shoulder.  
 
    “Of course, he does,” the professor continued to laugh. 
 
    Dax gave a nervous smile as the professor’s fingers dug into his shoulder and pulled him deeper into the room. Everyone watched, some of the berserkers with snarky smiles as Hark dragged Dax to a small table with a stack of cards on them and a cup of steamy tea. 
 
    “I have to show you how your card magic has helped my students train,” Hark grinned as he let go of Dax and picked up a card from the table and held it up. 
 
    “Finding people to spar with my students has been a problem for the length of my career. I would have some of the mages provide sparring elementals, but sometimes, schedules didn’t allow it. My students need someone or something to test their abilities against regularly or their fury and rage would grow. I sometimes had them fight each other, but that meant many trips to the Healing Temple.” 
 
    Dax looked at the card and saw that it was an urth elemental card. 
 
    Hark nodded. “Elementals don’t feel physical pain. They make perfect training tools for our kind of champions. Professor Frost made me a stack of elemental cards so I can have my students train without anyone getting hurt. Myself and the academy owe you our gratitude.” 
 
    Dax bowed slightly. “I’m just glad I could help.” 
 
    Hark nodded with a smile. “I hope there are no hard feelings between us?” 
 
    The professor held out his arm. 
 
    Dax looked down and took it, clasping the larger man’s forearm. 
 
    “No hard feelings,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Hark nodded and pulled his arm back. “Alright! Training is finished for today. Rest up for we go twice as long tomorrow!” 
 
    Heads nodded before many berserkers relaxed. Some nodded to Dax and even a few smiles shined. 
 
    The berserker who stole Fern’s kill, walked over with a manic grin. “Fern doesn’t talk about you much, but I can see why she likes you. You seem easy to push around.” 
 
    Dax’s brow furled. 
 
    “Jonas!” Fern growled as she faced the berserker. 
 
    Jonas lifted his hands, palms out. “Come on Fern, I was only teasing. He’s with you so I’m sure he can take a joke.” 
 
    Fern’s arms trembled for a brief instant before her hand formed a fist. In a blink she drove her fist toward Jonas’s cheek when the berserker’s hand flashed forward and caught the fairy’s fist in his hand. Both of their arms trembled as eyes leaked molten rage. 
 
    “I’m getting stronger, just like you,” Jonas said with a sarcastic grin. 
 
    A card was aimed at the berserker’s chest, Dax’s eyes hard. “The only joke I see is the one right in front of me.” 
 
    Jonas eyed the card and then looked up into Dax’s determined expression. “You shouldn’t use your card magic on academy grounds.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed. “They said it can be used in the classroom. They didn’t say specific classrooms.” 
 
    The moment grew still like a frozen pond. A breath later, Jonas let go of Fern’s fist, stepped back and bowed. 
 
    “My apologies, Champion Dax,” Jonas said with dripping sarcasm. 
 
    Dax wanted to say the trigger word, blasting the berserker with an air bolt and sending him into a wall when a voice rose up like a horn blast. 
 
    “If everyone is finished, leave my classroom so I can enjoy my cup of tea in peace!” Professor Hark shouted, his voice causing the air to tremble. 
 
    The berserkers filed out of the chamber, walking past the small group. Jonas stood up, but a few of his classmates dragged him out. When they were gone, Dax’s group left together while Professor Hark sat in a chair and sipped on his steamy cup of tea. 
 
    Outside, the berserkers had disbursed, leaving Dax and his friends alone. 
 
    Symon scratched at his head, “That Jonas character is a bit of a jerk.” 
 
    Fern shook her head, “Don’t even get me started on him. First day in classes and he already declared he will be the best berserker the academy has ever seen in decades. Professor Hark doesn’t say anything. I think he likes to encourage healthy competition.” 
 
    The fairy turned and draped her arms on Dax’s shoulders, looking to him with adoring eyes. “You were so tough. I just want to drag you out of sight and show you how much it turned me on.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “How about we have lunch first?” 
 
    Fern’s eyes half closed. “There’s something I could feast on for a while.” 
 
    Vance closed his eyes like he was in physical pain. “Can we just have a normal day where you two aren’t all over each other?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dax and Fern said in unison before they started laughing. 
 
    Symon curled his arm around Vance’s shoulders and turned him toward the Dining Hall. “Let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    The group moved as one, making their way toward the Dining Hall on the other side of the courtyard. 
 
    Vance seemed to collect himself before he spoke. “We should have a club meeting as soon as possible. We have to discuss a strategy if we want to join in the gem hunt. How about tomorrow, early afternoon?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Symon smiled. 
 
    “Works for me,” Dax and Fern said in unison again and they laughed to themselves. 
 
    “I cannot be a part of the hunt,” Zarra said plainly. 
 
    All heads turned to the cleric. 
 
    Zarra continued, “The High Dean and professors thought my senses would give me an unfair advantage. I can be there for morale support, but I cannot participate.”  
 
    “They sure know how to suck the fun out of it,” Fern said with an annoyed tone. 
 
    “We will find a way to include you,” Vance said matter of fact. “Since we are in agreement, club meeting early in the afternoon tomorrow. Drinks will be supplied.” 
 
     “Aye!” the four friends shouted and Vance smiled. 
 
      Sunlight filled the courtyard as the group of friends made their way to the Dining Hall, hearts lifting in their chests. From a deep shadow of a tall tower, two pairs of eyes shone, their bodies hidden from view. One figure licked their lips while the other was low, watching the small group of friends with observing eyes. When the group was far enough away, the pair hidden in shadows dripped laughter before they whispered schemes and giggled.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    Dax smiled as a small sack was placed in his hand. Professor Frost moved through the classroom, handing out small sacks of mana shards to the mages present. It was the standard ritual that began the academy year, preparing the students to increase their power so they could handle the new challenges ahead. The students stood, shoulder to shoulder in a wide circle, their professor moving methodically from one to the other. 
 
    Dax looked up, his eyes catching Nuria glancing away. A sense of loss pulled at Dax’s heart, wanting to step across the room and ask her how she’s been. The thought fell away as she made every effort not to acknowledge his existence. 
 
    Beside Nuria was ever faithful Clive. The large mage stood at her side, but his thick shoulders were a tad deflated. Shadows bled from under his eyes and he seemed a little sick. Clive glanced at Dax numerous times, but made no effort to speak to him. Instead, he simply hung his head forward like it took all his energy to stay standing. 
 
    Professor Frost gave the last sack to a student and turned around, speaking to the class. 
 
    “You have eight shards. Spend them as you wish, but understand this, if you spread them out between too many spheres, you will not be able to be as effective in challenges. It’s important to note, it’s encouraged in your time here to specialize in a particular sphere to give you an edge.” 
 
    Professor Frost began to pace, her arms behind her back and talking loud enough for everyone to hear.  
 
    “I won’t be gentle with what I have to say next. In two months, the 2nd year classes will undergo an exercise that will test everyone to see if they truly have what it takes to become a champion.  
 
    “As you may have noticed, our class is slightly smaller. Some students have not returned, saying they cannot endure the training any longer. We wish them well in their lives, but it is further proof, not everyone is meant to be a champion. Those of you here now, may still think you have what it takes until you are pushed beyond your limit. We here in Kinarth Academy want you to succeed, but we will not carry you. You must stand on your own feet and be a shining example of what being a champion really means.” 
 
    The professor stopped her pacing and simply looked each student in the eyes as she slowly turned and spoke. 
 
    “The challenge you will have to face has broken students for many decades. Unlike the Trials, this one will test every aspect of you. Much like the real world, there will be dangerous moments where no one will be able to save you, but yourself and those you trust at your side. Remember that and you may survive what is to come.” 
 
    Hooded heads nodded in unison. 
 
    Dax nodded as well, knowing that death had a real part to play in training here in the academy. A memory washed on the shores of his mind, seeing the sea monster that walked onto the beach, knocking Zarra away like she was a fly and nearly killing Nuria and Symon. The thought chilled him, but he learned from the lesson, they all had to become stronger or death would claim them with a smile. 
 
    Professor Frost continued, “Take a moment to spend your shards and then we will begin with standard spell casting.” 
 
    A student raised his hand. “Professor, will we be learning card magic this year?” 
 
    Many pairs of eyes turned in Dax’s direction. Nuria glanced over and looked down. 
 
    Professor Frost smirked. “We will in the near future, but don’t take any comfort in that. Traditional spell casting is still an important tool in your arsenal. Don’t become comfortable using cards as a crutch.” 
 
    Dax looked to the professor. 
 
    Is that some kind of insult toward me? 
 
    “Spend your shards and we will begin class,” Frost commanded before she walked to her desk. 
 
    Dax moved away, sitting down on a bench and opening his sack. He called up his stats and looked them over. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1200 
 
    Mana Shards: 8   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 2 
 
    Water: 2 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 1 
 
    Life: 2 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 2 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    Dax eyed his stats. Despite the extra shards he received yesterday, he could see his magic was still a little too even and spread out. With eight shards, he could bring one of his 2nd degree spheres to 3rd degree. Thoughts flowed to the monster phantoms he created and a small smile bloomed. 
 
     For now, maybe stronger constructs will help. 
 
    Dax turned the sack over, eight small shards falling into his hand. Closing his hand, he allowed the power of the mana shards to sink into his spirit, binding to his soul. His eyes flared with power before it died, his mystical strength growing a little more. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1300 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 2 
 
    Water: 2 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 1 
 
    Life: 3 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 2 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    A tingling sensation pulsed through the mage before he grew accustomed to it. 
 
    Professor Frost looked to the students as they finished and her lips curled into a wicked smirk. 
 
    “Let’s begin,” the professor said like a seductive threat. 
 
    *** 
 
    The morning fell into place. Dax cast incantations at a terribly slow pace since Professor Frost didn’t allow him to use his cards. Instead of being laughed and ridiculed, the rest of the class gave small encouragement. Vance was at his side, talking Dax through spell casting and the importance of relaxing. Despite his frustration, Dax did find it easier to spell cast, but his time did not improve. 
 
    When class was over and dismissed, Professor Frost asked Dax to stay behind. The pair left the classroom, making their way to a lower floor and met with Professor Plume. The rest of the morning was spent going over the procedure and instructions for creating and using card magic. 
 
    Dax was eager to help, but after an hour, he looked to the window and wanted to be out before his afternoon class. A gurgle in his stomach was loud enough for both professors to look up to him. After that, Frost said they had done enough for the day and could come back to it tomorrow.  
 
    Dax was up, had bowed, and nearly darted out of the room. In the courtyard, fresh air filled his lungs as he made his way toward the Dining Hall. When hands rose up and waved to him from a grassy area, the mage grinned as he made his way over to his friends. 
 
    Fern, Symon, Vance and Zarra sat amid the short grass, packages of food around them. When Dax approached, Symon lifted up an extra package and handed it to the mage. 
 
    “We thought we would see you and brought extra. The day is much too nice to stay inside,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax thanked his friend, sat down and opened his package which contained rice, vegetables and slices of cooked fish. 
 
    “Did anyone else get talked to about what to expect in two months?” Vance asked. 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    “Professor Hark told us most of us were going to die and we should be proud of that instead of quitting,” Fern said plainly. 
 
    “At least your professor acknowledges you,” Zarra said with a slight nod. “Professor Truelight doesn’t acknowledge me in class. I think he’s more concerned with the other clerics than me.” 
 
    Fern shook her head. “Want me to beat him up?” 
 
    “Please do,” Zarra said with a deadpan expression. 
 
    The group laughed before they continued to eat. 
 
    “Has anyone found any gems or wands yet?” Symon asked with a mouth full of food. 
 
    Heads shook from side to side.  
 
    “We’ll talk about it more in the club meeting later. I have some ideas that may…” Vance was cut short when a shout echoed off the academy walls. 
 
    The moment fell into soft confusion, several students running along, some with wands in their hands. The murmur of conversations died as heads turned to see what was happening. 
 
    Dax looked up from the food in his lap, taking in what played out in slow motion. 
 
    A woman and a man pumped their legs, upper bodies forward and determination in their eyes. They wore light armor, Dax seeing that they were from the Lancer class. The two were striking, the woman with blonde hair tied back into a tight ponytail and the man with short brown hair. What really stood out was the red aura around the man as they sprinted through the middle of the courtyard. 
 
    Vance was up. “They have a gem!” he shouted. 
 
    The group of friends stood up, their full attention on the two lancers. Students rushing toward the pair aimed wands and bolts of white energy blasted out. The man and woman bent their legs and launched into the air, energy bolts shooting under them as they were now airborne.  
 
    Dax marveled as the pair were forty feet in the air before they began to fall. Wands aimed up and fired. While in the air, the man tossed the gem to the girl and turned his body sideways, forming a falling shield. Bolts struck him as the woman planted her boots on her falling comrade and launched higher. 
 
    Several more lancers raced out of nowhere, catching their falling classmate. Dax stared as the woman soared high above, white bolts filling the sky. She turned and twisted her body like an acrobat in the rain before she hit the cobblestone floor, lifted her head and launched into the air again. 
 
    “That’s Miranda Bright. She’s the best lancer in her class,” Vance said with awed astonishment. 
 
    Dax couldn’t look away as her lithe form moved like she belonged in the air. Gravity was merely a guideline to the lancer as she flew up, spun and came down again. Students tried to get shots off from their wands, but she twisted and turned her body at odd angles, dodging every bolt and launching herself into the air once again. 
 
    Miranda’s legs curled in as her body twisted. Bolts shot past as she turned and shot her legs out, touching her boots on the tall academy wall. Sinking down sideways, she launched again, landing on a low roof before shooting into the sky. 
 
    The lancer was so fast, Dax could barely keep up. Miranda’s entire body moved like a spear and bent just before she touched a surface so she could jump again. Lancers were meant to take on large enemies and monsters, their jumping ability allowing them to reach places normally difficult for normal ground classes. Dax remembered from his own research that lancers were pivotal on taking down the void spawn’s larger monsters coming from their world. It made them essential during large scale conflicts during the war. 
 
    Miranda moved with incredible speed and finesse as she dodged barrages of stun bolts, every action leading her closer to the main building with the bell tower. 
 
    “She’s going to do it,” Fern smiled. 
 
    Dax didn’t blink as she came down, surrounded by five students with wands. Hands came around Dax’s head, one clamping on his eyes and another clamping on his mouth. Darkness blinded the mage as a boot kicked him in the back of his leg and brought him down on the grassy ground. 
 
    The attack was so swift and sudden that when the hand pulled away from his eyes, he was stunned to see two hooded heads peering down on him with wicked smiles. One was a woman with dark violet skin, pointed ears and short white hair. Her eyes were blood red as she looked down with high cheekbones and black lips.  
 
    The other one was reptilian with large green slitted eyes. She had a small snout and it still conveyed her smile. Green scales ran along her snout and ended at her neck. Her skin was softer and had patches of dark green from what Dax could see. The hoods and dark leather outfits covered their bodies but their faces shined with devilish intent. 
 
    The shadow elf kept her hand on Dax’s mouth as she straddled his waist. “Hi handsome. I’m Isani and this is Ressa. We want to invite you to a party.” 
 
    Dax didn’t blink as the shadow elf pulled a small square piece of paper from in her top and slid it into Dax’s inner robe pocket. 
 
    “Come alone,” Ressa said with a sly grin. 
 
    Dax remained silent as the shadow elf bent forward and kissed his cheek. In a blink the two were up and already walking away. Dax sat up and turned his head, watching the two women stepping away and disappearing into a shadow of a building. 
 
    The mage was to his feet, his friends still turned toward the action. When the mage stepped forward to see, several students in the courtyard wrung their hands in the air in annoyance as Miranda stepped into the main building. 
 
    “That was incredible!” Fern shouted. 
 
    “I had no idea Lancers could move like that,” Symon said with wide eyes. 
 
    “We should invite her to join the Heroes of Kinarth,” Vance said as he rubbed his chin. 
 
    Dax shook his head as he missed the action when a thought slammed into his thoughts. Hand diving into an inner pocket, he felt the new note there among his cards but as he felt around, one of his cards was missing. 
 
    Fucking rogue took one of my cards! 
 
    Dax let out a frustrated sigh. Fern looked over with a raised eyebrow. Zarra was silent as a grave. Symon and Vance turned around, their eyes still dazzled by the Lancer’s display. 
 
    “We have to come up with strategies for the gem hunt. Miranda is already the first to find one so that means we are already behind. Did you see how she worked with her fellow lancers? We have to do the same,” Vance spoke his thoughts out loud. 
 
    The bell tower rung, it’s loud chime filling the entire academy. 
 
    “Bring your ideas to the meeting this afternoon,” Vance ordered before he turned and walked away. 
 
    Symon nodded. “I’ll see you guys later,” the spellsword smiled, turned, and left. 
 
    “I have to go too. See you at the meeting,” Fern smiled and skipped away. 
 
    Dax was ready to run to class when Zarra touched his hand. 
 
    “Can you stay with me for a moment?” 
 
    “Sure. Is everything okay?” Dax asked. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I was going to ask you the same thing. What did Isani and Ressa give you?” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. 
 
    Zarra gave a small smile. “I heard everything while everyone else was distracted. I knew they weren’t going to harm you, but I’m curious why they took the moment while everyone was distracted to invite you to a party.” 
 
    Dax shook off his disbelief, reached into his inner robe pocket and pulled out the paper. Opening it, it simply read “Silver Port in two nights. We will find you.” 
 
    Zarra looked down at the note and back up to Dax.  
 
    The mage rubbed the back of his head, “It’s just an invite to a party, but one of them took one of my cards.” 
 
    The cleric nodded. “They seem to want your attention.” 
 
    “It would seem so,” Dax dropped his hand to his side and shrugged. 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    Dax eyed the beautiful cleric with dragon eyes. “I have to go, if only to get my card back.”  
 
    Zarra nodded. “Tonight, after the club meeting, you and Fern should come to my dorm room.” 
 
    Dax eyed the cleric, unsure what to say. 
 
    Zarra stepped closer, her lips close to Dax’s ear. “Simply come and we can talk more in private.” 
 
    Dax’s blood began to pump as he felt Zarra’s breath on his ear. The cleric kissed his cheek, stepped back and walked away, the sun shining down with brilliant light. 
 
    *** 
 
    The rest of the day spun on into late afternoon. Dax rushed out of his class, down the stairs and outside the Mage Tower. Looking forward to the club meeting and seeing Fern and Zarra afterwards brought a small smile to the mage’s lips. 
 
    The courtyard was crowded with students, many relaxing after classes and others moving toward the Dining Hall or their dormitories. The sun was low in the sky, it’s warm light painting the academy’s towers in an ember glow. 
 
    Dax made his way to the Commons building and rushed up the iron stairs to the third floor. Making his way down the hallway, he smiled as he saw they still had their same club room. On the side, a sign read “Heroes of Kinarth.” Dax took hold of the handle, turned and stepped in. 
 
    Happy smiles greeted the mage as he stepped in and closed the door behind him. Symon and Fern had cups in their hands. Vance was pouring himself a drink. Zarra sat, a small barrel of spirits by her leg as she gave the mage a shy, happy smile. 
 
    Fern picked up another cup and sauntered over. The now five-foot-tall fairy handed the cup to Dax. The pair clinked their cups before they drank deeply.  
 
    “We should begin the Heroes of Kinarth club meeting,” Vance smirked before he took a long guzzle of his drink. 
 
    “Aye!” everyone said and took another drink. 
 
    Zarra lifted her barrel and drank directly from it.  
 
    “I want to open the meeting to expanding membership,” Vance said. 
 
    “Nay!” Dax, Fern, and Symon said in unison before they burst into a laughing fit. 
 
    Vance smiled, “We have to think about the future of the club and when we leave the academy. The more friends we have, the better off we will be after we graduate.” 
 
    “But our group is so cozy,” Fern said before finishing her drink. 
 
    Vance nodded. “I know, I know, but increased membership will only help us. We don’t have to open it to everyone, but we can select our members.” 
 
    “Do I detect a bit of a crush for a certain Miranda Bright?” Fern grinned. 
 
    Vance’s face turned red. “I think she would make an excellent member of the club. And to answer your question, she is lovely, but I have taken a personal oath to focus on my studies.” 
 
    Symon stepped over and curled his arm around Vance’s neck. “It’s okay if you like her. We’re all friends here.” 
 
    Vance looked down. “I stand by my statement.” 
 
    “He likes her,” Zarra smiled. 
 
    “Can we get back to the meeting at hand!” Vance said before pulling away from Symon and pouring himself more spirits. 
 
    Dax grinned. “Vance is right. We should think about opening membership, even if it's for certain people. I suppose it couldn’t hurt to invite a few more members now.” 
 
    Symon raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised. I thought you would want to tell everyone to go swim with sea monsters before allowing them into the club.” 
 
    Dax took a big gulp before holding his cup at chest level. “That was before my card magic technique was out to the world. It felt like everyone wanted to join because they wanted to know more about it. 
 
    “Now that it is out there, I’m sure many of those kinds of people will drop off. We might get some genuine classmates who wish to join our little club.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “Aside from Miranda, I’m curious on who we want to allow in our club?” 
 
    Vance took a sip of his drink. “We can take our time and decide on who we want during the next few meetings. We have to move to the topic to the Gem Hunt.” 
 
    Symon sighed. “I’m not sure we have the numbers to be effective. Miranda had many from her class helping her. One of them sacrificed themselves so she could get closer to the main building.” 
 
    “Without Zarra, we are down to four,” Dax added. 
 
    “I wish I could help. It seems like a delightful exercise,” the dragon cleric smiled before lifting up her barrel and drinking deeply. 
 
    Vance moved to the middle of the room and addressed everyone. “How about we focus on simple steps first. We need wands if we want to stop others from making it to the main building. Since anyone could have a wand, but anyone with a gem will be noticed, we should start our search for wands.” 
 
    Symon looked down to his drink. “Are we going to be those students to try to take others down? I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that.” 
 
    “It’s just a game,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Symon nodded, but his expression remained the same. “I know, but those students with wands were waiting by the main building. I mean, we could take turns, but we don’t have the numbers to effectively watch out for any students with gems.” 
 
    Dax looked to his friend. “Would you feel better if we simply found gems and ran the gauntlet?” 
 
    Symon lifted his head, his expression a little lighter. “I feel better about that aspect.” 
 
    “We have our goal then,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Heads nodded. 
 
    “We should travel in pairs, just so we can give the other person a better chance,” Fern added. 
 
    “Since I cannot participate, I can switch from pair to pair. Nothing in the rules says I can’t simply speak my thoughts,” Zarra said with a gleam in her eye. 
 
    Vance nodded. “Dax and I share the same classes so we can pair up. Fern and Symon, can you both pair up from your schedules?” 
 
    Symon and Fern looked to each other and smiled. 
 
    “I think we can do it,” Fern grinned. 
 
    The spellsword nodded. “I think so as well. I think there might be a lull between our classes midday, but we can work it out.” 
 
    “It sounds like we have a plan,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Vance nodded. “Excellent. Now, we can move onto the business of drinking and…” the mage trailed off when there was a knock at the door. 
 
    All heads turned to the door. Dax was first to move, making his way over and opening it. Looking down, his eyes widened a hair as a kobold stood in a black robe. His hood was down and his reptilian eyes looked up. The kobold stood about three feet tall with a small squarish snout. Scales covered his face, head and neck. 
 
    “Master Dax Sage, may I have a moment of your time?” the kobold asked with a nervous edge. 
 
    Dax caught himself and smiled. “Sure, how can I help you?” 
 
    “My name is Noss Bonegnaw, student of the Necromancer Class. May I come in?” 
 
    Dax looked to the side, “We are having a club meeting.” 
 
    The kobold bowed his head. “I don’t wish to disrupt your meeting, but I think we should speak behind closed doors. I’m okay speaking with your fellow members as they may wish to give their thoughts on what I have to ask.” 
 
    Fern and Symon were behind Dax. The spellsword and berserker looked down at the small kobold. 
 
    “Noss here wants to speak to all of us,” Dax said over his shoulder. 
 
    “Come in,” Symon said with welcomed flair. 
 
    Everyone backed up as the kobold made his way in. Fern closed the door. Vance was standing as Zarra remained sitting at the table. 
 
    The group spread out as the kobold moved to the middle and faced Dax before bowing. 
 
    “Again, my name is Noss Bonegnaw from the Necromancer Class. I thank you for allowing me to come in to speak with you for I am honored to be in your presence, Master Dax Sage.” 
 
    Everyone could see the little kobold was nervous, his little scaly hands clamped to each other. 
 
    “What brings you by, Master Noss Bonegnaw,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Noss bowed deep again as he spoke, “I wasn’t sure how to approach you so I decided to be direct. I, like many others, are a firm admirer of your card magic technique. I have spent the last number of months designing my own cards. There are a large number of fellow students from all classes that are interested in learning more about your technique.” 
 
    A shadow touched Dax’s eyes. “Thank you for coming to me, but books and training will begin in the next few weeks. I don’t know what you could learn that hasn’t already been written or done.” 
 
    Noss stood up but kept his head bowed. “It is more than simply learning more about the technique. Many of us have discussed at length about the future of your kind of spell casting. We believe there should be rules for friendly competition between all those who admire your card magic.” 
 
    The kobold took a deep breath before he turned his large eyes upwards to Dax. “We want to form a club with agreed upon rules for card magic duels. A safe and practical rule set so everyone can learn and create in peace. We would be honored for you to be part of it to help create and use cards safely.” 
 
    Dax eyed the kobold. It was clear the small humanoid was nervous and it seemed to take everything he had just to be here. His bravery spoke to Dax and he found it difficult not to listen to him. 
 
    “What would you call this club?” Dax asked with a smile. 
 
    Noss’s eyes shined in excitement. “We wanted something simple and easy to remember. We thought to call it the Card Alliance. Any who are a part of it must follow the rules for duels. We would award badges and ranks on wins, and cards can be won in greater challenges. 
 
    “That is why I’m here. You created something that will change the world and we feel, as we hope you do, that a safe and sanctioned rule club will benefit all people of Ikkudran.” 
 
    Vance crossed his arms and tilted his head forward. “Something like this sounds like it should be discussed further before…” The mage was cut off. 
 
    “This sounds incredible! Yes! I completely agree!” Dax said with an excited edge. 
 
    Vance opened his eyes, giving Dax a sideways glance. “Or we could just say yes.” 
 
    Noss smiled wide, showing sharp teeth. “This is very good news!” 
 
    Dax stepped closer as he smiled at the small kobold. “I’m sure the academy will have their general rules for card magic, but an organization where its rules can be used across Ikkudran would help so many people. It would give them resources and balanced rules so it could be used effectively.” 
 
    Fern looked to Dax, the mage’s mind clearly working as he thought of the possibilities. Zarra’s normally small smile grew a little wider. Vance smirked and Symon nodded. 
 
    “Has the group been created? How many members will it start with? Do you have a working rule set?” Dax asked with excited fervor. 
 
    Noss seemed equally excited as he spoke, “The group was not going to be created without your blessing first. There are about twenty of us, but we believe there will be more.” 
 
    The kobold’s demeanor dimmed as his little claws sank into his robe pockets. “As for the rules, that is another reason why I’m here. I thought, the only way to ensure we can have such a group is if we test out what we have.” 
 
    Everyone’s attention fell on Noss as he pulled his hands from his robe pockets, a few cards in each hand. The kobold looked up with wide eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Master Dax Sage, I challenge you to a duel,” Noss said in a serious tone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed as he smiled. “I accept!” 
 
    Noss smirked as he held up four cards and took a step back. Activity filled the room as Fern, Symon, Vance, and Zarra were moving the main table back and pulling chairs away. The furniture was pushed against the wall and under the windows.  
 
    Dax took a step back, his hand reaching into his robe. “What are the rules?” 
 
    Noss nodded before he spoke, “This is a practice duel. I have tried it with a few others and a beginner duel should only have four cards. We can scale up with tougher duels, but since this is our first one, we should start with four. 
 
    “One card must be a phantom card so it can be your champion. The other cards can be spell effects. We each take turns. A phantom card is played and when both duelists are ready, you can play one spell effect card during your turn. We’ve discussed this at length and felt it was only fair to allow one phantom and spell effect per turn.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Maybe we should try five cards? It might add a little more to the duel?” 
 
    Noss shook his head. “We should try the rules we started with and change from what we learn from duels.” 
 
    Dax nodded again. “True. I would like to see what you and your friends have come up with. Please, continue.” 
 
    Fern, Symon, Vance and Zarra stood to the side, their full attention on the mage and the necromancer. 
 
    Noss continued, “Each side has a turn. As I said, after duelists place their champion monster, that is the first turn. You may use a spell effect card on your champion during the first turn, but no battle may take place. 
 
    “The second turn is the battle turn. The champion phantoms may use their normal attacks and the spell effect already in place. You may direct your phantom to make one attack or defend. 
 
    “The third turn is used to assess damage and strategy. It is also during this turn you can decide to continue or admit defeat. If both parties continue, we go back to the first turn and may play another phantom card and spell effect. Any questions?” 
 
    Dax could barely keep his excitement at bay. Despite the strange game he played with Nuria in the Raven Tower months ago, this felt a little more precise. The mage also noted that Noss’s previous nervousness seemed to go away, the kobold staring directly at his challenger with an already formed strategy. 
 
    “The rules are simple and easy to follow, but do you think it might be a little too simple?” 
 
    The kobold nodded. “Since there are twelve spheres of mana, the variables meant that extra cards could make the duels chaotic. Until we are sure the rules work, we made them as streamlined as possible. It will make learning it easier for any who join the alliance. We don’t want to scare off potential members and thought this was the best solution.” 
 
    “I’m impressed,” Dax grinned. 
 
    Noss smiled. “Thank you. Now, Master Sage, please pick your four cards.” 
 
    “Please, just call me Dax,” the mage said as his fingers worked, touching cards and gently pulling them from his robe. 
 
    Dax held his four cards before him, glancing down to each one. 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Name: Time Speed  
 
    Element: Time 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Increase time for several seconds. 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Mana Shield  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Create a Shield Aura  
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Mind Lick 
 
    Element: Mind Lick 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Anticipate Attacks 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    I wish I had more time. I would have made extra cards when I improved my mana spheres. I know this is a friendly duel, but I have to make an impression if Noss and his friends want to form an alliance with my blessing. 
 
    Dax looked up. “I’m ready.” 
 
    Noss nodded before picking up one card. “I’ll begin with placing my champion.” 
 
    The kobold spoke an arcane word and black mist poured from the card. Everyone watched as the mist slammed down and slowly parted. Three dark green skeletons appeared, all facing toward Dax in a triangular formation. 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow, “I thought we were only supposed to play one champion?” 
 
    Noss nodded. “This is one phantom but it’s a 3rd degree card. Necromancers cannot create or summon powerful undead with early sphere magic, but what we lack in power, we make up in numbers. My one card can create three skeletons, the weakest of the undead.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Nice surprise.” 
 
    The necromancer smiled. “I’ll play my spell effect now,” Noss said and pulled another card.  
 
    The air took on a chill as energy snaked out from the card. Dax watched as the three skeletons raised their hands and ice began to form. In a blink of an eye, swords made of ice filled their boney hands as the three skeletons stood at attention. 
 
    “I wish I had some popcorn,” Symon grinned. 
 
    Vance, Fern, and Zarra nodded in agreement. 
 
    Dax looked to his cards and back up to Noss behind his skeletons. “A strong approach. With two remaining cards, I’m assuming they are spell effects, but considering what you just said, the other two cards might be more undead.” 
 
    “You will have to defeat me to find out,” Noss said with a serious edge. 
 
    Dax lifted a card and whispered the arcane trigger word. Energy snaked out from the card and slammed down on the floor before the mage, forming into a hulking troll. The troll lifted its club and leaned it against its wide shoulder as it eyed the three skeletons with ice swords. 
 
    The numbers are against me so enduring the challenge might be my best option right now. 
 
    Dax pulled up another card and activated it. A pale blue aura appeared around the troll as it stood at attention. 
 
    Noss’s large eyes squinted. “A mana shield for your troll. Excellent choice against many foes.” 
 
    “Turn one is over. Shall we move onto turn two?” 
 
    Noss nodded. “We haven’t decided if battles should be simultaneous or one for one. I’m open to how you want to play.” 
 
    Dax nodded as his mind worked. “Attack for attack would lend more to strategy, but simultaneous attacks might add a chaos element to the battle. Since the rules you set don’t allow us to use any more cards, it might move the battle quicker if the champions attack at once. We give them a strategy and they follow it.” 
 
    The mage looked to his fellow club members, “My friends here can judge.” 
 
    Noss bowed his head, “With all due respect, they may judge in your favor.” 
 
    Vance stepped forward, “We are honorable members of the Heroes of Kinarth. It wouldn’t do to be dishonorable during a challenge. We will be fair and impartial.” 
 
    Fern also stepped forward, “And if Dax does anything underhanded, I will kick his ass.” 
 
    Noss’s thin lips pulled back in a toothy smile.  
 
    Dax shrugged. “You see? They are my friends and will still beat me up.” 
 
    “We can allow it for this challenge,” the kobold chuckled. “Prepare and attack.” 
 
    Dax eyed the three skeletons. Mentally, he instructed his troll to focus his attack on one. The troll nodded as it acknowledged it’s directives. 
 
    Noss eyed the troll. The three skeletons bent at the knees, ice swords up and at the ready. 
 
    “Attack!” Dax and Noss said at the same time. 
 
    The three dark green skeletons rushed at once, swords pulled to the side and ready to swing. The troll charged with its club. When both sides met, power thundered. The troll’s club swung down, caving in a skull. The phantom’s body cracked and shattered into bits of light. The troll began to pull up its club when an ice sword stabbed at the troll’s mana shield, causing it to flare. The troll pulled back a step as another sword point struck the shield and shattered it to pieces. 
 
    Time stopped and the troll and two remaining skeletons took two steps back and waited for their next orders. 
 
    Noss’s eyes were wide as saucers. “This is excellent. Very good that the champions on each side followed their orders to the letter.” 
 
    “Shall we continue?” Dax asked with a smile. 
 
    “Yes, we shall.” 
 
    Noss chose a card and whispered a command. Dark green energy spiked and slammed down next to the two remaining skeletons. It formed into a decayed man with sunken eyes and mouth hanging open.  
 
    Noss wasn’t finished as he played his last card. A mana shield appeared around the zombie. The two skeletons were bent low, their empty eye sockets gazing toward the pale blue troll. 
 
    “Your cards are all used up,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “Yes, but your champion is outnumbered and you have two cards left. I’m betting that you have two spell effect cards in your hand but you will only be able to play one. Even if your troll survives this turn, it may not survive the next one. The odds are in my favor. 
 
    It’s a good strategy, but Noss hasn’t seen me use my cards in actual combat except for maybe during the Trial Exams. If I had thought of it, I could have picked direct spell cards to whittle down his numbers, but it still would have been difficult. He’s using pure numbers to overwhelm, but he doesn’t know what spheres I have learned.  
 
    Dax pulled up his card and whispered the command word. A cyan glow appeared around the troll before it disappeared. 
 
    Noss was silent. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Dax said. 
 
    The kobold nodded. “Attack!” 
 
    The two skeletons and zombie rushed at the troll. Dax’s troll let out a small roar before he charged ahead, club swinging. Time slowed down for everyone but the troll construct. Its body became a blur as it flashed forward, club smashing in a skeleton’s ribcage. Before it crumpled, the troll’s club swung again, smashing the other skeleton to pieces. 
 
    The zombie rushed in, its mouth open with jagged teeth. It grabbed the troll and bit down on his shoulder. The troll grunted as the zombie clung to him.  
 
    Dax chewed on his tongue as he watched. Dax’s friends stood with bated breath. A long second passed before the zombie let go and took a few steps back. Dax’s troll did the same, but its shoulders were a little low. 
 
    “Zombies have an infection bite that makes those bitten weaker. I assume, your troll won’t last another turn or two,” Noss said with an analytical tone. 
 
    Dax nodded as he felt his troll getting weaker with each passing moment. From Dax’s own studies, different mana spheres can have a greater effect on other spheres. Much like water and fire are polar opposites of each other, life and decay are very much at odds with each other. Dax’s troll was a life construct and Noss’s zombie was a decay construct. The bite is weakening Dax’s troll at a faster rate. If the troll landed a blow on the zombie, it wouldn’t have survived the attack. 
 
    “I have no more cards, so it is up to you,” Noss stated. 
 
    Dax could still feel the Time Speed effect still in place. There was still a chance. The mage played his last card, a violet aura appearing around the troll. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Dax said. 
 
    The mage and necromancer nodded before they both shouted “attack!” 
 
    The zombie burst forward, decayed hands out and mouth wide open. The troll charged again, its club low. When the two met, the zombie lurched forward. The troll sidestepped the attack like it knew it was coming. Noss’s eyes widened to the size of saucers as the troll lifted its club and brought it down with a loud crunch! 
 
    The zombie’s head caved in as it stumbled forward. The undead made one small, whimpering moan before it fell to the floor and shattered into wisps of dark green light. 
 
    The troll fell to one knee, leaning on its club as it looked up to Dax with a small smile. 
 
    “You won,” Noss grinned as his eyes returned to normal. 
 
    Dax’s troll vanished before the mage stepped closer and held out his hand. 
 
    “Great first duel!”  
 
    The kobold looked up and clasped the mage’s forearm. “It was great. I thought maybe I had the edge, but clearly, I have much to learn.” 
 
    The two let go of each other’s forearms and bowed. 
 
    Dax’s friends rushed over with smiles.  
 
    “That was fun to watch!” Fern jumped. 
 
    “It was educational and enlightening,” Vance added. 
 
    “You were great,” Symon directed it to the kobold. 
 
    Noss looked up at the spellsword with a weak smile and backed away.  
 
    Symon’s smile faded. “Was it something I said?” 
 
    The air took on an uncomfortable gloom as Noss couldn’t make eye contact with the spellsword. 
 
    “Noss?” Dax said. 
 
    The kobold bowed. “I’m… I’m sorry. I still remember the Trial Exams.” 
 
    Dax’s eyebrow went up in confusion until it all came rushing back. The clerics and spellswords were fighting against the necromancer class. Symon was in the lead, taking down necromancers while Zarra was keeping them busy. 
 
    Symon seemed to remember as well, the tall man falling to his knees in stark realization.  
 
    “Noss, I’m sorry. You were one of the necromancers I…” 
 
    The kobold sighed. “Yes, the flat side of your sword sent me flying through the air. My senses were still ringing and I didn’t know we lost until I was dragged from the arena.” 
 
    “I…” Symon began but the kobold lifted a small clawed hand. 
 
    “No need to apologize. We are all students here in Kinarth. I shouldn’t take it personally.” 
 
    Vance walked away from those gathered and stepped toward the table with the wine and spirits. The mage poured into many cups and picked up a few. Walking back, he started to press a cup into Noss’s hand and Dax’s hand. 
 
    “I think we should celebrate our possible new partnership. That duel shows that card magic can be used in a civilized manner and may safely teach it to the world. The knowledge may be out there, but the sooner we start the rules, the better Ikkudran is for it. 
 
    “Members of the Heroes of Kinarth, do we agree to partner with Noss’s new club, the Card Alliance?” 
 
    “Aye!” Fern smiled. 
 
    “Aye,” Zarra said as she brought over more cups with spirits. 
 
    Symon stood up, giving Noss a kind smile. “Aye!” 
 
    Dax bowed to the necromancer, “It would be an honor. Aye!” 
 
    “We have voted and it is agreed. The Heroes of Kinarth and the Card Alliance are now officially partnered clubs,” Vance declared. 
 
    All raised their cups and took a deep sip. 
 
    Noss bowed his head to the group, “I shall put in the application tomorrow and spread the word.” 
 
    “Thank you, Noss, for taking this on. It can really help bring order to this kind of magic,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “It is I who must thank you. You have inspired many since that day during the Trial Exams. Many felt, after learning how to create card magic, there had to be some order.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “We will help anyway we can.” 
 
    Cups were raised in another toast before drinks were consumed. It didn’t take long before laughter began to fill the club room. Noss tried to make a hasty exit but, surprisingly, Zarra stood close to the kobold and prevented him from leaving. 
 
    “Stay with us little one,” the cleric grinned. 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” Noss asked with a small smile. 
 
    “No,” the dragon cleric grinned. 
 
    Laughter erupted again as another drink was pushed into the kobold’s hand. Bodies began to lounge in chairs and chatter turned into slurred chatter. Two hours slipped by as the group spoke of the possibilities of a rule system between drinks. With long moments slipping away, it was soon just down to Vance and Noss, drunkenly discussing the rules and forgetting what they just mentioned minutes before. 
 
    “Extended… battles… can’t be simply more cards,” Noss said as he barely stayed on the chair. 
 
    “Maybe… two spell effects… I think I’m going to be sick… during a turn… or is it round. A turn around!” Vance laughed. 
 
    Symon laughed with the mage and necromancer. 
 
    Dax sat in a chair, not too far away. Fern was leaning on his arm, looking up like a lost kitten. Dax looked to her, trying to keep his head steady as he saw a ring of glowing lights appear around the fairy’s head. 
 
    “Uh oh. I know what that means,” Dax slurred. 
 
    “It’s…been too long,” the fairy whispered, her transparent wings fluttering. 
 
    Zarra stepped closer and looked down on Dax and Fern. “It is late. How about we continue in my room?” 
 
    Fern lifted her chin off Dax’s shoulder and looked up to the cleric. “I sooo want to continue to your room. I’ve missed you both so much, I can’t stand it.” 
 
    The fairy stood up from her chair, wobbled and flashed with light. Dax blinked the flashes from his eyes as he saw Fern in her eight-inch form fluttering clumsily around in the air. The tiny berserker could barely keep herself up as her wings would stop fluttering and she fell, only for her wings to catch her and barely keep her afloat. 
 
    Dax reached up and caught the fairy with both hands. Fern stayed in his hands, falling onto her back, legs and arms hanging over the sides. 
 
    “I can still fly!” Fern mumbled but made no move to sit up, much less fly. 
 
    “We’re heading out,” Dax said out loud. 
 
    Vance, Symon, and Noss waved, but didn’t turn to look at them, the three still deep in conversation.  
 
    Zarra led the way, Dax following with Fern in his hands. The trio made their way down the stairs and out of the Commons building. When they were outside, cold air washed over them. Dax shivered slightly, holding Fern close to his chest. The fairy curled into a ball in his hands, her eyes closed. 
 
    Zarra walked as she was unaffected. The three of them made their way across the courtyard to Zarra’s dormitory. No one gave them a second glance as they made their way inside to the stairs and began to climb. A few short moments later, Zarra opened the door to her room and Dax stepped inside with Fern in his hands. 
 
    The dorms in the academy were eerily similar. The room was cozy with two beds, each one across from each other. The left one was made, but the desk and dresser were bare. The right bed was messy, blankets bunched up and pillows in disarray. Thick tomes stood on the desk with more on the nearby shelves. A holy staff leaned against a corner while a small shrine to Umus stood on a shelf over the bed. A small lit lantern hung high in the middle of the room  
 
    Fern stirred as warmth caressed her tiny body. The fairy struggled to sit up, Dax helping her along with one of his hands. 
 
    Zarra stepped in further, her white robe slipping from her shoulders. Dax looked up as the cleric let the robe fall to her hands and she pulled it from her body. Heat touched Dax’s entire body as the naked cleric moved with liquid grace to her desk and draped her robe over the chair. Turning around, her golden eyes shined in the dim light as her large breasts defied gravity. Pink nipples stood in arousal as Zarra allowed the mage to look upon her naked body. 
 
    Fern was up, the crown of lights glowing around her head. The fairy looked to the naked cleric and her own eyes took in Zarra’s hourglass form.  
 
    Dax was stunned, admiring Zarra when Fern leapt from his hands and light flashed. The fairy stood in her taller form, hands grabbing at her leather clasps and nearly ripping them open. 
 
    “I dreamed of both of you the entire time we were apart,” Fern hissed as she sobered up and unbuckled her top. 
 
    Dax’s entire body relaxed as blood rushed to his manhood. He watched with warmth as Fern’s clothes fell away to the floor and Zarra approached. Fern had just stepped out of her boots and dropped her leather leggings when Zarra bent down and kissed the fairy on the lips. Fern let out a whimper, the lights around her head glowing brighter. When their lips parted, Zarra was the one looking to Dax with a wicked gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “Fuck,” Fern cursed as she stepped out of the remainder of her clothes. 
 
    The two friends turned to Dax, a hunger growing with each passing second. 
 
    “I know it’s been awhile, but please be gen…” Dax couldn’t finish as Fern latched her hands onto his robe and pulled. 
 
    The mage was nearly thrown into the bed, legs up in the air. When they came down, the berserker was on him, ripping open his robe and peering down at the mage’s chest. Fern licked her lips as she pulled open the robe around his waist and looked to his standing member. 
 
    Good thing I went full naked warrior under my robe or my small clothes would have been shredded. 
 
    Zarra stepped over, one hand on Fern’s shoulder, but her gaze on Dax. “We should talk a little.” 
 
    “You two can talk. I miss having that cock in my mouth,” Fern growled before she fell to her knees. 
 
    Dax couldn’t get a word in edgewise as Fern’s lips wrapped around the shaft and slowly began to suck on his throbbing member. Pleasure and bliss spiked as Dax was sitting up on the edge of the bed, Fern’s head slowly bobbing up and down on his rock-hard cock. 
 
    Zarra sat down beside Dax, watching with serpent eyes as Fern couldn’t control herself. Wet sounds rose up like a small melody as the fairy sucked, wet inches appearing and disappearing between her tight lips. Tongue pressed along the underside, Dax’s manhood was pressed to the roof of the fairy’s mouth, making the sensations tight and warm. 
 
    Zarra pressed her heavy breasts to Dax’s arm, her hand on his thigh. “You are wanted by more than Fern and I, you know this?” 
 
    Dax could barely form a coherent thought, urges pushing at him. The time away had caused the mage to not think about the two women he loved so much. When thoughts of them slipped into his mind during daydreams, he wanted nothing more than to spill his seed to their mental images. It was enough to drive him mad at times, wanting to see them again. Now that he was here, with both of them, those urges and wants cracked his very mind as his body screamed for release. 
 
    “It’s alright. I can see the lust in your eyes. I feel the same, but you should enjoy yourself.” Zara smiled and leaned closer, her lips an inch from Dax’s ear. 
 
    “I dreamed of you, slipping into my room. No words were spoken as you woke me with your body on mine. You held no restraint, forcing my thighs open and stabbing me with your cock. I cried out and you covered my mouth, forcing yourself deep. The dreams made me so wet, I would wake with my fingers between my thighs and orgasming to your dream self on me. Your dream fed my desires for hours,” Zara whispered. 
 
    Dax looked to the cleric, her eyes half closed and her lips parted. Heat rolled down from her mouth as her slitted eyes nearly glowed with desire. 
 
    “I’ve missed us,” Dax managed as his breathing quickened. 
 
    “We’ve missed you,” Zarra whispered as she looked down at Fern. 
 
    The fairy’s eyes were closed as she increased the tempo. Dax’s cock thickened as the taste of pre-come touched her tongue. Fern moaned her delight, bobbing faster as her tongue tickled the underside of his throbbing member.  
 
    Zarra looked back up to Dax, leaned in and kissed him. Tongues slipped into open mouths as they played an intimate game. Sensations flowed up and down on Dax’s cock, pulsating with the heat coming off the dragon cleric. Wetness dripped down as Fern moaned her wants. 
 
    Zarra pulled back slightly, her lips curving into a knowing smirk. “Come my mage. Fill her throat so we may speak.” 
 
    Dax couldn’t hold back the weight pressing on his soul. Fern gave a muffled moan as Dax’s cock thickened and molten come spurted into her throat. The fairy ran her lips down to the base as another volley of seed painted her throat. Fern swallowed before another spurt filled her mouth, followed by another. 
 
    The fairy swallowed all of it before she pulled back and took a deep gasp. Dax’s entire body tensed as one last spurt struck the fairy’s chest. Fern smiled as she rubbed it against her skin and stood up. 
 
    Clarity washed over Dax as bliss filled his body. He was barely coherent before he was pulled into the bed by Zarra’s gentle touch. On his back, Zarra lay to one side as Fern climbed onto him. 
 
    “I need more,” the fairy moaned as she straddled the mage and took hold of his still standing member. 
 
    Dax hissed his pleasure as Fern rubbed the end of his cock against her dripping wet valley. Wings fluttered behind the fairy as she slowly impaled herself on Dax’s still hard cock. 
 
    Zarra snuggled close, her hand on Dax’s chest as they both watched Fern move on the mage’s rigid staff. 
 
    “As I said, you are wanted by many,” Zarra whispered. 
 
    “I’m love bound to you both. I know the rules,” Dax said in a low tone as Fern moaned. 
 
    “That is what we should speak on,” Zarra whispered. 
 
    Fern moved her hips up and down while wetness spilled freely from her tight valley. “What… do you… mean,” Fern huffed as she was lost to a symphony of bliss. 
 
    Zarra sat up, her hands caressing the fairy as she moved on Dax. “We should open the binding and allow others to join us.” 
 
    Fern looked to Zarra with half closed eyes. “Why?” she said breathlessly. 
 
    Zarra’s hands lingered, her fingers rubbing Fern’s nipples. “I have smelled them. I have smelled their desires. They won’t stop, even with our binding.” 
 
    “I can deny them,” Dax hissed. 
 
    Fern and Zarra laughed with sultry edges. 
 
    Dax wanted to protest, but his words were lost to Fern’s tightness. 
 
    “Is… this about the rogues?” Fern hissed out a whisper. 
 
    Zarra kissed Fern’s neck before she put her lips to the fairy’s ear. “They are some, but many more cannot deny their desires. We should open our binding and allow others to love the man we love.” 
 
    Fern slowed until she simply sat on Dax’s member and looked to Zarra.  
 
    The cleric continued, “You know my people are a community, not just with work, but with love as well. We often bind with many others to form our clans.” 
 
    Zarra looked down to Dax, warmth in her golden eyes. “I know you feel it too. Both of you feel it.” 
 
    Dax lifted his upper body onto his elbows as he looked to the two beautiful women. “You want to start a clan?” 
 
    The cleric nodded. “I do. My people have been scattered since the war and my parents were not the only ones to die that night. I lost most of my clan to the void spawn. It is why I wanted you both here tonight. I want us to build a clan so we may always have each other and more.” 
 
    Fern moved her hips slowly, keeping the mage deep within. “How long have you thought about this?” 
 
    Dax eyed Zarra as she looked away for a moment.  
 
    “The entire time we were apart. I was empty and dreaming of you both. It is something I desire, but I will respect our choices if we decide not to form a clan.” 
 
    “What would it mean, to form a clan?” Dax asked. 
 
    Zarra let herself lay down next to the mage, her gaze meeting his and a smile forming. “It would be much like the binding. We would allow more into our family and form a community. There is no rule that says we cannot form one here at the academy.” 
 
    Fern moved slowly as a grin formed. “Considering that my entire family wants to fuck Dax, we may have to form a clan just to protect him.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “I have read up on fairies while I was away and it doesn’t surprise me, you saying that. Sex is just a way for fairies to get to know someone, anyone.” 
 
    Fern nodded as her hips moved. “You have no idea how hard it was, thinking about you and missing… your cock… and you.” 
 
    Dax let out a laugh as Zarra giggled and moved closer to the mage. 
 
    The fairy moved with ease, never breaking the connection as her hands rested on Dax’s stomach. 
 
    “I would love to have our own clan,” Fern smiled as she breathed heavy. 
 
    Zarra eyed Dax as she lay naked at his side. 
 
    The mage kept his warm smile as he fell back onto the bed and turned his face to Zarra’s blank expression. 
 
    “I would be honored to have our own clan,” the mage said before he leaned in and kissed the cleric. 
 
    Fern watched as Dax and Zarra kissed and held each other. With a small sigh, she pulled herself off of Dax and sat on the other side of him. 
 
    “She needs you,” Fern whispered lovingly. 
 
    Dax turned, pushing Zarra onto her back. The cleric smiled as he was on her, his knees parting her thighs as his wet cock stood at full attention. Fern watched as the mage pressed his cock to Zarra’s slit, moving the tip against her. Wetness spilled, coating the end and a breath later, Dax invaded her thin valley. Thighs parted, Zarra welcomed him as he sank deep, his throbbing member pushing against her tight walls. 
 
    Fern ran her hand down between her legs, enjoying watching her two lovers as she gently touched her clit. Blissful swirls sparked deeper needs as Dax moved, driving his hips gently and pulling back before driving them again. Zarra’s eyes closed as she clutched at him. The connections blazed bright as she snuggled her face into his neck, whispering how much she missed him. It was enough for Dax to up the tempo, creating a deep rhythm as bodies moved to an intimate song, Fern watching with loving warmth. 
 
    “I’ve missed you… so much,” Zarra whispered. 
 
    Dax kissed at her neck, taking in her scent, realizing just how much he missed her, missed both of his lovers. It clawed at his being, the needs still there to drive his very soul into hers and releasing it with every drop of his heart. 
 
    “Love binds us to become a clan…a family,” Dax said as his tempo grew with each thrust. 
 
    Zarra leaned back, arching her stomach up as Dax’s member rubbed her inner world just the right way. 
 
    “I’m… close,” Zarra hissed. 
 
    Dax pushed on, drinking in her scent and touch as his hips moved of their own accord. Cock thickening, Zarra gasped as her inner world had to accommodate him. 
 
    “Come,” Fern whispered as her finger made rapid swirls against her clit. 
 
    Energies blazed as all three felt each other. Zarra’s mouth formed a perfect oval as nerves tightened to the breaking point. Dax was lost in a sea of needs, holding back a now full reservoir of love and lust. Fern’s hand moved as she could see the two people she loved in the world were bringing their song together. 
 
    The sounds of bodies filled the room until heat exploded. Zarra’s eyes squeezed shut as her nerves flared with magical explosions. They ran along her nerves and inner world, heat pouring from her body. A moan rose up as a string of orgasms blasted her frayed nerves.  
 
    Dax groaned as he drove his manhood deep. Cock thickening, spurts of white seed painting Zarra’s inner world with his love. Pleasure rocked his body but he couldn’t stop as he pushed every drop into the cleric. 
 
    Fern let out a whimper, her body shuddering to her touch as an orgasm bloomed. The moment enveloped her, the surge blooming again, stronger and longer then the last one. 
 
    Moans and gasps filled the dorm as bodies slowed, but spirits cried out for more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
     The dreamscape shifted as Dax lay. It was warm, a bright sun shining down and tall grass swaying in the wind. 
 
    “Here again,” the mage sighed. 
 
    The mage turned onto his side, his gaze landing on Zarra and Fern giggling next to him. Their naked bodies were entwined, gentle whispers falling from their lips. Dax saw their bodies, but could not see their faces as they faced each other. 
 
    “Is there room for one more?” the mage smiled as he crawled over.  
 
    The giggling and whispers grew louder as he was nearly to them. 
 
    “I thought we were starting a clan?” Dax asked as he reached out and touched Zarra’s shoulder. 
 
    The cleric turned and faced the mage. Dax’s eyes widened as it was not Zarra staring back, but Nuria. 
 
    “What’s wrong,” Fern said as she sat up. 
 
    Dax pulled back as Nuria’s face again stared at him as Fern’s wings fluttered behind her. 
 
    “You can’t start a clan without your true love,” Nuria laughed. 
 
    Both Nuria’s laughed before they reached out, clawed fingers sinking into Dax’s skin. 
 
    Eyes blinked open and Dax took a deep breath. Morning light streamed in from the window and suddenly, the mage felt very confined. A hand reached out behind him to feel that he was at the very edge of the bed. In front of him, Fern’s back faced him and Zarra was just on the other side, closest to the wall. Fern’s transparent wings were folded against her back, her body pressed against him. 
 
    Dax blinked as memories came rushing back of nearly spending the whole night in various embraces and positions. Thoughts churned as he remembered that he lost track of time, they all did, as they pleasured each other. Soreness and a dash of weakness filled the mage’s entire body, but he smiled to himself, knowing it was a welcomed one. 
 
    Thank you, Mist Haven Isle. Your mana keeps us all wanting and we can never get enough. 
 
    Fern stirred slightly before pressing her ass to Dax’s throbbing member. Morning had filled the mage with renewed vigor and the fairy was taking complete advantage. Fern let out a small exhale as her ass moved, Dax’s cock between her cheeks. The motion was enough for Dax’s member to bounce and throb, the young man having no control of it. 
 
    Fern continued her rubbing until she parted her thighs. A hand reached down and pulled Dax’s cock between her slightly parted thighs. She rubbed the tip to her wet slit, teasing him. 
 
    The mage pressed his nose to her hair, drinking in her scent. Hand on the fairy’s hip, he took hold of her and kept her close. Fern moved her hips until the tip of Dax’s cock touched her wet opening. In a blink, the mage was inside, thick inches spearing her sensitive flesh. 
 
    Fern let out a gasp. Dax gently caressed the fairy’s curves before clutching softly to her perfect breasts, thumb running over a nipple. Fern said nothing, but her breathing quickened. Joined, the pair moved to primal rhythms, the soreness they felt becoming a faded memory again. 
 
    Dax kept his face to the back of Fern’s head, her nearly berry scent driving him mad. Manhood deep within, it pulsed with further need to unleash the morning energy. When he lifted his head slightly to lick at her exposed neck, the mage stopped, seeing Zarra watching with warm, golden eyes. The cleric was close, eyeing Dax before she turned her attention to Fern and kissed her deeply. The fairy moaned her approval, trapped between her lovers and friends. 
 
    Zarra pulled back and partially sat up, her sultry gaze on Fern as she moaned to Dax’s invasion. 
 
    “Do we feel the same? Do we agree now that we have had the night?” Zarra asked in a soft whisper. 
 
    “I do,” Fern moaned before she kissed Zarra’s nipple and then suckled. 
 
    Dax looked to Zarra as his hips worked. “I do.” 
 
    “You both make me very happy,” Zarra beamed as her fingers touched Fern’s pink folds and soon found her clit. 
 
    The fairy gasped and moaned as she was forced to submit. She barely moved, Zarra making gentle swirls, while Dax drove his member to the hilt. The three had become one and bliss flowed like honey in a shaft of sunlight. 
 
    The moment flowed on, all three enjoying seductive touches and kisses. The cleric punished Fern’s clit as Dax felt himself getting closer. Fern clutched to the dragon in humanoid form, her eyes squeezed shut as she bit her lip. The inner pulses grew to a fevered pitch and when the dam cracked, a flood of love burst forth. 
 
    Wetness surged as Dax continued his invasion. Zarra didn’t slow down. Fern whimpered as her orgasm blasted away all reason, her body moving of its own accord. The tingling sensations washed over her as she didn’t bother to look down at the mess she made. 
 
    “I shall help you, my love,” Zarra said and slid down. 
 
    Dax pushed his way deep and pulled back. Lifting his head slightly, he saw Zarra move down and lick at Fern’s thighs. A moment moved on, the dragon licked up until she touched Fern’s clit. Then, the cleric stayed, lapping at the fairy while Dax punished her from behind. 
 
    “I… hope this… never goes away,” Fern whimpered as she couldn’t fight the blissful onslaught. 
 
    “Neither do I,” Dax whispered in her ear as his cock thickened. 
 
    The fairy let out a small cry as her inner world accommodated the mage. With a deep thrust, the mage groaned, spurting his seed. Zarra lapped at Fern until she tasted Dax’s seed leaking from her. With gentle licks, she savored their tastes as sunlight poured in. 
 
    “I… have to get to class,” Dax managed as he huffed. 
 
    “One more,” Fern whined. 
 
    Zarra was up and looking down on her lovers, “Yes, one more.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax’s eyes were wide as he rushed into class. The moment he slammed the door open, the entire class looked to him, each one already in the middle of spell casting. 
 
    “You’re late,” Professor Frost said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    “My apologies, Professor. It won’t happen again,” Dax said with his head low and stepping into class. 
 
    Vance clamped a hand on Dax’s shoulder, shooting him a wry smirk before he filled him in on what they were doing. Time fell into place as the mage pulled out a card and threw himself into the teachings for the day. 
 
    The day spun on into small episodes of academy life. After class, Dax met with Professor Frost and Plume, working on the final edits for the card magic instruction manuals. The mage was ecstatic when Professor Plume informed them that they didn’t need as much time as they thought they did. It would take one more day and they would be able to get the book into student’s hands in a week. 
 
    Dax was overjoyed, but it dimmed as Professor Frost seemed to still be annoyed. She barely talked to him in class and he figured it was because he was late. 
 
    After helping the professors, Dax made his way to lunch where Symon, Vance, Fern, Zarra, and Noss were sitting. The mage quickly gathered his food and rushed over, his entire body ravenous.  
 
    Noss informed them that the Card Alliance club had been formed and would have meetings soon. The kobold was proud and invited everyone to join their first meeting. Vance added that the club was a partner club so members were to assist each other if the time ever arose. 
 
    Dax couldn’t have been happier. The mage’s heart glowed until Fern reached over and held his hand. The touch was enough to keep Dax smiling for hours. After lunch, they moved on to afternoon classes. 
 
    Dax smiled ear to ear as he seemed on top of the world. After his final classes for the day, he left the Mage Tower and spotted two shadows smiling at him from a distance before they melted away. The mage couldn’t help himself as he waved to them, not sure if they still saw him or not. 
 
    Afternoon slid into evening and soon after that, Dax was in his bed, exhausted and Symon making fun of him. Despite Symon’s teasing, the mage thought about Zarra and Fern as he slowly fell asleep. Before he drifted off completely, an image of Nuria touched his thoughts. 
 
    She’s gone from my life and I’m okay with that. 
 
    Dax drifted off into deep slumber, no dreams haunting him. 
 
    The next day, the academy woke everyone with a ringing of the bell. Dax felt rejuvenated as he nearly vaulted out of bed. The mage dressed and rushed about, making sure he wasn’t late for anything. He made it to class and worked with his fellow students to cast shields and elemental weapons. Professor Frost commanded him to not use his cards and Dax complied with a smile. Despite that fact he was still a slow spell caster, the mage found his timing improving a sliver. It was enough for Vance to cheer the mage on and soon, other mages cheered him on as well. Even Clive clapped as Nuria looked on. 
 
    “Well done,” Professor Frost commended the mage before moving on. 
 
    After class, Dax rushed to the meeting room where he would work with the professors to finish the manual. When he arrived, the mage’s eyebrow went up as it was completely empty. 
 
    A table stood in the middle with a few chairs, but no scrolls or papers lay about. The professors were nowhere to be seen and all the work they had done had vanished. 
 
    “It’s over,” came a voice from behind. 
 
    Dax turned to see Professor Frost step into the room and close the door behind her. 
 
    “The manual is complete?” Dax said as he noticed his professor locking the door. 
 
    “Yes. I discussed it at length with Professor Plume and we felt that it was ready to teach the students in a week. I wanted to thank you personally.” 
 
    Professor Frost stepped closer, her eyes holding a warm gleam. Dax fought the urge to chew his tongue. The air took on a comforting yet odd gloom. 
 
    “You have gone above and beyond for the academy. Your name has been added to the manual so everyone will know you helped bring it together. Congratulations,” Frost smiled. 
 
    “What, um, happens now?” Dax asked as Professor Frost seemed almost ready to attack him. 
 
    The master mage looked Dax up and down, “What do you expect to happen?” 
 
    “Something, interesting,” Dax said with a small smile. 
 
    Professor Frost eyed the mage and let out a small laugh. “Oh, no. That will not be happening. You thought I was here to give you a special, intimate reward?” 
 
    Dax kept his smile. “You did lock the door.” 
 
    Professor Frost laughed louder. 
 
    Dax’s smile began to fade. 
 
    “Master Sage, you are a morsel, but it would not be fitting for a professor to fraternize with a student. I simply locked the door because I have a reputation to uphold. If it got out that I was nice to anyone, students wouldn’t take my teachings very seriously, now would they?” 
 
    Dax bowed. “I apologize. I misread the moment.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be the first and certainly wouldn’t be the last,” Professor Frost said with a sultry smile. “But I do have more to speak with you about.” 
 
    Dax was all ears as the professor continued. 
 
    “The year has just started, but I wish to share something I discovered. We must keep this in the strictest of confidence for it concerns someone you know. Can you keep a secret?” 
 
    The mage nodded. 
 
    “Nuria has been acting odd, even in the last few days. She seemed unfazed when she was notified of her parents missing just yesterday. I know you two haven’t spoken for some time, but since you spent time together during the Trials, she may come to people she has known. Battles and adventures do bind people together, whether they like it or not. She may come to you.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed slightly, “I don’t understand? You want me to spy on her?” 
 
    Professor Frost shook her head. “Nothing of the sort. Once a student becomes part of the academy, we can no longer investigate what they do beyond the academy. It is a rule we follow firmly. There are some concerns, but it comes from a place where we want to help. 
 
    “Nuria hasn’t been herself. Counselor Skullcut has tried to bridge with her, as have several other professors and myself. She has denied us all and refuses to speak to anyone. If she is in trouble, she must know we are here to help her.” 
 
    Dax looked down, unsure what to say. 
 
    “We don’t want you to simply report back. If she comes to you for anything, encourage her to speak with us so we can help her. She is a bright star among the class and if she is having a difficult time, we wish to help.” 
 
    Dax’s heart froze in his chest as a shadow chilled his spirit. 
 
    “I don’t know what I can do. As you said, we haven’t talked in a while. If she does come to me and if she is going through something difficult, I will tell her to see you or Counselor Skullcut.” 
 
    Professor Frost bowed slightly, “Thank you, Dax. Hopefully, it is nothing but we can never be too careful.” 
 
    Dax bowed. “Understood.” 
 
    The mage began to walk toward the door when a hand smacked him directly on his rump. Dax turned his head to see Professor Frost’s wicked smirk. 
 
    “Have a pleasant evening. I expect you in class, bright and early,” the professor said with a breathy tone. 
 
    Dax eyed his professor before he moved to the door and unlocked it. Stepping out, he moved through the tower until he stepped outside. The moment he stepped out, he glanced to his side and saw a cloaked dranar leaning by the entrance. Her hood covered most of her face except for her small snout as she turned slightly to eye the mage. 
 
    “Ressa?” Dax said with a surprised edge. 
 
    The rogue bowed her head. Dax was about to step to her when hands wrapped around his mouth and head. The mage reached into his robe but was stopped short when Ressa slapped his hand down. The person behind him pulled, Dax being dragged around the tower. The moment they were almost out of sight, the mage brought his heel down on a booted foot. 
 
    “Ow!” came a familiar voice and let go. 
 
    Dax spun around, card in hand when he spotted Isani checking her boot while standing on one foot. 
 
    “You may have broken a toe,” Isani said before she put her boot down and tested it. 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed. “You deserved it for trying to kidnap me. Oh, and where is the card you stole?” 
 
    Isani tested her foot again and when the small pain subsided, she smoothed out her cloak and stood at attention. The shadow elf looked at Dax with crimson eyes before her dark lips shifted into a sneer. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I simply wanted to remind you of the party tonight.” 
 
    “By dragging me out of sight? Rogues have a messed up way of doing things,” Dax growled. 
 
    Isani crossed her arms against her stomach, “It’s what we do. We are trained to do everything in the shadows. Even simple meetings can tip off the wrong person. Stealth is key to our success and survival.” 
 
    The shadow elf stepped closer, arms uncrossing and hand reaching to touch Dax’s robe collar. The mage took a step back. Isani let her fingers stay in the air before they curled back and her arm fell to her side. 
 
    “For a former slum runner, you can get pretty jumpy,” Isani smiled. 
 
    “You took something that belongs to me. You can understand why I’m jumpy.” 
 
    The hooded shadow elf nodded. “Too true, but I assure you, Ressa and I come in peace.” 
 
    “That’s why Ressa is look out right now while you try to rob me again?” 
 
    “I don’t need a look out to rob you. I do need one if we are going to talk.” 
 
    It was Dax’s turn to cross his arms. “Then talk.” 
 
    Isani’s eyes half closed as her lips parted. “Ressa and I wanted to make sure you were coming tonight. You didn’t seem too eager when we ambushed you and I had a thought you might turn us in for taking your precious card.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t turn you in. I would just get my card back,” Dax said as he fingered the card still in his hand. 
 
    The rogue smiled. “You may be fast but I’m sure I can cut you before you get a word out.” 
 
    “For a friendly reminder to make sure I come to your party, this isn’t very inviting,” Dax said with a hard brow. 
 
    Isani lifted both hands up to shoulder height. “You’re right. It is difficult to let our guards down, even when we really want something.” 
 
    Dax lifted an eyebrow, ready to ask her what she meant when the shadow elf twisted her wrist and a card slipped into her palm. The rogue turned the card over a few times between her fingers until it was between her pointer finger and her middle finger. 
 
    “Partnerships should start with a degree of trust,” Isani leered and held out the card. 
 
    Dax reached for it and the shadow elf pulled back with a gentle wave of her hand. 
 
    “Not until I know you’re coming tonight,” the rogue grinned. 
 
    Dax kept his shrewd gaze. “I’ll go, if you show me how you did that trick with your wrist.” 
 
    Isani licked her lips. “You are delightful, Mage Sage.” 
 
    “Don’t call me Mage Sage,” Dax growled. 
 
    The rogue bowed and held out the card. “As you will Dax. I’ll show you my little trick if you come. Deal?” 
 
    An uneasiness filled the mage as he slowly reached for the card, “Deal.” 
 
    Isani held out the card and Dax took hold of it. Pulling away, the card was but a few inches away from the shadow elf before she burst forward, her cloak up in a flurry. Dax could barely see what was happening as the rogue spun around the mage’s body. A flick of a wrist and a thin dagger slid from Isani’s other wrist while her arm curled around Dax’s neck. 
 
    The mage blinked as the point of the dagger touched his cheek, Isani behind him and her other arm wrapped around his neck. 
 
    “Now, I hold the cards to your fate. Shall I scar you for thinking I wasn’t a threat or should I kiss you for surrendering to my move?”  
 
    “I never surrendered,” Dax said defiantly as he poked the rogue’s leather covered thigh with the card still in his hand. 
 
    Isani grinned evilly. “We were right to align with you. Come tonight. We have such secrets to tell you.” 
 
    The dagger was still to Dax’s cheek as the shadow elf licked his ear. The moment she pulled the dagger away and let go, Dax spun around, only to be greeted with a blast of smoke. The mage coughed, blinded by the gray haze as he stumbled, hand out. When he emerged from the shadow of the tower and into the courtyard, the mage hacked, trying to regain his dazed senses. 
 
    Something was in the smoke. I can’t focus. 
 
    Dax took a deep breath. When he regained his senses, the mage looked up to see students moving about, some barely glancing his way.  
 
    I’m starting to regret everything. 
 
    Dax chuckled to himself as he tried to walk like nothing had happened.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    “Okay, let me see if I understand. Two rogues invited you to a secret party in Silver Port so they can form some kind of alliance. They want you to go alone and will guide you to the party?” Symon said as he scratched his head. 
 
    Dax threw robes from a closet onto the floor. “Yep, that sounds about right.” 
 
    Symon shook his head. “Going alone, meeting two strange women and you’re okay with this?” 
 
    Dax lifted up a robe, sniffed it and shrugged. “You make it sound like they are going to kill me and dump my body into the sea.” 
 
    Symon exhaled. “Good, I thought I was the only one thinking that.” 
 
    The mage pulled back with a robe in hand, “I don’t believe they are going to do anything like that, but it was odd that Isani wants to tell me secrets. She spoke about forming some kind of alliance, but I have no idea why.” 
 
    Symon rubbed his jaw, “Well, Isani sounds like your type.” 
 
    Dax blinked. “What?” 
 
    Symon gave his friend an easygoing smile. “You like the crazy ones and Isani and Ressa are as crazy as they come, from what I heard.” 
 
    Dax’s lips curved into an amused smirk. “You heard something about them?” 
 
    Symon nodded. “I do have other friends in my Spellsword class. We do talk.” 
 
    Dax winced, “How dare you cheat on me. I thought we had something special.” 
 
    Symon barked out a laugh. “We don’t talk anymore.” 
 
    Both students chuckled as Dax looked to the robe in his hands again. 
 
    Symon continued, “But seriously, Isani and Ressa are not top of their class, but are pretty skilled. They may have some insight into what to expect in two months.” 
 
    Dax eyed the silver runes along the wrist cuffs and down the middle. It added some flair aside from his usual robes. 
 
    “That one is good,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. “I know we’ve only been back a few days, but any advantage we can get will help all of us.” 
 
    Symon leaned back in his chair. “Yea, but going alone, I don’t know.” 
 
    Dax draped the robe over his forearm. “You worry too much.” 
 
    “And you don’t worry enough,” Symon shot back. 
 
    “I’ll have two dozen cards on me if I run into trouble. If I’m not back by tomorrow morning, you know the names of the people involved and the place I will be last. It will be fine.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “Back before sunrise or me and the entire academy will be looking for you.” 
 
    “And they say romance is dead,” Dax sighed. 
 
    The two friends laughed as the sun set behind the distant horizon. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cold air drifted off the sea as Dax walked. The hour had slipped by as he trekked from the academy and toward Silver Port. The mage kept his senses alert, but maintained a relaxed pace. The ocean scent washed over him as he stepped along, the temperature beginning to drop. 
 
    It’s a beautiful night to walk into a trap. 
 
    Dax smiled to himself as he felt the meeting and party were nothing of the sort. The way Isani looked at him spoke volumes. The mage, former slum runner, had dealt with enough unscrupulous people and bad deals to spot when someone was being deceptive. He checked for tells but Isani did come off genuine, even if she went about it the wrong way. 
 
    Is Symon, right? Do I like the crazy ones? 
 
    Dax’s brow wrinkled at the thought. Thoughts floated to Fern and her wild, berserker side. Zarra had shown him that despite her quiet shyness at times, she could be violent. The memory of the phantom void spawn and how the quiet cleric unleashed her fury on it was burned into his memory. Zarra is part of an ancient bloodline of dragons, but even she was prone to madness just like everyone else. 
 
    And now I’m walking to a party where a shadow elf and a dranar want to talk about secret alliances.  
 
    The mage pondered the possibilities. He would be lying to himself if he didn’t find them attractive. When Nuria’s image stabbed into his thoughts, the mage’s heart sank in his chest. 
 
    Don’t think about her. What we had is long gone. She’s not the same woman I knew. She’s different and so am I. 
 
    The inner thoughts felt hollow as Dax didn’t believe them. The connection was still there, no matter how hard he tried to push it away. She had burrowed into his mind, took his technique and sent it out into the world because she thought she was doing something great for the mage. Instead, it threw the status quo into mild chaos. A chaos that was only going to grow the more people learn card magic. 
 
    She is an innocent to our world. I can’t be so harsh. 
 
    Dax’s hands clenched at his sides. 
 
    I can’t keep making excuses for her. Nuria is dead and the thing living in her took something from me without my permission. She could have planned it all along, trying to throw our world into disorder while her people are ready to reopen their portals and start another war. 
 
    Dax’s mind spun as he thought about the possibilities. Nuria’s words haunted him that people from her world would come again to steal magic artifacts and those who could create them. It has been ninety-nine years since the war, but Dax wondered if and when they came back, would Ikkudran be better or worse than the first time? There are tens of thousands of champions. Would they all be enough to fight off a second invasion? Could they stand a better chance against an enemy with strange magic and technology? 
 
    The mage remembered growing up, seeing and hearing the Doom Sayers that spoke of another invasion. Sometimes they shouted and yelled, telling people to not become comfortable because the tentacled monsters would return. Dax remembered how many laughed at them, putting their trust in champions. Sebastian Kinarth led a small army of brand-new champions to fight back the invasion and they won. The victory eased the remaining souls on Ikkudran but now that so much time has passed, will people and champions be strong enough to fight them again? 
 
    “Deep in thought?” a voice flowed like silk into Dax’s ear. 
 
    The mage turned his head to see Isani on his right and Ressa on his left. The rogues grinned as they walked with him like they were always there. 
 
    “Yea, wondering when you would spring the trap,” Dax smirked 
 
    Isani’s black lips smoothed into a gentle smile and curled her arm around his. “The trap is already sprung. You belong to us for the evening.” 
 
    Ressa curled her arm around Dax’s left arm. The trio walked for a few moments. Ahead of them was the town of Silver Port. Dax eyed it, thinking they would be heading to a tavern or some abandoned building. A slight tug of his arms and the three of them turned and walked down a side road into dark woods. 
 
    Dax looked around, the trees arching overhead and forming a canopy. The path was pitch-black, but the shadow elf and dranar moved with ease. 
 
    “No need to blindfold me since I can’t see in the dark,” Dax smirked. 
 
    Isani looked to the mage with red eyes, “Unless you’re into that sort of thing?” 
 
    Ressa let out a hissing giggle. 
 
    “Care to tell me what to expect?” the mage asked. 
 
    Isani’s eyes glowed in the dark like two points of crimson foxfire. “Shhh. Let’s enjoy the moment. We can talk at the party.” 
 
    The trio made their way along the dark path until lights glowed ahead. The shine of lanterns called to them like moths at night. A mansion appeared with a small, gentle glow. Wood and stone formed a magnificent structure big enough to house several families. A wrought iron fence surrounded the large home, the main gates wide open and bodies moving toward the front doors. 
 
    Dax, Isani, and Ressa approached. Two burly men in leather and cloaks greeted the trio with a bow, one of them holding the door open. Isani blew the large men a kiss before she and Ressa pulled Dax in through the front door. Heat washed over them, chasing away the cold. Students from many different classes were scattered about. Isani grinned as she pulled Dax along into the main room. A roaring hearth blazed as drinks were handed out to waiting hands. 
 
    “Welcome to the party,” the shadow elf whispered. 
 
    Dax looked around, drinking in the home when a thought stabbed into his mind hard. 
 
    “The owners don’t know you’re having a party here, do they?” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    “I knew he would figure it out,” Ressa whispered with a grin. 
 
    The shadow elf simply waved her hand in the air as if to dispel the very words. “Nonsense. We paid to have our party here.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “You’re not as good as you pretend to be.” 
 
    Isani leaned in closer, holding Dax’s arm tight. “Maybe I want to lower my guard around you?” 
 
    A woman stepped over, placing drinks in hands before running off. Dax looked down at his drink and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Isani stayed close, “If we wanted to poison you, you would be poisoned. Relax and enjoy the moment for now. We can discuss many things in due time.” 
 
    A cackling chuckle filled the air, causing Dax to turn his attention to a couch. Noss sat in the middle of a small sofa, a giggling elf on each side of him. The kobold was talking and laughing as the elves touched his arm. Wide smiles filled their perfect faces as they listened intently to the lizard-like kobold. 
 
    Arms slid away from the mage and when he looked back, his rogue escorts were gone. 
 
    On my own until they come for me again. 
 
    Dax took a sip of his drink and it burned. The mage coughed slightly, regaining his composure. 
 
    “Smooth,” he croaked. 
 
    Dax stepped further into the room. Eyes shifted to the mage and smiles bloomed. Whispers mixed with conversations and the mood seemed to heighten. 
 
    Noss stopped talking and looked up to see Dax’s smiling face. “Master Dax!” the kobold shouted and launched from the sofa. 
 
    The short kobold walked to the taller man, holding out his clawed hand and the two of them grasping each other’s elbows. When they let go, the kobold was nothing more than wide serpent eyes and a smile. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you! This party is amazing! The two lovely elves told me that this was a special elite party and when I asked them why I was here, they laughed. I thought it was a joke but they told me that my new club was going to do great things. All the thanks go to you!” 
 
    Dax eyed the kobold necromancer, “How much have you had to drink?” 
 
    Noss moved from side to side as he talked. “I don’t know but it’s really strong. Kobolds have quick metabolisms so all it takes is a gulp and we can get drunk. I thought I was pacing myself, but now, I don’t know. Do I seem drunk? I don’t want to be too drunk or…” 
 
    Dax held up a hand, stopping the kobold mid-sentence. “It’s okay. You seem fine. Just ease down on the drink and you should be okay.” 
 
    Noss nodded. “You’re right. I’m just happy you’re throwing this party!” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened, “What?” 
 
    “They told me it was your idea. You arranged everything so everyone here could network between classes and clubs,” Noss said with a confused edge. 
 
    Dammit! They are pinning this party to me so if anything happens, I’ll take the blame! 
 
    “Do you know Isani and Ressa?” Dax asked with a light edge. 
 
    Noss nodded. 
 
    “Did you see them, just now?” 
 
    The kobold took a sip of his drink before he spoke, “I thought I saw them go upstairs. I’m not sure. Everything is turning into a blur.” 
 
    Two elves sauntered over, each one putting a hand on Noss’s little shoulders.  
 
    “We’ll make sure he is okay,” one blonde elf smiled. 
 
    “Tell us about your club,” the other one said to the kobold. 
 
    Noss looked up to each busty elf with stars in his eyes. “Yes, fantastic idea. Dax Sage is a personal friend of mine and we came up with a great idea to form a partnership…” 
 
    Dax eyed the elves and Noss before he stepped away. 
 
    The atmosphere was intoxicating, heat pressing down on senses and electricity in the air. More people arrived and filtered in, greeting those they knew. Some made out in corners while others drank and laughed. Chaotic sensations rolled along Dax as he tried to navigate the party and reach the stairs. Bodies moved and when Dax moved to the side to avoid a collision, another body crashed into him. 
 
    The mage whirled around and was stunned. 
 
    Nuria stared at the mage with eyes as wide as his. The dark-haired mage was in a thin robe that adhered perfectly to her body. The top of it was open, just enough to reveal a bit of cleavage as she stood in silence. 
 
    “Nuria,” Dax whispered, his heart beating rapidly in his chest. 
 
    “Dax,” the beautiful mage whispered, heat touching her cheeks. 
 
    The two mages stood before each other, a new awkward silence taking root. Dax wanted to yell, but nothing happened. He thought he would be filled with annoyed rage, but instead, he felt a tempting desire to hug her. 
 
    “I don’t know why… but I want to hug you,” Nuria said with a sad tone. 
 
    Dax lowered his head, shadows covering his eyes. “I… hope you’ve been well?” 
 
    What the fuck is wrong with me! 
 
    Nuria looked down and nodded. “The second year just started, but I’m managing. Professor Frost seems to want to work us harder this year, but you already know that.” 
 
    Dax shifted on his feet, no words rising up to add to the dying conversation. 
 
    Nuria kept her gaze low. “I’m sorry,” she said flatly. 
 
    Dax looked to the beautiful mage, his heart sinking in his chest. “I don’t want to be weird and I’m coming from a place of concern, but is everything well in your life?” 
 
    Nuria looked up, her eyes wet, but her face a blank mask. “I’m fine. Everything is fine.” 
 
    “Despite everything, we have spent some time together. I just want you to know, if you need anything, you can come to me, even if you just want me to listen,” Dax said, the notion beating true in his heart. 
 
    Nuria looked away. “Thank you, Dax. I’m fine. I’m just adjusting to academy life again. I hear that you’ve completed the card magic manual with the professors, congratulations.” 
 
    “The work was already there. I just helped them piece it together and added some further details. Nothing they couldn’t figure out with time.” 
 
    Nuria nodded. “But now, your technique will be taught to this class and future classes to come. Your dream of helping others is already taking place.” 
 
    “I probably wouldn’t be here if a friend didn’t help get it out to the world,” Dax tried to smile, but instead, it came off as a weak twitch. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes sagged. “Again, I’m sorry. I don’t know why, but I thought I was helping.” 
 
    “You were, in your own way,” Dax said with a kind edge. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes trembled. “Dax…” the mage began when a body drifted down the stairs and placed a hand on Dax’s shoulder. 
 
    “Nuria, so good to see you,” Isani smiled. “I apologize, but I must pull Dax away for a moment for a chat. I will have him down here in a little while, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    Nuria nodded. “It’s fine.” 
 
    Isani turned her gaze to the mage, “Please, come with me.” 
 
    The shadow elf turned and climbed the stairs. Dax gave a weak nod and followed. Halfway up, he looked down the stairs to see Nuria standing there, her eyes saying something he couldn’t quite understand. Turning back, he followed Isani to the second floor and turned the corner into a hallway. 
 
    Nuria stayed at the bottom of the stairs for a long moment. A sigh fell from her lips before she too turned and walked into the main room. A cloud of talking and laughing spiraled in all directions as the mage picked up a drink and moved to a dark corner, thoughts lashing at her mind. 
 
    The front door opened again, a golden eyed cleric stepping in with a small smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    Isani stepped along the hallway, light as air. She didn’t make a single sound, unlike Dax whose every footfall made the floor creak. The shadow elf looked over her shoulder with a wicked smile as the mage followed her. The pair reached a pair of double doors, one of them slightly ajar. 
 
    “We should be quick before the party begins to climb up here. A private moment to discuss the future,” the shadow elf winked before he opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    Dax followed, his heart aching as he wanted to keep talking to Nuria. Professor Frost’s words hung heavy in his mind, asking him to speak with her and find out if she was okay. Nuria’s parents missing was odd, but Dax knew that despite having Nuria’s body, the void spawn within was a different person, a different soul. 
 
    Once inside, the door closed shut behind them. Dax looked back to see Ressa locking the doors and a warm smile along her small, serpent mouth. 
 
    Isani stretched her arms up toward the ceiling before she turned around and took off her cloak. Dax watched her while also drinking in the lavish bedroom. It was immense, with an equally large bed. Dax had never seen a bed that big in his life and knew this mansion belonged to some pretty wealthy people. A large window stood off to the side, the curtains covering most of it except for an opening and the night sky beyond. 
 
    “Like what you see?” Isani smiled. 
 
    Dax inhaled through his nose before parting his lips and letting out a long exhale. “Let’s cut through the bullshit. You wanted me to come to this party, talking about secrets and alliances. I’m here. Now, what is this all about?” 
 
    Isani’s smile faded away as a seriousness took root. Her entire demeanor changed as she looked to the mage. Ressa stood behind Dax, the dranar’s head lowering, but her serpent eyes on the mage. 
 
    “As I told you once before, rogues deal in secrets. Our professors teach us to gather information and use it to gain the most profit. We don’t simply open locks and slink through the shadows. We are brokers of a sort, to help those who need it and those who will pay,” the shadow elf said with a cool edge. 
 
    Ressa moved closer, standing to Dax’s side and looking at him, “We watched you, before you discovered your card technique.” 
 
    Isani nodded. “We watched everyone, but seeing you struggle, Ressa and I couldn’t stop talking about it, talking about you. Everyone knew you were previously a slum runner, but none of them saw your true spirit.” 
 
    The dranar stepped closer, her hand on Dax’s arm. “We… guessed you would be great.” 
 
    Dax eyed the rogue close to him. Ressa’s eyes slowly blinked with a warm intensity. 
 
    “The two of you stalked me, because of a crush?” Dax asked in an even tone. 
 
    Isani stepped closer, her crimson eyes practically glowing. “It goes beyond a crush. We want to share an alliance with you for the campaign to come.” 
 
    Dax sighed in frustration. 
 
    Isani gave a small smile. “We should relax. Sit down on the bed.” 
 
    The mage’s expression didn’t change. It was obvious as day the two rogues wanted something more. Remembering the small conversation, he had with Zarra and Fern, Dax felt this was exactly what was discussed. To build a clan so that they would always have each other. Was this something he wanted, or something Zarra truly wanted? 
 
    Ressa pulled the mage’s arm to the side of the large bed. A scaled hand touched his chest and Dax found himself sitting. The dranar knelt down between his legs, hand out and taking hold of the hidden buttons to this robe. 
 
    Isani stood behind Ressa, looking Dax in the eyes as Ressa continued to undo the mage’s robe. 
 
    The shadow elf began to talk with a degree of sultry warmth, “In two months, the 2nd year class will leave Mist Haven Isle for a war campaign training. It is meant for champions to train for war time, should it ever come.” 
 
    “That’s nothing new. The High Dean mentioned we would be performing some military training during the welcoming lecture,” Dax managed before his robe opened. 
 
    The mage looked down to Ressa gently taking hold of his small clothes, pulling them down as his manhood began to rise. The warmth in the room turned up as Ressa gazed down, a long-pointed tongue licking her lips. 
 
    The mage was about to speak again when the dranar licked his cock, a rush of blood causing it to stand under its own power. A hand wrapped around the throbbing shaft and the lizard woman engulfed the tip, sucking with a small moan. 
 
    Isani continued, “Our professors encourage us to find information in all sorts of places. Even the academy is no exception. With some choice searches and hidden scrolls, they led us to discover the deeper implications of the campaign. This isn’t like the Trail exams or the Trials. This campaign will test all of us in real combat.” 
 
    Dax listened, despite the surge of bliss along his manhood. Ressa suckled, inches filling her mouth as her head bobbed to a slow rhythm. 
 
    The shadow elf stepped closer, her hand on the back of Ressa’s head and controlling the tempo. Ressa slowed down even further, her tongue slathering against Dax’s cock while her lips held on tight. Despite the small snout, it didn’t take anything away from the sensations as Dax took in a deep inhale. 
 
    “She’s been wanting to suck your cock since last year,” Isani said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    Dax blinked slowly as the dranar suckled on his throbbing member. 
 
    The shadow elf continued, “There will be larger coteries, to even out the teams. Those who scored high on the Trials will be able to pick their teams. We want to be on your team.” 
 
    “Why? Because of my card technique?” Dax said with a small huff. 
 
    Isani shook her head, “No. It’s because you’re a leader and a survivor. The campaign will test us on not just completing the objective, but also our survival skills. There will be no tavern to sleep in, or drinks to relax our weary bones and muscles. We all will be fighting for our lives, our grades and for each other.” 
 
    Dax looked up to Isani as Ressa continued her masterful work. “That… shouldn’t be… like it sounds,” the mage tried to keep it together as Ressa sucked faster. 
 
    The shadow elf pulled her hand from the back of Ressa’s head and ran her fingers along Dax’s chin. “Sadly, it is. We couldn’t find out everything about the campaign, but we know enough to know it is a pass or fail test. Champions who don’t work well with each other or don’t rise to the occasion will be sent home. Different coteries will be fighting to reach the end goal. It will be chaos in order to see who is meant to be a champion.” 
 
    Ressa pulled Dax’s wet cock from her mouth, stroking it while looking up. “We know you tested well during the Trials. We know you will be a leader of a coterie. We want to be part of your coterie,” the dranar stated before taking Dax’s member into her mouth once again. 
 
    Isani gave the mage a loving gaze, “We think you will be the best among the classes. Of course, we will continue to gather intelligence and bring it to you and those who will be part of our coterie. It doesn’t hurt that Zarra, Fern, Vance, and Symon will be on our team. Their abilities and skills will be a great asset.” 
 
    Dax fought through the fog of bliss as Ressa suckled with renewed enthusiasm. “All this cloak and dagger stuff, just to be part of my team? You think I would have turned you away if you just asked?” 
 
    The shadow elf gave a knowing smile. “You think we are doing this just so we can pass the campaign?” 
 
    Dax’s brow softened. The old instincts were difficult to let go, wondering what everyone’s angle was before they even spoke a word. Spending so much time looking out for his own survival, at times, it was strange to understand that sometimes people simply liked people. Dax’s friends were the exception to the rule, but it was earned during their time together. Now, it seemed more classmates wanted to become more than simply knowing about each other. 
 
    Thoughts were interrupted as Ressa’s head bobbed faster, her tongue sliding against the underside of Dax’s cock, trying to draw his very soul into her mouth. The wet sounds filled the small space between them as the dranar lizard woman moaning louder. 
 
    Isani took a step back. Hands up, she undid her cloak and let it fall away. Next, she opened her leather top and shrugged it off.  
 
    Dax watched as her violet colored breasts defied gravity. Dark purple nipples contrasted against her lighter violet skin. Isani held up her arms before her breasts and Dax saw leather straps surrounding her forearms. Thin slot boxes wrapped around her wrists. When she twisted her wrist a certain way, a dagger shot out into her hand. 
 
    Dax was rock hard as Ressa gave another muffled moan.  
 
    The shadow elf gave Dax a mischievous smirk. “These are called rigs. Tools for rogues to use. They can be adjusted and used for all kinds of things. The ones on my forearms hold daggers. Some use them in their boots or other parts of their bodies to have quick access to weapons of all kinds.” 
 
    Isani stepped closer, her arms falling to her sides, the dagger still in one of them. “When I was close to you, I could feel the hidden cards in your sleeves. It was a nice attempt to have some cards ready in case you ran into trouble, but a bit basic. 
 
    “Accept our proposal and I will have a rig specially designed for you so you may have quick access to your cards. No more reaching into your robe when you can have a card easily slip into your hand at any given moment.” 
 
    Dax’s willpower began to crack. Ressa continued to moan lightly as she increased the tempo again. 
 
    “What do you say, Master Dax?” the shadow elf said as she was close, her pointed nipple a foot from Dax’s head. 
 
    “I agree,” the mage huffed as he felt himself getting closer. 
 
    The shadow elf put the dagger to the side of Dax’s neck, the cold metal touching hot skin, “Come and the agreement will be finalized.” 
 
    The sultry words touched Dax’s already blazing senses. A whimpering moan rose up from Ressa as her mouth and head worked. The moment took hold and Dax unleashed himself. 
 
    Ressa’s head sank down as Dax’s cock thickened. Come spurted into her mouth, filling the back of her throat and drinking it down. The dranar’s eyes rolled into her head as she moaned, drinking and suckling on the man’s cock. Ressa sucked every drop, her lips coaxing along the shaft. A happy moan rose up as another spurt touched the roof of her mouth. A drop of come slipped down from the corner of her mouth. Pulling away, she licked it up before looking up with bright serpent eyes. 
 
    “The agreement is sealed,” Isani smiled as she pulled the dagger away and slipped it into her forearm rig. 
 
    Dax sat, his cock still throbbing and refusing to wilt. 
 
    “Now, it’s my turn for some fun,” Isani smiled when a knock at the door caused her eyes to widen. 
 
    “Dax?” came a timid voice from the other side of the door. 
 
    Bodies moved. Ressa was standing as Isani picked up her leather top and slipped it on. Bending down, she snatched her cloak off the floor and twirled it around until it latched to her neck and settled on her shoulders.  
 
    Dax was up, lifting up his small clothes and closing his robe. 
 
    “Dax?” came the voice again. 
 
    Isani marched to the door and wretched it open a crack. The shadow elf scowled as she saw Nuria standing there with wide eyes. 
 
    “We are currently having a meeting,” the shadow elf said with an edge. 
 
    “I have to speak to Dax. It’s important,” Nuria said with her own pleading edge. 
 
    Isani eyed the beautiful mage, seeing the panicked energy in her wide eyes. A long second ticked by before the rogue opened the door and stepped to the side. 
 
    “Ressa, let’s leave them to talk,” the rogue addressed her friend before looking at Dax. “We will continue our meeting another time.” 
 
    Ressa moved across the room to Isani’s side. The pair slipped past Nuria and into the hallway. Nuria stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Dax stood, concern bleeding into his expression. Nuria crossed the room and stood before the mage by the bed. 
 
    “Is that invite to listen still okay?” Nuria asked with a weak smile. 
 
    Dax nodded. “It’s always there, for you.” 
 
    The beautiful mage looked down, her eyes watering. “You’re becoming popular. I can smell it on you.” 
 
    “I…” Dax began before Nuria shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t care who you fuck. I hear so many students from different classes talking about you, it was only a matter of time before they came for you.” 
 
    Nuria looked up, her eyes on the verge of tears. “I’m changing.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. “You’re changing? Changing into…” the mage trailed off. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nuria sniffed. “I can’t understand it. It’s been happening for months. My eyes turn black at times. My legs tingle like they want to split in different directions. My hungers…” Nuria let the words hang in the air. 
 
    “Lyla,” Dax whispered, using her true name, “Are you changing into what you were before?” 
 
    “It feels like it. I don’t know, it’s so hard to think sometimes. I’ve woken up, my face snuggled in my own cards and small magical items. I can’t account for time, everything a broken jumbled mess.” 
 
    Lyla hugged her own waist, “I did…terrible things.” 
 
    Dax’s inner alarms went off. The mage reached over and placed his hands on Lyla’s shoulders, staring deeply into her wet eyes. 
 
    “What did you do with Nuria’s parents?” 
 
    Lyla looked away, a tear streaking down her cheek. “I tried to be their daughter. I have all her memories, but they could still see through it. They started to withdraw while I was there, talking to each other when I wasn’t around. They thought I couldn’t hear them but I could hear every word. They spoke of calling magistrates and the academy. They wanted to know what happened to their daughter.” 
 
    The beautiful mage looked into Dax’s eyes, her very soul cracking. “During dinner one night, the three of us were talking. It was supposed to be a simple meal. I would eat and leave them alone. Instead, they began asking me questions, almost like an interrogation.  
 
    “I answered them truthfully, but they were still suspicious. They kept asking questions, waiting for me to say something wrong, but I knew everything Nuria knew. They kept pushing and pushing.” 
 
    Nuria kept her gaze as another tear rolled down her cheek. “I was emotional and my eyes turned black right before them. It was enough for them. They leapt up from their seats, daggers in hand. They knew I wasn’t their daughter anymore and they were going to kill me.” 
 
    Dax’s heart sank in his chest. 
 
    Nuria bowed her head, darkness covering her face. “I killed them. I killed them in self-defense. They loved their daughter, but knew I wasn’t her. They knew I was a monster. They tried to kill me and I killed them.  
 
    “I knew from their conversations that this couldn’t get out. It couldn’t get out that their daughter had become some monster. They planned to slay me, bury me, and tell others I had an unfortunate accident. But I killed them, weighed their bodies with stones and dumped them in the nearby lake.” 
 
    “I can’t stay here. I know the professors are concerned about me. I know they are trying to figure out what happened. I felt others trying to probe my mind, but my people have great psychic abilities and powers. We can’t manufacture magical artifacts because of how our minds and bodies are. That’s why my people attacked your world. We needed them to fight the Elder Things.” 
 
    Dax’s mind was spinning. The words cut his resolve into shreds. Instincts glowed with wanting to understand and protect her at all costs. For months, the mage wanted to forget her and now, they shifted into the polar opposite. The connection blazed like a roaring fire and Dax was no stranger to death and secrets. 
 
    “What should I do?” Lyla whispered. 
 
    Dax’s fingers clamped into Lyla’s shoulders, holding her in place as she looked to him with wide eyes. 
 
    “You have to keep everything as normal as possible. The professors and High Dean have asked me about you, wondering why you’ve been shut off since learning about your parents… I mean, Nuria’s parents. If you run, they will know you had something to do with it. You have to stay and deny everything. Don’t give in to the truth, at least with the academy faculty.” 
 
    Dax let out a long sigh. “We need time to come up with a plan, but we can’t do it ourselves. I have to bring others into it.” 
 
    Lyla shook her head. “You can’t. If others know, there is a chance they will tell the faculty. I’ll be killed.” 
 
    “You have to trust me. I won’t let anyone harm you, but this is really big. I can contact others in Hydale. It will take time, but I can have you disappear, start a new life. People do it all the time. You just need to stay strong and act like nothing has changed. You have Nuria’s memories, use them to your advantage.” 
 
    Lyla shook her head. “I can’t. I haven’t even told you what Kinarth Academy’s enemies are trying to do.” 
 
    Dax blinked. The vision from the mind maze quest in Butterpond filled Dax’s mind’s eye. He saw Nuria speaking with shadowy figures, making deals to hurt the academy. It was something he wanted to discuss with her, but she shut herself off to him after what happened in the Raven Tower.  
 
    “One problem at a time. Right now, we have to look out for you. It’s true, you may not be able to stay, but we can take our time and make sure you’re set up elsewhere. Maybe someplace along the Void Border?” 
 
    Lyla gave a weak nod when the door to the bed chamber opened. 
 
    “Dax?” Zarra said as she slowly stepped in. 
 
    “Zarra?” Dax said as Nuria pulled away from him and stood at his side. 
 
    The cleric stepped in and closed the door. Golden dragon eyes looked to Nuria. 
 
    “I apologize. I was invited to the party and I thought Dax’s meeting was finished since I saw Isani and Ressa come downstairs.” 
 
    Dax made a hasty nod. “Yes. Nuria and I were just catching up and ready to come downstairs. It’s been a crazy time for everyone.” 
 
    Zarra nodded before she took a silent inhale. Time slowed down as Dax stared at the cleric. The movement was small, barely noticeable but Dax’s senses were dialed to eleven, seeing Zarra’s nostrils flaring slightly, taking in the scents of the room. Yellow eyes glowed before they narrowed. The gem in the middle of Zarra’s circlet began to glow with magical power. 
 
    The tension thickened as Zarra’s often blank, shy demeanor shifted in an instant. The circlet glowed brighter, containing her natural dragon power, but it didn’t stop the cleric’s gaze, twisting into rage. 
 
    “Zarra, please, we need to stay calm,” Dax said. 
 
    The words hung in the air as Zarra glared at Nuria. Nuria lifted her hands, magical energies filling them as fear and self-preservation blasted her body, spells forming. 
 
    Zarra’s body bent, ready to pounce, eyes staring holes into the Nuria. “Your… your void spawn! I can smell it. I can smell that foul scent anywhere. You… you…” 
 
    Dax moved in front of Nuria, eyes with a pleading gaze. Zarra’s powers were held back by the circlet she wore at all times. It prevented her from having too much of an edge over her other students, but it didn’t quell all of her draconic power. The fear and rage blended into a contained storm as the very air prickled with power. 
 
    “She’s going to kill me,” Nuria hissed as she took a step back. 
 
    Zarra took a menacing step forward. “Dax, remove yourself.” 
 
    The mage shook his head while never taking his eyes off the cleric. “Zarra, there is a lot going on here. We have to stay calm. I’ll explain everything.” 
 
    The cleric’s eyes filled with sorrow. “You knew what she was? You knew this entire time?” 
 
    “She’s not like them. She ran from them because they killed her family. She’s not here to hurt anyone.” 
 
    Zarra’s sorrow shifted into demonic rage. Golden scales appeared along her shins, forearms and hands. Claws stabbed out from fingertips as the cleric stared daggers into Nuria behind Dax. 
 
    “Those creatures killed my family, my clan. They cannot be redeemed. There can be no forgiveness for such evil!” 
 
    Dax put up his hands. “I know. I know. Her people broke our world, but we are healing. We are coming back from that dark time. We just have to keep our heads and talk calmly.” 
 
    Dax took a step forward, “Zarra, I love you. I love you so much. Please, hear me. I know this seems strange, but the entire academy is in trouble and killing anyone right now won’t help. Nuria knows things and we have to find out why others are trying to destroy the academy.” 
 
    A tear rolled down a gold scaled cheek, “She is the enemy! She must be destroyed or we all die. I’m sorry, my love.” 
 
    Zarra bent her legs. 
 
    Dax’s hand reached into his robe, fingers touching a card as he rushed toward the dragon in humanoid form. 
 
    “Zarra, please, we can’t…” Dax managed before the cleric jumped. 
 
    The high ceiling allowed for Zarra to leap high into the air. Dax turned his body as he looked up, card clearing the inner robe pocket. Cold mist flowed from Nuria’s hands as she lifted them up and shouted a word of power. A stream of ice shot forth. Zarra’s arms were up, the ice slamming into her scaled forearms but the cleric didn’t slow down. She landed hard enough for the floor to shake. The gem in the circlet glowed bright as ice covered the cleric’s arms. 
 
    Dax lifted his card and spoke the word of power. 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Mist flowed out and struck the floor just as Zarra flexed her arms, ice shattering and blasting out. Nuria had leapt backwards, landing feet first on the bed as she rattled off another incantation. Mist flowed off her hand as a spiky ball of ice appeared, growing bigger by the second. 
 
    A pale troll with a club appeared. 
 
    “Restrain her!” Dax commanded. 
 
    The troll dropped his club and launched onto Zarra, thick arms wrapping around her arms and pinning them to her sides. The gem glowed brighter as Zarra grunted. Nuria lifted the large spiky ball of ice in her hand, ready to drive it into Zarra’s face. 
 
    “Nuria! No!” Dax shouted. 
 
    The gem in the circlet vibrated as Zarra’s eyes flashed with power. The spiked ice ball came down as the troll tried to contain the cleric. Energy filled the room before Zarra’s arms shot up. The troll’s arms shattered first before it grunted and faded away. A clawed hand shot up as the spiked ice ball came down. The spiky ball hit Zarra’s open palm and exploded. 
 
    The shock of the explosion sent Nuria into the air, flying back and landing on the floor on the other side of the bed. Power came off the cleric in waves as she bent her legs, ready to leap after the mage when Dax was on her, hands grabbing her shoulders. 
 
    “Zarra! Don’t kill her! We…” was all the mage could manage before Zarra whipped her forearm around, striking the mage across the chest and sent him flying into a wall. 
 
    Dax saw and felt everything as his back struck the wall and cracked it. He fell in slow motion, Zarra’s head turned slightly to him, a mad fury in them before they widened in shock. When he hit the ground, pain enveloped his chest as several bones were broken. His breathing was labored, each inhale and exhale causing shooting pains. 
 
    Nuria was to her feet, magical energies filling both of her hands. Zarra turned from the downed Dax, a growl causing the very air to vibrate.  
 
    The door to the bedroom slammed open, Isani and Ressa darting in and seeing Zarra ready to jump, Nuria standing on the other side of the bed with spells at the ready and Dax slumped against the wall, his hand up and pointing to Zarra. 
 
    “Stop…her,” Dax managed through the pain. 
 
    Ressa rushed to Dax while Isani took a quick breath and darted forward. The shadow elf’s legs blurred just as Zarra leapt into the air. Nuria raised her hands, ready to unleash her spells when Isani crashed into Zarra’s side. The force was just strong enough for both women to land in the bed and bounce. The rogue’s hand took hold of something from her belt. Zarra righted herself in midair, her scaled arms and legs hitting the bed as Isani slammed a small orb against the cleric’s face. 
 
    Smoke blasted out as Isani leapt from the bed. Ressa covered her mouth and Dax’s as the room filled with smoke. The air swirled as Nuria cast an air spell. The smoke shifted away as the mage darted for the bed chamber door.  
 
    Isani landed by Dax and Ressa, another small orb in her hand. She didn’t bother to watch Nuria leave as the smoke enveloped the bed. Golden scales gleamed in the smoky light as Zarra emerged. 
 
    Nuria was gone. Dax sat, laboring to breathe through the pain. Ressa’s hand was close to her own belt as Isani stood, ready to take on a dragon. 
 
    The cleric stumbled out, barely able to stand. Legs trembled, her eyes wide as she looked to Dax on the floor. The dragon in humanoid form coughed as she took shaky steps forward. Isani stood at the ready, crimson eyes filled with determination. 
 
    “Dax…” Zarra said before her eyes rolled into her head and she crashed, face first onto the floor. 
 
    Dax couldn’t move as he stared at Zarra. The pain grew with each passing moment, Isani moving to the cleric and bending at the knee. She touched Zarra’s neck and caressed her hair. 
 
    “Zarra,” Dax whispered before he passed out, darkness consuming him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    Darkness parted. Dax slowly blinked. Wits returning, he felt he was on his back on the bed. Several blurry heads looked down before they began to fall into focus. Ressa looked down with wide, unblinking eyes. A wicked smirk filled Isani’s cheek while Zarra looked down with immense sorrow in her golden serpent eyes. 
 
    Dax tried to move, a wave of weakness filling him. 
 
    “Please, don’t move. Your body is still healing. You had six broken bones and some organ damage. I did my best to heal you, but you still need time,” Zarra said in a low, sad tone. 
 
    “Where’s…Nuria,” Dax said, his throat dry. 
 
    “She left,” Ressa whispered. “We have some of our friends searching for her, but last anyone saw, she was heading back to the academy.” 
 
    Isani nodded. “Thankfully, the party was pretty rowdy downstairs. No one has any idea what happened up here besides us.” 
 
    Zarra put her now normal hand on Dax’s chest, “I’m very sorry.” 
 
    Dax weakly lifted up his hand and placed it over hers.  
 
    Isani was up and tapping Ressa’s shoulder. “Let’s give them some time to talk. We’ll be in the hallway.” 
 
    Ressa was up and following her fellow rogue. The dranar looked back in concern before the two left the room and shut the door behind them. 
 
    Zarra hovered over the mage, her hand still against his chest, feeling the warmth of his hand over hers. 
 
    “You have every right to be mad,” Dax said simply. 
 
    The dragon woman shook her head. “Not like this. My rage hurt you. I should have listened. You were trying to warn me and I wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “And because I love you, I should have told you the entire truth,” Dax said before he explained everything. 
 
    Zarra listened intently as the mage told her what happened to Nuria, her soul dying in the mana spring and Lyla’s soul entering her body. He told her about the mind maze and the memories they shared. Dax gritted his teeth as he told her about the man he killed when he was younger and finished with what Nuria told him about secret enemies in the shadows and the threat to the academy. 
 
    Zarra lay by the mage, soaking in every word. She made no expression, her hand still on his chest. When Dax finished, she simply looked to the side, deep in thought. 
 
    “We have to keep this between us. I have to find a way to get Nuria out of here, safely. She’s not a threat, she’s just scared. If she’s caught, she might in desperation tell the academy of my previous crime,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    Zarra looked to the mage, “We have to tell our friends.” 
 
    Dax’s brow went up, “We can’t. We…” 
 
    Healing energy flowed from Zara’s hand, sinking into Dax’s chest. It further healed the last bit of damage as she looked down on him. The mage sank in the bed, the warm energy calming his spirit. 
 
    “Dax, you are not alone in this. You don’t have to carry so many burdens.” 
 
    The mage eyed the beautiful cleric with a questioning gaze.  
 
    Zarra continued, “Nuria… I mean Lyla… became my friend when she confessed her wrong doings and thought she lost you. It was well after Nuria… died. She might have a different soul, but her friendship was genuine. She was lost and scared then, unsure what to do and now it makes sense. The sudden innocence she had spoke volumes and I didn’t see it.” 
 
    The cleric leaned closer, her eyes taking on a stern warmth. “I cannot speak to your crime, but that is between you and the gods. I’m here to heal, not judge. I love you and your past doesn’t affect how I feel about you. If it did, then I would never have fallen for you or want to grow a clan with you. 
 
    “However, we do have to tell our friends. With everything we have been through, do you think they would abandon you?” 
 
    Dax looked to the side. Despite the bonds of friendship, deep down the mage wasn’t sure anyone would stay by his side. Years of running only showed the former slum runner that if there was a problem, you run from it, as fast as you can. Keep everyone at a distance and try to not get so involved so that others couldn’t take advantage of you. It burned at him, knowing his instincts trained him to run, but his heart wanted to help and heal others. 
 
    How can I train to be a champion if I’m only looking out for myself? 
 
    “Tomorrow we will have a club meeting. It will give our friends a chance to know the whole truth and maybe then, we can help Lyla escape.” 
 
    Dax looked up into Zarra’s golden eyes. “You want to help her escape? Even after knowing what she is?” 
 
    The cleric gave a small nod. “Part of why I joined the cleric class was so I could help overcome my own fears and rage. There is a sense of peace and forgiveness I have experienced, but it is not absolute.  
 
    “What the void spawn did was horrific, but I can’t let it consume me with hatred. I have to forgive. Not all of them are monsters. Lyla could have pressed her attack, but she didn’t. She fled. That tells me that she still treasures what we had, even if I was initially trying to kill her.” 
 
    “You were going to kill her,” Dax said softly. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “Until I hurt you. I… woke up, my love much stronger than my capacity to hate. We have all begun to heal from our pasts. It’s too important to let that all fall away.  
 
    “I know Lyla is special to you. You both have a bond like we have a bond. I understand, the longer she is here, the more danger she is in. The more danger you are in.” 
 
    Dax gave a small nod, knowing that his secret would tear him away from his friends and Zarra had no intention of losing him. 
 
    “We will speak at the club meeting. Then, we decide how to proceed.” 
 
    The mage nodded. “Were you really invited to the party?” 
 
    Zarra showed a small, shy smile. “Isani and Ressa came to me in private first. They told me how they felt about you. It wasn’t a surprise for I wasn’t the only one who watched you from afar.” 
 
    Dax blinked. “How many people like me?” 
 
    The cleric kept her small smile. “Before you discovered your card magic technique, six. After the Trial Exams, my last count was eighty-two.” 
 
    Dax sat up, his body feeling much better, but questions filling his mind. “Wait, I know Fern liked me. You liked me. Apparently Isani and Ressa liked me from last year. Nuria liked me, but never acted on it while she was alive, but who’s the sixth one?” 
 
    “My people are very sensitive to scents, even if my power is diminished. It’s not my place to tell you who desires you until they have made their intentions known. They may never come forward, but if they do, you must discover it on your own.” 
 
    “Now I just have more questions,” Dax smirked. 
 
    Zarra leaned in closer. “Are you well enough to walk?” 
 
    “I think so,” Dax said, feeling like his normal self. 
 
    “Let’s walk home so we can talk, if you wish?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “It would be an honor.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax woke to the morning sun. Light touched his body as Zarra stirred next to him. The cleric had snuggled close, her face against his arm and her arm draped over his stomach. 
 
    Memories of last night curled along his waking thoughts. Images of saying goodbye to Isani and Ressa glowed. The rogues understood, but Isani was sure to tell him that they had more to talk about. He remembered walking to the academy with the cleric. The pair stopped by his dorm to slip a small note to Symon so he wouldn’t panic not seeing Dax in the morning. After that, the pair went back to Zarra’s dorm.  
 
    The mage’s mind lingered, remembering how they undressed and slipped into bed. The pair talked for a while, Dax feeling better now that Zarra knew his past and didn’t judge him like he expected. Zarra smiled as she heard Dax tell her he would never hold it against her breaking his bones in a fit of rage. A short time later, they laughed before exhaustion set in and they passed out in each other’s arms. 
 
    Zarra opened her eyes and looked up to Dax, “Morning, my mage.” 
 
    “Good morning to you,” Dax said as he turned onto his side, his hand on her bare hip. 
 
    A moment of comforting silence filled the space between them. 
 
    “Our friends will understand,” Zarra said simply. 
 
    “I hope so,” Dax said. 
 
    The cleric snuggled closer, her face to his chest. “They will. Have a little faith.” 
 
    The morning pushed on as the pair rose up and dressed. They parted ways, heading to classes. Zarra said she would tell the others about the emergency meeting. Dax gave a weak nod, fear still coloring his thoughts. After that, life in the academy fell into place. 
 
    Classes carried on. Vance was happy to see the mage and asked what the meeting would be about later. Dax told him it would be better if everyone was there so he didn’t have to repeat the story. The mage nodded. 
 
    Dax focused on his spells as Professor Frost led the class. Nuria was there, standing with Clive. The pair talked like everything was normal between spell casting, but Dax noticed as the beautiful mage often glanced at him when Clive was not looking. It caused Dax’s heart to clench in his chest, the connection still very much there, but the secrets growing with every passing encounter.  
 
    She killed Nuria’s parents. Even if it was in self-defense, it’s only a matter of time someone finds out and reports her. Her life hangs in the balance and so does mine if she decides to talk. 
 
    Dax pondered again, wondering if she would turn him in. As much as he hoped she would remain silent, her need to survive may push beyond any connection they may have. The thought gnawed at him as he didn’t have an answer, he was comfortable with. He was going to have a meeting with his friends and tell them everything and that clawed at him further. 
 
    Zarra is a great judge of character. I’m sure she’s right that they will understand. 
 
    Dax shook his head to himself, not believing his own inner thoughts. 
 
    The sun slid across the sky and when late afternoon arrived, classes let out. Students rushed out of towers and into the courtyard. Groups formed, some moving to the Dining Hall, the Library, and the Commons Center.  
 
    Dax made his way to the Commons, his heart sinking with every step. 
 
    When the mage reached the building, he made his way and up to the third floor. Stepping to the door, he heard voices inside. Taking a breath, he took hold of the doorknob and pulled. 
 
    Inside, Fern, Symon, Vance, and Zarra sat in chairs in a semicircle. The mood seemed light and drinks were in everyone’s hands except for Zarra. Fern’s eyes and smile widened as she looked to the mage as he entered. Symon lifted his hand, a happy smile on his lips. Vance nodded and held up his drink. Zarra gave the mage an encouraging smile and nod. 
 
    Dax closed the door behind him, sealing his fate. 
 
    “I’m sure everyone is wondering why Zarra and I wanted to speak to everyone here at once. I’ll be quick,” Dax said and started talking. 
 
    The mage detailed the events with Nuria becoming Lyla. He spoke to the Mind Maze in Butterpond. He told them about what happened in his youth, the crime he had committed in a Hydale alley. Dax described what Isani and Ressa had discovered about their future test. He spoke about what happened at the party last night, Zarra telling her version of events as they unfolded. 
 
    Smiles slowly faded as the mage spoke. Symon tilted his head forward, shadows covering his eyes. Fern’s happy expression turned stern and serious. Vance’s expression was blank, but he listened intently. Zarra kept her small, shy smile as the last of Dax’s words fell from his lips. When he was finished, a gloom had crushed the former brightness as silence reigned. 
 
    “And that is everything,” Dax finished with a sad tone. 
 
    “It explains so much after that night,” Fern said with a dark tone. 
 
    Symon remained silent. 
 
    Vance took a sip of his drink before holding it on top of his leg. “Nuria may not come to the meetings, but we did make her an honorary member. We have to help her.” 
 
    Symon shook his head, “We get caught helping her, we all get expelled.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “True, but something about all of this doesn’t sit well with me. Considering all of our backgrounds and the backgrounds of the students here, I doubt Dax and Nuria are not the only ones with a dark past.” 
 
    The spikey-haired mage stood up and paced with his hands behind him. “Ikkudran has been broken for nearly a century since the Void War. There was a lot of desperation, orphaned people and families. No one likes to talk about it, but we all know someone who did things they are not proud of. 
 
    “I’m not pushing the fact away that Dax killed someone when he was a teenager. It is a crime, but I doubt everyone here in the academy can say they have a clean history. Kinarth Academy does extensive background checks. If they allowed a former slum runner to join the academy, they must have an idea that he wasn’t completely clean.” 
 
    Symon looked to Vance with a hard brow. “How can you even say that? We are training to be champions. How can a champion do good if their history says otherwise?” 
 
    Vance turned to Symon with a subdued look. “Like me and my family? It’s no secret my family helped the void spawn during the war and only turned on them when they began to lose. Should the academy deny my application for fear I might change on them too?” 
 
    Symon shook his head, “Your family may have done some unscrupulous things, but you did not. You were born long after the war was over. You didn’t commit any acts of betrayal.” 
 
    The spellsword turned his attention to Dax and his gaze lowered. “I know you were scared, but you took a life. Your actions rippled to that man’s family and people he knew. You altered how they would live their lives, adding sorrow that they will never see him again.” 
 
    Symon’s words cut at Dax’s heart. 
 
    Fern was up, moved to Dax’s side and glared at the spellsword. “How can you say that? You grew up in a home, protected by your family and given every opportunity. Dax grew up in the slums and had to survive!” 
 
    Symon’s eyes widened and he looked down. “You’re right, I didn’t live in the slums or had to fight for food, but this is directly against what Kinarth Academy stands for. If Sebastian Kinarth had murdered people in cold blood, would anyone see him in the same light? Would he still be a champion?” 
 
    Vance’s brow hardened, “A person’s past does not condemn a person to always follow the actions of their past.” 
 
    Zarra moved to Symon’s side and placed a hand on his shoulder, “Should I kill Lyla because of what she is? What her people did to my clan and my family? Her people are alien and killed many here in Ikkudran. Should we condemn her even though she fought by our sides during our Trials?” 
 
    Symon looked up to the cleric and sighed. “I’m not naïve. I know the world is not black or white. But knowing what we know, our life as champions could end before it begins.” 
 
    “Symon, do you remember the Trials?” Vance asked. 
 
    The spellsword nodded. 
 
    “Do you think it would have been any different if we knew Dax’s past? Do you think he would have acted differently when he pulled us together in the Mind Maze?” 
 
    Symon lowered his head, “No.” 
 
    Dax moved to Vance’s side and put his hand on the mage’s shoulder, “That’s enough.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Dax as he let go of Vance’s shoulder, stepped over and stood before the spellsword. 
 
    “Symon, if you think I should turn myself in, I will.” 
 
    Symon’s eyes widened, but he remained silent. 
 
    Dax looked down on his friend. “I know you’re scared. You don’t want to fail and return to your father as a disappointment. I could see it during the month we were in your home, your father holding himself back from being the cruel man you told me he is. It made you happy to know that you could be free in your own home while I was there.” 
 
    Dax kneeled down and looked his friend in the eye. “You’re my best friend and I try to follow your example. You showed me to be a better person when no one would give me a second glance. I value your opinion. If I should turn myself in, I will so you don’t have to worry about going back home a failure.” 
 
    Symon’s eyes darkened. “It’s not about being a failure. It never was. When my father punched me because I wanted to learn magic, I knew there was no real love in his heart, not for me at least. He had pushed me so far to the edge, I was ready to end his life, right there and then.” 
 
    The room grew quiet as all eyes and ears were on the spellsword. 
 
    Symon continued, “It’s a terrible feeling, knowing you could go through with it. He was always a hard man and took out his frustrations on me because he always thought it would help me become stronger. 
 
    “I never told anyone that part, how my life was going to end because I was going to kill him. The only thing that stopped me was my mother coming in and seeing me on my knees, blood dripping from my nose and bruises forming. She rushed to me, helped me up, and pulled me away as my father fumed. She cleaned me up and tried to talk to me about forgiveness. I listened, but I haven’t forgiven him.” 
 
    Symon sighed. “If I’m expelled and go back home, either I’m going to kill him or he is going to kill me. I couldn’t live with myself if he died, even if he did deserve it.” 
 
    “If you died, it would ripple across all of us,” Dax said with a small smile. 
 
    Symon eyed his friend and gave his own small smile. “I’m sorry I even thought of having you turn yourself in. Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “Nothing to forgive, my brother,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern wiped away a tear from the corner of her eye. 
 
    “The real question now is, what do we do about the campaign and Nuria? Isani gave us important information about what to expect and Nuria needs our help. She is a member of this club and we should do everything we can to help her and our future,” Vance said with a commanding tone. 
 
    Dax stood up and looked at his friends. “First things first, helping Nuria to start a new life will be expensive and time consuming. I have a few friends I can send ravens to. They can set up her new life, away from everything but it will cost gold.” 
 
    “I can supply the gold,” Vance stated. 
 
    Dax nodded. “I can set up the contacts and we can make arrangements. It may take a few months to ensure she is set up in a safe location. People will need to scout, buy property and pay off the right people to watch over her for a time.” 
 
    “Will she accept our help, even after everything that happened?” Symon asked. 
 
    Dax looked to his friend, “She will. She doesn’t have anyone else she can trust and it’s only a matter of time before someone figures out, she’s connected to Nuria’s parent’s disappearance or the enemies of Kinarth figure out she’s not helping them like before.” 
 
    Vance touched his chin, “What do we do when we find out who is trying to hurt the academy? If Nuria knows something and tells us, we have to pass on the information somehow without being connected to it?” 
 
    “We can write several anonymous notes and leave them with specific professors,” Fern said. “One note might not get noticed, but several will help them take the information seriously.” 
 
    Everyone looked over to the short fairy. 
 
    Fern smirked. “What? Just because I’m a fairy doesn’t mean we don’t have politics and secrets. It’s a favorite pastime of my people, after drinking and sex.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “To ensure we can keep our plans secretive, we should make Isani and Ressa full members of the Heroes of Kinarth,” Zarra addressed the small group. 
 
    “Having a few rogues on our side could help with information and intelligence gathering,” Vance nodded. “What’s the vote to make Isani and Ressa members of the club?” 
 
    “Aye,” everyone said in unison without hesitation. 
 
    Vance nodded again, “I will contact them and make the offer.” 
 
    Dax spoke up, “After we are finished here, I’ll go to Nuria and tell her our plan.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Fern said with a small smile. 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The fairy smiled wider. “She may be a pain in the ass, but she is a member of the club. Besides, if she causes any trouble, I’ll get a chance to punch her lights out.” 
 
    “Erm,” Dax said and let the thought go, knowing full well that Fern wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “I wish there was something more I could do.” Symon said in a low tone. 
 
    Dax looked to his friend, “There is. You can start learning military tactics. From what Isani told me, the campaign test will be extremely difficult. You have fighter and spellsword training and may be better at leading us in this scenario. I can’t speak for everyone, but I trust you to do the right thing in this kind of exam.” 
 
    Zarra looked down to Symon, “We trust you with our lives.” 
 
    All heads nodded. 
 
    Symon nodded as well, “I will do my best. They have already started showing us some group tactics in class. My fellow spellswords are taking it seriously but very few are being proactive about it. Now that we know what kind of exam it will be, I will push everyone to train harder.” 
 
    “It’s your strength,” Dax said. 
 
    Symon grinned, “Don’t expect me to take it easy on all of you. We may have to train on our own and everyone needs to show up and be ready.” 
 
    The small group smiled. 
 
    Vance turned and moved to the table with all the drinks. He began to pour into cups. When five of them were filled, he picked them all up with his hands and came back to the group. Everyone picked up a cup and held it up. 
 
    Vance cleared his throat before he addressed the club, “We have a lot to do, but no one ever said being a champion was easy. We will help our members and work together so we can overcome whatever is thrown our way. 
 
    “To the Heroes of Kinarth!” 
 
    The group cheered as they touched cups together and took a long, hearty drink, purpose filling their hearts. 
 
    *** 
 
    The meeting ended with laughter and rosy cheeks. Dax and Fern were the first to leave as Symon and Zarra talked. Vance filled his cup one last time, his body swaying slightly. 
 
    The mage and berserker stepped out of the Commons and into the courtyard. Night had fallen and stars shined bright in the clear dark sky. The air was pure, flowing over the walls with a slight chill. 
 
    Fern shivered before she leaned into Dax and wrapped her arms around his waist. Dax put his arm around her as they walked in sync. The pair enjoyed the small warmth between them, Fern sticking her hands in Dax’s robe pockets. 
 
    “I want to ask something, but I think I already know the answer,” Fern said in a soft voice. 
 
    “Ask it anyway,” Dax said, holding her close. 
 
    Fern pulled back a little as they slowed down. The fairy looked up with serious eyes. 
 
    “Is Nuria worth all of this? She’s been cruel, annoying, and betrayed you by giving away your technique. Why should we help her when she can still hurt you, hurt us?” 
 
    Dax squeezed Fern’s shoulder as she walked close to him, “Symon once told me since we are champions, we should be an example to others, for better or for worse. I’ve spent most of my life running from responsibility. I felt it was more trouble than it was worth, but now, I’m starting to not feel the same way about it.  
 
    “All the champions that have come from this academy have put the world before themselves. The void war is long over, but there still have been conflicts and natural disasters. Champions have raced in to save the many and the few, not hesitating that their lives may be in danger. If I want to follow in their footsteps, I have to do the same. If another void war is coming, we will all be tested when it arrives.” 
 
    Fern nodded and snuggled to the mage, “It’s still surreal, knowing that another war may come again. Knowing that we could be fighting an enemy from almost a hundred years ago.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “The only difference this time is there will be an army of champions to fight them back, just like during the time of Sebastian Kinarth.” 
 
    “Is this a test for yourself to see if you can live to such a high ideal?” Fern asked. 
 
    “It’s our way. If we don’t practice what we are learning, then we are just people. I want to be more.” 
 
    Fern nodded, “I want to be more.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “We will, together.” 
 
    The fairy was quiet for a moment before her lips parted. “I feel I should be mad at you, but Zarra was very convincing when we talked today.” 
 
    “So, you’re not mad?” 
 
    Fern grinned evilly, “Not completely. You kept secrets from us because you thought we would turn on you. I should punch you for that.” 
 
    “Zarra already broke a few of my bones,” Dax laughed. 
 
    “That is why I’m letting this go, but if you keep such a secret from us again, I’ll break more than a few bones.” 
 
    “Warning taken,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The couple walked along until they both perked up upon seeing Nuria sitting in a small grass area. The mage had an open spellbook in her lap, but her eyes had a faraway gaze like she wasn’t even looking at the words. 
 
    Dax and Fern pulled apart and walked side by side. They reached the grassy edge and stepped onto it, making their way to the lone mage. Nuria blinked and looked up to the mage and berserker as they approached. She shifted on the grass, her book closing and her legs sliding under her. 
 
    Dax lifted a hand, “We just want to talk.” 
 
    Nuria glanced to Fern and then looked down. Dax and Fern moved to the mage and sat down opposite of her. 
 
    “I’m not sorry for defending myself against Zarra,” Nuria said coldly. 
 
    Dax nodded. “We’re not here for that. We’re here to tell you that we are going to help you start a new life.” 
 
    Nuria looked up and blinked. 
 
    Dax glanced to the left and right, seeing students walking nearby, but not giving them any attention. “We have a plan in the works, but it will take time. We can get you safely out of the academy so you may escape judgement.” 
 
    Nuria looked to Fern again before looking to Dax, “You told them. You told them about me.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I had to. After what happened at the party, there was no way I could not tell them.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “We all agreed to help you.” 
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened. “You want to help me, even after knowing what I am?” 
 
    Fern’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a pain in the ass, but it would be wrong to not help one of our coterie in a time of need.” 
 
    Dax gave a faint smile. “Nuria, any information you have about the academy’s enemies will go a long way to help you. Anything you tell us, we can pass on without involving you.” 
 
    The beautiful mage stared at Dax for a long moment, “How can you be sure you can get me out of here safely?” 
 
    The mage eyed her as he spoke, “We can set up a location and people to help you. It will take a few months, but we can help you disappear. You’ll never have to worry about being found out. It will mean leaving the academy, but you’ll have a new life. The club is working together to ensure we can put everything into place, but we will need to know who is working against the academy.” 
 
    Nuria looked down, her eyes darting to the side as she seemed to be choosing her words carefully. A long moment slipped by before she looked up with new determination. 
 
    “Thank you but I have my own terms for such an agreement. I need proof you are acting in a way to help me escape. As much as I don’t want to leave this magical academy, the longer I’m here, the more danger I’m in. 
 
    “The academy’s enemies are still working, devising plans to hinder and hurt the academy. If I leave, they will accelerate their plans. I thought long and hard about everything last night. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to be imprisoned. I want my second chance and if it is here on Ikkudran, then that is my fate. 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything I know, once I have proof that I can safely leave and not a moment before. I can’t risk what little security I have right now. I want to help, but I won’t do it until I know I will be safe. 
 
    “Do we have an accord?” 
 
    Dax and Fern looked to the mage before their heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We have an accord,” Dax said. 
 
    Nuria let out a long sigh as she leaned back, her fingers sliding into the grass. “Thank you and I’m sorry for all the problems I’ve caused. We should keep these meetings rare or others will talk and…” the mage’s brow wrinkled. 
 
    Dax and Fern watched as Nuria sat up straighter and brought her hands around to her lap. She lifted one hand, a small red gem among her fingers. A second later, a red aura appeared around her body. 
 
    Dax and Fern’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Shit! The gem hunt!” Dax cursed. 
 
    Around them, heads began to turn as a bright aura enveloped Nuria. 
 
    “I don’t want it!” Nuria tossed it and Dax caught it. 
 
    An aura appeared around the mage as he held the gem. “Uh! We have to get this to the main building!” 
 
    “This is ridiculous!” Nuria said as she stared at Dax and the glowing aura around him. 
 
    Fern was up, hand out, “Give it to me! I’ll get it there but both of you have to defend me!” 
 
    Dax was up, the aura pulsating like a beacon. Gazes were now on them, some pointing and others reaching into robes, cloaks and belts. 
 
    “I can’t!” Nuria said as she scrambled to her feet. 
 
    Fern stepped close to and stared hard into Nuria’s eyes, “We are a team and you will help!” 
 
    Nuria stood stunned as Fern turned and held out her hand again to Dax.  
 
    “Give it to me and defend,” the fairy commanded. 
 
    Dax placed the gem in Fern’s hand. An aura enveloped her body as she flashed. When the light died, she was hovering in her eight-inch form. The aura seemed to burn brighter as the fairy looked across the courtyard to the main building. 
 
    Dax and Nuria stood side by side as some students pulled out stun wands and began to aim. 
 
    “Now!” the fairy shouted before she bolted like a miniature comet. 
 
    Dax and Nuria charged after the glowing fairy before bolts of light filled the area. Students aimed and fired off stun bolts as Fern zipped through the air. The fairy’s movements glided and flowed as a storm of light flashed around her. Wings beat in a blur as she charged, ducked, and flew up.  
 
    More students entered the fray, calling out to others about the gem. Some rushed, jumping up and trying to grab the fairy as she zipped through the maze of bodies. Bolts lit up the area, one of them missing Fern and striking another student. The student was frozen as he fell to the stone floor. 
 
    Dax and Nuria charged through the group. A student aimed at Fern’s back before Dax snatched the wand and shot the student in the head. The student’s mouth gaped as he stood, frozen in place. 
 
    “Cover me!” Dax shouted as he tossed the wand to Nuria. 
 
    The mage caught it and aimed. Dax rushed forward as students all turned their attention on the glowing red fairy. Hand out, Dax snatched another wand from a hand. Dax and Nuria aimed and unleashed stun bolts. 
 
    Students froze in place as bolts struck them from behind. Fern spun and flew as more students came out of nowhere, clamoring to get the precious stone in the fairy’s hands. Fern saw the main building approaching fast and she gave a confident grin. 
 
    A shadow touched the fairy before a fist slammed into her tiny body. Fern went spiraling until she hit the stone floor. She clutched the large gem to her tiny chest as she rolled and slowed to the stop. 
 
    Jonas approached with a wicked smile. “Sorry but I need that gem,” the berserker classmate said as he approached. 
 
    Fern looked up in defiance as the berserker was nearly on her when a flash of light struck him and he froze. The berserker’s eyes looked down, unable to move. A second later, Dax’s shoulder crashed into him and sent the berserker sprawling to the floor. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Dax shouted as he lifted the fairy and tossed her into the air. 
 
    A student aimed a wand at Dax’s back and fired. The bolt of light covered the distance in a blink, Dax just turning around. Nuria was to him, arms out and chest aimed at the bolt. Dax watched as the beautiful mage took the strike, falling back frozen and into his arms. Dax held her as Fern bolted for the main building. 
 
    “Nuria,” Dax whispered as she was frozen in his arms. 
 
    Fern spun and flew as fast as her wings would allow her. Gem to her chest, she dodged bolts of light until she crashed into the doors and was inside. 
 
    Shouts and groans filled the courtyard as students threw their hands up in defeat. 
 
    Jonas slowly stood up, rubbing his head and grinning. 
 
    Nuria let out an exhale as she regained use of her body. Dax helped her to stand. Nuria turned around and looked to the mage with a sliver of affection. 
 
    “You took a bolt for me,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “If we are going to be partners, then we’re partners all the way,” the beautiful mage smiled. 
 
    Dax smiled and his eyes widened when Nuria hugged him. The two stood, holding each other for a small moment before she pulled away. 
 
    The mage nodded. “Let’s go see what we won,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The pair made their way inside to the desk. Fern stood in her larger form, tapping her foot. The woman behind the counter marked a board behind her before she put a small sack on the desk and pushed it toward her. 
 
    Dax and Nuria arrived just in time to see Fern open it, three mana shards glowing within. 
 
    “That’s it?” Fern’s brow formed a pointed V. 
 
    Dax grinned before he chuckled. “Well, it is something,” the mage said before he started laughing.      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Academy life fell into a dutiful routine. The season changed slowly, growing a little colder as students made their way to classes, practices, and club meetings. The leaves on what few trees filled the grassy areas of the courtyard began to change. Oranges, yellows, and browns hung from branches as the world shifted to a mild winter. The Western Sea never saw snow or ice, but the temperature would dip heading toward winter. 
 
    Dax fell into patterns between classes and club meetings. When he wasn’t in class, the mage often found himself spending time between The Heroes of Kinarth and the Card Alliance group. It was an interesting experience, meeting Noss’s members and the whole group wanting a piece of Dax’s attention. The mage often scratched the back of his head and smiled as members of the group came from many different classes and backgrounds. They would politely inquire and the mage did the best he could to explain. They held mock duels and talked excitedly about cards they designed or traded. 
 
    Noss became the leader and hub of the Alliance. Rules were agreed upon and written down. The kobold necromancer had won the respect of the members since he was able to bring Dax into the group and when they didn’t go to Dax, they went to Noss. The kobold was fair, even tempered, and happy to help instill a sense of honor and pride to the group. 
 
    At the same time, Isani and Ressa were brought into Vance’s club one evening and made full members of the Heroes of Kinarth. The shadow elf and dranar were all smiles as it was voted on and agreed. The party after the initiation meeting was filled with laughing, talking, and welcoming hugs to the two new members. Ressa was all smiles while Isani observed with cool eyes and a warm smirk. Fern drank a little too much, threatening everyone who tried to steal her drinks before falling into Dax’s arms with a stupid smile. It only made the night more memorable as laughter filled the club room for hours. 
 
    After the meeting, Isani had to stop Dax, pushing him against a corridor wall and pressing his new rig into his hands. The rogue seemed delighted to hand it off, but gave his manhood a quick squeeze before sauntering off. Dax didn’t get a word in edgewise, eager to study his new card rig and decide what cards he would load it with. 
 
    As the days spun on, training and studying soon took greater precedence. Symon took to his role as military leader. He held practice drills, talking about battle roles and formations. The club was lukewarm to it at first, but soon everyone was on board.  
 
    When not practicing, Dax, Symon, Vance, Fern, and Zarra were in the library, learning everything they could on military tactics. It was grueling, fitting in their normal studies with the extra workload. It often led to long discussions and lots of drinking afterwards. Ressa and Isani would meet for drinks and try to soak up the knowledge everyone else was studying. They often said they were very busy, but Dax did smile when they would arrive at the library a few times and joined them for study sessions. 
 
    When the evenings came, Dax often found himself back in his dorm room, hunched over his desk and designing new cards. The added work weighed on him, but determination fueled his resolve, knowing that the campaign exam would test all of them and they wanted to be ready. 
 
    The mage often passed out at his desk, waking up with cards stuck to his face and Symon laughing at him. 
 
    Connecting with Nuria was made in secret. Dax worked with his friends and sent ravens to Hydale. When he wasn’t sending letters to what few friends he had on the mainland, he was passing secret notes with updates to the beautiful mage. Nuria played the game well, reading the note and burning it with an arcane whisper. She never said much, but looked to Dax with a deep appreciation in her eyes. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the new card magic manuals to be placed in spell caster hands. Professor Frost was quick to point out that the magic weaving classes would be first to use the books. It meant mages, druids, clerics, and necromancers would be able to learn the new technique before the others. Dax was surprised the cleric class could use the new technique, but it seemed that faith and mana were two sides of the same coin. Where a mage could draw upon mana and charge a card, clerics could do the same with faith. Zarra was very excited because it would make healing and boosting her fellow students that much more efficient. 
 
    The first week of using the manuals had its ups and downs. Cards were specially made for students in mass quantities, but the skill needed for scribing arcane designs left something to be desired. A few accidents happened, cards misfiring and Professor Frost extinguishing the spell before it took an arm or an eye. Dax was often bouncing from student to student in his mage classes, assisting Professor Frost on the right way to design a card. Where once, the student body laughed at him for his weak spell casting ability, they now listened with focused intent, absorbing his advice like sponges. 
 
    Dax felt it as he assisted his fellow classmates, the small swell of pride as he helped them to become better. 
 
    A month and a half into the academy year, students and teachers were using card magic in mock battles and practice sessions. Professor Plume was over the moon, happy to help so many students with their arcane designs. When he wasn’t teaching classes, he spent time in his office, helping a line of students out the door who wanted to be better at designing cards. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the student body to see what was in store for the second year at the academy. Where at first, small groups were in the library studying, it soon grew to many students crammed at every available seat and table, researching military tactics, warfare and sometimes fighting over books. Dax often sighed in relief that he and his friends managed to get a head start but as each day ticked by, panic began to rear its ugly head. Hints were made in classes and after class, students raced to the library to grab books before others did. It became a feeding frenzy among many students, Dax and Symon often in lounge chairs and smiling at each other. 
 
    The gem hunt game the High Dean began at the beginning of the year soon fell to the wayside. Some students continued to play, but it was abundantly apparent that Miranda from the Lancer class was nearly unbeatable. The lancer had a sixth sense with the gems and was often seen launching through the air with a red aura. It turned into a normal occurrence, Dax and Fern often making out in the courtyard, shouts and wands going off and the pair not stopping during the moments of contained chaos. 
 
    The mage’s love life seemed to carry on. Fern, Zarra, and Ressa had demanded his time and the mage found it difficult to say no, not that he wanted to. Where Fern took the lion’s share of Dax’s attention, Zarra seemed at ease and relaxed when he came to visit her. Ressa on the other hand wanted only a specific kind of attention, appearing at Dax’s dorm room, pleasing him and drinking from his manhood before wiping her mouth and leaving. The mage found it unsettling at first when no words were exchanged, but the dranar seemed to like him while she was on her knees and it didn’t take long before the pair simply went with what was expected. Symon wasn’t pleased when he walked in on it and often voiced his annoyance. 
 
    Isani was another matter entirely. The shadow elf was often close to the mage when they were together, but tended to find an excuse not to spend intimate time together. Dax never pressured her, however, there was clearly an attraction but nothing more happened than small kisses. Dax spoke of it with Zarra and the cleric simply nodded, telling the mage that she may be taking her time for her own reasons.   
 
    Time marched on in the academy. Exhaustion set in across most of the student body. The panic they felt earlier slipped into a form of shock, unsure what to expect, but too exhausted to think too much on it. 
 
    About two months into the academy year, Dax and Symon sat in the library. The mage was staring at a book, the written words not making any sense to the exhausted mage and Symon leaning back in his chair, a book over his face. 
 
    Dax looked up and rubbed his eyes. “Maybe you should go back to the room,” the mage yawned to his friend. 
 
    The book and Symon’s head gave a small nod, but otherwise, he didn’t move. 
 
    “Go upstairs,” Dax said with a tired edge. 
 
    “Rest is for the weak,” came a muffled tone from under the book. 
 
    “I will summon my troll and he will carry you upstairs,” Dax said with weak conviction. 
 
    “Fine,” Symon said as the book slid off his face and landed on his lap. 
 
    The spellsword was up, book in hand. He placed it on a nearby table and stumbled away, giving Dax a small wave goodbye. 
 
    I really should join him, but I’m sooo tired. 
 
    Dax leaned back, his very mind whispering slumbers embrace. 
 
    “Greetings, Dax,” came a warm voice. 
 
    The mage’s head lolled up and his tired eyes widened as High Dean Luthis Prideleaf was standing by his chair. The elf looked down with a pleasant smile, a book in his hand. He wore his familiar forest green leather outfit and his black hair was tied back into a ponytail. 
 
    Dax lifted up the book in his hands, “Greetings High Dean. I was just studying.” 
 
    Luthis looked to the book and then to Dax, “The Void War Campaigns. A little light reading?” 
 
    The mage nodded a little too quickly. “It’s fascinating to read about the squads of champions beating back the different armies of the spawn. The hit and run tactics not only instilled fear in the enemy, but disorganized them enough to break their ranks.” 
 
    Luthis nodded. “Yes, it was a sound tactic. Something Sebastian and I discussed before putting it into action.” 
 
    Dax nodded before his gaze fell to the book in the High Dean’s hand.  
 
    Luthis looked down and then back to the mage. “I was just returning a book. The librarians have had a lot of work lately and I thought I would put it back myself.” 
 
    Dax was up and standing, an opportunity presenting itself. “Do you have a moment to talk?” 
 
    Luthis nodded. “I always have time for my students. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Dax’s gaze lowered, “Are you afraid the Void Spawn will return?” 
 
    Luthis kept his pleasant demeanor. “That is a question I wrestle with every day. I do believe they will return, we just don’t know when. That is why we train champions, so we can be ready if they do return.” 
 
    “What if you knew they were coming? What would we do?” 
 
    Luthis put the book in hand down on the nearby table and leaned against it. “If we knew an attack was coming, we would organize every champion on Ikkudran to repel the invasion. The tattoo inked into your skin is inked into every champion from our academy. It is a means to notify and track every champion across the world if the need arises.” 
 
    Dax’s brow wrinkled. “I thought it was just a magical tool to help us train?” 
 
    Luthis gave an impish grin, “Do you have a moment? I would like to show you something.” 
 
    Dax nodded and smiled. 
 
    Luthis stood up. The High Dean glanced to the side, picked up his book and whipped his hand out. The book soared through the air and sank into a spot on the shelf like it always belonged there. 
 
    Dax’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “Come with me,” Luthis said, turned and led the way. 
 
    The pair made their way out of the library and into the cold night air. The High Dean moved with power, Dax trailing behind. The two made it to a tower and took a stairwell down. When they reached the bottom, the High Dean waved his hand and a door appeared against a stone wall. 
 
    “The entrances to the sub level of the academy only appears to a select few. I trust what I’m about to show you is something we can keep between us, yes?” 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    “Excellent. Since you have been gracious enough to impart your time, knowledge and energy, it only seems fitting I show you some of the academy’s secrets.” 
 
    The iron door opened and lantern light glowed beyond the entrance. Luthis held out a hand, directing Dax to enter. The mage stepped in, Luthis close behind and the door closing shut and shimmering away. 
 
    Luthis took the lead, stepping along the small lantern lit corridor and entering a large chamber. Dax followed, his eyes drinking in the spectacle before him. 
 
    Large pits filled the large chamber. A path led through the middle while each pit was filled with mana shards. They glowed with blue supernatural power, pulsating like living things. 
 
    Luthis walked on, down the middle of the large chamber as he spoke over his shoulder, “There are many chambers like this under the academy. Since they are so valuable, they are hidden down here. The Seers tend to the pits when they are not using their scrying powers.” 
 
    “Seers?” Dax asked as he looked from one pit to the next. 
 
    Luthis nodded. “The Seers are dedicated to being the watchful eyes of Ikkudran. They devote their entire lives to seeing not just our world, but many worlds beyond. 
 
    “As you know, the war nearly destroyed our world. We were on the verge of winking out of existence until we harnessed the power of the mana springs. They flow under many islands along the Western Sea, but no one could harness them until desperation forced our hand.” 
 
    Luthis and Dax stepped beyond the chamber and into a tunnel. 
 
    The High Dean continued, “Sebastian was ready to sacrifice his life to save everyone. He was stronger than I, stepping into a spring flame. I merely stood, ready to save him if his action turned badly.  
 
    “I am pleased I was mistaken.” 
 
    Luthis and Dax walked into another chamber with glowing pools of water. Men and women dressed in long flowing white robes lay in the pools. Arcane blindfolds covered their eyes, the people laying in the strange waters and not making any movement in the High Dean’s presence. 
 
    “The Seers stay here, under the academy and always watching beyond the veil. Some of them do leave the tunnels for special circumstances, but many have spent their entire lives down here.” 
 
    Dax stared as the robed people lay limp like they weren’t even in their bodies anymore. If he walked onto a scene like this by himself, he would have sworn they were all dead or dying. 
 
    “I know it can be a little unnerving, but they are quite well.” 
 
    “Can they see into the Void Realm?” 
 
    Luthis looked forward as he spoke, “They can get glimpses from time to time, but never a full vision. The spawn have their own strange abilities and powers that skew with many magical energies. It doesn’t mean we don’t continue to try, but it has always been difficult.” 
 
    The pair made their way through the chamber and into another set of tunnels. 
 
    Dax’s gaze lowered. “Do the Seers see every champion? Can they see everything there is to know about them?” 
 
    Luthis turned his head and glanced back to Dax with a small smile. “You are very astute with your thinking. You are a credit to your class. The Seers see many things, but they don’t see all. We have a strict rule not to see in student’s lives once they become part of the academy. It would be a distraction and there are much bigger threats in the universe than every little detail of every student.” 
 
    Dax kept his low gaze, “What about people before they become a student at the academy?” 
 
    Luthis stopped walking. Dax halted and looked to the High Dean. Luthis turned, his face a kind mask. 
 
    “Dax, you know better than many how the world is right now. It has taken many decades to reach a sense of peace and balance since the war. To be part of the academy means we must know everything we can before we allow a student to learn here.” 
 
    Dax’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    The High Dean put his hand on Dax’s shoulder. “A single terrible event does not define a person’s character. A bad decision does not condemn a person. Those who are accepted into the academy are chosen because of their spirit, knowledge, and fortitude.” 
 
    Dax chewed on his tongue. 
 
    They know. They already know what I did. 
 
    Dax spoke in a small voice, “There are so many rules before one can be accepted to the academy. What if it is discovered that a student has done a terrible thing, something most people would be imprisoned or executed for?” 
 
    Luthis’s kind expression didn’t change. “Once a student is accepted to the Academy, their former deeds, mistakes, and misfortunes are washed away. They now have a chance to become better than what they were. The path to becoming a champion is difficult and at times, nearly impossible, but it is a path only for those who want it. To do good for the many and protect those who cannot protect themselves.” 
 
    “High Dean…” Dax whispered, his past wanting to spill from his lips. 
 
    Luthis squeezed Dax’s shoulder, “Dax, you will make a fine champion. There is nothing left to say on the subject. Especially since I have something wonderous to show you.” 
 
    Dax’s mind spun. Luthis let go of the mage’s shoulder, turned and continued to lead the way. The pair moved down a wide corridor and stopped before a thick iron door. The High Dean touched the door and it melted down to the floor and vanished. Luthis stepped beyond the threshold and into a medium sized chamber. Dax followed. When they were both inside, the door melted back up and solidified into place. 
 
    “I trust we can keep this between us?” Luthis grinned. 
 
    Dax stepped around the High Dean and his eyes nearly bulged. Lanterns hung on the walls, magical flames glowing forever. Their light shined on a large, thick crystal. It glowed with a pale blue light, the inside of it as clear as a bright sunny day. 
 
    Dax stepped closer, never blinking as he saw a man’s body lying down within the large crystal. It was so clear, it looked like the armored man was floating. A sword lay on his body, hands clasped to the pommel. Reddish hair lay, several braids connecting to a temple. The armor was pristine, like it was forged yesterday. The man’s face was peaceful, eyes closed and jaw clean shaven. 
 
    “It… can’t be,” Dax whispered. 
 
    Luthis nodded. “But it is. Dax Sage, please meet Sebastian Kinarth.” 
 
    Dax stepped closer, looking down on the hero that saved Ikkudran. “Is he dead? Is this his tomb?” 
 
    The High Dean watched with Dax with fond eyes. “No. He is very much alive.” 
 
    Dax’s mind whirled in fascination. Tales of Sebastian Kinarth soothed Dax’s spirit when life grew too difficult. He stole books of the hero champion, reading them from cover to cover, again and again. They were his only solace in a broken world. The only comfort when his belly ached for food. The detailed adventures inspired him to be better when everything else was falling apart around him. 
 
    “I wish you knew him like I did. His spirit was undeniable. It was like the very gods carved him from stone, filled his blood with angel light and blessed him with an infectious laughing soul. That was even before he absorbed pure mana from a spring.” 
 
    Dax absently nodded. “There is no record of what happened to him after the war. Some say he refused to become a king, wandering Ikkudran and helping those less fortunate until he died of old age.” 
 
    The High Dean nodded. “Some of those rumors are true. The last shreds of royalty wanted to elevate him to king. He told them no, saying that he would rather help where he could without the chains of ruling. For a time, he did just that, helping form the academy. We worked hard for a few years, making our dream come true of helping others become more. 
 
    “When the academy was finished, we celebrated with large amounts of wine. It was then when he told me he wanted to live on and fight back the void spawn if they ever returned. It frightened him to think that if he was old and frail, he would not be able to help as he had before. It is true, absorbing mana shards will slow your aging, but Sebastian didn’t want to leave it to chance.” 
 
    Luthis stepped closer, stood by Dax and looked down on his friend and brother in battle. “My friend and comrade asked to be placed here, under the academy. Mages and witches loyal to us weaved his sleeping sarcophagus and he has been here ever since, ready to return if the void spawn threat ever returned.” 
 
    Luthis placed his hand on the clear crystal surface. “Sometimes I come here with a bottle of wine. I speak to him about what we are doing, who are the students of note and telling him the world is okay for now. I don’t know if he can hear me, but I like to think he does.” 
 
    “May I?” Dax asked. 
 
    Luthis gave a kind nod. 
 
    Dax lifted his trembling hand. It hovered over the smooth crystal top before he let gravity take hold and laid it on the surface. It was warm and it pulsed like a beating heart. Sebastian didn’t move, frozen deep within, but Dax’s heart raced in his chest. The fact he was just two feet from his hero made him dizzy with joy. 
 
    “Dax, you have done a great thing for the academy, sharing your technique. I can only hope this small display of gratitude shows you how important you have become to your fellow students and the academy. Others have seen this place, only after they have graduated and performed great deeds. It pleases me to tell you, you are the first to see my friend and brother in arms before graduation. Please, take this moment and cherish it.  
 
    “I must ask you to not speak of it with your fellow students. Sebastian Kinarth is a legend now, but one we can call upon if our world needs him.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I understand, High Dean. I won’t speak of it with anyone.” 
 
    The mage looked to the dark-haired elf, “Thank you. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. I will never forget this.” 
 
    “No, I suppose you won’t,” Luthis said with an impish grin. “Let me show you back to the surface. Tomorrow is a big day. I will be addressing the second-year students. You should get some rest.” 
 
    “Yes, High Dean,” Dax smiled. 
 
     Dax pulled his hand away as Luthis began walking toward the sealed entrance. Long moments passed as the pair made their way to the surface. Luthis said his goodbyes, wishing Dax a good night and made his way to his tower. 
 
    Dax lingered in the courtyard. The mage looked up to the starry sky, lost in its magic. His soul felt lighter, like a chain was pulled away and cast to the deepest waters of the Western Sea.      
 
    The mage strolled, the air feeling fresher with every inhale. A steady rhythm filled his chest and yet he felt like he wanted to climb the nearest tower and shout to the heavens. The thought brought a wider smile and the mage laughed to himself. The area was clear of students and faculty, the mage basking in the comforting silence. 
 
    When the boiling excitement under his skin reached its tipping point, the mage lifted up both fists into the air and shouted, “I will be a champion of Kinarth!” 
 
    The words echoed off the high walls of the academy, each one bringing comfort to the mage’s soul.   
 
    “I will be a champion of Kinarth,” Dax whispered, his heart full of honor, duty, and magic.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The courtyard was a buzz of activity. The 1st year students were moving to classes while the 2nd year students made their way to the auditorium. The day was clear, sunlight bathing the academy in a brilliant glow. 
 
    Dax walked with wide eyes and an even wider smile. When Fern flew down and sat on his shoulder, the mage grabbed the eight-inch fairy and hugged her tight to his neck. Fern threw her arms around as much as she could grab and hugged him back. The mage pulled her back and simply smiled. 
 
    “You’re in a good mood,” the fairy grinned as her wings fluttered. 
 
    Dax let go and she hovered close to him. “I’m just glad to be here.” 
 
    “You better be,” Symon smiled as he approached. 
 
    The two friends clasped forearms and gave a hearty shake before all three made their way with the crowd to the auditorium. Dax closed his eyes for a moment, taking in the familiar sea scent he had always loved. When he opened his eyes again, Vance and Zarra made their way through the crowd to them. Vance gave a nod as he approached, while Zarra hugged the mage. 
 
    “Hope there’s room for two more,” came a voice from behind. 
 
    Heads turned as they walked, watching Isani and Ressa approach. The shadow elf and dranar stepped closer, their expressions light, but their eyes glancing to the happy mage. 
 
    “Always room,” Dax said with a positive edge. 
 
    Vance stayed close to Dax as the two rogues stepped closer. “This will most likely be the announcement. Do we feel like we’re ready?” 
 
    Symon nodded, “We have had some class and private training. Considering that we didn’t have a lot of time, I would say we are better than average.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I believe we are ready as we’re going to be. Who knows what they have planned, but if we stay to our own team, we can beat anything they throw at us.” 
 
    Fern fluttered along, “This time, we’re going to be on top! It won’t be like the Trials. We won four out of the five badges. This time, we’re going to win it all. High Palm!” 
 
    The fairy raised her small hand. The group slowed, glancing to each other and then to Fern, unsure what to do. 
 
    “I saw the monks doing it to each other after a good practice. They call it High Palm. Just smack our palms to each other,” Fern grinned. 
 
    Hands up, the group began giving awkward high palms and then broke out into laughter. Hands grabbed onto shoulders and bellies as they laughed and walked. Fern slapped her tiny hands against others until her body flashed and she was her five-foot-tall self. 
 
    The laughter ebbed as they reached the auditorium and stepped inside. The flow of bodies splintered, students moving to their class sections. The group of friends waved to each other as they moved on. Isani gave Dax a long gaze before moving off with Ressa to meet the other rogues. Dax smiled at the beautiful rogue before he and Vance moved to their section and took their seats. 
 
    The air was light as Dax settled down in his seat. Vance’s knee bounced a little as he leaned forward, fingers to his chin. 
 
    “Nervous about what to expect?” Dax asked. 
 
    Vance nodded. “The faculty have been known to change things at the last moment to ensure no one gets the upper hand. What if Isani and Ressa told us old information and everything we’ve done is moot?” 
 
    “We’ll adjust,” Dax stated simply. 
 
    The spiky-haired mage looked to his friend, “You’re in a very good mood. What happened?” 
 
    Dax gave the mage a warm smile. “I just feel very confident.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “Let’s see if you still feel that way after the announcement. I will keep my cautious optimism.” 
 
    Dax nodded before he looked around. The auditorium was sparsely populated considering its size. The giant chamber was meant to hold over twelve hundred students and faculty, but today, it looked like there were barely three hundred students. The class seat sections had about twenty-five students in each one. Dax turned his head to his own section, seeing about twenty mages, Nuria and Clive sitting a few rows back. Nuria glanced down to the mage before looking back to the stage, a small smile forming and melting away. Clive on the other hand looked off into space, the darkness under his eyes not improving at all. He looked like he was always tired, his face a little drawn in. 
 
    Dax looked forward and spoke out the side of his mouth, “Do you know what’s wrong with Clive? He looks terrible.” 
 
    Vance shook his head. “I have no idea. He’s been like that since he returned to the academy. Maybe it’s the pressure, it’s getting to him?” 
 
    Dax looked ahead, his mind working. “He was always pretty strong, if a bit mean. Maybe he’s changed?” 
 
    “The academy changes all of us,” Vance said in a low tone, “Maybe not always for the better.” 
 
    Dax nodded when Luthis stepped onto the stage. Professor Frost and Counselor Skullcut followed, taking the small steps close behind the High Dean. 
 
    Every student stood up, clapped and shouted. Dax grinned ear to ear, clapping and yelling to the High Dean and others as they approached the podium. Luthis stood behind the podium, Professor Frost standing to his right and Counselor Skullcut standing to his left. The elf raised a hand and the auditorium fell into a hushed silence, students taking their seats once again. 
 
    The High Dean looked to the massive chamber, a small smile on his lips. Counselor Skullcut stood at attention while Professor Frost folded her arms against her stomach. 
 
    “Welcome 2nd year students!” Luthis grinned. 
 
    Shouts and hollers rose up again, the sounds echoing off the walls.  
 
    Luthis raised a hand again and the small crowd became silent once again. 
 
    “We are happy for everyone to join us on this special announcement. I’m sure many of you are curious as to why you’re here and may have many questions. Please, save your questions to the end.” 
 
    Dax and Vance sat forward, senses open and eager. 
 
    Luthis took in a small inhale before he projected to the gathered students, “Becoming a champion can be a grueling experience. The Trial Exams and the Trials from your first-year tested teamwork, problem solving, and your survival skills. It was meant to be an introduction to the very skills you will need when you become full-fledged champions. 
 
    “Today, you all have succeeded in completing your first year, and returning to improve your skills, abilities, and powers. But, as many of you may have guessed, it will only become more difficult with each exam, testing you to your limit so you can decide if this will be the role you take in our world.” 
 
    Luthis’s smile faded a touch as he scanned the room, his lips parted, “That is why we are announcing this year’s exam, called The Phantom Campaign. It is a culmination of what you have learned so far and how you apply it in a dangerous environment.” 
 
    A small murmur filled the smaller crowds. Dax kept his gaze on Luthis, waiting for the rest. 
 
    The High Dean continued as Professor Frost unfolded her arms and began to cast a spell. 
 
    “I will be brief, every student here will be placed in one of twelve different coterie teams. The teams have been selected on how well students have worked together and how well they performed from last year’s Trials. Depending on skill sets, knowledge, and experience, the teams will vary from eight to over twenty members to each team.” 
 
    Professor Frost finished her incantation, energy swirling along her hands and leaping up into the air. Everyone watched as the swirling colors reformed into a top view of a star-shaped island. In the center, there appeared to be a structure, while the rest of the island was covered in green trees and small lakes. 
 
    Luthis lifted a hand and pointed at the glowing image above him. “This is Star Fall island. I’m sure most of you haven’t heard of it before, but it is an ancient island about two days journey by ship from Mist Haven Isle. It was used to spot larger sea monsters when they would approach from the depths of the Western Sea. It stands on the edge of the deepest part of the ocean. It has been long abandoned except for when we use it for academy exams.” 
 
    Luthis lowered his hand and took hold of the sides of the podium once again, “The island is not a pleasant place. It’s cold, wet, and has difficult terrain. The ground is dirt and sharp rocks. It has simple wildlife, but sea monsters do come ashore from time to time. 
 
    “I will not deceive you, this is a difficult place to transverse. Kingdoms used to send soldiers to man the structure in the center, a lighthouse with a keep underneath it and high walls surrounding it. The structure has fallen into some ruin, but the lighthouse still stands, a beacon for any who step foot on the island.” 
 
    Ghostly ships moved across the air, making their way to the island’s edge. 
 
    “In three days, ships will arrive at Silver Port. The Sea Witch will carry all students together. A small fleet of five, smaller ships will travel along, bringing supplies and large rowboats to move the coteries to the starting locations around the island.” 
 
    Dax watched as the ghostly ships reached the coast of the island, tiny ships breaking off and moving along the coast. After a few moments, they all stopped at different locations surrounding the island. 
 
    “As you can see, each coterie will be dropped off on a different stretch of beach. The first objective will be to penetrate the interior of the island and make your way to the lighthouse. The island is vast. The journey may take three to five days to complete, so you will be out in the elements for some time.” 
 
    Luthis’s kind demeanor shifted to a serious mask. “The second objective is to enter the lighthouse ruins and explore the sub-levels. Hidden within the sub-levels will be four trophy crystals. Professor Frost and Counselor Skullcut have been kind enough to devote their time this year to monitoring the ruins and waiting for coteries to arrive. Once your group has found a crystal, bring it back to the surface and hand it over to Professor Frost or Counselor Skullcut. 
 
    “I can tell from some of your expressions, you have questions. The Phantom Campaign is a competition, seeing who among you are adept and skillful enough to cross the island and retrieve a crystal. With twelve teams, there can be only four winners. Reaching the Lighthouse will indicate you have passed. Finding a crystal will ensure you are among the elite of the academy.” 
 
    Shadows lengthened under the High Dean’s eyes, “The exam is more than simply surviving. The island will be populated with a phantom army. There is a mana spring deep underground. The phantoms we place there will be Illkith and their Sukarr slaves.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. Remembering the many history books he read, images of the Illkith and the Sukarr came to mind. The Illkith were humanoid ocean dwellers with tentacles covering the lower half of their faces. Their heads were pointed and they had large, oval eyes. Their race was despised because they often abducted any humanoids they could find so they could feast on their brains and lay their foul eggs in the rotting corpses.  
 
    The Sukarr were a slave race to the Illkith. Fish-like humanoids of below average intelligence, they followed their master’s every whim, making the bulk of the Illkith armies. The two races were the scourge of the Western Sea until the Void War. When races were pushed back to the coast, many fled to the hundreds of islands that dotted the Western Sea. Any Illkith on those islands were hunted and killed without a second thought. Despite having the Sukarr to fight back, the primal sea people weren’t smart enough to fight against simple tactics. The Illkith retreated into hiding, barely seen or heard from in close to a century. The Sukarr were sometimes caught in fishing nets, but they too had not been seen in a very long time. 
 
    Luthis continued, “The phantoms will be well fed from the mana under the island, but they will continue to hunt any invaders on the island. Since they are phantoms, if any of them drain enough energy from students here, they will move on when you are no longer conscious. You may wake with a headache later, but it’s a small price to pay considering the alternative.  
 
    “Should you fall during your exam and cannot be brought back by a cleric or paladin, graduated mage champions and clerics will teleport to you and bring you back to the Sea Witch. Your actions during the campaign will dictate your score and see if you pass or fail.” 
 
    “Make no mistake, the phantoms will behave much like their living counterparts. They will hunt, fight, and try to subdue you. Every student here in all coteries will have to work together to ensure your group makes it the lighthouse. There will be losses along the way, accept that. 
 
    “Since this is a campaign, coteries will be working together toward a common goal. Under no circumstances are you to hinder or stop your fellow classmates. This campaign will be a fine example of what to expect after you graduate. Should evil arise, we will come together to vanquish it, together.” 
 
    A brightness returned to the High Dean’s eyes, “Every student will have enough food and water to last four days. Should you run out of supplies and your health begins to decline, you will be pulled from the exam. Those of you who know how to hunt and survive, your skills may be needed during the campaign.” 
 
    Dax blinked, knowing full well he was a city dweller.    
 
    Luthis smiled. “Once every student is accounted for, we shall return to the ships and sail home where I believe a celebration shall be waiting.” 
 
    A solemn silence filled the vast auditorium, stark realization filling each student with a sense of dread and excitement. Dax was no exception. The chance to be part of a large training operation piqued his interest. Having many companions at his side only fanned the flame of desire to win the campaign at all costs.  
 
    Thoughts flowed to Isani. The rogue was correct with her information and for that, Dax was thankful. The long hours of reading, studying, and training practices would give them an edge. 
 
    “I hope we are in the same coterie again,” Vance whispered. 
 
    Dax nodded. “They did say the teams were picked depending on how well we worked together during the Trials. I’m pretty sure we will be.” 
 
    Luthis looked out to the second-year students with warmth and understanding, “Much like the Trials, no one can account for everything. Accidents do happen and lives have been lost during exams. It is as important as ever that everyone looks out for one another. A life cut short is one where the world will never see their full potential and I know I want to see everyone reach their full potential. 
 
    “Please stay in the auditorium as myself, Professor Frost and Counselor Skullcut will be handing out scrolls with your designated coteries. Once we are finished, you will have three days to prepare for the campaign. Rest, plan, and strategize for everyone here will be tested. Only the strong, cunning, and resourceful will succeed. The true champions will be the ones who help their brothers and sisters through what is to come.” 
 
    Luthis, Frost, and Skullcut nodded as the magical image above them faded to nothing. The trio made their way to the side stairs of the stage while many students stood up and moved into several large groups. 
 
    Dax and Vance were up, moving to the aisle as Symon, Fern, Zarra, Isani, and Ressa all made their way closer. Eyes were wide with excitement as they met up. 
 
    Dax looked to Isani and smiled. “Your information was correct.” 
 
    “Was there any doubt?” the shadow elf smirked. 
 
    “None whatsoever,” the mage said. 
 
    “The real question is, will we all be together?” Symon said. 
 
    Dax glanced sideways to see Professor Frost handing a scroll to a student. “I don’t know, but it shouldn’t be long before we get our answer.” 
 
    Fern lifted up her fists and they trembled before her, “If we’re not on the same coterie, I’m going to bash someone’s head in!” 
 
    “I hope it’s not one of our heads,” Symon chuckled. 
 
    Fern looked to the tall spellsword, her eyes narrowing, “You’re safe, for now.” 
 
    The spellsword barked out a laugh.  
 
    “We will have to use every moment until we set off to plan and re-plan for contingencies,” Vance added, his mind already working. 
 
    “You shouldn’t overthink it. The world is made up of chaos,” Ressa hissed a laugh. 
 
    Vance nodded. “True, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be prepared.” 
 
    “Whatever happens, we will get through it together,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Heads nodded and smiles bloomed. 
 
    A shadow touched the corner of Dax’s senses and he turned to the smiling, scarred face of Counselor Skullcut. 
 
    “Dax, may I speak with you for a moment,” the counselor said as he bowed his head. 
 
    The mage nodded. Counselor and student stepped about twenty feet away and stood before the stage. Skullcut reached into his robe sleeve and pulled out a rolled-up scroll. Extending his arm, he handed it to Dax. 
 
    The mage unfurled the scroll and read over the list of names. Dax found himself smiling as he saw Symon, Fern, Zarra, Vance, Isani, and Ressa’s names on the list. He kept his smile when he saw Noss’s name below Ressa’s name. The smile began to wane as he saw Clive’s name was on the list and below his, Nuria’s name. 
 
    “There are only ten names here. Our coterie is very small,” Dax said as he looked to the scroll. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut nodded. “It was discussed a few times and we decided, if Zarra is part of your coterie, your group will have more than enough power and skill to complete the campaign. This is part of the reason why I wanted to see you. Many of the faculty think Zarra is much too powerful, even with her diminished power, to be part of this exam. I spoke on her behalf, informing the faculty that the only way she is going to learn is through experience. While most of the coteries will have two to three clerics, your group will only have one. 
 
    “But if you feel your coterie should have more members, we will remove Zarra and add more members to your group.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Dax said without hesitation. “I would trade a dozen people just to make sure Zarra was with us. It has nothing to do with her power, but everything to do with being our friend.” 
 
    Counselor Skullcut nodded with a smile. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you, card mage. The last thing we must decide upon is, who will lead the coterie. I assume it’s you so if you would please sign the scroll.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “I won’t be leading this time. Symon is a very capable leader. He will lead us to victory.” 
 
    The counselor nodded. “A wise decision.” 
 
    The scarred counselor lifted a meaty hand and waved Symon over. The spellsword made his way to Dax’s side and looked to the gray-haired counselor. 
 
    “I have been told you will be leading the Dragon Eye Coterie,” Skullcut smiled. 
 
    Symon gave a knowing glance to Dax. The two friends smiled before Symon stood at full attention and stuck out his chest. 
 
    “Yes, Counselor. I shall be leading my coterie during the campaign,” Symon said with confidence. 
 
    Skullcut produced a quill and held it and the scroll out to the spellsword. “I will require your signature, Coterie Leader Shieldbrook.” 
 
    Dax turned his back to his friend as Symon took the quill and scroll. Symon pushed the scroll against Dax’s back as the quill moved. When the signature was finished, Symon rolled it up and handed both items back to the counselor. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut smiled as he put the items away in his robe pocket. “It’s good to see you two grow into such fine students. I seem to remember a time where you both were nearly expelled for having a spell battle on the streets of Silver Port. I’m pleased to see you both come so far.” 
 
    Dax and Symon bowed to the counselor. 
 
    “We wouldn’t be here if not for your kind understanding,” Symon said. 
 
    “And tough love,” Dax grinned. 
 
    “I know you both will do great things, now and well into the future. Despite that, I fully expect you and your coterie to be a shining example of success. The campaign will test not only your resolve, but your spirits and the spirits of your friends.”  
 
     “We won’t let you down,” Dax and Symon said in unison. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut gave the two men an approving nod. “I’ll leave you to it then. Carry on.” 
 
    The counselor walked away as Dax and Symon turned back to their friends. The pair made their way to the group, all eyes on them. 
 
    “Fern, can you find Noss?” Symon asked. 
 
    The fairy nodded and shot through air toward a group of necromancers. 
 
    Dax lifted a hand, waving to Nuria and Clive as they stood off to the side. The mages saw him and made their way down the aisle until they stood with everyone. Clive had a dour expression, but Nuria looked to everyone with curiosity. 
 
    Fern flew back and hovered. She pointed a finger, a small kobold making his way down the aisle and standing with the group. 
 
    “Fern said I had to come see you,” the kobold said with wide eyes. 
 
    Symon nodded. “Everyone here, listen up. As of today, this group gathered is the Dragon Eye Coterie. We will be working together during the Phantom Campaign. We have three days to get everything in order and prepare for the exam.” 
 
    Noss smiled and bowed his head. Nuria gave a hint of a smile, but Clive shook his head. 
 
    “You can’t be serious? Shouldn’t we have more members considering where we are going?” the large mage grumbled. 
 
    Symon looked to the mage with serious eyes and a kind smile. “They believe we are the best so we can make do with the group we have. Since we have everyone here, mandatory meetings at the Commons, every day until departure.” 
 
    Clive folded his arms and bowed his head, shadows covering his eyes. “This is ridiculous. We won’t survive with a coterie this…” the mage trailed off when Nuria touched his hand. 
 
    The big mage looked down at Nuria for a long moment before his shoulders deflated. Everyone watched as the mage gave a small nod in agreement. 
 
    Symon nodded. “Are there any other questions?” 
 
    Fern raised her hand. 
 
    The spellsword nodded to her. 
 
    “Will there be drinks?” the fairy blinked with not so innocent eyes. 
 
    Symon and Dax looked to each other, grinned and turned back to the group. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a meeting if there were no drinks,” Symon grinned.      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve  
 
    Black wings folded and unfolded as scaly, clawed feet shifted on perches. The morning sun filled the alcoves below the roosts as ravens pecked at feathers and black eyes stared at the lone man standing in the middle. 
 
    Dax waited, the earlier message in his mind, telling him a raven would arrive this morning on this date. The message was underlined that he had to be there to accept the raven with a white feather. Dax had been standing there for two hours, his thoughts bouncing back and forth since he still had to get the last of his gear ready before they shipped out. 
 
    The last two days slid over his thoughts like a short play. Symon had taken charge in the meetings, asking questions and assigning roles. Almost everyone was receptive, except for Clive who spent part of his time complaining until Fern threatened to punch him. The large mage spoke little after that, but often stared daggers at the berserker fairy. 
 
    After the meetings, it fell into heavy drinking and laughing. Despite the flow of spirits, Dax often found himself leaving to work in his dorm. The mage spent the last two nights barely sleeping, focusing on designing cards for the exam ahead. The mage’s power had increased when class started the next day and Professor Frost handed out small sacks of mana shards. She instructed the class to absorb them right away to ensure everyone would be well prepared before they disembarked for Star Fall Island. 
 
    Dax blinked as he stood in the Raven Tower. Calling up his stats, he went over the changes. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1400 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 3 
 
    Water: 2 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 1 
 
    Life: 3 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 2 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    Each student was given 8 mana shards. Again, Dax thought to spread it out but thought it was counterproductive. Instead, he spent the 8 shards at once, bringing his Air Sphere of magic to the 3rd degree. The increase unlocked even more powerful spells and the mage quickly wrote down a few new ones and created matching cards. 
 
    The cloud of thoughts shifted to Nuria and the mage sighed. She had remained distant, despite being in the same coterie again. Dax questioned if it was because Clive was around, but the large mage seemed to be firmly under her control. Fern seemed to ignore her and Zarra didn’t seem to care either way. Ressa had focused most of her attention on Dax while Isani felt the need several times to poke fun at the beautiful mage. Nuria ignored the rogue for the most part, but it seemed that Isani rather enjoyed pressing her luck with the beautiful mage. 
 
    Deeper thoughts rose to the surface with the nearly endless coded messages Dax exchanged with people he knew in Hydale. Thankful that he still had some friends back home, they began helping when Vance’s gold arrived in their hands. A new identity had been created for Nuria and handlers were arranged. The last detail needed was a home in a distant town where she could build her new life. 
 
    Dax looked up to the ravens as he wondered why the faculty hadn’t come to him again, asking for the mage to speak with Nuria. From what he could see, she was excelling in her classes and talk of her parents missing seemed to be forgotten. It caused a sinking feeling in Dax’s stomach, wondering if they already knew and were preparing for the right time to speak with the magistrates. 
 
    A raven flew in, waking Dax from his trance. Blinking, he noticed the raven had a white feather along its left wing. It seemed to acknowledge it was here for him because it cawed at him. The mage stepped closer, hand out. The raven lifted its clawed foot, a small capsule tied to its leg. Fingers worked with nimble speed as the mage unscrewed the top and pulled out the tiny note. The moment he unfurled it, the raven turned with a hop and flew away. 
 
    Dax read the tiny letter, drinking in the information. The only thing written was a date and a location to meet. A small check mark was by it and Dax knew instantly that meant they had a home for Nuria. The mage pondered if it was by the border to the Decayed Lands or by the Void Border. He knew he couldn’t know simply because the less anyone knew, the better off she was. 
 
    Dax memorized the date and location before slowly speaking a simple fire incantation. When he finished, the note flared into a shard of fire before its ashes blew away on the wind. 
 
    Dax turned and raced out of the raven chamber and made his way down the stairs. Heart beating, he crashed through doors and out into the courtyard. 
 
    They better not leave without me! 
 
    Dax darted along the courtyard and saw many students standing in groups by the Academy entrance. Legs pumping, his head swiveled from side to side until he saw Symon standing with the rest of the coterie, his long arm up and signaling. The mage made a beeline for them and skidded to a halt, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    Symon hefted a pack and satchel and handed it to the mage, “Glad you could make it. We’re leaving any moment now. I hope it was important.” 
 
    Dax nodded as he slipped the pack over his shoulders and the satchel strap over his head. “It was.” 
 
    Fern stepped close and bumped her hip against the mage’s hip. “We’re going to be stuck on a ship for two days. I hope you brought plenty of water?” 
 
    Dax lifted his eyebrow before a sinister smirk filled his cheek as he got the fairy’s meaning. 
 
    Vance rolled his eyes behind them. “We should conserve our strength.” 
 
    Fern continued to look up to Dax as she spoke loud enough for their group to hear, “It’s okay, he can rest after I’m finished with him.” 
 
    “This should be an interesting voyage,” Isani smiled. 
 
    Zarra nodded as she stood with staff in hand, a small shy smile on her lips. 
 
    Clive looked to everyone with incredulous eyes, “Is it always like this with all of you?” 
 
    Vance shook his head, “No, it's like that with him.” 
 
    Dax ignored everyone as he simply stared ahead. 
 
    A shout filled the air and the gates opened. A short moment later, the entire 2nd year class began to march.  
 
    Gulls flew high in the clear blue sky. Birdsong filled the nearby trees as twelve coteries marched down the cobblestone road, the town of Silver Port in the distance. Sunlight bathed the trees in a comforting glow, orange leaves still clinging to branches. The sight brought splashes of color to the landscape as student champions walked with excited chatter and a nervous sliver in the back of their minds. 
 
    Dax looked ahead, seeing a large ship in the port. The masts stabbed into the air with ropes hanging from them. Even at this distance, the Sea Witch was quite a sight, dwarfing the other ships in port. 
 
    Zarra moved to Dax’s side, her hand sliding into his. The pair looked to each other, hands squeezing in knowing comfort. Dax’s heart lifted as he couldn’t fight the sense of belonging they all felt. After what happened at the party, Dax wasn’t sure Zarra would want anything to do with him again. After he told his friends the whole story, he swore they would leave him instantly. Thinking back to it now, it felt foolish and ridiculous. Symon didn’t leave his side when they were nearly expelled last year, why would his friends run? 
 
    The crowd of students made their way into Silver Port. Eyes widened and some mouths gaped as they approached the docks, everyone looking up at the massive ship. Gulls circled and the calm waters rippled. 
 
    Dax’s gaze dropped as he saw Professor Frost, Counselor Skullcut and two dozen robed figures march up the wide gangplank to the Sea Witch. Some wore white robes, others wore black robes and a few wore blue robes. Their hoods were up and covering their heads as they boarded the ship. 
 
    Maybe they’re the clerics and mages who will help with the campaign? 
 
    Dax pondered as the line of students made their way onto the ship in rows of four, shoulder to shoulder. The gangplank was wide enough to accommodate 4 students abreast as they walked up. 
 
    “I’m not good on ships,” Noss said with a nervous edge. 
 
    Ressa put a hand on the small kobold’s shoulder, “I’m not comfortable either, but we must manage.” 
 
    Isani moved to the dranar and kobold with a confident smile. “I may have something to help you relax. I’ll give it to you when we are out to sea.” 
 
    The kobold gave the shadow elf a timid nod. Ressa smiled. 
 
    Symon led the way, taking lead onto the ship. The rest of the coterie followed, stepping onto the deck and looking all around. 
 
    Dax was blown away on how massive the ship truly was. It was like a floating castle, the deck wide enough to hold every student as they came aboard. The masts were several people thick, like they were carved from ancient trees. Arcane symbols were etched into the wooden masts and along the railings of the ship, Dax guessing it was some kind of protection or they allowed some kind of magical control. He wasn’t sure but it was fascinating nonetheless. 
 
    Professor Frost whispered an incantation and a glow surrounded her body for a moment. With a thought, the master mage flew about thirty feet into the air, her heels together and her arms crossed. All heads turned their attention to her as the last remaining students stepped onto the ship. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Sea Witch, Students of Kinarth!” the professor said with power and authority. 
 
    The crowd quieted down as everyone looked to the floating mage. 
 
    Professor Frost continued with a warm smile. “Captain Roderick has informed me we will be departing in just a few moments. Since we will be at sea for two days, please stow your gear in the ship’s guest quarters. There are enough rooms for every student to have their own. The rooms are small, but will accommodate everyone here.  
 
    “Coterie leaders, you will have your members in rooms side by side to one another. No area should be mixed. The last thing we need is confusion and chaos. Meals will be served three times a day and in various dining suites along the ship. Coteries must take meals together and that will be an excellent time to plan and bring strategies together.” 
 
    Professor Frost floated over the crowd, “Take this time to rest and connect with your fellow students. The High Dean explained what to expect, but one is never truly ready for Star Fall island. Be well to yourself and each other.” 
 
    The professor floated down as heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Dax moved to a railing and looked down. Sailors pulled the mooring ropes and quickly made their way up the gangplank. The gangplank lifted up and slid into the ship on its own, Dax unsure if it was mechanical or mystical. The sound of sails dropping turned the mage’s gaze to the immense sails. They unfurled as wind quickly filled them. 
 
    “We are casting off!” projected the Captain as he stood at the wheel. 
 
    Students mobbed the side rails, one half looking to Silver Port, townsfolk waving as they departed and the other half looking out to the sea, the sun shining down and giving the water a river of sparkling light. 
 
    Symon leaned against the railing next to Dax, “Can you believe it? We’re really going to train on some desolate island to become stronger and better.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Yea, it’s pretty remarkable.” 
 
    “Are you nervous?” Symon smiled. 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Dax smirked. 
 
    “Something tells me we just answered our own questions,” the spellsword nodded. 
 
    The two friends chuckled as the ship began to turn and head out to sea. 
 
    “Let’s put our gear away,” Symon said. 
 
    Dax nodded as they moved to their group and made their way to the stairs. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the coterie to make their way down. Stairs continued down, but Symon pushed his way through the other students to make sure they were on the top level. Dax and Fern helped, politely shifting fellow students away as their group stepped into a long corridor. Legs moved as the ship bobbed slightly. Occasionally, hands darted out to grab metal bars along the walls to keep their balance. 
 
    Noss covered his mouth as his small, scaled cheeks bloomed out and sank down. 
 
    “Don’t get sick,” Fern said as she glanced back at the kobold. 
 
    “You can’t say don’t get sick to someone who feels sick. It doesn’t work,” Noss said and fought the urge to vomit. 
 
    Dax looked to the small kobold, “Once we get to our rooms, lay down. It will help you adjust.” 
 
    The kobold nodded as he fought to keep his stomach’s contents within him. 
 
    The group of nine reached a small section of rooms with a dining suite at the end of the short hall. Five rooms lined the right and left. Hands moved to door handles and pulled them aside, the doors sliding into the wall. 
 
    Zarra touched Noss’s shoulder. The kobold looked up to the kind cleric as she helped him into his room. Isani and Ressa moved to a pair of doors, side by side. Fern watched Dax as he picked a room and immediately claimed the room next to his. Nuria and Clive each took a room closer to the end of the short corridor while Vance and Symon took rooms opposite each other and next to the dining suite. 
 
    Dax stepped into his cabin and looked around. He didn’t have much to drink in. The cabin was small, just big enough for a single bed, a tiny desk and a stool for a chair. A chest stood next to the desk which was built into the wall. A single glass port hole showed the sunny, outside world. Other than that, there was nothing more to the cabin room. 
 
    The mage stepped in, opened the chest and put his pack inside. He kept his satchel on with his spellbook, not sure he felt comfortable simply leaving it in a chest. Closing the lid, he felt his forearms and the leather rigs strapped to them. 
 
    I will still have to practice some more with them. Last thing I want is cards to shoot out between my fingers in a fight. 
 
    The mage woke from his thoughts as his cabin door slid closed behind him. The mage turned to see Nuria standing there with a small smile. 
 
    “Dax, I needed to talk to you,” the beautiful mage whispered. 
 
    The mage stepped closer, keeping his balance. “I was going to try to find the right moment to talk to you. I have good news.” 
 
    Nuria nodded, her gaze turning downward, “Please, I need to go first.” 
 
    It was apparent that Nuria was concerned. Her blue eyes seemed to tremble every other moment and Dax wasn’t sure if it was because she was scared, or something else. 
 
    “Okay, what do you have to say?” 
 
    Nuria stepped closer until the two were inches apart. Her head was low and she spoke in deep whispers. 
 
    “I can’t explain it, but this body is behaving like my old body from my realm. I can taste things like lies, deceit, and obfuscation. I can hear whispers when no one is talking. It’s difficult to control at times.” 
 
    Nuria looked into Dax’s eyes, “Kinarth’s enemies stopped communicating with me about two weeks ago. I can feel their minds, even at a great distance. They have abandoned me.” 
 
    Dax eyed the mage, “Lyla, you have to tell me what you know, all of it.” 
 
    Lyla nodded. “I was part of a secret cabal to plant the seeds of mistrust in Kinarth Academy. At least, Nuria was. It’s so difficult to untie the strands that hold us together. Her memories are my own and not my own.” 
 
    The mage seemed to collect herself and continued, “They didn’t have names, just locations to send ravens or meeting their agents in town. Nuria was supposed to gather like-minded students, offering gold and knowledge if they joined the cabal. The pacts were signed in blood with magical bindings. This was to ensure no one would go to the High Dean or the faculty of the academy.” 
 
    Lyla gave a small smile, “Since Nuria died and I took over her body, the binding no longer had an effect on me. I kept up the charade for my own survival, but I could see the cracks as it went along.” 
 
    Lyla’s smile faded away. “They pushed to increase recruitment, but I couldn’t go through with it. When membership slowed, they questioned me. I gave them excuses, but they simply told me to keep trying. When I sent my last raven for further instructions, they didn't respond which is unlike them.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes filled with clarity as he absorbed Lyla’s words. “What is the aim of this cabal? What are they trying to do?” 
 
    “They want to destroy Kinarth Academy from the inside,” Lyla said in a defeated sigh. 
 
    Dax’s brow hardened. “You have to tell me who is part of this cabal? I need names, students we need to watch.” 
 
    Lyla shook her head, “I can’t. If I tell you one name and you act differently around them, they will know that you know.” 
 
    “Clive is one of them, isn’t he?”  
 
    Lyla bowed her head. 
 
    Dax mulled it over for a moment. A good portion of mages in his very own class enjoyed spending time with Nuria and Clive. Dax wasn’t sure who else was part of it, but it didn’t sit well with him. 
 
    Dax put his hands on Lyla’s shoulders, “Listen to me very carefully, we need a list of names. We can send it anonymously to some of the professors and they can investigate it.” 
 
    Lyla shook her head, “We can’t! They will know I’m involved and when they find out I’m not Nuria, they will execute me.” 
 
    “They won’t. That is the good news I wanted to tell you. Everything is all set. A date and location have been made and prepared. In two weeks, you will meet a contact in Hydale and they will take you someplace safe and far away.” 
 
    Lyla’s eyes glistened. “You did it?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “But we will still need those names. They can’t hide in the academy anymore. I can’t allow enemies from within to destroy what Kinarth stands for.” 
 
    Lyla tilted her head forward, shadows covering her eyes. “I’ll give you the list, when we return to Kinarth. If I give it to you now and someone discovers it, it will put many lives in danger, not just my own. We have to keep the secrets until we get back.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed as the words cut at his heart. He could see Lyla was still trying to survive, using any means possible to keep the truth at bay. It clawed at him, the chance that other students were actively working against the greatest academy in all of Ikkudran. Bile churned in his stomach, urges whispering to him, trying to convince him to demand names. 
 
    If I force this, she’ll never trust me again. 
 
    Dax’s inner world cooled as he pulled his hands from Lyla’s shoulders and they fell to his sides. 
 
    “There are two things we must agree upon. First, we will have a detailed list of those who are part of cabal the first night we get back. Understand, if there is no detailed list, it will take one raven to stop the arrangement for your safe disappearance. They will not be able to do it again and will wash their hands of me and you in the process. There is a lot of work involved to make sure you can disappear safely and they will not do it again, no matter how much gold we throw at them. 
 
    “Second, I need to know if anyone else in our coterie, aside from Clive, is part of this cabal? If you will not tell me, I will march to Professor Frost and tell her everything I know. They will turn the ship around and we will be back at the academy so they can sort this out. 
 
    “Agree to those terms and we will continue with the plan,” Dax finished with a dark edge. 
 
    The mage watched Lyla as she stood silent. He could see the gears working behind her eyes, trying to plot out her moves. He waited for her to tell him that she would turn him in for his past crime so she could gain leverage in the agreement. The tension grew thicker with each passing moment until Lyla bowed her head again, lips parting. 
 
    “I agree to your terms. I will provide a list of cabal members the first night we come back. As for our coterie, no one else is part of it.” 
 
    Dax gave a strong nod.  
 
    Isani, Ressa, and Noss aren’t a part of it, thank the gods. 
 
    A knock at the door cut the tension. Dax and Lyla looked to it as a voice came through. 
 
    “Dax?” Zarra said from the other side. 
 
    Dax slipped past Lyla and opened the door. Zarra’s golden eyes shined until she saw Nuria in the room. Silence filled the space between all three for a long moment. 
 
    “I was just talking to Dax, voicing my concerns about the campaign,” Nuria said simply.  
 
    Zarra stepped into the now crowded tiny cabin and closed the door behind her. “Nuria, I’m sorry about before, at the party. My past shouldn’t be used as an excuse to inflict harm on others.” 
 
    Nuria nodded. “I can understand why you attacked me, but know that I don’t want any harm to come to you and or anyone else. I just want to live my life in peace, what’s left of it anyway.” 
 
    Zarra looked to Dax, “I’m sure Dax will keep all of our best interests at heart. He is a good man.” 
 
    Dax simply stood, heat climbing his neck. 
 
    Nuria gave a faint smile. “I should go. I put my pack on my bed and I should stow it in the chest. I’ll see you both at dinner?” 
 
    Dax and Zarra nodded. 
 
    Nuria stepped past the pair as Zarra slid open the door. When the beautiful mage stepped out and away, Zarra closed the door behind her and eyed Dax, his expression a touch grim. 
 
    “Are you troubled?” 
 
    “No more than normal,” Dax said with a weak smirk. 
 
    “You don’t wish to talk?” 
 
    Dax lifted his head and looked into Zarra’s beautiful serpent eyes, “I want to, but the more I talk about certain things, the greater chance of it coming back to harm us.” 
 
    Zarra stepped closer, hands reaching up and touching Dax’s hips. The cleric pressed her body to Dax’s frame and she eyed him like a fine meal. 
 
    “I understand. It seems you must keep some secrets so we are all safe. I wish you knew how important it is that I hear that. Know this, I trust you, Dax Sage. I trust you with my heart and my life. I trust you to do the right thing by all of us and when you're ready to tell me, I’ll be there, waiting.” 
 
    Dax stared into Zarra’s eyes for a breath before he reached up and ran his fingers through her golden blonde hair. When he took hold of her head, he brought her close and the two kissed deeply. Tongues slathered over one another as bodies molded to each other. The heat in the small cabin grew, but the two were lost to the sensual kissing. When lips parted, Zarra licked her lips as if savoring the mage’s taste. 
 
    “Let’s go on deck. I want to enjoy this beautiful day,” Zarra smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ocean mist flew up as the Sea Witch plowed through the small waves. The sun arced across the sky as the wind maintained full sails. As time flowed on, the sun sank lower and lower until it touched the western horizon. 
 
    Dax hung out by the railing, taking in the majesty of the sea. Many other students did the same, some in groups and others by their lonesome. The magic of the journey was not lost on the students as they drank it in with mystical wonderment. Despite the difficulty of the campaign to come, hearts were in good spirits and enjoying the wind in their hair and sun on their faces. 
 
    Dax often looked down to the dark waters, the magical moment falling away to inner dread. The time spent with Zarra earlier had kept his mind occupied, enjoying light conversation and holding hands. After an hour, her protective nature took over and she went to go check on Noss to make sure he was okay. After she left, Dax spent most of the day on deck, trying to calm his mind as thoughts warred.   
 
    Knowledge cut at his mind knowing that Clive was part of something sinister from the very start. Paranoia crept in, concern touching the mage’s brow as he didn’t know who was a genuine student to the academy and who was part of a secret cabal to destroy it. 
 
    The sun had half set when Dax’s stomach made a gurgling sound. 
 
    Spent the whole day thinking about what’s happening to all us. I need food and lots of it. 
 
    Dax stood straighter, ready to turn around when a figure stepped to his side and leaned against the railing. 
 
    “Evening, Dax,” Jonas said as he looked out to the vast ocean. 
 
    Dax remained silent, seeing the smug smile on the berserker’s lips as strands of long hair flowed in the wind. The berserker was wiry with defined muscles along his neck and arms. His shirt was loose as it flapped in the wind, but the berserker seemed completely at ease, staring out across the sea. 
 
    “Evening,” Dax said after a long moment. 
 
    Jonas nodded. “How’s the arm? I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes hardened as he glared at the berserker. Memories rushed back of that night during their trials where they stumbled upon a dead sprite and face covered berserkers surrounded them. They came to hurt him for being humiliated during the Trial exam and a simple sprite died because of their jealousy. 
 
    “I had a feeling you were part of what happened that night,” Dax said with gritted teeth. 
 
    Jonas continued to stare out, not bothering to look at the mage. “Some aspects of that night didn’t sit well with me. Breaking your arm though, that was sweet as berry juice.” 
 
    “Killing a sprite to get to me is fucking low if you ask me,” Dax said with a menacing edge. 
 
    Jonas pushed off the railing and stood, facing the mage. “That is part of what doesn’t sit well with me. It’s so hard to get some time to just talk.” 
 
    “Then talk,” Dax growled. 
 
    Jonas nodded. “Between us, what happened needed to happen. You took advantage of me and my fellow berserkers during the exams and it needed to be balanced. We came to make it right and we did. You were honorable. Despite the numbers against you, you stuck to your honor of no weapons. The ice blast to my chest hurt, but it didn’t kill me, so there’s that.” 
 
    Jonas tilted his head slightly, memories filling his mind’s eye. “We were angry and ready to take our pound of flesh, but we didn’t kill the sprite.” 
 
    Dax’s anger cooled as he raised an eyebrow. “But you said you did to get our attention?” 
 
    Jonas shook his head, “You have to understand, the whole point of our class is inciting fear and dread in our enemies. If we can’t do it with our bodies, we have to do it with our words. I don’t expect you to understand everything I’m trying to say, but know this, we didn’t kill that sprite. We were told where you and your coterie would be and we showed up to even the score. You all put up a hell of a fight and some of us still have some well-earned scars, but the debt is paid and balance is restored.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed. “Who told you where we would be?” 
 
    Jonas’s smug smile returned. “No can do. Honor is honor and we promised not to speak of it to anyone. I did, however, think to ease that little mystery. It wouldn’t have been right if you held onto something that wasn’t true. We came to hurt you. We didn’t come to kill anyone. 
 
    “Now, if you think to inform our professors of what happened, the blame falls squarely on my shoulders and I will take all of it, but I won’t take the blame for the death of that sprite. She was dead before we even arrived.” 
 
    Dax’s hard gaze softened and he looked away. 
 
    Jonas’s smile grew wider, “Fern loves you. We see it when she talks about you and how she lights up in your presence. We love her like family and we know she is with a strong, honorable man. We know you both will do right by each other. I thought the truth would be good for all of us.” 
 
    Dax looked to the berserker and smirked. “I don’t need to say anything to the professors. Debt was paid and balance was restored. It seems we are even.” 
 
    Jonas gave a toothy grin, “I knew I liked you.” 
 
    “We done here?” Dax said simply. 
 
    Jonas eyed the mage, “We are, for now. We’ll see how it goes during the campaign. My coterie is going to get one of those crystals and all your fancy cards won’t make a damn difference. I just had to say it out loud so we’re on the same level.” 
 
    “To the victor goes the bragging rights,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Jonas nodded. 
 
    The two men clamped forearms and shook before they let go. 
 
    “See you on the island,” Jonas said as he turned and walked away. 
 
    “See you on the island,” Dax smiled with hard eyes. 
 
    The wind picked up and a chill came with it. The last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon before a burst of light pink and orange light filled the evening sky. The light dimmed and soon, it was gone, swallowed up by night’s cool embrace. 
 
    Dax made his way to the stairs, the tension gone and hunger rearing its ravenous head. The mage made his way down to his coterie section. Legs moved with urgency as hunger sharpened his senses. When he reached the dining suite, he stepped in to see smiling faces. 
 
    Lantern light filled the medium-sized room with a warm glow. Everyone in his coterie sat, shoveling food onto plates and pouring wine. Dax didn’t see Clive as he closed the door, made his way to the table and sat down in an empty seat. 
 
    “Where’s Clive?” Dax asked as he grabbed a plate. 
 
    “He took his food to his room. He said he was tired,” Nuria spoke like she was at ease with it. 
 
    “Not a very team thing to do,” Symon muttered as he slid a full plate of food closer. 
 
    “Let’s just enjoy our meal and first night at sea,” Fern said with a hard tone before she poured some wine. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. Dax filled his plate with cuts of meat and vegetables. A full wine glass slid next to him. Zarra had a plate of food with just meat, using a fork like a hunting spear and putting large pieces between her full lips. Vance sipped his wine between bites while Fern poured more wine into everyone’s glasses. Noss sat, eyeing his food. The kobold’s scales were black and brown, but the necromancer was incredibly pale and not taking a single bite. 
 
    Isani and Ressa sat side by side, whispering and giggling with each other before the shadow elf looked to the sea sick kobold. 
 
    “I still have something that could help,” Isani said across the table. 
 
    Noss gulped some air. “I don’t think anything will help.” 
 
    Symon eyed the kobold, “You have to keep up your strength before the campaign.” 
 
    Noss lowered his head in sad disappointment. 
 
    Isani smiled as her hand moved to the necromancer’s wine glass. Dax glanced up just when something slipped from her hand and into the wine. The sound of knives and forks on food cut through the suite as Isani leaned over the table and held the wine glass before Noss. 
 
    “Have a sip and you will feel fine,” the shadow elf smiled, her cleavage in full view of the kobold’s eyes. 
 
    Noss was stunned, unable to break his gaze on the shadow’s elf’s inviting bounty. A small clawed hand reached up and took the glass from her. He seemed to not be as sick as before, his focus on the shadow elf’s chest. Without thinking, he took a long sip. 
 
    Isani kept her smile as she settled down back in her seat. 
 
    Dax looked to the shadow elf with warm eyes as she picked up a strawberry and bit into it. Noss on the other hand seemed to instantly regain his appetite. The kobold began scarfing food down, his fork moving in quick blurs. Zarra eyed the kobold like a proud mother as Symon nodded in agreement, seeing the necromancer eat like his life depended on it. 
 
    The dinner moved on, bodies relaxing and bellies full. Isani and Ressa continued to talk to each other in hushed whispers and small giggles. Fern leaned on Dax, her cheeks rosy and her hand on his thigh. Zarra talked with Noss, the kobold very much at ease and talking up a storm. Symon leaned back in his chair, breathing heavy and sweat touching his brow from the large meal. Vance sipped his wine as if deep in thought and Nuria’s cheeks glowed pink, a warm smile on her lips. 
 
    Dax stayed where he was, enjoying the moment. The suite swayed slightly to the sea, but hearts glowed with a comforting warmth.  
 
    I wish I could have this moment painted, so it can last forever. 
 
    The happy thought soon drowned in dark waters. Everyone here was going into a dangerous exam. Flashes of memory stabbed at the mage, remembering the sea monster that attacked them during their trials. The phantom void spawn when they were in the crypt colored his thoughts as did the mind maze where their fears and pasts came back to haunt them, questioning their spirits if they wanted to become champions. 
 
    “Dax…” Fern said in a sleepy tone, her eyes closed. 
 
    The mage looked over and her body flashed with light. Hand out, he caught the eight-inch-tall fairy in his hands as she snored. 
 
    “I think the day’s excitement caught up with her,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Zarra turned her attention to Dax and Fern. The cleric reached over and picked up the sleeping fairy. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to put her to bed,” Zarra smiled and stood up. 
 
    The group watched her leave with Fern in her hands. 
 
    Vance stood up. “I’m going to retire and enjoy my bed while we still have them. I simply don’t rest as well out in the woods.” 
 
    The group said their goodbyes to the mage as he left. 
 
    “I need my sleep too,” Nuria smiled and stood up.  
 
    “It’s been a great evening, being with everyone,” the beautiful mage said with a small bow. 
 
    Symon picked up his napkin from his lap and threw it on his plate. “Time to rest. Don’t stay up too late,” the spellsword addressed the remaining group before he too was up and left the suite. 
 
    Noss looked around with wide eyes and a happy smile. “I don’t think I can go to sleep. I’m so awake! I just want to run around in circles and climb stuff!” 
 
    Isani and Ressa shot each other a glance and a smile before the dranar stood up. 
 
    “Noss, come with me to the upper deck. We can look at the stars and talk until you're ready to go to sleep.” 
 
    “Sure!” the kobold grinned as he was up on his seat, jumped onto the table, crossed it and jumped onto the floor. 
 
    Ressa put her hand on his small shoulder, guiding him out of the dining suite and sliding the door closed after they left. 
 
    Dax sat, wine glass in his hand. Isani was a few seats away, swirling wine in her glass as crimson eyes lingered on the mage. 
 
    “Alone at last,” Isani whispered. 
 
    Dax eyed the shadow elf, the liquid warmth of the wine filling every cell of his body.  
 
    Isani leaned back in her chair, her body relaxed and her often tight leather outfit, a bit loose. She wasn’t wearing her cloak and seemed comfortable, making sure Dax could see her uncovered cleavage. 
 
    Dax nodded, his own energy spent from the excitement of the day. Muscles relaxed as he sat, the wine doing its job. Mentally, he was exhausted. Physically he was tired, but a spark touched his inner core, lighting a fire. 
 
    “I can see it in your eyes, you have a lot on your mind,” the shadow elf said before she sipped her drink. 
 
    Dax remained silent, mentally trying to keep the dark thoughts at bay. 
 
    Isani put her wine glass on the table before her hand moved to the side of her leather top, just by her ribcage and pulled on a buckle. The top loosened further before she removed it and let it fall to the floor. Firm breasts bobbed to freedom, gravity having a tenuous hold on them. Dark nipples stood as the shadow elf picked up her glass and took another sip. 
 
    “Since that night at the party, I thought you had second thoughts. Ressa visits me often, but she only likes a certain activity,” Dax said plainly. 
 
    Isani smiled. “Ressa is a special case. She likes to get to know someone by their taste. Once she feels she has drunk enough, she is free to share her body. She tells me how delicious you are and is working up the courage to sleep with you properly.” 
 
    Dax tried to keep eye contact, but lost the battle with a glance here and there. “You two have a unique friendship.” 
 
    Isani’s eyes blinked slowly as she spoke, “To others, it may seem strange, but for us, it is who we are. Our life and friendship were shaped a certain way and now, we cannot be without each other.” 
 
    The shadow elf slowly stood up and placed her glass on the table. Fingers snaked into her leather leggings, pushing them down and sliding them off. Boots and leggings lay on the floor as Isani stood up and picked up her wine glass again. 
 
    Dax was mesmerized. Isani’s athletic, but sensual form was dark in the lantern light. Her dark skin absorbed the light, but it did not hide her curves. A white tuft of hair glowed above her womanhood before pink bloomed a sliver in the light. Strong thighs moved with caged power as she sauntered over and stood before the mage, sipping her wine. 
 
    “We can talk about anything you want,” Isani said as she put her wine glass down again. 
 
    “You deal in secrets. What’s a secret between us?” Dax asked as his gaze slid over the shadow elf’s naked body. 
 
    “A specific secret or something you wish to know,” Isani bent forward, breasts hanging before Dax as her fingers deftly worked his robe. 
 
    “I leave it to you,” the mage whispered as his robe was instantly opened. 
 
    Isani looked down at the bulge in Dax’s small clothes and licked her lips.  
 
    “Interesting question,” the shadow elf whispered as she hooked her fingers into the fabric and pulled. 
 
    The mage didn’t need to move as the rogue pulled down his small clothes in a blink, the fabric falling to his ankles and he stepped out from them. Isani took hold of his robe and pulled it down from his shoulders. When the robe slipped off, the rogue smiled at the rigs on the mage’s arms. 
 
    “Let me help,” the shadow elf said with a sultry whisper, each hand on a rig. 
 
    Dax didn’t know how she did it but the leather straps loosened and both rigs were pulled off and gently placed on the floor. 
 
    “There, much better,” the shadow elf said as she lifted a leg and straddled the mage, his throbbing member squeezed between them. 
 
    Isani laid her arms on Dax’s shoulders, hips moving slightly as her almond shaped eyes watched him with seductive power. 
 
    “To answer your question, my secret about us is that we’ve been watching you for so long, this moment doesn’t feel real.” 
 
    Dax felt wetness touch his inner thighs as Isani’s hips moved slightly. The mage’s cock throbbed in between them, but had not found its place within the beautiful shadow elf. The air grew warm as energy returned to the mage, the naked shadow elf teasing him with slow and deliberate movements to entice and enthrall. 
 
    “A simple secret, one could easily toss away. Tell me something more.” 
 
    Isani shook her head. “No, it's your turn to tell me a secret.” 
 
    Dax sighed as his body vibrated with need. “I’m afraid of you.” 
 
    Isani gave the mage a playful smirk, “Afraid of me?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Afraid I’ll fall for you just like I fell for Fern and Zarra. I fear falling for you and Ressa.” 
 
    “You didn’t mention Nuria,” Isani said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    I didn’t forget her. 
 
    Isani pressed her bare feet down and lifted her hips. A hand snaked down, taking Dax’s rock-hard member and pressing it to her wet valley. Pink folds spread as gravity helped the shadow elf to sink down. Inches spread her inner world and a small gasp fell from her dark lips. The moment froze time, the shadow elf slowly sinking down until she reached the base. 
 
    “Now… isn’t that nice,” the shadow elf said with a sultry whisper. 
 
    Dax couldn’t deny it. Isani felt amazing, her tight valley squeezing him, but her hips not moving. The heat between them grew into a simmering fire and Dax felt the chains of control slipping away. 
 
    “I can feel how much love you have. It’s… why I was afraid. I remember you, smiling and talking with Symon on so many occasions. Ressa and I wanted to have you, but we couldn’t until we felt sure.” 
 
    Isani pushed her firm breasts into Dax’s face as her hips moved with slow power. Dax was lost in dripping heat, his mouth finding a home on her nipple. Tongue licking and caressing, a small gasp fell from Isani’s lips as she moved slightly on his thick manhood. 
 
    The mage pulled away slightly. “Are you sure now?” the mage asked before he clamped his lips around her nipple and nibbled. 
 
    Isani nodded with heavy breath as she clutched the mage’s head to her chest. 
 
    The couple grew quiet as their bodies moved to a primal rhythm. Wetness flowed between them as Dax took hold of her plump ass. Fingers grabbed at flesh, holding the shadow elf to him as she moved barely an inch or two, keeping the mage deep within. The outside world slowed down as they held each other like they were lost at sea and only having each other. 
 
    “Dax… I’ve wanted this… for so long,” Isani hissed in delight. 
 
    The mage looked up with half-closed eyes, seeing the shadow elf lost to blissful sensations. Her body moved, upping the tempo. Thighs flexed as she felt the call of nirvana and she chased it. 
 
    “Are we through with telling secrets?” Dax asked with an amused smile. 
 
    Isani’s body moved with determined needs. The tempo increased, her body moving on his manhood with urgency. A tremble ran along her body as goosebumps rose along her silky skin.  
 
    The shadow elf shook her head, eyes closed and brow tight. “No… Zarra asked us to be part of your clan.” 
 
    Dax helped the shadow elf along, helping her rise and fall on his member. “What did you say?” 
 
    Isani’s body thundered with urgency. Nerves tightened as she thrust her soul on the mage’s cock. The deep pit within was full and yet it cried out for more. The moans grew silent as Isani’s entire body tensed. When the dam cracked, a soul crushing whimper hissed from her lips as nerves exploded into magical fireworks. 
 
    Wetness surged, drenching the mage’s lap and the seat he was on. Dax held Isani by her waist, keeping her close as she trembled, sinking down to his base. Pleasure blasted senses as she lingered, her hips moving of their own accord. Another orgasm bloomed, followed by another. 
 
    “We said yes… I said yes,” Isani said in a sensual whisper. 
 
    Dax rose up, one hand holding the shadow elf to him. She was surprisingly light as he used his other arm to slide the plates and cups on the table to one side. Dining ware clinked and moved until half the table was clear. Grabbing the shadow elf, he gently laid her on the table and took hold of her waist. 
 
    Isani lay back, hand to her forehead as the mage drove his steel-hard member deeper. Hips moved with power as Dax could not keep his hands off the sensual dark elf. Isani whimpered in delight as she was now in Dax’s full control and she found herself rising once again to touch bliss’s peak. 
 
    “That’s the melody. Play our song and drown us in it,” Isani gasped as she quickly began to lose control. 
 
    Frustration, secrets, lies, and hope poured over the mage. Bliss powered along his body as he caused Isani to moan her delight. The connection between them blazed bright as their souls shined like two stars in the night. Dax huffed as urges pushed him to the breaking point, wanting to unleash himself on the beautiful woman before him. 
 
    The shadow elf squeezed the mage as her legs curled around his hips. She pulled him close and the mage drove his member deep. Isani let out a shivering moan, her body once again drowning in a string of orgasms. It was enough for Dax to forget everything, his cock thickening. 
 
    Inner walls spread and with a thrust, his molten seed spurted. Isani panted, lost to blissful swirls. Dax joined her, his body driving himself to blissful surrender, his cock spurting again and again. A glow enveloped the two as the mage curled forward, pushing his cock deep and Isani milking his cock of every last drop. 
 
    The two stared into each other’s eyes, lost to the waters of paradise. Pools of radiance glowed as they mirrored each other’s affection, warmth, and love. 
 
    “Very good… very good,” Isani whispered. 
 
    Dax smiled. 
 
    Isani stared into Dax’s handsome features and touched a hand to his cheek. “Now, turn me over and fuck me again.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sweaty bodies lay on the floor of the dining suite. Dax was on his back while Isani lay next to him, her body against his and head on his chest. The couple had lost all track of time and had no idea how long they had been at it. Dax lost count of how many orgasms he had. When he mentioned it, Isani grinned and said “Eighteen.” 
 
    The two laughed as they held each other before Isani took hold of his member and began to stroke it. 
 
    “We should get some rest,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “After a few more,” the shadow elf grinned. 
 
    Isani propped herself up with one arm while stroking the mage with her other hand. “Since we are telling secrets, I should tell you about another one.” 
 
    Dax curled his arm under his head and looked to the beautiful shadow elf. “More secrets?” 
 
    Isani nodded. “I’m a rogue. There will always be secrets.” 
 
    Dax nodded as a seriousness touched his gaze. 
 
    Isani stroked him and spoke at the same time, “There is a reward for any information anyone can find on Nuria. I don’t know the details, but it seems her missing parents have caused a stir at the academy.” 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Because I am involved with you, I didn’t take the job. Others have. I don’t need to tell you the rumors going on about her and I’m sure, since you two are close, you may know more than you're willing to say. As far as I’m concerned, it’s not for me to know, or Ressa.” 
 
    “Then why tell me?” 
 
    Isani smiled as she continued her masterful strokes. “I thought you should know. Take what you will from it, but I thought it was important enough to disclose.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Will you tell me the secret on how you and Ressa became best friends?” 
 
    “We will, when the time is right,” Isani said simply before she slid down along Dax’s body. 
 
    “For now, I want to taste what Ressa has been talking about.” 
 
    Dax’s body relaxed as her lips wrapped around his cock, but his mind worked. The danger was growing and the mage could feel time slipping away. They had to act as soon as the campaign was over or Lyla might not make it to her safe escape. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    Thick gray clouds touched from horizon to horizon. The air was cold and wet as the Sea Witch cut through turbulent waters. The gloom pressed down on brave hearts as students, professors, and crew stared out from the ship railings, seeing a mysterious island shrouded in tendrils of mists. 
 
    Dax was toward the front of the ship’s bow, fingers curled over the railing. Friends on either side of him, they gazed at the foreboding island in the distance. It was a dark place surrounded by a vast sea. Waves crashed on the rocky beaches, white sea foam bursting into the air. Thick, hearty trees covered the land past the beaches, obscuring everything beyond normal eyes with shadows and dread. 
 
    The mage’s fingers tightened around the railing. The journey to Starfall Island was pleasant and filled with warmth. Coterie meetings were held every time they sat down to eat, discussing what to expect and detailed strategies. It almost seemed unreal, enjoying a fine meal while getting closer to a place that would test every one of their hearts, minds, and bodies. The mental images flowed, amongst conversations discussing survival tips, handling enemy combatants, and time management. Everyone who was part of the coterie took the discussions seriously, even Clive who knew they had to work together. 
 
    When not dining and discussing the campaign, Dax sequestered himself to his cabin, drawing up cards. The mage had amassed over fifty different cards, but knew he couldn’t use them all. Some of them were simply upgrades to cards he liked to use. Others were new, but hadn’t been properly tested. With so much time focused on secret plots, intimate connections and academy work, the mage felt woefully under prepared. A thought stabbed into his mind, wondering if this was all part of the exam, to lure a false sense of security before being thrown into the fire. The thought sank lower, remembering that for the last two months, Professor Frost had been nicer and not as dour, unlike her first year. Death hovered in the back of Dax’s thoughts, knowing full well that in these exams, students did die. The cold reality of it drank the mage’s concerns like a fine wine on a chilly evening. 
 
    “Listen up!” Counselor Skullcut began with a shout. 
 
    All students, professors, and crew turned their attention to the scarred white-haired man. 
 
    “Smaller vessels will begin docking with the Sea Witch to take on coteries. You will board and be taken to designated points along the island. I must remind everyone of the danger of this place. There may be monsters unaccounted for and new, unseen dangers. Stay together, help each other and take this exam very seriously. We don’t want to ship remains back to your families, if there are any remains.” 
 
    Heads bowed and some gave gloomy nods. 
 
    The counselor continued, “Grab your gear and wait on deck. When it is your turn, don’t hesitate to board the vessel. We want everyone on the island in just a few hours. Once everyone is on the beach, wait there until Professor Frost fires off a signal. You will know it when you see it. 
 
    “Do not begin before the signal. Crew and select individuals will be monitoring the coteries. If a report comes back of anyone defying our order, you will be brought back to the ship and receive an automatic failure. Do we understand?” 
 
    All heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut’s expression softened and a small smile appeared. “I want everyone here to know, we believe in every one of you. We will watch over you and protect you if we need to, but know this, a true champion must stand on their own feet and lean on their companions only in the direst of circumstances. Remember your classes and your training and you all should come through this intact. 
 
    “We’ll see you at the Lighthouse,” the counselor finished with a smile. 
 
    Students bowed with new light in their eyes before coteries moved closer to each other, forming tight groups. Dax glanced around, seeing that some groups were bigger than others. It didn’t take much to notice that the Dragon Eye coterie was the smallest of all of them. The mage turned his attention to their ace card, Zarra standing with a kind smile. 
 
    Symon took charge with a confident edge, “Get your gear and meet back here on deck. We have a campaign to win.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The wind picked up as cold seeped into uncovered faces. Dax and his companions watched as crewmen pushed the large rowboat back into the crashing waves. When the crew safely crawled back into the rowboat, they paddled back out to sea, making their way back to the larger vessels. 
 
    The mage turned to see his friends as they waited. Fern was in her natural form, flying along the beach and eyeing the thick trees lining the shore. Symon stood, drinking in the surroundings. Clive and Nuria stood off to the side, the large mage practically hovering over Nuria as she looked out to the sea. Isani and Ressa had their hoods up, their lips barely moving as they had a silent conversation. Zarra stood with her eyes closed and staff in hand as if in deep prayer. Vance looked over his spellbook, the wind ruffling his spiky hair. Noss sat on a rock, the small kobold huddling in his thick robe, trying to stay warm. 
 
    Dax made his way to the kobold, eyes filled with concern. 
 
    Noss looked up, his small body shivering. “I thought Mist Haven Isle was cold. My people are not built for this kind of temperature.” 
 
    The mage sat down by the shivering necromancer.  
 
    Noss continued, “There is more than just a natural cold to this place. I can feel there are many dead spirits here. This place has known many ancient battles.” 
 
    “That may work in our favor, since we have a necromancer with us,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Noss gave a small smile. “It may.” 
 
    “Have you created more cards?” Dax asked, trying to pass the time. 
 
    Noss nodded. “I have many with me and am ready to test them.” 
 
    “I did the same and still feel I don’t have enough.” 
 
    The kobold nodded as he shivered. “I thought I was the only one who felt like that?” 
 
    Dax eyed the kobold, “Have you thought of using layers? Do you have another robe or full body underclothes?” 
 
    Noss smiled, “I have thought of putting my second robe over this one but it may slow me down. I don’t want to be a burden right when we start.” 
 
    Dax put his hand on the kobold’s small shoulder, “Put it on. You’ll be a bigger burden if every phantom on the island hears your teeth chattering.” 
 
    Noss barked out a laugh before his clawed hands pulled his pack from his shoulders and began rummaging through it. A breath later, the kobold closed his second robe over him and buttoned the inside seam. 
 
    “Feel better?” 
 
    Noss’s shivering seemed to lessen. “A little. Thank you, Dax.” 
 
    “Everyone! Come together,” Symon ordered. 
 
    The companions came in closer, all eyes and ears on the spellsword as he took center stage. 
 
    “I know we have gone over it again and again, but I think we should follow up with our expectations for the campaign. I know we all want to win, but we have to be smart about it. I know it's easy to say we push through, day and night to reach the Lighthouse, but we have to measure our energy. If we tire ourselves out and we run into a bad situation, we could be out sooner than we expected. 
 
    “We will travel during the day and set up camp early in the evening. Everyone will take turns with guard duty during the night. We will create a campfire to warm up a little, but it must be put out when night truly falls. We can’t allow the phantoms to know our locations. We will double up in single tents for body warmth. Pick a sleeping partner. 
 
    “Food rationing is important. We have enough for three days, but if this trek takes even one day longer, we will be at a disadvantage. From what I can see of the island so far, I don’t think we’re going to find anything to help increase our rations unless we go hunting. We will not eat too much today and focus on gaining some distance into the interior. 
 
    “This brings me to my last point, we have to be quiet. We can’t tip off any phantoms or monsters. Isani, Ressa, and Fern will be our scouts. Zarra and I will be taking point and rear. Mages and necromancer, stay in the middle.” 
 
    “I have a name,” Noss grinned. 
 
    A small chuckle filled the group. 
 
    Symon continued, “Since we have so many spellcasters, it will be on all of you to provide ranged support. Isani, Ressa, Fern, and I will be in the midst of any fighting we encounter. Zarra, you’ll heal and be our back up if we become swamped.” 
 
    Clive crossed his big arms, “If Zarra is so powerful, she should be leading any attack or defense we have. She is a dragon after all.” 
 
    Dax shot the mage a hard gaze, “With that kind of thinking, maybe she should just fly ahead while we wait on the beach.” 
 
    Clive’s brow hardened. 
 
    Zarra spoke up, “My power is diminished but I have a role to play in our coterie. As healer, I must restrain myself from actual battle. While true, I am still stronger than everyone here, the professors have spoken with me, telling me that I cannot have the group rely on my power. It is the only way to be fair.” 
 
    Symon nodded, “Precisely.” 
 
    Clive exhaled with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Symon’s gaze hardened on the large mage. “Clive, we are working together here and I won’t put up with your bullshit. Fall in line or you can swim back to the Sea Witch. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    The mage and spellsword kept their hard gazes between them before Clive looked away and nodded. 
 
    “Good. The moment they give the signal, we move out. Any other questions?” 
 
    “I’m sleeping with Dax!” Fern demanded as she fluttered. 
 
    “I wanted to sleep with him!” Ressa hissed. 
 
    Vance closed his eyes and rubbed a temple, “Here we go.” 
 
    Isani put her hand on Ressa’s shoulder. “We can bunk together for the evening, this evening,” the shadow elf said with a mischievous smirk, her gaze connecting with the small fairy. 
 
    Fern put her hands on her hips as her wings fluttered, giving the rogue her own wicked smile. 
 
    Noss stepped closer to Zarra and looked up with nervous eyes. “Zarra, can we…” the kobold trailed off. 
 
    The cleric looked down with motherly eyes. “It would be an honor, little one.” 
 
    Noss gave a genuine smile. 
 
    “Nuria and I will be together,” Clive said sharply. 
 
    Nuria looked away, not saying a word. 
 
    Symon and Vance looked to each other and stood awkwardly. 
 
    “It’s just for body warmth,” Isani said with a grin. 
 
    “It will be fine,” Vance said simply. “Besides, I don’t think I can do better than Symon. He’s just so dreamy,” the mage said with deadpan humor. 
 
    Laughter immediately cut through the gloom. The group carried on for a long moment before the giggling and laughing calmed down. Even Clive had to wipe away a tear from the corner of his eye. 
 
    Symon nodded and put his hand out before the group. “I’m proud to be on this exam with everyone here. We may at times have our differences, but I believe we are a strong team, stronger than most. Let’s ace this exam and become legends at the academy and beyond!” 
 
    Hands flowed in, one on top of the other. When everyone was in, the group said “Kinarth Academy” with a strong voice, but not loud enough to reach beyond the crashing of waves on the surf.  
 
    The moment they pulled their hands back, a light filled the sky. Bodies and heads turned to see a single fireball launch from the Sea Witch and streak high into the cloudy sky. When it reached its zenith, it exploded, flames rolling and shifting until the very fire turned into the shape of a serpentine dragon. The flaming dragon roared as it flew through the sky and over the island.  
 
    Dax watched in amazement as the dragon arced in the air, roaring and blasting flames from its fiery snout before it slowly faded away, shards of flames falling from the sky and disappearing halfway before reaching the ground. 
 
    Hearts hammered in chests as the excitement and mild terror took hold of each student. The companions looked to one another before they shouldered packs. 
 
    “Let’s get this started,” Symon ordered as he led the way to the forest’s edge. 
 
    *** 
 
    A light rain fell from the dark sky. Drops collected on colored leaves before they dripped down on the group moving through the forest. 
 
    A drop struck the edge of Dax’s hood and rolled forward, falling before his eyes. The chill had deepened, the robe wet and cold sinking into tired muscles. Hours had passed, the group making slow progress through the primeval forest. The trees were thick, slowing them down as they pushed on. When they reached a clearing or a break in the canopy, they could see the high elevation where the Lighthouse should be, but a thick fog had enveloped large sections of the island, including the Lighthouse. 
 
    Fern fluttered through the trees, rune mace at her belt. The rain didn’t seem to dampen her wings as she fluttered in a zig zag path. Isani and Ressa were nowhere to be seen, the pair of rogues disappearing into the brush, but giving a small signal here and there that they were still around. Symon had point, all his senses alert as he led the group. Vance and Nuria walked side by side, each mage looking to the left and right. Clive followed behind them, his large shoulders brushing against branches and his demeanor dour in the rain. 
 
    Noss moved easily enough. His small frame allowed for the kobold to slip through some of the thicker terrain. He seemed to stop shivering, the added robe and hiking helping to keep him warm at the moment. 
 
    Dax walked, pulling his sleeve back and checking his rigs. Each one held four cards on each forearm. Depending on how he twisted his wrist, one of them would spring into his waiting fingers. It would make his life easier should they run into trouble. Extra cards filled his inner pockets but concern bled into his brow, worrying if the rain was seeping in enough to damage his cards. If he lost his magical cards, his slow spellcasting would quickly become a liability to the group. 
 
    Hood and shoulders are wet but the cards are okay. We may have to camp soon, if only to stay out of the rain for a while. 
 
    The beginning of the campaign had started with an auspicious start. After the flaming dragon disappeared from the sky, it was as if the world swallowed up every bit of sound except for the small pitter patter of rain. No birds sang or animals called out. The wind had died and the trees stood like silent sentinels to their passing. 
 
    Dax turned his head to look behind him. Zarra walked along with her head held high and a smile on her lips. She used her staff as she walked, her golden eyes staring at the trees; the cold, wet air having little to no effect on her good mood. 
 
    Dax’s eyes drifted downward, noticing the white robe clinging to her hourglass form and leaving little to the imagination. The mage wondered if all dragons were such free spirits, not caring how they looked or acted, enjoying every precious moment of life as they travelled.     
 
    I wish we could talk. It would make the journey a little easier, passing the time together. 
 
    Dax turned his attention forward, eyeing the group as they pressed on. The silence had grown deafening. The cold air and rain wore down the initial excitement. They all had understood what it meant to be here and no one wanted to chance a bad encounter. The goal blazed across their minds, pushing their bodies to keep moving, but the fear of the unknown was always there, whispering to break their resolve. 
 
    The mage’s mind wandered, his thoughts moving from Zarra and Fern to Isani and Ressa and finally falling on Nuria. Despite their talks, the bonds between them felt fractured. Zarra wanted a clan, and everyone agreed to it on the surface, but the separation between them was apparent. The common link between all of them was Zarra and Dax. It seemed the pair wanted the same thing, but the others were a little hesitant.  
 
    Dax wondered how it would work? Would he be the only male among several beautiful women? Would that be enough? Images swirled of his time with each of them and he knew that it was enough and more. The more mana sank into their bodies, the greater their appetites. Time together fell into abusing their bodies with almost reckless abandonment. Despite whatever soreness the mage felt, his body recovered and he always wanted more. From the look and feel of those in their new clan, they felt the same. 
 
    Zarra had begun the first step of creating a clan. The mage knew someone had to lead it.  
 
    When this is all over, I will solidify the bonds of our new clan. We will become stronger for it. 
 
    The mage smiled to himself when the bodies before him halted in their tracks. Dax looked up to see one of Symon’s hand signals, arm up and hand in a fist. They had practiced hand signals for weeks and taught them to the newcomers of the coterie. 
 
    Fern hovered over the group, mace in hand. Vance and Nuria stood at the ready, their backs to each other. Clive turned his meaty head back and forth, eyeing the forest around them. Symon stood like a statue, his ears flexing and listening. Dax turned to face the forest, glancing back to see Zarra with her staff at the ready. 
 
    The sound of rain was all they could hear for several breaths. 
 
    An explosion cut through the sound of rain, soon followed by screams and shouts. 
 
    Muscles tensed as everyone listened. No one made a move, silent as a graveyard at midnight. The shouts and screams were accompanied by a few explosions. The light rain continued before the shouts dimmed and the explosions stopped. 
 
    A shadow leapt to a nearby tree, a scaled hand out and making a signal. 
 
    Dax saw that it was Ressa, letting them know it was her. Despite seeing the hand, it quickly disappeared into the shadows of the trees. 
 
    The coterie stood at the ready, eyes gazing in all directions. 
 
    “They see you, prepare,” a voice whispered from the trees. 
 
    Bodies hunched. Symon drew his sword. Cards appeared in mage hands. Noss pulled out two cards, the kobold focused. Fern had disappeared and Dax twisted his wrists, a card slipping into each hand. 
 
    Name: Fire Bolt  
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Damage/Continuous Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Dax called up his stats, glancing to them. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1400 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
    Dax knew the forest was much too wet to set it on fire. If the phantoms are anything like their living counterparts, fire was just the thing to keep them disorganized. The Sukarr and Illkith were water creatures and like any element, the opposite element tended to hurt more. 
 
    In the distance, movement rippled. 
 
    “Stay together,” Symon ordered. 
 
    Dax looked around and his heart quickly sank further into his chest. The glimpses of movement trickled all around their group. 
 
    “We’re surrounded,” Clive growled, a card in each hand. 
 
    The thudding of Dax’s pulse in his ears grew with each passing moment. The forest moved, but it wasn’t from the wind. Pale, ghostly figures began to emerge, bodies hunched and moving quickly through the brush. They were indeed surrounded. 
 
    “We could climb the trees?” Noss hissed. 
 
    “They will climb them after us,” Vance said. 
 
    “I can use urth spells to hollow out the ground,” Clive spoke up. “We can…” he was cut off when screeches filled the area. 
 
    Horror touched senses as the forms bolted in their direction from all directions. Pale bodies charged, screeches ringing out.  
 
    “Increase our numbers!” Symon shouted before lifting up his left hand, a bolt of lightning blasting out. 
 
    Time slowed down as the lightning bolt arced through the brush. A scaly pale creature with wide eyes leapt from behind a tree, the lightning bolts striking it in the chest and blasting the creature. Its body flared before it faded from sight, but that was only one of a horde of Sukarr. The fish people charged with echoing screeches, clawed hands out and strange fish heads low. They appeared almost like ghosts, rushing toward the group in the wet forest. 
 
    Noss whispered command words, dark light flashing from his cards. They struck down onto the damp ground, ghostly skeletons appearing with swords. Six of them moved into a defensive formation, swords out. Noss’s serpent eyes flashed as he charged his cards and triggered the mystical command words. Six more appeared, fanning out and providing a perimeter. 
 
    Dax added his own, whispering the command word. Mist flowed from one card, slammed onto the ground and a ghostly troll appeared with a club in its hand. 
 
    Clive growled a command, an urth elemental forming right from the very ground. The hulking elemental smashed its rocky fists together and waited. 
 
    “Casters! Light them up!” Symon shouted. 
 
    Vance, Nuria, Clive, and Dax pointed cards in different directions. Arcane trigger words touched the air before fire bolts blasted out. The forest lit up with orange light as fireballs streaked through the air, two striking incoming groups of Sukarr and two others blasting small trees off their trunks. Branches fell, striking some of the fish people while others flashed to nothing, their phantom bodies blasted to nothing. 
 
    The horde didn’t slow, dozens of the phantoms leading the charge, several dozen more right behind them. Bodies moved with reckless intent, surging toward the group with howling madness. 
 
    Fern hovered in the trees, seeing fire bolts light up the area as a swarm closed in. From her view, the fairy could see they were vastly outnumbered. This wasn’t a test, it was a massacre waiting to happen. 
 
    “There’s too many!” the fairy shouted. 
 
    The words touched Dax’s ears, despite the sound of explosions and screeches. The enemy’s numbers doubled and soon tripled. Separate explosions filled the entire forest, the mage guessing that everyone was fighting the same fight. 
 
    “Symon! We’re going to be overrun!” Dax shouted before charging his card and firing off a bolt. 
 
    “Cluster together! Don’t let them get close!” Symon shouted as he unleashed his own fire bolts. 
 
    The air vibrated from fiery explosions, blasting Sukarr to flashes of light, but the horde bore down on them from all sides. 
 
    Dax’s mind became crystal clear. He saw that they were going to be overwhelmed. Symons’ conservative tactics would work on an intelligent enemy, but this one used swarm tactics and didn’t care if they lost numbers. They wanted to overwhelm and despite their defenses, they wouldn’t be able to hold back the swarm, unless they counter attacked. 
 
    “Fern! Light the bonfire!” Dax shouted. 
 
    The fairy’s mind froze, but her heart leapt to Dax’s words. An inner flame flared to life and it consumed the berserker. A small aura appeared around her body, sparks arcing as a madness took root. 
 
    “Noss! Have your skeletons attack! Don’t use any other spells! Just keep making skeletons and have them rush into battle!” 
 
    The small kobold nodded, his eyes flashing as ghostly skeletons appeared while his first skeletons broke into a charging run.  
 
    “Zarra! Holy light!” Dax shouted as the horde closed in. 
 
    The cleric lifted her staff, a ball of light appearing and blasting out. 
 
    Bedlam erupted as the waves of Sukarr were nearly on the small group. Dax’s survival instincts kicked in and he shouted in defiance. 
 
    Holy light blasted at the first wave of Sukarr, the creatures screaming and covering their eyes. They slowed to a stumble before skeletons rushed into the fray, swords stabbing into unguarded guts and chests. Bodies flashed with light, skeletons cutting at the stunned creatures with unfeeling swords. Fire bolts slammed into patches of Sukarr, sending their phantom bodies into trees before they faded from view. 
 
    A hellish scream filled the canopy of the forest before a small fairy bolted down like a comet. Mace in hand and body vibrating with violent needs, the fairy’s mace struck like a hammer, caving in phantom skulls in rapid succession. The tiny fairy seemed to grow larger, her aura blazing bright as she drove into the fray. Claws sliced at the air, only for phantom hands to shatter instantly. 
 
    “I AM DEATH AND I'M HUNGRY FOR SOULS!” Fern screamed as her mace and body blasted so hard through a phantom head that it continued to move until it simply vanished a few steps later, not realizing that it was already dead. 
 
    Symon’s conservative approach fell away as the spellsword marched with the skeletons, blasting all incoming bodies. 
 
    Dax’s troll roared as it rushed into the fray. Joining the skeletons, it bashed with wide arcs, sending Sukarr into trees. The troll grabbed a Sukarr by the throat, slammed it to the ground and crushed its phantom skull with its clawed foot. 
 
    The area became a battle of inches. No words were said as everyone focused on the enemy. Claws slashed, destroying skeletons in a swipe. Screeches deafened the area as the swarm pushed on the group. 
 
    Dax simply acted, blasting the Sukarr with a card in his right hand. Despite their brutal counter-attack, they were still losing ground to the phantoms as they pressed on. 
 
    A skeleton crumbled as three Sukarr rushed Dax and Zarra. The mage and cleric refocused their attack when two shadows flashed down from the trees, short swords swinging and lopping off heads. Isani and Ressa pressed into the attack, their blades moving in blurs as they cut through the enemy with skill and deadly finesse. 
 
    Noss concentrated on creating more skeletons when a Sukarr attacked him. The kobold backpedaled as the fish creature hissed and spit, reaching for him. A thick fist struck the Sukarr in the side of its head, causing it to stumble to the side when a card aimed at its chest and fired. A fire bolt blasted the Sukarr to nothing as Clive stepped in front of the kobold, unleashing spells into the swarm. 
 
    “Keep making skeletons!” Clive ordered. 
 
    Noss nodded and resumed his spellcasting. 
 
    The urth elemental rushed into the horde, bashing everything in sight. Sukarr leapt onto the creature, biting and clawing. Sparks flew into the air, chunks of rocks and dirt falling away as the monsters continued their attack. 
 
    Zarra’s bright staff flashed in arcs, knocking away Sukarr and sending them hurtling into trees or the cloudy sky above. She moved with strength and grace, every strike deadly to the phantoms. 
 
    Symon turned into a battering ram, shoulders low and cutting through the phantoms. Lighting and fire blasted out, every footfall measured and every strike true. 
 
    Vance and Nuria pointed their cards like miniature crossbows, every shot landing and blasting Sukarr to bits of ghostly light. 
 
    Dax eyed his stats as he blasted everything in his way: 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 350/1400 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
    The mage used 50 points of mana for every blast but even at half power, he was draining his mana much too quickly. He would be drained in moments. Looking to Fern, the urth elemental and his troll, they were bashing their way into the crowds of creatures, forcing them apart and having them regroup. 
 
    We have to break them! 
 
    Dax slipped the cards he was using into his robe pockets. Hands out, he twisted his wrists in different directions, two new cards slipping into his hands. 
 
    Name: Unicorn 
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Charge/Horn/Trample 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Name: Fire Armor 
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Protective Armor 
 
    Special Ability: Inflict damage on contact 
 
      
 
    “I need you, my friend,” Dax whispered before saying the trigger word. 
 
    Mist flashed forward, slamming into the ground and a majestic unicorn appearing. Dax uttered another word and flames erupted around the unicorn. 
 
    Isani and Ressa kept the enemy at bay, just barely, slicing like surgeons. The fish people crowded in, the phantoms pushing each other closer to further overwhelm the invaders of their island. A loud neigh filled the air. Isani grabbed Ressa and pulled the dranar with her, the two falling to the ground their eyes wide as they saw a flaming unicorn charge past them. 
 
    The flaming unicorn charged past them, it’s head down and horn aimed low. The entire creature was on fire, mystical horse armor affixed to its body and each piece blazing bright. The unicorn crashed into phantom bodies, blasting them to light. Some were trampled under flaming hooves, crushed to nothing. 
 
    Dax watched, charging the cards again and ready to unleash a second unicorn before he stayed his hand. The flaming unicorn moved, hooves kicking up dirt as it leaned into a turn. It stabbed its horn into bodies, phantoms screaming before they shattered into ghostly mists. The troll, urth elemental, and skeletons pulled back, the blazing unicorn circling the entire group in a rapid gallop. Phantoms were scattered or destroyed, their ranks crumbling to the powerful creature.  
 
    A phantom leapt onto the back of the unicorn only for it to burn up and flash to nothing. Bodies burst into light and when the unicorn began a second pass, the horde of Sukarr screeched and began their retreat. 
 
    Scaled ghostly bodies turned and ran. Some of the phantoms trampled each other in the mad dash to flee from the flaming unicorn. 
 
    Dax watched in astonishment as the enemy quickly left the area, running in every direction to escape the burning unicorn. After a long moment, the enemy was gone. 
 
    “RUN YOU COWARDS!” Fern shouted like a cannon. 
 
    Heavy breathing filled the area. Legs and arms began to tremble before bodies began to sit down in the middle of the forest. Vance and Nuria sat down, using each other’s backs to allow them to sit up. Isani held Ressa to her, the dranar’s head on the shadow elf’s lap. Clive leaned against a tree, huffing loudly. Noss sat on a small rock, his head in his scaled hands and eyes wide.  
 
    Fern flew back, the aura around her fading. Dax sat down, his troll and unicorn checking the area for any stragglers. Fern barely made it, floating down and falling into Dax’s hands, her eyes closed and her breathing gentle.  
 
    Zarra was the only one standing, staff in hand and watching over the coterie. 
 
    Dax cradled the sleeping fairy to his chest as he looked up. Symon was away from the group, on his knees and his back to them. 
 
    Dread crawled into Dax’s heart. He took away his best friends’ moment and now it was sinking in what just happened. 
 
    The spellsword rose up to his stoic height. 
 
    “Catch your breath. We’ll move in a few moments and we’ll set up camp,” Symon commanded before walking off as the sound of rain filled the forest again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    The light rain faded as the sky slowly began to darken. Bodies moved silently, setting up tents and gathering rocks for a fire pit. Tired muscles ached, but the coterie settled in efficiently, setting up camp for the long cold night. 
 
    Dax finished setting up his tent with Fern. The fairy crawled in with their bedrolls to set up. The mage stood outside, glancing at Symon. The spellsword had finished his tent and looked out to the woods around them, his back to the group. The air grew colder, mist falling from noses and mouths as the light slowly faded from the dark clouds. 
 
    Noss worked, setting up the fire pit. The rest of the group finished with their tents. Senses were alive, the entire group glancing beyond to the surrounding trees for any phantoms that might be lurking. 
 
    “Everyone, finish with setting up camp. Dax, come with me to gather firewood,” Symon ordered and began walking. 
 
    Eyes looked to the mage for a moment before looking away. Dax’s heart sank in his chest, knowing full well his friend was mad. A second later, the mage followed the spellsword into the woods. 
 
    Drops of rainwater fell from wet leaves. The pair moved through the brush until they came across downed branches. Symon knelt down, scooping up branches and holding them in his other hand. Dax did the same, working in silence. 
 
    The spellsword lifted up another branch when he began speaking, “You were right.” 
 
    Dax stood up with branches in his arms, gaze on his friend. 
 
    Symon turned around with a grim, sad look. “You were right during the attack. I spent the last hour thinking it over and kept coming to the same conclusion. If we were hunkered down behind some protection, we could have conserved our strength and taken down the enemy. 
 
    “Instead, we were out in the open with no protection. We had to break their ranks and holding back wasn’t going to cut it in a battle like that. I almost cost us our chance.” 
 
    Dax stepped closer, “Symon, you had the right idea. I’m sorry I overstepped your command. I just saw what we had to do and took it.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “I know. That is why I shouldn’t be leading us. I see things in orderly logic, like a game, you move each piece for a desired action. What we just went through was anything but a game. They came at us with everything they had, showing no regard for the safety of their own. I didn’t even imagine a scenario like that until we had it today.” 
 
    Dax stared at his defeated friend as regret and lack of confidence filled the spellsword’s eyes. 
 
    “Symon, you are made for this. We just had a starting hiccup. Your leadership is what we need. Our friends understand. We are all part of this campaign and learning as we go. It will never be perfect right out of the gate.” 
 
    Symon’s gaze met Dax’s, “My sheltered life is not an asset.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “You’re right, you are our asset.” 
 
    The grim sadness pulled back a little and a small smile formed.  
 
    The mage stood at full attention, chest out and with branches in his arms. “I follow your command, Symon Shieldbrook.”    
 
    Symon did the same and his small smile grew wider. “Fuck, that battle was hard.” 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow and smirked. “Yes, it was. You curse now?” 
 
    The spellsword nodded. “Now is the best time to take it up.” 
 
    The mage grinned. “See? Now, you’re starting to understand.” 
 
    The two friends chuckled before resuming picking up branches, their hearts a little lighter. 
 
    Returning to camp, the rest of the coterie sat around the empty fire pit, wrapped rations in their laps. Dax and Symon brought the wet wood and dumped it into the pit. The mage took out a card, aimed it as the full pit and said the arcane trigger word. A stream of fire blasted out, striking the wood and smoke rising up. 
 
    “We’ll have a little smoke for a while before the wood catches,” Dax said as he kept the stream of fire on it. 
 
    Heads turned, senses alert. Everyone waited silently as smoke rose up from the pit. After a long moment, the wood caught and soon a fire crackled. 
 
    “Eat and warm up. We won’t have this fire going for too long,” Symon said as he sat down and pulled out his wrapped ration. 
 
    Heat glowed from the pit, wet bodies slowly warming up. Muscles relaxed as the coterie began eating. The sky continued to darken as the light of the fire cast moving shadows on nearby trees. 
 
    “We are going to have more battles like before. We should come up with a strategy,” Vance said in a low tone. 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Clive nodded. “I think I may have the highest degree of the urth sphere. If we run into another situation like before, I can create a wall around us.” 
 
    “That could be our death trap,” Isani said. 
 
    Clive looked to the shadow elf, “It worked during the Trial Exams in the Amphitheater.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “No, Clive has a good idea. Forming a fort would give us an added benefit. From what I remember, the mages created stairs and small alcoves to shoot spells from. 
 
    “Clive, how much time do you need to cast such a spell?” 
 
    The large mage nodded. “A long moment. I have a card that can cast the spell, but I will have to use it again to shape the stairs and the openings.” 
 
    Noss spoke up, “I think I can create greater numbers of undead. I was holding back and didn’t realize it until they were on us.” 
 
    Vance looked to Nuria, “I think we made a good team for striking at them from a distance.” 
 
    Nuria smiled and nodded. 
 
    Fern’s eyes slowly blinked before she leaned on Dax’s shoulder. The mage looked to her, exhaustion coloring her eyes. The fairy had used one of her stronger attacks and it took a terrible toll on her. Dax put his arm around her shoulders and held her close as the group continued to discuss. 
 
    Zarra sat, eating small chunks of meat in silence. Ressa looked to Dax with longing before Isani reached over and took the dranar’s hands into hers. The rogues squeezed each other as firelight touched their bodies. 
 
    The air grew colder as the last of the sun began to set behind the clouds. The forest was eerily quiet as the discussion fell away to eating once again. Primal darkness crept over the area as the last drop of sunlight disappeared and night cast her shadow across the world. 
 
    Symon stood up and addressed the group. “We all need to get some rest. Tomorrow, I want us to double time it so we can gain some more ground. The first day slowed us down and probably slowed down everyone as well. The phantom armies must be big if they can fight like before. The good thing about fighting phantoms is they are easy to spot in the dark. Have weapons and spellbooks at the ready so we can be prepared to defend ourselves. 
 
    “I’ll take the first watch. Isani, you can take second watch,” Symon finished. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. Vance whispered an incantation and frost shot forth, extinguishing the campfire. The heat vanished instantly and the cold began to creep in again. Bodies were up and moving to tents. Noss crawled into a tent and Zarra followed. Isani and Ressa crawled into their tent, the shadow elf giving Dax a small smile before closing the flap. Nuria and Clive moved into their tent and Vance climbed into his.  
 
    Fern sheepishly moved to her and Dax’s tent, fell to all fours and climbed in. The woods had become black as pitch. The mage could barely make out Symon’s outline but he didn’t mistake the approving nod of the spellsword. The two friends understood each other and silently, they agreed to work better together. 
 
    Dax moved to his tent and crawled in. The flap closed, he felt around in the dark until he touched Fern. The fairy was undressing, pulling off her leggings and falling onto the bedroll. The pair had put them on the floor of the tent, having them overlap so they could sleep together. 
 
    “Take off your clothes. They won’t dry if you sleep with them on,” Fern whispered. 
 
    Dax nodded in the dark, taking them off and putting them by the tent flap. When the mage was naked, he lay in the confining tent, Fern putting her arm and leg on him. Body heat warmed up tired muscles. Dax turned on his side, holding the fairy to him and Fern pressed her head to his chest. 
 
    The warmth was comforting as Dax began to doze. Eyes closing, he began to drift off when light began to fill their tent. Blinking, he looked to a crown of lights around Fern’s head as she pressed her body to him. 
 
    “I won’t be able to sleep,” Fern said in the barest of whispers. 
 
    Dax tried to touch the crown on lights, his hands passing through like they weren’t even there. “We have to put out those lights.” 
 
    Fern nodded against his chest.  
 
    “Dax,” the fairy began with a light whisper, “I was scared today.” 
 
    The mage looked down to her, listening intently. 
 
    “I was scared, like when the sea monster attacked us scared. There were so many of the Sukarr and even as I was fighting, all I could think about was you being hurt. That fear grew, not wanting any of us to fall. If you didn’t tell me to use my ability, I think I would have hesitated.” 
 
    “I think we were all scared,” Dax said, his arms holding her to him. 
 
    Fern closed her eyes, drinking in the mage’s scent. “The life we have chosen is a hard one. Champions die in the service of others. We could die. Death never bothered me before because I only had myself to rely on. I’ve told you about how lazy my family is. Even when someone passes, they just lift a drink in their honor and that is it. I have thoughts of my family doing the same, no one really shedding a tear because it would spoil the party.” 
 
    Fern pulled her head back and looked up with wet eyes. “When I met you, my whole life changed. Death has come closer, laughing at me in my dreams. I don’t want to lose you or any of our friends. I’m still scared and all I want to do is feel you all the time. 
 
    Fern pulled away and laid on her back, “I need you to help drown out this fear.” 
 
    Dax’s hand drifted along the fairy’s bare skin. The crown glowed with dim light, Fern’s breathing slow and steady. The mage marveled at her body while his heart sang to her beauty. Chest heaving, Fern gazed on the handsome mage by her as his fingers ran along her smooth skin, goosebumps rising. 
 
    “I want our clan to be strong. I want our family to never not know affection and love,” Fern said with a sultry whisper. 
 
    Blood pumped as Dax continued to touch the fairy. The heat in the tent grew with each passing second, the chill of night nothing more than a memory. The mage couldn’t deny his arousal, his manhood firming up against the fairy’s hip. The warm touch of their bodies caused Fern’s body to writhe in wanting. When Dax’s fingers touched her valley, wetness coated his fingers as he lingered. Hips moved to his touch as Fern’s breathing quickened. A hand took hold of Dax’s cock and stroked it. 
 
    Love and lust spiraled, the two champions and lovers caught in each other’s gravity. It consumed all reason, hearts glowing with seductive need to chase away the dark terrors of their minds and the outside world. Senses drank in each other, never wanting to turn away. 
 
    “Dax…” Fern said with a sultry hiss. “Please.” 
 
    The mage couldn’t deny the hunger and heat between them. The mage slid over the fairy, onto his arms and knees. The tip of his member touched her valley and urgency took hold, not from Dax but from Fern. The fairy let out a wet moaning whisper as she clutched to the mage. Arms and legs pulled him on top of her, his cock pushing against her thin line and sinking into blissful warmth. Inches pushed, forcing her to accommodate him and the fairy buried her face in his neck. Whimpers rose up from Fern as Dax’s hips moved to a familiar primal need. Any thoughts fell away as he gently thrust with loving power. 
 
    Legs around Dax’s hips locked, holding the mage deep within the fairy. Arms curled under Dax’s arms, fingers digging into his back. Fern moaned before biting Dax’s shoulder. Fern seethed with each thrust, their souls connecting. The magic of their connection blazed bright as bodies continued with their intimate dance. 
 
    The crown of lights glowed brighter as Dax’s hips moved with need. Dax found himself lost to Fern’s touch. Their bodies could not stop, urges pushing them harder and harder. The gentle motions turned into a heated need to love each other in this very moment of space and time. It burned at nerves and muscles as bliss overrode any normal thought. 
 
    “We will have a strong and loving clan,” Fern said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    “We do,” Dax said as he drove his manhood deep. 
 
    Fern clung to him as bodies undulated. The tempo grew rougher as the touch of paradise was within their reach. The crown of lights grew brighter and Fern’s head arched back, her mouth open and breathing heavy. 
 
    “Dax…” Fern whispered before her inner world exploded into light. 
 
    The mage felt it, their spirits becoming one as their bodies orgasmed together. Ecstasy and bliss exploded among their bodies. Passion blazed as grunts and small moans entwined with their bodies. Come spurted as wetness bloomed. The pair became lost, only having each other to anchor themselves to this reality. Hips pushed, Dax driving every drop of seed from his loins while Fern squeezed him, drawing out every spurt of love. 
 
    Panting and heavy breathing filled the tent. Fern’s crown of lights dimmed before they slowly faded away to pinpoints. Eyes shined in the dark, hearts soaring. Dax’s hips slowed, but his cock did not wilt. Fern didn’t let go as the mage began moving again, driving his manhood deep and pulling back with slow affection. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Fern whispered. 
 
    “I won’t,” the mage breathed as their love grew brighter once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    The landscape writhed with ethereal light. Grass glowed green and the night sky was a deep purple hue. Trees swayed in a breeze as Dax lay in the field, staring at the stars in the sky. 
 
    Mind blank, the mage lay in the swaying tall grass. He simply existed and it was enough to enjoy the moment in blissful peace. 
 
    I could stay here forever. 
 
    The mage smiled, not sure where here was, but the lack of knowing not dampening the beauty surrounding him.  
 
    Water touched his feet and soon crawled up his legs. The mage lifted his head to see his legs half-submerged in a large pond. Sitting up, he looked to the dark pond, not remembering it being there before. The water rippled and soon a head emerged from the dark water. 
 
    Dax watched without fear as Lyla slowly rose up. Her skin was a pale white as wet, midnight black hair framed her face. Black eyes blinked, the lids closing and opening from the sides. Her neck rose up and soon her chest, water running down firm breasts and pink nipples. When she was up to her waist, things writhing just below the pond surface sent ripples in all directions. 
 
    Dax looked to Lyla with cool eyes. “Come to visit my dreams or are you part of the dream?” 
 
    Lyla bobbed slowly in the water, a small smile forming. “A little of both.” 
 
    “Well, out with it. I’m personally getting sick of secrets,” Dax said with a harsh edge. 
 
    Lyla watched him as her arms hung at her sides. Finger tips moved, touching the water as the void spawn eyed the mage at the water’s edge. 
 
    “I can feel them, the Illkith,” Lyla said softly. 
 
    Dax’s brow rose up as Lyla continued. 
 
    “I think I can sense the Illkith phantoms on the island. Even though they are shadows of real ones, they function the same. They use psychic powers to search for minds. I… think I can do the same, but to hide us from them.” 
 
    Dax leaned forward, bringing his knees up, feet still in the water, “If this isn’t a dream, then we would have an advantage, but I don’t think you came to my dream just to tell me that.” 
 
    Lyla nodded. “I can feel everyone’s mind in the coterie. It’s why I haven’t been talking much. It takes all my concentration just to remain focused or I would be lost to your thoughts.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes half-closed, “What do our thoughts tell you?” 
 
    The void spawn looked away, “The amount of love and affection many of them have for you is tremendous. I see the swirls of needs and wants. I know of your clan that you are forming. I know the fears of this exam. I feel the dripping hate from Clive.” 
 
    “I don’t think Clive ever liked me,” Dax said simply. 
 
    Lyla shook her head, “Not for you, for me.” 
 
    Dax blinked. 
 
    Lyla bowed her head slightly. “Clive loved me, I mean Nuria. He worshipped the ground she walked, no matter how bad she treated him. Since I took over her body, he has slowly pulled away. He stays with me because we are part of the cabal, but he is suspicious.” 
 
    “Will this cause us a problem?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Dax stared at the void spawn. “What’s this really about?” 
 
    Lyla blinked with alien eyes. “What happens to us after I leave? What happens to our connection, once I’m gone?” 
 
    Dax leaned his chin on his knees, “We become nothing. Your safety means that we can never see each other again. The only way for you to survive here on Ikkudran is if you hide, for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    Lyla’s eyes saddened. “I… understand.” 
 
    “I cannot deny my love for you, but we can’t risk our lives if we stay together. I sometimes wonder, did I love Nuria or did I love you? Do I love you both? I don’t know and I can’t spend my life thinking about it. 
 
    “I promised to help you survive, but once you’re gone, our time together is finished. After the campaign, you will leave Mist Haven Isle and we will never cross paths again.” 
 
    “Dax, I don’t want to leave your side,” Lyla said with shadows under her eyes. “I want to stay. I want to be part of your clan. I want to love you again.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes hardened. “You didn’t think of that when you killed Nuria’s parents. I don’t care if it was in self-defense. You could have simply run. You could have done a million other things than end their lives.” 
 
    A tear ran down from the corner of Lyla’s black eye. “I can feel where this is coming from. I can feel the connections between you, Fern, Zarra, Isani, and Ressa. You have already decided to dedicate your life to the women you love and I would be a thorn in that love. I know I don’t belong in your world, but I don’t belong in mine either. I do know that my heart belongs with yours. It always will.” 
 
    “This is madness,” Dax growled. “I promised to help you, but I can’t love you, not anymore. You’re right, I have decided to dedicate my life to the women of my clan and my friends. I have to so we can be ready for when your people return to our world. We live in the shadow of monsters and I will do everything in my power to stop another invasion.  
 
    “When you are on your way to Hydale, I will say my last goodbye and move on.” 
 
    Lyla bobbed in the water, tears streaking her alabaster skin. The water around her rippled and black tentacles began to rise. The tendrils uncurled, dripping with water before they launched forward.  
 
    Dax was to his feet just as many tentacles wrapped around his limbs. The mage tried to remember a spell, but his mind drew a blank, a pressure on his thoughts. Body lifting off the ground, the mage was suspended in the air, arms and legs held out. A pair of tentacles rose up before him, taking hold of his robe and ripping it off. Lyla flowed closer as the tattered robe fell to the water’s edge. 
 
    Dax showed no fear as he stared into Lyla’s black eyes. She moved closer until they were just two feet apart. 
 
    “Dax Sage, I know your heart,” Lyla said with a sinister smile.  
 
    A pale hand rose up, taking hold of the mage’s manhood. It grew to her touch, firming and throbbing in her hand as she gently stroked him. Dax kept his hard gaze on her as she stroked his cock. A tentacle moved closer, wrapping around his member as Lyla pulled her hand away. The tentacle moved with firm but gentle ease, stroking the mage. 
 
    “Stop this,” Dax growled. 
 
    “Why? You remember my touch, my mouth. Let me remind you,” Lyla grinned as she lowered her head and licked the tip of his member. 
 
    Dax’s cock bounced to her tongue, wanting more. Lyla hovered for a moment before pressing her lips to the tip and seductively kissing and licking. Black eyes looked up with dark mischief as she slathered on his member while a tentacle stroked him. Lips wrapped around the tip and Lyla’s head moved slowly, working together with her tentacle as bliss filled the mage. 
 
    “Lyla, we can’t be together,” Dax said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Lyla pulled away as the tentacle continued its masterful caress. “Why? Why can’t we be together? Even when I am away, I will think of you. Even in your dreams, I will visit you. I will drink from your cock, milking your love into my throat. You won’t deny me as I drain your seed with my slit, squeezing every drop until you whisper no more. Dreams are gateways to the soul and a bridge already exists between our dream worlds.” 
 
    “Lyla, we are not meant to be,” Dax groaned as his body grew warm with a blissful glow. 
 
    Lyla let out a stark laugh before looking down at Dax’s hard cock in her tentacle. “Men of all races are horny beasts, but they can’t get hard when they don’t want something. You say you don’t want me, but your cock says otherwise.” 
 
    “You don’t know men,” Dax growled. 
 
    Lyla laughed. “You’re right in a certain respect, I may not know everything, but I do know you. I can see your love crying to be free.” 
 
    “This is a dream and you're nothing but a temptation,” Dax said as he tried to reign in some control. 
 
    The dreamscape shifted and wrinkled, shafts of light stabbing in. 
 
    “No Dax, love is madness and we are chained to each other’s insanity. I can feel your mind and your heart. We will play our parts in reality, but here, we will be slaves to each other’s hearts.” 
 
    The tentacle unwrapped and Lyla closed her mouth along Dax’s shaft. Tongue licking at the underside, the void spawn’s head bobbed with eager intent. Dax seethed, pleasure riding him as madness took hold. Warm lips smoothed over his veiny member as bliss caused the mage’s head to spin. Looking down, he could not turn away as Lyla sucked on him like her very life depended on it. A pressure began to build and the mage could barely hold back his urges. 
 
    “Fuck!” Dax shouted as his cock thickened. 
 
    Lyla moaned before a spurt of come painted the back of her throat. She seductively milked his cock with tight lips, another spurt filling her throat and she swallowed.  
 
    Lyla pulled back and looked up with heat in her black eyes. “Mark me, make me yours.” 
 
    Dax grunted as his cock stiffened and a spurt of white seed struck Lyla’s cheek.  
 
    The void spawn lifted a hand and ran her fingers through the sticky seed, licking it off a finger and rubbing the rest to a pointed nipple. 
 
    “The bond was always there, you just had to see it,” Lyla’s grin grew impossibly wide before she licked his hard cock back into her mouth. 
 
    Dax woke up with a start, bliss exploding through him. He sat up to see Fern’s lips wrapped around his member. Come spurted into her mouth and she moaned. Senses dazzled, the mage’s hand grabbed Fern’s hair and kept her in place, another spurt filling her throat.  
 
    The bliss and madness fell away and Dax looked to Fern in horror. Letting go, he sat back as the fairy lifted her head, swallowed and smiled. The light of morning surrounded the tent as Dax huffed. Fern moved and sat on Dax’s lap, his throbbing cock between them. 
 
    “You looked like you were having a lust dream and I couldn’t let it go to waste,” Fern grinned. 
 
    Dax huffed, but remained silent, his mind still reeling from the dream. 
 
    “Was it a bad one?” Fern asked with a dash of concern. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “No, it was just a surprise.” 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    Dax nodded. “Yea, I’m just waking up.” 
 
    A shadow touched the edge of the tent and a hand knocked on the tent flap.  
 
    “If you both are finished, we are breaking down camp. Clean up and help,” Symon said with amused sternness. 
 
    Dax and Fern began to laugh quietly to each other before they kissed. When they pulled back, the lovers stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “We better hurry before Symon drags us out,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern nodded. “Thank you for listening last night. It meant a lot.” 
 
    “That is what a clan is really about,” the mage smiled. 
 
    The fairy hugged Dax tight before pulling away and grabbing her clothes. 
 
    Dax watched her naked body as she picked up some clothing. A dark sliver touched his mind, his smile fading a touch as Lyla haunted his thoughts. 
 
    *** 
 
    The march through the thick forest slowed. The coterie had been travelling for hours. The trees seemed to grow thicker, slowing them down with each passing step. The sky was cloudy but thankfully, it wasn’t raining. 
 
    Dax drudged along, senses alert and numb at the same time. He found himself glancing at Nuria during their journey. Nuria’s face was often blank, looking to the forest around them, but occasionally, she would glance to Dax and give him a knowing smirk. 
 
    It was her in my dream. 
 
    The thought played on in the mage’s mind throughout the day. Emotions prickled on the surface as if he was angry, but deeper below, he knew what she knew. The connection was still there and she wasn’t going to give him up without a fight. 
 
    Nuria stopped in her tracks and the entire group stopped with her. The oddness of the moment caused everyone to look to the mage and each other in concern. 
 
    “Illkith, three of them about a hundred feet ahead,” Nuria whispered. 
 
    “How can you know that?” Fern asked as she hovered. 
 
    Symon backed up to the group. “We can discuss it later, but right now, if we know there is phantom Illkith, we need to be ready,” the spellsword said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “We’ll scout it out,” Isani whispered before she and Ressa disappeared from sight. 
 
    Symon looked to the group, “Let’s move slowly and stay low.” 
 
    Heads nodded. 
 
    The coterie moved as one, staying low to the wild grass between trees. Soon, everyone was on all fours, moving through the thick brush. Dax mentally prepared for an attack. If they were going into another fight, their group would have the advantage this time. 
 
    Grass parted as the group were on their bellies, snaking along. As they moved along, two shadows appeared, Isani and Ressa moving into the light. Ressa touched Symon’s shoulder and Isani touched Dax’s shoulder. The two rogues made silent hand signals, indicating enemies were ahead.  
 
    The four of them moved through the grass, Symon making a hand signal for the rest to hang back. When they reached the edge, four pairs of eyes stared out. 
 
    In a clearing, three Illkith stood in the open. Phantom bodies swayed as the tentacles of their lower faces writhed and moved. Oval eyes stared at nothing, their pointed heads barely moving. Webbed hands hung at their sides, the three of them in a triangular formation. Around the three Illkith, a dozen phantom Sukarr surrounded them. 
 
    Symon made a quick hand signal, indicating that they had to pull back and discuss a strategy. Isani, Dax, and Ressa nodded, the four of them readied to pull back when something flashed into the clearing. 
 
    A figure in a tight red and black outfit rushed into the clearing, long blades in each hand. Sukarr turned, growled and rushed the incoming woman as she charged toward them.  
 
    Dax watched, wondering if it was another coterie. He didn’t recognize the outfit but the woman moved with confidence as she reached the charging Sukarr and jumped. Body spinning, her blades flashed out, slicing two heads from two necks.  
 
    Dax’s coterie watched with intense eyes as the lone woman landed, the two Sukarr crumbling to ghostly shards. More Sukarr charged and the woman bent low. She bolted forward, her blades slicing upwards. Bodies fell away like peeled onion slices as the lone woman cut her way through the Sukarr ranks. When the last one fell, she launched into the air again. 
 
    Lightning boiled in the Illkith’s hands before they aimed and unleashed lightning bolts. The woman’s body spun, bolts blasting past her before she turned, flipped and landed a foot from the nearest Illkith. Blades flashed again, an Illkith spinning through the air before it faded away. The other two charged, hands spitting lightning. The woman knocked away a lightning bolt, the blast striking a tree with a “boom!” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, she launched forward. Blade points out, she drove each one into an unguarded chest and the tips exiting out backs. The Illkiths shuddered before their bodies melted away, mana shards falling to the floor. 
 
    The woman stood, her back to the Dax’s group in hiding. Blades up, they sheathed over her shoulders and she pulled back her hood and mask. The woman turned around and looked directly into the brush, her elven eyes staring into Dax’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s okay. All of you can come out now,” the elf said with a sly grin.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
     Dax, Symon, Isani, and Ressa stepped from the brush and into the clearing. The elven woman gave a disarming smile, her eyes wide and holding a strange intensity. On the ground nearby, mana shards glowed and pulsed as the group approached and stood before the elf. 
 
    “Sorry for taking your kills, but all of you seemed so hesitant,” the elf in red and black grinned. “You can take the mana shards to show no hard feelings?” 
 
    Symon shook his head, “It’s okay and thank you. We were going to regroup. It didn’t seem the right time to attack, but you managed it just by yourself which was pretty impressive.” 
 
    “I was itching for a fight,” the elf bowed. “My name is Chandra.” 
 
    The spellsword bowed. “I’m Symon. This is Dax, Isani, and Ressa.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you all,” Chandra said with her manic grin. 
 
    Dax’s eyed narrowed, “What class are you a part of?” 
 
    Chandra simply stared when three figures emerged from the opposite side of the clearing. A man walked with a staff, a fox-like man and a female orc in blood red robe to either side of him. As they stepped closer, Dax’s suspicions seemed to ebb away. 
 
    They seem like really nice people. 
 
    Dax blinked at his own thought, a sliver of something feeling off and then the feeling simply faded away. Symon grinned as the three others made their way closer and stood with the elf in red and black.  
 
    Chandra turned as she introduced her coterie members. “The man with the staff is Owyn. The kitun is Vizith and the orc is Luca.” 
 
    The kitun stepped closer and bowed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.” 
 
    Dax had to fight the temptation to hug the fox-like man. The sensation rippled with oddness, but the mage just wanted to be Vizith’s friend. The oddness seemed infectious as Isani and Ressa were smiling ear to ear. Symon couldn’t keep his gaze off the fox man as he was resisting a need to get closer. 
 
    From behind, the rest of the coterie appeared. They stepped into the clearing, eyes and smiles widening as they approached. Dax beckoned them closer and made enthusiastic introductions. During the introductions is when Noss spoke up. 
 
    “Why do I really want to be his friend?” the kobold asked and nodded to the kitun. 
 
    Chandra looked down to the kobold with amused eyes. “It’s perfectly normal. Most people have the same reaction when they meet Vizith.” 
 
    “It’s a curse,” the human looking man with fox ears and a long fluffy tail said as he bowed again with a smile. 
 
         “It’s good to run into another coterie out here. How did you manage the first wave of Sukarr yesterday?” Symon asked. 
 
    “A lot of running and fighting,” Chandra smiled. 
 
    The air took on a sweet, warm feeling despite the heavy cold. Clive, Noss, Fern, Vance, and Zarra all stared at the kitun with warm smiles. Nuria was the only one looking down as the two groups talked. 
 
    Owyn spoke up, “We lost many of our coterie due to the attack yesterday. Would you mind if we join your group? Safety in numbers.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Symon said without hesitation. 
 
    All heads nodded except for Nuria. 
 
    “Excellent,” Chandra beamed. “We should continue on as soon as we can. Never know if another patrol happens to come this way.” 
 
    Dax nodded. Bliss ran through his spirit as he felt he had found long lost friends. Never had his heart felt so full. Positive energy swirled as he felt he could take on anything and win. 
 
    The two groups merged, collected mana shards and set off. Entering the forest again, they moved as one large group. Luca and Chandra chatted while Vizith walked along silently. Owyn engaged with Symon, talking about the events of yesterday, the robed man asking the spellsword specific questions. 
 
    Dax found himself staring at the fox man. Fern flew down and sat on Dax’s shoulder, also watching.  
 
    “I can’t look away,” Fern whispered in Dax’s ear. 
 
    The mage nodded. “I know. I feel the same. Is it the tail or the ears?” 
 
    Fern giggled. “I think it’s the tail and the ears.” 
 
    Dax glanced over to see Ressa and Isani talking quietly, giggling and pointing to the kitun. 
 
    “I didn’t know there were any kitun at the academy?” Dax said and a vibration pulsed along his mind. 
 
    I don’t remember seeing any kitun? Have I just been focused on my studies and my friends? Why does it feel like I’ve known him all my life?  
 
    Thoughts stabbed at his reasoning, but soon they simply shifted away, replaced by simple happiness. 
 
    It doesn’t matter. I just want him to be my friend. 
 
    Dax smiled at the thought, happy that he had a new friend. 
 
    Nuria walked along until she was next to Dax and Fern. “Dax,” she whispered. 
 
    Dax looked over with an annoyed edge before looking back to the kitun. 
 
    “Dax,” Nuria said a little louder. 
 
    “Do you want something?” Dax snarled at the beautiful mage. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened a little before she looked down. “You don’t see what is happening?” 
 
    Fern hovered up and glared down on Nuria. “Why are you always being a bitch? Can’t we just travel without you always wanting Dax’s attention?” 
 
    Nuria ignored Fern and walked close to Dax’s side. “We are in danger the longer we are with them. We have to separate.” 
 
    In the short distance, Symon and Owyn were talking loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “Yes, my best friend was the one to come up with card magic. It really changed everything,” Symon stated. 
 
    “It’s such an honor to meet all of you,” Owyn grinned. 
 
    Vizith backed up, walking on Dax’s other side and smiling at the mage. Fern fluttered down and sat on Dax’s shoulder, her eyes filled with stars as she stared at the kitun. 
 
    “You have become an inspiration to many,” Vizith said simply. 
 
    “I just wanted to help the world,” Dax grinned. “I can show you some of my cards.” 
 
    Vizith smiled. “That would be amazing. I have wanted to learn card magic, but our class cannot partake in it just yet.” 
 
    “Which class are you part of?” Nuria asked with an edge. 
 
    “The best one,” Vizith said with a demure smile. 
 
    Dax and Fern nodded, accepting the answer without question. 
 
    Vizith’s smile could melt stone as he kept his gaze on Dax. “Could I see one or two of your cards? It would be a dream come true.” 
 
    The mage’s hand slipped into his robe and pulled out three cards. Before he could turn them over, Nuria grabbed the mage’s wrist. 
 
    “Dax, I don’t think that is a good idea.” 
 
    The mage’s brow hardened as he yanked his arm away. “It’s my technique! I can show it to others when I want. Not like when you stole it from me and sent it out into the world!” 
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened as his words cut at her heart.  
 
    Fern looked down in confusion. 
 
    Dax turned the cards over and showed them to Vizith. “The key is to draw smaller symbols and have the right card thickness. It needs to contain the mystical energies or they could explode.” 
 
    Vizith nodded, drinking every word. 
 
    Clive stepped to Nuria’s side, his elbow giving her nudge. Nuria looked up to Clive as she smiled. 
 
    “They are friends. We should be friendly,” the large mage stated simply. 
 
    Nuria nodded as her hand slipped into her own robe pocket. 
 
    Vizith looked to Dax with bright eyes. “This is fascinating. May I have a card, a keepsake of this moment?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Sure!” 
 
    The mage was about to hand it over when Nuria pulled one of her cards from her robe pocket. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Nuria whispered before she spoke the trigger word. 
 
    Air swirled around the beautiful mage. Vizith’s kind demeanor shifted to something cruel as the air whipped around at high velocity and exploded outwards. Bodies closest to Nuria were thrown ten feet in all directions. Fern crashed into the ground as Dax landed on his stomach. Clive was knocked away, his back striking a tree and his body sliding down. 
 
    Vizith was thrown into the air, but the kitun righted himself and landed on his feet, his hard gaze on Nuria. 
 
    Confusion colored eyes as the rest of Symon’s coterie who were left standing looked to Nuria and the newcomers. The air took on a hint of jagged edges as the newcomers turned and faced the group with foul intent in their eyes. 
 
    Mystical energies blazed along cards now in Nuria’s hands. She faced the newcomers, cold fury bleeding from her eyes. 
 
    “You won’t hurt my friends…” the beautiful mage managed before a dagger spun through the air and stabbed into her shoulder. 
 
    Nuria stumbled back, looking to Chandra as the elf drew another dagger, a wicked smile on her lips. 
 
    Dax lifted his head and turned to see the dagger in Nuria as she took another step back. 
 
    “Everyone, run!” Nuria shouted as weakness drained all power from her. 
 
    The group didn’t run. Fern sat up and rubbed her head while Dax was slowly getting to his feet. Symon looked to Nuria with disappointed eyes. The rest stared blankly at the lone mage. 
 
    “We… have to… run,” Nuria said as the world grew slowly out of focus. 
 
    “Sleep well,” Chandra grinned. 
 
    Darkness touched the edges of Nuria’s eyes as she struggled to stand. Her thighs trembled before she sank down. The mage looked to the dagger in her, blood trailing down. A numbness had spread from the wound and she couldn’t keep her eyes open. 
 
    With a frustrated sigh, the beautiful mage fell over, passing out before she hit the ground. 
 
    *** 
 
    Light touched the darkness. Eyelids slowly peeled back. A camp fire blazed softly, the sky black as pitch. Figures moved around the fire, tents set up just beyond them. The crackle of the fire blended with the soft murmurs of conversations. 
 
    Nuria blinked before she tried to move. Something pressed around her arms and chest. When she looked down, she saw that a rope was tied around her, her back to a small tree. The wound to her shoulder held a dull ache, but there was no pain. The wound felt sealed and even the fabric of her robe was stitched together. 
 
    Glancing up, she saw the newcomers going through packs, her friends nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “You’re awake,” a soothing voice touched Nuria’s ears. 
 
    The mage looked up as Chandra stepped closer and knelt down. The elf’s gaze was unnerving as she seemed to barely blink. 
 
    “It was a nice try, but we were always in control,” Chandra smiled. 
 
    “Where…” Nuria began. 
 
    The elf put up a hand, “They are fine. They are all sleeping in their tents. You agreed to take the first watch.” 
 
    Chandra glanced at the rope, “We will untie you when we leave.” 
 
    Nuria’s gaze took on a cool, calm edge. “It’s clear you’re not part of Kinarth Academy.” 
 
    Chandra rolled back and sat, her ankles crossed and hands on her knees. “Very perceptive. Clive was right about you. You are special, but not how you think.” 
 
    “What is this about? Why did you ambush us?” Nuria asked as her mind worked. 
 
    “Ambush? Not at all. We came to see you. Meeting Dax was just the icing on the cake.” 
 
    Nuria was silent. 
 
    The elf continued, “You’re different then how you used to be. It’s almost uncanny. You seem purely human, but something else beats under your skin. Clive has known for some time that you have changed, but the brute isn’t smart enough to understand what that change was. For a mage, he’s not overly bright.” 
 
    Chandra eyed the beautiful mage, licking her lips as she continued to talk. “You don’t belong with them.” 
 
    Nuria’s brow pointed in disdain.  
 
    The elf continued, “I can understand following Dax, he’s cute, but otherwise, you’re wasting your time with them. You weren’t affected by Vizith so you have abilities that would be useful, for the right cause.” 
 
    “Like a cabal to destroy Kinarth Academy?” Nuria nearly spat. 
 
    Chandra’s calm demeanor shifted to mild annoyance. “Kinarth Academy is a façade to bring order to a scared world. We know better. We know what we want.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    Chandra’s smile returned, “We want you.” 
 
    “You snuck onto Star Fall just to interrupt our exam so you can try and recruit me?” 
 
    Chandra giggled. “We already recruited Nuria. We want to recruit you.” 
 
    Nuria kept her face blank as her heart thudded in her chest. 
 
    Chandra leaned closer, drinking in Nuria’s scent and looking the mage directly in the eyes.  
 
    “You killed Nuria’s parents and dumped them in the lake. Such a sloppy way of disposing bodies. If we didn’t clean it up, the magistrates would have already taken you in.” 
 
    Nuria’s eyes widened a hair. 
 
    Chandra nodded. “Nuria was already part of us. We watched you at home. We watched you in the academy. You’re intelligent and have great survival instincts, but our world confuses you at times. Any reasonable intelligent creature would attempt an escape plan. I’m sure you have one right now, ready to disappear from everything just so you can live another day. 
 
    “What if you didn’t have to run? What if you were welcomed with open arms?” 
 
    Nuria looked away. 
 
    Chandra leaned in closer, her lips inches from Nuria’s lips. “You don’t have to hide. We know everything there is to know. We understand that this is a lot to take in and that is why we shall make an arrangement so you may have time to consider our proposal. 
 
    “Continue with the exam. Make your way to the Lighthouse. Once inside, there will be a moment where everyone will be distracted. At that moment, I’ll hold out my hand so you can either take it or leave it.” 
 
    Nuria looked to the elf, her heart beginning to ache. 
 
    “You can feel it, can’t you? You remember?” Chandra whispered with a sultry edge. 
 
    A distant memory floated into Nuria’s mind’s eye. The image grew clearer. A room with an open bay window, sunlight pouring in. Chandra lying in bed and Nuria slipping into bed with her. Hands caressed bodies, gasps and moans rising up like a cloud of sweet bliss. White sheets half covered naked bodies as hours of ecstasy spoiled hearts. 
 
    “I brought Nuria to our side because she understood the truth. We offer the same to you.” 
 
    Nuria’s heart beat like a drum. The displaced memories crashed into her, feelings alien and natural at the same time. The dark serpent of doubt reared up and clouded her thoughts, her heart pulling to the beautiful elf just inches away. Love glowed and Nuria could not separate her old life and this new one. 
 
    Chandra’s hand slipped into her boot and pulled out a serrated dagger. Nuria glanced down as the dagger was brought closer to the ropes. The dagger flashed and the ropes went slack.  
 
    “Vizith has spent the last few hours fogging your friend’s minds. It may take a few days, but they will regain their memories of today. You should give your decision before then.” 
 
    Chandra stood up, dagger still in hand and her gaze down on Nuria.  
 
    Luca stepped closer. The orc woman stood to Chandra’s side and looked down at Nuria with hard eyes. 
 
    “What’s to stop her from waking her friends and coming after us?” Luca said darkly. 
 
    “She won’t. She will stay right here and wait for her friends to wake. She will act like nothing happened.” 
 
    Chandra’s smile grew wider. “Luca, I do believe Counselor Skullcut and Professor Frost are waiting at the Lighthouse. Wouldn’t it be strange if they received a note, telling them that a void spawn has infiltrated the academy? I’m sure if they saw the name of the void spawn, they would investigate immediately.” 
 
    Nuria lowered her head, eyes lost to inner thoughts. 
 
    “Let’s start moving. We have much we must prepare for,” Chandra smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax woke to a throbbing headache. The mage sat up in his tent and looked down to Fern sleeping at his side. A small light glowed outside and the mage crawled to the tent flap and opened it. 
 
    A small fire was slowly dying, Nuria sat at the edge of the firepit, poking the embers with a stick. The beautiful mage didn’t look up, her face a blank mask. 
 
    Dax crawled out of the tent and stood up. The headache echoed along his thoughts, fuzzy images painting his mind. Rubbing his temple, he stepped closer and sat by the fire, opposite of Nuria. 
 
    “Why is there still a fire? I thought we wouldn’t have one at night?” Dax asked. 
 
    “It was much too cold for me to be out here by myself so I threw some wood on it to keep it going a little while longer,” Nuria said plainly. 
 
    Dax rubbed his temple as he sat, a chill seeping in. “It is cold tonight,” the mage trailed off. 
 
    “Can’t sleep?” Nuria asked. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve been sleeping for days.” 
 
    “It’s close to sun up so I suppose you had enough rest,” Nuria didn’t look up, still poking at the embers. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Dax asked, trying to ignore his own headache. 
 
    Nuria stopped poking the embers, staring into the small flames for a long moment. 
 
    “I had some time to think tonight. The more I think about this exam and the academy, I think, what’s the point? Why do all of this so we can march to our deaths for some kingdom? Why put ourselves in danger trying to find lost artifacts from the war?” 
 
    Dax nodded as he sat. “I sometimes think about that, but the more you think about it, the more it unravels. Why do anything if one day you’re going to die?” 
 
    Nuria looked up and stared at the mage. 
 
    Dax sighed as he leaned back onto his hands. “I was just becoming a man when my mother began losing her mind. It was subtle at first, forgetting simple things. It grew worse with each season. She started to get angry for no reason and would get lost when she went to buy food. I had to hunt her down, keep an eye on her, provide for us and study for the academy application. It was difficult, but we only had each other.” 
 
    Dax looked up to the dark sky. “I sometimes think about people who have nobody. The war destroyed our world and I was born into that destruction. I did what I had to do to survive, but at least I had my mother. When she could no longer remember me, a piece of me died. 
 
    “When I was accepted to the academy, I knew I couldn’t leave her on her own. I made arrangements with the Sisters of Vala to care for her. It broke my heart to say goodbye and she waved to me, not knowing who I was.” 
 
    Nuria lowered her gaze to the small flames. 
 
    “I sometimes think that if Ikkudran was like how it was before the war, the priests and clerics would have found a way to cure her. Then my thoughts moved on, wondering how different our world would be if we were like before the war. How many families would still be together? How far would we have come as a society? 
 
    “I knew it would take a long time for it to get better. It was then when I knew I wanted to be part of that change. I wanted to be like Sebastian Kinarth, saving the world and bringing peace back. I want to help heal others and in some small way, heal myself.” 
 
    Dax lowered his gaze to Nuria and smiled. “Despite our beginnings, I very much want to help you. We all do. If I knew you were safe, it would make the pain just a little less.”  
 
    Nuria looked down, “I’m sorry about your mother.” 
 
    Dax looked to the small flames. “I’m sorry about a lot of things. I’m sorry I can’t be there for my mother. I’m sorry you came to this world and now have to hide for the rest of your life. I’m sorry for everyone. I want to stop feeling sorry and try to make the world a place we all want to live on.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dax. Thank you for everything. You have no reason to be so kind, not from how I behaved to you before. I can never repay your kindness.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Living a good life is payment enough.” 
 
    Nuria looked away. “Dax, do you have any mind protection cards?” 
 
    The mage eyed the beautiful mage and nodded. “I have a Mind Shield card. It’s not very strong, but I created it to help me in case someone tried to use Mind Sphere magic on me. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Nuria looked to the mage with a serious gaze, “If I ever say, I love you, use that card.” 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow. “Is there a reason why?” 
 
    “My people cannot manipulate mana very well, but we have great psychic abilities. If… I can’t control myself, please use the card. It will help if any of my abilities are beyond my control.” 
 
    “This seems like an odd request,” Dax said, his brow wrinkling and his head hurting. 
 
    “Please, do as I ask if the time comes. This is the last request I will ask of you, my champion. Promise me.” 
 
    Dax didn’t look away. Mental gears turned, but the throbbing pains along his mind came roaring back. The more he tried to think, the greater the pain. It reached a point where a small dizziness filled his senses and the mage mentally calmed himself down. 
 
    Why does it feel like something terrible happened? 
 
    Dax looked to Nuria as she poked at the embers again. “I promise,” the mage said, an uneasy feeling sinking into his very soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
     The sun moved to its zenith, covering the island in brilliant light. Trees swayed to small breezes as forest critters watched from hidden places. A band of people marched single file under the tree canopy, shafts of sunlight lighting up the forest with a mystical atmosphere. 
 
    Dax walked, his head still throbbing in pain. The headache wouldn’t be so odd, if not for everyone else in the coterie experiencing the same thing. Every member from the group woke up at early light, stepping out of their tents, rubbing or clutching at the sides of their heads. The same complaint rose up with breaking their fast, a night of terrible dreams and headaches. Zarra did her best to try and heal several members of the group, but the cleric soon noticed that the pain was not a physical one she could mend. It prompted everyone to wonder if it was exhaustion or lack of water. The group drank large amounts of water as they broke their fast. 
 
    The only one to not complain was Nuria. The mage was silent, eyeing the group before her gaze slid to Dax several times, before looking away. 
 
    After camp was broken down and packed away, the coterie continued on their journey to the center of the island. Isani and Ressa climbed trees and corrected the group’s course a few times. The last time, they came down with smiles, the Lighthouse not far away. 
 
    The elevation rose with nearly every step. A few times, the group had to scale sloping ground with many jagged rocks sticking up. The travelling took its toll, but the coterie moved without a complaint. The prize not far away, they mentally prepared for the worst. 
 
    Dax thought back to the small talk he had with Nuria before sunrise. It burned at him in a strange way. She spoke like she had given up or was about to give up. The mage wondered if she was simply at the end of her rope, the stress of the journey and her uncertain future weighing heavy on her mind. Dax wanted to comfort her, but the exam didn’t allow any time to spare to explore their feelings. They had to survive and conquer the campaign or their very time in Kinarth would be in jeopardy. 
 
    Vance moved to Dax’s side. “Did we lose a whole day?” 
 
    Dax looked to his fellow mage, “What makes you say that?” 
 
    The spiky-haired mage kept his voice down as he spoke, “I’ve been trying to remember our journey here. I remember landing on the island, our first night and the first wave of Sukarr. I remember travelling for some time and…” Vance trailed off. 
 
    “I do feel like something is missing,” Dax added. 
 
    Vance nodded. “I have ten mana shards in my pocket. The Sukarr didn’t drop any. How did we get these?” 
 
    Dax’s hand slipped into his robe pocket and felt around. When he touched a small sack, he lifted it up and opened it. His eyes didn’t blink as they looked down at a handful of tiny mana shards. 
 
    “I checked with Fern and Zarra. They have ten mana shards apiece. I think we all may have the same amount. Did we fight something stronger than the Sukarr?” 
 
    Dax tried to think, his mind crying out in anguish. “Every time I try to remember, my headache gets worse.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “So, does mine. It’s very odd.” 
 
    Dax put the tiny sack back in his robe pocket. “Do you think another coterie used spells on us? Maybe they wanted to slow us down?” 
 
    Vance looked on. “I don’t know. If someone did use magic from the mind sphere, it could be the reason why we don’t remember. I just don’t understand why? We’ve been making good time and we are close to the Lighthouse. Wouldn’t they have done something to slow us down or even rob us? The professors said coteries couldn’t hurt each other, but surely they would have caused us an inconvenience?” 
 
    Dax thought back to Nuria’s strange request, the cabal and Clive, “Maybe it’s one of us?” 
 
    “Clive?” Vance barely whispered. “He’s the only one with an axe to grind.” 
 
    Dax looked down. “Clive can’t be that dumb to try something like that on all of us. It would have to have been an area of effect spell and pretty high degree at that. I’ve never seen him use Mind Sphere spells unless he’s been hiding it the whole time. No, it has to be something else.” 
 
    “It will slow us down if we start accusing members of our own coterie of anything inappropriate.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “We can’t do that right now. We may have to keep to the exam and sort it out when we’re finished. Do you have any mind protection spells?” 
 
    Vance nodded.  
 
    “Keep one at the ready. I have a feeling we may need it the closer we are to the Lighthouse.” 
 
    “Should we tell Nuria to do the same?” 
 
    “No, just me and you. Since we are dealing with phantom Illkith, we might need those spells to keep our sanity and help our friends.” 
 
    Vance nodded and slowed his walk, falling behind Dax. 
 
    Dax carried on, looking ahead to Symon. The spellsword led the way while everyone followed. Fern flew through the air, her fairy wings a blur. Shadows leapt from tree to tree above them, Isani and Ressa moving with silent stealth.  
 
    Dax looked over his shoulder to his companions. Vance followed with Noss, Clive, and Nuria behind him. The darkness under Clive’s eyes seemed to thicken like he was under some terrible strain. To the rear, Zarra moved with silent ease, her gaze meeting Dax’s and a small smile forming. 
 
    This is just an exam. The professors are watching us to see if we can come together and fight. If anyone did anything like mess with our minds, they would know, I hope. 
 
    Dax took no comfort from his own inner words. For all he knew, it could have all been part of the exam, mental games to confuse and cause doubt. They did have a mind maze trial in Butterpond, why not here? The storm of questions grew with no answers in sight. 
 
    Stay the course. We will have our answers. 
 
    Dax squared his jaw in temporary acceptance when Symon slowed ahead of him and raised a fist. 
 
     The coterie stopped in their tracks and knelt down. Fern landed on a branch and looked down with keen eyes. The rest of the coterie looked ahead, waiting for Symon’s signal. 
 
    Symon stared ahead, eyes seeing past the trees to a much larger clearing. Ghostly bodies moved just beyond the trees, sunlight painting their transparent bodies. 
 
    The spellsword made a few hand signals and hunkered down. 
 
    Everyone moved. Dax, Vance, Noss, Nuria, Noss and Clive moved ahead and hunkered down together behind Symon. Fern fluttered through the trees as two shadows leapt ahead. 
 
    Symon made a quick hand signal. The group saw it, knowing that they were waiting for the scouts to return with information. 
 
    Dax looked beyond the trees, a barest glimpse of the Lighthouse’s white stone beyond the edge of the thick forest. Silence blanketed the area, the only sound cutting through it was the gentle swaying of trees to the breeze. Time seemed to tick on, the world standing still. Lungs held air as they waited for some kind of sign or signal. 
 
    Two shadows emerged from the surrounding brush and a fairy floated down and landed on Dax’s shoulder. 
 
    “There is a clearing with forty Illkith and over two hundred Sukarr,” Ressa hissed. 
 
    “They are in squads, simply standing and waiting. We only had enough time for a glance, but there might be more. The field has only a few trees and large boulders. Beyond that, the Lighthouse is standing, but we didn’t see anyone manning the wall surrounding it,” Isani informed. 
 
    “I searched the forest around us and didn’t see any other phantoms,” Fern whispered. 
 
    Symon took in the information and rubbed his chin. “Over two hundred Sukarr and forty Illkith? Even with a surprise attack, I’m not sure we have the numbers to take on such a large force.” 
 
    “We can’t be the only ones here. Maybe there are others here just like us, but not sure if they should attack,” Fern added. 
 
    Symon nodded before he looked to Isani, Ressa, and Fern. “Stay to the edge of the forest. Keep an eye on the enemy and stay hidden.” 
 
    Symon turned his attention to Dax, “Do you still have that Mind Speak spell?”  
 
    The mage nodded. 
 
    “Cast it so all of our minds are connected. After that, Fern, Isani, and Ressa will be able to send us information on the enemy.” 
 
    “I’m not sure of the range, but I should be able to do it,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Symon nodded and looked to Noss, “Can you raise an army?” 
 
    The kobold gave the spellsword an nervous glance. 
 
    Symon gave a warm smile. “It’s okay if it might be too much. We just need to know what we can do on our side before we commit.” 
 
    The kobold nodded, “I think I can raise about fifty skeletons, but I will not have any mana left. We run the risk of being discovered the more skeletons I raise.” 
 
    The spellsword nodded. “Fifty is a good number and might be just enough. We’ll worry about raising them when we get to it. We just have to be sure we have a sizable force before we charge.” 
 
    Clive shook his head, “We really are just going to charge at them? The Sukarr will tear a skeleton army to shreds if the Illkith just don’t blast them first.” 
 
    Symon gave the large mage a hard stare. “Instead of complaining, find me solutions or you can stay behind.” 
 
    Clive let out a gruff chuckle. “Fine, I can provide support with about eight urth elementals. They will be enough to help the skeleton army.” 
 
    Symon nodded before looking to Vance, Nuria and Zarra. “Nuria, I know you can create elementals.  Some fire ones would be a great help. Vance, I want you to be our cannon. Disrupt the enemy’s ranks with as many spells as you can muster. Can you do that?” 
 
    “It’s what I’ve been trained to do,” Vance said with a half-smirk. 
 
    “Zarra, I need you to fight with us, protecting the mages and our esteemed necromancer.” 
 
    The cleric nodded. “I will defend all.” 
 
    Symon nodded and looked to Dax, “We will need some cavalry to break their ranks. Do you think you can create three unicorns with that fire armor again?” 
 
    The mage grinned. “Only three?” 
 
    Symon returned his friend’s smile. “Three should be enough. I don’t want you using all of your mana because it might be a hard battle to the main gate. The unicorns will be the tip of the spear. The skeletons and elementals will guard our flanks and everyone else will be in the middle.   
 
    “Isani, Ressa, and Fern, when the attack begins, you will join the core group and help defend against any phantoms that break our ranks.” 
 
    The shadow elf, fairy, and dranar nodded in agreement. 
 
    “If we don’t obliterate them, they should be sufficiently disrupted for us to make it to the Lighthouse. If there are any coteries lying in wait, they may join us but we have to be the leading group.” 
 
    “When do we want to put the plan into action?” Vance asked. 
 
    Symon eyed everyone with a wide smile, “We begin now.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreements as bodies stood up. Cards were pulled from robes and arcane whispers filled the small area. Noss held a card in each clawed hand, mystical words falling from his mouth. Ghostly skeletal hands rose up from the ground, a few at a time, clawing to the surface and standing to their full height. The cards in the kobold’s hands flickered before the necromancer pushed mana into them again and began reciting the incantations again. 
 
    Clive did the same, cards in his hands and speaking the words. Energy poured from his cards and sank into the ground. Dirt, gravel, rocks, and sand mingled together until two urth elementals slowly began to rise up. Humanoid bodies took form as the elementals reached their full height and bowed to the large mage. 
 
    Fern, Isani, and Ressa pounced into the air. The fairy took flight while the two rogues climbed separate trees. When they were high enough, they began leaping from one tree to the next, soon gone from sight. 
 
    Dax pulled out a card and used his word of power. 
 
    Name: Mind Speak 
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Speak via thoughts 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    The mage pictured everyone in the coterie and when the words finished leaving his lips, mana flared. Connections sank into his head like burrowing worms and when they latched onto his mind, they spread out and connected to other minds. Voices and thoughts came out in a jumble, blending together until they became a stream of consciousness. The mage pulled on the invisible reins and thoughts became orderly as the entire coterie mentally became one. 
 
    Can everyone hear me? 
 
    “Aye!” came from Fern, Symon, Vance, and Zarra. 
 
    “Yes.” came from Nuria, Clive, Noss, Isani, and Ressa. 
 
    “Fern, Isani, and Ressa, spread out and make sure you have a wide view of the area. We want to make sure we have line of sight to the gate. Report any changes as we prepare,” Symon directed. 
 
    A feeling of heads nodding filled their minds.  
 
    Noss continued to pour mana into his cards, raising skeletons at a much faster rate. The kobold was focused as the undead rose up in packs of three. 
 
    Clive’s shoulders drooped as he rattled off trigger words, several more elementals rising up. When he reached eight, the mage put his cards away. 
 
    “Eight urth elementals ready,” Clive said through their connection. 
 
    “Fire elementals will give away our position if I create them now. When we start moving, I’ll have a half dozen joining our army,” Nuria said. 
 
    Symon nodded.  
 
    “Be at the ready. We will begin our run soon,” the spellsword mentioned. 
 
    Dax put away the Mind Speak card and pulled out two more cards. 
 
    Name: Unicorn 
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Charge/Horn/Trample 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Name: Fire Armor 
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Protective Armor 
 
    Special Ability: Inflict Damage on contact 
 
      
 
    The mage held each card and whispered the trigger word for one. Mist flew from the card and slammed onto the ground. A horn appeared first before a stallion’s body emerged from the parting mists.  
 
    Dax spoke the next trigger word. Horse armor appeared out of thin air. It burst into flames before clamping onto the steed. The unicorn was at ease as flames writhing along its body, head and neck. A hoof clawed at the dirt as the mystical creature was ready for battle. 
 
    This isn’t a time to conserve mana. We have to get through that phantom army at all costs. 
 
    Dax pulled 400 mana from his personal pool and charged the cards. Mists flowed from the cards, another unicorn appearing and fire armor clamping onto it. The mage channeled another 400 mana, energy spiking into the cards and releasing the spell effects for a third time. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 600/1400 
 
    Mana Shards: 10   
 
    Dax looked over his remaining mana, hoping it will be enough to add new phantom constructs and spells. 
 
    Before the mage stood three unicorns with flaming armor, ready to follow his every command to the end. 
 
    Across the standing woods, Isani was hidden among thick tree branches. The shadow elf looked out from her shadowy spot, eyeing the army of Sukarr and Illkith. The phantoms swayed in the daylight, their blank eyes staring at nothing. The Sukarr’s mouths hung open as if in a trance. 
 
    Isani looked from side to side, scanning the area and mentally preparing for the battle to come when she noticed something wavering in the small distance. Red eyes narrowed as she saw a blue flame leaking from a large crack in the ground. The sukarr around it seemed like they were sleeping as they swayed. The fish people looked to it with almost divine worship. A second ticked by and the shadow elf leaned her back against the tree trunk with a dash of concern. 
 
    “There is a mana flame leaking from the ground. I think the phantoms gathered here are feeding off of it, that’s why there’s so many,” Isani mentally spoke. 
 
    “Is it in our direct path?” Symon asked. 
 
    “No. It’s off to the east. I can see the main gate but I don’t see anyone manning it,” Isani replied. 
 
    “I see the gate,” Ressa added. 
 
    “I can see it too. I’m hovering just at the tree line and I think I see some light smoke by the light tower. There have to be people there already,” Fern said. 
 
    Symon nodded as he looked at his small spellbook and put it away. 
 
    “Mages, make sure you have some mana left. When we reach the gate, if no one answers, we blast it open. Clive, do you think you can seal it back up once we’re through?” 
 
    “I should have enough to reshape the ground into a barrier,” Clive said. 
 
    “If he can’t do it, I’ll be able to,” Vance chimed in. 
 
    “I said I could do it!” Clive growled. 
 
    “We are part of the same coterie. Clive, you will try as Vance covers you. You two are now partners so watch out for each other or you both will have to deal with me when it’s over. Got it?” Symon said with a commanding edge. 
 
    “Got it,” Vance said with an incorporeal smile. 
 
    “Got it,” Clive said begrudgingly. 
 
    “Good. Noss is almost finished. Once the last group of skeletons are raised, Nuria, you’ll create your fire elementals as we begin advancing. Everyone will stay together. If someone lags or begins to fall behind, those closest must help pick up the slack. We have one shot at this and we will succeed. Now, is everyone ready?” 
 
    All present turned and looked to the necromancer and his skeleton army. Ghostly skeletons stood with ancient weapons in hands from swords to maces. Pieces of chainmail hung from their bodies as dented helmets covered about a dozen heads. The rest were bone white skulls in shafts of sunlight. 
 
    Noss raised two clawed hands and gave a thumbs up.  
 
    “I’m not one for giving speeches. Be careful and stay on my tail. We lose you, you’re buying drinks,” Symon said with an incorporeal smile. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement         
 
    “For Kinarth Academy!” Symon said with a mental shout. 
 
    “For Kinarth Academy!” the coterie mentally shouted back. 
 
    Symon turned and drew his sword. Zarra held her staff as the mages pulled out cards. Noss moved to Zarra’s side, a nervous look in his eye. The cleric gave him a reassuring nod. Skeletons lined up on either side of the coterie. Clive commanded the urth elementals to join the skeletons ranks. Vance mentally prepared his attacks. Nuria held cards in each hand, their trigger words already spilling from her lips. Flaming unicorns moved to the front, heads low and hooves clomping on the hard ground. 
 
    Symon glanced back at Dax and the mage nodded. 
 
    Sebastian Kinarth, watch over us. 
 
    “Charge!” Dax commanded. 
 
    Three unicorns rose up on their hind legs while kicking out their front legs. Neighs filled the air before the front legs came down and the three phantom constructs bolted forward into a charge, flames trailing behind them. 
 
    Symon swung his sword forward, “Advance!” 
 
    The spellsword bent at the knees and charged. The rest of the coterie did the same, as did the skeleton army. Flame elementals burst into view, one after the other as the coterie, elementals, and skeletons trotted into a full charge. 
 
    Dax moved, his heart beating wildly in his chest. Fear and excitement colored his heart as he focused on the tasks ahead. They had to breach a standing army and make it to the gate. Symon had a solid plan and the mage was in no way going to challenge it, even if he wanted to. Symon was ready for this and Dax had full faith in his friend. 
 
    In the massive clearing, a sukarr’s weird wet brow wrinkled. Its white eyes looked down, flames moving from deep within the forest. The phantom cocked its head to the side before it made a strange gurgling grunt. Several more sukarr lowered their gazes to their compatriot’s grunt. The flames in the distance seemed to grow brighter with each passing moment. 
 
    Ghostly eyes widened and screeches filled the air as three flaming unicorns burst from the forest’s edge, heads low and flaming horns pointed at the phantom army. Sukarr lurched into a charge, a cascading effect of awareness filling the ghostly army. Clawed webbed hands opened and closed as webbed feet propelled them forward. There was no intelligence behind their eyes as they charged the incoming unicorns. When the two sides met, shrill shrieks vibrated as the phantom sukarr were tossed into the air. 
 
    The flaming unicorns crashed into the bulk of the phantom horde like an axe on a piece of wood. Sukarr cracked and shattered as horns stabbed into chests. Phantom bodies exploded as the flaming unicorns pushed at them with powerful muscles. Sukarr rushed to the aid of their own, claws slashing at flaming armor and their hands shredding to ghostly wisps. Screams filled the area, but the sukarr would not be slowed. They pushed at their own, climbing over each other as they became a wall of ghostly scaled muscle. The unicorns slowed, pushing, stabbing, and slamming hooves into unguarded chests.  
 
    “Kill them all!” Symon shouted as he pointed a hand and loosed a bolt of lightning. 
 
    The bolt slammed into a sukarr, caving in its face as Symon rushed into the battle, a skeleton army pouring out from either side of him. Urth and fire elementals charged into the fray, flames and stones shattering and smashing anything they could get their hands on. Skeletons fanned out, their forces blooming from the forest edge and rushing the enemy. 
 
    Isani and Ressa jumped from the trees and hit the ground. The two rogues ran with the skeletons, their eyes on the main group in the middle. 
 
    Fern flew down from the trees, each side crashing into each other and the berserker licked her lips. 
 
    “Light the Torch!” the fairy shouted as her eyes grew crazed, rune covered mace in hand. 
 
    Dax pumped his legs, a card in each hand. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Time Speed  
 
    Element: Time 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Increase time for 30 seconds. 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    The mage held the cards close as he watched the carnage to the left and right of him. Skeletons were shattered with swipes of claws. Several skeletons were on a sukarr, stabbing multiple times before the creature melted away. Where the skeletons began to slow, urth elementals bashed through like juggernauts. Fire elementals flew through the air, blasting out streams of flames and destroying sukarr in small patches.  
 
    A thick lightning bolt streamed through the air, blasting through six sukarr in a blink of an eye. Dax turned to see a small smile on Vance’s lips as he charged his card and unleashed a torrent of lighting death. 
 
    Ranks breaking on both sides, sukarr rushed through those gaps. Zarra spun her white staff, knocking a phantom's head off its shoulders and slamming a blunt end into a chest, sending the fish man spiraling into the sky.  
 
    Noss rushed behind the cleric, his eyes wide as he tried to stay close. Light flashed, and a lightning bolt struck the ground next to the necromancer and sent him onto his back. 
 
    “Fuck!” the kobold growled as he rolled back onto his feet, his gaze catching an Illkith as it prepared to fire off another bolt. 
 
    “No!” the necromancer managed before a bolt shot toward him. 
 
    Zarra appeared before the kobold, the bolt striking her chest. The cleric stumbled back and turned her golden eyes to the kobold to make sure he was okay.  
 
    Noss had moved to her side, clawed hand up with a card in it. Black energy swirled before a thick bolt of energy blasted out. Zarra lifted her staff, white energy swirling at the time before it too blasted out. The Illkith swirled magical energies before two bolts struck it, blasting it away to nothing. 
 
    Noss looked up to Zarra. The wound along her chest closed and she reached out a hand. 
 
    “I can carry you?” the cleric smiled. 
 
    Noss shook his head. “No, we run together!” 
 
    The cleric and necromancer began running after their companions who had a little distance between them. As they rushed to join their friends, Fern blasted past them, her small mace shattering sukarr and Illkith with murderous rage. 
 
    “I AM DEATH AND I’M LAUGHING AT YOU!” Fern screamed as her mace bashed in phantom heads, one after the other. 
 
    Nuria and Vance blasted out spells as Clive directed his elementals. Isani and Ressa moved like darting shadows, slicing at the legs and knees of the enemy phantoms and not looking back as their bodies fell. 
 
    Dax watched as one of his unicorns was pulled down, claws slashing at it. The unicorn made a shrill whine before it shattered. Symon moved into the breach, left hand unleashing lightning as his sword sliced across a thick neck. The spellsword’s face was a mask of determination, every swing of his blade true as he cut at the enemy like a skilled butcher. Ghostly limbs flew into the air as the spellsword’s running gait turned into a hard walk. 
 
    The sukarr pushed at the invading force. Clawed hands sliced at skeletons, shattering them into disintegrating bones. Urth elementals slowed as they were mobbed by the sukarr. A fire elemental burst into flames as lightning and ice blasts leapt from Illkith hands.  
 
    The advancement slowed as the skeleton army was nearly torn to shreds. Vance’s smirk was long gone, pointing his cards and unleashing magical attacks. Nuria’s arms moved in rapid succession, firing off spells and picking new targets.  
 
    Dread filled Dax as he watched. Their advancement was slowing down to short steps. A second unicorn fell, shattering from a mob of sukarr. Urth elementals crumbled as they took too much damage. Fern shattered sukarr skulls, but even the tiny berserker was barely escaping grasping webbed hands, eager to take her down. The battle slowed, but the fighting grew frenetic. They had reached just halfway to the gate, but the army of sukarr and Illkith seemed to grow. 
 
    “Pull… together!” Symon ordered. 
 
    The coterie began to pull together. Bodies closer, blades and spells firing in all directions. Dax fired off a lightning bolt, shattering several sukarr phantoms instantly. The battle was beginning to turn and the mage tried to think of a way to save them all. The dread grew as he could see, all of them weren’t going to make it. 
 
    Symon, we have to… 
 
    Dax stopped his thought as he looked to the spellsword. Symon’s back was to the group but the mage could see his friend sheath his sword. Holding his hands to his sides, they began to vibrate when just past him, the last unicorn faltered as claws came down on it. 
 
    “Symon!” Dax shouted. 
 
    “Stay back!” Symon shouted before energy arced along his arms. 
 
    The sukarr pressed their attack. The fish people clawed the last unicorn until it shattered to nothing. The crazed creatures rushed toward the spellsword as he stood by his lonesome. To the left and right, the last skeletons and elementals began to fall. Vance was like a turret, blasting out magical bolts. Nuria blasted any creature within short range. The two of them managed to keep the sukarr at bay, but only barely. Ressa and Isani moved like acrobats, slicing and cutting, but they were a hair from being overwhelmed. Zarra’s staff flashed, striking down phantoms as Noss stayed behind her, dagger in hand and eyes wide. 
 
    Lighting arced along Symon’s arms before his own eyes blazed with power.  
 
    “Advance!” the spellsword shouted before lifting his arms, light blazing around it. 
 
    Dax watched in astonishment as the spellsword bolted into a charge, a barrage of lightning blasting out from his arms into a cone effect. Every sukarr rushing him was blasted away. Some bodies burst to nothing, but others were thrown like they were struck by cannonballs.  
 
    Symon roared as he charged, cutting through the sukarr ranks. Energy whirled around his arms as bolts of lightning surged. Holes were blasted through phantom bodies and before they could fall, Symon knocked them away with his charge. The spellsword began to sweep from right to left, destroying anything in his path. 
 
    “Come on!” Dax shouted, rallying the coterie. 
 
    Eyes drank in the spectacle as Symon rushed into battle, blasting everything in his path. With the gate in sight, the spellsword roared before the lighting around his arms faded and soon vanished. 
 
    Symon fell to his knees, weakness filling every cell in his body. Eyelids were heavy as his shoulders slumped. He could barely keep his head up, his body ready to fall into a deep sleep. The gate stood a mere hundred feet away and the spellsword couldn’t muster enough energy to stand. 
 
    Dax pumped his legs, his sights on his friend. Cards away, he held out his hands as he huffed. Symon wavered before he began to tilt to the side. As the spellsword began to fall, hands grabbed him and held him up. 
 
    “I got you.” Dax huffed as he put his friend’s arm over his shoulders and pushed up with his legs. 
 
    The mage struggled, getting himself and Symon to their feet. The spellsword couldn’t say a word, his body growing limp. Dax gritted his teeth, marching forward, one foot at a time. 
 
    “We’re going to make it!” Dax growled. 
 
    Shadows rushed up on the mage and spellsword. Dax ignored them, his gaze squarely on the gate. The weight seemed to lessen. Dax looked over as Clive took Symon’s other arm and helped lift him up. The three of them began to move faster, the rest of the coterie blasting and slicing at anything that got too close. 
 
    “Almost there!” Nuria shouted. 
 
    Zarra turned her head and looked back in alarm. “Fern!” 
 
    The berserker was in the middle of a horde of sukarr, laughing and pummeling fish men to their phantom deaths. 
 
    “Get to the gate! I NEED MORE BLOOD!” Fern laughed before her body flashed. 
 
    Landing on the ground in her five-foot tall frame, she moved like a wild animal. Mace swinging, she bashed anything within arm’s reach. Sukarr shrieked as her mace bludgeoned them to nothing. Fern’s wild eyes drank in each phantom death and she wanted more and more. 
 
    Dax turned his head. “Fern!” he shouted. 
 
    “More… more… more… more,” the berserker chanted with a mad giggle. 
 
    The fighting grew to a fevered pitch when shouts filled the area. Fern glanced up in annoyance as lancers filled the sky, spears pointed down. Lightly armored men and women came down, spears stabbing through phantom bodies. 
 
    “Take them down!” Miranda shouted her command as she launched into the air and back down, spear point shattering a phantom skull. 
 
    Fern watched as two coteries joined the battle. Spells blasted at the backs of sukarr while spellswords, fighters, and berserkers rushed into battle. 
 
    “They are all MINE!” Fern growled before caving in a sukarr skull. 
 
    Dax looked to see the coteries smashing and engaging the last remnants of the phantom army. A small smirk crept into his cheek before he turned his head forward. 
 
    The group reached the gate, Isani rushing ahead and slamming the butt of her blade on the thick wooden door. 
 
    “Open up!” the shadow elf shouted. 
 
    The door didn’t move. 
 
    Vance stepped closer, card in hand. “I’ll open it.” 
 
    The moment he lifted the card with the trigger word on his lips, the door opened slightly. 
 
    “Keep… fighting,” Symon said weakly to Dax’s ear. 
 
    “We’re almost there!” Dax said as the group pushed on the door and nearly fell in. 
 
    A courtyard opened up before them as the group rushed in. 
 
    “I have to go back for Fern,” Dax said to Clive as he pulled away.  
 
    The large mage took hold of Symon as Dax marched to the gate, cards in hand. The mage’s eyes widened as he saw the sukarr and Illkith nearly destroyed. Fern walked toward the gate, mace in hand and a crazy look in her eyes. Each step was filled with power as she stepped closer. 
 
    “That was beautiful,” the fairy smiled before her legs gave out. 
 
    Dax rushed ahead, put his cards away and grabbed her. The fairy made happy, bubbly sounds as Dax pulled her back to the gate. The pair stepped in, Fern barely able to keep her head up and not lose the stupid smile on her face. 
 
    Exhaustion set in and Dax fell, Fern on top of him. The mage looked to Clive, Vance, and Nuria over Symon. Noss was thanking Zarra. Isani and Ressa held each other in a tight embrace. 
 
    Beyond the group, a table stood with two chairs. Counselor Skullcut and Professor Frost sat in each chair, teacups in their hands. The pair looked over at the students huffing and puffing. 
 
    “You passed the first test. Welcome to the Lighthouse!” Counselor Skullcut said a wide, scarred grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
     Haggard students stepped through the main gate. Tired eyes and slumped shoulders filled their ranks as they came in, found a grassy spot on the ground and sat down. Aside from Symon’s coterie, another thirty students made their way in, some falling to their hands and knees while others stared blankly at nothing. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut and Professor Frost stood up from their chairs and put their teacups down. Professor Frost began an incantation as the Counselor made his way to Symon’s group. They crowded around the now sleeping spellsword and berserker, Dax between his two best friends. 
 
    Skullcut knelt down, his keen eyes on Symon and Fern before a small smile appeared. “I can see that Symon used his barrage attack. That attack is taught as a last resort in battle for spellswords. It drains mana, but it also taps into your own personal life force for a brief moment. It allows the surge, but it takes a terrible toll on the body.” 
 
    “Will he be okay?” Dax asked. 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “A good night’s sleep will help him recover, but we don’t have time for a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    All eyes among the coterie widened a little. 
 
    The counselor looked to the sleeping fairy. “She must have been exhausted. Berserkers can still stand and fight after lighting their inner flame. You all made good time to get here. I’m actually surprised your coterie was first.” 
 
    Lips parted among the group, ready to ask a slew of questions. Skullcut seemed to anticipate it because he raised a scarred hand to stop them. 
 
    “The exam is not over. You all did well to get here, but the trophy crystals are still below the Lighthouse. Time is running out and more students will soon arrive.” 
 
    Professor Frost’s hands moved in elegant motions before her eyes flashed with power. Energy poured upwards from the ground in several places. The wisps of energy wavered and flickered before they came together. Light flashed and several chests lined the inner courtyard. Chest lids opened and light reflected off glassy surfaces. 
 
    Professor Frost dipped her hands in a nearby chest and pulled out two potion bottles. The professor in black moved to Dax’s group and handed a bottle to Dax and another to Vance. 
 
    “Restoration Elixirs, enough for everyone to have one. It will help them recover,” Professor Frost said with a small smirk. 
 
    Dax put his arm under Symon’s head while Vance did the same to Fern. Thumbs knocked off corks as the potions were put to lips. Glowing liquid touched Symon’s mouth and his lips parted. More flowed, the spellsword drinking until his eyes slowly opened. 
 
    Dax smiled as he watched his friend slowly recover. Symon’s eyes blinked a few times before he sat up under his own power. Fern also sat up, still smiling as she snatched the bottle from Vance’s hand and guzzled the rest. 
 
    “We made it,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    Some students stood up and stepped to the chests. Hands picked up bottles, bringing them to their tired companions. During this time, Dax sat back, palms into the grass and dirt as he took in his surroundings. 
 
    A white lighthouse tower stood. The point was very high, stabbing into the sky like a dagger tip. At the base, a large, round keep stood, the lighthouse tower resting on top. Cracks ran along the white stone, showing that the structure had been standing a long time. Moss grew from some cracks and wild plants stood in patches along the inner courtyard. The walls surrounding the keep and lighthouse were gray. Some of the stone stairs leading to the top of the wall had crumbled away to nothing. Others looked like they could fall at any moment. 
 
    Fern flopped onto Dax’s lap, looking up to him with adoring eyes. The mage looked down, his fingers running through her blood red hair. 
 
    “I’m so happy,” the fair breathed in the fresh, clean air. 
 
    “Exam isn’t over,” Dax said with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    “I know. It’s this moment. I never thought I would be so happy just being with my friends, and you.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Yea, you’re okay.” 
 
    Fern’s eyes narrowed. She kept her smile as she punched the mage in the chest. Dax nearly fell back from the blow, his arm and hand sinking into the ground so he didn’t completely fall back. Fern was up, pressing her lips to his, the two of them kissing in the sunlight. 
 
    Symon slowly rose to his feet, glanced at his friends making out and shook his head. The spellsword stood with his chest out as he turned his attention to Counselor Skullcut. 
 
    “We’re ready for our next challenge,” Symon said with renewed energy. 
 
    “We’ll address all of you once everyone is feeling better. Some coteries are on their way and may filter in over the next day or two. I received reports on your progress, but there seemed to be a moment where your group could not be located. Is there any reason why that is so?” 
 
    Symon looked to the side for a moment, deep in thought. When he looked to the counselor, the spellsword shook his head. 
 
    “We simply travelled here. Aside from a few phantom skirmishes, it was a pretty standard march.” 
 
    Skullcut nodded and placed his hand on Symon’s shoulder. “We’ll re-check the reports, but it shouldn’t be something of concern. The mana here under the island has played havoc with the seer’s visions before. We’re simply glad you made it here in one piece.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “How have the other coteries managed?” 
 
    Skullcut eyed the spellsword. “A good commander checks on all troops in the field. You will make a fine spellsword and leader when you graduate. 
 
    “As for the other coteries, some have lost members during the march. Mages teleported to their locations with clerics to gather the fallen and bring them back to the ships. They will be fine and thankfully, no deaths this year so far. Let’s keep it that way,” the counselor winked. 
 
    Symon bowed. “We will do our best.” 
 
    Students began to stand and step closer. Soon a crowd formed, bodies refreshed. Dax stood toward the front, next to Symon and the rest of their coterie around them. Vance looked over, watching Miranda step toward the front. The lancer held her spear, standing at attention and waiting patiently. 
 
    “She will never know how you feel if you don’t say anything,” Zarra whispered to Vance. 
 
    The spikey haired mage’s cheeks grew red and he looked down. 
 
    “Don’t let your family’s past define you,” the cleric said with warm kindness. 
 
    “It’s difficult. I know what your saying is right, but something deep within keeps me from being true to myself.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “One day it won’t control you anymore. I could have held onto my hate for how unfair life can be. I chose to move beyond it, not letting it define me.” 
 
    Vance looked to the golden eyed cleric and smiled. “Maybe with a little more time, I can be a better person.” 
 
    Zarra smiled. “Vance, you are already a better person.” 
 
    The mage and cleric smiled. 
 
    Professor Frost snapped her fingers, all students turning their attention to the high mage. The professor looked around with a stern gaze, watching as the crowd grew silent, all of their attention on her. 
 
    “We are pleased to see you all here, braving the wilds to reach this destination. We know it has been difficult, but there is little time to rest because the exam is still ongoing.” 
 
    Professor Frost lifted her hand and pointed to the Lighthouse, “The next part of your exam is simple. There is a sublevel to the Lighthouse that was formerly a barracks, dining areas, and command quarters. They have long fallen to disrepair. The sublevel is now a maze.  
 
    “Much like artifact hunting, this place will serve as an example of what you might encounter should you be tasked with locating lost magical items. I don’t believe I need to tell everyone here how valuable magical items are since we lost so many during the war.  
 
    “There are four trophy crystals hidden along the sublevel. Those who arrived first will be led to one of several entrances so they explore the ruins and locate their trophy. Since many more will be arriving, time will not be your friend. Phantoms of various monsters and creatures haunt the sublevel. Some are more powerful than others. Your new mission objective is to search out a trophy crystal and bring it back to the surface.” 
 
    The professor let her arm drop to her side and she looked to the crowd with no-nonsense eyes. “Each coterie is only allowed one crystal. Under no circumstances are you to take another one or from another coterie. The sublevel is vast and some areas might have actual creatures that have made it their home. Be wary of such creatures and try to avoid them if you can. If you are attacked, you may freely defend yourselves and each other. What you may not do is attack or hinder another coterie. This is a cooperative mission and we are watching.” 
 
    Counselor Skullcut moved to Professor Frost’s side and addressed the crowd, “Take a moment to form any strategies you may have. We will be leading coteries to each entrance in turn. Once all four crystals have been obtained, this part of the exam will end and you have earned a small rest. Any questions?” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement, but no one spoke up. 
 
    “Excellent. Take a moment before we begin,” Counselor Skullcut smiled. 
 
    Symon’s coterie moved together into a huddle. 
 
    “We made it here first so I assume we will be going in first. How is everyone feeling and what are your mana levels?” 
 
    “The potion restored my mana. I actually feel great,” Noss spoke up. 
 
    Several heads nodded. 
 
    Dax checked his own stats. They were back to full. The elixir was so effective, Dax felt like he just woke up refreshed and ready to take on the world. 
 
    Sunlight beamed down from the heavens, the heavy murmur of conversations filling the courtyard. A breeze washed down over the wall’s edge, students talking excitedly about making it here and ready to take on the challenge ahead of them. 
 
    Symon looked to the coterie with pride and strength, “We made it here first and we should be proud of that. I’m proud of all of you for giving it your all. 
 
    “When we get called, we’re going to handle this part of the exam differently. It’s true we can cover more ground if we split up, we have no idea what challenges we may come across. For that, we will stick together as one unit.” 
 
    Isani shook her head, “Ressa and I can still scout ahead. We won’t be much good to you if we're just with the group.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “While that is true, if either of you get snatched or attacked, it will turn our search into a rescue mission. We don’t know what we’re dealing with and I doubt this part of the exam will be a simple one. If a moment calls for scouts, you and Ressa will be the first to know.” 
 
    The shadow elf gave a light nod. “Fine, we’ll play it your way,” Isani said with a sly smile. 
 
    Symon returned her smile with his own before addressing the group again. “I want us to succeed at all costs, but I will not play with our chances. Stay together and we will be back to the surface before nightfall. Are we ready?” 
 
    Fern held up her hand. “High palm!” 
 
    Smiles bloomed as everyone raised their hands and clapped them toward the center. Even Clive grinned as he gave a high palm. Noss jumped up, his palm slapping others. When they finished, the coterie turned around to Counselor Skullcut approaching. 
 
    “Is your coterie ready?” Skullcut asked Symon. 
 
    “We are,” the spellsword replied. 
 
    “Follow me,” the counselor said before turning and walking. 
 
    The coterie followed in two lines of five. Symon followed the counselor as they moved around the side of the keep, an open entryway becoming visible. Brilliant sunlight illuminated the entrance, stone stairs leading down into the dark as the group approached. 
 
    “Since your coterie braved the phantom army first, you get to begin the exam. Stay true to each other and you should complete this part of the exam with flying colors,” Skullcut smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Counselor,” Symon bowed. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it. Safe exploration and may you return victorious,” the counselor bowed before leaving the group. 
 
    Symon looked down the ancient staircase, foreboding darkness writhing to the day’s light. A hesitation slithered into the spellswords confidence, seeing how real this part of the exam was. Never having explored ruins or dungeons, it caused the spellsword to stutter as he took one step forward and stopped. 
 
    The group watched, but it was Dax who stepped to his friend’s side and placed his hand on Symon’s shoulder. 
 
    “We believe in you to lead us,” the mage said with a confident tone. 
 
    Symon looked to his friend and then to the rest of the group. Mouths smiled as heads nodded. The sight of everyone in the sunlight eased the nervous tension in Symon’s shoulders before he stood taller. 
 
    “I’ll lead the way. Stay close and we will succeed,” the spellsword said before moving to the steps and making his way down. 
 
    The light faded and dim torchlight glowed. Symon made his way into a wide corridor, some of the old torches lit and others cold and dark. Shadows seemed to seethe and writhe in the light. 
 
    Light flashed and Fern was in her true fairy form. Wings fluttering, she hovered in the air with alert senses. The rest of the coterie reached the bottom of the stairs and fanned out a few feet from each other. Webs hung from corners and dust covered the floor. The lone corridor stretched on, cool air creeping into warm bodies. 
 
    “We need to mark our way so we know how to get back. Any suggestions?” Symon asked. 
 
    “I can shift the stones on the walls to form arrows, pointing our way back,” Clive mentioned. 
 
    “Okay Clive, that’s your job. Vance will assist.” 
 
    Vance nodded. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go exploring,” Symon said as he led the way. 
 
    The coterie fell into formation. Symon led the way, Fern hovering behind him. Dax, Vance, Nuria, and Noss were in the middle. Isani, Ressa, and Zarra were toward the back, keeping an eye on Clive. The large mage was last, a card in his hand and whispering trigger words. As they walked, an imprint of an arrow carved into rocky stone, pointing their way back. 
 
    Senses were alive as they made their way deeper. Four-way intersections appeared, Symon looking around and pointing in a direction. The group followed silently, watching for anything. 
 
    Dax’s mind worked as he kept his hands and wrists loose. Ideas flowed, the mage pondering if he should mention he could create constructs to search for them, but he quickly dismissed it. Sending phantom constructs into an unknown dungeon might give away their position to anything down there. 
 
    The mage looked ahead to Symon. The spellsword seemed to be ready for anything, his hand lightly against the pommel of his sheathed sword at his belt. Torchlight turned the group into half-shadows as they made their way along, Dax wondered what lurked beneath the lighthouse that the teachers had not created.  
 
    The group moved past an open doorway, the actual door long rotted away. Symon looked to the side, eyeing the dark room within before motioning to everyone to keep walking. One by one, every passed the open doorway, glancing in and moving on. 
 
    Dax walked past, eyes penetrating the darkness to see a wall had caved in. The mage’s gaze lingered as the darkness beyond the jagged hole seemed to ooze shadows. The mage could have sworn he heard a light breathing before walking on, the room now out of sight. 
 
    Clive slowed, pointing a card and whispering the trigger word. The stone shifted and formed an arrow against the surface. The mage nodded at his own handiwork. The moment he began to walk, a whisper slid into his mind. It was soft at first, barely noticeable, but it soon grew louder, telling him to slow down and relax. Clive shook his head, his vision blurring slightly. Hand out, he reached to the wall to lean on it and gather his thoughts when something touched his hand. 
 
    Clive turned his head, his hand in the webbed hand of a phantom Illkith. Its body glowed like a ghost, tentacles moving and eyes not blinking. Cruel revulsion simmered to nothing as the mage wanted to know the strange creature in the dungeon. Losing all track of what was happening, the mage’s singular thought was to follow the Illkith anywhere it wanted to go. 
 
    The Illkith tugged at the mage’s hand slightly, wanting to pull him away. Clive smiled, agreeing to follow the creature. Thoughts of food and drinks filled the mage’s mind as he took a step with the phantom. Light blazed from behind but Clive ignored it, simply wanting to go where the Illkith wanted to go. 
 
    Zarra’s hand grabbed the mage and slammed him against a wall, her staff swinging. The phantom gave a gurgled hiss as it stepped back, the end of the staff just missing its head. It let go of Clive and backpaddled. Zarra let go of Clive only for the mage to grab her, push and slam her against the wall on the other side of the corridor. 
 
    “He’s a friend!” Clive growled. 
 
    Zarra’s hand clamped on the mage’s large shoulder and squeezed. Clive’s eyes widened as pain blasted his nerves. The mage quickly fell to his knees under the cleric’s strength and stayed there. 
 
    Two shadows burst past, blades gleaming in the dim light. The phantom muttered a wet incantation, but before it could finish, a blade stabbed into a gut and another slashed across its neck, separating its head. 
 
    Isani and Ressa took a step back as the phantom shattered into bits of light before they faded away. 
 
    Clive looked up, realization spilling into his mind as the Illkith’s power winked away. Zarra let go and the large mage stood up, rubbing his shoulder. 
 
    The rest of the group appeared around them, all eyes on Clive and Zarra. 
 
    “I… I’m not sure what happened. I was marking our way when that Illkith just appeared. It seemed friendly, I think. I just wanted to follow it,” Clive whispered with confused eyes. 
 
    “Illkith are not just spellcasters, but manipulators as well. They have all kinds of abilities to entice their prey,” Vance said in a low voice. 
 
    “Prey?” Clive asked. 
 
    Vance nodded. “They like to eat brains.” 
 
    Noss looked around nervously, “They are phantoms. They’re not… going to eat our brains, right?” 
 
    Vance gave a blank look. 
 
    The kobold looked up to the mage in disbelief, “You didn’t answer the question.” 
 
    Zarra put her hand on the kobold’s shoulder. “I’m sure the professors wouldn’t let the phantoms do such a terrible thing.” 
 
    The cleric looked to Vance, “Right?” 
 
    The spikey-haired mage shrugged. 
 
    Isani hid her smile while Ressa giggled. 
 
    Symon spoke up, “The phantoms here are playing some kind of mind games so that means we must be on extra alert. No one travels alone. Isani and Ressa, you're guarding Clive from this point on.” 
 
    The shadow elf eyed the large mage with mild annoyance before nodding.   
 
    “Let’s keep going,” Symon said and took the lead once again. 
 
    Time lost all meaning as the group moved along desolate corridors. Dax pulled back a sleeve and checked his rig again. Since the Illkith were trying to manipulate them, the mage pulled out a card and slipped another one into its place. The Mind Shield card was safely in its slot and the mage let his arm drop to his side, sleeve covering it. If another creature tried something like that again, Dax would be ready. 
 
    Nuria walked with her gaze on the floor. Dax moved to her side and the beautiful mage lifted her head, looked over to him and gave a weak smile. 
 
    “I thought you could feel them?” Dax asked in a light whisper. 
 
    “I can, but this place reeks of psychic energy. It’s hard to place where they are. I think some of them are moving through secret tunnels,” Nuria whispered. 
 
    “Do your best, if you can,” Dax smiled, reached out and took her hand into his. 
 
    Nuria looked down at their hands as they walked, her gaze drinking in the moment. 
 
    We’ll get through this. 
 
    “I know,” Nuria whispered. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. “You can read my thoughts?” 
 
    “Surface ones,” Nuria smiled. 
 
    That’s why she didn’t fight me on the deal about names of the cabal. 
 
    “I had to be sure you were staying true to your word,” Nuria said along his thoughts. 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    We all will stay true to our word, helping you live your new life. 
 
    “Thank you, Dax. It means everything to me.” 
 
    Nuria squeezed Dax’s hand.       
 
    Dax’s heart lifted in his chest. He could not deny the connection they shared. It glowed powerful between their spirits. The old Nuria was a cruel woman with desires to take down the academy, but Lyla was different, alien and scared of his world. She wanted a new start and he wanted to help bring that to her. He wished he could say it was a selfless act to help another, but deep down, he knew he wanted Lyla to live a long happy life. 
 
    Symon halted and raised a fist. 
 
    The rest of the coterie hunkered down, hands on weapons and spellbooks. Symon made another signal and Dax understood what he wanted. 
 
    The mage reached into his robe and pulled out a card. 
 
    Name: Mind Speak 
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Speak via thoughts 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    The mana charge was already used up for the day so Dax channeled mana into it. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1375/1400 
 
    Mana Shards: 10   
 
    A moment later, he activated it. Minds connected along the wide corridor, gentle thoughts touching each other. 
 
    “Around the corner of the intersection, there is a room with some torchlight. I also managed to see a few sukarr phantoms standing within. The corridor to the room is rather long, I’m guessing so that they will know we’re coming. I’m open to ideas on how to handle this,” Symon said. 
 
    “Maybe we should just slip past and keep exploring,” Noss chimed in. 
 
    Symon’s head gave a mental shake. “We have no idea if there is a trophy crystal in the room. If we just keep going, we might miss our chance. We have to check it out.” 
 
    “Ressa and I can sneak close and observe. If there is a crystal inside, we can tell everyone. If not, we can move on.” 
 
    “Good idea. We’ll stay here and wait. If there is a trophy within, stay where you are and we will approach. If we are spotted, take down any who rush us and we will meet in the middle. Is everyone okay with that?” 
 
    All heads nodded silently. 
 
    Symon continued, “Okay, Isani and Ressa, you’re both up.” 
 
    The two rogues stepped away, shadows nearly consuming their bodies. A blink later they were gone. 
 
    Dax, much like everyone else, mentally listened. The two rogue’s minds were silent as a grave. A gentle pull could be felt, the pair moving away, but still in contact. 
 
    “Fern and I will lead the charge. The rest of you follow close and offer support. Zarra, pull anyone away who gets hurt,” Symon directed. 
 
    Heads nodded. 
 
    Silence resumed before a whisper touched their minds. 
 
    “There are ten sukarr inside. A trophy crystal is in a corner,” Isani said coolly. 
 
    Nuria’s brow wrinkled. 
 
    “There are Illkith hiding. I can sense them,” Nuria added. 
 
    “How do you know?” Vance asked. 
 
    “I just do. I can feel their minds even if they are phantoms,” Nuria said. 
 
    “Right now, we’ll take any advantage we can get. I want everyone to get ready. We’ll edge as close as we can. If they charge us, Fern and I can defend the corridor. Dax and Noss, can you both create constructs in front of us?” 
 
    “Yes,” the mage and necromancer said in unison. 
 
    “Alright. Isani and Ressa, we’re coming to you now.” 
 
    The group moved as one. Fern’s wings blurred, but a faint humming sound followed her as she floated along. Symon was ahead, slowly drawing his sword. The silence pressed down as they made their way closer, closing the distance. 
 
    Isani was to one side of the entrance, Ressa on the other. The two rogues had their short swords out and to their sides. Isani’s crimson eyes barely moved as she watched some of the sukarr standing. The phantom fish men and women swayed, but did little else. They seemed completely oblivious to the world around them. 
 
    “This feels too easy,” Dax said across their minds 
 
    “It’s a trap. I’m sure the moment we attack, the Illkith will appear from their hiding places. When we reach the entrance, Myself, Isani, Fern, and Ressa will charge in. The rest of you provide support,” Symon said. 
 
    Fern hovered, mace in hand. Symon stepped closer, a foot away from Isani. The shadow elf nodded, her grip tightening around her blade handle. 
 
    “Now!” Symon mentally shouted. 
 
    Isani and Ressa slipped in as Symon and Fern charged. The sukarr turned their heads to the invaders before short swords sliced across necks. Fern screamed as she drove her mace into a sukarr skull. Symon slammed his shoulder into a standing sukarr and slashed hard across the monster as it fell back. Bodies wrinkled and flashed or melted away. 
 
    Isani moved to another sukarr, blade at the ready until she skidded to a halt in front of it. The phantom didn’t move other than a simple swaying. It didn’t respond to her presence at all, content to do nothing to defend itself. 
 
    “Everyone stop!” the shadow elf boomed. 
 
    Symon stood in a defensive stance while Fern hovered with her mace raised over her head. Ressa was behind another sukarr, the point of her blade inches from the phantom’s back. 
 
    The phantoms continued to sway, not acknowledging the group that just entered. 
 
    “Is this some kind of trick?” Vance asked, spell card in hand. 
 
    No one said anything as they inspected the large chamber. A small, round crystal glowed in the corner. A few torches lined the walls, their flames flickering.  
 
    Nuria moved to a wall, hands up. The mage ran her fingers along the surface before she touched something and there was a click. The wall slid away to reveal six Illkith. Everyone whirled on Nuria and the Illkiths direction, but the strange phantoms didn’t move. They didn’t even seem to know anyone was there. 
 
    “This is weird,” Noss said as he eyed the Illkith from a distance. 
 
    “This does not feel…” Dax trailed off. 
 
    A blissful invisible cloud filled the large chamber. Dax’s shoulders relaxed, a smile forming. Fern’s brow wrinkled before she too began to smile. Symon rushed to their sides before he slowed, his eyes growing blank. Vance, Clive, Noss, and Zarra stayed where they were. Isani and Ressa moved to each other’s side before they too were enveloped in the pleasant gloom. 
 
    Nuria stood unaffected as four bodies melted away from the walls. Chandra stepped out as Owyn, Vizith and Luca stayed to the sides. The kitun blew the mage a kiss, waves of energy flowing outwardly from him. 
 
    Chandra stepped through the group, making her way to Nuria and standing before her with a confident smirk. 
 
    “We gave you some time to think about our offer. This is your final chance to join us. Come with us and we can be back at Prenmore Academy before sunset,” the elf grinned. 
 
    Nuria stood her ground. The mage eyed Dax who stood with a smile on his face, but his eyes betrayed him, showing that he wasn’t fully there. Glancing to the others, they all had the same simple blank gazes and strange smiles. 
 
    “You’re worried about them, aren’t you?” Chandra said with an almost slithery hiss. 
 
    Nuria gave a slight nod. 
 
    “I’m sure they will be fine,” Chandra said and held out her hand. 
 
    Nuria looked down at the hand, her heart thudding in her chest.  
 
    The mage looked up with a fire in her eyes. “I need assurances they will be fine.” 
 
    Chandra kept her hand out but her eyes took in Nuria’s inner fire. “Everything will be fine. We won’t let anything bad happen to your friends. All of this is about furthering agendas. We don’t want anyone to die. Take my hand and we can leave for your new home.” 
 
    Nuria slowly blinked. “Can I say something to Dax, before we go?” 
 
    Chandra’s smile grew wider. “Sure.” 
 
    “Dax, go to your friend,” Vizith’s voice came out smooth as silk. 
 
    Dax stepped closer, standing beside Chandra. The mage looked to Nuria with blank eyes and a simple smile. 
 
    Nuria stepped closer, making eye contact with the mage, “Dax, you have done for me more than anyone else had a right to do. I wouldn’t have survived this long if it wasn’t for your unwavering loyalty, when you had every reason to let me perish. I’m sorry for how Nuria had treated you. I’m sorry for how I treated you.” 
 
    “So sweet,” Chandra whispered. 
 
    Nuria kept her gaze on the mage before her. “Dax, I love you.” 
 
    Dax blinked as something internal fought to the surface of his heart and mind. The mage’s blank gaze took on some color, as if his inner spirit was fighting to be heard. Distant memories crashed into him as heat ran up his neck and filled his face. The words hung heavy on his soul as he wanted to say those very words back to her. Truth clawed its way upwards until it touched his surface thoughts. 
 
    “I… love… you… too,” Dax said before turning his wrist and triggering the rig to shoot a card into his waiting palm. 
 
    Chandra’s eyes just turned downward, the click from a hidden rig setting her senses on fire as her eyes widened to a card in the mage’s hand. 
 
    “Shit!” Chandra shouted. 
 
    The card flared with mystical power. The cloud in Dax’s mind instantly went away. The mage looked to the strange woman standing before him, realization blasting his nerves as he remembered everything. 
 
    “Fuck this!” Chandra said as she jumped up and kicked out with both legs. Each boot struck true, one hitting Dax’s chest and the other hitting Nuria’s chest. The two mages were thrown back and hit the floor. 
 
    Dax dropped his card and twisted his wrist. Another card shot into his hand. The sound of a dagger being drawn filled the room before Chandra pounced on the fallen mage. Dax curled his arm and activated the card.  
 
    Name: Air Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Knockdown 
 
      
 
    Chandra’s body tried to twist away when the white air bolt struck her side and sent her spiraling into a standing sukarr. The elf’s body smashed into it, she and the phantom hitting the ground. 
 
    “I knew this was a mistake,” the orc woman growled. “Owen, call in reinforcements!” 
 
    The bald man with the staff began an incantation. Luca turned, green hands up and fingers curling. A spell fell from her lips. 
 
    Nuria curled back to her feet, card in hand before her very blood felt like it was on fire. The card in her hand fell away as she fell to the floor onto her hands and knees, screaming in pain. 
 
    Dax was up as he pointed his air bolt card, charged it and flicked his left wrist. Another card slipped into his hand as he whispered both trigger words in rapid succession. An air bolt blasted out, striking the orc woman and sending her stumbling back. 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Light flashed as mist flowed and slammed onto the stone floor. A phantom troll with a club appeared, its eyes narrowing at the blooming chaos. 
 
    “Stop them!” Dax commanded. 
 
    The troll burst into a charge, barreling toward the fox man. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Vizith said before drawing out a dagger.  
 
    The troll was nearly on him when a dagger spun through the air and stabbed into his back. The troll ignored it, lifting his club and bringing it down. Vizith leapt to the side, the club striking the floor and cracking the spot. 
 
    Chandra’s hand pulled back, grabbing another throwing dagger from her belt before an air bolt slammed into her chest and sent her crashing onto her back. 
 
    “Defend me!” Vizith called out as he dodged the troll’s attacks.  
 
    Symon turned and charged, his sword stabbing into the phantom construct’s back. The troll grunted before its body dissolved. 
 
    Owyn drove his staff into the ground, energy flaring. “Reinforcements are coming!” 
 
    Chandra’s legs spun and she was back on her feet, daggers were in each hand. Oval eyes widened as Nuria aimed a card, a firebolt blasting out. The elf spun away before flicking her wrists. Nuria was still on the floor, rolling away as a dagger clattered against the floor. 
 
    Dax looked to his friends as they stayed where they were when a dagger stabbed into his left arm. Fingers released his troll card as he spun, charged his air bolt card and triggered the command. Another white bolt shot forward but Chandra was already spinning away. Her hands moved in a blur, small throwing daggers in them.  
 
    Time slowed down as Dax concentrated, feeling the foggy connection of his coterie and his friends. 
 
    WAKE UP! 
 
    The mental shout caused the dazed group to flinch as other bodies moved. Isani blinked before something growled at her side. The shadow elf looked down as a rat the size of a large dog pounced at her with claws and teeth. It was enough for her mind to push away the fog and slice hard across. The rat’s body separated in two before both chunks hit the floor. The rogue backed up as a stream of very large rats emerged from the hidden tunnel where the phantom Illkith stood. 
 
    Nuria aimed her card and fired off fire bolts in rapid succession. Each bolt blasted through, missing Chandra as she spun away. One struck a standing sukarr and it faded away to nothing upon impact. 
 
    Fern blinked as she looked down in horror. A wave of large rats moved into the chamber, many of the front line jumping into the air. The rest of the coterie woke up, limbs moving. Chaos bloomed as spells went off and blades sliced. Vance moved with precision, blasting out fire spells. Clive growled as rocks jumped up to his commands and shot forward like miniature cannon balls. Rat bodies were shredded or burned from the attacks. Ressa was low, her sword slicing the invading rats with each strike. 
 
    Noss backed up, his clawed hand trembling with a card in it. He tried to think of the trigger word when a rat nearly his size jumped at him, red eyes glowing with hunger. A hand shot out, grabbing the rat by the neck and wrenching it in such a way, its neck snapped. 
 
    Zarra pulled back her arm with the dead rat in it and threw it. The dead rat hit another one in midair, both tumbling to the floor.  
 
    Noss’s eyes narrowed as he gained a moment of bravery and activated the card. Phantom skeletons rose up from the floor in mere seconds. Ghostly blades in hand, they marched into the wave of rats, slicing and sending blood in every direction. 
 
    Bedlam filled the chamber as bodies moved. Fern screamed as she dove down, mace swinging. A rat skull cracked, followed by another as the fairy moved like a bullet.  
 
    Symon eyed the kitun as he stalked closer, energy filling his left hand. 
 
    “We’re friends,” Vizith said with a nervous grin. 
 
    Symon said nothing as his left hand shot out and grabbed the kitun by the collar of his robe. Energy sparked and slammed into the fox man as he screamed. Vizith went limp and the moment Symon let go, a staff struck him in the back of his head. Owyn raised his staff again to bring it down when an air bolt struck him hard, sending him flailing to the floor. 
 
    Luca rose up, pure hatred bleeding from her eyes. Seeing blood splatter from the wave of rats, the orc lifted her hands and curled her fingers again. 
 
    Chandra moved, dodging air bolts. Boots touched the wall and she jumped off, flicking her wrists. Daggers shot out, one aiming for Noss and the other for Vance when short swords flashed out and knocked them from the air. Chandra landed on her feet, drawing a blade from behind her as Isani and Ressa charged. 
 
    The three women met in the middle, blades clashing. Chandra’s body bent and twisted as she pulled away. Isani and Ressa pressed their attacks. Blades swung as the rats pounced on the three women. Each strike cut a rat in half as they continued to pour it on the lone elf. Chandra was adept, leaping and spinning like an acrobat in a hurricane. 
 
    Fern lit the candle and her eyes grew wide as power surged into her body. With a bloody scream, she launched full force into the never-ending waves of rats, mace in hand. Like a comet, she bashed away the large vermin with powerful strikes from her little body. Wings were a blur as the berserker smashed her mace into fur and flesh with a satisfying crunch.   
 
    Vance held a card at the incoming horde of rats from the secret tunnel. A stream of fire blasted out, cooking the rats as they pushed into the flames. 
 
    “We have to seal that tunnel!” Vance shouted over the chaos. 
 
    Dax resisted the urge to clutch at his bleeding arm. The rats were too many and it was only a matter of time before they were overwhelmed. Twisting his wrist, a card slipping into his right hand.  
 
    Name: Unicorn 
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Charge/Horn/Trample 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Before Dax could activate the card, blood rose up from the floor and swirled into sickly thin creatures. Their arms were nothing but pointed spikes as their vaguely humanoid bodies turned and rushed into the fray.  
 
    “Dammit!” Dax shouted before he activated the card. 
 
    Mist shot out and formed into a majestic unicorn. 
 
    “Close the tunnel,” Dax ordered before he dropped the card. 
 
    The unicorn understood the command. It bolted through the chamber, rats leaping onto it and biting into its phantom flesh. A blood thing leapt onto the unicorn stabbing into its side, but the majestic creature didn’t slow down. 
 
    Zarra spun her staff, knocking away rats as Noss called on more skeletons. The pair watched as Dax’s unicorn barreled past them. 
 
    Symon slowly rose up and shook his head to knock away the cobwebs. A staff swung down on his head but the spellsword caught it with his left hand. Owyn was at the other end of the staff, a nervousness in his eyes. Symon’s brow hardened as he pulled the man closer and drove his boot into Owyn’s midsection. The man bent in half before Symon brought the pommel of his sword down on the back of Owyn’s head. The man hit the floor instantly, a small groan escaping his lips. 
 
    Isani and Ressa slashed and sliced at Chandra, the elf blocking and parrying every blow. The three were locked into a stalemate before a blood creature ran up on Isani and stabbed her in the leg. The shadow elf’s leg gave out and she hit the ground. Chandra took the advantage by slicing down at Isani’s head when another blade parried the blow. Ressa hissed her fury as she became a whirlwind of attacks. Chandra backed up, parrying blows before a unicorn shot past them, the creature’s head swinging wide and crashing into Chandra’s back. The elf’s eyes went wide before Ressa’s knee slammed into her stomach, Chandra collapsing from the blow and struggling to catch her breath. 
 
    Skeletons, rats, and blood creatures were locked in battle. Luca stood, her eyes wide and laughing. Fingers made strange movements, rat blood forming more of the thin blood creatures. 
 
    Dax flicked his wrist again, another card sliding into his hand. 
 
    Name: Ice Blast  
 
    Element: Water 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage/Stun 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Nuria lifted her head, card in hand as she aimed. The pair shouted trigger words, a pair of ice streams blasting out from cards. Luca’s laughter turned into a disgusted sneer as she moved her fingers. Blood shot up from the side, crashing into the ice streams and shattering them. 
 
    “You can’t stop me…” the orc said before something came at her with a tiny mace. 
 
    Fern’s determined little face was the last thing Luca saw before the mace cracked across her nose. The force snapped the orc’s head back, eyes rolling into her head. The air shifted as she fell back and landed on the floor with a hard thud. 
 
    The blood creatures burst, drops falling across the stone floor. 
 
    Vance and a small army of skeletons held the waves of rats at bay, just barely. The unicorn crashed through the skeletons and into the tunnel. Hooves kicked out as rats clawed and bit at the unicorn. It neighed as it thundered in the tunnel. Chucks of rock fell, shattering the phantom Illkiths. The bloody carnage continued until the unicorn kicked out both front legs. The tunnel trembled before it collapsed. The unicorn let out one last neigh before it was buried with the large vermin. 
 
    Skeletons moved about the chamber, slicing and stabbing the remaining rats. Ressa was to Isani’s side, pressing down on the leg wound. Zarra crossed the room, her hand glowing before she touched the hurt shadow elf. Healing energy flowed as the leg wound began to close. 
 
    Dax slumped to the ground, clutching at his wounded arm. Nuria made her way over and sat beside him. They both watched as Zarra continued to heal the rogue shadow elf. Not far away, Fern slumped to the floor, her eyes distant. Noss moved to her side.  
 
    Vance took a deep breath, lowered his arm and looked to Chandra as she lay. “I don’t know who they are but we have to interrogate them.” 
 
    Chandra tried to lift her head, a wry smirk on her lips. “Vizith…torpor.” 
 
    The kitun weakly raised a hand and snapped his fingers. 
 
    The group watched as Chandra, Vizith, Owyn, and Luca went limp. Eyes closed and they lay like broken dolls. 
 
    Dax stared at Chandra as she lay. “We encountered them yesterday, in the forest.” 
 
    Nuria nodded. “They wanted me to go with them. They know who and what I am.” 
 
    Dax looked to Nuria, shadows covering his eyes. “This has gone on long enough. We have to tell the professors. We have to end this now.” 
 
    “They’ll execute me,” Nuria whispered. 
 
    “They already know a lot about us and we have to trust them. We can’t hold onto this secret any longer. You have a void spawn soul, but your body is human. They will have to take it into account. What if someone is killed…” Dax winced as he held onto his bloody arm. 
 
    The throbbing pain grew worse with each passing moment. The mage felt their grand plan slowly falling apart. The strange people scattered around the chamber were part of some secret group that wanted to destroy Kinarth Academy. Despite his feelings, Dax knew that he had to tell the truth or students could die. 
 
    “I won’t let them execute you. I will be at your side every step of the way,” Dax said with confidence. 
 
    “Dax… I don’t want to die,” Nuria said in a faint whisper. 
 
    “We won’t let that happen,” Dax said before a shuffling caught his attention. 
 
    All heads turned to the corner of the chamber, Clive standing over the trophy crystal. The large mage seemed to be entranced, his head bent forward and looking down on the glowing object. 
 
    Symon was the closest, his gaze on the mage’s wide back, “Clive?” 
 
    “I…can’t turn away,” the large mage said in a harsh whisper. 
 
    Nuria’s eyes nearly bulged out of her head, “Don’t let him touch it!” 
 
    Symon darted toward the mage, hand out. “Clive!” 
 
    The large mage reached down. Symon was nearly to him when the mage’s fingers grazed the crystal’s surface. 
 
    Energy rippled and blasted out. The wave passed over Clive, not harming him as he knelt to it. Symon’s senses were dazzled as the wave passed over him with no ill effects. The wave struck everyone in the room and moved on, disappearing through walls. 
 
    “What was that?” Noss nearly shouted. 
 
    Nuria stared with incredulous eyes, “Our doom.” 
 
    The group looked to each other in deep confusion. 
 
    Symon grabbed Clive and pulled him back. “What did you do?” 
 
    The large mage looked to the spellsword with lost eyes. “I don’t know. I just had to touch it.” 
 
    Symon gritted his teeth before he addressed the room. “Zarra, finish healing Isani and Dax. We’ll gather up the prisoners and bring them to the surface so we can sort this mess out.” 
 
    Nuria laid her head on Dax’s shoulder, a tear streaking down her cheek. “Dax, I’m sorry.” 
 
    The mage sat, blood leaking from his arm and his heart sinking.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    The sky darkened as the last rays of sunlight began to slip behind the horizon. Clouds drifted on as if on a glassy surface, the underside flat, but the rest bubbling up in odd shapes and sizes. The sight of the majestic heavens caused sailors and crew to stop their duties for just a moment to drink in its beauty. The air was cold, but bodies were warm, seeing evening approach like an old friend, ready to comfort souls into a mild slumber. 
 
    The moment slowly slipped away and bodies once again began tending to their duties among the ships. The captain of the Sea Witch looked down at the crew as they moved about. The ship swayed to light waves, barely noticeable on the large ship.  
 
    Light flashed on the deck, a mage and two clerics over a student. The Captain watched as the clerics laid healing hands on the student struggling to breath. The mage was close, eyeing what was happening. The student, a young man with a hole in his chest, gasped and struggled until the healing power of the clerics calmed him down, the wound closing. 
 
    Captain Roderick eyed them as the student sat up and thanked his saviors. The event was not an unexpected one. The Captain saw it nearly two dozen times. From what the professors informed him, any student that fell would be teleported back to the ship and healed. They would stay aboard until the exam was over, but their deeds and activities would be the deciding factor of their grades. It gave weight to their actions during the exam. It wasn’t simply about surviving, but trying to do the best you can during a difficult test. 
 
    Years of memories rolled across the Captain’s mind. The exams were slightly different, year to year, but Star Fall Island was always the same. A hard place to live due to storms and monsters, but a suitable place to test young men and women to be better. Students would come back, hollow or distraught. They often lamented on how difficult it was and questioned if they were ready to be a champion. Roderick heard it all, but it warmed his heart the most when students who thought they didn’t have what it took, went and excelled beyond what was expected. Those pearls often grew to legend and the Captain was thankful he could be there to see their first, shaky steps to something bigger. 
 
    Captain Roderick let out a small sigh. Life had been hard, but good. White colored the hair along his temples and it was a little harder to get up in the morning, but the stories he witnessed filled his soul. 
 
    Along the underside of the ship, hard insect-like legs clamped to the hull. Water splashed against the thick hull, dark things crawling out of the water. White and black eyes gleamed as webbed hands, crustacean legs and clawed, scaly hands took purchase and silently climbed up. Like a moving mass of darkness, dark wet things made their way up.      
 
    The wind shifted and the Captain took a quick sniff of the air. Low tide touched his sensitive nose, but soon it overpowered his senses. Dark realization washed over him as his hand fell to his cutlass and he drew it in one, fluid motion. 
 
    “First Mate, get everyone below deck and have every available fighter ready. We are being boarded,” the Captain said coolly. 
 
    Legs and tentacles crawled over the side as shiny black bodies moved onto the railing. White eyes stared, bumpy tongues slathering across grotesque lips upon seeing so much meat. 
 
    The First Mate was silent, moving down the stairs and making quick hand signals, Crew members saw the signals and glanced over at the things slowly making their way onto the deck of the ship. 
 
    The Captain made a silent prayer to the gods before he took a deep inhale. 
 
    “We are being boarded! Repel invaders!” the Captain shouted before rushing down the set of stairs, sword in hand. 
 
    Monstrous eyes turned in his direction as the Captain rushed at them, a madness in his eyes. 
 
    The sound of swords slicing and creatures screeching were lost to the sounds of the waves. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun’s dying light painted the Lighthouse in a subdued orange. Bodies walked through the gate while other students lay about, awaiting their coteries turn to enter the Lighthouse. The mood was light, several campfires burning to chase away the evening cold air. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut walked about the groups, inspecting the students and answering any questions they may have. The counselor smiled, his scarred face bright as his tone was business-like. The sun sank lower as he turned his attention to an entrance and saw students emerge. The counselor’s smile faded as some of the students carried others that were clearly not part of the academy. 
 
    Symon, Dax, Vance, and Clive carried people with them, the rest of the coterie following. Dax grunted as he wasn’t used to carrying anything heavier than a small keg. Arms and legs trembled before he let Chandra fall to the floor, the elf not responding. The rest of the group did the same, dumping bodies. The people who invaded the dungeon still breathed, their chests rising and falling, but they were mentally not home, as it were. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut and Professor Frost approached from two different directions, converging on the group. Their eyes held an intensity as they slowed their approach and looked at the sight before them. 
 
    “This will be a story,” the Counselor said as he looked down on the four strangers. 
 
    Heads hung low, darkness touching the spirits of the group except for one. Dax reached over and took Lyla’s hand into his. The beautiful mage looked to the mage and he gave her a reassuring nod. 
 
    “I will be there for you, every step of the way,” Dax said with a comforting tone. 
 
    Professor Frost’s brow wrinkled as she looked at the four strangers on the ground. “They look like Prenmore students,” she said simply. 
 
    Heads from the other coteries in the courtyard turned to see what was happening. A few stood up and walked closer, but not getting close enough to interfere. Curiosity glowed as everyone was trying to figure out what was happening. 
 
    Lyla stepped forward to the counselor and professor, bowing her head. “I have many things I wish to tell you and all of our lives may be in danger.” 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “Let’s speak out of range of prying ears.” 
 
    “Dax has to be with me while we talk,” Lyla said. 
 
    The professor and counselor nodded. All four moved away, walking around the main keep. Dax’s heart beat with calm trust. The academy wanted to bring the best out of its students so they may become champions, but deep down, he hoped he was doing the right thing for all of them, especially Lyla. 
 
    When all four were just out of sight and ear range, the professor and counselor eyed Nuria. Lips parted and she began talking. 
 
    Dax watched with growing intensity as Lyla spoke of events since she arrived in Nuria’s body. Despite his former calm heart, it began to quicken with Counselor Skullcut’s darkening eyes. The large man’s chin clenched before shadows covered his eyes. Thick arms crossed and Dax wondered if it was to keep from doing something terrible. 
 
    Professor Frost’s expression was blank, absorbing every word. There were no facial tics or eyes moving to the side. Her full attention was on every word from the woman formerly known as Nuria. 
 
    “I was in the beginning stages of the plan to hurt Kinarth Academy. I tried to keep playing the part, but they began to see through my deceptions. I was soon frozen out of the plan, but I knew it was still in effect. I pieced together the rest when one of our own touched the Trophy Crystal. We all felt it and you might have felt it up here too. There was going to be a trigger and it would signal some sort of attack,” Lyla said. 
 
    The mage lowered her head some more. “The Prenmore students cast something to cause them to fall into a torpor. They haven’t been responsive since,” Lyla finished. 
 
    “One of them, I’m assuming the kitun, is a Mind Dancer. They study purely the Mind Sphere, able to manipulate any intelligent creature,” Professor Frost stated plainly. 
 
    Tension filled the air as Counselor Skullcut seemed to almost seethe. Dax watched him, his confidence beginning to fail. 
 
    Was I wrong? Did I just end Lyla’s life? 
 
    “Despite my fears, I could not go on with my secret life if I knew I would be putting other students in danger. Dax showed me what it meant to be a champion. I accept my fate in your hands,” Lyla didn’t lift her head, eyes closed. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut un-crossed his arms, each one falling to his sides. Dark eyes shined in the last beam of the setting sun. 
 
    Dax’s body slipped in front of Lyla’s and he looked to the large Counselor with protective defiance. 
 
    “She spoke the truth, like a true champion! I know this is a mess, but she should not be condemned for it since she tried to pull away. Nuria was the one acting against the academy, not Lyla!” 
 
     “Calm yourself,” Professor Frost said with an edge. 
 
    Dax stared into Skullcut’s dark eyes. “I will not if it means she will be executed for being different!” 
 
    “She killed Nuria’s parents. It is still a crime, no matter the circumstances,” Professor Frost said. 
 
    Fear, doubt, and hope stormed along the mage. Dax tried to keep it together, cracks beginning to form along his own spirit. The burden of secrets weighed too heavy and the young man had had enough. 
 
    “What about my crimes? You knew, you all knew I took a life when I was younger, yet you still let me into the academy! How come I get to train to be better and she must be condemned for being scared and different! She’s not like them! She’s completely different, a void spawn soul in a human body!” 
 
    “Dax, calm yourself,” Professor Frost said with a hard edge. 
 
    “No, I will not be calm. The academy teaches us to bring out the best in ourselves and each other. I have been told to stand up for what I believe in. I have spent my life running and I don’t want to run anymore. I’m standing here, believing that our academy is more than training soldiers. We’re training to be champions!” 
 
    Skullcut looked up to the sky, the ending light of the day causing his eyes to shine with knowledge and history. 
 
    “I was a boy in Hydale when the void spawn attacked. The city quickly became a warzone. The spawn systematically attacked, grabbing two kinds of people, those they could gain knowledge from and those they would eat. It’s not talked about often because the horrors are still fresh to many.” 
 
    Skullcut looked down, raising an arm and looking at it. “The mana springs infuse our bodies with power. It allows us to be more than your average person. The longer you spend on Mist Haven Isle, the more powerful you become. It also slows down your aging. It’s why I’m standing before you at the ripe age of a hundred and eight years old. I was but a boy when Kinarth returned, an angelic demon leading the charge and slaying void spawn with such power and relish, they began their retreat.” 
 
    Skullcut’s arm fell to his side as he looked to Dax and Lyla with kind eyes. “I had many decades where I could never forgive the void spawn for what they did to our world, our people, my family. Time marched and that hate boiled down to sorrow. A sadness took root that I could not deny. 
 
    “I used my abilities to hunt and take down enemies of every kind, but with time, my hate wasn’t enough to fuel the empty desire of revenge. I gave up working for lords, ladies, and kingdoms. I hung up my hate so I could spend my life helping others achieve greatness.” 
 
    Edrin stepped closer, pressed his hands to the sides of Dax’s head and touched his scarred forehead to Dax’s forehead. 
 
    “You’re doing the right thing. You're defending a soul. Your past crimes do not define you just like they don’t define Lyla. We all have done terrible things in our lives at some point, but it takes a true champion to rise above and put everything on the line for others and themselves.” 
 
    Edrin pulled his head back, a seriousness in his gaze, “Your past crimes were absolved the moment you became part of the academy. Once you are enrolled, any crimes committed under our care shall be dealt with by the academy.” 
 
    Skullcut looked past Dax to Lyla, “But you are not a student and must be tried for your crimes.” 
 
    Lyla looked down in defeat. 
 
    Dax shook his head with wide eyes, “No. There has to be another way! She will be killed!” 
 
    Edrin looked to Dax with sorrow in his eyes. “They will be fair and just. Had she simply come to us, we could have helped her, but this is a crime where she must be held accountable. Fear makes us do many things, but killing and hiding bodies is not an act of an innocent person. It is an act of depraved indifference to life and for that, she must be tried.” 
 
    “There has to be another way,” Dax said darkly. 
 
    Edrin nodded. “If she helps us uncover members of the plot against the academy, they will be lenient. It will be something we will discuss when we return, but Lyla must be guarded until we get back.” 
 
    Dax was about to say something when Lyla spoke up from behind him. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dax,” Lyla said simply. 
 
    The mage stepped to the side as he watched Skullcut and Lyla look at each other, eye to eye. 
 
    “I’ll cooperate,” Lyla said in a defeated tone. 
 
    The counselor nodded. “We won’t let anything happen to you in our custody, I promise. We will have to take you back to the ship…” Edrin trailed off as calm words spilled into his mind. 
 
    Heads and eyes perked up as his voice slid into every mind around and in the Lighthouse. It was simple and direct, the words addressing Counselor Skullcut and Professor Frost, but everyone could hear it word for word. 
 
    “Professor Frost and Counselor Skullcut, the Sea Witch and surrounding vessels are under attack by sea monsters. Mages will be teleporting everyone they can to your location while the crews continue to fight,” the voice came out silky smooth along minds. 
 
    “Seer, are you on your way?” Edrin asked in an ethereal tone. 
 
    Dax watched images as they played out in his mind. A woman in a white robe stood to the back of a large room. She stared indifferently as several men and women slashed and hacked at grotesque monsters pushing to get in and devour them all. 
 
    “I fear I will not be joining you. The other Seers with me have been slain. I’m trying to send a message to the academy before my end.” 
 
    Flashes of light blinked along the courtyard. Dax turned his attention to the newcomers, students, crew, and faculty appearing in small groups. Chests and packs also appeared on the stone and grassy floor. Terror filled eyes glanced around from some as other students sobbed into their hands. 
 
    “Captain Roderick?” Edrin asked. 
 
    “He is still fighting, but the enemy is vast. I can feel their simple minds as they rise from the depths. Some are here, destroying the ships. Many others have moved onto land and are making their way in your direction. They have surrounded the island. Defend yourselves and I will…” the seer’s voice fell away. 
 
    Dax and everyone present watched the vision as monsters leapt through the cabin, claws and teeth flashing before everything went dark. The connection severed and loss filled hearts. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut gave a grave nod before looking to Professor Frost. “You must assume command. I pledge my axe and blade to you.” 
 
    Professor Frost eyed the counselor and nodded. “Is the Butcher going to make an appearance?” 
 
    Counselor Skullcut said nothing. 
 
    Frost looked to Dax and Lyla. “Gather everyone in the courtyard.” 
 
    Lyla blinked. “But…” 
 
    The professor shook her head. “We do not have time to discuss anything beyond a strategy. Everyone must pull their weight or there won’t be anyone left to care what any of us have done. Go, gather everyone.” 
 
    Dax grabbed Lyla’s hand. The pair ran off as Professor Frost and Counselor Skullcut walked and discussed in private. 
 
    Dax’s mind raced as he waved his hands, grabbing people’s attention. Lyla joined him, calling out for everyone to gather. Students, crew, and faculty were up and moving to the two mages as they waved them closer.  
 
    Fear whipped at Dax’s heart. The mage could not push away the images of deformed monsters attacking. The memory of the sea monster attacking his coterie on the beach glowed and blended with the other horrific images. Primal terror latched on, everyone along the coasts and islands knowing that these monsters snatched people, drowning them and feasting on their bodies in the deep, dark waters. But, to see so many at once, magnified the terror. Monsters from the black depths were rising up and coming for them. 
 
    A crowd of a few hundred gathered, filling a section of the courtyard. Professor Frost whispered an incantation and floated into the air. Her stern face looked down at rows of wide eyes. The mage crossed her arms and eyed the crowd with authority and confidence. 
 
    “Time is not on our side, so I will be brief. The Sea Witch and other vessels have been destroyed by a horde of sea monsters. These very monsters are now on land and have surrounded the island. They have cut off our escape and may arrive in the coming hours. I am assuming command and everyone is to follow my orders to the letter.” 
 
    Heads nodded as almost all looked to the professor in cold fear. 
 
    Professor Frost continued, “Mages with Urth Sphere knowledge, you will create a second defensive outer wall around the Lighthouse. Those with lesser degrees in Urth magic, will repair the main walls of the Lighthouse. 
 
    “Fighters, berserkers, and spellswords, you will assist with shoring up defenses and guarding the inner wall.  
 
    “Druids and necromancers, animate trees and undead. They will be the first line of defense beyond the outer wall after it's created. 
 
    “Clerics, paladins, and bards, you will take positions in the inner courtyard to take wounded, heal them, and get them back into battle. There will be no rest until the enemy retreats. Paladins, you shall defend and escort healed students back to the wall and place blessings on them. 
 
    “Lancers, you will ready yourselves to fight large monsters. Gather your forces in small squads around the Lighthouse. 
 
    “Rogues and monks, you will be the first line of defense against any monsters that breach both walls or any that sneak in. Kill them with extreme prejudice. They will give no quarter, nor shall we. 
 
    “If you are a former crew member of the Sea Witch, take up arms and prepare for battle. Every single person here must fight for our very survival. We are losing valuable moments and we must come together to fight this threat.” 
 
    Professor Frost’s eyes closed for a breath before they opened with renewed confidence.  
 
    “If everyone follows my commands, we may survive this night. Rally to each other, defend each other with courage and remember what you have learned. Monsters have tried to destroy us before, but we fought them back! We sent them running! We will do it again tonight! For Sebastian Kinarth, the Academy and each other!” 
 
    “For Sebastian Kinarth and the Academy!” shouts roared as fists were raised into the air 
 
    Professor Frost continued to float as everyone rushed to their duties. Dax was among them, losing Lyla to the crowd. Bodies moved in every direction, mages moving to the walkway on the wall, cards and spellbooks opened. Magical energies flared as a hundred feet from the Lighthouse wall, the ground shifted and rose to form a second wall.  
 
    Many other students rushed to sections, inspecting the crumbling inner walls and calling out to mages to repair them. Groups formed, everyone taking their duties and assignments seriously. Despite the lack of real war time experience, every student moved with purpose. 
 
    Dax was about to climb the stairs to the walkway when a hand grabbed his shoulder. Dax turned to see his friends gathered, all their eyes on him.  
 
    Symon let go of Dax’s shoulder. The mage looked at everyone gathered. Eyes spoke without speaking. The connection they felt blazed bright between them. Fern flew down and hugged the mage’s neck. Symon nodded to his best friend. Vance and Zarra stood with warmth in their eyes. Isani and Ressa stepped closer, heads bowed low. Noss stood close, looking up with fearful eyes. 
 
    Dax’s heart cracked as he looked at his friends. The exams, the tests, and trials seemed pale compared to this moment. His friends trusted and relied on him to be their strength and it showed in this silent moment. Dax saw Symon grow more confident. He witnessed Fern’s choice to be herself, despite what others think. He was there when Vance became more than his family’s terrible legacy. The mage mentally smiled at Noss’s growth and friendship. Dax’s spirit glowed with Isani and Ressa’s tenacity and budding friendships. 
 
    The mage looked to Zarra. The cleric’s golden eyes stared into his soul. A beautiful image of a grand clan filled the mage’s heart and wanting to be the best he could for her, for all of them. 
 
    Dax lifted a hand before him, palm out, “Heroes of Kinarth.” 
 
    The group lifted their hands. Everyone pressed their palms to each other, loving energy binding them all. Fern flew up and touched her tiny palm to the top. 
 
    “Heroes of Kinarth,” the group said in unison. 
 
    “We will make it through the night,” Dax stated. 
 
    Heads nodded and pulled their hands back. 
 
    Bodies peeled away to tend to their orders. When everyone moved on, Dax and Zarra stood. 
 
    The cleric eyed the mage for a long moment before she rushed him and flung her arms around his neck. The mage held her close, her body hot as it practically glowed against him. 
 
    “Dax, I won’t let anything happen to you,” Zarra whispered. 
 
    Dax smirked, “I was just going to say the same thing to you.” 
 
    Zarra pulled back, “We just started our clan and it will not be taken away.” 
 
    “Not if we have anything to say about it,” the mage said simply. 
 
    Professor Frost floated down next to them. Counselor Skullcut stepped closer. 
 
    Dax and Zarra parted and looked to them. 
 
    Professor Frost was first, “Zarra, we have something to ask of you.” 
 
    The cleric bowed. “I live to help. What may I do for you, Professor?” 
 
    Skullcut cleared his throat before he began to talk, “We don’t believe the seers managed to get a message to the academy. We will require you to fly to the Academy and inform High Dean Luthis of what is happening.” 
 
    Zarra looked to the professor and counselor in turn. “I’m needed here. I can help repel the monsters. I simply need the circlet removed and I can use my true form to smite them.” 
 
    Professor Frost nodded. “We have discussed it. The distance is too far to teleport and you are the fastest creature among us. We need you to fly to the academy and tell them. We may survive one night. We will not survive a second night.” 
 
    “I… can’t,” Zarra whispered. 
 
    Edrin nodded. “You must. We wouldn’t ask if we weren’t in dire need of your abilities.” 
 
    Dax took Zarra’s hand into his. The cleric turned and looked to the mage with wet eyes. 
 
    “Zarra, we need you to get help. We’ll be here when you get back,” Dax said with a soothing edge.     
 
    “I don’t want to leave your side,” Zarra said with a rare, adamant edge. 
 
    Dax smiled. “You’re not. I know you will return. We will hold the walls until you come back. I promise.” 
 
    Zarra stared at Dax for a long, loving moment before she pulled her hand away and stepped back. The cleric took a few more steps until she was about thirty feet away. Professor Frost whispered a few arcane words. The circlet on the cleric’s head melted away to nothing.  
 
    Zarra kept her serpent gaze on Dax. The mage smiled and gave a small nod. 
 
    The cleric bowed before her body grew larger. Muscles ballooned and pulled as Zarra’s skeleton elongated. Scales burst along her flesh and flattened down, interconnecting. A tail sprouted and whipped around as two golden wings unfolded from her back. The cleric didn’t make a sound as a snout extended and teeth grew larger. Horns stabbed upwards and curved. Front arms became clawed legs as they crashed down on the ground. 
 
    Everyone nearby stopped to watch the golden dragon. Zarra’s true form was the size of a large horse, but the wings and tail made her seem much bigger. She peered down at Dax before her head moved closer and rubbed at the side of his head. Dax took hold, keeping her close. 
 
    The moment fell away and Zarra pulled back. 
 
    Wings flapped as muscles flexed. With a hearty jump, the golden dragon was in the air. Wings pumped harder, lifting her body higher and higher into the air. Everyone watched as the golden dragon rose higher into the night. Flames burst from her mouth before she turned and soared into the night sky. 
 
    “I wish she could have stayed. We needed her power,” Counselor Skullcut said in a low voice. 
 
    “Me too,” Dax said as he turned away and climbed the stairs to the walkway. 
 
    Orbs of light appeared around the courtyard as students and faculty moved with purpose. The outer wall was finished when a makeshift gate was created. Druids sent out power to many trees as necromancers called upon the dead. Once still trees moved with new life. Roots pulled from the ground as limbs moved, orange leaves falling away. Trees moved by the dozens, taking up residence along the outer wall. 
 
    Undead rose from the ground. They moved with singular purpose, many of them filling both sides of the outer wall. Zombies rose up next, moving to the skeletons and a few phantoms appeared, hovering with the new undead army. 
 
    Fighters, berserkers, and spellswords took up positions along the top of the inner wall. Mages stayed where they were, between the fighters, ready to attack at a distance. Spellbooks lay on the edge of the wall while some mages prepared spell cards.  
 
    The courtyard was filled with clerics, paladins, monks, and bards. Tents were set up to house the wounded before they would be healed to reenter the fight. Many others helped with reinforcing the main gates, taking what they could from inside the Lighthouse such as old beams and stones and then bracing them against the gates. 
 
    All the groups began to work like a well-oiled machine and before long, students and faculty alike slowed down. Defenses were put in place, walls healed of weathered damage. Tents stood ready for those hurt. Fighters and spellswords ran whet stone over their blades. Monks centered their inner power while bards played a soothing tune to ease heightened nerves. 
 
    Dax stood on the walkway staring out at the dark forest and the starry sky beyond. It was peaceful, almost unimaginable that a horde of monsters were making their way to them. A blue light caught his attention and Dax looked on just beyond the outer wall, a mana flame waving. 
 
    Thoughts floated back to the night Nuria tried to control the very essence of mana, killing her and allowing Lyla’s soul to inhabit her body. It was such an odd and wondrous moment, life and death happening at once. The messy tangle of memories filling Lyla as she allowed herself to connect with Dax, their fates swirling together. 
 
    I must continue to fight for her, for everyone. I must stand and protect. This is what I’ve always wanted. 
 
    Dax’s gaze lowered. 
 
    I know what I have to do, but why am I still scared to do it?  
 
    A shadow slinked to Dax’s side. The mage looked over as Isani seemed to appear out of nowhere. The shadow elf leaned her elbows on the wall edge and looked out, the tiny dancing mana flame reflected in her crimson eyes. 
 
    “I snuck pretty close to your discussion with Frost and Skullcut. I heard everything,” Isani said simply. 
 
    Dax leaned on the wall next to her, his voice silent. 
 
    The shadow elf continued, “It was only a matter of time before the truth was discovered. It may not seem like it, but you both did the right thing.” 
 
    “I never thought I’d hear something like that from a rogue,” Dax said with slight amusement. 
 
    “We may be masters of stealth and information, but we are champions too. We can do the dirty work where others may not wish to, or can’t. I’ve made my choices. Lyla couldn’t hide forever. Now that it’s out in the open, she can fight a different battle for her freedom. If we survive, her information on the secret cabal may help many more.” 
 
    “Yea, the survival part is key,” Dax said with wilted amusement. 
 
    Isani stared out, a gentle breeze touching her white hair. 
 
    The shadow elf parted her lips, “Ressa and I worked as serving maids in this small tavern, not far from the Hork Swamps and Shadow Caverns. Our people often mingled since the dranar came to the Shadow Caverns to escape the void spawn. Our people fought side by side as the spawn tried many times to invade us. They had difficulty navigating the endless tunnels and traps which led them to retreat many times. 
 
    “Ressa and I have known each other since we were young and couldn’t stay far from each other. When we were of age, we journeyed to Willow Brook. It was our first stop to earn enough gold for our true journey. We talked all the time about Kinarth Academy and very much knew we would join. We just had to get there.” 
 
    Isani’s red gaze pointed down as she continued, “Willow Brook has often had bandit raids, earning easy gold preying on many who couldn’t fight back. We were having a good night, serving patrons with lots of gold to spare. We were getting close to our goal and knew it would be only a matter of days before we bought horses and began the long journey. 
 
    “It was a happy dream. 
 
    “Bandits attacked the tavern, holding everyone at sword point and demanding their gold and jewels. Some of the patrons fought back and everything fell to chaos. I lost Ressa in the fighting, blood splattering across tables as men and women screamed. 
 
    “All I thought to do was hide. I grabbed a knife off a table and rushed to the wine cellar. I still remember blood dripping from between the floorboards above me like red rain. I pulled barrels aside and found a small, forgotten crawl space. I moved the barrel so it stood before it, hiding me. 
 
    “I sat in the dark, clutching a simple knife as the screams died down. I prayed to Vala and Umus to watch over me. I had forgotten all about Ressa, my need to survive overriding my logic.” 
 
    Isani turned, leaning her hip against the wall edge and looking to Dax. “Ressa screamed and whimpered as men pulled her down to the cellar. I knew her voice and her screams cut at my spirit. The men laughed, talking about what they were going to do to her, even after she was dead. She cried out and I didn’t move. I heard them tear off her clothes. She whimpered and sobbed. 
 
    “I can’t remember what exactly happened next. I think I crawled out of the crawl space. I peeked from behind the barrel, Ressa was on her knees as men shoved their hips in her face. The next thing I remembered, I was stabbing one of them in the neck. He gurgled as he drowned on his own blood and it was very satisfying. I wanted to teach them more. I moved to another, stabbing over and over again. Hands grabbed me, but soon they cried out. I buried my knife in guts as Ressa clawed at them. The two of us moved like we were possessed. When it was over, we stood over eight bloody bodies. 
 
    “We waited in the dark. The rest of the bandits must have moved on since no one else came down. By morning, we crept out of the cellar to the tavern. Many dead lay. We gathered what we could and took two horses from the stables. We rode on for several days, not speaking a word. When we reached Hydale, we contacted Kinarth Academy with a raven. A few days later, they sent someone to test our skills. We did well for the Rogue Class and were on a ship to the Mist Haven Isle.” 
 
    Isani’s tone grew somber, “I haven’t forgiven myself for leaving Ressa. She’s my best friend and I left her. That act will always burn at my soul, but it helped me focus on what I truly want to be. Like you, I want to be a champion. I want us to be champions. You have feelings for Lyla. The dream of seeing her off to live a new life was just that, a fantasy. Someone would have hunted her down and you would have never known. Now, she can fight and you can fight by her side.” 
 
    Dax gazed on the beautiful shadow elf. Heart low in his chest, the mage’s emotions grew into a tangled mess.  
 
    Isani reached up and touched Dax’s cheek. “Ressa and I chose you because, despite your history, you still want to do good in this world. We saw it when you defended Symon. We saw it when Fern and Zarra were drawn to you. We saw it that day when Nuria spit in your face in front of the line of students who wanted to join your club.” 
 
    “You were there?” Dax asked softly. 
 
    Isani smiled and nodded. “A lesser man would have punched her. It was at that moment, Ressa and I fell in love with you.” 
 
    “You both stalked me for some time,” Dax said with a weak smile. 
 
    “We did,” Isani said simply. 
 
    “Isani, I don’t want any of us to die.” 
 
    The shadow elf ran her fingers down along Dax’s neck and they lingered, “That is the beauty of responsibility. We watch over you and you watch over us. Fighting for yourself is normal. Fighting for others, that’s the stories of champions.” 
 
    Dax took hold of Isani’s hand, lifted it up and kissed the back of it. “I won’t let the monsters win.” 
 
    The shadow elf gave a wicked smile, “We won’t let you fail.” 
 
    A strange roar filled the darkened sky. Dax and Isani looked out into the primeval forest. In the distance, trees shuddered and some began to fall. Large, black things rose up, white eyes glowing. At first, a half dozen eyes appeared over the falling treetops. The number grew into dozens. From every direction, a seething mass of large bodies and white eyes bore down towards the Lighthouse. 
 
    “Remember, we will always be with you,” Isani said before giving Dax a deep kiss. 
 
    The shadow elf pulled away, leapt into a flip off the walkway and landed in the courtyard. 
 
    Dax stood straighter, looking at the approaching darkness in the distance. Shouts filled the air as students called out about the approaching horde. 
 
    “We will not die tonight,” Dax said with conviction as roars filled the night.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
     The stench of low tide sank into the very atmosphere of the island. Armored giant crabs, malformed giant fish people and enormous sea serpents with odd legs crashed through the forests. Scaled and armored bodies cut down everything in their path. Madness consumed them as a siren song only they could hear pushed them to advance at a frenetic pace. Hunger, rage, and fury propelled the misshapen horde as claws and webbed hands knocked away trees like they were nothing. 
 
    Dax stared with unblinking eyes. Even in the vast distance, the wild monster horde crashed and thrashed closer. The mage forced his eyes closed, calming himself for the battle to come. Around him, fear and courage colored hearts and eyes. 
 
    Students gazed on the advancing hordes from all sides. Tales of sea monsters told to them as children to keep them behaved became very real. Fear stabbed into minds, images of being torn apart, eaten, and dragged to the cold ocean bottom played like a demented play in a dying theater. 
 
    “Stay behind the walls! Protect yourselves and each other and we will survive this night!” Skullcut projected his voice. 
 
    Professor Frost whispered a few arcane words. The mage’s eyes flashed with ethereal light before she mumbled a string of mystical incantations. The very air around the mage swirled and she began to levitate into the air. 
 
    Dax opened his eyes as a force caressed his mind, easing the tension in his heart. He looked up to the starry sky, turning his head until he saw the white stone of the Lighthouse. Many more heads turned and looked up as Professor Frost rose higher and higher. The professor cleared the tip of the top and continued to float up. When she was about fifty feet above the Lighthouse tower, she looked down with crossed arms. 
 
    “Students, Counselor Skullcut and I will do everything in our power to reduce the enemy’s ranks. Even with our power, it will be a difficult feat. As Counselor Skullcut has mentioned, defend yourselves and each other. 
 
    “I will be here, connected to your minds. Remain orderly and call on me only if things grow desperate. I will monitor the battle from here. Should both the walls be breached, I will give the command to retreat into the Lighthouse. Everyone is to move to the lowest sub-level. Everyone defends. Everyone fights. Am I clear?” 
 
    A slew of nearly three hundred students gave an ethereal approval. 
 
    Professor Frost looked down with a stern gaze. 
 
    “Our enemy comes from the great depths. Their attack at this moment is not a coincidence since night is their natural time. We will defend until morning. The rising sun will send these beasts back to the bottom. Our goal, survive to first light.  
 
    “Show no mercy to these creatures and we shall know victory. For Kinarth Academy!” 
 
    “For Kinarth Academy!” shouts filling the air. 
 
    Dax looked up, wanting to shout like the rest. The weight of reality pressed hard on his spirit. Glancing to the sides, he watched as students retook their positions along the inner wall and the Lighthouse courtyard. Bodies moved with purpose and focus. 
 
    Dax turned and looked out at the massive horde approaching, each tiny passage of time bringing them closer.  
 
    “Paladins, clerics, and bards, ease our forces with blessings and song.” 
 
    Bards played their instruments, gentle tunes filling the students who could hear them with courage and hope. Fear bled away as determination filled eyes. Paladins and clerics lifted hands, cones of light touching all present. Hearts beat with brave fury as fear shied away from their light.  
 
    Dax was not immune, the fear he felt falling away like dying leaves away from a tree. Looking to the monsters in the distance, he felt like he could take them all on. 
 
    Cards are locked and loaded. More are in my inner pockets. Each one is charged and ready to be used. I finally get to truly test some of my newer cards. The monsters will not stand a chance. 
 
    Dax gave a confident smirk.  
 
    Thoughts flowed to his friends. They were among the many on top of the surrounding inner wall. Each student had about five feet distance from each other and that was just the mages, necromancers, druids, fighters, and berserkers.  
 
    Fern, Isani, Ressa, Zarra, and even Lyla painted Dax’s mind’s eye. 
 
    I won’t let this be the end. Sebastian Kinarth, if you can hear me, watch over us as we fight to be true champions. 
 
    Dax nodded to himself before he called up his stats.  
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1400 
 
    Mana Shards: 10   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 3 
 
    Water: 2 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
    Urth: 1 
 
    Life: 3 
 
    Decay: 0 
 
    Light: 0 
 
    Dark: 0 
 
    Time: 2 
 
    Space: 0 
 
    Mind: 2 
 
    Body: 0 
 
    The last of the restoration potions filled Dax’s mana to its limit. Looking over his spheres, strategies formed around air and water magic. Judging from the size of the invading horde, calling on constructs would be a disadvantage. Even if the mage used every drop of his mana, there would never be enough creatures to fight such an impossibly large force. 
 
    Use construct monsters in delicate situations. They will be an extension of me to help defend. 
 
    Dax woke from his thoughts as a shadow stood next to him. The mage looked down to see Noss at his side, drinking a restoration potion before putting the empty vial in one of his pockets. 
 
    “Dax, I feel scared, not brave. I don’t think the bard’s songs are helping,” the kobold said in a hushed tone. 
 
    The mage pressed his hand to the kobold’s small shoulder, “You’re brave being up here. That says something.” 
 
    Noss gave a weak nod. “I’m up here because my hero is here.” 
 
    Dax looked to the kobold. 
 
    Noss looked up, “You inspired me. You came from nothing and did something amazing. My people think life is cheap. My family told me I was throwing my life away by joining the academy. When I saw you wield card magic, I knew they were all wrong.  
 
    “I’m up here because I want to fight by your side, but I’ll be honest, I’m scared to death.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “If I die, you have full permission to reanimate my body to keep fighting.” 
 
    Noss kept his gaze until his thin lips twisted into a wide grin. The kobold’s mouth opened and he laughed. It wasn’t a pretty laugh, a cross between a hog and a horse choking. Dax couldn’t resist and joined in, the mage and necromancer laughing loud and hard while other students looked over in bewilderment. 
 
    “Thank you, Dax,” Noss said as he wiped away a tear from the corner of his oval eyes. 
 
    “Thank you for fighting at my side. Be sure to use every card in your arsenal. Show the enemy what you’ve learned.” 
 
    Noss gave a hearty nod. “I will.” 
 
    “The enemy approaches. Do not show them any fear,” Professor Frost’s words flowed over their minds. 
 
    Dax’s hand dove into his robe and pulled out two cards. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Ice Bolts  
 
    Element: Water 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Noss mirrored the mage, pulling out two cards with his small, scaled hands. 
 
    Dax stared out as a sliver of regret filled his heart. He wanted to give one more hug to all his friends. Right now, they were spread out to help defend, but he wished they were all side by side as they took on fate. 
 
    Drinks will be on me when this is all over. 
 
    The energy in the air began to rise. In the distance, jaws opened with jagged teeth shining in the small light. A wall of black monsters with white teeth rushed closer. Trees toppled as the stench seemed to grow. Gurgling roars echoed. The heavens seemed to stop their celestial dance as monsters approached from all sides on the one lit spot on the island. Trees, skeletons, and zombies moved and shuffled along the outer urth wall. Mages lifted up hands, some with cards and others with glowing spellfire engulfing them. Fighters lifted bows and pulled back flaming arrows. Bard song gave them courage and strength. Druids spoke to the wilderness, preparing their allies. Berserkers along the walls slammed their own fists against their chests, their demonic courage growing with every strike. 
 
    On another section of the inner wall, Symon stood at the ready when he looked over to see Counselor Skullcut climb the stairs and then stand at the edge of the wall. The scarred man looked out with the calm of a summer pond. He held no weapons in his hands, but Symon could feel the power of the man growing with each passing second. 
 
    “Symon, you will be a fine leader,” Skullcut smiled. 
 
    The spellsword glanced to the large man and then back to the incoming horde. 
 
    “I give you command of this section of the wall. Make sure no one follows me.” 
 
    Symon’s brow raised, but before he could utter a word, Skullcut’s legs bent at the knees. Power rushed into his body like steam and a blink later, he launched into the air. Symon watched in disbelief as the academy counselor made an impossible jump. 
 
    Skullcut landed within the outer wall before his legs bent and he launched again. High in the air, the counselor drank in the cold air before he looked down as the wave of monsters rushing closer. Energy flashed, a blade of lightning appearing in his right hand and an axe of fire appearing in his left hand. 
 
    “I’m home,” Skullcut whispered as he fell directly toward a large, scaled monster. 
 
    From a distance, Symon didn’t blink as Skullcut’s blade and axe cut with such power, the large monster shattered into a shower of foul blood and entrails. 
 
    “The Butcher is HOME!” Skullcut shouted with the power of a cannon before he rushed into the horde, his mana weapons slicing with deadly accuracy.   
 
    Professor Frost gave a wicked smile. 
 
    “Spellcasters, open fire!” 
 
    The words touched minds and a moment later, spells blasted out in all directions. Lightning, fire, and ice unleashed, speeding through the air before slamming and crashing into scaled, slimy bodies. Monsters roared as twisted limbs were blown off. Holes appeared through their bodies as elemental bolts struck soft, scaled bodies. The large serpents cried out as they fell to the sides, smashing smaller monsters with their bulk. Hard shelled monsters marched on crustacean legs, claws pulling large monsters away or simply cutting through them. Ice bolts blasted off the carapace covered bodies of some while lanky sea monsters dodged incoming fireballs. The horde slowed, but it did not stop. 
 
    Dax unleashed lightning bolts as he watched animated trees lumbering toward the incoming sea monsters. Rows of skeletons ran with them, charging the things from the deep. When both forces met, a carnival of carnage exploded from both sides. Skeletons were nearly overrun as trees pushed against the monster tide. Large mouths with rows of teeth tore into trees as broken limbs stabbed into bodies. Black blood spurted as trees were smashed to kindling. Skeletons and zombies managed to make a stab or two before they were overrun. Gurgling cries filled the air, but the wave of monsters pushed on, breaking the weaker defense. 
 
    The flood continued but one section saw a turn of the tide. Skullcut moved like a master in a butcher shop. The lightning blade sliced with power as his flaming axe cut and cooked anything it passed through. Monsters opened their jagged mouths, only for jaws to be cut off and flames slicing their bellies open. Creatures grabbed at their own entrails before Skullcut’s arms moved with purpose, taking the last of their life as tithe for activating his power. 
 
    A crab-monster rushed the lone man, only for the lightning blade to slice along its underside. The creature the size of a large shed made a strange gurgling whimper before its body shattered into shards of gore and shell bits. 
 
    Dax watched with steely eyes as the rest of the horde reached the outer wall, striking it with such force, the entire area shook. Small creatures climbed over, their bodies blasted from the top as elemental spells slammed into them. Their charred bodies fell as larger monsters battered the urth outer wall, cracking it along many sections. 
 
    Professor Frost watched from high in the air. She calculated the size of the force and her own mana reserves. Hands out to the side, she watched as Skullcut turned through the horde of monsters. Lightning and fire flashed in wide arcs as the spellsword began his circle around the outer wall. His speed was beyond human and his attacks shattered bodies into bloody chunks. Spells blasted out, striking any monsters the spellsword missed. 
 
    Professor Frost spoke incantations that made the very air vibrate around her. Small fireballs appeared in each hand. The professor continued her masterful incantations and the fireballs grew bigger and bigger. 
 
    Dax and Noss held out glowing cards before black and white lightning surged and fired. Noss was at the edge, abyssal light arcing through the air and slamming into a fish monster’s chest. 
 
    Dax picked his targets, being conservative with his mana. Calling it up, he glanced at it before unleashing another lightning bolt. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1150/1400 
 
      
 
    Dax saw that even if he was conservative, he would run out of mana in mere minutes. Holding back, he tapped on Noss’s shoulder. 
 
    “We have to hold some mana back! We won’t last an hour at this rate,” the mage shouted over the magical explosions. 
 
    “There’s too many,” Noss said as he pointed. 
 
    Dax looked back, seeing the sea of monsters as they seethed to get closer. The world around them was an endless ocean of teeth, claws, shells and fins.  
 
    Time seemed to slow down as a fireball the size of a large home streaked through the night sky, lighting it up. Many looked up to see this massive fire comet soar through the air until it struck land about a mile away. The explosion caused everyone to hunker down and shield their eyes. 
 
    Dax blinked away the afterglow of the explosion, looking out at a massive, flaming crater. What parts of monsters that survived moved independently, separate from their disintegrated bodies. The black flood parted where the explosion took place, but the rest carried on with depraved indifference. 
 
    Dax looked over his shoulder, seeing Professor Frost with two giant fireballs the size of large homes. Mana poured from her eyes as she seemed like she was in a trance, her lips moving with magical power. 
 
    The outer wall began to crack along several sections. Monsters slammed and bashed until sections gave away. Armored bodies pushed and broke through. Larger serpents coiled over the outer wall, the bulk of their bodies crashing down and destroying wide sections. Humanoid monsters ten to twenty feet tall climbed over their fallen brethren, running full tilt toward the inner wall. 
 
    Flaming arrows streaked down, stabbing into heads and chests but the creatures didn’t slow down. Fire and lightning crashed into bodies and sent them scattering. 
 
    *** 
 
    Vance stood on top of the inner wall. The mage held out his hands, torrents of fire blasting out. He moved the stream of fire like holding a snake by the tail, the stream of magical fire blasting creatures that charged into it.  
 
    The mage kept his focus, controlling every point of mana and making sure his flames pushed back at the monsters. A large snake-like monster with flipper feet reared up. It towered twenty feet higher than the height of the inner wall. Vance moved his arms, bringing his stream of flames toward the monster when something shined.  
 
    A squad of lancers soared through the air. Vance watched four of them fall with gravity’s pull, spears pointed down. The squad landed on the serpent’s snout before spear points stabbed into its eyes and face. The creature tried to whip them off, but the lancers were already airborne. Vance focused his torrent of flames at the large beast, cooking it as it writhed before it fell, crushing smaller monsters. 
 
    A lancer landed by his side and lifted her visor. “Thanks,” the lancer said. 
 
    Vance was stunned to see Miranda. When he caught himself, he gave her a quick nod. 
 
    Miranda turned and was ready to launch into the air again when the smoky sky was filled with spear-like spines. They came down in volleys. Miranda dove for Vance and the two slammed against the inner wall, spines bouncing off stone or stabbing into wood. 
 
    “Thanks,” the mage managed as the lancer was on him. 
 
    Miranda looked into his eyes before she was back up and helping the mage to his feet. 
 
    “I’m Vance,” Vance said during the chaos, unsure what else to say. 
 
    “I know. We can talk after we win this battle,” Miranda said with a smile before turning and launching herself back into battle. 
 
    “We will,” Vance smirked before pointing his cards over the wall and unleashing spell fire. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Defend the wall!” Symon shouted as a scattering of monsters rushed to the inner wall and began to climb. 
 
    The spellsword pointed his hand over the edge and unleashed another surge of lightning. A monster roared before its face caved in. It clutched at what was left before falling onto its back, other monsters stepping on it and climbing the wall. 
 
    Symon glanced over to see a fighter leaning over the wall edge and letting a flaming arrow loose. An instant later, spines stabbed into his neck and face. Blood spurted before a large hand reached up and pulled the fighter off the wall. 
 
    Symon rushed to the spot where the fellow student was taken and was greeted by goblin-like fish men. One hopped down and Symon’s sword cleaved its head from its neck. The spellsword moved with measured skill, slicing upwards and taking another creature’s leg. It fell from the wall but more began to climb up. Two fighters rushed to Symon’s side, the three of them stabbing and cutting, but the horde seemed to grow bigger. 
 
    “Don’t let these bastards win!” Symon shouted as he cut at monster flesh with controlled fury. 
 
    *** 
 
    Skullcut thundered along in a wide arc. The spellsword cut his way through strange bodies, but they continued to move with monstrous indifference. Mana pumped through the spellsword’s body like a tune, every note cutting through flesh with efficient power. Claws and legs came down, only to be bashed, sliced, or cut away. Grim determination filled the counselor’s eyes as vile blood splashed against his robe. 
 
    An immense fireball streaked across the sky and exploded over a mile away. Edrin grinned before light filled the area. Eyes closed, his senses sharpened, slicing and cutting at blinded monsters. Odd heartbeats touched his ears and the spellsword sliced and kept moving, the monster’s heartbeats fading to nothing. 
 
    The spellsword pressed on, surrounded by monsters and cutting his way through them. When his eyes opened, a clawed webbed hand slashed across his face. The spellsword felt the thin tendrils of pain before he swung his axe, lopping off a head. 
 
    “More scars for the collection!” the counselor laughed as he continued his charge through the chaos. 
 
    *** 
 
    Fern floated above the courtyard. Fairy wings moved in a blur as she absorbed what she was seeing. Monsters tried to climb the outside of the inner wall and students fought back. A giant fireball streaked across the sky and disappeared from view before light touched the black sky and a thunderous explosion vibrated through the air. 
 
    The fairy looked to the top of the walls, her fellow berserkers not engaging. They stood like sentinels, ready for the right moment. Fern followed their example, watching with almost indifference. The fear of death didn’t reside in her heart. A berserker’s life was meant to burn bright and fast. She had chosen her class but the survival rate for a berserker wasn’t very long. 
 
    Fern looked over, watching Dax and Noss unleash spells at the wall edge, their backs to her. The fairy’s heart beat faster, seeing Dax fight as the horde of sea monsters grew thicker. She could sense it; the end of their lives and she licked her lips. She wanted there to be more time. A last cuddle with Dax, his scent filling her nose and their bodies pressed close. Thoughts shifted to Zarra, their hearts beating with the same love for Dax as they did for each other. It had all become a tangled mess, but it glowed with purpose. The fairy didn’t know where she ended and they began. They were a clan, a family. It burned at her, knowing that this may be the last night on Ikkudran, but it didn’t burn as bright as her need to protect all of them. 
 
    The small fairy held her mace in her hand, preparing to light her power when a figure jumped up on the edge of the wall. 
 
    Jonas stood on the wall, his back to the monsters and yelling. Fern listened, as did all berserkers as the man gave them a manic grin and wide eyes. 
 
    “Berserkers! We have arrived! We will not hide behind any walls! We will not cower and fight from a distance! We are here to defend our classmates, our professors, our loves! Do not stop until dawn or when we sit with death!” 
 
    Jonas’s manic grin grew wider. “And when we sit with death, laugh at him for not taking us sooner!” 
 
    Berserkers lifted clubs, maces, and thick swords with one hand and pounding their chests with the other. Fern did the same, lifting her mace and pounding her chest. 
 
    “Light your power!” Jonas shouted. 
 
    Fern felt the inner flame of her berserker ability. 
 
    “Light the furnace,” Fern’s words dripped with power. 
 
    A solid violet aura surrounded her small frame. Eyes widened as her mouth formed an insane grin. Wings beat faster, turning invisible to the naked eye. The fairy’s heart thundered in her chest as she seemed to grow bigger and become almost demonic. 
 
    “I am death, feel my touch,” Fern whispered before she bolted forward like a purple comet. 
 
    Berserkers frothed at the mouth, their bodies appearing to grow larger. Tongues slathered as foam dripped. Eyes were wide as saucers while bodies curled into demonic forms. Berserkers rushed to the top of the wall as students shouted and fought. 
 
    Jonas turned to the incoming monsters and he laughed. 
 
    “We control fate now,” Jonas grinned before he leapt into battle. 
 
    Fern soared overhead and came down along Jonas’s side. The berserker landed with his metal club as monsters charged. Fern was at his side, her body vibrating with power. 
 
    “SLAUGHTER ALL!” Jonas, Fern, and other berserkers shouted as they launched into the carnage. 
 
    Monsters rushed in as the berserkers charged. When they met, chaos and anarchy bloomed into a deadly cloud of blood and broken meat. Fern screeched like banshee, her small body a cannonball. Rune mace in hand, she penetrated bodies and exited out backs. Monsters clutched at their wounds before they fell, streams of blood painting their bodies. Mad laughter and growls lashed out with weapons in hand. Fern spun like a drill, her mace slamming down on faces and shoulders, bones breaking instantly before she struck jaws so hard, they separated from bodies.  
 
    Berserkers clashed, striking and hammering with blind rage and fury. Monsters crumbled and the berserkers moved to the next one and the next one, their attacks killing everything within reach. 
 
    The sea monsters were too stupid to understand what was happening, their bodies breaking before their souls departed. 
 
    Fern’s wings beat so fast, any blood on them was quickly thrown off as they buzzed. Madness gripped her, but her heart sang for Dax and her power grew. 
 
    “I WILL BUILD A THRONE OF BODIES FOR MY BELOVED DAX SAGE!” Fern shouted like a cannon as she darted into the mass of monsters, their souls leaving their horrid bodies by the dozens. 
 
    *** 
 
    Isani and Ressa stood side by side as screams, shouts, and roars filled the air. The shadow elf and dranar kept their cool gaze on the top of the walls, seeing students fight for their lives as large clawed hands grabbed at the top of the wall. A mage student screamed before a tentacle lashed around his waist and yanked him off the wall walkway. 
 
    Around the pair of rogues, paladins shouted with divine might, protecting the wounded being taken to the tents. White light glowed from inside the tents as bodies were healed. Shocked faces filled everyone who walked back out of the tents, healed and knowing they had to return to the nightmare battle. 
 
    A large snake-like monster slithered over the edge of the wall, clawing and bashing at fighters and lancers. 
 
    “If we don’t make it, please end it,” Ressa said with a low hiss. 
 
    Isani looked over to her friend with sad eyes. “No, because we will make it.” 
 
    “I never thought I would live this long. Death always seemed to be hovering nearby. It laughs at me,” Ressa said as she looked down. 
 
    Isani reached over, took Ressa’s hand into hers and squeezed. “Tonight, we laugh at death.” 
 
    Ressa looked down at her friends’ hand and then back up, a new fire in her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s make a difference,” Isani said as she let go of her friends’ hand and drew her short sword. 
 
    Ressa nodded and drew her own blade. The pair of rogues darted forward. They moved silently through the chaos, climbing the stairs and reaching the top. The snake monster slashed at students, claws sparking off armor. The two rogues darted along the thin walkway, bent their legs and jumped. 
 
    The snake monster looked up, the reflection of two dark shadows with blades in their hands. In a blink, blades sank into its eyes and the monster screeched. 
 
    *** 
 
    Professor Frost threw another immense fireball through the sky. It streaked across the night sky and struck the seething horde a mile and a half away. The explosion lit up the night before the thundering explosion reached her ears.  
 
    The professor watched as large burning circles peppered the area beyond the walls and yet, the monster horde didn’t seem to slow down. The sea creatures pushed on like they were possessed. 
 
    The mage looked down as Counselor Skullcut was making his second lap of carnage as he cut through the monsters. Shells, scales, claws, and tails were severed or blown off from the spellsword’s power.  
 
    Changing her gaze, she saw that students were hard pressed at the wall. Monsters crawled up and despite having the protective high ground, the students could barely keep back the monsters. 
 
    Professor Frost whispered an incantation as screams rose up. Concentration filled her brow as she spread her mind outwards. It touched on animalistic minds and a mystic vibration among them. Her power pressed on the strange vibration until it relented. Simple thoughts whispered to her mind and the professor opened her eyes. 
 
    “A summoner is doing this. They have slaved the simple minds of these creatures,” Professor Frost whispered to herself. 
 
    Hands out to her sides, the professor decided to change tactics. A fireball appeared in one hand, the size of a crystal ball. With the other hand, her fingers made arcane symbols. When the spells were complete, Frost’s left-hand fingers snapped. 
 
    Fifty sparks appeared around her before they blazed into fire elementals. The army of elementals grew bigger until their light touched all. 
 
    “Defend and destroy,” Professor Frost said simply. 
 
    The flying army of fire elementals dove down. Fiery hands turned into flaming claws before they reached the wall and began swiping at any monster too close. Screeches and the hisses of burning flesh bloomed. Elementals pushed on, burning at everything. 
 
    Professor Frost now held a fireball in each hand as she looked at swaths of monsters. 
 
    “A heavy-handed approach is needed,” the professor smiled before her arms moved like blurring windmills. 
 
    A stream of fireballs struck at large groups of monsters just beyond the wall. The explosions hurtled bodies in every direction as the professor became a turret of magical power. She unleashed fireballs as she slowly turned, the flames of her aspect dancing in her eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax blasted a crab monster as it began to climb. Lightning bore into an eye stalk and blasted part of its shell away. The creature struggled as Dax aimed again, charged his card and unleashed its power. The lightning bolt hit the monster dead on as it fell to the ground. Several more monsters stepped onto the dying creature, getting claw holds on the wall and began their ascent. 
 
    The mage watched in disbelief as, despite the power of Frost, Skullcut, and his fellow students, they barely held back the storm of monsters and continued to lose ground. Lancers jumped and stabbed at the larger monsters with their spears, but the smaller monsters snuck through, making it to the wall and beginning to climb. Students used their strongest attacks and it barely made a dent in the enemy. Had they all been graduated champions, they would be faring much better against such an impossible foe. 
 
    The thought struck Dax like a hammer. He raised his gaze to the distance, seeing the lone blue flame rising up from a crack in the ground. The sea monster horde avoided it, creating a circular space around the mana flame, an instinct keeping them from getting too close. 
 
    The legend of Sebastian Kinarth fell onto Dax like freezing cold water. His skin prickled as he knew what he would do, what he had to do. 
 
    “Dax!” Noss shouted as he fired off an abyssal lightning bolt. 
 
    The mage looked to the scared kobold with understanding eyes. 
 
    “I know what I have to do,” Dax whispered. 
 
    “What?” Noss shouted as a clawed hand reached over from the edge. 
 
    Dax watched as the kobold aimed his card at the claw and blasted it, fingers spiraling up and over the side. The mage hopped up onto the edge of the wall and looked down at the seething monsters. 
 
    “I know what I have to do!” Dax said louder as all fear left his heart.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    Lyla blasted a creature, a stream of fire striking it and sending the burnt remains over the wall. The mage moved with controlled finesse, her spells accurate and deadly at the same time. Her mind was a blank slate, not thinking about her predicament or her future. She focused on survival and it made her extra deadly in a sea of monsters. 
 
    The battle was turning and not in their favor. The mage with the void spawn soul resigned herself to her fate, knowing full well this was the end of the line. No mental chains weighed her down, the young woman free to live her final moments, slowing her run from death and simply waiting for its cold embrace. 
 
    Heat touched her heart as she glanced to the side. The mage watched in disbelief as Dax stood on the edge of the wall, looking down like he was ready to jump. Fear spiked and her mind opened. A mental tendril snaked out and touched the mage’s mind. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lyla demanded. 
 
    Dax smiled. 
 
    I’m going to save us all. 
 
    Surface thoughts touched Lyla’s connection and she blinked. 
 
    “You can’t! The mana flame killed Nuria! It will kill you too!” Lyla said with a mental shout. 
 
    It killed Nuria because she was greedy. She didn’t know or care about the legend. Sebastian Kinarth was focused, knowing if he didn’t take the chance, everyone on Ikkudran would be dead or enslaved. I just have to remain focused and limit my time in the flame. 
 
    “The flame will tempt you and before you know it, it will consume you! Tell Skullcut or Frost, they are strong enough to control the power of mana!” 
 
    Dax shook his head as he looked down at the monsters and heard the screams of his fellow students. 
 
    No. If I don’t survive, everyone will need them. I have to do this alone. 
 
    “Dax!” 
 
    The mage ignored Lyla, pulling out a card. 
 
    “To any gods or goddess’s listening, take care of my mother and my friends,” Dax said with resignation.  
 
    The mage turned over the card. 
 
    Name: Whirlwind  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Dax whispered the trigger command and jumped. 
 
    “Dax!” Noss shouted as he looked over the side. 
 
    The very air began to swirl and turned into a tornado. Dax fell into the eye as it grew larger and larger. Creatures nearby lifted up strange arms to protect themselves before their bodies were lifted and thrown. The whirlwind grew into a destructive force as Dax was suspended in the middle. 
 
    Monsters watched as the spinning whirlwind began to move. The air whipped at creatures as they dug claws and legs into the rocky ground, trying to withstand the force of nature. Bodies were ripped from their holds, flying through the air and crashing down on other monsters. 
 
    Dax watched as he controlled the whirlwind. His hold over it would be short-lived and he had some distance before he reached the mana flame. Hands diving into his robe, he pulled out two identical cards. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Arms out, he whispered the trigger words and lightning blasted out. Unbeknownst to the mage, the elements combined, lightning arcing into the whirlwind. On the outside, lightning bolts shot out in random directions. Monsters tried to crawl closer, only for bolts of energy to slam into their bodies. Once they let go of the ground, they were thrown tens of feet away. 
 
    Noss watched as the whirlwind moved slowly, lightning blasting out in all directions. The kobold’s wide eyes narrowed as courage filled his small form. Taking out two cards, the necromancer pointed them over the wall edge. Dark energy blasted down and struck the ground. Larger, thicker skeletons rose up. Four of them stood to their full height, ghostly weapons in hand. 
 
    Noss took a quick inhale before leaping over the edge. The kobold fell, skeletal hands rising up and catching him. The skeletons quickly put him down and the necromancer looked to the spinning whirlwind. 
 
    “Defend my friend!” Noss shouted his orders. 
 
    The skeletons began to march, Noss among them, following the spinning tornado. 
 
    High above, Professor Frost stopped her fireball barrage to see Dax in his whirlwind. Monsters were being thrown to the sides and a small group of skeletons and a kobold following. Her gaze shifted to the burning mana flame in the distance and her heart froze. Instantly her mind connected to the mage, her voice coming out clear. 
 
    “Dax, come back to us. You’re not trained to channel that much mana.” 
 
    Dax ignored her. 
 
    “If we survive, you will be expelled!” 
 
    Dax smiled. 
 
    It will be worth it to save everyone. 
 
    The professor looked down with incredulous eyes before fireballs appeared once again in her hands and she unleashed a volley. 
 
    Dax’s whirlwind moved, blasting away anything too close. When he was reaching the halfway point, the tornado began to weaken just as fireballs decimated the area around him. Monsters were thrown outwardly as the professor laid down suppressing fire. 
 
    The whirlwind died and Dax’s boots touched the ground. He looked through the flames at the horde of monsters and the mana flame just beyond them. The flames began to die and the horde of sea monsters began to advance. 
 
    Must get there at all costs. 
 
    Dax put the cards in his hands away, put his arms out and twisted his wrists. A card shot into each hand and the mage glowed with confidence. 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Name: Fire Armor 
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Degree: 1 
 
    Ability: Protective Armor 
 
    Special Ability: Inflict Damage on contact 
 
      
 
    Dax pulled up his stats. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 800/1400 
 
    It’s going to have to be enough. 
 
    The mage activated the troll card. Mist shot out and slammed into the ground, a large, bulky troll with a club rising up. The mage channeled 600 mana and did it two more times. Before the last troll could even finish forming, Dax channeled his remaining 200 mana into his Fire Armor card. With its own charge and the extra mana fueling it, three sets of fire armor appeared and clamped down on the trolls. 
 
    Noss and his skeletons reached the mage, taking a defensive position. 
 
    Dax looked back to the skeletons and the kobold with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “We fight together!” the kobold said sternly, a dagger in his hand that looked more like a short sword for his size. 
 
    The mage nodded and looked to the blue flame in the distance. “We march for the mana flame! Stay close!” 
 
    Phantom, skeletal, and real legs moved. The small group marched, weapons at the ready. The hordes of monsters surrounding them looked to them with many white eyes. They snarled and gnashed their teeth, the flames from Professor Frost’s fireballs turning into wisps of smoke. 
 
    Dax twisted his wrist, another card sliding into his hand. 
 
    Name: Air Nova 
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Knockdown 
 
    Special Ability: Stun 
 
      
 
    It’s charged and hasn’t been used. I’m at zero mana so this is my ace card if things grow desperate. 
 
    The last flame died and the horde of monsters rushed in. 
 
    *** 
 
    Symon sliced off a creature’s head, blood spurting from the neck. The spellsword pushed the body over the edge before he caught a glimpse of the dying tornado and Dax appearing in the distance. Eyes widened before a voice sank into his head. 
 
    “Everyone who can hear this, meet me on the southern wall. Dax is going to try and channel a mana flame and he needs our help!” Lyla’s tone filled with concern. 
 
    Symon didn’t hesitate as he ran along the walkway. Sword out, he sliced at creatures that climbed up, but his mind was focused on reaching Lyla. Bodies moved along the upper walkway, Vance on the same side as the spellsword. On the other side, Isani and Ressa approached. Everyone looked haggard, having been fighting for some time and their world seemingly coming to an end. 
 
    Lyla stood, hands on the wall edge and looking out to Dax and Noss as monsters swamped them. Their advance slowed, trolls with fire armor bashing creatures with their clubs as large skeletons aided in the fight. The mage could see they still had some distance between them and the flame. 
 
    Symon, Vance, Ressa, and Isani approached the beautiful mage as she stared out. 
 
    “Report!” Symon demanded. 
 
    Lyla looked at the group by her, “We don’t have any time. I can create an air elemental to carry you all to Dax. He’s going to channel the mana flame. If he is by himself, it will kill him. He needs you there to pull him out.” 
 
    The spellsword took in the words and his brow pointed in determination. “Do it!” 
 
    Isani, Vance, and Ressa nodded in agreement. 
 
    Lyla pulled out a card and whispered the trigger word. The air began to swirl and form a rough humanoid shape from the very air. 
 
    “I know we haven’t been on the best terms, but I’ve been in a mana stream from my world. I can help guide Dax, but he needs you to defend him and pull him out before it destroys his soul. Stay with him at all costs!” 
 
    Symon nodded. “We will defend him with our lives. Get us there and we will do the rest.” 
 
    Lyla nodded. The air elemental wrapped wispy arms around Symon, Isani, Vance, and Ressa. The four braced themselves before they were lifted into the air and the elemental bolted forward.  
 
    Several crab monsters looked up at the elemental as it streaked through the air with several people in its embrace. Spines along the creature’s hard shells pointed up and fired. The elemental turned, the spines striking the elemental’s back and scattered into the air. 
 
    Symon kept his hard gaze on the battle and his friend in the distance. They rushed through the air, getting closer and closer. The stench of monsters, burning or otherwise, filled nostrils as the group in the elemental’s arms mentally prepared for battle. 
 
    The elemental weakened and faded away, opening its arms. 
 
    Symon, Isani, Ressa, and Vance landed on the ground as monsters rushed in. The group took a quick inhale before they charged the incoming monsters. Swords sliced and cut, blood splattering into bodies and faces. Spells went off, Vance throwing every bit of mana into his cards and blasting away creatures. Symon kept his shoulders low as he grabbed an incoming clawed hand and drove his sword into the creature’s gut. A twist of the blade and slicing outwards, the monster fell into a mangled heap. 
 
    Isani and Ressa moved like deadly shadows. The pair’s attacks sliced through distended bellies of humanoid monsters before driving those blades into unguarded throats. Boots kicked out and blades sank into putrid flesh. Heads spun in the air, a trail of blood arcing into other monster’s faces. 
 
    “Get to Dax!” Symon shouted as he sliced across hard. 
 
    A head of one creature and an arm of another fell to gravity’s pull. The group of four pushed against the monster tide. A larger monster approached, its teeth shining in the light of battle before spears stabbed into its head. Vance looked up to see Miranda twisting her spear before her legs bent, she and her fellow lancers jumping off. The monster fell away, crushing other creatures with its massive bulk. 
 
    Dax walked, his trolls clubbing and bashing anything close. The fire armor flared when clawed hands and tentacles landed on them. The trolls grunted as the wave of monsters seemed too much. 
 
    Noss sliced and stabbed with his skeletons. The kobold fought with untold fury, knowing these could be his last moments on Ikkudran. Skeletons cut and sliced. One was smashed to scattering bones. Noss pulled out a card and whispered the trigger word. Four more bulky skeletons rose up and joined the fray. 
 
    Dax looked ahead, the flame about a hundred feet away and yet it felt like it was miles away. The flood of monsters slowed them down. If they surged, they would be losing ground. 
 
    Wide eyes looked over at Dax, his trolls, Noss, and his skeletons. Jonas’s mouth hung open and foam fell from his lips. The berserker was covered in gore and he never felt so alive. He watched as Symon and the others pushed to reach the mage’s side, but they all slowed from the horrific monsters, a blue flame dancing in the distance. 
 
    “BERSERKERS! DEFEND THE MAGE!” Jonas screamed like a demon from the underworld. 
 
    Berserkers in the battlefield turned their attention to Jonas and the group struggling to advance. Simple logic crashed into their minds as they obeyed the strongest among them. Like a hive of hornets, they moved with singular purpose, defending the mage. 
 
    Fern’s body blasted through a creature’s eyes. The momentum was enough to burst through the creature’s strange skull and come out screaming. When she heard Jonas’s words and saw Dax in the distance getting swallowed up by the horde, her heart skipped a beat before she blasted toward them like a powerful comet. 
 
    Berserkers rushed through the battlefield, clubbing and cutting anything in their way. Wild laughter rose up, along with grunts and growls. The terror they inspired stunned some of the monsters and they were the lucky ones, their death swift. The others fought tooth and nail to the mad men and women. 
 
    A stinger stabbed into a troll chest, the phantom shattering to mists. The monsters pushed in as Dax readied to use his card. Noss cried out as his skeletons were being destroyed around him. Claws and teeth inched closer, ready to consume the living bodies before they moved onto the feast within the Lighthouse walls. 
 
    A demonic roar touched the air and Fern blasted through, mace in hand.  
 
    Dax flicked his wrist, another card slipping into his hand as blood splattered the side of his face. 
 
    Name: Ice Blast  
 
    Element: Water 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Damage/Stun 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Dax whispered the trigger word and a stream of ice blasted out. Fern moved like a tiny demon, her mace caving in heads and eyes with malicious intent. Ice blasted a hole through the monster ranks, killing some of them before more monsters surged in from the sides. Symon, Isani, Vance, and Ressa closed the distance and a moment later, the berserkers joined them. Madness consumed them with bloodlust as they leapt into the carnage. 
 
    The group solidified their ranks, fighting the onslaught of monsters and creating a hole to the mana flame, sixty feet away. 
 
    Fireballs fell from the sky, striking monsters as they pushed against the group. Berserkers snarled at the twisted sea creatures, striking them down with uncontrolled menace. The bloody dance continued, weapons striking out with deadly accuracy. 
 
    Jonas slammed his club down on a humanoid’s head and laughed before turning his attention to Dax. 
 
    “Do it! Get to the flame and show these monsters what…” the berserker never finished as a pincer stabbed into his chest. 
 
    Dax looked to the side, horror freezing his heart as Jonas struggled. The pincer in his chest opened, expanding the wound and blood pouring out. Symon was to the creature, driving his sword into soft spots along its armored body. 
 
    “Fuck… OFF!” Jonas shouted, drops of blood projecting from his mouth before he raised his club and brought it down. 
 
    The wound poured blood, but Jonas was possessed. The creature’s shell cracked as the berserker smashed down, again and again. The shell cracked open and Jonas slammed the end of his club into the creature’s destroyed head. Meat churned and the crab thing fell.  
 
    Jonas fell with it, his face going pale. 
 
    “I go home,” Jonas whispered and his soul left his body. 
 
    Symon cut away at the horde, seeing that they were getting desperate. “Dax! If you’re going to do it, do it now!” 
 
    The mage bolted forward to the flame as the monsters closed in. Air Nova card in hand, he activated it. Air swirled around him before it blasted out. Monsters were thrown as Dax raced toward the blue flame. 
 
    In a blink, Isani and Ressa were at his sides as more monsters closed in. Swords slashed as they moved like acrobats in a storm. The tsunami of monsters came down and the pair of rogues cut at them in defiance. 
 
    Dax couldn’t look back. His legs pumped as he rushed ahead. The opening stayed just long enough for him to dart into the glowing, blue light of the flame. The monsters around it didn’t advance, instincts telling them flames were dangerous. They writhed with undulating desire to rip the people apart. 
 
    The rest of the group made it to the edge, the last troll and skeletons smashed to nothing. Fern and the berserkers continued to fight the enemy while the rest moved to create a perimeter around the mage and the mana flame. 
 
    The monsters began to defy their instincts, inching closer with gnashing teeth. A large one lumbered, it’s two heads bearing down on the group as its white eyes glowed with murderous intent. 
 
    “No!” came a shout. 
 
    Symon looked up as Skullcut soared through the air. The spellsword landed on the massive creature’s back and began cutting with wide arcs. The two headed monsters roared as its spine was being destroyed. 
 
    “Dax!” Isani said as the rest of the monster horde began to move closer. 
 
    The mage looked at the blue flame just two feet away. It was as tall as he was and it seemed to sing, inviting him to step closer. 
 
    Sebastian Kinarth, guide me. 
 
    Dax calmed his mind as the world fell down around him. His friends were close by, Professor Frost and Lyla were connected to his mind. The mage heard his own heartbeat, a calm and steady rhythm. Time slowed down as a faint memory of Nuria touching the flame caused her to scream her last breath. 
 
    I won’t let the monsters take us. 
 
    Dax’s spirit cooled on command and he plunged his hands into the flame. 
 
    Living energy blazed hot as it lit up every cell of his body. The mage’s eyes widened as they turned a pale blue light. Small thoughts were blasted away as the sun seemed to fill every piece of his form, sinking into his mind, heart and soul. 
 
    The living light blazed into unrelenting pain. 
 
    Dax screamed as the light began to eat away at him. He was being absorbed, the planet taking his soul and returning it to the source. Dax continued to scream, falling to his knees. 
 
    “Dax,” Symon said as he backed up, fear in his eyes. 
 
    The entire group turned their heads to him, seeing him consumed by flames. 
 
    The world had become light and Dax was rapidly losing himself to it. 
 
    “Don’t fight it. Let it consume you as you channel it,” Professor Frost’s words came out like smooth silk. 
 
    “Think of us,” Lyla whispered along his dying mind. 
 
    Dax shifted his very soul, allowing the light to consume him. When it nearly eclipsed his very essence, he thought of his friends, his loves, and his hero. 
 
    A vibration pulsed from the mage. Dax was lifted into the air, living light dripping from his arms and feet. 
 
    “I am a champion,” Dax whispered with almost childlike understanding. 
 
    The monsters moved closer, Dax’s friends holding their ground. 
 
    Dax spun slowly in the air, the air vibrating as his eyes glowed blue. 
 
    Fern shot up into the air, looked to Dax and shouted, “KICK THEIR ASSES!” 
 
    The mage nodded before his arms lifted up and power glowed.  
 
    The atmosphere around the entire island trembled before vast rays of lights blasted out from his aura. Monsters that hadn’t reached the halfway point of the island felt it before light slammed into them, their bodies blasted to dust as their souls were pulled into the light. 
 
    Skullcut leapt off the giant monster before it was engulfed in light. The Counselor fell, his kind eyes and warm smile directed toward the Dax.  
 
    The mage made sweeping gestures with his arms. Light turned from solid beams to glowing tentacles, miles long. They rose and fell, striking large groups of monsters before the same light tentacles swept across the island. Trees remained standing as the light washed over them, destroying misshapen monsters and absorbing their twisted souls.  
 
    I shall cleanse the corruption. 
 
    Lyla felt the power vibrating from the mage. Their minds connected, and it crawled into her, wanting to sink into her very soul. 
 
    “Lyla, he cannot contain such power. You and I must channel some of it away or it will kill him in moments.” Frost’s words filling Lyla’s mind. 
 
    Lyla nodded. 
 
    “Dax, I can never wash away the wrong I have brought to your life. I hope this is the first step in helping create a new chapter for us,” Lyla whispered and opened her mind further. 
 
    Energy lashed out, following the mental connection. It drove into Lyla and Professor Frost. Dax, Lyla, and Frost connected, bonding their souls into one. Lyla’s eyes widened as she stood on the wall, light filling them. Professor Frost’s eyes widened, blue light spilling out. 
 
    Lyla hovered up into the air as students looked to her in awe. Professor Frost gave a maddening grin before light blasted out from her hands and formed into writhing tentacles of energy. 
 
    The island shook before light surged and blasted out from them. Monsters looked up in fear before they were absorbed. Dust fell to the ground as monsters tried to run away. Mana craved all, demanding a return to the source. Cowering from the monsters in their dens, small animals were washed in the light, unaffected by its power. But the sea monsters were stripped of their corrupted souls, draining back into the mana streams that crisscrossed the planet. 
 
    I understand… everything. 
 
    Dax smiled as power continued to wipe the island clean of corruption. Lyla and Frost smiled as well, understanding all as the planet’s mana filled them with knowledge and divine understanding. 
 
    Symon looked to his friend, blue light dancing in his eyes. It was then when a darkness touched his heart. Dax’s robe began to be eaten by the light. Cards fell from their places, burning up into nothing. The mage smiled as he was being drawn in. 
 
    “Save…him,” Professor Frost’s word came out in the barest whisper in everyone’s minds. 
 
    Symon looked up to his friend, seeing that he was too high in the air, even for him to jump. 
 
    “Dax! Come back to us! Come back!” the spellsword shouted. 
 
    Dax looked down with a smile. 
 
    “I am one with the gods,” the mage’s voice came out in an ethereal echo. 
 
    Dax floated, slowly losing himself to the mana stream when two things came barreling toward him. The mage didn’t blink as Skullcut and Fern crashed into him. Mana flames surrounded his body as the pair’s weight pulled him down. Fern’s body flashed to her larger form before pain ripped through her. Skullcut grunted as their combined weight pulled the mage lower and lower. 
 
    Isani and Ressa leapt up, clamping onto Dax, Fern, and Skullcut. The added weight pulled them down. Dax continued to smile, his friends close. Pain surged into everyone, but they fought to pull him away. 
 
    Vance was next, grabbing at legs and pulling. Blue light touched him and he cried out. 
 
    Symon charged and grabbed hold of Skullcut’s legs and pulled. The group floated down sideways, the blue flames dying around them. Skeletons rushed in and grabbed at the group, pulling them all away as their bodies burned from the mana light. When the group was out of the mana flame’s influence, the skeletons faded away with a small wave of their hands. 
 
    Dax’s eyes blazed until he felt his friends close. Heart pumping like a drum, his smile melted into a scream. He used every piece of himself to claw back from the light. When he crossed the threshold, the mana stream let go. 
 
    Dax lay on his back, staring up at the stars.  
 
    Lyla let out a whimper as she fell onto the walkway, barely breathing. 
 
    Professor Frost floated down, her eyes slowly blinking. When she reached the ground, she collapsed, clerics and paladins rushing to her side. 
 
    Dax stared at the heavens before heads popped into his view. Tears filled all their eyes as they looked down on him. Fern sobbed, one of her tears falling and splashing against his cheek. 
 
    Dax reached up and touched her cheek with a warm smile. “I could never leave this world. Who would I drink with?” 
 
    Sadness turned into euphoric smiles. 
 
    Skullcut moved to a sitting position as the group looked down on the mage, “Promise me you will never do that again.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dax said with a grin. 
 
    A roar filled the sky. All heads looked up and smiles remained as a golden dragon flew overhead. Zarra roared again, High Dean Luthis on her back in leather armor and a mystical bow in his hand. Behind them, a fleet of dragons filled the night sky and began to circle. 
 
    “I wish they had gotten here a little sooner,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern wept tears of joy before burying her face against Dax’s neck. Vance and Noss touched the mage’s shoulder. Isani and Ressa held each other’s hand as they looked to the mage with joy. Symon was on his feet, waving at the circling dragons.  
 
    Skullcut laid on his back and looked up to the stars with a relaxed spirit. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nerves tingled as Dax looked at his hand and called up his stats. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3,800 
 
    Mana Shards: 10   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 5 
 
    Water: 4 
 
    Fire: 3 
 
    Urth: 3 
 
    Life: 5 
 
    Decay: 2 
 
    Light: 2 
 
    Dark: 2 
 
    Time: 4 
 
    Space: 2 
 
    Mind: 4 
 
    Body: 2 
 
    Looking over the numbers, the mage was not surprised. Mana had surged into his body like never before and left a lasting effect. Much like absorbing mana shards, absorbing pure mana increased all his spheres at once. The gain was two degrees per sphere and if he stayed in the mana flame longer, it might have been more. 
 
    And it could have also killed me. 
 
    The mage looked up to the large gathering before him. Luthis, Frost, Skullcut and several dragons in humanoid form stood around four bodies on the ground. The Prenmore students continued to lay in their mystical torpor. Lyla stood off to the side, but well in view of the academy faculty. 
 
    Zarra was close to Dax, as were all of his friends. They sat around him like they were guarding him or maybe just happy he didn’t die. 
 
    “If I understand this correctly, Prenmore Academy has had a secret cabal among our student body. They planned for this attack to create an event to discredit our academy?” Luthis said out loud. 
 
    Lyla lowered her head and nodded. 
 
    The High Dean rubbed his pointed chin. “I’m not sure I can believe that. I have known the High Dean of Prenmore and she can be cruel, but not to this degree.” 
 
    “We will have to investigate the events before we come to any solid conclusions,” Counselor Skullcut said with an even tone. 
 
    “We will also have to discuss how we will go forward in light of these events,” Professor Frost added. 
 
    Luthis nodded. “First things first, we must get the students home. The dragons were kind enough to offer their support. There are enough of them to each take about four students each for the flight back. I’ll coordinate…” the High Dean trailed off when a shard of pulsating darkness appeared nearby. 
 
    The shard grew taller and wider before it bloomed open. Frost and Skullcut stood to either side of Luthis while dragons stood at the ready. 
 
    A leg stepped out of the pulsating darkness first. A pale white woman emerged from the dark portal. She wore a dark robe with red lines running up and down. Slits ran along the lower half of the robe, allowing for her leg to be exposed with every step. She had an hourglass figure. Pale cleavage glowed in the night air and her face held high cheekbones and a seductive beauty to it. Long, straight black hair flowed behind her and past her shoulders. Blood red lips parted as a wicked leer formed. 
 
    “Luthis, so wonderful to see you this very night,” the woman said with an evil smile. 
 
    Luthis’s expression remained stoic as he addressed the woman, “High Dean Lucretia Prenmore, I assume these students belong to you?” 
 
    “They indeed belong to me. I’ve come to collect,” Lucretia said, her smile melting away. 
 
    “Are you aware they had a hand in a plot to kill every student here on Star Fall?” 
 
    The pale woman looked down at the students in torpor and sighed. “I have only learned of their capture a short time ago. I assure you this will be investigated and the proper punishments will be enforced.” 
 
    Luthis eyed the High Dean. “That is not good enough. Twelve students died tonight.” 
 
    “They knew the risks when they joined our academies,” Lucretia said with opulent flair as she lifted a hand and snapped her fingers. 
 
    The four students in torpor opened their eyes and began to sit up. Owyn rubbed his head as Vizith slowly stood up. Chandra and Luca both rose, glancing to the side and seeing Dax and his friends sitting together. 
 
    The High Dean of Prenmore continued, “I’m sure you will bore me with words meant to convince me to leave them here so you can investigate. Tell me Luthis, would you do the same if I found some of your students creating a dark plot at my academy?” 
 
    The dark-haired elf grew silent. 
 
    Lucretia’s seductive smile returned. “The academies have an agreement. You take care of your own and we will take care of our own. As for this plot, I know nothing of the sort but I will find out more. Should I uncover something sinister, I will end it and send a raven with the details to ease your mind.” 
 
    Luthis’s hand formed a tight fist. 
 
    “At this moment, they will be coming with me.” 
 
    Dax was up, as were his friends. They moved as one, stepping closer to the semi-circle edge. They eyed the Prenmore students, but Dax glanced over to Lyla as she stood with her head bowed. 
 
    High Dean Lucretia gave her four students a stern gaze. “Into the portal. We have much to discuss.” 
 
    Owyn lowered his head and stepped into the portal. Vizith was next as he waved to Dax and the others before disappearing into the swirling darkness. Luca was next, the orc jumping in. Chandra hesitated and turned to her High Dean. 
 
    “May I mention something,” Chandra asked Lucretia. 
 
    The High Dean nodded. Chandra moved to the side and whispered in Lucretia’s ear. The whisper barely lasted a moment before the elf pulled away, gave Lyla a glance and she stepped into the portal. 
 
    Lucretia turned her attention to Lyla and smiled, showing her pointed, red hued stained teeth. 
 
    “You’re not like anyone else here. Your scent is different. Chandra confirmed my immediate suspicions. You’re Lyla, correct?” 
 
    Lyla nodded. 
 
    “It would seem your life is a tangled mess. A dark soul replacing the body you currently inhabit. The drama is delicious and nearly irresistible. Tell me, do you want to stay here or come with me?” 
 
    Lyla lifted her head, her eyes wide. 
 
    Luthis took a step closer, “Lucretia, this will not stand.”   
 
    “Do not tell me what will or won’t stand,” Lucretia said while not taking her eyes off of Lyla. “Is this one a student of yours?” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Lyla said. 
 
    Shadows bled into Skullcut and Frost’s eyes. 
 
    Lyla looked to Lucretia, “As I have been told, I’m not a student since the woman’s soul who was previously in this body is no more. My soul resides here and therefore, not part of Kinarth Academy.” 
 
    Lucretia’s blood red lips widened. “Then you are free to enroll in my academy if you wish. I love to collect lost souls and you are ripe to become a grand champion. Say yes and we will be off to your new home.” 
 
    Lyla looked over to Dax as she spoke, “I would like that very much, but first, may I speak to someone before we go?” 
 
    Lucretia glanced over to Dax and nodded. “Say your goodbyes little one and we shall start your new life.” 
 
    Lyla turned and walked to Dax. The two mages bowed their heads to each other, a gloom forming. 
 
    “Dax, I’m sorry for everything. I didn’t know until this moment that I was part of Nuria’s destruction of you. She liked you, but hated you more. I only hope I can heal what Nuria and I did to you.” 
 
    “Maybe, one day,” Dax said simply. 
 
    Lyla nodded before her hand dove into her robe. A blink later, she pulled out a card and held it before Dax. 
 
    “What you told me about your mother stayed with me. I created this card, for you and her. I hope it helps.” 
 
    Dax reached up, his hand touching Lyla’s hand and lingering. “Thank you.” 
 
    Hands slipped away, the card held in Dax’s fingers. 
 
    “I hope we see each other again,” Lyla said before she wrapped her arms around Dax’s neck and kissed his cheek. 
 
    Fern stared with a contained rage. Zarra looked on with sad eyes. Isani and Ressa bowed their heads. 
 
    Lyla pulled away and stepped to Lucretia’s side. 
 
    “I love a tearful ending, shall we go?” the Prenmore High Dean smiled. 
 
    Lyla nodded.  
 
    The pair stepped to the portal. Lyla stepped in without looking back.  
 
    Lucretia’s gaze turned to Luthis with her leg within the portal, “It’s always a pleasure, Luthis. Take care. I’m sure we will speak soon.” 
 
    The Prenmore High Dean stepped into the swirling dark portal and it collapsed on itself, vanishing from sight. 
 
    A gloomy dread filled the area. 
 
    Luthis lifted his head and turned to everyone gathered.  
 
    “Collect yourselves and everything here. We fly home tonight,” the High Dean smiled brightly. 
 
    Bodies began to move, gathering up equipment, tents and fallen weapons. 
 
    Dax simply stared at the spot where the portal was a moment ago. 
 
    Good luck, Lyla. I hope this means you don’t have to run anymore. 
 
    Symon stepped close, putting his hand on Dax’s shoulder. The rest moved closer, the Heroes of Kinarth embracing each other in a group, happy to be together as starlight shined down on them.     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty One 
 
    Dax stepped out of the dormitory, pack over his shoulder and somber look in his eyes. Sunlight painted his face, the brightness obscuring his gaze as he basked in the warm light. Eyes adjusting to the brilliance, a shadow stood before him that slowly took shape. 
 
    Professor Frost stood with her hands behind her and an uncharacteristic smile on her lips. 
 
    “Hello, Professor,” Dax said as he slowly stepped to the mage. 
 
    Professor Frost bowed her head, “Greetings Dax. Please, call me by my first name, Keeva. I know you’re travelling to Hydale for a few days. May I join you on your walk to the main gate?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dax said with a smile. 
 
    The pair began walking, side by side. Birdsong filled the air, small birds hopping from branch to branch. Their melodic chirps created a natural symphony as the professor and student walked along the cobblestone courtyard. 
 
    “I wanted to speak to you about what happened on Star Fall Island,” Keeva began. 
 
    Dax’s head lowered an inch, “I explained everything to you and the High Dean. Am I still in trouble?” 
 
    Keeva shook her head. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    The professor seemed to take a moment to gather her words before her lips parted again. 
 
    “We understand why you decided to help protect Lyla. If any of us were in your position, we would be tempted to do the same.” 
 
    Dax looked over to the professor, curiosity touching his brow. 
 
    Keeva continued, “Luthis, Edrin, and myself talked at length about your actions. The High Dean confided in us about him showing you Sebastian’s tomb. Not many know about it and you have the honor to be among the select few. We understand that he inspires many and in turn, those who are inspired may inspire many more. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say is, your bravery turned the tide in a battle that we had very little chance of surviving. It has not gone unnoticed that connecting with the mana stream has increased your power. You have a considerable edge over your fellow students and that means you will have to work harder to reach graduation.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I understand, but I wouldn’t have done it any other way.” 
 
    Keeva nodded. “We know and we are grateful. Despite nearly a hundred years passing since the war, Ikkudran is still mired in fear and bouts of chaos. Despite your past, it was never held against you and it never will be. Sebastian was a legend but he was also a man, prone to light and darkness. We may not discuss the darker parts of people’s pasts because we all have them, to some degree.” 
 
    Dax looked ahead, taking in the professor’s words. “Keeva, why didn’t you or Edrin take control of the mana stream? You have years of experience and your own power. Surely, each of you would have been able to use it to help win the battle.” 
 
    Keeva looked up a little at the clear blue sky. “Dax, the longer one soaks up mana to become more powerful, the greater the chance of being seduced by it and returning to the source. As champions, we borrow mana from the planet. One day, it will be released when we die or, like many champions before you, you may walk into the mana flame and never return. 
 
    “If I or Edrin stepped into that flame, we may have not returned. It is an important lesson to learn. You cannot touch a mana flame again, now that you have grown in power. The more powerful you become, the greater the chance of being called back to the mystical mana streams and the source.” 
 
    Dax nodded, the information sinking deeper. 
 
    “You may still absorb mana shards and grow your power, but one time is all one can afford when touching a mana flame.” 
 
    “I understand,” Dax said with a small smile. 
 
    The pair reached the gate and turned to each other. 
 
    Keeva’s smile returned. “You have his spirit. Luthis has told me on many occasions over wine, about his time with Sebastian. He was a strong man with a bright soul. He had his vices, but when the world was ending, he gave up everything to save it. It was that focus and surrender that changed the tide and saved our world.” 
 
    Dax kept his small smile, but his voice carried a serious tone, “Professor, are we on the brink of a new war with the Void Spawn? Lyla told me a long time ago that they were recruiting for their armies and any who didn’t fight were put to death. She ran as her family was slaughtered. Are we preparing for a fight?” 
 
    Keeva’s gaze regarded the mage carefully before her smile faded away. “There has always been a threat of war. The void spawn share many characteristics with all humanoid races, but their lust for magical artifacts overpowers any reason they may have. It’s not a matter of if, but of when.” 
 
    A shadow slid into Dax’s eyes. 
 
    Keeva stepped closer, “When war comes to our doorstep, we will have tens of thousands of champions, ready to fight. Invasion will be no easy task for them. I, personally am happy knowing you will be there, should the time come.” 
 
    Dax felt Keeva’s hand touch his chin, lifting his gaze to meet hers. The professor leaned in and kissed him. 
 
    The moment their lips touched, there was an internal spark, but as quickly as it came, Keeva pulled back with a small smile. 
 
    “Enjoy your time in Hydale and I look forward to your return,” the professor said before turning and walking back the way they came. 
 
    Dax looked to the professor as she walked away. She was as beautiful as she was stern. Zarra’s words haunted the mage, the cleric telling him there was one more who found him attractive before he discovered his card technique. Mystery solved, although Dax wasn’t quite sure how he would proceed since his professor seemed to like him. 
 
    Dax smiled as he made his way out of the open front gate and started down the road to Silver Port. 
 
    The walk was nice on an unusually warm day. Thoughts swirled as he stepped along, enjoying the weather. Images of his friends touched his mind, wishing they could have seen him off. 
 
    Dark thoughts surfaced about the number of students that lost their lives on Star Fall Island. The remains they could find were brought back, their names added to the stone memorials of students who perished during their education. Dax remembered seeing Nuria’s name among them and his heart sank down in his chest. She was a cruel woman, but she had small moments where she seemed like a normal person. 
 
    Dax lost track of time, reaching the port town and walking to the docks. Small crowds had gathered, people stepping onto the Heroes Light as it readied to sail to Hydale. The mage took in a deep inhale of sea air when a group of people broke away and walked toward him with happy smiles. 
 
    Dax grinned as his friends approached.  
 
    “Did you really think we’d let you go without saying goodbye,” Symon grinned. 
 
    “I was starting to wonder,” the mage smiled as he looked at Symon, Fern, Zarra, Isani, Ressa, Noss, and Vance.  
 
    The mage lifted an eyebrow, but kept his smile as Miranda the lancer stood by Vance’s side. 
 
    Fern was first to step closer, looking up to the mage with a sly smile. “We wanted to be here to remind you of what’s important, so you come back safely.” 
 
    “I already know your…” Dax stopped when the fairy mashed her lips to his. 
 
    Tongues danced for a moment before Fern pulled away. 
 
    Zarra stepped closer as Fern stepped back. 
 
    “Our clan grows,” the cleric began before she sniffed at the air around Dax. “I see you found your mystery love interest.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “I think she found me.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “Our clan grows more. I look forward to how big it will be.” 
 
    The cleric gave the mage a quick peck before pulling back. 
 
    “I fear I may lose control, so I eagerly await your return,” Zarra whispered and stepped back. 
 
    Dax kept his smile as he rubbed the back of his head. 
 
    Isani and Ressa stepped closer. 
 
    The dranar flung her arms around the mage’s neck while Isani took his hand. The pair held onto Dax for a moment before they pulled back with adoring eyes. 
 
    “We will have a special celebration for your return. Try not having too much fun while you visit,” Isani said with a wicked smile. 
 
    Ressa leaned into the mage’s ear. “Come back rested. You’ll need it.” 
 
    Dax nodded as Ressa kissed his cheek and pulled back. 
 
    Symon stepped closer and clamped his hand on Dax’ shoulder. “Your bravery is going to give me white hairs, my brother.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can be less brave,” Dax smiled as he clamped his hand on Symon’s shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t think you can either,” the spellsword smiled. 
 
    The two men embraced for a few seconds before pulling away. 
 
    “Visit the estate and say hello to my parents, if you can. They will be happy to see you.” 
 
    “I will,” Dax promised. 
 
    Noss stepped closer and looked up to the mage with warm eyes. “I never had the chance to thank you.” 
 
    Dax gave the necromancer a puzzled look. 
 
    Noss smiled. “Your bravery helped me find my bravery. Thank you, Dax.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Thank you for being my friend.” 
 
    The kobold nodded and stepped back. 
 
    Vance stepped closer, a small sack in his hand. He reached out with his left hand, took Dax’s arm by the wrist and lifted it up. Dax’s palm open, Vance put the small sack in his hand and closed his fingers around it. 
 
    “Some spending gold while you’re in the city. A small token of my appreciation,” Vance smirked before leaning in closer. 
 
    “I don’t know how to say this, but kindness seems to really turn Miranda on,” Vance whispered. 
 
    Dax glanced up to see the lancer staring at Vance with wide eyes and licking her lips. 
 
    Vance pulled back. 
 
    Dax fought his inner laughter. “I’ll pay you back.” 
 
    Vance shook his head and waved his hands. “No rush. I’m sure you're good for it.” 
 
    Dax put the sack of gold in his robe pocket, knowing exactly where it would go. 
 
    “Thank you everyone for being here. I know it's just a few days but I’ll be back and we will finish out the year.” 
 
    The mage looked to Zarra, “I think we should spend our month off together, exploring like we talked about.” 
 
    Zarra’s serpent eyes glowed brighter as she giggled in anticipation. 
 
    Dax stepped past his friends, glancing over his shoulder to them waving. Fern flashed to her eight-inch form, spiraling through the air and blowing kisses to the mage. 
 
    Dax stepped along the gangplank to the ship, giving his friends a long wave before moving on.  
 
    The mage made his way along the deck to a bench. He sat down as the crew began to cast off. Ropes were pulled and the captain gave orders. Dax sat back, enjoying the sun on his skin when a large figure stepped over and sat down beside him. The mage looked over and to his surprise, Clive was next to him. 
 
    “Hi, Dax,” the large mage said with a gloomy tone. 
 
    “Hi, Clive,” Dax said with an awkward edge. 
 
    The vessel began to move, sea air flowing over them as gulls hung on the breeze. 
 
    Clive interlocked his fingers before him as he looked down. “I was expelled. They would have sent me to prison if I didn’t give them names to the hidden cabal.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Dax said, unsure how he actually felt about it. 
 
    Clive nodded. “You told me you would tell me if you knew what was wrong with Nuria. You never kept your word.” 
 
    Dax let out a small exhale as he kept leaning back. “I was going to tell you, after Lyla was safely away.” 
 
    The large mage nodded. “She used me to feed, you know that right?” 
 
    Dax kept a blank gaze. 
 
    “Lyla may be a void spawn soul in a normal person’s body, but she still had their appetites. They feed on energy, all kinds of energy. I didn’t know what was happening until it was too late.” 
 
    Clive looked out to the majestic sea. “Nuria hated you. She hated you so much, she couldn’t stop talking about you. After a while, I knew that she liked you from how much you disgusted her.” 
 
    Dax sighed. “Why are you telling me this? You were part of a secret group that wanted to destroy the academy. I think being expelled was a slap on the wrist for what you and your people tried to do. What was the point? Why try to hurt an academy that only wants to create champions?” 
 
    Clive gave a small nod. “Why does anyone come to be a champion? For power. The world is hanging on by a thread. When the void spawn return, even with an army of champions, Ikkudran will be decimated. Who wouldn’t want to be powerful enough to reshape the world for the better?” 
 
    The large mage lowered his head, “As for why I’m telling you all of this… I wanted to say, I’m sorry. I grew up in the slums of Willow Brook. I know what it means to live in fear of your life and trying to survive. When many students talked bad about you, I secretly admired you. It also helped to take the light off of me so my past would not interfere with my growing status.” 
 
    Shadows covered Clive’s sad expression. “I killed that sprite during the Trial. We did it to lure you there and told the berserkers where to find you.” 
 
    Dax felt a swirl of emotion, a desire to tell this traitor of a mage to jump into the sea so the monsters could eat him. 
 
    Lead by example, even to the bad ones. 
 
    “Clive, I hope your life turns out for the better. Take this experience as a lesson so when you're tempted again, you will think about it first.” 
 
    Dax put his hand on the large mage’s shoulder, “I’ll still be your friend, even if you are an asshole.” 
 
    Clive blinked as a tear formed at the corner of his eye. A moment later, the large mage began to sob. 
 
    Dax patted his shoulder. “It’s okay. It will all be okay,” Dax said with restrained kindness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax walked along a seedy street. The sun slid into early afternoon as small birds fluttered along building edges. Long shadows touched the cobblestone street as figures moved about in the dark. 
 
    The mage stopped and simply stood in the middle of the street. Arms folded, he waited. He didn’t have to wait long. 
 
    People emerged from the shadows, their eyes filled with menace and sickening confident smiles. They moved as a group, surrounding the mage from all sides. 
 
    A man emerged from the group and stepped into the circle. 
 
    “Look who came back with a death wish,” Kyle sneered, a card in his hand. 
 
    Dax glanced at the card, seeing that it was not sparking. “I see you have improved on creating better cards.” 
 
    Kyla gave a smug nod. “Yea, just in time to use it on your sorry ass. You still owe us and we will collect.” 
 
    Dax nodded, his hand diving into his robe and pulling out the sack of gold Vance gave him. 
 
    “You’re right. Here you go,” Dax said with confidence as he tossed it to Kyle. 
 
    The man’s eyes widened as he caught the sack. With the card still in hand, he opened it and looked down at the glowing gold. 
 
    “It’s all there and a little more, for interest,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Kyle looked to Dax with suspicious eyes. “You didn’t have to come here to give us this. You could have lived without ever coming back here. Why? Why come back to pay back what you stole?” 
 
    Dax scratched the back of his head. “I was wrong for manipulating all of you out of your gold. It was a mistake I wanted to correct.” 
 
    Kyle’s eyes narrowed. “You think because you’re a champion you can just come back and pay your debt? You think this makes everything better?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Yea, it does. I also wanted to tell you all, you should apply to the academy. It can help you have a better life. I’m sure I could put a good word in.” 
 
    Kyle blinked, “What?” 
 
    Dax stepped closer and Kyle flinched. 
 
    The mage put his palms up, “It’s not a trick. It may take some time, but wouldn’t becoming a champion help you from living this kind of life?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with our lives,” Kyle growled. 
 
    A man from the crowd spoke up, “How can I apply?” 
 
    A few heads nodded.  
 
    “Can I apply at the Library?” another one asked. 
 
    “Will they teach us card magic?” a woman said with a curious edge. 
 
    Kyle looked to everyone with incredulous eyes. 
 
    Dax nodded. “They will indeed teach you card magic and so much more. If you want, we can meet at the Library tomorrow and I can help you fill out the applications.” 
 
    The crowd of people stepped in closer, questions rising up like a cloud. Some agreed immediately to meet up. Others asked for advice on creating cards. Dax smiled, trying to answer their questions before Kyle put his fingers in his mouth and made a loud whistle. 
 
    The crowd stopped talking and everyone looked at him. 
 
    “I can’t believe this! You think you’re so much better than us! You think you can just tempt us with pretty words and hope. Who the fuck do you think you are!” Kyle nearly spat. 
 
    Dax eyed Kyle with warmth. “I’m just a man who wants to help. If you let me, I’ll help you too.” 
 
    Kyle’s fury began to subside the longer he stared at Dax. It was there, the feeling of honest truth. It glowed like a lantern on a cool night. Dax showed no hint of deceit or malice. The mage’s eyes glowed with a simple desire to help. 
 
    Kyle’s body language changed and he looked down. “What time will you be at the Library?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Noon. Bring a quill, ink, and parchment,” the mage smiled.  
 
    *** 
 
    Light poured in from the large bay windows. The chamber was nearly empty except for a lone woman in a chair. She stared out at the garden beyond, her face drawn with dark shadows under her eyes despite the warm light. Tables and chairs dotted the room as a cleric stood by the door, her head nodding and wanting to sleep. 
 
    The door opened and Dax stepped in. He looked across the room to Lena as she sat. She made no move to turn her head, her gaze on the garden beyond the windows. 
 
    Dax crossed the room, his heart beating a little fast in his chest. Grabbing a chair, he slid it closer and sat down next to the lone woman. 
 
    “Hello Mother,” Dax said in a loving tone. 
 
    The woman turned her head, looking at the strange man sitting next to her with blank eyes. 
 
    Dax’s hand slipped into his robe and pulled out a card. Lena looked down at it, her brow furling in confusion. 
 
    “A friend made this for us,” Dax said and whispered the command trigger. 
 
    A violet aura appeared around the card before it faded away. Dax watched as Lena kept looking down at the card for a long moment before she lifted her head. 
 
    Her eyes widened as her trembling lips formed a wide smile. “D… Dax? Is it really you?” 
 
    The mage nodded, his eyes glistening. “Yes Mom, it’s me.” 
 
    Lena launched forward, grabbing her son and holding him close. Tears fell from Lena’s eyes as she hugged Dax close, never wanting to let go. 
 
    “I feel like I haven’t seen you in lifetimes. My son, I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    Dax buried his face in her neck, drinking in her scent and fighting back his own tears. “I’ve missed you, Mom.” 
 
    Lena pulled back and let go. Dax watched as she frantically dug into her robe pocket. 
 
    “I made something for you! I’ve been waiting to see you again so I can give it to you!” 
 
    Lena pulled out a paper wand with a flat star at the end. Lena reached out with her other hand and grabbed Dax’s hand, pressing the paper wand into it. 
 
    “I know you love magic. It’s not a real wand, but I thought you would like it. Maybe you can enchant it so every time you use it, you’ll think of me.” 
 
    Dax nodded with a wide smile, holding the paper wand in his hands. 
 
    Lena looked at her son, concern bleeding into her eyes. “You seem older. How long have you been gone? Are you eating right?” 
 
    Dax let out a happy laugh. “Yes, Mom, I’ve been away. I’m in Kinarth Academy and they feed us very well.” 
 
    Lena’s lips widened into a smile. “You made it to the academy? That was your dream! I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    Dax basked in her gaze, his heart bursting with bright happiness. 
 
    “Mom, I don’t know how long we have, but I just want us to talk for a while. Is that okay?” 
 
    Lena’s eyes shined as she looked at her son. “We can talk for as long as you want. Tell me everything and leave no detail out.” 
 
    Dax nodded, a tear streaking down his cheek before he began. Son and mother talked as the sun moved along the sky. Birds sang their songs as they gazed through the large windows, their tiny hearts soaring.   
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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 One 
 
    Sunlight bathed the grassy field in yellow brilliance. Blades of grass swayed in the subdued breeze. Gentle birdsong filled the edges of the field, and tall, dark trees cast inky shadows along their trunks. Yellow flowers dotted the area, their petals waving to the beautiful heavens. Puffy white clouds floated across the azure sky as bodies lay along the emerald green field. 
 
    Dax laid on his back, arms folded under his head as he gazed up at the slow, lazy clouds. A gentle splashing could be heard in the distance and he grinned. The breeze drifted over his body as he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. The scent of wood, urth, and flowers touched his senses and he basked in it. Serenity sank into muscles and soon into his very spirit, feeling a calm he never truly felt before. 
 
    The sounds of splashing played on with gentle giggles and laughter. Dax wanted to lift his head to see the commotion, but gravity and peace held him down like fuzzy chains. The young man opened his eyes halfway to gaze on a large cloud drifting over him. The effort caused him to sigh, nature whispering to his soul to simply take a nap. 
 
    Dax’s eyes closed once again, the splashing and laughter soothing him into a near trance-like state. With barely a fleeting thought, he drifted to sleep, a wide smile aimed toward the sky. 
 
    A black lake spread out before Dax as he sat. The sky was pitch black and dark trees sprouted into the dreamscape. Dax sighed as he sat back, his hands digging into the dirt. The calm he felt before remained. The dark dreamscape had become a second home and he almost looked forward to it. 
 
    Tentacles rose up from the black lake before a pale face emerged. Dax watched with relaxed muscles as a pale white, naked body rose up. From the waist down, a mass of thick tentacles writhed. From the waist up, Lyla’s nude form gently bobbed as she made her way to the lake edge and onto land. Tentacles crawled along as she eyed Dax with dark eyes. A white smile appeared as she approached. When she looked down on Dax, her grin grew wider. 
 
    Dax looked up and gave her a relaxed smile. “How long are we going to keep doing this?” 
 
    Lyla sank down a little lower, but her upper body remained up. Her hand reached out and touched Dax’s cheek, her black nails gliding along his skin until she touched his lips and pulled away. 
 
    “For as long as we wish,” the void spawn whispered. 
 
    Dax reached up and took Lyla’s hand. He pulled it close and kissed her inner wrist before pulling her down to him. Lyla let the dream gravity take hold and soon she was laying at his side. 
 
    “I haven’t told anyone about our dream meetings, but we can’t continue like this,” Dax said with a sad smile. 
 
    Lyla blinked, her alien eyelids moving sideways. “You didn’t mind before? What’s changed?” 
 
    Dax gazed at the beautiful creature before looking away. “I was happy you were accepted into Prenmore Academy. I am happy you’re safe from persecution. But, lately, I have felt our time together is coming to an end. 
 
    “I have a clan now. I have my studies. I have a future to look forward to. I think it would be best if we didn’t see each other, even in the dreamscape. You have your chance to live a normal life in another academy. I have my life with Kinarth Academy and my friends.” 
 
    Lyla’s oval eyes sagged. “You cannot deny our connection, our love.” 
 
    Dax turned his gaze to Lyla, his smile fading away. “Our time together will always be special, but this will be our last meeting. I wish you the best in your new life and maybe we will come across each other in the future, hopefully on the same side.” 
 
    Lyla’s eyes watered. “Dax…” 
 
    “Goodbye Lyla,” Dax whispered before giving the void spawn a gentle kiss as the dreamscape bled away. 
 
    Dax opened his eyes, the last image of a tear rolling down Lyla’s cheek touching his mind before it was washed away by the beautiful day. 
 
    Dax slowly sat up and lifted his knees. The mage sat and looked out across the field, drinking it in. 
 
    The breeze flowed like an invisible river across the area. Symon, Vance, and Miranda lay in the field, their voices small as they talked on their backs, enjoying the day. By a dark tree, a shadow elf and a kobold sat in an inky shadow, reading books. Over the flowers, butterflies in hues of pink, yellow, and black fluttered as a small fairy zipped around with a bright smile. Fern’s wings blurred as she chased the butterflies. 
 
    Beyond the group among the grass and nearby dark trees, a lake spread out with a large cabin on the other side. Laughter floated up as a naked lizard woman splashed. A moment later, a golden dragon burst from the lake. Golden scales glittered in the sunlight as Zarra craned her neck over to the splashing Ressa. The dragon was the size of a large horse, golden wings spearing out. Scaled lips pursed together as the dragon aimed her snout to the now fleeing Ressa. With keen eyes, Zarra’s lips opened a little more and blasted out a stream of water. 
 
    Ressa let out a hysterical laugh before the stream hit her dead center in the back and sent her flailing forward into the shallow waters. For a moment, Dax couldn’t see the dranar until she burst up from the water, laughing like a child in the light. 
 
    “Again!” Ressa shouted and ran. 
 
    Zarra’s head nodded before dipping into the water and taking a long drink as Ressa attempted to run away. 
 
    I wish we did this sooner. 
 
    Dax grinned wider, watching his friends relax and play. Memories touched his mind’s eye as he remembered the end of their second year at the Academy. A gloom touched his heart as he felt the sad darkness after the Phantom Campaign. The entire Academy felt it, the loss of almost two dozen students from the sea monster attack. Their names were added to the memorial of those students who perished before graduating the academy. They were declared true champions, but Dax and many others found little solace in it since they could not carry on the noble traditions of the academy. 
 
    The remaining months were filled with studies and tests. The band of friends passed their second year with flying colors. Dax noticed that his normal spellcasting was much faster than it was before he touched the mana spring and channeled its power to save his friends and many others. He guessed the power he channeled helped the part of his mind that was hampered in some way. He was still a little slower than his classmates, but he was nothing like he was when he arrived at the Academy. 
 
    Second year over and a month to rest, the group stayed true to their plan of taking time off together. The group splintered to see their families for two weeks before meeting at the very cabin across the lake. Time was spent laughing, talking, and dreaming of their third and final year at the academy. 
 
    Dax’s smile faded a touch, remembering how Lyla haunted his dreams. She was so happy, being in an academy that accepted her. Lucretia Prenmore was a High Dean of dark and unusual tastes. Lyla often spoke of how her High Dean treated everyone as an equal, no matter their history or background. With each meeting, Dax grew more comfortable with the idea that Lyla was going to be happy and not have to run anymore. It also drove the knowledge that their time together was slowly coming to an end. He felt it as their dreamy encounters happened, each time feeling himself pull away. Despite the pain and chaos of their time together, Dax knew deep down he had to look to his future. 
 
    The mage woke up from his day dream as a light flashed above him. Fern was in her five-foot form, a maddening smile filling her face before she fell and landed on top of Dax. The mage grunted before she pressed her lips to his and invaded his mouth with her tongue. 
 
    Dax gave up. He grabbed her waist and held her close, tongues sliding and dancing to their intimate song. It added to the pleasant mood. Now that he had broken it off with Lyla, he felt lighter, happier. 
 
    Fern pulled away and looked down with warm eyes. A crown of lights appeared around her head and she licked her lips. 
 
    Dax smiled. “The last time we did it in the field during the day, our friends threw clumps of dirt at us.” 
 
    The fairy nodded. “Did I mention how much it turned me on?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “You did, several times.” 
 
    “Okay,” the fairy grinned before mashing her lips against his. 
 
    She will be the death of me. 
 
    Dax recollected the fairy’s insatiable appetite the moment they met up at the cabin. Her fairy blood could not hide what she wanted and she was very demanding. It made things extra tense as the others in their new clan nearly mobbed him when they could. 
 
    Fern pulled away as Dax smiled, his hands still on her waist. “What were you thinking about?” 
 
    “The past year. How everything has changed,” Dax said simply. 
 
    Fern slid off Dax and lay on her side next to him. “Do you miss her?” 
 
    The mage was silent as he ran his fingers through the fairy’s red hair. “A little.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “Love is messy sometimes, but you never truly forget those you have loved. Sometimes it burns low and other times, it burns as bright as the sun.” 
 
    Dax looked over to the smiling fairy, “Does it ever bother you how it ended between us and Lyla?” 
 
    Fern snuggled closer, her hand touching Dax’s chest. “I try to not think about it. The last two years have been hard for everyone. I’m simply happy we all found each other and I’m very happy we are now a clan.” 
 
    Dax held the fairy to him, “As am I.” 
 
    Fern kissed Dax’s neck before pulling away and bouncing up to her feet. 
 
    “Zarra and Ressa are having too much fun. Let’s join them!” Fern said and light flashed around her body. 
 
    Dax slowly stood up as Fern darted toward the lake like a dragonfly. Her small size and blurry wings rushed ahead until she was over the water. Zarra squirted water from her lips, trying to hit the darting fairy. Fern was quickly laughing and dodging jets of water. She made spirals and zig-zag motions, Zarra giving up and laughing. 
 
    Dax made his way past Symon, Vance, and Miranda as they lay in the grass. They waved to him as he stepped past before falling back to their conversation. Dax continued until he reached the water’s edge when Ressa splashed toward him with her arms out. The dranar hugged him, her wet nude body pressed to the mage and water soaking into his robe. 
 
    “The water is perfect! Join us!” Ressa beamed before letting go, turning and rushing back into the water. 
 
    Dax was about to disrobe when Zarra’s dragon form stalked closer. Her snout was inches from Dax’s face before it turned downward. Dax lifted a hand and touched the side of her scaly face, the pair pressing their foreheads to each other and closing their eyes. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you to join us,” Zarra whispered. 
 
    “I was going to. I just needed a little nap,” Dax said softly. 
 
    The pair opened their eyes, staring into each other’s souls. 
 
    “I could stay here forever. It’s a shame we’ve run out of time before we return to the academy,” the dragon said.  
 
    “We still have three days before we return. I know you wanted to explore the Delketh Ruins before we go. Tomorrow might be the best day to do that.” 
 
    Zarra’s lips curved into a smile. “You remembered.” 
 
    “How could I forget? You wanted to see those ruins since before we arrived. I’m sure a quick adventure before we leave is just what we need. It will help prepare us for our third year.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I have heard the rumors. Our third year is meant to show our skills and what we learned. Graduation depends on how well we perform outside of the Academy. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to search for artifacts. Each one helps us come a little closer to life before the war.” 
 
    Dax nodded as he pulled back and gazed on Zarra’s true form. “Is it nice to be yourself without the circlet?” 
 
    The dragon flexed her wings and nodded. “It has been delightful. To be myself for a few weeks has been very relaxing. I almost dread putting the circlet back on for another year. Once we graduate and we find our roles in Ikkudran, our destinies will grow to their full potential.” 
 
    Zarra’s eyes darkened before her serpent head dipped. “I do fear we may be separated after graduation.” 
 
    Dax touched her scaled cheek again. “Our clan will never truly be separated. You have my word.” 
 
    The dragon nodded, a light returning to her eyes. “You speak the truth, my love.” 
 
    Dax pulled his hand back and began unbuttoning his robe. “Let’s not waste any more time together. I want to go for a swi…” the mage never had a chance to finish. 
 
    “I’m naked!” Fern shouted before her entire eight-inch nude form slammed into Dax’s face. 
 
    Dax flailed, trying to grab the fairy as she clutched to him. Zarra giggled as her wing swung around. Fern laughed with hints of madness as she clutched to him. By the time Dax took hold of the fairy, Zarra’s wing came around and scooped him up. Vertigo swamped Dax’s senses as he was lifted up and laughter stabbed at his ears. A moment later, he was tossed into the air, Fern jumping off of his face. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened as he was airborne. He flew through the air and hit the water hard. Fern clutched her stomach as she laughed and pointed. Zarra snickered. Ressa clapped and laughed, knee deep in the water. In the field, Symon, Vance, and Miranda sat up, cheering and clapping. Under the shadow of the tree, Isani and Noss looked up from their books and smiled. 
 
    Dax burst up from the water, his robe clinging to his body. He smiled as he heard the cheers and laughter. Water seeped into his eyes and he tried to rub it away. When his vision returned, a shadow covered his body as he glanced up to see Zarra’s dragon form curled into a ball and falling toward him. 
 
    Zarra said nothing as she looked down with mischievous serpent eyes. The bulk of her body hit the water next to Dax, sending him up into the air again before crashing down. 
 
    Dax floated under the surface, happiness filling every pore of his body. It felt like a dream as he drifted underwater. A scaled hand grabbed him and lifted up. Water fell as Dax clutched the spindly dragon hand and looked up to Zarra. She bent her head down and kissed his cheek. A second later, Fern darted over and was kissing his other cheek. 
 
    This year is going to be amazing. 
 
    Dax smiled at the thought when he heard shouting and splashing. 
 
    “My turn!” Ressa shouted as she raced toward them through the water, laughter filling the air. 
 
    *** 
 
    The main room of the cabin was filled with activity. A long table sat in the middle as bodies moved with purpose. Plates and utensils were placed along the table. Pots hung from an iron bar, soups boiling from the heat. Over the fire, a spit-roasted lamb cooked. Wine and spirits were poured into glasses and mugs as the group set up for the evening meal. 
 
    Dax glanced over to the lamb, his mouth watering. Swimming and playing worked up his appetite. He wanted nothing more than to devour the entire beast. When he glanced back to the table, warmth washed over him as the cool night outside began to settle.  
 
    Vance and Miranda cut up vegetables. Symon and Fern finished putting down plates as Noss added utensils. Isani placed small bowls next to the plates as Ressa poured spirits into glasses and Zarra stirred the pots by the fire. The scent of cooking meat and food filled the large cabin.  
 
    “I can’t believe we are going back in a few days,” Symon said warmly. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to returning to our studies,” Vance said over his shoulder before smiling at Miranda next to him. 
 
    Dax caught the couple smiling and sneaking a quick touch before finishing cutting up the vegetables. 
 
    “This year will be our toughest, but I have faith in us,” Zarra said as she stirred a pot. 
 
    Noss climbed onto a chair and leaned over the edge. He stretched out his small, scaled hand to take hold of a wineglass and brought it closer to him. The kobold sat in a chair much too big for him, swinging his legs and sipping his wine. 
 
    “I have heard so many rumors about our third year, I don’t know what to believe,” the kobold said between sips. 
 
    “We survived our first two years. Our third year should be a breeze,” Dax added as he lifted up his glass of wine and took a sip. 
 
    Isani sat in a chair, picked up a wine glass and leaned back. The shadow elf eyed the group as she held her glass close. 
 
    “From what I could gather before our break, we are going to hunt for artifacts.” 
 
    “We all knew that,” Fern said as she finished putting down the last plate. 
 
    The shadow elf took a long sip and nodded. “Yes, but I have it on good authority that we may be hunting for artifacts in the Decayed Lands.” 
 
    All movement stopped as their eyes turned in the shadow elf’s direction. 
 
    “You’re telling us now?” Symon said with a hint of disbelief. 
 
    The shadow elf gave a small, slow nod. “I didn’t want to disrupt the mood. We have been all having so much fun.” 
 
    “It looks like the cat is out of the bag,” Symon shrugged before picking up a mug of mead. 
 
    Dax mulled it over as the shadow elf looked to him with a warm, knowing smile. The Decayed Lands were where the void spawn portals first appeared. It used to be several thriving cities across the lands before the hordes of spawn invaded. They took what they could, set up their strange towers and feasted on those they could not use for their own designs. The stories were chilling of the first encounters. When the spawn were beaten back, the portals were closed or buried, but the land was forever tainted. Nothing larger than small towns dotted the lands. Most kingdoms, cities, and larger towns filled the edge of the border, many still finding the actual Decayed Lands cursed and unlivable. 
 
    “We still have a few days to relax before we return to the academy,” Isani added with a wide smile. 
 
    Dax’s head perked up as he woke from his small daydream. “Speaking of time, we still haven’t visited the Delketh Ruins like we planned to.” 
 
    The mage glanced at Zarra's warm smile before looking to the group again. “It would be a missed opportunity to not explore it a little. It could help us with some much-needed experience before we return to the Academy.” 
 
    “Exploring a ruin could be fun,” Miranda added, the Lancer giving Vance a coy smile. 
 
    Vance nodded. “Sounds interesting.” 
 
    “I assume we should be packed and armed as we explore?” Symon asked. 
 
    Zarra put down the wooden spoon she was using to stir the soups. One bare hand took hold of the iron spit and lifted it effortlessly, the lamb smoking. Her other hand took hold of the knife in her apron.  
 
    “The Delketh Ruins are a little wild. There may be some undead, but it will be nothing we can’t handle,” the dragon in humanoid form said as she turned around and walked to the table. 
 
    Everyone took their seats, their gazes on the succulent lamb as the cleric approached the table.   
 
    “It is only two hours travel by foot. We can visit the ruins and explore it. The Kethian people were great enchanters from their time,” Zarra smiled as she lifted the sharp knife and held it to the cooked meat. 
 
    Dax smiled. “It’s decided. We explore the ruins tomorrow.” 
 
    All heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Zarra beamed before her lips parted, “Okay, who’s ready to eat?” 
 
    Everyone raised a hand and smiled. Zarra held the spit rod over the table as her blade began cutting off slices of meat. 
 
    *** 
 
    The forest pulsed with hidden wildlife. Leaves fluttered in the small breeze as a group of young men and women walked along a simple path. The sky was a dark gray, the sun not high enough to burn it off just yet. 
 
    Dax looked ahead as Zarra led the way. The cleric wore her white robes and held a staff in her hand. The morning dew caused the path to be a little muddy, brown wet dirt coloring the hem of her robe, but the cleric seemed unfazed by it. She led the group deeper and deeper into the thick, primeval forest in search of an ancient ruin. 
 
    The mage turned his gaze over his shoulder. Symon was behind him. The Spellsword gave his best friend a confident smile as he hiked along. Above him, Fern darted from tree to tree, eyeing the small shadows and chirping to birds. It astounded the mage to see her communicating a little, the fairy telling him she could speak to animals, but only on a basic level. It was enough to pique Dax’s curiosity about the fairy, wondering what else she could do that she hadn’t told him yet. 
 
    Further behind on the path, Vance and Miranda walked side by side. The pair had been inseparable since they arrived at the cabin. Vance was like a different man, his gaze always glancing to the lithe Lancer and she to him. They often held hands and snuck away to be alone more than once. The group often didn’t say anything when the pair would come back with bruises on their necks, the consensus being they weren’t fighting. 
 
    Noss walked at a fast pace, his breath visibly smoky. The kobold had to work a little harder to keep up with his small legs, but the necromancer didn’t complain. He often looked around, enjoying the scenery of the forest. 
 
    Bringing up the rear, Isani and Ressa walked side by side. The pair talked in hushed whispers, their glances darting to Dax before looking away and giggling. The shadow elf and dranar were all smiles at the cabin. Ressa especially so, trying everything she could to stay at Dax’s side and steal a touch. 
 
    The last two weeks have been magical. I hope we can keep doing this, no matter where fate may take us. 
 
    Dax turned back to the path and walked. Shoulders relaxed, he pulled up his mystical stats and looked them over. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 10   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 5 
 
    Water: 4 
 
    Fire: 3 
 
    Urth: 3 
 
    Life: 5 
 
    Decay: 2 
 
    Light: 2 
 
    Dark: 2 
 
    Time: 4 
 
    Space: 2 
 
    Mind: 4 
 
    Body: 2 
 
    The ghostly words and numbers filled the corner of his vision as he hiked along. The Academy informed all students when they received their mark that they would be able to see their degrees of knowledge and power. It was a training tool to help alleviate any confusion in the heat of battle. Dax liked that it made keeping track of his power easier, but he was still astonished at how his power had grown after spending several long moments in a mana spring. It was the one time he touched it so he could channel its power, but now he could never touch a mana flame again. Professor Frost and Counselor Skullcut warned him that if he did, he could be lost to the primal energy forever. The mere thought sent a shiver down the mage’s spine before he stood straighter. 
 
    Dax briefly touched his forearms, feeling the rigs under his sleeves. Mystical cards were locked and loaded, ready to be used in a blink of an eye and a twist of his wrists. A new deck of cards filled an inner pocket. The mage was ready for anything. 
 
    Glancing to the ghostly stats, his mind drifted a little. It took a lifetime for a mage to learn all twelve spheres of magic. His time in the mana flame gave him an advantage, increasing the degrees of power in every sphere. He knew his power was greater than his friends and a piece of him felt like he cheated to get here. 
 
    It was life or death. If I died channeling that much power, no one would have thought twice about it. But since I survived, I will always be looked at like I cheated. 
 
    Dax eyed Zarra’s back before looking down. 
 
    Just like Zarra, we are stronger than the average student. I must remember not to flaunt it. It will only make others trust us less. 
 
    The mage sighed. His life had changed so much in just a few years. When he thought about the future, it was often cloudy, unsure what he was going to pursue once he graduated from the Academy. Many kingdoms took on graduates, training them in local cultures and giving them high level positions in royal Courts. Champions were required to protect their kingdoms and take on dangerous quests. There hadn’t been a war since the void spawn were driven back to their dark realm, but that didn’t stop the occasional skirmish between kingdoms. 
 
    Maybe Zarra, Fern, Isani, Ressa and I could find a kingdom to be a part of together? We could grow our family and stay true to each other as we worked to keep the peace? 
 
    Dax smiled at the thought. The five of them solidified their bond the last night of their second year at the academy. It was a night of unhinged passion, speaking the words and joining their bodies. The mystical bond sank into their souls, each one knowing they belonged to each other. Zarra explained before the rite was performed, they would be bonded for this lifetime and perhaps the next. The bond would help their clan in many ways, but they all had to accept it and know it was true in their hearts.  
 
    Dax remembered how no one said a word. Instead, they all nodded in agreement at the same time. Zarra’s serpent eyes glowed as she began the rite. By morning, the five of them became one, sleeping together in the deepest peace they had ever known. 
 
    Wings fluttered closer to the mage. Dax looked to the side to see Fern hovering by his ear. The fairy fluttered closer until she sat on his shoulder and leaned against his neck to keep her balance. 
 
    “Zarra seems so happy,” Fern smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. “She has been wanting to do this for a long time.” 
 
    Fern nodded. “What are we going to do after graduation?” 
 
    Dax looked ahead, his expression blank. “I’m not sure. I’m hoping we can all stay together in a kingdom. It would be nice to live and work together.” 
 
    The fairy smiled. “It would be nice, keeping our clan and family together. I hope we can do that. The more I think about our last year, the more I worry. What if we can’t stay together? What if we are spread out all across Ikkudran?” 
 
    Dax turned his head slightly to the fairy. “We will make it work. I’m not ready to spend my life without those I love.” 
 
    Fern kicked her feet a little before an evil grin formed. “You know, they have to keep us together if we get pregnant.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened a little.  
 
    Fern let out a wicked laugh before she continued, “The clan rite doesn’t just bond us. It makes it easier for our different races to bear children. I’m half fairy so I know the rites work. If we plan it right and the four of us are pregnant after graduation, a kingdom would have to take us together.” 
 
    Dax lifted an eyebrow. “You’ve been thinking about this, haven’t you?” 
 
    Fern nodded. “I’m not sure I can be away from our clan for too long. When I visited my family, all I could think about was seeing you, Zarra, Isani, and Ressa. It was only two weeks, but I was going crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s something we should talk to Counselor Skullcut about? He might give us some more insight about our futures.” 
 
    Fern hopped up and her wings blurred. She floated off Dax’s shoulder but stayed close. 
 
    “Whatever happens, be ready for the deed or we will have to force you,” Fern laughed and fluttered off to Zarra’s side. 
 
    Dax looked to the fairy and cleric as they walked ahead. His heart thumped in his chest, not in fear, but in excitement. He would have a family, a large family. He would be able to give them everything he never had. The thought glowed like a candle and he sighed in blissful dreams. 
 
    “I see the ruins ahead,” Zarra said with an excited edge.  
 
    The group picked up the pace, moving closer and following the dragon cleric. Fern darted into the air and looked ahead, her gaze drinking in the moss-covered ruins in the short distance. 
 
    The air was damp and a musty scent touched sensitive noses. The sky was overcast with a gray gloom as the group of friends approached. Stones stood, some cracked, others crumbling. Drops fell off leaves from the surrounding trees, the morning dew melting to the ground and grass below. It created a haunting picture, the forest slowly claiming the ruins one day at a time. 
 
    Zarra’s oval eyes were wide as she walked. Hand out, she touched the ancient stones, running her fingers along the wet surface in fascination. Fern flew into the air a few feet before slowly circling the edges of the clearing. Miranda’s hand slipped into Vance’s and the couple squeezed each other in solidarity. Symon was at ease as he slowly looked around. Isani and Ressa’s jovial mood had turned into stark seriousness, taking in the environment. They slowly moved away from each other, inspecting the area.  
 
    Dax only had eyes for Zarra. The cleric’s entire body moved with liquid grace, taking in every scent and image with heightened awareness.  
 
    Noss’s head dipped low before he shook it. A clawed hand touched the side of his head before he parted his lips to speak. “I sense the dead.” 
 
    No one looked to the necromancer, but they all heard him. Their hands moved to their weapons, but they didn’t unsheathe them.  
 
    Zarra continued to walk along the standing stones in calm serenity. “The Kethians were a proud people, scattered to the four corners of Ikkudran long before the war with the void spawn. They were shamans and enchanters, skilled in the primal magics. Very little is left of their societies, their people blending with others over the centuries.” 
 
    “We should still be careful,” Dax said as a tingle touched his senses. 
 
    Dax blinked and shook his head. Something tingled behind his eyes, gnawing at him like some parasitic insect. He could feel the cold touch of the dead, but he couldn’t tell from where. 
 
    Noss moved to Dax’s side and looked up the taller mage. “You feel it too. When you gain degrees in the Decay Sphere of magic, you can naturally sense the dead. It grows with your power, but it also makes you attractive to spirits and lost souls.” 
 
    “I think I can hear… whispers,” Dax said as he tried to focus.  
 
    The kobold nodded. “I’ll show you some simple spells to keep them at bay. You have to ignore them or they will attach themselves to you. They will never leave your side unless you banish them.” 
 
    Dax fought through the mental haze, his wits slowly returning. Focusing his mind, he took control once again, the cold dread slinking away.  
 
    Zarra moved to a large standing stone. Her slitted eyes marveled at the worn runes and symbols carved into the hard stone. A hand reached into her deep robe pocket and pulled out a small leather case. She leaned her staff against another stone and opened the case. Black chalk lay in a pocket and several white scrolls lay in a larger pocket. The cleric pulled out the chalk and a scroll, unfurling it.  
 
    “I need a rubbing so I can take it back and study it,” Zarra said as she pressed the thin scroll sheet to a stone and began running the black chalk over it, her eyes wild with excitement. 
 
    Dax watched her as she worked. The rest of the group fanned out, forming a protective circle around the cleric.  
 
    It was then when Dax noticed that he hadn’t heard any animals. No birds sang or little creatures scampering away. It was silent as a tomb at midnight. 
 
    Symon looked toward the dark woods with narrow eyes. “Is anyone else getting a bad feel…” the Spellsword managed before a glow emerged from the darkness. 
 
    Bodies tensed, except for Zarra as she continued on like no one else was there. 
 
    “Zarra,” Dax said as he stared at the glow coming from the forest. 
 
    “I can sense the dead as well. They will not step into the light and if they do, I will send them back to a gentle slumber,” the cleric said simply as she continued to rub the runes and symbols onto the scroll. 
 
    Symon took a step back. “I think this one is not listening.” 
 
    A large form emerged from the edges of the ruins. Its body was a ghostly white, big and burly. It sniffed at the air as its eyes glowed a pale blue. Clawed paws shuffled as the thing stepped into the gray light of the day. It had all the features of a bear, but larger and it was no longer living on the mortal plane. 
 
    “It’s a phantom,” Symon said and drew his sword. 
 
    Dax flicked his wrist, a card sliding into his waiting hand. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Chain Attack 
 
    The group drew their weapons and incantations filled the lips of spellcasters. The entire group watched in hushed silence as the phantom bear stalked closer. Its pinpoint blue eyes centered on Dax as it shuffled closer. 
 
    Symon noticed it, “It’s looking at you, Dax.” 
 
    The mage nodded. He could see the hungry and strange look in the phantom’s eyes. Card in hand, he remembered that the higher-level degrees created special abilities for each card. He had tested out his current card once before, but thought about it again, wondering if it was a bit of an overkill for this situation. 
 
    Noss’s eyes lost focus for a moment before returning to normal. The necromancer turned his head to see invisible phantoms surrounding them. They varied from different large animals to ghostly people. They watched with unblinking eyes, their collective gazes on the mage with a card in hand. 
 
    “There are more of them. They are waiting and looking at Dax,” the necromancer said with a harsh whisper.  
 
    “Could it be because you touched a mana flame and lived?” Vance said as he aimed a card at the phantom bear. 
 
    Zarra stopped her rubbing and looked up. Golden eyes glowed as she too saw the ring of phantoms around them. The cleric stuffed the rubbing and chalk into her robe pocket and lifted her staff. 
 
    Isani and Ressa put their backs together, blades out. 
 
    “Dax? What’s the plan?” the shadow elf rogue said in a low tone. 
 
    “Zarra, can you dispel them?” the mage asked. 
 
    The cleric nodded and lifted her staff. Prayers fell from her lips as she called on deities to channel her holy power. The tip of her staff glowed before she invoked a god’s name. 
 
    Light glowed and flared out. The wave struck all the phantoms present, knocking them back a step and revealing their ghostly bodies. The phantom bear growled before standing up on its hindlegs and roaring. The circle of phantoms took on demonic appearances as they growled their annoyance. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes widened. “I don’t understand. That should have dispelled all of them.” 
 
    “Close ranks!” Symon shouted to the group as he backed up. 
 
    Dax watched as the ring of phantoms closed in, ghostly weapons and claws ready to cleave flesh.  
 
    They want me. Why do they want me? 
 
    Dax looked down at the card in his hand, wondering if his card technique was attracting them to him. Questions blazed across his mind until the phantom bear was within ten feet. 
 
    Symon moved to Dax’s side. “We can win this!” 
 
    Dax looked up to the standing bear as it shuffled closer, clawed paw flexing. In his peripheral vision, he could see the circle closing in, his friends ready to defend themselves.  
 
    Fern hovered above the group, mace in hand. “Say the command and we will make short work of them!” 
 
    Dax’s eyes slowly blinked before he took a step closer toward the bear. A strange confidence took root as Dax stared at the phantom bear. It snarled and frothed ectoplasm before lifting a clawed paw, ready to strike the mage down. 
 
    The mage lifted his card and whispered the command word. 
 
    The card vibrated and glowed with power. Energy arced along the card before a thick lightning bolt surged and exploded outwards. It streaked across the small distance, striking the bear in the chest. The phantom’s eyes widened before it screeched and faded away to nothing.  
 
    Dax watched as the lightning bolt continued to arc. It struck another phantom, and another and another. It blazed around, blasting phantoms to nothing in a spiral of power. Shouts and screeches filled the area, the one lightning bolt jumping from one to another at incredible speed. 
 
    The group of friends watched in disbelief as the lightning bolt circled them, destroying all the phantoms present in barely a moment. 
 
    The lightning bolt struck the last phantom, sending it hurtling into nothing. Mana shards dropped to the ground, their dim light sparkling along emerald blades of grass.  
 
    The forest was silent again. 
 
    All eyes turned to Dax as he stood. The mage pulled back his sleeve and loaded the card back into his forearm rig. 
 
    Vance stepped closer to the mage, “Dax, did you know that would happen?” 
 
    The mage turned to his friend and smiled. “I wasn’t sure, but when I was ready to use the card, I can’t explain it but I felt very confident it would work.” 
 
    Isani and Ressa shouted with glee before sheathing their weapons and rushing to the mana shards amid the grass. 
 
    “Mana shards for all of us!” Ressa said as she fell to her knees and began scooping them up. 
 
    Isani looked at Dax with a smile before her grin disappeared. Dax’s eyes and brow were hard. His hands trembled and he stepped forward aggressively. 
 
    Dax saw red as Ressa picked up mana shards. 
 
    Those are mine! I won them! They belong to me! 
 
    Symon, Fern, and Zarra saw it as Dax stepped closer to Ressa, his hands forming tight fists. Fern darted closer and fluttered before Dax’s eyes, halting his advance. 
 
    “Dax? Are you okay?” the fairy said with timid concern. 
 
    Dax’s brow softened as he saw the dash of concern in the fairy’s eyes. Fingers uncurled and the pulse in his ears slowly faded away. Shoulders relaxed as the odd rage melted away to nothing. 
 
    “Yea, I think I’m okay,” Dax said with a hint of uncertainty as birdsong returned to the forest and the gray sky parted to shafts of warm sunlight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    The carriage bumped along, its wheels turning from the dirt road and onto the cobblestone streets of Hydale. Sunlight poured in from the open windows of the carriage. The sounds of voices rose up as people walked the streets and some waved to the carriage as it rolled by. 
 
    Dax, Fern, Symon, and Zarra sat in the carriage. The rest of the group were seated in a carriage behind them. Dax looked out the window to the city he grew up in. The skyline was the same and a sense of belonging touched his spirit.  
 
    The days following the ruins had essentially returned to normal. The group of friends had their last meal in the cabin. They drank and celebrated the end of their vacation together. Laughter filled the cabin as the drinks continued to pour.  
 
    Memories flushed Dax’s thoughts as he remembered remaining relatively quiet as the rest of the group partied their final night. Sitting in a chair and off to the side, he interacted little, mulling over what happened at the ruins. It haunted him, questioning why he had become so confident and so angry in a matter of moments.  
 
    All of his friends checked on him. Dax found himself smiling, but the dread was still there, just under his skin. He couldn’t remember if he ever acted like that before. It puzzled him enough to retire early. 
 
    The next day was packing and loading the carriages. Little was said due to the many hangovers. Carriages loaded and packed, the drivers whisked them away from the beautiful cabin and made the long journey back to Hydale and eventually, back to the academy. 
 
    Early the second day of the two-day journey, Dax remembered where he had seen that behavior before and it sent a chill up and down his spine. 
 
    My mother acted like that. Her moods would change in a flash and it grew worse with each passing season. Is this my destiny? Am I to go mad too? I just started my life as a Champion and I may end up in a monastery like my mother. I’m trying to be a better person, and now it may all go away as I lose my sanity? 
 
    The dark thoughts sank deeper into his spirit. There was no family history to reference since his family were scattered when the void spawn attacked nearly a hundred years ago. For many years after the spawn were forced back to their realm, many people simply tried to survive and rebuild. It was a dark time, even with Sebastian Kinarth’s aid to bring Ikkudran back from the brink of a barbaric life. 
 
    Symon watched as inner thoughts played out in Dax’s head. The mage’s brow would wrinkle and smooth out. Lips parted slightly as if he was talking to himself.  
 
    “We can stop by Vala’s Monastery so you can see your mother?” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax woke from his thoughts. “I would like that, if it isn’t too much trouble?” 
 
    Fern and Zarra smiled brightly.  
 
    “We would never stop you from seeing your mother,” the fairy beamed. 
 
    Symon leaned out the window and gave instructions to the driver. The driver nodded and cracked the whip, the carriage turning onto another street. 
 
    It didn’t take long to reach Vala’s Monastery. The pair of carriages stopped on a side street. Dax stepped out with Symon close behind. The Spellsword made his way to the second carriage to tell them they would be here for a little while before reaching the docks. 
 
    Dax made his way to the entrance, a shadow covering his eyes. It didn’t take long for a cleric to lead him through to the garden in the back and eventually to one of the serenity rooms. Large windows looked out to the garden as Dax stepped into a room with many tables and chairs. 
 
    The room was empty of people. Dax took a seat at a table while the cleric said she would fetch Dax’s mother. The mage chewed on his tongue as a swirl of uneasiness filled his belly. He nearly bolted up from his seat when a side door opened, his mother and a cleric walking in. 
 
    Dax watched his mother as she approached. Her eyes were sunken in and her head tilted forward. The few strands of gray hair had multiplied, nearly covering her head in gray and white strands. The cleric guided Dax’s mother to a seat and helped her sit down.  
 
    “She continues to have good and bad days. The priests and cleric have been unable to find a cure for her malady. We will continue to care for her, but we are unsure if she can be healed,” the cleric said with a kind tone. 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” Dax said to the cleric before looking at his mother. 
 
    The cleric bowed before turning and walking away. 
 
    Dax waited until the door closed. Once it was shut, he pulled out a card Lyla had made him. Speaking the command word, the card glowed and an aura surrounded it. Dax watched as his mother’s blank gaze trembled. Soon, she looked up to her son and a wide smile bloomed. 
 
    “Dax! How are you my son?” Lena beamed. 
 
    The mage smiled. “I’m well. Today I return to the Academy for my third year. If I keep up with my studies, I will graduate as a Champion of Kinarth.” 
 
    Lena’s eyes were bright as she reached across the table and took her son’s hand into hers. “I knew you could do it. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    Dax’s mother pulled her hand back and began searching her robe. “I have something I made for you! I was waiting for when I saw you again to give it to you.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes darkened. He reached into an inner pocket of his robe and pulled out a paper wand with a star shape on the end.  
 
    “There it is,” Lena smiled as she saw the paper wand. 
 
    Dax nodded. “You gave it to me already. I take it with me everywhere. It is my good luck wand,” the mage said as he realized Lyla’s card helped, but it did not cure his mother. 
 
    Lena laughed. “You know me, I can be forgetful sometimes. No matter, I’m glad you have it and I hope you think of me every time you look at it.” 
 
    “I do. I dipped it in wax and solidified the shape with a small spell. I don’t want it to get ruined.” 
 
    Lena beamed. “You were always so smart.” 
 
    A swirl of love and fondness filled the mage. He wanted nothing more than to just talk and spend time with her as she was lucid. A need clawed to the surface of his thoughts and he couldn’t fight away the nagging questions. 
 
    “Mother, do you remember when you first started to feel odd?” 
 
    Lena blinked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Dax took in a sharp inhale. “I mean, when you started to forget things? Right now, you’re in a monastery so they can care for you. You had a difficult time trying to control your moods. Do you remember anything from before?” 
 
    Lena’s smile dimmed as she looked to the side. Dax could see she was trying to remember. A confusion and anxiety dripped into her eyes before she seemed to mentally push it away and smiled once again. 
 
    “I don’t think I can answer your question. My memory is so foggy. It’s still strange you’re a grown man when I last remember you being a little boy. I feel like I’m not myself but, I…” Lena trailed off. 
 
    Dax’s heart beat like a drum. He reached out across the table and took his mother’s hand into his, giving it a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “It’s okay. I just thought I would ask. How about we just talk before I leave for the Academy? Is that okay?” 
 
    Lena nodded. “That sounds wonderful.” 
 
    Dax smiled. 
 
    Dax’s mother leaned forward, elbows on the table and her gaze purely on her son. “So, are you seeing anyone at the Academy?” 
 
    Dax grinned. “Well, to be honest, I’m bonded to four beautiful women.” 
 
    Lena’s smile grew brighter. “Tell me about them. I want to know all about my future daughter in laws.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sea spray splashed into the air as the bow of the Heroes Light cut through the choppy waters. The sun sank low in the sky, changing from a bright yellow to a sunburnt orange. Students gathered in small clusters on the main deck, looking out to Mist Haven Isle and the spires of the Kinarth Academy in the distance. 
 
    Dax leaned on the railing, looking out with a warm heart and distilled calm. The conversation he had with his mother lightened his spirit. Despite some of his dark thoughts, they seemed not as heavy when he simply talked with his mother.  
 
    The rest of the group surrounded the mage, talking about what to expect for the new and final year. The chatter on the deck grew thicker as other students carried on with excited words and wide eyes.  
 
    Zarra glanced over to Dax before stepping closer and leaning on the rail edge beside him. The cleric snaked her arm around his and leaned in close, enjoying the view of the setting sun. 
 
    “I can’t believe we are beginning our last year at the Academy,” Zarra sighed. 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    Zarra turned her head slightly and looked at the mage. “How was visiting your mother?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “It was good. She wanted to know about all of you. She’s very happy for us.” 
 
    “So are we,” Zarra smiled. 
 
    The mage looked down at the dark waters as the sun touched the horizon. “Zarra, I’ve told you about my mother’s condition. What happened back at the ruins is troubling me.” 
 
    Zarra hugged the mage’s arm a little tighter. “You fear you may have your mother’s malady. It’s understandable and can be expected with bloodlines.” 
 
    “They cannot find a cure for her. If she can’t be cured, what hope do I have? We are bonded and I can’t imagine the four of you caring for me if I lose my sanity.” 
 
    “We would, without hesitation,” Zarra said with a soothing edge. 
 
    Dax chewed on his tongue for a moment. “It still does not bring me any comfort.” 
 
    The cleric kissed Dax’s cheek before reaching up and touching his chin. She gently turned his gaze to her golden, slitted eyes. 
 
    “I can speak to my professor. He is a high priest and has seen much in his lifetime. He teaches us how to commune and pray with the many deities to call on our holy sphere. Perhaps he can help?” 
 
    Dax stared at the beautiful dragon in human form before kissing her on the lips. The two lingered, feeling each other’s warmth before they parted. 
 
    “Thank you, I would like that very much,” Dax whispered. 
 
    “We are nearly there!” Vance shouted and pointed. 
 
    The group gathered closer to the railing, all eyes staring outward at Silver Port and the Academy. The darkening sky did nothing to stop the awe of the famed academy. It stood like a beacon of knowledge and power to all. 
 
    “We’re home,” Dax and Zarra said at the same time. They looked at each other and smiled. 
 
    The Heroes Light pulled into the dock. Lines were cast and tied down. A wide gangplank slid out from the ship and gently touched the dock. Students gathered their packs and belongings before rushing to the gangplank.  
 
    Dax’s group moved as one, making their way down the plank and onto the solid dock. Lanterns glowed to life as the last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon. Dax and Zarra led the group, arm in arm. The rest followed with a sense of eagerness, ready to take on the new year. 
 
    A man rushed up the side and tapped Dax on the shoulder. The mage turned his head and smiled as he saw a familiar face. 
 
    “Kyle! You made it!”  
 
    The young man gave a welcoming smile and nodded. “Most of us did. We performed the tests at the beginning of the summer. Many of us were approved, thanks to you helping us with the applications. We are starting our first year and I wanted to thank you from all of us for the help to get here.” 
 
    Dax clamped a hand on Kyle’s shoulder as they walked. “I only helped you start. You all did the rest. The first year can be difficult, but I’m sure you shall make it.” 
 
    “Also, we have the help of a third-year veteran,” Kyle said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    “We can help with advice, but you have to become a champion on your own merit,” Dax laughed. 
 
    Kyle nodded. “Of course! Any help will be appreciated. I’m going to get back to the group. We’ll see you around!” 
 
    Dax nodded. Kyle bowed to Zarra before turning and running back to his group. 
 
    “You inspired them. Sounds like you are already a true champion,” Zarra purred softly. 
 
    “I just want a better life for many,” Dax smirked. 
 
    “You have already made many lives better,” Zarra said with a seductive edge. 
 
    Fern floated down and sat on Dax’s other shoulder. “Is it me or does it seem there are more students than usual?” 
 
    “They may be filling spots since what happened on Star Fall Island.” 
 
    “Tragic that we must continue on, but life stops for no one,” Zarra said with low tone. 
 
    Dax was about to comfort her when he glanced over to Drinking Serpent Tavern. A sinister smile formed as he stared at it. 
 
    We could go in for a drink? I’m sure Tofer would love to see me again. I wonder if he will throw me out the moment he sees me? 
 
    Dax glanced over his shoulder to Symon. The spellsword glanced to the tavern and then back to Dax. He closed his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “No,” Symon stated. 
 
    “One drink?” Dax smirked. 
 
    The spellsword shook his head. 
 
    Dax began to veer a little to the tavern with Zarra at his arm. Symon reached over, placed his hands on the mage’s shoulders and pointed him to the Academy. Behind them, Vance laughed. Fern fluttered above them, joining in the laughter. Isani and Ressa smiled, as did Noss and Miranda. 
 
    Dax sighed as the band of friends walked on, bypassing the tavern and following the cobblestone path to the Academy. 
 
    The air began to cool as evening slid into night. The long march to the Academy was filled with many students along the cobblestone road. The trees to the right and left rippled in the small breeze. The season was shifting into autumn and in a week or two, the temperature would drop a few degrees. 
 
    Dax liked autumn because it helped him to study. It meant spending a little more time indoors. Zarra still on his arm caused Dax to smile a little more, knowing he and the beautiful women he was bonded to would spend cold nights huddled together for warmth. 
 
    Noss shivered as he walked, the kobold not liking the cold one bit. “I’ll be happy by a roaring hearth and some wine in my belly.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    In the distance, the main gate was open and a banner hung over it, welcoming students to another year at Kinarth Academy. The banner billowed a little in the cold breeze as several professors and staff welcomed students as they approached. 
 
    Dax craned his head to see if Counselor Skullcut was there waiting for them. He scanned the professors and staff, but he couldn’t find the scarred face and burly body among them. 
 
    Symon stepped closer to Dax’s side, “I’m looking for him too. It doesn’t look like he’s out here.” 
 
    Dax continued to look around as they approached. Smiles greeted them as they reached the main gate. Welcomes and greetings were said, some of the staff directing students to the Dining Hall for refreshments and food. New students were quickly guided into the courtyard in small groups. Professors spoke of the history of the Academy and gave them a tour while other staff replaced them at the gate. 
 
    Dax spotted Professor Plume. The Scribe Professor caught sight of Dax and his band of friends and quickly greeted them. 
 
    “Welcome back to the Academy!” Professor Plume said with cheery flair. 
 
    “Thank you, Professor. It’s good to be back,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The professor eyed the group and gave a robust nod. “Last year before graduation. I’m sure all of you don’t need the tour. Drinks and food are in the Hall. Relax and ease back into things. High Dean Luthis will have an orientation lecture tomorrow at noon. We are still a few days from actually starting classes, but the High Dean wanted to get an early start.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Have you seen Counselor Skullcut?” 
 
    Professor Plume kept his smile as he answered, “He’s here, skulking about. The Counselor has been very busy over the summer and has had little time to talk to anyone. He’s usually very relaxed, but the last month has kept him very busy. I’m sure you’ll run into him. The man does need to eat.” 
 
    “Thank you, Professor.” 
 
    Plume smirked. “Alright then, move it along. We have many new first years coming and they will need the grand tours.” 
 
    Dax and his friends said a quick goodbye before making their way along the Courtyard and reaching the Dining Hall. Stepping in, they were greeted with warmth, light and the murmur of excited conversations. Many tables were filled with students. Laughter touched the air as others took long gulps of spirits and wines. The mood was joyous and bright. A large hearth blazed to the left, filling the vast hall with warm air and soothing tense muscles. 
 
    “We need drinks!” Symon shouted with authority and marched to the tables of drinks and food. 
 
    Fern fluttered off to get a table. Vance and Miranda followed the fairy, the couple holding hands. Noss rushed toward the hearth. When he reached it, he put his scaly hands close to the flames and made a relieved hiss, soaking in the heat. Zarra gave Dax a kiss on the cheek before pulling her arm from his and following Symon to the food and drink tables. 
 
    Dax watched her go before his thoughts invaded the serene peace. An image of Lyla and Clive entered his mind’s eye.  
 
    This will be the first year without them. Lyla had to leave and join Prenmore Academy, but Clive was expelled. I thought I would be okay with them gone. but now Kinarth feels a little bit empty without them. Clive was a jerk and a bully, but I still considered him a friend. Maybe a distant friend? 
 
    Isani slipped her arm under Dax’s right arm and Ressa slipped her arm under his left. The shadow elf and dranar leaned in close as Dax woke from his thoughts. 
 
    “Thinking about past moments,” Isani said with a wicked whisper. 
 
    “You make the same face every time you remember something,” Ressa added. 
 
    “Thinking about Lyla and Clive,” Dax said flatly. 
 
    The pair of rogues looked away for a moment before turning their attention back to the mage. 
 
    “We wanted to talk to you a little about what happened at the ruins,” Isani said in a strangely serious tone. 
 
    Dax looked to the shadow elf with concern etched into brow. 
 
    Isani continued, “Ressa and I discussed it in private but we wanted to tell you, we don’t think any ill will of what happened. Power does strange things to people at odd times.” 
 
    The mage resisted the urge to sigh. “Again, I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. Hopefully, it will never happen again.” 
 
    “I kind of liked it,” Ressa whispered in Dax’s ear. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised,” Dax chuckled. 
 
    Isani brought her dark lips close to Dax’s ear. “New year, new challenges. We wanted you to know in this very moment, Ressa and I will gather as much information as we can for what is expected this year. From what we currently know, the coterie with the highest grades, skills, and accomplishments will earn the title of High Champions at graduation.” 
 
    Ressa leaned her small snout close to Dax’s other ear. “High Champions get their pick of which kingdom they will reside and work in.” 
 
    “We want that title. We don’t want to be placed in some backwater kingdom. We came from very little, but we have a great desire to keep our clan together and reside in a place of our choosing,” Isani said with a seductive hiss. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be discussing this with Fern and Zarra as well?” 
 
    The pair of rogues chuckled. 
 
    “They already know,” Isani whispered. 
 
    “Just like we already know if we are with child, our chances are greater to keep our clan together,” Ressa added. 
 
    “I see everyone has been talking to each other except me,” Dax said darkly. 
 
    Isani ran the back of her hand against Dax’s cheek. “You were troubled. The look in your eyes spoke of a darkness we’ve never seen before. Listen to Zarra. She knows what’s best for healing your dark thoughts.” 
 
    “We are here for you, but we must stay true to our quest. We will only have this year to ensure we achieve greatness,” Ressa whispered. 
 
    The two rogues each kissed Dax’s cheeks. When they pulled back, the three looked up to see Symon swinging his arm over his head and calling them over. The rest of the group sat at the table, except for Noss who stayed by the hearth. Food and wine dotted the round table. 
 
    Isani and Ressa began walking, pulling Dax with them. The trio reached the table and sat down. Drinks in hands, they clinked them together in a toast before drinking deeply to the happy murmur of the Dining Hall. 
 
    *** 
 
    The dormitory door opened. Dax and Symon stepped in, the feeling of home washing over their senses. 
 
    “It smells just like we left it,” Symon grinned. 
 
    “I’m not sure that is a good thing,” Dax smirked. 
 
    “Who cares. It’s home for the rest of the year,” the Spellsword said before throwing his pack by the foot of his bed. 
 
    Symon stepped over to his bed, turned and flopped onto his back. Dax moved to his bed and sat on it, looking across the room to his best friend. 
 
    “After the last two years, I doubt there will be anything truly crazy thrown at us this year. This might be our easiest year yet,” Symon said as he looked at the ceiling. 
 
    “Have you thought about after graduation?” 
 
    Symon nodded but continued to look up at the ceiling. “The day after Graduation, I travel to the Seastone Kingdom and wed Emily. I have already been promised a position as Spellsword in their court.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Will that make you a Spellsword and Lord of the Kingdom?” 
 
    Symon shook his head. “No. Emily is the youngest of her brothers and sisters. She has her duties, but she’s too far down the line before she can become the true Lady of the kingdom. Just as well, I grew up with titles and royal standards. I’d rather defend the kingdom and have my future wife to myself.” 
 
    The Spellsword turned onto his side and looked to his friend. “Besides, it will keep me far away from my father. What more could I ask for?” 
 
    “Sounds like a dream,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Symon sat up and swung his legs over the side. Leaning forward, he placed his elbows on his knees and looked at his friend with kind eyes. 
 
    “What about you? You have a bond with four beautiful women. Have you all discussed what you will do after graduation?” 
 
    Dax kept his smile. “I’m not completely sure. There has been a discussion of having kids to ensure we stay together.” 
 
    Symon gave his friend a wide grin. “That’s a great goal. It will solidify the bonds and keep your clan together. And, considering you came up with the card technique, you’ll have your pick to stay anywhere you wish. I’m sure no kingdom would turn you and your loves away.” 
 
    Dax nodded with a weak smile. “Marriage will also keep us together.” 
 
    “Do I sense doubt in the legendary Dax Sage?” Symon chuckled. 
 
    The mage smirked. “I have no doubts with those I bonded with. I do have doubts that we will have the pick of kingdoms. The card technique is already out there in Ikkudran. I’m sure over the coming years, there will be card masters that may even surpass me. Isani and Ressa have made it clear that they want a better life than the one they had. Fern was the one to bring up kids. Zarra is just happy to have a family again. 
 
    “I’m just not sure where we will all end up. Being a champion is dangerous. We could go on separate quests and not all of us may return. It is something I have thought about more than once.” 
 
    Symon’s smile melted away and he nodded. “It is a part of the life. I have thought about it too, Emily waiting for me to return and something terrible happening to me. I simply try to tell myself that she is my treasure and worth fighting for, no matter the odds.” 
 
    Dax bowed his head, shadows covering his eyes. “We worked so hard to get here. I don’t want it to go away.” 
 
    Symon gave a slight nod. “It won’t. We will always have each other to lean on. We are the Heroes of Kinarth! Nothing can stop us.” 
 
    Dax looked up, the shadows bleeding away and a smile returning. 
 
    “And if you’re that worried, you can be High Mage in my father’s court. That should be some pretty easy living, as long as you don’t spar with him, or perform magic, or make too much noise at night, or eat with your mouth open,” Symon grinned. 
 
    “That last one might be a deal breaker,” Dax laughed. 
 
    The two friends laughed louder. When it died down, the Spellsword kept his gaze on his friend. 
 
    “We will figure it out. For now, we should get some sleep. I’m sure the High Dean will have a lot to say to us tomorrow.” 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the two friends to unpack their belongings before they turned off the lanterns in their room. Moonlight filtered in through the window as Dax laid in his bed, his gaze on the ceiling. 
 
    We will figure it out. 
 
    The small thought brought little comfort. When Symon began to snore, the mage smiled. The droning of his friend was almost welcomed as it lulled the mage into a deep slumber. 
 
    The darkness parted to a moonlit night. Dax looked up to the moon before turning his attention to the dark pond nearby and black grass surrounding it. Dark trees circled the field as stars twinkled in the black sky. 
 
    “Here again,” the mage sighed. 
 
    Lyla emerged from the pond waters. The surface rippled as tentacles coiled along, holding her upper body up. She moved with liquid grace onto the grass and approached Dax as he stood. 
 
    “Lyla, we are finished,” Dax sighed. 
 
    The void spawn bowed her head, her hands clasped down and before her. “We can’t just let it go. I hurt. We can keep this our secret. Let us have this dream.” 
 
    “No. This must end. I’m going to tell Zarra, Fern, Isani, and Ressa about you and this dreamscape. Once it is done, I will find a spell to keep you out of our lives, once and for all.  
 
    “Don’t you see, we can’t be together. We are building new lives and this will do nothing but distract us from them. Our time together was weird, strange, and loving but it is over. Let’s move on.” 
 
    Lyla stared at Dax with black, oval eyes. Time drifted for a moment, a breeze caressing bare skin. When the wind died, Lyla unclasped her hands and lifted one up, a card in it. 
 
    “I can assume you’re still using the card I gave you to speak with your mother?” Lyla asked. 
 
    Dax was silent. 
 
    The spawn continued, “There are Mind Dancers and Blood Weavers here at Prenmore Academy. I have made friends and I have shown them this card, the same type of card I gave you. Trusted friends have pooled their knowledge to help me with my dilemma, how to make the effects of the card permanent. It is only a matter of time before we discover the final pieces.” 
 
    Dax’s gaze narrowed. “That’s your plan? You’re going to try and bribe me by promising to heal my mother’s malady? This is a sick game, even for you.” 
 
    Lyla’s eyes sagged and she looked down to the black grass at Dax’s feet. “No. I would never bribe someone I love. It is a gift, to heal your mother. The only thing I ask, do not shut me out. Do not turn away from the bond between us. Tell the others about me. Tell them about the dreamscape. It matters not. If they love you as much as I do, they will understand. All of us are meant to be together.” 
 
    “Lyla, we can’t,” Dax said as his heart cracked. 
 
    “I will give you time, but keep your dreams open to me. This is all I ask,” the void spawn whispered before her body shattered into dust and flew away on the wind. 
 
    “Dammit,” the mage cursed as he was bathed in moonlight and sorrow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Dax was on his back, staring up at the puffy white clouds as they moved slowly across the azure sky. The mage lay on a grassy area of the Courtyard, hands behind his head and letting out a relaxed sigh. 
 
    The morning was a simple one. He and Symon broke their fast at the Dining Hall. When they were finished, they made their way out and walked around the length of the Courtyard to get some exercise. Clusters of students called out and greeted them as they walked. It was only then that the mage and spellsword realized they were now the high-ranking students of the Academy. Third years were revered for making it to the last year and many of the first and second years looked up to them. Dax couldn’t deny the nice admiration from other students, but tried to stay humble when they asked questions or simply wanted to greet him. 
 
    After the morning walk, the pair of friends parted ways, Symon looking for others of the Spellsword class to reconnect.  
 
    With two hours to kill before the orientation lecture, Dax found himself by a grassy area and quickly laid down. 
 
    Staring at the sky, it didn’t take long for last night’s dream to crawl into his thoughts. It burned at him that Lyla was manipulating him through his mother, but he couldn’t deny the possibility that she could be healed. It was a carrot on the stick before his eyes and he feared looking away. 
 
    I have a new life. I can’t stay tethered to Lyla. If the last two years is any indication, she will continue to bring chaos into my life and the lives of those I love. 
 
    The thought of love stung. 
 
    Do I still love her? Will I always love her? 
 
    The mage closed his eyes, trying to push away the dark cloud in his spirit. The sun warmed his face as he lay, trying to make sense of life. 
 
    “Hey there big boy. You’re in my spot,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    Dax smiled and opened his eyes to Fern floating over him. Behind her and at Dax’s feet, Zarra stood with a pleasant smile. 
 
    “Plenty of room,” Dax said as he patted the grass on either side of him. 
 
    Fern hovered down and lay in the grass next to Dax’s head. Zarra made her way to Dax’s other side and laid down. The trio looked up at the sky as a big cloud blocked out the sun. 
 
    Best to get this over with. 
 
    “I have something to tell you,” Dax began. 
 
    Fern and Zarra turned on their sides and faced the mage. He began speaking, telling the fairy and dragon about Lyla’s dreamscape visits. He told them that he broke it off, but she continues to visit. He explained what Lyla was trying to do, but also spoke of his suspicions. When he was finished, he laid there, not sure how it would be taken. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes were a blank mask, absorbing the information. Fern sat up and listened intently, her eyes holding a sad anger.  
 
    “I wish I could be angry about this, but I’m not,” Fern said in a wilted fashion. 
 
    “We cannot deny the connection between them,” Zarra said plainly. 
 
    Fern shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s the manipulation. She was part of a cabal to hurt the academy and she’s still using Dax to stay connected. What if she’s trying to keep doing what they originally tried to do? What if the people she worked for tried to harm the Academy again?” 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow. “It doesn’t bother either of you that I spent intimate time with Lyla in the dreamscape?” 
 
    Zarra and Fern looked to each other and smiled.  
 
    “Should it?” Fern asked. 
 
    Dax blinked. “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Should we tell the faculty?” Zarra asked. 
 
    Fern shook her head. “No, we shouldn’t. If there is a chance Lyla can help Lena, we can’t risk it. But if she tricks us, that bitch won’t survive to see her graduation!” 
 
    “I’m getting chaotic signals here,” Dax smirked. 
 
    Fern stepped closer, her eight-inch form filling Dax’s gaze. “It makes me angry that she’s trying to stay in your life, but from what you told us about your mother, she may have the key to saving her.” 
 
    Zarra pressed her body to the side of Dax, her arm across his chest and her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Fern has the right of it. We cannot risk this chance.” 
 
    Fern paced back and forth, her hands clasped behind her and her wings fluttering every few moments. 
 
    “After everything she has done, I just want to bash her head in. This is our third year and many students say it’s the best year. I don’t want Lyla mucking it up. I don’t want anyone mucking it up,” the fairy berserker growled. 
 
    Zarra lifted her head and stared into Dax’s eyes. “I do have some news. I have spoken to High Priest Baylor, my professor in the Holy Arts. He has agreed to see you to assess your health. We will meet with him after the orientation.” 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    “I’m coming too,” Fern stated. 
 
    The courtyard bell rang. Groups of students across the Courtyard stopped what they were doing and began making their way to the Auditorium. The dark cloud drifted on, revealing the sunlight again. 
 
    “Let’s see the High Dean,” Dax said as he curled his body and stood up.  
 
    Hand out, he helped Zarra to her feet as Fern fluttered into the air. The three of them joined the many groups making their way to the Auditorium. An energetic current filled the air like an electrical storm. The pace was quickened and the throngs of students approached the wide double doors and stepped inside. 
 
    Dax stepped through the entrance with knowing eyes. A pleasant calm filled him, remembering the Auditorium from the previous years. It was a place of magic, information and inspiration. Much like many places here in the Academy, it was a second home and the mage wondered how much he will miss it after they graduate. 
 
    Zarra and Fern splintered off from Dax, giving him a light kiss each before making their way to their class seating sections. The mage made his way down the main aisle until he saw Vance’s familiar hand waving to him.  
 
    Dax smiled as he approached. The smile faded away when he saw that the Mage section was sparsely populated. There were plenty of first and second year students in the seats, but hardly any third year students. A dark thought stabbed at the mage, remembering that Nuria, Clive, and many other mages were part of the secret cabal. Those not killed on Star Fall Isle were expelled for being part of the plot. There would have been about thirty third year mages, but now it looked like there were barely over ten, Dax and Vance included. 
 
    Dax stepped along the aisle seats and sat down by the blonde, spiky haired mage. The two clasped forearms before they settled in.  
 
    “There is less of us this year,” Vance said. 
 
    Dax nodded.  
 
    “It will make it easier for us to be top of our class at graduation,” the mage smiled. 
 
    Dax looked over to Vance, the other mage looking to the stage with faraway eyes and warm smile on his lips. 
 
    “You seem very happy about that.” 
 
    Vance blinked before he shook his head. “I’m not happy about that. I was just thinking about Miranda. I think she might be the one.” 
 
    It was Dax’s turn to smile. “You both were very close at the cabin.” 
 
    Vance nodded. “She has pushed away the darkness I had in my heart. Life is good again and I have her and you to thank. Her love and our friendship showed me that there is more to life than my family history. For the first time, I feel like a normal person.” 
 
    “It’s a good feeling when you have it. Treasure it,” Dax smiled at his friend. 
 
    “I do, every day.” The blonde mage grinned like a fool. 
 
    The crowd settled down as many of the faculty entered the Auditorium. Professor Frost led the way, many other professors following behind her. Dax’s heart nearly skipped a beat, seeing the stern but beautiful professor as she walked by. Up until then, he didn’t realize how much he missed her. 
 
    The faculty took their seats in the front. A short moment later, the stage curtains pulled away to reveal a single podium in the middle. The crowd waited with bated breath, many leaning forward in anticipation.  
 
    “Remember our first year? I nearly jumped out of my seat,” Vance chuckled. 
 
    “I still get chills,” Dax laughed. 
 
    The entire cathedral sized chamber grew very quiet. The moment a boot stepped out from the right side of the stage, the crowd was on their feet, cheering, shouting, and clapping. High Dean Luthis Prideleaf stepped into the open with a welcoming smile and bright oval eyes. His dark hair was tied back and he wore a black and dark green leather outfit. He moved with gentle purpose as adoring shouts nearly deafened everyone attending. 
 
    Dax and Vance were to their feet, clapping and shouting with the rest. The same chills Dax mentioned earlier came roaring back. The High Dean was a hero and his glow never seemed to diminish. Instead, it seemed to grow brighter with each year. 
 
    Luthis made his way to the podium and raised his hands, palms out. The crowd immediately hushed, many taking their seats with their senses dialed to eleven. When the last of the murmuring crowd grew silent, the High Dean addressed the Auditorium. 
 
    “Welcome back students of Kinarth Academy!” the High Dean shouted. 
 
    The crowd went wild again. Luthis basked in the cheers for a long moment before raising a single hand. The crowd settled down, ready to hang on his every word. 
 
    “I know everyone is eager to start the new year, but I must first speak to the events of last year. As many of you may know, the Academy had a secret cabal in our midst. They tried to tear down our institution from the inside. Much of their plan came to fruition on Star Fall Isle.” 
 
    The High Dean looked down, a dash of darkness in his eyes. “We lost many talented students that night. It is a moment that will always haunt me, so many bright souls snuffed out before living to their full potential.” 
 
    Luthis lifted his gaze to the chamber again. “Those involved in the cabal were discovered. Some were expelled. Others were sent back to their homes in chains. They will forever be marked as villains who tried to destroy our Academy.” 
 
    A smile returned to the High Dean’s lips. “Do not fret. The corruption has been burned out and we shall continue on the path of Champions. First years, welcome to your new home for the next three years! If you haven’t fully taken the tour, you have a few days before classes to do so. We need you all rested and ready. The first year is always an adjustment, but I believe in you to rise to the occasion. Speak with the second and third year students. They will help you blend into our culture and knowledge. You passed the tests and we welcome you to your new life as future champions!” 
 
    The crowds clapped and shouted. 
 
    The moment Luthis spoke again, the chamber quieted down. “Second year students, due to the events that befell Star Fall Isle, the faculty and I have decided to create a different trial for you to overcome. Details will be given at a later date, but I wanted to ease your minds and hearts if you questioned returning to the tragic island. We would never knowingly risk your safety. Your trial this year will have better control measures. You all are important to us and we take your mental state and health very seriously.” 
 
    Dax turned his attention to the students in their seats. Several sighed in relief while others nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Third years, your time has come to prove everything you have learned. You will spend the next two months catching up and preparing for your Champion Trials. This is one test that is pass or fail. Those who rise to the top, shall be declared High Champions at Graduation. It is an honor only bestowed to the best of the best. It will take more than simple power or cunning. Your very character will be tested. 
 
    “When the time comes, you will meet with your professor and handlers. Until then, enjoy your time back. Help the new students by imparting your knowledge and experiences. It will give them a chance to look up to who they wish to become once they leave our Academy walls.”   
 
    Clapping and cheers filled the air. 
 
    The High Dean continued, “It is with a happy heart, I inform all of you, from first to third year students, card magic has officially been added to the curriculum. Last year’s attempt to teach card magic was a testing phase. Myself and the faculty worked out the kinks and streamlined the teachings. I know many are eager to learn this new kind of magic and this year will be the official start to teaching that knowledge. We thank the young mage who discovered the technique and we salute you.” 
 
    High Dean Luthis turned to Dax’s direction and bowed deeply. The faculty stood up from their seats, turned and bowed. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened as his heart raced. He couldn’t believe what was happening. 
 
    “Stand up,” Vance grinned. 
 
    The mage couldn’t think straight and before he knew it, he was standing with a red face. 
 
    All students stood up, turned and bowed. The Auditorium was deathly silent for a long moment, Dax lost to the appreciation by all. 
 
    The High Dean and Faculty stood straight and clapped. The rest of the student body clapped with them. The thunderous applause washed over Dax as he was frozen. 
 
    “Thank you, Dax Sage,” Luthis said before turning to the student body. “Let’s give our talented mage a chance to relax back into his seat.” 
 
    The crowd settled down. Vance clamped his hand on Dax’s shoulder in solidarity. Dax sat down; his senses blown to frayed nerves.     
 
    Luthis continued, “Now, every year we have a competition, game, or task every student may take part in. It helps bring together teamwork, obstacles, or just plain fun. I have spoken to the faculty and we all agreed, this year shall be card magic competitions!” 
 
    A loud murmur filled the chamber, some looking to each other and many looking to Dax. 
 
    Luthis grinned. “I have spoken with the Club Leader of the Card Alliance earlier today and he agreed, he and his club shall spearhead the new competition. I want everyone to give a round of applause to Noss Bonegnaw!” 
 
    A group of necromancers lifted the small kobold into the air. Noss smiled with wide eyes as everyone in the auditorium cheered for him. Dax and Vance were to their feet, clapping loudly in the sea of noise. 
 
    He deserves it. I never met a finer necromancer. He is perfect for the job. 
 
    After a long moment, necromancers lowered the kobold and the clapping slowly faded away. 
 
    Luthis licked his lips and continued, “It is much too beautiful of a day to spend it indoors. Go out and enjoy the sun and air. Faculty will begin posting lesson plans and organizing classes. Eat, drink, and enjoy these few days because we have a full schedule for this year. 
 
    “Future Champions, dismissed!”  
 
    Many students stood up and clapped. Others rushed into the aisles, meeting with friends or rushing to faculty before the stage. Luthis moved to the small steps to the right of the stage, a mob of students ready to grab a moment of his attention. The High Dean welcomed them with a smile and open arms as he was quickly surrounded when he reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “We will have to organize our club meetings again,” Vance said as he stood by Dax. 
 
    The mage nodded before he saw Zarra and Fern walking down the main aisle with pleasant smiles at Dax. 
 
    “We will, but first, I have something I have to look into,” Dax said before clamping a hand on Vance’s shoulder and moving down the small aisle to the waiting cleric and berserker.          
 
       Zarra gave a shy smile before reaching out and taking Dax’s hand. The three of them left as many students crowded the front of the stage, eager to get a moment with the High Dean. 
 
       Outside, the trio crossed the nearly empty Courtyard. Zarra led the way, Dax at her side. Fern hovered above them, floating along. Across the way, a thick tower stood with an emblem of a glowing staff over large, double doors. The Cleric Tower practically glowed from the midday sun, light causing the stained-glass windows to nearly sparkle. 
 
     “I’ve never been to the Cleric Tower,” Dax said as he gazed on how inviting it seemed. 
 
    “It is much like the other towers. Cleanliness is purity,” Zarra said with a small smile. 
 
    Fern shook her head. “My tower is a dump. Berserkers are great fighters, but the upkeep is like trying to take care of wild animals.” 
 
    Dax hid his smirk as they walked on. When they reached the front doors, Zarra simply took hold of the handle and pulled it open. The faint scent of vanilla drifted out and Dax was mesmerized. 
 
    The three of them entered the tower. Dax wanted to float on the air. It was clean and pure like a new morning. The inside foyer was immaculate, the wood nearly sparkling. The mage couldn’t understand how wood could sparkle in the first place, but in here, it was perfectly natural. 
 
    Several clerics stepped past, bowing and smiling before moving on. Everyone wore white. Hoods back and holy symbols around their necks, their appearance caused Dax’s shoulders to relax in their wake. The mage wanted nothing more than to pull up a chair and sit down, just to bask in the holy energies. 
 
    Zarra led Dax and Fern through a corridor. Closed doors lined the sides as a larger door stood at the end. The cleric led them along until they stood before the big door. Zarra knocked and instantly someone answered. 
 
    “Please, come in,” said the gentle voice. 
 
    Zarra opened the door and the three of them stepped inside. The trio were greeted with leafy green plants filling the office. Three walls of bookshelves lined just outside the pristine desk. A birdcage stood in a corner, two doves chirping in excitement. 
 
    Behind the desk sat a man with gray hair and clean-shaven face. He looked up from a thick book and gave a genuine smile to the three students in his office. Seeing Zarra, he stood up and bowed to all three before making his way around the desk. 
 
    “Zarra, how are you my dear,” Professor Baylor asked happily. 
 
    Zarra bowed. “I’m well, Professor. As we discussed, I brought Dax Sage for a consultation.” 
 
    Baylor bowed to Dax. “Yes, the big champion on campus. Your deeds and knowledge have changed the world. Many have spoken highly of you and I trust their opinions. Welcome to the Cleric Tower. We look forward to further implementing your card technique among the student body.” 
 
    Dax bowed. “Thank you, Professor Baylor.” 
 
    The Professor grinned. “Now that introductions have been made, let us get down to the reason why you are here. Zarra has informed me you had a strange episode while you were away, exploring ruins during the summer. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    Baylor nodded, his smile dimming a little. “I have been researching several possibilities, but I want to preface our meeting with some informative history. We here at the Academy know about your mother, Lena Sage. She is currently residing at Vala’s Monastery in Hydale. I was personally contacted sometime last year about her malady. Many high priests have examined her, trying to discover why she cannot be healed or cured.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. “You… know about my mother? Has there been any news I wasn’t aware of? Is there a plan to cure her?” 
 
    Baylor gave Dax a warm but sad smile. “With great regret, we haven’t been able to understand her malady to the fullest. Despite our connection to deities, there will always be certain maladies we cannot heal. Your mother is a curious case, one I studied personally. I want you to know, we haven’t given up, nor will we, to find a way to heal her mind.” 
 
    Dax’s spirit deflated. 
 
    “Chin up, Master Sage. We will get to the bottom of it but, at this moment, we are here so I may examine you. Zarra informed me that your episode only happened once and it was enough of a concern to look into it. We don’t want to brush off something that may have deeper implications. You are doing the right thing coming here. 
 
    “Before we begin, I must inform you on what will take place. I’m going to touch you and let my energy seep into your body. It will explore your chakra points, meridian lines, your soul, and your spirit. If there is something amiss, I will find it. If you’re ready, we may begin?” 
 
    “Yes, of courses, Professor,” Dax said as he stood to his full height. 
 
    “Excellent. Hold still. This shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    Zarra stepped back as Fern fluttered back a little. Professor Baylor lifted up both hands and gently clamped them to the sides of Dax’s head.  
 
    “Close your eyes and relax. It will make everything much easier.” 
 
    Dax did as he was told. The mage closed his eyes and relaxed himself. Darkness filled his gaze, but he could feel Baylor’s warm hands on him.  
 
    The professor closed his eyes and whispered to deities to guide him. 
 
    Dax felt a tingling, warm sensation along the sides of his head. It grew with each passing moment. The warmth spread into points along his head, seeping in like a loving caress. Dax smiled as the warm energy touched inner points, tickling his soul and spirit. Energies danced as they met and continued to dance as they pulled away. A play of light filled his heart and the mage wanted to drown in it. His thoughts shifted to Zarra and Fern before they shifted to his mother. Her happy smile caused his soul to soar and, in a blink, the energies pulled away. 
 
    Dax opened his eyes, his mouth curved in a happy smile. 
 
    Baylor stepped back with a smile of his own. Zarra and Fern waited silently. 
 
    “I have good news,” Baylor grinned. “You in fact do not have your mother’s malady.” 
 
    Dax let out a long exhale, not realizing he was holding his breath. 
 
    Professor Baylor continued, “Your mother’s condition stems from her blood and a certain contour of her mind. It pleases me that you do not share the same condition, but I wish you were brought to me sooner. Is it true, you are a slow spellcaster?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I used to be much slower, but I have been faster lately.” 
 
    Baylor nodded. “Did you notice you were faster after the incident with the mana flame on Star Fall Isle?” 
 
    The mage nodded. “Yes, it seemed to happen after that night. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Baylor stepped away and walked behind his desk. He sat down to the open tome before him and glanced at it before looking up into Dax’s curious eyes. 
 
    “It would seem, your slow casting ability is not from a lack of training. My examination revealed a tiny growth in your mind. It’s so small, I can see how most other clerics or priests might have missed it. From my studies, these growths are called tumors. They can come in all sizes. Some are aggressive while others are benign. Yours is benign, but it is placed right between two chakra points, the mind and the body. I dare to say, this is the reason you have had issues with actual spellcasting.” 
 
    Fern and Zarra looked to Dax with trembling eyes. The mage eyed the professor in sheer disbelief. 
 
    Baylor continued, “The good news is, your contact with the mana flame has charged all the points of your body. The extra mana boost has eaten away at it and, with time, it should disappear completely. You will find that you can cast spells normally in another month or two.” 
 
    Dax’s legs trembled, wanting to jump for joy. 
 
    I will be finished with this curse! I can be a normal mage! I will be whole and there will be no more judgement on my spellcasting abilities! I’m free!  
 
    Baylor kept his smile. “I know this comes as a great relief. Your experiences here during your first year were difficult, but now, you will get a chance to move beyond it. I wish that was all the news I could give, but there is something more.” 
 
    Dax looked to the professor with unblinking eyes.  
 
    “The tumor is melting away, but not your condition. I’ve seen this before with those who have come in contact with mana flames. Often, there is a misalignment of mind, body and soul. It causes abnormalities, physical and mental. You are not the first student to touch a mana flame and you won’t be the last. The chaotic changes will continue until you realign your mystical energies. You will also have a greedy hunger for mana shards and an endless fascination with mana springs and flames, much like a moth to a flame. 
 
    “Becoming a true champion will be difficult and this condition, aptly named Mana Addiction, will interfere with your training and studies until you take steps to correct the misalignment.” 
 
    Dax gave a hearty nod. “What do we have to do?” 
 
    Baylor leaned back in his chair. “Beyond today, there is nothing more I can do, but I do know a professor who has had experience in this arena. I will speak to Professor Frost and she will begin your rehabilitation from this addiction. She is the most skilled and experienced to handle it and I trust her completely.” 
 
    Dax bowed. “Professor, I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    Baylor gave a cheeky smirk. “No need to thank me. It is all in service to the holy powers of the universe. I will send a note to Professor Frost and she will contact you when she is ready.  
 
    “In the meantime, I would recommend having limited contact with mana shards, unless you’re going to immediately absorb them.” 
 
    Professor Baylor looked to Zarra and Fern in turn, “As his friends, you will be needed to talk him down from an episode and be watchful of his impulses. Those moments should be short, but they can be chaotic. I have read some of the stories with Sebastian Kinarth himself. He was the first to truly harness a mana spring, but his appetites grew with his power. Luthis filled in the rest and it wasn't a pleasant experience.” 
 
    “We will watch over him,” Zarra said with a polite bow. 
 
    “He won’t leave our sight,” Fern bowed in the air and shot Dax a mischievous smirk. 
 
    “Good. Now, enjoy the day before classes start,” Baylor said before he turned his attention to Zarra again. “Zarra, when you have a chance, we should speak about your third year here in the Academy. I have some ideas I want to discuss, but it can wait until classes actually begin.” 
 
    Zarra bowed again. “As you wish, Professor Baylor.” 
 
    The Professor gave a bright smile. “Now, off with all of you and have a drink in celebration.” 
 
    The three students bowed again before turning and leaving the professor’s office. They made their way through the tower and soon found themselves exiting to the Courtyard.  
 
    Dax was in a happy daze as an inner mystery to his very soul had been solved.  
 
    I think I have pretty good control of my impulses. If that is all that needs to be corrected, it should be as simple as a swim in a pond. I can beat this and truly live up to my potential. This year is going to be the first of many great years, I can feel it! 
 
    Zarra touched Dax’s arm, causing him to stop walking. The mage turned his attention to the cleric as she held her hand out. 
 
    “Give me your mana shards. I will keep them safe until you are recovered from your addiction.” 
 
    Dax smiled before his hand reached into an inner pocket. He took hold of a small sack and pulled it out. Placing it into Zarra’s open palm, he was simply going to let go but couldn’t. The smile faded slightly, Dax looking down and his fingers still curled around the small sack. 
 
    Fern hovered close as Zarra’s gaze remained on the mage. Dax’s smile gradually disappeared, not wanting to part with what was rightfully his. 
 
    Why can’t I let go? 
 
    “Dax?” Fern said with a firm edge. 
 
    Zarra was about to part her lips when Dax finally let go and let his hand drop to his side. 
 
    Fear and confusion circled his spirit. It should have been a simple act, but in that moment, he found it impossible to let go. 
 
    Zarra placed the sack in a robe pocket, but her serpent gaze stayed on the mage. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Dax said with a less than enthusiastic tone. 
 
    Fern and Zarra glanced at each other before looking at the mage with warm smiles. 
 
    “No matter what happens, we are here for you,” Fern stated. 
 
    Zarra nodded in agreement. 
 
    Dax smiled. “I know.” 
 
    Before another word could be said, Vance ran toward the three of them. The spikey-haired mage huffed and he slid to a halt, placing his hands on his thighs as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    The trio watched him as he tried to speak and quickly bent down again, gulping down air. Everyone waited patiently until the mage composed himself, straightened his robe and eyed his friends. 
 
    “We have a big problem and I’m invoking an emergency club meeting right now.” Vance huffed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    Boots rushed along the cobblestone Courtyard as a group of friends made their way to the Commons Building. Vance led the charge, saying next to nothing once he invoked an emergency meeting. Dax, Fern, and Zarra followed, each one ready to tackle any emergency they came across. Dedication filled their hearts and if Vance said it was important, it would be handled swiftly. 
 
    The Commons building stood close to the center of the Academy. Built to house clubs, private meetings, and parties, it was a place for all to gather and connect. Vines crawled along the old stonework as glass windows reflected the afternoon sunlight. 
 
    The four friends raced through the main entrance and nearly bolted for the stairs. Dax unconsciously flexed his fingers, ready for anything, Fern had a stern expression while she flew close to Dax’s head. Zarra’s dragon eyes glowed golden as she gripped her staff. 
 
    The four of them reached their floor and rushed down the corridor to the doorway at the end. Vance lifted a palm and slammed it against the door, forcing it open in a flash. 
 
    Dax rushed in when his brow lifted and he slowed his pace to a halt. Fern and Zarra did the same as the clubroom door closed behind them. 
 
    Symon and Miranda were sitting by a small table, drinks in their hands. They turned to the rest of the group and gave warm smiles. Beside them was a long table with drinks and food. The Spellsword and Lancer were relaxed as they remained seated. 
 
    A table in the middle of the room was covered in haphazardly curled scrolls and papers. By the table and standing on a chair, Noss clutched at the sides of his head as he peered down at the pile of papers. The kobold was distressed as he shook his head, gazing at the mess on the table and letting out a small whimper. 
 
    “Noss, the club is here to help,” Vance said with stoic confidence. 
 
    The Necromancer turned his attention to Dax and fell into his seat with wide eyes. “Thank the gods!” 
 
    Dax approached with alert eyes, “Noss? Is everything okay?” 
 
    The kobold shook his head again. “It is not! Luthis asked me to create a card competition. How could I say no? I thought it would be fun and easy. I agreed without thinking! I didn’t know it was going to be like this. Who could have guessed it would be like this!” 
 
    Dax stepped closer with his hand out, “Take a breath. Collect your thoughts and detail the problem.” 
 
    Noss lowered his head as Dax touched the necromancer’s shoulder. “Nearly everyone in the Academy has signed up for the Card Competition. I didn’t expect everyone to sign up. I thought it would be three dozen students at most. Luthis told me it was the fastest sign up for an activity he had ever seen since the inception of the Academy. 
 
    “How am I going to pair over a thousand students! It’s impossible! There isn’t a scroll big enough to chronicle every pairing. Never mind the rules haven’t been finalized yet! I can’t do this! It’s too much!” 
 
    Dax squeezed the kobold’s slender shoulder. The mage wanted to smile, but knew it wouldn’t help and he didn’t want to take it lightly. The necromancer was clearly overwhelmed. 
 
    Zarra, Fern, and Vance stood by. Symon and Miranda continued to drink quietly.  
 
    “Noss has a month to finalize the competition,” Vance said darkly. 
 
    Dax gave the kobold and friendly smile. “Noss, you’re not alone. You have us and the Card Alliance. We won’t let you fail.” 
 
    Everyone present nodded in agreement. 
 
    Noss bowed his head and let out a small, relieved sigh. “Thank you, Dax. Thank you everyone.” 
 
    The mage let go of the kobold’s shoulder and stood straighter. “Okay everyone, we have a problem and we must come together to solve it. The Heroes of Kinarth and the Card Alliance shall join forces to make this the best competition in the History of Kinarth. Let’s get to work!” 
 
    Vance eyed Dax and cleared his throat. Everyone in the room looked to the mage as he stood with a no-nonsense look in his eyes. 
 
    “Dax, you are not the president of the Heroes of Kinarth and cannot make such a directive. That is a directive that can only come from the president of the club,” Vance stated. 
 
    Everyone blinked at the spiky haired mage. 
 
    Vance gave a devilish smirk. “Okay everyone, we have a problem and we must come together to solve it. The Heroes of Kinarth and the Card Alliance shall join forces to make this the best competition in the History of Kinarth. Let’s get to work!” Vance repeated Dax, word for word. 
 
    Zarra giggled. Fern shook her head. Dax sighed. Noss chuckled.  
 
    The door to the club room opened, Isani and Ressa stepping in with cautious eyes. 
 
    “We heard there was an emergency meeting,” Isani said as she looked at everyone. 
 
    The giggling and chuckles continued. 
 
    Symon turned his attention back to Miranda, cup of mead in his hand and a defeated look in his eyes. 
 
    “This is why I stay quiet in meetings. Who wants to be part of this kind of drama?” the Spellsword muttered before taking a deep drink. 
 
    Miranda laughed as the rest of the group clustered around the table, ready to help. 
 
    *** 
 
    Three weeks rolled by as the seasons changed. Leaves turned from a dark green into yellows, browns, and oranges. The air chilled with the season, summer bidding her farewell as fall glided across the lands and sea.  
 
    Classes began with much fanfare, students eager to begin academic pursuits. The glow of starting a new year filled the student body with purpose as they rushed from class to class, absorbing the knowledge and skills they would use to help defend and protect Ikkudran from any threat. 
 
    A blazing excitement took hold of Dax as he stepped into his spellcasting class. The first day, he grinned like an idiot as he walked in to see Professor Frost behind her desk, looking at scrolls. Considering how they left off at the end of his second year, he thought she would be excited to see him. Instead, Professor Frost barely acknowledged him as she was focused on the scrolls before her. When he approached her and spoke of what was told to him by Professor Baylor, the professor simply nodded and said she would speak to him about it when she was ready and not a moment before. 
 
    Defeated, Dax simply bowed and took his seat as many more students entered, ready to learn.  
 
    When not in classes, the Heroes of Kinarth and the Card Alliance were having meetings nearly every evening. Drinking and loud talking stormed on as everyone tried to get their ideas out and on paper. Noss had changed after the first few meetings. At first, he was open and listening intently before it quickly devolved into cutting through useless ideas and writing down the good ones. Dax and Vance tried to do crowd control, many members of the Card Alliance were just in their second year of the Academy and spoke with little to no experience. More than once, the loud talking turned into arguments among the younger students until Symon spoke up. The Spellsword was respected and the arguing had become a little less, but it never truly stopped. 
 
    Despite the chaos, rules were finalized and competition slots were made. It was agreed that the first two rounds would simply be sudden death. With so many students competing, they would need two rounds of random pairings to bring the numbers down. The first round would be a thousand students competing, five hundred on each side. The second round would be five hundred students, two hundred and fifty on each side. After that, those who made it would be placed in two, one hundred and twenty-five slots. The rounds would continue until the finalists faced off. 
 
    Fern helped by booking the Amphitheater for the competitions. Zarra and Symon kept the peace during meetings. Dax, Vance, and Noss discussed rules. Isani and Ressa showed their support, but often left during the meetings, telling Dax in private that they didn’t really have much to contribute and would spend their energies elsewhere to gain some insight on their Champion Trials. 
 
    During the meetings where they were finalizing rules, it was agreed upon that it would be a five card limit per challenge. It would prevent long, drawn out battles and move things along. One or more cards would be phantom creatures while other cards would be status effects. When the rules were finished, Dax was excited to join the competition. 
 
    Vance and Noss gave the mage sheepish looks. Vance nicely explained that Dax would have an unfair advantage since he created the technique. Since this was the first competition of its kind, his presence would intimidate many of the students, that is why Noss appointed the mage as one of the five judges. Dax, Noss, Vance, Fern, and Professor Plume would be the judges of the competition. The professor had wanted to be part of it to see how it all played out and was welcomed as one of the judges to keep it fair. 
 
    Much to Dax’s dismay, he accepted his position. Amid his inner thoughts, if this kind of competition grew bigger than the confines of the Academy, nothing would stop him from entering it. 
 
    When not in meetings and classes, the group of friends spent their time together all across the Academy grounds. Dax, Zarra, and Fern informed the group of Dax’s condition and the steps they needed to help him if he started to lose control. Everyone agreed to help keep an eye on him, Symon joking that he would sleep with one eye open. 
 
    Despite telling the group of friends about his condition, the mage didn’t have any further episodes. Zarra held onto his mana shards for safekeeping. In class, Professor Frost handed out small sacks of shards to students to increase their power but she skipped Dax every time, not handing him one. She didn’t bother to explain why he did not receive any shards, but Dax guessed it was because of his condition and the fact he was now the strongest mage in the class. No one had degrees in all spheres of magic and the fact was not lost on some of the timid mages as they couldn’t look him in the eye. 
 
    When classes began to normalize, the student body fell into a blissful routine. It was then when Dax realized he had not interacted with Counselor Skullcut. The Counselor was seen briefly, moving with purpose and spending little time to chat with students. By the time Dax caught sight of him, the Counselor disappeared behind closed doors. 
 
    To make matters stranger, Isani and Ressa seemed to disappear completely from the Academy. The pair of rogues hadn’t been seen by anyone for long periods of time and when one from the group did run into them, all they told them is it was secret business and not to worry. 
 
    With a week left before the Card Competition began, Dax found himself exhausted. Classes and meetings sapped his strength and when the sun set one night, the mage found himself dragging as he made his way to his dormitory. Thoughts flashed to Fern and Zarra. The fairy and dragon had been by his side many times, but with the busy schedule, had time for little else.  
 
    Dax climbed the stairs slowly, eager to lay down and sleep for a thousand years. Tired thoughts swirled down the drain as he approached his room. Heavy eyelids blinked as he turned the knob and stepped inside. When the door closed behind him, his senses took in something different in the dim lantern light. Before he realized what he was seeing, he heard a muffled whimper before a shadow approached him from behind and arms slid around him, touching his chest. 
 
    “Welcome to tonight’s meal,” Isani whispered in the mage’s ear. 
 
    Dax stayed where he was, looking to his bed as the shadow elf draped herself on him. On the bed, Ressa was on her stomach, her wrists and ankles bound together and a gag tied to her mouth. Her small snout flexed as she whimpered, unable to turn her head to see Dax and Isani. A collar was around her throat, a small chain leading from it and the other end locked to a bedpost. The dranar wore nothing but her small clothes, but they seemed to be falling off as if she was struggling to break free. 
 
    Dax stood in shock, unsure what was happening until Isani nuzzled her nose to his ear. 
 
    “It has been so long since we last played. We began to feel abandoned,” the shadow elf said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Dax parted his lips to speak when a lone finger touched his lips. 
 
    “Shhhh. Ressa could not stop whining and the droning frayed my last nerve. She complained and complained that she could not spend time with you. I grew sick of it. So, I did what anyone in my position would do, I tied her up, gagged her and left her for you to enjoy. 
 
    “And don’t be concerned. She agreed on what had to be done before I gagged her. She knows better than anyone that I cannot tolerate complaining.” 
 
    “I see,” Dax managed as Isani's finger glided down his chin and touched the mage’s chest. 
 
    The shadow elf closed her eyes and continued to nuzzle Dax as she spoke, “This visit is not just about pleasure. I bring news about the Champion Trials. What better way to talk about it than over a delicious meal? I even worked our lovely Ressa into dripping lust so she would be ready for you. You can take her any way you wish, but we do need to talk.” 
 
    “I assume Symon will not be here tonight?” Dax said he watched Ressa struggle in her binds. 
 
    “He is staying in our room. His only stipulation, make sure we clean everything up after we are finished. Tonight, is all about us,” Isani said with a wicked leer.         
 
    Dax stayed where he was, the shadow elf running her hands over his chest. The touch was tantalizing and welcomed. Thinking about what little time they all had, his initial exhaustion seemed to fade away to the background as his heart began to pump strongly in his chest. A pulse touched his ears and despite the free love he and the women he bonded with had, tonight seemed to take on a new flavor he hadn’t realized was very much a turn on. 
 
    “It’s not so difficult to read you sometimes,” Isani hissed. “I’ve seen it. Ressa has felt it. Fern delights talking about it and Zarra looks at you with dreamy eyes. When you feel the urges, you take on devilish needs. It is a curse and blessing for all those who follow the path of champions. That uncontrollable desire to push love and lust to the breaking point.” 
 
    Isani’s hand drifted down the front of Dax’s robe, fingers gently touching the growing bulge below his waist. “We all feel it too. I have touched myself on many occasions, wishing you would throw me down and take what you want. Fern has the right idea when she does it to you, but some of us like it when you do it to us.” 
 
    Isani took in Dax’s musk with a long inhale. “Your pulse is strong and so is that primal need,” the shadow elf purred. 
 
    Blood pumped as Dax turned his eyes to Isani. “Is this a meal for three?” 
 
    The shadow elf gave a sly smirk. “It can be, after we conduct our conversation. As I said, we have news, but I may be doing all the talking. Poor Ressa just can’t help herself. I fear she will simply babble. You may have to gag her mouth another way.” 
 
    The rogue slipped around and took Dax’s hand into hers. She led him deeper into the room, bringing him to the side of his bed where Ressa looked up with pleading eyes. For a moment, Dax was on edge, wondering if this was something she truly wanted. When Ressa looked down to his bulge, her eyes narrowed and she whined louder. The dranar moved her bound body as best she could. When she was diagonal on the bed, she pushed her snout and face against his thickening bulge like a wild animal. 
 
    “You see? She can’t help herself. Even my intimate touches could not quell her fire. I only made it stronger,” Isani said with a mad giggle. 
 
    Dax’s hand raised up as Ressa snuggled against his crotch. Fingers trembled as the dranar moaned her lust, pushing against him with need. The room began to spin as Dax tried to keep his wits. It was a losing battle as the blood drained from his mind and filled his manhood with unabated hunger. 
 
    Isani licked her lips as she could see and feel the growing heat in the room. “I can feel you losing control. You don’t have to fight it. Embrace it and have your meal. Play with your toy and she will surrender to your whim.” 
 
    “Why… this? Why now?” Dax asked with the barest of whispers. 
 
    “Ressa and I have needs and we want them fulfilled. I’ll do the talking as you enjoy your plaything,” the shadow elf said with a seductive whisper. 
 
    Dax remembered how the three of them would play together. Ressa enjoyed being submissive and Isani enjoyed being dominant. Between the three of them, it formed a triangular dynamic that seemed to grow with each time they were intimate. Isani would dictate and Ressa would obey. The shadow elf would only listen to Dax, but Ressa listened to both of them. She was there for their amusement and more than once, the pair enjoyed being with her. 
 
    Tonight, is different. They are pushing the boundaries and they want me to push it with them. 
 
    Isani leaned on Dax again, her lips close to Dax’s ear. “I know you’re concerned about having another one of your delicious episodes. Fear not, I will keep my watchful eye on you. If you should begin to lose control, I’ll make sure you sleep soundly.” 
 
    The shadow elf turned her attention to the squirming Ressa. “She is going crazy. Someone should tend to her.” 
 
    Isani’s hands deftly took hold of Dax’s robe. Fingers moved quickly, darting in a blur before the front of the robe opened. Dark hands took hold of the robe and pulled it off in one, smooth motion. Ressa’s eyes widened as Dax’s manhood strained to be free of his small clothes. The dranar whimpered and bit down on her cloth gag. 
 
    The robe flew sideways to the floor before the rouge’s hands touched Dax’s forearm card rigs. The buckles became undone in an instant and slid away as the mage eyed Ressa on her stomach. 
 
    Ressa moaned louder, her teeth trying to saw through the gag. Dax let his hand touch her scaled arm and the dranar trembled to his touch. Fingers glided along smooth scales before touching the skin along her back. The scales blended into smooth, light green colored skin. Dax always admired the dranar’s body, scales on the arms, outer thighs, shins and the tops of her feet. The rest of her body was smooth with distinct spots that blended with her form. 
 
    Dark hands wrapped around Dax’s stomach before they trailed down to his bulge. Fingers slipping into his small clothes, she took hold of his throbbing member and began to gently stroke. Ressa gave a muffled cry, her wide gaze on the torture the shadow elf was providing. 
 
    “Ressa will make a fine pet in our home,” Isani giggled. 
 
    “You mentioned a discussion,” Dax whispered as his fingers glided over Ressa’s firm backside and slipped between her parted thighs.  
 
    The shadow elf bit her lip before she spoke, “I did, didn’t I?” It’s so hard to think when I have something so hard in my hands.” 
 
    “Tell me what you know,” Dax commanded as his fingers grazed the sensitive flesh between Ressa’s legs and they came away wet. 
 
    Ressa’s eyes rolled into her head and she let out muffled moans. 
 
    “Straight to the meat,” Isani grinned and gave Dax’ cock a firm squeeze. 
 
    Heat bloomed, filling the room with a fire that could not be tamed. Dax touched Ressa’s wet womanhood through her small clothes. The mage let them slip between the cloth, running along her pink folds and touching a little deeper. The white cloth was soaked and wasn’t secured to the dranar’s hips. It quickly became undone as Ressa bucked her hips. It was the only movement she could perform with her wrists and ankles tied together. She moved, trying to keep Dax’s fingers inside her and as his touch slid along her clit, she let out a long, muffled moan. 
 
    Isani watched with loving eyes as she spoke, “The faculty has been careless lately. Many of us in the Rogue class have heard whispers and we have traded information.” 
 
    “Why do you think they are being careless?” Dax asked as he massaged Ressa’s clit, causing her to squirm in her binds. 
 
    Isani continued to stroke him as she talked, “There is an agreement that what happened last year on Star Fall Isle has rattled, not only the Academy but the other academies and several kingdoms on the mainland. Information leaked about the events and it has cast doubt on the Academy’s ability to handle greater threats.” 
 
    Ressa writhed, moving her hips to Dax’s intimate touch. The rubbing caused her eyes to close as she basked in the growing bliss. Her moans became lighter and a little more sensual. Limbs relaxed in her restraints as she lingered on Dax’s masterful touch. 
 
    “The comfort of the academy's protection is now in question. Luthis has been writing and sending out ravens nearly daily. Several of the faculty have been leaving Mist Haven Isle for days. When they do return, they all make their way to the High Dean’s office to speak with him first before attending to their duties.” 
 
    Pleasure spiraled along Dax as he tried to keep some presence of mind. Between Ressa’s primal movements and Isani’s firm stroking, it was all very difficult to take in. 
 
    Isani sighed blissfully before she continued, “As everyone has been on edge, information has whispered into certain pointed ears. I have it on good authority, after the Card Competition, the third years are going to go artifact hunting as our final test. There will be some preparation before we depart, but we will be leaving Kinarth Academy to hunt for mystical artifacts in the Decayed Lands.”  
 
    Dax’s head turned slightly, looking the shadow elf in the eye. His full attention was on her as the information cascaded over his mind. 
 
    Ressa’s eyes shot open and she sawed her sharp teeth into the cloth gag. The fabric snapped. A pointed tongue pushed it out of her mouth before she let it slide along Dax’s small clothes trying to taste him. When the tongue reached the top, she hooked it with the tip, pulled it to her teeth and pulled down with a grunt.  
 
    Before Dax and Isani could know what was happening, Ressa engulfed the head of Dax’s manhood and began to suck with power. The shadow elf let go and the dranar’s mouth slid down throbbing inches. Ecstasy flared as Dax looked down, half of his member in Ressa’s mouth. Teeth grazed the sensitive flesh of the shaft and the lizard woman looked up with mischievous eyes. Dax froze, unsure he should move since it seemed she would bite him if he tried to pull away, not that he wanted to. 
 
    Isani broke away from Dax, stepped around and looked down on the dranar like an angry parent. “Ressa! This will not do!” 
 
    The dranar ignored her, sucking and slobbering on inches, moaning her delight. Dax stood, his hand falling to her head as she expertly sucked and licked his manhood. The bliss blasted away all coherent thought as Ressa’s tongue slathered along the underside of his cock before pressing it to the roof of her mouth. 
 
    “Release him,” the shadow elf said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    The sounds of sucking filled the room, Ressa not letting go. She eagerly stayed on the mage, her lips tight along his veiny member and making it slick with her salvia. 
 
    “I see. You must be punished,” Isani said with impish authority before her fingers touched between Ressa’s parted thighs. 
 
    The dranar continued to ignore the shadow elf, hungrily trying to pull Dax’s soul through his cock. Isani touched the flooding wetness between Ressa’s thighs and massaged the lizard woman. Muffled moans filled the room as Ressa’s head bobbed with unbridled relish.  
 
    When Isani touched Ressa just the right way, the dranar’s eyes shot open and rolled into her head. Playing her like an intimate instrument, the shadow elf smiled as Ressa’s arms and legs trembled. She tried to break free, bliss clouding her judgement. The binds strained as her body tried to rebel. The intimate touch and Dax’s cock in her mouth sent spirals of paradise through her spirit before she pulled her head back and gasped for air. 
 
    Isani was quick, pulling her wet fingers from the dranar and pushing against Dax’s chest. The mage stumbled back, lost to what was happening when the back of his legs hit Symon’s bed and he sat down in a daze. 
 
    Isani pointed a finger at Ressa as she revealed in the flood of bliss. “You have been very naughty and must be punished.” 
 
    Dax was about to get up when Isani stepped toward him. The shadow elf began peeling off leather and clothes with each step. Violet colored breasts were freed as her jacket and top fell to the floor. Dark nipples stood in desire as she snaked out of her leggings and boots. Clothes fell away like dying leaves from a tree until the shadow elf was naked and standing before Dax. 
 
    The mage could never tear his eyes away from Isani’s beauty. Her athletic body moved with power and elegance. A tuft of white hair nearly glowed above her sensual valley. Strong curves showed she was in control as she sauntered a step closer. 
 
    On the bed, Ressa watched as the shadow elf knelt down before Dax and she took hold of his member. 
 
    The shadow elf looked over her smooth shoulder to the dranar with a wicked smirk. “Since you did not behave, I get the first taste.” 
 
    “No… Isani… forgive me,” Ressa moaned. 
 
    “No,” the shadow elf said and turned to Dax. 
 
    The mage looked down on the rogue’s beautiful crimson eyes. She gave him an innocent gaze until her tongue snaked out and licked his throbbing cock.  
 
     “Ressa and I will do our part to learn everything we can to prepare. I suggest you and the rest of our little coterie do the same. For now, I’m thirsty and I need a drink.”     
 
     Dark lips wrapped around Dax’s cock. The mage watched as she slid down his member. When she reached the base, her head made slow, long strokes with her mouth and lips. The movement was deliberate and the moans small. 
 
    Ressa struggled in her binds.  
 
    Dax glanced up to her, but the sliding touch of Isani’s lips caused a groan to fall from his lips. The primal need for release was dangerously close. The dam began to crack and when Isani slowly pulled her mouth up, she looked up with wanting eyes.  
 
    “No!” Ressa shouted but it was too late. 
 
    Dax’s cock thickened in Isani’s mouth before spurts of seed struck the back of her throat. The shadow elf made over the top moans as she drank down the mage's seed. Her tight mouth was rewarded with a few more spurts and she hummed her delight. 
 
    The dranar let out a long, pitiful moan before she deflated on the bed. Her arms and legs went slack as she buried her face in the bed, whimpering. 
 
    Isani kept the mage in her mouth, lingering and sucking every last drop she could. Gaze down at the base of his member, he was still hard in her mouth and showed no signs of wilting. 
 
    Dax’s eyes held an edge as he looked down on the shadow elf. The fire was lit along his soul and he wanted more. The hunger seemed to grow and when he was about to take hold of Isani’s white hair and keep her to task, the shadow elf pulled away and stood up. 
 
    “Let us put that hunger to good use,” Isani said as she wiped the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Isani turned and stepped to Dax’s bed. Ressa continued to whimper into the furs and sheets when Isani took hold of the small locks and began unlocking them. In a blink, the binds came off and the shadow elf tossed them to the floor. Ressa’s arms and legs fell to the bed but she kept her face buried. Isani sat on the edge of the bed, took hold of Ressa’s arm and helped to turn on her side. The dranar’s serpent eyes were filled with sorrow as she lay like a broken doll on its side. 
 
    “No… no, this will not do. You were so good for so long and you ruined it when you bit through your gag. Maybe you need some tender care?” 
 
    Ressa nodded slightly. 
 
    Isani looked over to see Dax up and walking toward them. His cock stood under its own power like a weapon in the night. The mage reached the edge of the bed just as Isani laid next to Ressa, facing her. The shadow elf purred as she gently pulled Ressa closer and their bodies molding to each other. The heat between them glowed before Ressa began suckling on Isani’s erect nipple. 
 
    “My love, it’s okay. We have just the right medicine for you,” the shadow elf whispered before reaching over and grabbing Dax by the wrist. 
 
    The mage was lost in a sea of wanton desire. He looked down on the two beautiful creatures in his bed and he wanted nothing more than to make them moan to his touch. Despite the maddening desire, he moved to Isani’s touch. She guided him onto the bed and pulled him so he would be on the other side of Ressa. The mage climbed over, his body touching the dranar before he was behind her. He looked down on them as Isani stroked Ressa’s bald head. The lizard woman suckled and licked the elf’s pert nipple. The intimate bond between them glowed along their hearts. 
 
    Dax was lost to their friendship. It sparkled along his mind like some fever dream. 
 
    Isani turned her crimson gaze to the mage, “Master, she needs her medicine.”     
 
    Dax let his inner demons rise to the surface as he took hold of Ressa’s hip. Pressed his cock between her cheeks, he slid along her. The dranar whimpered before she reached behind and spread one cheek open. The tip of Dax’s member touched her dripping slit before he gently pushed. Ressa’s breathing quickened, her inner world widening to his slow invasion. It was enough for the dranar to clutch to her best friend, burying her face between her breasts and moaning.  
 
    The mage kept his steady invasion until he reached the base. Hands grabbed at Ressa, pulling her close to him. He embraced her from behind, hands gripping her breasts and thumbs sliding over standing nipples. Ressa let out heated gasps and moans as she was in his clutches. When his hips began to move with slow, deliberate power, she let out a sigh of surrender. 
 
    “My dirty Ressa,” Isani whispered as her hands glided down the dranar’s body and touched her sensitive valley. 
 
    Dax made slow, thick strokes. When he pushed deep, Ressa shuddered. Isani’s fingers danced along Ressa’ clit. The mage stayed on his side, holding Ressa to him as he impaled her from behind. The flood of bliss caused Ressa to make strange sounds like she was losing her grip on her own sanity. The sounds of bodies, moans and gasps sent spirals along all three of their bodies. 
 
    Isani’s left hand moved to her own womanhood, making slow circles to herself as she did the same to Ressa. Wetness bloomed as the shadow elf watched her lovers. She eyed Dax as he seemed more primal than she ever remembered him to be. Ressa cried out with each deep thrust and gentle touch. Her leg curled over Dax’s leg, she surrendered herself to his thrusts, never wanting to break away. 
 
    “Please… Dax,” Ressa whimpered. 
 
    The mage heard her as he held her tightly to him. The thrusts grew rougher. When his cock began to thicken again, Ressa’s eyes widened. Isani watched with seductive eyes.        
 
    Dax continued to hold her as the familiar urge for release began to approach. Ressa’s nerves tightened to the breaking point, lust and pleasure whipping her into submission. She squeezed Dax, not wanting him to ever leave her. When his cock thickened to nearly her breaking point, the mage licked her neck and ran his thumbs over her nipples with seductive power. 
 
    Ressa let out a shrill cry as her eyes rolled into her head. Her nerves released pent up energy as ripples of distilled bliss filled her body. White touched the edges of her wide-eyed gaze and she fell silent, lost to a flood of ecstasy. Her body shuddered and shuddered again, unaware of where or who she was anymore. The orgasm sent her reeling and she was lost to it. 
 
    Isani kissed her dazed friend on the lips as Dax thrust to the hilt. Molten seed spurted in the tight space, quickly flooding it. Wetness and seed burst from the dranar as she shuddered and gasped for every drop of air. It dripped down her thigh as Dax moved slowly like a rutting animal. 
 
    Dax growled as he looked up to Isani. The hunger was still there and he wanted more. 
 
    Ressa had passed out, laying limp as her eyes fluttered in her head. Dax pulled his wet and seed covered cock, his hunger now centered on the shadow elf. 
 
    “Yes, I need my medicine too,” Isani hissed with a mischievous grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    Dax woke with two bodies clinging to him. Sunlight poured in from the lone window, painting a large spot on the floor with yellow brilliance.  Turning his head slightly from right to left, Isani was to one side of him and Ressa was on the other side. Soreness seeped into his muscles as he saw and felt their naked bodies against him.  
 
    Memories of last night filled his waking mind. The constant need to satisfy his hunger painted many images of him and his lovers in animalistic throes of lust. Hours of hungry attention played out and the mage felt dirty, but couldn’t hide his small smile. 
 
    Ressa stirred. The dranar’s hand moved along Dax’s body as she let out an exhausted sigh. Dax laid very still, not wanting to wake her any further. It didn’t seem to help as she slowly moved down his body with closed eyes, her hand taking hold of his half hard member. Blood surged into his manhood, it standing at attention as she touched him. Without opening her eyes, she took his cock into her mouth and gently began to suck. 
 
    Isani stirred, her head on Dax’s chest. She looked to Ressa as she took Dax’s member in long, slow strokes between her lips. The shadow elf pulled her head back and looked to Dax with a weary smile. 
 
    “Morning,” Isani whispered before she kissed him. 
 
    “Morning,” Dax said as he touched her cheek lovingly. 
 
    The shadow elf snuggled to him while Ressa’s head bobbed. “I wish we didn’t have classes. I could stay here for another day and night.” 
 
    Dax held her close, bliss filling his entire body. 
 
    The elf sighed. “But, Ressa and I need to continue learning Detecting and Disarming Traps. The old ruins in the Decayed Lands are filled with them, some set by the void spawn and others left by the people who lived there. We have to be prepared for every eventuality.” 
 
    Ressa gave a muffled moan. 
 
    Dax tried to keep his presence of mind as the dranar continued, “I know you heard our final trail will be recovering artifacts, but do you know where exactly? I don’t see the Academy sending us deep into the Decayed Lands. The twisted creatures that roam there get more dangerous the farther east you go.” 
 
    Isani slowly opened and closed her eyes as she spoke, “I don’t have that information yet. I assume we will be close to the border, but I don't have exact locations. We will try to find out more, but I suggest you brush up on all your spheres of magic. You and Zara are now the strongest among us. Considering how the faculty talk about you, even in passing, they have a lot of faith in you to be a shining example for the Academy.” 
 
    Dax’s lips parted but before he could speak, he grunted. Jets of come quickly painted the back of Ressa’s throat and she drank it down, not breaking her slow strokes. She moaned her approval, staying to task and not letting the mage wilt between her lips. 
 
    “They talk about me?” Dax said with a long, relieved exhale. 
 
    Isani nodded. “They do. You are favored to become High Champion upon graduation. But, don’t let that get to your head. It only means they will make the trial that much more challenging.” 
 
    Isani snuggled her head to Dax’s chest again and closed her eyes. “We love you. I love you. Don’t ever think our desire for a better life is conditional to our success. Last night showed me that. We can love and be free with each other. It is something Ressa and I have always wanted.” 
 
    Ressa pulled Dax’s cock from her mouth and stroked it as she looked up to the mage and Isani. “We do love you. I love you.” 
 
    “I love both of you. I love Fern and I love Zarra,” Dax said with a soothing tone. 
 
    Isani looked down at Dax’s stomach, “And Lyla?” 
 
    The mage’s eyes widened a hair before they closed halfway. “I love her too, but it’s over between us.” 
 
    Isani lifted her chin and pressed it to Dax’s chest as she looked to him with crimson eyes. “And Professor Frost?” 
 
    Dax simply stared at the beautiful elf for a long moment. “I don’t know what’s between the Professor and myself. She kissed me at the end of the year, but she hasn’t said more than a few words to me since we came back. Maybe she has had a change of heart?” 
 
    Isani smiled. “She is a woman of focus. If she isn’t talking to you, it’s because she found someone else or she is resisting her attraction to you. From what I’ve seen from the shadows, she isn’t seeing anyone else.” 
 
    “What does that mean for our clan?” Dax asked with curious eyes. 
 
    The shadow elf shrugged. “That is between you and Zarra. You and she are our Clan Elders, so we follow your leadership. Have you not researched dragon clans?” 
 
    The mage let out a weak grin. “Um, not yet?” 
 
    Isani kissed his chest before she continued, “I have spoken with Zarra about it several times. I wanted to be sure what we were getting into before we joined. Zarra was very helpful in telling us that a dragon clan was similar to normal clans in some ways. There are two Elders and any number of members.  
 
    “Unlike normal clans, dragon clans do share a spiritual connection. Our bonding has made us closer, but we wouldn’t have been able to do it without Zarra. Her power is seeded in all of us, allowing for our strong connection. Only a dragon can perform a true bonding and she did it the first night in the cabin when we all slept together.” 
 
    Dax mulled it over as Ressa continued to stroke him. 
 
    Isani eyed the mage. “Your trust in Zarra is beautiful to see. She wanted a family and we have given it, but you surrendered your complete trust to her without asking why.” 
 
    Dax gave a slight nod. “When you know what your heart desires, everything becomes much easier.” 
 
    “Sage advice, Elder Sage,” Isani winked. 
 
    The trio basked in the warm moment. Isani sat up and crawled over the mage, sitting on his thighs. Dax watched her as Ressa pulled away and snuggled to his side. The shadow elf took hold of the mage’s member and impaled herself, sliding down slowly as she adjusted to his size. 
 
    “One more time before we go,” the rogue whispered as she sank down to the base and sighed in contentment. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax barely put his tray of food down on the table before he attacked it like a starving animal. The Dining Hall was filled with morning activity, a good portion of the student body breaking their fasts and preparing for the day. 
 
    The mage sat alone, unable to wait for his friends as he devoured eggs, pancakes, and copious amounts of juice. The plate was nearly overflowing with food, but in a few short moments, it was nearly half empty. 
 
    There isn’t enough food! I need a second tray! 
 
    Dax chuckled to himself as a woman in a white robe sat down opposite from him. The mage looked up and grinned as Zarra eyed him with mild amusement. 
 
    “Long night?” the cleric smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. “I’m sure you know Isani and Ressa stayed over.” 
 
    The cleric nodded. “They were excited to spend time with you.” 
 
    Dax stopped eating and gulped down the remainder of food in his mouth before looking at Zarra’s golden eyes. 
 
    “We were talking and Isani told me a little more about our clan. I had no idea we had titles.” 
 
    Zarra nodded shyly. “With what happened on Star Fall Isle and you breaking away from Lyla, I didn’t want to trouble you with the details. I assumed it would flow into our time when it was right. Does it bother you?” 
 
    Dax smiled and shook his head. “No, it doesn’t. I’m just not sure how I’m to behave in our family. I don’t know all of the rules of dragon clans and I don’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings if I do something not agreed upon.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I understand. You have nothing to fret as our bond and clan is strong and bound to grow bigger with time.” 
 
    Dax eyed the beautiful dragon in humanoid form, “You and I are Elders within our clan. Does that mean we make up the rules? Does it mean we are the leaders?” 
 
    Zarra nodded with a bright smile. “Clan rules are for our specific clan.” 
 
    “What if I wish to add another to our clan?” 
 
    Zarra’s eyes lit up. “Are you thinking of Professor Frost?” 
 
    Dax lifted an eyebrow, not sure that was the reaction he expected. “I don’t know. She has her duties to the Academy here and I’m not sure she will want to be part of it.” 
 
    “Have you asked her?” 
 
    Dax looked down at his food, “We haven’t spoken.” 
 
    Zarra reached across the table and took hold of Dax’s hand into hers. “We don’t have to all be together to be part of a clan. We all keep our freedoms and choose to be a family unless…” Zarra trailed off. 
 
    “Marriage,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The cleric nodded. “The final bond that will bring us together as one.” 
 
    Dax gave Zarra a serious look, “I spoke a little about this with Symon. Our lives can be dangerous. What if we don’t return from a mission or quest? What happens to us if we lose someone we love?” 
 
    The cleric’s hand tightened around Dax’s hand. “Those possibilities are always present. I pray to the gods and goddesses for answers, but they don’t answer. I have come to the understanding that they know I already have the answer for myself. 
 
    “I believe we were meant to be. Do you know what we were meant to be?” 
 
    Dax kept his gaze low. He stared at Zarra’s hand on his, loving warmth blending with his. Thoughts shifted to his life growing up. It was just him and his mother, having no other relatives he could speak with or get to know. Life felt empty except for his small family. The mage spent some time, wondering what if he had brothers and sisters. Would it have made their hard life easier? Would it have been more fulfilled if he had others to share their lives together? 
 
    A sliver of sorrow touched Zarra’s golden eyes. “You know many of my people were wiped out in the Void War. It has left a hole in me for a long time, but since we met, I feel the emptiness beginning to fill. I love our clan and I love you. When we are finished with the Academy, the true adventure begins, our true adventure.” 
 
    Dax had never seen such loving passion in Zara’s eyes. They trembled like golden pools. 
 
    “Zarra, I know we are meant to be. I can be honest that I want a big family. I want us to grow together and enjoy so many moments. I’m afraid of what might happen, but that isn’t enough to stop us and our clan from living our lives together.” 
 
    Zarra’s eyes watered. “Dax, my love, it is so wonderful to hear you say that. I know I feel it in my heart, but to hear the words, they dance along my soul.” 
 
    “I love you, Zarra. As clan Elders, we should always speak our minds,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “Yes, we should. We haven’t decided on a clan name yet and I’m fond of Dream Sage. It brings together your name with my family name, Dreamheart.” 
 
    Dax grinned. “It sounds perfect.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I will tell the others.” 
 
    Dax nodded as well before a thought slipped into his mind. “Fern brought up having children.” 
 
    Zarra’s hand clamped on Dax’s hand hard. Her eyes widened and a maddening grin formed. Dax grunted as his hand was being squeezed like a vice. Pain blasted his nerves as his hand was nearly crushed to pulp. 
 
    “Zarra,” Dax grunted with pain in his eyes. 
 
    The cleric looked down, blinked and let go. Dax pulled his hand to his chest and rubbed it with his other hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Zarra said in a panic. 
 
    “Uh, I think it will be okay,” Dax said as his hand throbbed. 
 
    “I… was surprised you brought it up,” Zarra said as she nearly bounced in her seat. 
 
    The mage gave her a wry grin. “Fern mentioned it and I have been thinking about it. Marriage, children, or both will keep us together. If our coterie becomes High Champions, we will have our pick of kingdoms to reside and work in.” 
 
    The cleric composed herself and sat with her fingers entwined before her as if conducting serious business. 
 
    “What are your thoughts?” she asked with subdued elegance. 
 
    Dax lifted an eyebrow, seeing through her false composure. “I look forward to all three,” the mage said with a genuine smile. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes glowed with golden light before they quickly faded back to normal. “As Clan Elders, it would be our duty to strive for all we seek and desire.” 
 
    Dax smirked. “Yes, we should.” 
 
    “When the time is right, all of us should all have an intimate conversation about the future” the cleric blinked. 
 
    Dax let out a long chuckle. “Yes, that would be for the best.” 
 
    Zarra reached across the table again. Dax took hold of her hand into his and gave it a gentle squeeze. The couple didn’t let go as they began eating and talking about dreams for the future. 
 
    *** 
 
    The classroom was sparsely populated as Dax and Vance sat. Not many third year students remained and it showed. Professor Frost paced in the circular chamber, half-moon seating facing her. The first and second year students were dismissed for the day, but the Professor told the third years to stay behind for extra work. 
 
    Dax tried to keep his eyes open. Last night’s activities and the exhausting class lessons left his mind and body weak. The soreness stayed with him, the mage wondering if he had pushed his limit. Sex and power drives filled all who attended, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t over step the line. Thinking about last night, he felt he rushed past the line a few times and was paying the price. 
 
    “We have only been in classes a few weeks, but it is time we began discussing what to expect for all third years,” Professor Frost said as she paced with her hands behind her back. 
 
    “As you may know, this year shall be your graduation, if you pass the Champion Trial. Once you graduate, depending on how well you perform, you will either have a choice of possible positions among the kingdoms or you will be placed where it is most needed.  
 
    “Despite what any of you may have heard, assignments are non-negotiable. If you want to have a say on where you wish to be placed once your time at the Academy is finished, you need to be at your best and show the Academy you take what we teach here very seriously.” 
 
    Several hands rose up and the Professor ignored all of them as she continued to speak, “Friendships, bonds, and families will be taken into account, but will not guarantee your placement. We know that many of you have formed many relationships here at the Academy, but the needs of the kingdoms outweigh the needs of the few.  
 
    “I suggest you grow accustomed to that way of thinking from this point on and do not bring it up again.” 
 
    The few hands in the air lowered down. 
 
    Professor Frost stopped her pacing and stared at the twelve students in her class. “We do not coddle here at the Academy because our enemies will not show any mercy. This year will be your most dangerous. Take what I say to heart. Death has always hovered close to champions and what happened on Star Fall Isle should be a prime example of what could happen to any of you.  
 
    “Listen carefully to what I will tell you next and keep it to yourselves as best you can, your final Trial will be entering the Decayed Lands and retrieving specific artifacts that may be lying in ruins or dungeons.” 
 
    The students all glanced at each other. Dax and Vance eyed each other before looking back to the professor. 
 
    Frost let a knowing smirk show. “We planned to tell you much closer to the time of your departure, but the Rogue Class has been sneaking around. They have grown in skill but judging from some of your reactions, some of you already knew. It matters not that you know, but how you will meet the challenge.” 
 
    The Professor lifted her chin and eyed each student in turn as she spoke, “Everyone here is to reacquaint themselves with the Void War. I don’t care if you believe you know everything there is to know about them. Children are taught about the war, but you must go beyond the knowledge of children.  
 
    “Study the history of the former kingdoms that once dotted the lands before the spawn’s corruption sank into the very urth. Study their wildlife as much of it has become corrupted from dark magic. Study the seasons so you may predict what may befall you as you travel along the lands. But most of all, study your abilities, spells and to a lesser degree, your card techniques so you may have a fighting chance against the monsters, traps, and mysteries across the lands.  
 
    “The third year trials are the deadliest and I don’t want us to bury any more students or champions. This class has grown smaller and we need you all to make it back for Ikkudran and yourselves. Your lives were never meant to be thrown away,” Frost finished with her gaze meeting Dax’s eyes. 
 
    The Professor turned her back to the class. “You are dismissed for the afternoon. Think about what I have said. We will pick it up again tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    The small group of students began to rise and make their way for the door. Dax and Vance were up and took a step for the aisle when Professor Frost’s voice cut through the air. 
 
    “Dax Sage, please stay behind,” Frost said with a cool edge. 
 
    Vance glanced at Dax and the mage fought the urge to gulp. Vance smirked before turning and leaving with the rest of the class. Once the last student left the room and closed the door, Dax remained in the aisle, looking to the professor. 
 
    “Bring a chair and place it before my desk,” Professor Frost said without looking back and stepping to her desk.    
 
    The mage complied, taking hold of a nearby chair, picking it up and placing it before her desk. 
 
    Professor Frost moved to her seat and sat down, the desk between them. She held out her open hand to the seat, signaling him to sit.  
 
    Dax sat down, his gaze on the Professor. The tired soreness persisted, but the mage ignored it, giving his full attention to the stern but beautiful professor. 
 
    Professor Frost leaned back in her chair, her eyes and expression a blank mask. She gave no hint of emotion, sitting with her fingers laced and on her lap. 
 
    The air was still for a long moment, the professor and student eyeing each other until Frost began to speak. 
 
    “I am aware of your Mana Addiction. We haven’t met sooner due to the mental preparation required to realign your energies. Mana Addiction has many unpredictable effects as it affects everyone differently. The only thing the addiction shares is an imbalance that can be brought to balance. If left unchecked, it will manifest in strange ways, either making you dangerous to others or yourself.” 
 
    “I understand, Prof…” Dax was cut off. 
 
    “Don’t speak unless I ask a question. When I do ask the question, you will answer it truthfully and without further embellishment. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do,” Dax said as a fire lit in his stomach. 
 
    Professor Frost’s expression remained blank as she continued, “Before we begin, I must inform you, this process can take some time. It depends on the individual and considering you have grown in power, it could take days, weeks, or months to realign your energies. 
 
    “When your energies realign to their proper order, you will know it as it happens. I have helped a dozen students over my tenure here to come back from the addiction. It is difficult, but not impossible.” 
 
    Professor Frost sat up and leaned forward, her laced fingers under her chin as she gazed on the mage with sharp eyes. 
 
    Dax was lost for a moment, seeing her green eyes with brown speckles. Warmth surged up his neck as her stern beauty seemed to glow in his mind’s eye. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail. From what he could see, she was covered from neck down in black, but it could not hide her tantalizing beauty. The mage found himself entranced and the glow of heat began to rise. 
 
    “Remember when we kissed?” Frost asked simply. 
 
    Dax nodded. “I do, Professor.” 
 
    “It was a mistake. A flight of fancy that neither of us shall indulge again. I am your professor and you are my student. Such a fantasy is left to meager minds. You are training to be a champion and that is what I will make you. Beyond that, nothing else matters.” 
 
    Dax remained silent as the words stung.  
 
    What happened that she changed her mind? Is it because of this weird addiction that doesn’t feel like an addiction? Did she truly have a change of heart during the summer? 
 
    Frost unlaced her fingers and let one hand drop to a drawer handle by the side of her desk. “Tell me, how is Zarra?” 
 
    Dax lifted a brow. “She’s good and happy to be back at the Academy.” 
 
    Frost gave a slight nod before opening the desk drawer and sticking her hand in. 
 
    Dax watched with confused eyes as the Professor’s gaze never left him. Her hand rummaged in her desk and when she took hold of something, her hand stopped moving. 
 
    “It is incredibly odd a dragon would take such interest in someone like you,” Frost said with a dismissive tone, lifted up her hand and placed a mana shard on the outside corner of her desk. 
 
    Dax’s gaze shifted to the glowing shard as it pulsed with power. 
 
    Professor Frost continued, “Now, Fern seems more like she belongs with you. She can barely control herself. Berserker class fits her because she wouldn’t make it in any other class. If she tried, she would have flunked out.” 
 
    The flame in Dax’s stomach burned brighter as he pulled his attention from the shard and glared at his Professor. “What does this have to do with…” the mage was cut off again. 
 
    “I repeat, do not speak unless I ask a question. You said you understood, but clearly the concept is beyond you,” Frost said sternly, lifted up another mana shard and placed it next to the one already on the desk. 
 
    Dax’s fingers curled into fists on his knees. The inner flame grew brighter as he fought to stay in control. 
 
    Is this some kind of test? Is she trying to anger me to get a reaction? 
 
    Dax’s gaze shifted again, looking to the two mana shards. Anger bled into desire. The shards pulsed, calling out to him like tiny voices in the dark. They sang his praises and he wanted nothing more than to take them. 
 
    “I don’t know what Symon sees in you. He is from a proud and well to do family. He is the charitable kind and maybe he takes pity on you. His career as a champion would fare better if he was placed far away from you. Your influence has held him back.  
 
    “I am on the committee for placing champions. I will have to make a note of that. Distractions get champions killed,” Frost placed a third shard on the desk. 
 
    The inner flames surged into roaring fire. Dax’s brow hardened as he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Emotions swirled as energy bled into tight muscles. The air took on a current as the mage fought the urge to growl. The shards seemed to glow brighter in his mind, anger fueling it. He wanted to talk. He wanted to yell. Logic shattered as a vile hate poured into his heart while his mind whispered to take what he wanted. 
 
    Professor Frost’s eyes narrowed before red lips curved into a haughty grin. “As for your clan, I don’t know how a slum runner like yourself achieved such a feat. I know many students who deserve the love of many. Maybe I had the answer all along? You’re a pity case and they feel sorry for you.” 
 
    Dax burst up from his seat, face twisting into rage as a white aura engulfed his body. His eyes glowed as he seethed, the whispers and rage turning into a perfect storm. The very air was alive with energy as he glared into Professor Frost’s sharp eyes and taunting smile. 
 
    “You will not talk to me in such a way! I’m one of the strongest champions in this Academy and I will not be treated like some shit on your heel!” Dax shouted with demonic rage. 
 
    Professor Frost tilted her head to the side and looked to the mage like he was a child. “I didn’t say you could speak.” 
 
    Dax’s aura and eyes flared. The mage’s hand shot up, not to attack Professor Frost, but instead to reach for the three mana shards on the desk.  
 
    The Professor stood up and whispered the command word to an incantation. Power burst between them as Dax’s hand was inches away from the shards. Madness consumed the mage until the light struck him and forced him back, his body hitting the chair behind him and sending it spinning away. 
 
    Arcane words spilled from Frost’s lips as the air swirled. Dax stumbled back further, his aura spiking as he couldn’t keep his gaze off the shards. 
 
    Those are mine by right! 
 
    Dax growled as he took a step forward. The air around him shifted as it drew together and formed into white clamps and chains. Frost said another command word, the chains and binds clamping onto Dax’s wrists and ankles. The chains latched to the stone floor and anchored him to the spot. Dax snarled like a wild beast, fighting the chains and pulling them taut. 
 
    Professor Frost watched with keen eyes as Dax raged against his bindings. 
 
    The mage turned his white eyes from the shards and pointed his gaze at the standing Professor. Vile intent twisted his expression as he fought harder against his binds. 
 
    “Our kiss was not a mistake! It was never a mistake!” Dax roared as the binding on his right wrist cracked and a blink later, shattered. 
 
    Professor Frost’s eyes widened a hair as Dax stared at her and whispered an incantation. He was faster than he ever was before, the words spilling out in perfect order and nuance. He whispered a command word just as Frost began another incantation. 
 
    The binding on his left hand began to crack as Dax leered in triumph. The binding began to break away just as Frost shouted a command. The air swirled again, bindings clamping onto Dax’s arms, thighs and neck. A dozen white chains flashed into existence, latching to the floor. New binds clamped onto Dax’s wrists and all the magical binds tightened before a white band snapped around his mouth and forced it shut. 
 
    Dax struggled like a feral beast. Muffled rage dripped from his magical gag as his eyes dripped with seething fury. Professor Frost stood her ground, watching Dax fight like he was possessed. His hard gaze flicked from the shards to his Professor and back to the shards. The inner storm spiraled out of control. Energy surged into every muscle until it hit a tipping point and spilled over. 
 
    The fiery glow of the mage’s gaze faltered and faded. Exhaustion sank into burning muscles. The spiky aura around his body vanished. Fear colored Dax’s eyes as he didn’t know exactly what was happening. Heart slowing, he felt dizzy and disoriented. A second later, the chains went slack and he fell to his knees. 
 
    Frost scooped up the shards and placed them in her desk. She then moved around her desk and stood before the dazed mage. She watched as Dax slowly lifted his head, the inner storm calming. 
 
    “The addiction will always appear when you least expect it. Until you have achieved alignment, only then will you be free of this malady.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes were glassy, his gaze dropping to the floor. 
 
    Professor Frost watched him for a long moment before she whispered an arcane command word. The chains and bindings vanished. Dax stayed on his knees, his mind like an agitated beehive. 
 
    “Stand up,” Professor Frost commanded. 
 
    Dax struggled, his arms and legs shaky as he slowly made it to his feet. 
 
    “Zarra will be waiting for you outside the tower. We will continue your realignment every day after class. You are dismissed,” Professor Frost said sternly. 
 
    The mage gave her a long look, his jumbled thoughts clashing. He parted his lips to speak but no words came out. Professor Frost kept her stern gaze. Something between them wanted to be said, but it never manifested. 
 
    Dax turned and began walking to the door.  
 
    Professor Frost watched the mage reach the door. Dax turned his head slightly, as if to look back but didn’t. He opened the door, stepped out and closed it behind him. 
 
    Frost stepped to her desk and sat down. Her eyes trembled and she let out a long exhale, as if she was holding her breath for hours. The Professor tilted her head slightly, shadows covering her eyes and her heartbeat returning to normal. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zarra stood by the main entrance to the Mage’s Tower. The door opened as the sun sank lower in the sky. The cleric turned to Dax as he stepped out, a darkness under his eyes. She saw his lost expression and moved to his side. Arm around his waist, the mage leaned into her a little as she helped him along. 
 
    No words were spoken between them as they walked toward the dormitories. A loving warmth blended along their touching bodies as Dax’s head hung forward. Zarra held him close, guiding him along as the sun touched the horizon and the air took on a deeper chill. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Dax floated in darkness, warm tentacles wrapping around his limbs and keeping him in the abyss. Black lips touched his neck as he stared at nothing. The tentacles tightened, drawing him closer as faint whispers touched his ears. He wanted to turn to the thing on him, but an inner thought kept his gaze to the darkness. 
 
    “You’re not Lyla,” the mage whispered. 
 
    The thing tightened its tentacles again. One wrapped around his head, trying to force his gaze to the thing on him. Dax resisted and a pinpoint of light glowed. 
 
    “Daxton Sage,” the thing hissed. 
 
    “No,” Dax said with a firm tone and the light above him grew bigger until it engulfed all. 
 
    Eyes fluttered open as Dax stirred. Fern was next to him, pressing her near nude body to his and shifting slightly. The mage looked over to the red-haired fairy as she let out a small moan and pushed her face into his arm. 
 
    “A little longer,” Fern whined as she hid her eyes from the morning daylight. 
 
    Dax smiled, a fountain of new energy filling his body. It had been a week since he started working with Professor Frost to realign his energies. Their meetings were exhaustive, each time harder than the last. Images filled his mind of Professor Frost speaking and placing mana shards on her desk. He made it to three on the first afternoon but, after a week of regular meetings, the amount had reached six before the addiction became too much. 
 
    Professor Frost did explain that there will be a moment when it didn’t matter how many shards were present, he would no longer try to take them. The sessions had become progressively easier to a degree. The Professor only had to use air sphere chains once more with the second session. After that, Dax could feel the addiction coming on and would take a moment to collect himself before they continued. By the fifth session, Dax could feel it coming on and mentally took the reins, restraining it until the energies subsided. 
 
    Per the Professor’s orders, one of Dax’s friends had to stay with him at all times. The mage thought it would annoy him, but instead, he found it comforting. One of the clan would stay with him as he slept and Symon would always be there, ready to help his friend.  
 
    Aside from the sessions, classes resumed as normal and a new excitement filled the entire Academy. The first Card Competition began today and everyone from the faculty to student body was excited. Dax buried himself in his studies and helping Noss and the clubs organize the event. It was a massive undertaking, pairing the first two rounds and preparing the Amphitheater outside the Academy walls. More than once, students would rush to Dax and ask for advice and pointers. Unable to turn away from their excited and inspired eyes, he gave out what advice he could without telling too much. He knew they had to find their own way with their individual styles and strategies. 
 
    When not in classes or sessions, Dax’s heart felt lighter. He found himself laughing more as he, Fern, and Symon were a trio. They ate and drank together, often talking about their first year. When they were apart, Isani and Ressa would appear out of nowhere, chatting the mage up before forcing him into shadowy corners around towers and making out. 
 
    When Fern didn’t stay with Dax, the mage found himself in Zarra’s dorm. The two talked often about their classes, but their hearts beat as one. The mage found himself falling deeper for the dragon and she looked to him with unwavering attention. The subject of growing their clan didn’t come up during his stays. Instead, they talked about the various kingdoms and where they could go together, if they became High Champions. 
 
    Dax smiled, feeling like life was turning back to normal. Faint images of Lyla would seep into his mind, but the glow of his friends kept her darkness away. She was poison from the very beginning, but he could not deny their connection, no matter how hard he tried. 
 
    “We have to get up. It’s a big day,” Dax said softly to the fairy. 
 
    Fern opened her eyes and sighed. 
 
    Dax lifted his head and looked over to Symon’s bed. The Spellsword’s bed was made and he was long gone. 
 
    “I heard him get ready and step out,” Fern said as she turned onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “Dax, I’m concerned about the Champion Trials.” 
 
    The mage turned onto his side and looked at the fairy. 
 
    Fern continued, “Professor Hark didn’t hold back, telling the third years that most deaths that happen during the trial are often berserkers. There is a high chance we will come across certain corrupted creatures with their powers and abilities that can sometimes exceed our own.”  
 
    Fern turned her gaze to Dax’s eyes, “I’m not afraid to die, but I’m afraid to lose what we have. Is that my cowardice speaking?” 
 
    “I think it’s your truth speaking. Zarra and I have talked about it a few times. We worry about everyone in our group.” 
 
    Fern looked away. “When the flame is lit, I fear nothing. But, here, now, I fear for our futures. And… I have had doubts. I chose the berserker class because I had something to prove to myself, but now, I feel I have already proven myself. I know I can’t change my class in the last year, but I have heard of other champions taking on skills of other classes on their own. Skullcut was a Spellsword until he decided to simply become a Counselor.” 
 
    Dax touched his fingers to the fairy’s cheek with understanding eyes. “Whatever you choose, me, the clan and our friends will back your decision.” 
 
    Fern stared into Dax’s confident eyes and her lip barely quivered. “We might have enough time before Symon returns. I need that cock in me!” 
 
    “Okay!” Dax laughed as the pair took hold of their small clothes. 
 
    The door clicked and slowly opened. 
 
    “Are you both descent? You think I would be used to it but I’m not,” Symon said as he walked in with a bag in one hand and his other hand covering his eyes. 
 
    Dax and Fern groaned at their missed opportunity, the fairy picking up her pillow and throwing it across the room, striking Symon on the chest. 
 
    The Spellsword peeked through his fingers and when he saw that they were in fact not engaged in lewd acts, he smiled. 
 
    “I brought food to break our fast. It’s a big day and everyone needs fuel!” Symon said as he put the bag on a nearby desk and began pulling out wrapped food. 
 
    Dax and Fern sat up, launched from bed and rushed the Spellsword. Hands grabbed at the wrapped food as Symon checked his fingers to see that they were still there. Wraps unfurled and the hungry students began eating like wolves after a kill. 
 
    “Thank you, Symon. That was very generous of you,” Symon said out loud. 
 
    “Thank you, Symon. Very generous of you,” Dax and Fern mumbled between bites and gave muffled chuckles. 
 
    Symon kept his smile as he spoke, “Noss, Vance, and Miranda are already at the Amphitheater, preparing it with many volunteers for this afternoon’s competition. We should eat and meet them there.” 
 
    Dax and Fern nodded as they devoured their food. 
 
    Symon centered his gaze on Dax, “Are you ready to be a judge?” 
 
    The mage nodded. “Today will go down in Academy history,” Dax said with bits of food still in his smiling mouth. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Amphitheater was packed. Thick clouds floated high above as bodies filled nearly every seat. The main arena floor had many squarish designs, students and volunteers finishing the final touches. The air had become alive with the buzz of activity in the stands as many prepared for the competition. 
 
    Dax sat in the Judge’s Box. Noss sat in the slightly elevated middle seat. Dax was to the kobold’s right. Professor Plume was to his left. On the outer edges, Fern sat to one side and Vance sat on the other. It was agreed upon they would be the judges of the competition. Professor Plume was all smiles. Vance looked over to Dax and gave him a hearty nod. Fern leaned forward in her seat, watching the crowd. 
 
    Dax nodded to Vance before turning his attention to Noss next to him. The necromancer’s clawed hands flexed open and closed, his normally oval eyes nearly full circles. His thin shoulders were up to his neck and he looked like he was going to bolt for the door behind them. 
 
    “Noss, once it begins, just do it like we rehearsed. It’s hard to see us from this far away so they won’t know if you’re nervous. Project your voice and follow the speech,” Dax said with a comforting tone. 
 
    “Dax is right,” Professor Plume said as he leaned closer to the kobold. “We will keep you to task and once your speech is finished, you can relax and focus on the competition.” 
 
    Noss shook his head slightly, “What if I can’t? What if I can’t say the words?” 
 
    Dax gave his small friend a confident smile. “We are friends and future champions. We will not let you down.” 
 
    Noss turned his gaze to Dax, his eyes slowly returning to normal and his shoulders descending.  
 
    “Thank you, Dax and Professor,” the kobold said softly as new strength filled his tiny form. 
 
    Dax and Professor Plume nodded, the mage patting Noss’s back in solidarity. 
 
    The crowd writhed with anticipation. Shafts of sunlight peeked through some of the clouds, lighting up parts of the arena. Banners billowed in the cool breeze and the chorus of voices echoed along the strong walls. 
 
    Dax turned his head and upper body, his gaze up on the Faculty Booth. It was wider and was stationed higher than the Judge’s booth. High Dean Luthis stood by the edge, his hands clutching the edge of the box and staring out at the gathered Academy. By his sides, others from the faculty stood. Counselor Skullcut was by Luthis’s side and his scared head bowed slightly as he looked down on Dax. The Counselor let out a small smile and a head nod before turning his attention to the arena again. 
 
    It has been so long since we’ve talked. I hope he is well? Maybe after the competition, I’ll try to talk to him and see how he has been? Symon and I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him. We owe him and his kindness everything to get us to this point. 
 
    Dax turned his attention to nearby stands, seeing Zarra, Miranda, Symon, Isani, and Ressa sitting together. All of them turned their attention to the Judge’s booth, waving to their friends as they readied to watch the competition. They had decided together that they would not be part of it so none of them would steal the spotlight from up and coming champions. 
 
    Dax’s mind wandered a little, happy to have made it this far in the Academy with his friends. Their lives would change so much once they graduated and the feeling was not lost on them. During meetings as they organized the event, the fight for the spotlight had waned. The first and second year students were hungry to be noticed, but after the last two years, Dax and crew were fine with taking a step back. They all endured pain, heartache, triumph, and knowledge. Their focus shifted to completing their final year and readying themselves for their future lives.  
 
     Professor Hark lifted a curved ram’s horn with arcane symbols along the sides. He put one end to his mouth and blew, the horn’s sound filling the entire Amphitheater. The crowd simmered down, everyone turning their attention to the stands where the faculty and the judge’s booths stood. The noise level trailed off and everyone waited with their full attention. 
 
    Professor Plume spoke an arcane word and touched the side of Noss’s neck. A small aura engulfed the necromancer. 
 
    “You’re ready. Let’s begin,” the Professor smiled. 
 
    Noss stood up on shaky legs, seeing every pair of eyes solely on him. He tried to speak and his voice cracked, the rippling sound filling the entire Amphitheater. Many eyes blinked, but no one made a sound. 
 
    “You can do this,” Dax whispered his encouragement. 
 
    Noss closed his eyes for barely a moment before he opened them and shouted, “Welcome future champions and faculty to the first ever Card Alliance Competition!” 
 
    The kobold’s voice boomed as it filled the entire area, clear and with power. The crowd went wild, many standing, cheering, clapping, and shouting as loud as they could. The adulation sank into Noss’s senses as courage filled his small heart. 
 
    “We believe in you,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Noss nodded and addressed the crowd with flair, “Kinarth Academy has allowed us to have this momentous occasion to host this first ever magical card competition! Here, we will test your skills and knowledge with individual card magic in a safe and structured environment. The winner of the competition will be rewarded with twenty mana shards and their name forever recorded as Card Alliance Champion!” 
 
    The crowd erupted again in cheers! 
 
    Noss smiled slightly before he continued, “To ensure everyone understands the rules, I will go over them one more time. The squares you see on the arena floor are lined with mystical runes. They will help with judgment on each match, one side glowing to the victor. 
 
    “Each competitor can only use five cards of their choosing. One or more of those cards must be a life phantom to act as their champion. The other cards will be more phantoms or status effects to help sway victory in your favor. Each competitor will get a turn. When they are finished, the other competitor will take their turn. The turns shall continue until one side’s life phantoms are defeated and the square on the winner’s side glows in victory. 
 
    “Once victory is achieved, you must leave the arena and your victory will be recorded.” 
 
    Noss lifted his chin up as his courage grew brighter, “Due to space and time, the competition will carry on over the next few days. Since there are over a thousand competing today, we have split the beginning challenge into two rounds, one after the other. Five hundred competitors will compete first, and the remaining five hundred will compete next. These beginning challenges are sudden death.” 
 
    The kobold eyed the crowd and continued with a smile, “This is a healthy competition. Do your best and enjoy your moment. We are here to test our abilities, but not our friendships. Thank each other after every match and hold your head high! 
 
    “Let the Card Alliance Competition begin!”  
 
    The crowd was to their feet, clapping and shouting to the kobold. The faculty above them clapped and smiled. 
 
    Noss bowed and slowly sank down into his seat, his arms and legs trembling. Professor Plume touched the kobold’s neck and the magic that amplified his voice faded away. 
 
    “You were amazing,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “I think I’m going to throw up,” Noss said in a low tone. 
 
    “Don’t puke just yet. It’s starting,” Vance laughed. 
 
    Five hundred students made their way down the wide aisles and stepped into the arena. Groups splintered off, each competitor making their way to their designated square. The rest of the crowd watched with interested eyes as students from all classes stepped to their locations. Many pulled out cards and held them at the ready. The mood turned frosty, students eyeing their challengers. 
 
    When every competitor reached their spot, the collective waited with cards in hand. 
 
    Professor Plume touched Noss’s neck again and the kobold stood up with a small magical aura.  
 
    “In the first turn, both sides shall call upon the phantom construct! Ready your cards!” 
 
    Command words rippled along the arena, smoke stabbing out from cards and slamming down on the floor. Phantoms rose up from the smoke, creatures and monsters of various sizes readying themselves for combat. 
 
    Dax watched with wide eyes, taking in every creature he could see. Ogres, goblins, unicorns, trolls, dranar, elves, ghostly skeletons, zombies, centaurs, and feral monsters were just a few to name. Five hundred phantoms filled the squares, facing each other and ready to follow their master’s commands. 
 
    I never thought I would see a day like this. 
 
    Dax smiled to himself as he watched challengers eager to unleash their strategies and skill. 
 
    The phantoms stood silently, ready for their commands when they all turned their attention in Dax’s direction. It was brief and barely for a moment before they turned back to each other in silence. 
 
    “That was weird,” Fern said as she watched. 
 
    “Were they just looking at you, Dax?” Professor Plume asked. 
 
    “I… think so,” Dax said with uncertainty before his heart began to beat faster. 
 
     Wisps of energy touched the edges of Dax’s eyes as a wave of confusion took hold. He blinked and shook his head, trying to push away the disorientation. It persisted, clawing along points of his body like insidious worms under his skin. 
 
      Fern looked over to Dax’s odd gaze. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yea, I think so,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    Logic began to crack as Dax began to feel energies spike along his body. He closed his eyes and took in a soothing breath. He remembered his mental exercises to calm his energies from his sessions with Professor Frost. His heart slowed and the confusion bled away, his inner world returning to normal. 
 
    Dax looked over to Fern and smiled. “I have it under control.” 
 
    The fairy eyed him and gave a warm smile. 
 
    “Begin!” Noss shouted. 
 
    The arena was alive with magic. Each side took turns, shouting commands. Some challengers played status effects while others called on more phantoms. Some phantoms simply charged directly into battle. Phantoms roared and screeched as they fought, each one landing or missing an attack and retreating back as the other challenger took their turn.  
 
    So much was taking place, it was hard for Dax to keep up. He would look away from one group to another, watching the battles unfurl and when he glanced back, winners were already declared. Squares glowed a myriad of colors, one side signaling victory and the other side glowing in defeat. The challenges continued, fists pumping into the air and shouts of defeat following. The crowd cheered it on, watching the competition with eager eyes. 
 
    In under ten minutes, half of the challengers slinked away from the arena, their heads hanging in defeat. The remaining challengers leapt, embraced each other and shouted in victory. 
 
    “Winners! Please take your seats in the stands!” Noss’s voice boomed. “Second round Challengers, take your place in the Arena!” 
 
    Dax looked over to the side as volunteers came up the stairs and spoke of several disputes in the arena. The judges convened, hearing the information. One player felt their opponent had cheated. Another said the rules were not clear enough and a third tried to justify a rematch. The judges mulled over what they heard and saw, coming together and voting on each instance. When judgements were handed out, volunteers rushed back down to the side of the arena floor to the waiting challengers, verdicts handed out. 
 
    Dax felt alive as he watched the second-round challengers take to the arena while the last of the first-round challengers stepped back into the stands. The crisp air filled his lungs as he mentally prepared for the second-round. 
 
    This is the beginning of a movement that will sweep all of Ikkudran.     
 
    The mage smiled to himself, the excitement flooding his senses. 
 
    Noss addressed the challengers on the arena floor, his voice carrying confidence, “Welcome second round challengers! Prepare your cards!” 
 
    Dax watched as five hundred students from various years lifted up cards and eyed their opponents. The electricity surged along the cool autumn air and a cloud drifted in front of the sun, blocking out its brilliance. 
 
    Noss looked down to the challengers with pride and smiled. “Summon your life phantoms!” 
 
    Mists surged up from cards and slammed down on the sandy arena floor. Ghostly monsters appeared again, waiting for their master’s commands. 
 
    Dax’s eyes took on a faraway gaze. He could hear whispers from the phantoms in the arena. They sang a melodic song, wanting to be closer to him. A dazed confusion took root as Dax’s eyes glowed a little. 
 
    Fern looked down on the arena, excited to see the challenges take place when she glanced over to Dax. The mage sat with glowing eyes. 
 
    “Dax?” the fairy asked with concern. 
 
    Noss, Vance, and Professor Plume turned to the mage as he sat, his body present, but his mind seemingly gone. His eye glowed with supernatural power as he became still as a statue. 
 
    Students in the arena prepared for the command to battle when every phantom turned their attention to the mage in the judge’s booth. Time slowed down as the phantoms didn’t break their focused gazes. Some of the challengers spoke commands, trying to bring their phantoms back to the task at hand, but the phantoms ignored their master’s directives.  
 
    A strangeness bloomed as the spectators watched the oddness of the phantoms. The entire Amphitheater became silent, all eyes turning to Dax as he sat with glowing eyes. 
 
    Fern’s instincts roared as something odd was happening. She stood up and stepped over to Dax. The mage didn’t respond to her presence, he didn’t respond to anyone. 
 
    “Dax!” the fairy shouted. 
 
    The mage sat, lost to some glowing dream. 
 
    Fern grabbed his robe collar, pulled him to her face and she screamed, “DAX!” 
 
    The mage blinked and came back, the glow disappearing from his eyes and confusion filling his brow. 
 
    The five hundred phantoms in the arena kept their gazes on the mage before their faces curled into a demonic rage. Screeches and roars bellowed as every phantom turned to the judge’s booth and charged. 
 
    Fear and chaos filled bodies throughout the Amphitheater. Some students tried to call back their phantoms with no success. Others aimed their cards at the backs of their fleeing creations, ready to discharge spells but stopping short. The arena was filled with phantoms and students and fear stayed their hands so as not to strike their fellow challengers. 
 
    The horde of phantoms rushed together, screeching for blood as they were nearly to one side of the arena, under the judge’s booth. 
 
    Dax shot up from his seat, flicking his wrists and cards sliding into each hand. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Chain Attack 
 
    Name: Air Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Thunder Boom 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming for me! Protect everyone else!” Dax shouted as the slathering horde leapt into the air. 
 
    “I’m not leaving your side!” Fern shouted and pulled her mace from her belt. 
 
    Noss, Vance, and Professor Plume were up and at Dax’s side, magic cards filling their hands and aiming with him at the wave of phantoms approaching them. 
 
    This is my fault. I shouldn’t be here while fighting this condition. We have to keep the phantoms busy until everyone… 
 
    Dax never finished his thought. 
 
    A shadow covered him and the mage looked up. High Dean Luthis was leaping overhead, pulling a small rod from his belt. The dark-haired elf landed on the thin edge of the judge’s booth, keeping perfect balance as he stood in front of Dax and the judges. Dax watched in awe and disbelief as the rod in Luthis’s hand flashed and an arcane bow appeared. Runes glowed with power as the High Dean aimed the bow. A string made of light appeared as he touched nothing. A perfect glowing arrow appeared as he pulled back and, in a blur, he let go. 
 
    A single arrow shot forward and splintered, striking eight airborne phantoms in the chest and scattering their energies to the wind.  
 
    The tide of phantom monsters didn’t slow down as they leapt up, eager for the mage. 
 
    Luthis’s face was a calm, blank mask as his arm blurred in rapid succession. The very air pulsed with power as the High Dean’s arm moved with perfect precision. The pulses washed over everyone in the area around him, feeling a fraction of the High Dean’s true power. It stunned everyone, arrows firing off like a single beam of glowing light and scattering to the ghostly monsters. 
 
    Time stood still as phantoms shattered, their wave receding into a larger wave of glowing arrows. Students on the arena floor were frozen, watching arrows pass them by inches and striking phantoms dead on. Never had anyone seen such deadly perfection as every arrow struck a phantom. Awe washed over everyone in the Amphitheater as the rain of light struck true. 
 
    Time flowed once again when an arrow struck the last phantom and it shattered to nothing. 
 
    Luthis’s bow collapsed into the small rod again. The High Dean placed it in its belt sheath, turned on the thin edge of the booth and looked down on the judges with a small smile. 
 
    “Judges, I recommend we postpone the second round until we can get this sorted.” 
 
    Eyes blinked in stunned astonishment. 
 
    Luthis turned his attention to the mage, “Dax, may we have a word in private?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax stood with Professor Frost and Counselor Skullcut at his sides. High Dean Luthis and Professor Plume stood across from them. The small group had moved to a side chamber for meetings, the High Dean mentioning a need for discretion as the rest of the faculty moved the student body back to behind the Academy walls.  
 
    Dax noted the mood was a somber one as everyone took turns speaking. 
 
    “There was no way we could have predicted what happened,” Professor Frost explained. 
 
    “Mana addictions have been known to cause a wide array of unusual circumstances,” Skullcut added. 
 
    Luthis nodded and rubbed his chin, “Your work with Dax is not in question. My concern is further unpredictable events at the Academy. We’re not sure what may happen. Clearly we don’t want any more incidents that may put students and faculty in harm’s reach.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    The High Dean turned his attention to Dax, “We know it’s not your fault, but until your condition stabilizes, you are a risk.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “High Dean, I know I have had better control over the last few days. I think the excitement of the competition loosened my control. If I had a little more time, I know I can beat it.” 
 
    Luthis nodded and smiled. “Dax, we know you're strong enough to beat this. Our concern is everyone in the Academy.” 
 
    “It’s my concern too. What happened could have turned out badly for everyone. I don’t want to be a danger. I just need a little time to get it under control.” 
 
    The High Dean nodded and looked to the gathered faculty. “I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    Professor Frost lifted her chin and looked to Luthis, “Allow me to privately work with Dax in my tower. I can continue to tutor him in magic and work to realign his energies. I believe we can cure him with a focused effort.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the beautiful professor as she stood with confidence. 
 
    Luthis nodded. “You can proceed, if Dax agrees.” 
 
    The mage looked to his professor, his heart beating faster in his chest. “I agree.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Professor Frost, you may proceed. Professor Dawn will take over your classes until you both return.” 
 
    Frost nodded in agreement. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut touched Dax’s shoulder, “When you come back, we have some things to discuss.” 
 
    “Anything I should be concerned about,” the mage smirked. 
 
    “Nothing too out of the ordinary. Just want to speak with you about your future,” The scarred Counselor said with an impish smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    Dax and Symon walked side by side along the cobblestone covered Courtyard. The mage had a pack over his shoulder as a gloomy, overcast gray covered the sky. The air hinted of the approaching storms of autumn, the wind picking up and salty moisture in the air. The sounds of crashing waves on the outward northern walls, blended into a white noise, sea spray barely reaching the edges of the protective high walls of the Academy. 
 
    “Private lessons,” Symon said, breaking the silence between them, letting his words hang in the cold air. 
 
    Dax looked down, “You haven’t been there during the sessions. Professor Frost has been pretty difficult. This isn’t going to be as fun as it seems.” 
 
    “Yes, that may be true, but you did tell me about the kiss,” Symon smirked. 
 
    Dax looked to his friend. “You think this is a bigger plot to seduce me?” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to try too hard. I’ve seen you in action. You’re a whore,” Symon laughed. 
 
    Dax grinned. “How do you do it, fight off the temptations? This academy is not only about training champions. We’ve all heard of the private orgies, but you don’t bother with them. Even the clerics and paladins can barely keep their hands off of each other.” 
 
    Symon lifted his chin and looked up to the darken sky, “I think of Emily. I think about our future. It is my focal point. Once we graduate, we will be wed. We want lots of kids so I doubt we will see much daylight for a long while.” 
 
    The Spellsword lowered his chin as he saw a small group gathered at the main gate. “For now, I simply focus on my studies and making sure you stay out of trouble. We need you to be at our wedding as our Truth Sayer.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. Truth Sayer was a sacred position between wedded souls. They functioned as a spiritual connection to the bonding and the first person to speak with about major life discussions or working through difficult moments. It is a lifelong title and often the Truth Sayer becomes the guardian of the wedded soul’s offspring.   
 
    “Don’t say anything yet to anyone. Emily and I want to make it official, but all three of us should talk about it,” Symon said in a happy, low tone. 
 
    “I am honored,” Dax smiled at his best friend. 
 
    Symon smiled, “We are pretty excited. Keep your schedule clear for after graduation.” 
 
    The two friends approached the main gate, Professor Frost standing to one side with a pack over her shoulder. On the other side, their friends were waiting with smiling faces. Zarra, Fern, Isani, and Ressa watched Dax and Symon approach. Vance and Miranda held hands as they stood close by. Noss looked up with a smile. 
 
    “I didn’t expect a turn out like this? It’s just for a few days,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern stepped closer and looked up into Dax’s eyes, “We just wanted to wish you luck and show that we believe you can beat this.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Professor Frost looked to the gathering, standing about twenty feet away and waiting patiently. 
 
    Fern hugged Dax, followed by Isani and Ressa. Vance and Miranda hugged the mage without breaking their own hand holding. When they stepped back, Noss stepped closer, the necromancer and mage clasping forearms. 
 
    “Skullcut has agreed to take over as judge for the rest of the competition, but you will be missed,” Noss informed with a sad edge. 
 
    Dax nodded. “He is just and fair. He is an excellent choice.” 
 
    Noss nodded and stepped back. 
 
    “Thank you everyone for coming out. Like I said, it’s just a few days. I’ll have this condition beaten into submission and will be back so we can prepare for our Champion Trials.” 
 
    The warmth of the crowd washed over the mage as they looked to him with caring and loving eyes. Never had he felt so welcomed to a family of misfits. The unknown and past pain brought them together and now, he couldn’t see his life without them. 
 
    Symon wrapped his arm around Dax’s neck and mussed up his hair. “Come back soon my brother.” 
 
    Dax laughed and pulled away from his larger friend.  
 
    Zarra approached and took Dax’s hand in hers. The cleric pulled the mage with her, the pair walking toward Professor Frost. When they stood before the Professor, Zarra let go of Dax’s hand and looked to the beautiful high mage. 
 
    The two women spoke without speaking. Unsaid thoughts were communicated and a moment later, the two bowed their heads to each other. 
 
    Zarra turned to Dax and pressed her lips to his. Dax’s body reacted, placing one hand on her waist and pulling her closer. The fiery heat between them glowed, chasing away the cold air. When they parted, Zarra stepped back and smiled. 
 
    “We wish you both a speedy return,” the cleric beamed. 
 
    Professor Frost nodded before speaking to Dax, “Let’s make our way.” 
 
    Dax nodded and the professor and student walked through the open gate. Dax waved to his friends as all of them waved back to him. Professor Frost led the way, the pair making their way onto a well-worn dirt road, leading deeper into the forest. 
 
    Dax tried to orientate himself. He managed to see glimpses of the Amphitheater and the main road that lead along the outskirts of the island. He had seen this forest as it acted as a buffer between the academy and the town of Silver Port. There were some homes hidden away, often belonging to the rich who vacationed here during the summer when the Academy didn’t have students.  
 
    The forest seemed to grow thicker as Frost led the way. The two didn’t speak, the hushed silence of the woods weighed down on their senses. No birds sang and no animals darted along the ground. The threat of an approaching storm caused all wildlife to hide in their burrows or nests, waiting with quiet content. 
 
    The path snaked ahead, deeper into the forest. Dax began to question how long they had been walking. He could have sworn they were close to Butterpond by now. 
 
    “We are nearly there,” Frost said over her shoulder. 
 
    Dax hiked on and a few moments later, a tall stone tower appeared. It was nestled in the woods. From a distance, it was hard to see, camouflaged with the surrounding woods. The tower grew sharper as they approached. A single, thick wooden door stood at the base and stained-colored glass filled the window portals. A large pile of split logs lay in a neat bundle by the entrance. 
 
    A chill washed through the woods, touching the pair as they approached. Frost lifted a hand and waved it, the front door opening. She didn’t look back as she stepped in and the student mage followed. Once inside, the door closed behind them and locked shut. 
 
    Warmth washed over the mage as he took in the quaint surroundings. The main floor had an already lit fireplace with a wood and stone mantle. Comfortable seating filled the main room and off to the side was a small entryway to a kitchen. Paintings covered the stone walls and a spiral staircase led up. 
 
    “There is a study on this floor, past the kitchen. It is big enough for us to continue your studies during the day. The second floor has two bedrooms and a washroom. You will be staying in the second bedroom so you can drop your things there. The third floor is my private library and study. That floor is off limits for I have an imp who keeps it clean and he likes to cause trouble when I have visitors. He is currently locked in there so he won’t disturb us,” Professor Frost said with her back to Dax. 
 
    The mage nodded and looked to the paintings, seeing a young Professor Frost with many other people he didn’t recognize. Taking in each one, they seemed like flash paintings, a simple spell to paint a picture in a matter of moments. The people in the paintings were smiling and laughing. Professor Frost didn’t have her usual stern expression. Instead, her eyes and smile were bright as the sun. 
 
    Dax looked around and another painting caught his eye. It was another group of people, and one of them looked like Counselor Skullcut, only younger and with less scars. 
 
    Professor Frost turned around, a heat in her cheeks. “Before you ask, yes, the paintings are of friends. I don’t have visitors and thought of taking them down. Do not ask about them. We are to focus on your recovery from your condition.” 
 
    Dax bowed his head. “Yes, Professor.” 
 
    Frost gave a small nod. “Drop your things in the guest bedroom and come back down. We will continue with our sessions the moment you return.” 
 
    Dax nodded again. He turned and made his way to the stairs. One step at a time, he climbed the stairs until he reached the second floor. The stairs continued up as he stepped off onto the second floor and moved down a small hallway. Three doors were open. To his left was a small bedroom with a simple desk, chair, a bed and a window. To his right was a large washroom. At the end of the tiny hallway was a large bedroom. Dax stepped closer, peering in and seeing a perfectly made bed, many bookshelves, several chests and a smaller fireplace to the side.  
 
    Professor Frost’s bedroom dwarfed the spare bedroom and the washroom and gave off a cozy feel as he looked in. Not wanting to push his luck that she may come up and verbally give him a tongue lashing, he stepped to the spare bedroom and placed his pack on the chair. 
 
    With a hasty exit, Dax made his way downstairs and into the main room. The mage crossed the threshold when he noticed Professor Frost in the kitchen. Dax approached, seeing Frost’s back to him. On an island table, an empty wine glass stood and an axe rested beside it. Dax’s eyebrow raised before he heard the familiar pop of a cork being pulled. 
 
    Frost poured dark red wine from the bottle in her hands into the glass. She filled it nearly to the top before putting the wine bottle down and scooping up the glass into her delicate hand. 
 
    “The axe is for you,” the professor said and took a deep sip. 
 
    Dax stepped into the kitchen, took hold of the axe and lifted it up. Professor Frost took another deep sip, her gaze remaining on the mage. 
 
    “What’s next?” Dax asked as he leaned the axe on his shoulder. 
 
    “We continue with your sessions. Follow me,” Frost said as she stepped past the mage and walked toward the main door. 
 
    Dax followed. The two of them stepped out into the cold air, their breath turning misty. Frost walked over to a tree stump and stood, taking another sip of wine. Dax stepped to her and stood a few feet away, waiting for her directions. 
 
    “With the storm coming in and the area around my home always filled with trees growing closer, we will need more firewood. Start with that tree and continue until I tell you to stop. Listen to everything I say and only answer when I have a question. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Professor,” Dax said as an uneasiness filled his thoughts. 
 
    I can’t tell if this is actually part of a session or she is using me to do work around her home? 
 
    “Start chopping,” Frost said simply and took another long sip. 
 
    Dax walked up the tree she designated and looked at it. The mage had grown up in Hydale most of his life. He often bartered for wood, coal, and peat for fires, but had never actually chopped down trees. It was a new experience and one where he felt a little uncomfortable. 
 
    “The sooner, the better,” Frost said as she sipped her wine. 
 
    Dax lifted the axe and began striking at the base of the thin tree. Arms and shoulders worked as he chopped at it, chips of wood splintering off and hitting the ground.  
 
    “After what happened at the Amphitheater, you should be expelled,” Professor Frost said loudly. 
 
    Dax ignored her, chopping at the tree in measured strikes. He got the hang of it pretty quickly, each strike true. He did think he would butcher his swings, but he remained focused as he stayed to task. 
 
    The sky grew darker as Dax chopped at the tree.  
 
    “I know you think because we are alone here, that this may turn into some sex fueled fantasy. If you think that, you would be wrong. I need some wood and mages tend to be soft. You need to work your mind and body.” 
 
    Dax continued to ignore her, chopping at the tree until it shuddered and tipped. The mage stepped back as the tree fell, crashing to the forest floor. Despite the cold air, sweat beaded at his temples and along his hairline. The last time he worked this hard, Isani and Ressa were on him like vampire bats. 
 
    “Chop up the tree into smaller logs,” Frost said with a stern tone. 
 
    Dax turned his gaze to her, seeing the professor place a mana shard on the stump beside her and taking a sip of her wine. 
 
    “Chop chop,” the high mage smirked. 
 
    Dax glanced to the mana shard before returning to his work. Axe up, he brought it down in strong strikes, woodchips scattering with each one.  
 
    The day flowed on, the air cold and wet. Dax’s inner flame burned alongside his spent muscles. Lifting the axe began to tire him out. His arms and legs trembled as his muscles burned with acid fire. Professor Frost spent the time insulting him and filling his head with doubt. She would take breaks, going into the tower, refilling her glass and coming back out. When she went in, Dax would glance over to the stump with the mana shards. Seven crystals glowed on the stump and greedy thoughts filled his mind. When the thoughts almost overpowered him, he turned and began cutting at the tree with renewed vigor. It relieved the tension in his soul, but only for a moment.  
 
    By the third glass of wine, Professor Frost began to laugh as she insulted him. Her cackle drove spikes in his ears as he chopped the tree into smaller logs. With growls, Dax picked up logs and placed them on the pile by the main door. When he put the last log on the pile, he turned to the professor, heaving with tired muscles. 
 
    “Now chop that tree down,” Frost commanded as she placed another shard on the stump, bringing the amount to ten. 
 
    Dax’s mind seethed. The cruelty of his professor dug under his skin. Exhaustion broke down his resolve and he looked to the shards on the stump again. The faint whispers touched his senses, telling him to take what he wanted. 
 
    Professor Frost stepped back a few paces, her legs shaky from the wine. She gave Dax a lopsided grin before sipping from her glass. When she was about ten paces away, she leaned on a tree and sipped some more. 
 
    Dax’s gaze fell on the shards again. He could cross the distance easily and scoop them up without much effort. They would be his and he could absorb them before she got a spell off. 
 
    “The longer you doddle, the less chance you will get any sleep. We have ten more trees to go,” Frost laughed like a mad woman. 
 
    Dax’s mind cracked. Most of the day was gone from chopping down one tree and the threat of rain was imminent. He gave the professor an incredulous look and she simply gave him a wide smile. 
 
    “Chop chop,” Frost said again. 
 
    Mystical energy flooded his body as his eyes began to glow. The pain vanished as Dax felt renewed. Brow forming a hard V, he bolted for the stump with the shards. Legs pumped as he crossed the short distance, axe at his side. 
 
    Professor Frost made no movement, her gaze purely on the mage. 
 
    Dax reached the stump, light spilling from his eyes. Doubt, shame, hunger, greed, and power swirled into an inner maelstrom. It flashed hard against his soul, burning away all logic, the mage turning into a snarling beast of a man. He glared down on the shards, their light calling out to him. Inner energies flared as a thought filled his mind of finding a mana flame and stepping into it to join the source. 
 
    Pain flared and Dax was lost to it for a moment. Images of Zarra, Fern, Symon, and his friends flashed amid the brightness cascading over his mind. He didn’t want to go. He didn’t want to return to the source. He had too much to do here. His life was just beginning. 
 
    The mage turned his gaze to the sky and he let out a primal scream. A drop of rain touched his forehead as his voice vibrated through the air. When the last drop of oxygen left his lungs, he took a deep breath and lifted the axe sideways. With a furious swipe, he knocked the shards from the top of the stump and scattered them into the woods. Power sank into his muscles as he lifted the axe and brought the sharp end down on the stump, cleaving it in half! 
 
    Dax huffed hard as he let go of the axe and turned his attention to Professor Frost. The Professor eyed him, the aura around the mage blazing bright for a moment before it began to fade away. The glow from his eyes began to wane, but the mage snarled his contempt. 
 
    “The kiss was not a mistake! Your heart knows what it wants and these stupid games only prove it!” 
 
    Frost stayed where she was, leaning on a tree and drinking her wine. 
 
    Dax’s rage flared as he stalked closer. Fingers flexed as he approached. When he stood before her, Frost looked to him with blank eyes as he scowled at her. 
 
    “I have beaten your game, Professor Frost!” Dax growled. 
 
    Professor Frost blinked. “Call me Keeva.” 
 
    Shock stunned the mage, blasting away his rage and fury.  
 
    “You do remember my name is Keeva?” the beautiful mage said with a wry smirk. 
 
    Dax nodded with wide eyes. “Of course, I remember.” 
 
    The two stood, inches apart. The sky rumbled before drops of rain began to fall. Keeva turned from the mage and walked to the front door of the tower. She waved her hand and the door opened as she stepped inside. 
 
    Dax followed, rain coming down harder. He stepped in, his head and shoulders wet as the door closed behind him. 
 
    Keeva was in the kitchen. She pulled out a second wine glass and placed it on the counter. She opened another bottle of wine and began to pour. 
 
    Dax watched from the other room with unblinking eyes.  
 
    Frost lifted up both glasses and stepped into the main room. She handed a glass to Dax and lifted hers up. 
 
    “A little something to warm the bones.” 
 
    The two clinked their glasses and took a deep sip. 
 
    Dax tried to hide his confusion, but the high mage before him seemed to have already noticed it. 
 
    “The first big step is to defy temptation, all temptation. One can fuel the other. If you don’t take back control, there will always be a weakness in your resolve,” Keeva said with a slight slur. 
 
    “You're drunk,” Dax said with concern in his eyes. 
 
    Keeva shook her head. “No, I’m right where I want to be,” She said as her free hand touched the top of the couch and she leaned on it. 
 
    Dax took another sip as Frost wavered despite holding onto the couch. 
 
    “You require the next step and… I’m a little nervous about the next step,” Keeva said with a drunken smile. 
 
    The mage was silent as he watched her. 
 
    “Dax, you have the honor of being the first person in many years to enter my home,” Keeva smirked and took a deep sip. 
 
    “You don’t have to drink anymore,” Dax said warmly. 
 
    “I want to,” Keeva grinned. “I’m not used to… emotions. They get in the way of work.” 
 
    The Professor stepped away and walked over to a group of paintings. “I remember my early days in the Academy. I found my friends, my tribe. We worked and played together, ready to take on any evil that might resurface. We were so full of hope and optimism, much like you and your friends.” 
 
    Keeva stared at one painting with six people smashing their heads and cheeks together in laughter. “I miss them. I miss them terribly. You never truly know the dark side of being a champion until you experience it.” 
 
    Keeva lifted a hand and touched painted, smiling faces. “The first year after graduation was full of possibilities. We’d stay in contact with letters and visits. We even went on quests and missions together at times, ready to protect the world.” 
 
    The mage pulled her hand away and let it drop to her side. She looked down with dark eyes. 
 
    “Then, year after year, we lost someone. Sometimes it was an accident or a trap in dungeons or ruins. Other times it was because of foul plots with opposed kingdoms. One of my friends took his own life when he lost his wife and child in a monster attack.  
 
    “You never know how your career as a champion will turn out until you lose the people you love.” 
 
    Keeva looked up to the painting with a young Skullcut. “Edrin is my only friend left. We sometimes talk about the old days, but even he doesn’t like to dwell on it. We sometimes avoid each other so we don’t have to relive the terrible experiences of losing our friends. It took its toll. I think it was harder on Edrin, but it’s hard to tell with his optimistic attitude.” 
 
    The drunk high mage turned around and looked to Dax. “Then, I meet this handsome young mage. Despite his rocky start, he persevered. He overcame his past to strive to become a true champion. He has a great group of friends who love him and he has the respect of those friends and many of the faculty. He even changed that stubborn Professor Hark! The Berserker Professor cannot stop singing the mage’s praises.” 
 
    Keeva let out a sad laugh. “Everyone knows, a champion’s life can be inspiring or a dark lesson. I’ve seen it year after year and it drives the point further into my soul that I cannot allow my heart to be open to anyone.” 
 
    The high mage let out a mad laugh. “But hearts never work that way, do they?” 
 
    Dax shook his head in solemn silence. 
 
    The fireplace glowed with warmth as the sound of rain filled senses. Dax and Keeva stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment. Lighting flashed outside and a short time later, thunder rumbled. 
 
    The Professor lowered her gaze, lifted her hand and touched Dax’s chest. The touch was small, intimate and welcomed. Dax lifted his hand and curled his fingers around her hand, keeping it to his chest. Body heat blended with the warmth of the chamber. 
 
    Keeva pulled her hand away from his and took a sip of wine. Dax did the same with a small smile. 
 
    “Sit,” the high mage instructed. 
 
    The pair made their way to a comfortable couch and sat, a foot of space between them. The pitter patter of rain soothed away the tension as the pair looked to each other. They sipped their wine in a long silence before Keeva spoke. 
 
    “Let me guess, you were first attracted to me on the first day of classes?” Keeva smirked. 
 
    Dax took a sip of wine and smiled. “No. I was actually too scared and overwhelmed in the beginning to think straight. But, the first time I felt it was much later. I can’t explain it, but it was a surreal moment. You directed the class to cast our first spells and the sound of your voice and your knowledge of magic as you explained it, spoke to me. There was a passion there even as you seemed to be indifferent or…” 
 
    “Mean,” Keeva’s sharp smirk could cut through stone. 
 
    Dax grinned and nodded. “I could see through it and see your love for magic and teaching. It stayed with me and it hasn’t left.” 
 
    The Professor eyed the mage, swirling her wine in her glass. “The moment I knew was when you continued to try harder when all odds were against you. Your strength showed, even as your skills languished. You wanted to learn magic more than anything and, I must admit, it spoke to my early days. 
 
    “While many students were falling into predictable patterns of learning, social circles and lust, you stayed to your studies. I doubt you noticed when I touched you.” 
 
    It was Dax’s turn to smirk. “I remembered. You handed me a sack of mana shards and your fingers touched my hand. It was barely for a moment and for a long time, I was confused by it. You didn’t even look at me, but the touch spoke volumes. It didn’t make sense until Zarra told me there was someone who liked me from afar.” 
 
    Keeva covered her mouth and laughed. “You can’t hide anything for long from dragons. Their sense of smell is acute and tends to discover more than words can convey.” 
 
    The Professor looked away, her hand falling to her lap and wine glass in hand. “Dax, our sessions are not over yet. I need you to trust me. Despite whatever happens, I’m here to help you overcome your addiction.” 
 
    “I understand, Keeva.” Dax smiled. 
 
    The high mage slipped from the couch and stood up. She took Dax’s wineglass from him and placed his and hers onto a nearby table. A slender hand out, she took Dax’s hand. The mage stood up, his fingers curling around hers. 
 
    Keeva led the way. The pair made their way to the stairs and began climbing them. They continued to hold hands as they made their way up, Dax trailing behind the beautiful mage. When they reached the second floor, they stepped down the small corridor and into Keeva’s bedroom. 
 
    Lanterns lit on their own, giving the room a subdued warmth. The small fireplace blazed to life, crackling with magical fire. The mood was there, filling every sense. Keeva turned around and faced Dax, her eyes filled with burning desire.  
 
    Dax could hardly believe the change. Professor Frost was nearly his same height, but in classes, she seemed taller and intimidating. But here, she seemed smaller and more vulnerable. It was an odd shift, but not enough to drown the flames of desire. Thoughts swirled as he simply wanted to be close, holding her and feeling her. 
 
    Keeva’s eyes took on shadowy edges as the rain fell relentlessly from the sky outside the warm tower. “Dax…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything. It’s just us,” Dax said with an understanding tone. 
 
    Keeva’s eyes trembled for barely a moment when she rushed the short distance between them and pressed her lips to his. The pair took hold of each other, their bodies pressed tight. Tongues slipped into open mouths as their hearts surged in affection. 
 
    Dax tried to keep it together, not wanting to rush anything. His restraint was dashed on the rocks as she reached around, grabbed his ass and squeezed. The mage’s hands fell to Keeva’s rump as she licked along his teeth and played with his tongue. Muffled whimpers rose up from Keeva’s full mouth and she slipped her hand between them, touched Dax’s chest and a magical pulse exploded. 
 
    Dax stumbled back from the light magical blast. He checked himself, seeing that he was not harmed. The pulse felt like a push and he looked up to his Professor in bewilderment. 
 
    Keeva’s entire body heaved with desire as her eyes burned with wanting. Her hands shot behind her, taking hold of buttons to her corset and undoing them. When the last button was undone, the corset around her waist fell away. Working harder, she undid the back to her long, black dress. 
 
    Dax took hold of his own robe, undoing the inner buttons as he watched his professor shed her tight dress like a second skin.  
 
    The mage was stunned as Keeva’s dress puddled around her feet. The black, tight clothes she normally wore seemed to hide her sensual curves. Her large breasts defied gravity as her dark nipples stood erect. Her tone form moved with liquid grace and her supple thighs seemed to cry out, wanting to be touched. A small tuft of black hair was above her womanhood as she stood. Slender hands moved up and the Professor’s cheeks glowed a light pink as she half-attempted to cover herself. 
 
    Dax unbuttoned the last button of his robe. Shrugging his shoulders, the robe fell away as he stood naked. Keeva’s eyes darted back to the mage, drinking in his slim but strong build. Her gaze traced over his body before falling to his already hard manhood. It throbbed with power and a tingling feeling filled her. 
 
    The mage smirked before he uttered a quick incantation. He noticed he was much faster than he used to be and the spell flowed naturally. Keeva lifted an eyebrow when Dax said the trigger word. The air shifted in the room and blasted at Keeva from one side. The Professor hissed an arcane word, shattering the air spell before it could reach her. 
 
    Professor and student looked at each other with playful, heated eyes. A blink later, they were both casting spells, arcane words falling from their lips, but the Professor was faster. 
 
    The air shifted and crashed into Dax, causing his own spell to fizzle. The mage was picked up and thrown, landing in the bed and bouncing into the air. White chains appeared as they attached to binds. The binds clamped on Dax’s ankles and anchored him to the bed, but Dax resumed his spellcasting. 
 
    Keeva was controlling the chains and binds when air blasted her back and caused her to stumble closer to the bed. She resisted the spell and continued to control the binds, one clamping to Dax’s left wrist when another, stronger blast of air knocked her into the bed and next to the mage already in it. 
 
    Despite the white chains, Dax had enough free movement to curl his left arm around his Professor and hold her close. His free right hand fell to her hip, touching her silky-smooth skin. 
 
    Keeva continued the incantation until Dax pressed his lips to hers. The act fizzled the spell. She tried to resist, but found herself unable to break the new spell between them. Dax confidently held her to him, his fingers smoothing over her skin as their tongues danced. One remaining white bind connected to a chain hovered, ready to attach to Dax’s right wrist. 
 
    Keeva pulled away and was about to speak when Dax’s hand touched her tender inner thigh. Her eyes trembled with desire as the two mages stared into each other’s souls. Dax’s fingers moved closer, causing the heat between them to rise.  
 
    “Dax,” Keeva said in a heated whisper. “Once you cross that line, there is no going back.” 
 
    The mage gave an understanding smile. “I never want to go back. I only want to go forward.” 
 
    Dax’s fingers caressed her budding line and wetness greeted his touch. 
 
    Keeva’s eyes fluttered and a small moan fell from her lips.  
 
    Dax lingered, letting his fingers explore her until he grazed her clit. It caused Keeva’s entire body to react as she clutched to him. She snuggled into his left arm as he held her, thighs slightly parted and closing her mouth to stifle her moans. Her hips moved to his touch, rubbing against him as he rubbed against her. The air grew still except for the two on the wide bed. Bliss woke from its slumber and the high mage could barely contain herself. 
 
    Keeva’s soft hand wrapped around Dax’s throbbing member and began to stroke.  
 
    “Two can play this game,” the Professor said with a playful hiss. 
 
    Dax’s body reacted by wanting more. The strokes were slow and light, causing his hips to move slightly, pushing up as she stroked down. Keeva gave a wicked smile as she let go and touched her dripping womanhood along with Dax. The couple massaged Keeva’s slit, drawing out wetness. When her fingers were coated, she took hold of Dax again and slowly stroked him. 
 
    The added wetness caused the mage to nearly buck in her hand. The gentle stroke and slide caused the two of them to writhe in pleasure. Ecstasy bloomed, bodies crying to become one. 
 
    “Keeva, release me,” Dax said with a dark and commanding tone. 
 
    The high mage gasped as Dax’s finger played her sensitive nub like a conductor to a symphony. He touched her just right, her heart opening further to him, but her head shook slightly from side to side. 
 
    “You…are my student,” Keeva hissed before slipping up and straddling his thighs. 
 
    Dax’s hand stayed with her, his thumb massaging her clit as she used both hands to stroke his rock-hard cock. The two stayed in the moment, pleasuring each other with foreplay, but the desires stormed louder, filling their ears with pulse pounding blood and lightning flashed outside. 
 
    The remaining white bind clamped onto Dax’s right wrist and the chain pulled and tightened, Dax spread eagle on the bed and the High Mage gazing down on his prone body. 
 
    “Please me and maybe I will let you off with a warning,” Keeva said with mischievous flair. 
 
    Dax watched as she moved along him, bending her upper body forward and her breasts in his face. She took hold of the base of his member and pressed his throbbing head to her dripping valley. The mage’s body filled with power as hot, pale breasts nearly suffocated him. Tongue out, he slathered at her smooth skin until he found a nipple and gave it a tiny nibble. 
 
    Keeva moaned her delight as her hips pushed down. She moaned louder, Dax’s member meeting resistance for a moment before she slowly impaled herself on him. Eyes squeezed shut, she moved down his veiny member, inch after inch. Wetness dripped down the shaft as she strongly pushed down on him until she reached the base. Letting out a long exhale, she remained, eyes closed and breath heavy. 
 
    Dax looked up to his Professor. The guarded and stern demeanor she always had seemed to melt away. Her eyes stayed closed, basking in the connection and her body shuddered for more. Her breasts bobbed slightly with her subtle movements. 
 
    Dax pulled on his bindings, the urge to take her and hold her close, overpowering him. 
 
    Keeva’s body began to move on Dax’s iron hard cock. She slid on him, not giving too much space and keeping him deep within. 
 
    “Clever mages earn their rewards,” Keeva said with a sultry edge as she kept her eyes closed and bobbed on him. 
 
    Dax’s mind worked, trying to cut through the blissful fog. Hips moved to the seductive high mage, the two pulling away and closer, keeping the rhythm. Keeva’s toes curled as Dax struggled against his binds. The play continued, an ocean of bliss drowning them. 
 
    Inspiration struck and Dax began to whisper an incantation.  
 
    Keeva was lost like a raft at sea. Her body cried out for the strong and sweet vibrations of the mage’s power inside her. Memories of the intimate connections washed over her, but this felt different. Something new glowed that she hadn’t felt in a long time and it caused her body to tremble with demonic urges. She felt herself getting close. The dam began to crack and she thrust herself down. The tempo increased as she drew closer and closer. When magic touched her senses, she opened her eyes in surprise. 
 
    Dax grinned after reciting the trigger command. The mage mentally took hold of the water spell as it activated. The wetness from between Keeva’s thighs writhed and moved. A small liquid tentacle formed. It moved between them, the tip touching Keeva’s clit and rubbing it with tender care. 
 
    The Professor’s eyes widened as she looked down over her breasts to see a tentacle made from her was touching her nub. A blink later, she let out a long, heated moan. Bliss spiked as she leaned back, placing her hands on Dax’s legs. The moment took her, moving to his thick cock and the tiny tentacle pleasuring her clit. The sounds of bodies grew, as did the scent of sex.  
 
    Dax watched as he controlled the tentacle. The ocean of pleasure pressing down on his soul didn’t deter his desire to please and love her. He never knew love making could be this intimate between two mages and it only made the moment burn brighter. 
 
    “Well… done,” Keeva whispered before the match was lit and her nerves flared with power. 
 
    An ocean of bliss poured down the High Mage as she let out a loud, sultry moan. Her nerves tingled and tightened before they released with pent up frustration. Keeva shuddered hard, unable to stop herself as she continued to keep their tight connection. Her upper body shot forward, hands on Dax’s shoulders as the tentacle and Dax’s cock lashed her spirit with pleasure. The inner pulses rippled before another surge of bliss crashed into the High Mage. Keeva cried out, unable to tame the wild storm. Her hips moved as her breasts swung in Dax’s face. Keeva let out a low growl as her student had the audacity to latch his mouth to her nipple and suckle, his tongue lashing her. The sensitivity grew and another burst of bliss shattered her soul, followed by another. 
 
    Dax was content, nibbling on his Professor as she drowned in bliss. Wetness surged and dripped down his inner thighs and spread all over his hips from their nearly abusive connection. 
 
    Keeva barely had the presence of mind to lift a hand and snap her fingers. The binds and chains vanished. Dax felt the release and he snapped up. The spell faded and the little tentacle melted in their union. The mage buried his face in her between her breasts as she clutched to him around his shoulders. Their bodies slowed slightly, enjoying the comfort and closeness, holding each other and their souls becoming one. 
 
    “Dax… fill me with your seed. Don’t question it. Just do it,” Keeva whispered as she tried to keep her bliss addled mind together. 
 
    Dax nodded and looked. In the lantern light, Keeva glowed. The sound of rain outside brought them closer as their bodies entwined. The High Mage shuddered again, unable to stop the spirals of pleasure coaxing her spirit. Energies touched one another and the bonds grew deeper. 
 
    Dax could hardly contain himself, his cock screaming for release. The tempo slowed as Keeva let out soft moans. When Dax’s cock thickened, she gasped as her inner world was pushed to nearly the breaking point. 
 
    “Fuck!” Keeva cursed as she tried to keep it together. 
 
    Dax’s eyes glowed as he felt Keeva’s powerful mana flowing through her body. It was the second strongest force he ever felt, the first being the actual mana flame. It sang to him, a need to drink her very blood so her mana would become his. 
 
    No! No! Not now! 
 
    Dax’s expression took on a nearly heavenly calm as thoughts turned into daggers, a need to drink her mana seeped into him. 
 
    Keeva looked down on Dax’s heavenly face and glowing eyes. “Come, my love.” 
 
    The words touched his heart. Dax took hold of her hips, forcing her down as his cock thickened. Spurts of white-hot seed struck Keeva’s thin and full inner world. Magical energies bloomed as the Professor felt another surge of bliss, but kept her mind sharp. Her hands reached up and clamped on the sides of Dax’s head as he stared at her. An arcane word was said and white flames burned from her hands. 
 
    Dax cried out as energies and bliss clashed. The Professor milked his cock, squeezing his soul into her as energies blasted his mind. Senses blazed as the two nearly merged. 
 
    Keeva fought through all of it, her mind touching Dax’s mind. She felt the tiny bulge against a part of his brain. With the focus of a true master, she directed her magical power at the bulge and burned it with blasts of cleansing flames.  
 
    Dax grunted in torment and bliss. He felt it, saw it as Keeva’s power lashed at the tumor in his head and shrunk it slightly. Energies welled up and the mage came again, blasting her already full valley and feeling it leak out. Dax’s mouth hung open as he felt everything, but Keeva’s touch kept him anchored to this world. 
 
    The white fire covered their bodies and with one final scream from the couple, it flashed out and died. 
 
    Dim light returned to the bedchamber as Dax and Keeva stared at each other in exhausted surrender. Dax fell back onto the bed, Keeva going with him. Professor and student stayed connected as their addled minds slowly recovered. 
 
    Keeva’s head lay on Dax’s chest, the pair huffing from the act. She stared off to nothing as Dax looked up to the ceiling, his mind a million miles away.  
 
    “Dax,” Keeva struggled to say before she continued, “I burned at the tumor but it’s… not gone yet.” 
 
    The mage continued to stare, his head beginning to feel better. 
 
    Keeva continued, “We… we have to do this a few more times. I need to burn it away completely before we realign your… energies.” 
 
    Dax’s arms held the High Mage close, his mind returning to normal. “When do you want to continue?” 
 
    Keeva’s hips moved, sliding on Dax's still hard cock. “Now will suffice, but when we have a moment, we should talk about what else you can do,” she smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sounds of rain trailed off as the clouds parted and a moon glowed. The faint sound of an owl filled the dark night. 
 
    Dax and Keeva lay in bed, their bodies covered in sweat and furs across their legs. The High Mage’s head was on Dax’s chest, listening to his heartbeat with closed eyes. Dax’s arms were curled around her, holding her close and enjoying her warmth. 
 
    Time had lost all meaning between them as they carried on with lustful and loving conviction. Sore muscles filled their bodies as they rested, unsure if they would get any sleep. 
 
    Dax stared, a feeling of new clarity filling his thoughts. It was nearly magical, as if seeing the real world for the first time. 
 
    Keeva opened her eyes but didn’t move her head. “Dax, I cannot be part of your clan. My duties come first, no matter what my heart desires.” 
 
    Dax looked down to her long, wavy hair. 
 
    Keeva lifted her head and rested her chin on his chest. “Zarra had already approached me before the start of summer. She could smell my attraction to you. I didn’t deny it, but I told her no as well. I just want you to know, if things were different, I wouldn’t hesitate to join your growing family.” 
 
    Dax kept his gaze on Keeva’s beautiful eyes. “Is it the fear of losing one of us, of losing me?” 
 
    Keeva looked away, “That is part of it. The other part is I belong here at the Academy. The High Dean and others of the faculty know about my attraction to you. They would never stand in the way of love, but they also need me here.” 
 
    Dax lifted an eyebrow, “Everyone knows?” 
 
    Keeva lifted her upper body up a little and gave the mage a smarmy smile. “I’m sure you know that champions have higher than normal drives. We don’t deny it, but we go to each other to help us control it. It would break the structure of the Academy if Professors slept with students, not that it doesn’t happen, but it is not openly talked about in public.” 
 
    The beautiful High Mage sighed. “I look forward to following your career. You’re a good man and deserve much. Your friends love you and you love them. Treasure that bond for as long as you can.” 
 
    “What if I refuse your decision? What if I want to carve a new path for our lives, you joining us?” 
 
    Keeva smirked. “It’s something we can talk about another time. I was holding back before. I doubt you could match me to change my mind.” 
 
    “I was holding back too,” Dax grinned. 
 
    Keeva let out a joyful laugh. “Then it is a pact. When you’re ready, we shall match our magical abilities again and see if we can persuade one another to a new path, one where our lives come together.” 
 
    “I accept,” Dax smiled warmly. 
 
    Keeva sat up and stretched her arms into the air. “Let’s get some food in our bellies. I will need another day or two to cleanse the tumor from your mind and realign your energies. You succeeded in the first part of taking control. The second part of cleansing would have taken longer, but our connection is able to accelerate it. With time, you should feel better than normal, but we can’t continue on an empty stomach.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes took in Keeva’s beauty as he spoke, “Lead the way and I will follow.” 
 
    The couple threw the furs off their legs and launched from the bed, hunger pushing them out of the bedchamber and down the stairs with warm delight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Birdsong filled the air as sunlight bathed the island. Dax and Keeva walked, hand in hand. The forest was alive with activity, small animals darting along the path as two people made their way back to the Academy. 
 
    Dax felt light as a feather and his thoughts were clear as water from a spring river. The last few days and nights played out in his mind, the constant embraces and closeness. The pain of her magical fire and the tender touch of her body. It turned into a tapestry of being together, sometimes forcing bliss to spill and other times coaxing it to the surface in heated gasps. It had nearly become obscene if anyone was looking in, but in their private world and time, everything was accepted with deep kisses and warm embraces. 
 
    The tumor was gone, burned away by Keeva’s magic. Not long after, their embrace helped align the mage’s energy. On their last morning, their kiss said it all as Dax felt like a new man. 
 
    The main gate to the Academy appeared through the trees.  
 
    Keeva slowed down her pace and turned to Dax. The Mage looked into her bright eyes before she kissed him. The two lingered before she broke the kiss and let go of his hand. 
 
    “See you in class, Daxton Sage,” Professor Frost said, turned and walked toward the Main Gate. 
 
    Dax followed, his spirit light. The trees began to part and a lone figure in a white robe and flowing blonde hair stood by the open gate. Keeva walked ahead, reaching Zarra and the two women hugged. Dax approached, seeing Keeva whisper a few words before pulling away and walking through the gate into the Academy Courtyard. 
 
    Zarra beamed as Dax approached. Golden eyes drank in the mage as his scent stirred her own inner fire. She could see a new freshness and power in his demeanor and expression. He smiled as he reached her and the cleric flung her arms around his neck. 
 
    “It’s gone. Your nightmare has ended,” Zarra said softly before kissing him. 
 
    Dax held her close, enjoying her closeness and drinking in her scent. When they parted, they held each other’s hands between them. 
 
    “Everything is so bright and beautiful,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Zarra nodded with her own shy smile. 
 
    Dax looked to her, a thought rising to the surface. “Zarra, you don’t have to sneak around to bring people into our clan. Professor Frost told me you approached her. I know you approached Isani and Ressa. I know you spoke with Fern.” 
 
    “I only want our clan to be happy. I want you to be happy,” the cleric said in a small, shy tone. 
 
    Dax nodded and smiled. “I am happy. I’m very happy, but our clan and our relationship should be built on trust and understanding. We both want more and I doubt either of us will say no to each other.” 
 
    Zarra’s golden eyes trembled. “I know. I have always known, but to hear it from you makes it that much stronger. Don’t be cross with me.” 
 
    Dax let out a happy laugh. “I’ve never been cross with you. I love you. I love Fern. I love Isani. I love Ressa. I love Keeva, but she won’t join our clan until I become stronger.” 
 
    Zarra smiled. “Then we must all become stronger and grow our clan larger.” 
 
    Dax eyed the dragon in humanoid form. “How big do you want our clan to be?” 
 
    “Smaller clans number about six to eight. Larger clans can have dozens of members. I want a large clan.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “We shall have a large clan.” 
 
    Zarra’s slitted golden eyes glowed before she flung herself onto Dax and hugged him. The mage basked in the embrace, feeling better than he ever did before. It nearly caused deep emotion to stir, having friends and a family. He had new knowledge and a renewed outlook on the world. 
 
    The cleric pulled back with pink cheeks. “Counselor Skullcut wants us all to meet. He said it's important and told me you would be coming back today.” 
 
    “How did he…” Dax trailed off and smiled, wondering if Keeva sent word during one of their breaks. 
 
    Zarra simply blinked. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “It’s okay. We’ll get the gang together, but I want to have a nice breakfast with a dragon.” 
 
    “Sounds lovely,” Zarra said with a bright smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Commons Building’s windows reflected the late morning sunlight. Dax held up his hand, blocking out the brightness as he, Symon, Zarra, and Fern made their way closer. The small group had already spoken with the others, the Heroes of Kinarth knowing they had to make their way after classes to Room 222 in the Commons Building.  
 
    Stepping out of the reflected glare, Dax dropped his hand and looked to the entrance with excitement. Seeing Counselor Skullcut for a brief moment at the Competition helped him to feel better that the Counselor was okay. Spending the last month and week without seeing the man he would consider a mentor clashed with Dax’s own wellbeing and he was excited to see him again.  
 
    “What do you think he wants to talk to us about?” Fern asked out loud. 
 
    “My gut tells me it’s about our Champion Trials,” Symon said in a low tone. 
 
    Fern nodded. “The third years never had to meet in the Auditorium about their Trials. Maybe it has to stay a secret. That’s why they want us to meet in smaller groups.” 
 
    “It has to be about the Champion Trials,” Dax smiled. “He asked for us specifically. Even Noss and Miranda have been chosen for this meeting.” 
 
    Symon shook his head. “Judging from what Isani and Ressa found out, it’s not going to be an easy quest. My research into the Decayed Lands gave me nightmares. The land is corrupted and poisoned. The Void Border to the north of it isn’t much better. Warped monsters roam those lands, looking for any warm body to eat.” 
 
    Fern looked to Dax and glanced down to a spot below his belt, “Odd. The monsters and I have something in common.” 
 
    Zarra barked out a giggle. 
 
    Symon groaned his disapproval. 
 
    Dax just kept walking with a smile. 
 
    The fours friends reached the entrance to the Commons and stepped inside. They walked like they owned the place. They climbed the stairs to the second floor and looked for room number 222. 
 
    “Who won the Card Alliance Competition?” Dax asked as the room numbers went up as they walked by. 
 
    “Bonnie Price, first year mage,” Fern answered. “She has been a fan of yours for a long time and said she owed the victory to you. I would watch out for her. She might eclipse you as the most powerful Card Mage.” 
 
    Dax kept his smile. “She can have the title. I have bigger things to focus on,” the mage said and smacked Fern’s ass. 
 
    The fairy’s cheeks flushed red as they walked. 
 
    “Get a bedchamber you two!” Symon laughed. 
 
    The group reached the inner meeting room. Dax was first, turning the knob and pushing the door in. Dim light greeted them as they entered. Zarra was last to step in, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Dax immediately noticed there were no windows to the room. Lanterns hung from a few places. The walls were covered in simple designs. A long, thick table took up the middle of the room. Vance, Miranda, and Noss sat on one side. Isani and Ressa sat on the other. At the end of the table sat Counselor Skullcut. His scarred face twisted into a smile and he held out his open hand to the available seats. 
 
    Isani and Ressa stared hard at Dax as he stepped further into the room, the dranar licking her lips along her small snout. Vance and Miranda gave light waves to the remainder of their group as they came in and took seats. Noss bowed his head to Dax and the mage bowed his head back.  
 
    Dax took a seat by Isani and Zarra took a seat at his side, the dragon cleric and shadow elf rogue flanking each side of him. Fern shrugged and sat by Ressa, the two giving each other a quick embrace before turning back to the table. Symon sat to the back and leaned forward, his elbows on the table and his fingers touching his chin. 
 
    “Welcome to your Champion Trials orientation,” Skullcut smiled. 
 
    “I knew it!” Fern and Symon said in unison. 
 
    Skullcut turned his attention to Dax, “Welcome back. I assume we no longer have to worry about your condition?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “It has been beaten and disposed of.” 
 
    “Excellent news,” Skullcut said before turning his attention to everyone gathered. 
 
    “I know we all have busy lives so I will cut to the chase. Your group has been chosen to remain together as a coterie for the Champion Trials. As standard practice, we hold these meetings in secret for all third years. Everything discussed here must remain a secret and not be spoken of beyond those present.” 
 
    Skullcut turned his attention to Isani and Ressa, “That means no selling or giving this information to anyone else.” 
 
    The shadow elf and dranar grinned politely. 
 
    The Counselor looked to the group and continued, “As you may know, the Champion Trials will take all of you out of the Academy and back into the darkest heart of Ikkudran. Students will have real world experiences, hunting for artifacts and returning them safely to the Academy. I myself have spent time researching your Trials so it can test your knowledge, skills, and spirit.” 
 
    Skullcut smiled as he sat back in his chair, “I chose to come out of my comfortable office to be your personal Observer during the trial. My purpose is to ensure your safety and provide information, but not to lead you on your trial quest. I function more as a guide as I chronicle your adventure into the Decayed Lands.” 
 
    Miranda spoke up, “What will be our quest objective?” 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “Excellent question. Your group shall be tasked with finding an artifact believed to be in the Shadow Citadel Ruins.” 
 
    Isani and Ressa sat up. The pair looked to each other before turning their gazes to the Counselor. 
 
    “That was a great shadow elf city before the war. Most of my people fled to the tunnels and caverns to escape the spawn as they invaded. I grew up hearing the stories that my ancestor’s ghosts still roam it, trying to protect it from any spawn,” Isani said. 
 
    “It’s not far from the swamps of my people as well. The shadow elves took in my people when the citadel city and the Hork Swamp was overrun,” Ressa added. 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “Your knowledge will be useful as we cross the border and explore the ruins.” 
 
    Isani bowed her head, “Counselor, I mean no disrespect, but the ruins are a death trap. Every year there was a group of shadow elves and dranar that would go to search the ruins with the promise of reclaiming them. Every party that has gone has never returned.” 
 
    “I understand your apprehension. There is a key difference. Your group is the strongest of the many coteries here at Kinarth, therefore, the trial must be challenging. Having a dragon on your side will give you a strong edge.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Zarra as she sat silently. 
 
    The counselor continued, “We have taken many things into account. We understand the deeper levels of the ruins are dangerous, but we believe the artifact we are searching for may be closer to the surface. I will disclose the name of the artifact we are searching for when we begin the trial.” 
 
    Skullcut looked to Zarra, “Cleric, you will be given a new circlet, one that doesn’t diminish your power as much as your current one. You will have the ability to use more of your strength and be allowed to tap further into your faith and mana. It wouldn’t be a challenge if we didn’t let you flex your wings a little.” 
 
    Zarra bowed her head in acknowledgement. 
 
    “I understand your concerns and we have taken every possibility into account. This is meant to be a trial and you are being tested from the moment we leave through the Academy main gates. How you perform will affect your final grades and be the deciding factor for graduation as champions.” 
 
    Skullcut smirked as he looked at the many shocked faces. “We wouldn’t have assigned you this trial if we didn’t think you couldn’t do it.” 
 
    Dax turned his head and addressed the group, “This is why we’re here and I believe everyone one of us can go beyond just succeeding. We can come back as High Champions!” 
 
    The shock simmered as everyone looked to Dax. Their heads nodded in agreement and the timid concern seemed to melt away. Zarra reached over and placed her hand over his, giving it a gentle squeeze. 
 
    Isani sat with blank red eyes, not saying a word. 
 
    Skullcut continued, “We will have a travelling route we must follow to reach the border and cross it. I will give the exact details and locations on the day of our departure. The only thing I can say about it is, make sure you study your royal etiquette. Being a Champion is more than hunting for artifacts and protecting the people. Sometimes you must meet with those of royal blood and know how to interact with them. 
 
    “Once we are past the border and into the Decayed Lands, your survival skills will play a pivotal role. I will say this as seriously as I can, there will be no warm beds, taverns, or inns. There will be no drinks and lounging by a warm hearth. You will be tested on how well you survive and handle adversity. Do not take it lightly.” 
 
    Heads nodded. Dax glanced at the group, seeing everyone taking in the information and digesting it. 
 
    “There is one more thing we must discuss before I open the room to questions. Symon and Dax have shown great leadership during their time here at the Academy. As a sign of teamwork, you all must decide who will be the leader or your expedition. You have three weeks to decide before we leave and you can tell me on that day, not before.” 
 
    Dax and Symon shot each other a look. 
 
    Skullcut leaned back in his chair again and smiled. “Any questions?” 
 
    Isani lifted her gaze to the Counselor, “What if one or many of us dies?” 
 
    “I will do everything in my power to ensure that never happens. I have performed many sorties into the Decayed Lands and I know most of the terrain like the back of my scar covered hand. This is the toughest challenge and they needed the toughest champion to watch over all of you,” Skullcut grinned. 
 
    Noss spoke up, “If survival and completing our quest is the key to our graduation, what would count against us and our final grade?” 
 
    “Excellent question, Master Bonegnaw. Simply put, your character, skill, and strength will dictate your grades. If being a champion is protecting others and solving problems, you have your path to greatness. Failure is not meeting the challenges when they present themselves. Try not to overthink it. All of you have many champion qualities, but as we all know, sometimes we have weak moments in the heat of battle or adversity. Try to keep your mind sharp in those moments and rise above.” 
 
    “Do we get to keep the artifact?” Ressa asked with a sly grin. 
 
    Skullcut let out a gruff chuckle. “The artifact will be returned to the proper kingdom after we return to Kinarth. Your names will be given as the champions who retrieved it and you will have rewards with plenty of food and drink waiting for you.” 
 
    Ressa’s smile faded and she dipped her head in annoyance. 
 
    “Counselor, what kind of equipment and supplies can we bring?” Symon asked. 
 
    “Anything you can carry. It will be a long journey and you can bring anything you need to survive. I recommend keeping it light and stay to the basics.” 
 
    Dax bowed his head slightly, shadows covering his eyes. “How much of this trial will be life or death?” 
 
    Counselor Skullcut’s demeanor shifted from light to a sliver of darkness. “Life and death will always be two sides of the same coin. We will be going into dangerous territory. The corrupted monsters that lurk there cannot be reasoned with and should be put down. Do not risk your lives and the lives of your fellow students. Much like the sea monsters on Star Fall Island, the monsters will take what meals they can get with little regard for anything else.” 
 
    Their eyes collectively looked down, knowing this was not going to be a simple trial. 
 
    Skullcut looked to the students, “Fear not what may come. Stay true to your training and each other and all of you should come out with new experiences and a stronger bond for it.” 
 
    The shadows pulled back as excited hearts beat warmly in chests. 
 
    “If that will be all, you’re dismissed from classes for the rest of the day. Take some time to ponder and discuss. In three weeks, we will set off on your Trial,” the counselor smiled. 
 
    Bodies rose up and began stepping out one by one.  
 
    “Meet in the club room. We have much to talk about,” Vance said to everyone leaving. 
 
    Dax stayed in his chair. Zarra touched his shoulder before following the group out. When the room emptied out, Dax and Skullcut remained in their seats. 
 
    “I figured you wanted to speak,” the Counselor smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. “This trial is very exciting and we are all looking forward to it, but there have been some questions with the group and I wanted to ask you for some advice.” 
 
    “As Counselor, I am here for everyone who needs advice. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Dax organized his thoughts before he spoke, “Many of us have grown very close. As you know, Zarra and I have a clan with Fern, Isani, and Ressa. We’ve talked about after graduation and we need advice on how we can stay together, if it’s possible?” 
 
    Skullcut gave a simple nod, “This circumstance has happened many times before. You and your friends are becoming top students in the Academy. Your card magic has changed the future of spellcasting. I can safely say, even if your coterie fails the trial, which I don’t think is possible, you Dax Sage may have more influence than you know.” 
 
    The mage raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The Counselor continued, “You remember my time last year where I travelled to different kingdoms because of the emergence of your card technique?” 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    “I spent my time trying to ease many kingdoms to this new kind of magic. Through many discussions, lords and ladies all had the same thing to say, they wanted you to be part of their royal courts. Many, if not all, know your name. They want the first mage to perfect card magic and many will try anything to sway you to join them. It gives you an advantage and a disadvantage.  
 
    “Hear me, I want you to know what’s at stake. Despite the end of the Void War, there is peace, but only on the surface. Jealous and greedy kingdoms are still present, keeping a clean appearance while they do their dirty work in the shadows. As champions, you are to help keep the peace and aid kingdoms, but you are not meant for war until the void spawn return. That is why there has been no large-scale wars between kingdoms as our world continues to recover.  
 
    “Your duty as champions is to prepare for another invasion. If and when the time comes, all champions will be called to fight the spawn, or any other threat from alien dimensions. We wish it wasn’t this way, but it is what we are prepared to do.” 
 
    Skullcut’s gaze took on a warm kindness, “Dax, you’ve come such a long way from your beginnings. You have grown into an upstanding man. Your friends and many others look up to you and I believe you have the makings of a fine champion. After graduation, we will talk about your future and seek the best place for you and your growing family.” 
 
    Dax bowed his head, fighting back the swirl of emotion. The only time he felt such admiration from anyone he wasn’t romantically involved with was his mother. To hear it from a man he respected caused new light to fill the voids in his soul. It sang like a symphony and he didn’t want it to ever leave. 
 
    “Thank you, Edrin,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Dax,” the Counselor smiled. “I do have one final piece of advice.” 
 
    Dax looked up and blinked. 
 
    “Wait until after graduation to have kids. There will be a period of about a year to adjust to your new role in whatever court you decide to join. It’s a perfect time to start raising a family.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Do you have any children?” 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “I have a son and a daughter. Both are champions, but changed their names so they could carve out their legacy. I visit them when I leave on long trips from the Academy. We write all the time and I have all their letters. 
 
    “There is no greater joy than bringing new life to our world.” 
 
    Dax’s smile faded a little as a thought entered his head. 
 
    Skullcut grinned. “No, I’m not married. I met two beautiful women at different times in my life, each one bearing a child. We had our time, but they were not champions and not infused with mana for a longer life. I laid them to rest many years ago, but do not be saddened. We had full, happy lives. Sometimes I miss them, but I know one day we will be reunited.” 
 
    The room took on a solemn silence. 
 
    Skullcut broke the silence, “If that will be all, enjoy the rest of your day. I expect your coterie to be fully prepared for the trial. Study up on the Decayed Lands and test out your spells before we leave.” 
 
    The two men stood and clasped forearms, giving each other a hardy shake. 
 
    The pair finished with a bow and made their way out of the meeting room. The Counselor made his way to the stairs and descended while Dax climbed the stairs to the third floor and made his way to the Heroes of Kinarth club room. 
 
    The mage opened the door and stepped in to heads turning in his direction, drinks in their hands. The group sat in chairs in a big circle. Smiles bloomed as the mage approached and took the empty seat that was waiting for him. A wooden mug of mead was placed in his hand and the mage took a hearty drink. 
 
    Vance spoke up, “We already started discussing our Champion Trial and it has been decided, you will be coterie leader.” 
 
    Dax looked at his friends as they smiled at him. Symon gave a happy nod. 
 
    “Are you…” Dax began before he was cut off by Fern. 
 
    “It was decided! Don’t make it weird with questions,” the fairy laughed. 
 
    “Thank you. I won’t let you down,” Dax smirked. 
 
    Vance smiled. “Next order of club business, we must delegate roles to prepare for our trial.” 
 
    Dax took another sip of his drink when something Skullcut said before he left popped to the forefront of his mind. He mentioned studying up on spells and it tickled the back of Dax’s mind. He called up his ghostly stats and looked them over. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 5 
 
    Water: 4 
 
    Fire: 3 
 
    Urth: 3 
 
    Life: 5 
 
    Decay: 2 
 
    Light: 2 
 
    Dark: 2 
 
    Time: 4 
 
    Space: 2 
 
    Mind: 4 
 
    Body: 2 
 
    Inspiration struck and the mage cut off Vance just as he was about to speak. 
 
    “Everyone, I have an idea that will give us an extra edge in the trial!” Dax grinned. 
 
    All heads turned to the mage again. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” Vance smiled. 
 
    Dax gathered his thoughts and began speaking, “You all know, since I touched the mana flame, it filled all my twelve spheres of magic. Many of them are second degrees but that should be enough for what we can do.” 
 
    Dax leaned forward, elbows on knees and a confident gleam in his eyes. “I think it’s safe to say that many, if not all of us, are higher than 2nd degree in our chosen classes. Fern, Berserkers use the Body and Urth Sphere. Zarra, Clerics use the Light and Life Spheres. Noss, Necromancers use the Decay and Dark spheres. All of us here use the different spheres to enhance our abilities and spells. 
 
    “What if we pool our knowledge and I create cards with abilities from everyone present? I don’t know the intricacies of each class, but everyone here knows their own. I can create cards that will aid us, expanding what we can do.” 
 
    Their eyes widened as everyone understood what Dax was saying. 
 
    “I can help you create healing cards,” Zarra smiled. 
 
    “I can show you how to create Body Sphere magic to increase your abilities in a fight,” Fern said as she flashed into her eight-inch form and began circling the room in excitement. 
 
    “I know how to create elemental weapons,” Symon grinned. 
 
    Vance blinked, “We would become the most versatile coterie Ikkudran has ever seen.” 
 
    Dax smiled. 
 
    “This could change everything,” Noss slumped back in his chair in amazement. 
 
    “We will be unstoppable,” Isani said with a sly smirk. 
 
    Dax stood up and looked at his friends. “We have three weeks to prepare. I think it’s time we go on the offensive and become the High Champions of Kinarth!” 
 
    “Aye!” the group cheered as they lifted their drinks into the air and guzzled their contents down in spirited excitement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    The weeks flowed by as the air cooled and the days grew shorter. Once brightly colored leaves withered into brown shades before falling from the trees and covering the cobblestone Courtyard of Kinarth Academy. The transition from autumn to winter was taking place and the chill at night seemed to bite deeper as misty breath fell from noses and parted lips. 
 
    Dax and his friends worked every day and partly into the night, preparing for their trials. The mage spent time with each individual member, discussing and creating new kinds of cards. Sometimes he spent several days with Zarra, Isani, and Miranda, understanding the spheres of magic they used and transcribing them into working cards.  
 
    The mage often fell asleep at his dormitory desk, brush in hand and half-made cards scattered along the surface. Sleep had become a luxury as everyone pulled their weight to prepare. 
 
    Symon, Vance, and Isani studied royal etiquette when not in class. They often discussed it with the group when they had meetings every other day. 
 
    Ressa, Miranda, and Fern studied every book they could find on monsters and wildlife beyond the border to the Decayed Lands. Taking notes, they fleshed out what they would run into or what they could run into. The information was incomplete, the authors often speculating on rarely seen and dangerous creatures. Fern kept to task, reading from Schinhofen’s Salacious Monsters, Blaise’s Book of Cunning Boggarts, Varnell’s Vicious Creatures of the Night and Tamryn’s Wild Elves of the Forests. The fairy read so much, her eyes would cross before she passed out with open books on her face. Ressa and Miranda would help her back to her dorm, the fairy complaining in a sleepy voice that her brain wasn’t big enough to retain everything she learned. 
 
    When Zarra was not with Dax, she spent her time speaking with her professors about healing status attacks and calling on the light. The student often wondered if the Light Sphere of magic would be weaker in certain corrupted areas on Ikkudran and took notes on how to call on the deities when there was a chance of overpowering darkness. 
 
    Noss studied the histories of the Decayed Lands, Symon often joining the necromancer in those studies. The pair would discuss the portals the Void Spawn used and how those very magics seeped into the land, corrupting and warping the landscape and those who dwelled within. 
 
    In class, Dax often stayed behind to speak with Professor Frost. The Professor barely acknowledged him when others were around, but when it was just the two of them, her eyes lit up. 
 
    Despite their time together, the conversations had turned academic, the mage gaining some insight on using his magic in the heat of battle. Now that his tumor was gone, his spell incantation moved much faster, but the young mage could never speak a spell faster than a mystical card. The old ways were falling away as Dax’s technique was slowly changing the world. 
 
    The mage enjoyed his talks with his professor but they didn’t touch each other until a week before their departure. The Professor leaned in and kissed him. It was only for a moment, but it gave Dax a new hope that maybe she was still considering him. He truly felt they still had a chance when that same evening, she slapped him on the ass as he turned to leave her classroom.   
 
    Time seemed to speed into a raging river and before Dax knew it, the morning had arrived.                    
 
     The sky was crystal clear, a distant sun shining down on the famed Academy. Dax, Symon, Zarra, and Fern walked, packs on their backs. They spent the last few days getting everything ready. Bedrolls were tied to packs. An extra set of clothes, camping equipment, flint and steel, rations, blank scrolls with inkwells and pens, crude maps of their own design, and blank journals filled the backpacks to the brim. Weapons hung on belts or across backs. Zarra held her staff as she walked.  
 
    “I’m going to have to stay in my larger form with this pack,” Fern complained. 
 
    “We’ll help you carry it,” Dax smiled at the red-headed fairy. 
 
    Fern nodded with pink cheeks. 
 
    Up ahead, Counselor Skullcut stood with Vance, Miranda, Isani, Ressa, and Noss. The Counselor had a cheery smile as the rest of the coterie approached and gathered together. 
 
    “Welcome to the first day of your Champion Trials! This will be the last chance to take anything you need. If you have forgotten anything, you have now to retrieve it.” 
 
    Everyone stayed where they were, standing with confidence. 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “Who is your designated leader for your coterie?” 
 
    Dax stepped closer, “I have been chosen.” 
 
    The Counselor nodded. “As I said a few weeks back, when we prepared to set off, I would give you our route and the artifact we were to retrieve. 
 
    “The magical item we are searching for is a Dream Dagger of Koth.” 
 
    Isani and Ressa looked at each other before turning their attention to the Counselor. 
 
    “The Dream Daggers are sacred relics of my people. There are only eight in existence and they were used to in spiritual enlightenment. If you were cut by the dagger, it could show you the length of your mortal strand and whisper events that affected your life, large and small. 
 
    “It is an artifact talked about by many for several generations. It is believed all the daggers were taken by the spawn when they invaded,” the shadow elf said with bright crimson eyes. 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “We believe one was missed and may be in the ruins. We won’t know until we fully investigate.” 
 
    Dax glanced to the rogue shadow elf as a new excitement touched her like he had never seen before. 
 
    Skullcut continued, “As for our route to the Shadow Citadel ruins, it is fairly simple. The ruins lie to the Northeast. Instead of travelling a direct route, once we are on the mainland, we will travel north and then turn east until we reach the Decayed Lands.” 
 
    The Counselor gave an impish smile before he continued, “Today, we will take the Heroes Light to Hydale where we will enjoy meeting the High Lord and Lady Rothmore. They will allow us to stay the night and move on in the morning. I believe there is a dinner planned in your honor.” 
 
    Eyes blinked in disbelief and lips parted to speak. 
 
    Skullcut continued before anyone could get a word in edgewise, “We will travel up the coast for a few days until we reach Seastone Cliffs. The Kingdom has been gracious enough to house us for a night or two before we make the long trek eastward to Sanctuary Spires. The Talbot’s kingdom is on the border of the Decayed Lands and will put us up for a night or two before we finish the last, long leg of our journey to the ruins.” 
 
    Symon and Vance’s eyes widened in astonishment, but for different reasons. The Spellsword was elated that they were going to visit the kingdom of his betrothed. Vance was less than excited that they would be visiting and staying at his home kingdom. The Talbots were notoriously known for betraying and switching their allegiances as the war with the Void Spawn raged a hundred years ago. 
 
    Ressa frowned. “Why are we carrying all these supplies if we are going to be staying in kingdoms for most of the journey? We could have purchased supplies at Sanctuary Spires before travelling to the Decayed Lands?” 
 
    “Always be prepared!” Skullcut stated as if that would answer the question. 
 
    With a turn, he walked through the main gate and onto the cobblestone street leading to Silver Port. 
 
    “Come now. We have a long adventure and we should get an early start,” Skullcut boomed as he led the way. 
 
    The group began to walk, but Dax lagged for a moment. He turned back to Kinarth Academy and marveled at it for a moment, memorizing its towers, high walls, and memories.  
 
    When he noticed a woman standing by a tower, he focused on her. Professor Frost waved to him in the open and blew him a kiss. Dax’s heart beat with loving warmth before waving back to her. The moment was pristine, the two saying goodbye for now. 
 
    Keeva smiled as her hand fell to her side. She gave the mage a long look before turning and walking through a tower entrance, the door closing behind her. 
 
    Dax’s heart soared. 
 
    I will be a true champion, for myself and those I love. 
 
    The mage smirked to himself as he turned and charged toward his friends as they walked with excited chatter. 
 
    *** 
 
    The gangplank slid out and slammed down on the dock. Skullcut led the way with a small pack over his shoulder and whistling a tune. The rest of the group disembarked, following the scarred Spellsword onto the dock and walking toward a bustling street of Hydale. 
 
    Dax breathed in the air, a sense of home falling onto his spirit. It was always the same when he came back and the mage basked in it. The people, the splendor of the city and the history of being the last major city to stand against the Void Spawn. It had become a mecca for all to visit or live here. Despite the dank slums, there were many places of culture and amazement. Every kind of person could be found here, simply living their lives in the greatest city of Ikkudran. 
 
    “It seems we were expected,” Skullcut grinned. 
 
    The coterie turned their attention to the street, three royal carriages arriving and slowing down to stop by the pier. The carriages were purple and gilded along the edges in fine gold. The horses were well groomed with regal braids along their fine manes. 
 
    A well-dressed guard leapt from the seat next to the drivers, stepped over with confident power and opened the doors to each carriage. The first driver leapt off his seat and approached Skullcut and the students at his sides. 
 
    “Welcome back to Hydale! Lord and Lady Rothmore have been patiently awaiting your presence. These carriages are to bring you to the palace. Please follow me and we can be on our way,” the driver bowed. 
 
    Skullcut bowed. “As the Lord and Lady commands. Alright, let’s board our rides!” 
 
    The driver marched back to his carriage as everyone blinked. Skullcut started walking toward the first carriage and the group broke into a quick jog to keep up. Bodies piled into each carriage, taking a seat. 
 
    Dax, Fern, Zarra, and Skullcut took the first carriage. The mage looked around in disbelief, having seen these carriages on rare occasions, but never believing he would ride in one. 
 
    Fern entwined her fingers with Dax’s, their hands curling together and looking at each other with wide smiles and bright eyes. Zarra and Skullcut smiled as they took in the elegance of the carriage before a whistle blew. With a gentle lurch, the carriage began to move and the sounds of horseshoes clomped along the street. 
 
    Dax looked out the open window, taking in the city he grew up in. Senses alive, he could barely contain his excitement as his knee bounced. 
 
    The ride didn’t take long, the regal carriages carrying royal guests. Dax stuck his head out the open window and looked at the palace as they approached. 
 
    The stone and metal palace stood like standing rectangles, clustered together with one large one in the middle. A high wall surrounded the palace, towers built into the sturdy walls and wrought iron spikes along the top. The hint of a few large trees just poked above the wall, a blending of nature and stone fortitude. The stone was a light yellow, the palace glowing brighter in the early day sun. 
 
    Dax kept his gaze on the mighty structure. Everyone who lived in Hydale knew the palace’s history. It used to be a simple fortress with structures added to it over the hundreds of years the city stood. It was built not just to govern, but to protect against sea monster attacks and pirate raids, back when the city was nothing more than a large port town. Dax could make out the cannons at the top of the towers as they faced in all directions. The structure was fortified and many believed that because of its strength, was why the city managed to hold off the Void Spawn for so long. No one could guess at the time that sea monster attacks would help build such a strong fortress that it would inadvertently be used to be Ikkudran’s last stand against an invading force from another dimension. 
 
    The main gates to the palace opened and the carriages rolled in. 
 
    Dax’s heart thumped in his chest. From an early age, everyone was taught never to go over the wall. If one entered the palace walls without an invite, they would be taken to the darkest dungeon underneath, tortured and fed to the sea creatures that would visit the lower levels to feed on dead prisoners. No one from the slums to city aristocrats would dare enter the palace without an invitation if they valued their life and the life of their loved ones. 
 
    The carriages turned slightly as the cobblestone road snaked around an impressive garden. Even in the late autumn air, flowers were radiant and vibrant, petals and colors blending together into a masterful art piece. The surrounding trees were old and sturdy and rabbits hopped through the tall, surrounding grass. 
 
    The palace entrance stood just on the other side of the flower garden. Dias steps led up to massive, arched doors. Spiked bands ran along the doors as they stood open. Men and women stood at attention in fine servant’s uniforms as the carriages rolled to a stop. 
 
    Guards stepped down and opened each carriage door. The passengers stepped out, one by one, caught in the splendor of the grand entrance. 
 
    “I’ve… never seen such a beautiful palace,” Noss said as he looked up. 
 
    “My family and I have visited a few times, but it never fails to impress,” Symon said as he put a hand on the kobold’s thin shoulder. 
 
    A man in a regal red robe with the gold symbols of Hydale waited at the bottom of the dais steps with a welcoming smile. 
 
    “Welcome to Dawn Sky Palace. I am High Steward Mirr. I am to escort you all to your guest quarters. You will have time to relax before an early dinner. There will be a small gathering in your honor. Drinks will be served,” The High Steward said and snapped his fingers. 
 
    Servants rushed the students, hands gently taking their packs. Steward Mirr pointed with his open hand to the entrance, turned and began climbing the steps. 
 
    Skullcut parted his lips to speak when he was cut off. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Dax said with bright authority as he rushed up the steps, following the High Steward. 
 
    The group moved as one, Skullcut shaking his head and smiling. 
 
    “Yes, let’s go,” the Counselor grinned as he followed the excited students. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax fell into the large bed. The young man stared at the pristine ceiling while a large bay window was open and a small breeze caused the white curtains to wave and dance. Images of the trip to the guest wing spiraled in his mind, every corridor they walked through was like stepping into a historic museum. Tapestries hung with stories of great battles. The mage stared at one where Sebastian Kinarth’s very image was stitched in, his power glowing as he stood against a horde of attacking Void Spawn. 
 
    The mage closed his eyes and drank in the light feeling around his soul. 
 
    I can get used to this. 
 
    The door to his room opened. The mage lifted his head to see Fern, Zarra, Isani, and Ressa slip in together. Ressa closed the door behind her as Fern’s tiny form bolted across the large bed chamber, flashed into her larger size and she fell onto the bed next to Dax. The fairy bounced before placing her hand and leg on the mage. 
 
    “Hi,” the fairy said as she ran her finger along Dax’s jaw.  
 
    “Hi,” Dax grinned with his hand on her leg. 
 
    Isani crossed her arms against her belly, “As fun as this may be, we have something to discuss.” 
 
    Dax sat up, knocking Fern’s arm and leg away. “What do we need to discuss?” 
 
    Fern continued to lay in the bed, dejected.  
 
    “Why is there always a discussion? Why can’t we just fuck,” the fairy whispered. 
 
    Isani looked to Zarra as the cleric stepped closer.  
 
    “You mentioned not sneaking around anymore. Just to be honest with what is happening with our clan,” Zarra said with golden eyes. 
 
    Dax nodded as Fern sat up beside him. 
 
    “We want to join Hydale’s Court,” Isani stated plainly. 
 
    Zarra closed her eyes and sighed. “I was going to mention it for discussion.” 
 
    The shadow elf smirked and clasped her hands behind her. With exaggerated steps, she slowly made her way closer to bed while speaking. 
 
    “Forgive me, but time is of the essence and all of us don’t have your long lifespan,” the rogue winked before turning her attention to Dax. 
 
    “Ressa and I managed to sneak around…” the shadow elf began before Dax spoke up. 
 
    “We just got here and you already snuck around?” Dax said with wide eyes. 
 
    Ressa giggled. 
 
    Isani stepped closer until she was at the edge of the bed, looking down on Dax. “Information comes quickly if you pay off a guard or listen in on a conversation when no one thinks you’re there.” 
 
    “By the gods, we may be thrown out before we even have dinner!” Dax said sternly. 
 
    Isani’s smirk turned into a tight, annoyed expression. “The guard won’t talk and no one else knew Ressa and I were scouting around. We were very discrete.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. 
 
    The rogue continued, “Anyway, we discovered the old Spymaster had retired a few weeks ago. If we become part of Hydale’s Court, we can fill that position. The High Cleric is getting feeble in his old age and may be leaving soon, so Zarra can take over the position. Who’s going to deny a dragon High Cleric, no one, that’s who.” 
 
    Ressa stepped closer and stood at Zarra’s side, but her gaze was on Dax. “The High Mage is fascinated with you. It’s the talk of the palace as she cannot seem to help herself. She’s very excited to meet you.” 
 
    “What would I do?” Fern blinked. 
 
    Isani gave an evil grin, “Captain of the Guard? Maybe just a guard? We can find a place for you.” 
 
    Fern growled before she leapt up and flashed into her smaller form. The fairy licked her tiny fist before she buzzed around like an angry dragonfly. 
 
    “I was kidding! Don’t do what I think you’re going to do!” the shadow elf laughed. 
 
    Fern buzzed so fast around Isani’s head, the rogue could barely keep up and wasn’t quick enough to guard her ears. Fern bolted for an ear and rammed her wet fist in. It didn't go in deep, but it was enough for Isani to hop around and swat at the fairy. Fern bolted away and hovered high in the air, her arms crossed. 
 
    “That is so disgusting! You know my ears are sensitive!” Isani half laughed, half scowled. 
 
    Dax watched the entire display in bewilderment. “Is this what goes on when I’m not around?” 
 
    “Sometimes. Other times, it’s a little worse,” Zarra said with deflated shoulders. 
 
    Ressa giggled until it came out into a full laugh. 
 
    Isani dug a finger in her own ear with one eye closed. “As I was saying, Hydale Court might be ready to take all of us. What better place to be? We would be close to Kinarth Academy and live in the greatest city on Ikkudran.” 
 
    Dax leaned back onto his palms, “This is moving a little fast. We don’t even know if the Lord and Lady like us yet or even want us in their Court.” 
 
    Zarra spoke up, “Isani is right. We have to start placing our pieces on the board and moving them if we wish to stabilize our future together.” 
 
    “Is this what everyone wants?” Dax asked. 
 
    Heads nodded, but it was Fern who spoke up. 
 
    “We still have to talk about kids and marriage!” the fairy said as she hovered above all of them. 
 
    Dax rubbed the bridge of his nose. “One thing at a time. Let’s focus on tonight first.” 
 
    “We can discuss offspring and marriage in the middle of the night,” Zarra added. 
 
    “That’s… uh… not what I meant just yet,” Dax said but his voice fell on deaf ears. 
 
    Isani pulled her finger from her pointed ear and wiped it against her thigh. “If Dax can seduce the High Mage and add her to our clan, they won’t have a choice.” 
 
    “What does she look like?” Fern asked with interested eyes. 
 
    “I haven’t seen her, but the guard seems to think she is pretty. She wears lenses over her eyes that they call glasses. She doesn’t need them to see, but there are whispers she uses them to see through obfuscation and anyone with shape changing abilities. It’s why Ressa and I haven’t had a chance to spy on her, yet.” 
 
    Dax’s blood began to boil until he growled, “Enough!” 
 
    Voices silenced and everyone turned their attention to the mage on the bed with leery eyes. 
 
    Dax’s body relaxed and he smiled. “How about we just enjoy dinner and drinks with Hydale’s royalty and see what happens next, okay?” 
 
    The four women slowly nodded, but Isani narrowed her gaze on Dax. 
 
    “If you don’t seal the deal, I will.” 
 
    Dax tilted his head to the side, “You’re going to seduce her?” 
 
    “I can be very persuasive,” Isani lifted her chin. 
 
    Dax’s lips wrinkled as he tried to hide his smile. “Be my guest. I’m going to treat it like a normal night, but if you want to seduce her, go ahead. I doubt anyone here will object?” 
 
    Fern looked down with an evil grin. “I have to see this!” 
 
    Zarra shook her head. 
 
    Ressa looked at Dax, then at Isani and then back at Dax. 
 
    Isani eyed Dax and gave a quick nod. “Done, and may the best elf win.” 
 
    Dax let out a chuckle. 
 
    Zarra bowed her head and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Vala, please give me the strength to endure and guide the clan back into your light,” the cleric whispered. 
 
    “I think Vala wants to see what happens,” Fern laughed as she darted around, a new cool breeze washing into the room from the open bay windows. 
 
    *** 
 
    Steward Mirr led the way along a wide corridor as the group of friends and Counselor Skullcut followed. Dax glanced to everyone wearing finely tailored robes and outfits, provided by the Lord and Lady. Dax’s robe was black with runes of health and good luck covering the edges. Zarra wore a white robe with divine yellow runes. Fern walked with a short dress and black top. She had a high collar that surrounded her neck and a V design to show off her cleavage. Symon wore a blue leather vest with a flowing white shirt. His leggings were a bit tight, the Spellsword sticking out a leg and shaking it to get some relief. Isani wore a long, flowing red dress. It was tight along her top, with a similar V, showcasing her dark skin against the crimson red. The rest of the dress flowed out to her ankles as she walked. Ressa wore a half dress and in a deep forest green color. The shade complimented her skin tone as she stepped along in thick boots. Vance wore a dark robe with red runes, indicating vitality and wealth. Miranda wore brown leggings and a white top. 
 
    Skullcut wore a bright red robe with black runes of power and spirit. The scarred Counselor walked with kind eyes, but his form gave off a deep confidence. 
 
    High Steward Mirr stepped to a set of double doors, turned around and clicked his heels to get everyone’s attention.  
 
    “Welcome to the Royal Dining Chamber. Lord and Lady Rothmore are waiting inside. Be yourselves and enjoy the meal and festivities,” the High Steward smiled before opening both doors and bowing from the side. 
 
    Dax and Zarra walked side by side into the immense chamber with wide eyes. Chandeliers glowed high above. Pillars lined the chamber as a single long, thick table took up the middle. Chairs filled both sides and at the ends. A hearth glowed to one side as tables of fruit and drink stood to the left side. Servants stood at attention by the tables. 
 
    At the end of the long table, a man and woman stood in fine royal robes and smiles on their faces. The handsome lord had dark hair with some gray at his temples. The woman was stunning with long green hair. Before them along the middle of the table, a divine feast was spread out of succulent lamb, pig, and beef. Soups bubbled in small, heated cauldrons. Bread, fruits, and vegetables lined the main courses. Empty plates sat with empty wine glasses.  
 
    “Welcome future champions of Kinarth!” Lord Rothmore bellowed with wide arms. 
 
    The Lord’s infectious smile took root, the entire group smiling.  
 
    Lady Rothmore bowed her head slightly, “Please, come in and take a seat.” 
 
    Lord Rothmore nodded. “Yes, yes. You all must be starving. Full bellies mean happy spirits.” 
 
    The group made their way in, splitting up and moving along the sides of the table. 
 
    “Master Sage, please have a seat to my right,” Lord Rothmore said as he pointed to the seat. 
 
    Dax nodded and made his way to the left corner seat, Zarra following and taking a seat beside him. 
 
    “Counselor Skullcut, please take a seat to my left,” Lady Rothmore smiled. 
 
    The rest of the group took their seats, eyeing the spread and each other with deep smiles. 
 
    Lord Rothmore glanced at High Steward Mirr. The Steward turned and began directing the servants with hand signals. 
 
    Bodies moved like a harmonic machine. Food was served and wine was poured. The group of students watched as heaps of food filled their plates. After every plate was filled, the group waited patiently. 
 
    Lord Rothmore looked across the table and grinned. “Don’t wait on my account. Have your fill and more!” 
 
    Hunger struck like a blasting horn and everyone began eating.  
 
    Lord Rothmore turned his attention to Dax, “It’s good to finally meet the famous son of Hydale. Your card magic has reached all our ears and across Ikkudran. I won’t bore you with inane questions, but I can’t speak for others.  
 
    “After dinner, we shall have drinks with a few of the lords and ladies of Hydale. We won’t keep you up too late as you are leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you, my Lord. It is a pleasure to meet you. I look forward to drinks and speaking on anything you would like to discuss.” 
 
    The Lord gave a hearty nod before picking up his fork and stabbing a piece of cut meat. 
 
    Dax lifted up a fork with a chunk of meat on it when he noticed a shadow ten feet behind the Lord’s chair. Turning his head, he watched as someone stepped out from the darkness. Long black hair framed her face, a single lock of bright purple hair flowing from her hairline and laying against her cheek. Thick glasses covered her eyes, giving her an odd appearance. A thick robe covered her slender body. She had high cheekbones and flawless skin glowed.  
 
    The robed woman stepped closer, Dax watching her. A wide smile bloomed as she took timid steps closer. 
 
    Lord Rothmore noticed Dax looking behind his chair. The Lord craned his head and noticed the robed woman. He gave her a gruff chuckle before returning to his food. 
 
    “Master Sage, let me introduce Cordelia Featherstone, High Mage in Hydale Court. She has been insistent on meeting you,” Lord Rothmore said between bites. 
 
    The High Mage rushed to Dax’s side with an unnerving grin. “Master Sage! So good to finally meet you! We have heard many great things!” 
 
    Dax smiled, unsure what to say. The energy coming off the High Mage washed over his senses. He could feel her power and excitement and it was a little off-putting to say the least. 
 
    “Cordelia, let the man eat. We will have plenty of time to talk after dinner,” Lord Rothmore said with a gruff chuckle. 
 
    Dax eyed the High Mage and smiled. Cordelia’s eyes widened as she reached out, took his forearm and shook it vigorously. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Dax said as he quickly realized she was stronger than she looked. 
 
    “I look forward to drinks and your thoughts on dynamic rune designs with mana infused parchments. It’s fascinating that you cracked the dilemma so many mages have had difficulty since the dawn of magic. To create a new technique for spellcasting is truly exciting!” 
 
    Dax looked down as the High Mage continued to shake his arm as she spoke. 
 
    Cordelia seemed to notice what she was doing and let go. She made a hasty bow. 
 
    “Forgive me. I can barely contain myself. This is truly a special honor.” 
 
    Isani watched the whole exchange with cool eyes. 
 
    Fern looked to the shadow elf and smiled. 
 
    “She’s a star chaser. You don’t have a chance,” the fairy whispered out the side of her mouth and laughed. 
 
    “The harder the challenge, the sweeter is the reward,” Isani said as she continued to study the exchange. 
 
    Cordelia stood up, her gaze moving to Zarra and her smile beaming. “Mistress Zarra Dreamheart! To have a true dragon here is a blessing of luck! Your people have stayed to themselves, but to know you have joined the Academy to protect Ikkudran is truly an honor and delight!” 
 
    “Thank you, High Mage Featherstone,” Zarra said with a polite bow of her head. 
 
    “Please, both of you call me Cordelia! We are friends now!” the High Mage said with hypnotic glee. 
 
    Lord Rothmore rolled his eyes and leaned closer to Dax. “You get used to her. She is very skilled, if a little rambunctious.” 
 
    Cordelia pressed her fingers to her chin as she bubbled with excitement. “I’ll leave you to dinner and look forward to drinks!” 
 
    The High Mage twirled around and marched off.  
 
    Dax sat, not sure what just happened. 
 
    Zarra leaned in closer to the mage, “I like her.” 
 
    Dax blinked as he resumed eating. 
 
    This should be an interesting night. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dinner finished with full bellies. Wine flowed, aiding in digestion as the servants picked up empty plates. Everyone sat with pink cheeks and relaxed bodies. 
 
    Lord Rothmore stood up and addressed everyone at the table, “We shall have some drinks and desserts. Follow us.” 
 
    Lord and Lady Rothmore took each other’s hand and walked to a side door beside the hearth. The rest of the group stood and followed. A servant opened the side door and everyone stepped through, two at a time. 
 
    The side chamber was slightly larger than the private dining chamber. High ceilings and hanging lanterns filled the chamber with subdued light. A dozen people were already there drinking and talking. A bar stood off to the side, several servants pouring drinks. Minstrels played on an elevated platform, the music harmonic and pleasing to the ear. 
 
    Zarra curled her arm around Dax’s arm and leaned in close, “I heard them playing the entire time. They are quite good.” 
 
    Dax smiled, realizing he didn’t hear them at all during dinner. 
 
    The people already present turned their heads in the Rothmore’s direction, giving a slight bow before they turned their gazes and smiles upon Dax. 
 
    The mage kept a pleasant demeanor despite the fact he hated being seen as some prized pig. A familiar feeling washed over him as he recalled his time at the Shieldbrook Estate and being courted by noble families and aristocrats. 
 
    “You made it,” Maria Shieldbrook beamed with her husband Norman at her side. 
 
    Symon smiled as he stepped closer to Dax, Zarra, and his parents. “Mother, Father, we didn’t expect you here.” 
 
    “Lord and Lady Rothmore spoke to a few of us about your visit and sent invitations. It is a private affair, but we couldn’t resist missing you as you make your way to your Champion Trial,” Lady Shieldbrook smiled. 
 
    Norman stared at his son with a hawkish gaze. 
 
    Symon looked at his father, knowing that look but not bowing his spirit to it. “Is something wrong, Father?” 
 
    The elder Shieldbrook clenched his jaw. Lady Shieldbrook squeezed her husband’s arm, but the hard look didn’t fade from his gaze. 
 
    Lord Rothmore addressed the small crowd. “Everyone, we are pleased you could brave this cold evening to visit and meet with future champions of Kinarth. We extended our home to these wonderful students for the evening. They may have an early start and we don’t want to burden them with politics and speeches. Keep it light so everyone may enjoy themselves. I’m sure we will hear of their great deeds when they return.” 
 
    Heads nodded as servants handed out drinks to everyone. 
 
    Skullcut lifted up his glass and eyed the small group clustering to the side. Seeing the pained expression in Lord Shieldbrook’s expression, the Counselor made his way closer. 
 
    “You all must be terribly excited,” Lady Shieldbrook smiled. 
 
    “We are,” Dax smiled. “We have been training for this for the last two years and are excited we made it this far.” 
 
    Lady Shieldbrook nodded. “We knew you could do it and are very proud of all of you. We see a bright future for your coterie. Lord and Lady Rothmore have spoken greatly of your visit and we are absolutely tickled you’ve all come so far.” 
 
    Dax smiled as a drink was put in his hand. 
 
    The younger and elder Shieldbrooks eyed each other in silence. The mood began to shift as the air felt like dagger points. 
 
    “We should mingle,” Zarra suggested, still holding onto Dax’s arm. 
 
    “When were you going to tell me, boy,” Norman Shieldbrook hissed. 
 
    “Tell you what, Father?” Symon said with a cool edge. 
 
    “Don’t be a fool. Were you going to wait till graduation to tell me you became a Spellsword!” 
 
    “When I felt it was the right time. How did you find out?” Symon said with half closed eyes. 
 
    Norman’s eyes narrowed. “It was on the invitation. Your names and classes were printed for everyone to know.” 
 
    “Darling, this isn’t the time and place,” Maria Shieldbrook said diplomatically. 
 
    Norman ignored his wife. “How could you do this to our family?” the elder Shieldbrook seethed. “It was decided upon that you would learn the Fighter Class. You went behind my back and learned magic!” 
 
    “It was my choice,” Symon said as he stood taller. 
 
    “You think because you have a few years of training, you can disrespect me and my wishes? You dishonor our family!” 
 
    “It was his choice,” Dax said with a protective tone. 
 
    “Stay out of it, Dax. This is a family affair,” Norman growled. 
 
    “No. You made me part of your family so I’m involved,” Dax shot back. 
 
    Norman kept his gaze on Symon. “Was it because of him? Did you join the Spellsword Class because of this slum runner trash?” 
 
    “Symon joined the Spellsword Class because of me,” Skullcut said as he stepped closer. “I educated him on the class and he has a natural talent for it. I opened the door, but he chose to step through it.” 
 
    Norman turned his hard gaze to the scarred Spellsword. “I should have known it would be you. I have a mind to take him from here and remove him from the Academy!” 
 
    Skullcut kept his gaze neutral. “Symon is old enough to decide his own destiny. You have no power or right to take him from the Academy against his will.” 
 
    “The underworld I don’t!” Norman’s eyes trembled with rage. 
 
    “Darling, lets step away for a moment,” Maria Shieldbrook said as she gently tugged her husband’s arm. 
 
    Norman pulled his arm and shoved his wife away. “Don’t tell me what needs to be done!” 
 
    Heads turned just as Symon reached over and grabbed his Father by his shirt and pulled him closer. 
 
    “If you ever do that again, you will never use that hand again,” Symon said with a terrifying menace. 
 
    Norman smirked and made no attempt to pull away. “Is that it? You’re a man now? You think you have all the answers? I made you and you will fall in line.” 
 
    Skullcut and Dax stepped closer, flanking each side of Symon. 
 
    “Go home, Norman,” Skullcut said with an even tone. 
 
    The Elder Shieldbrook pulled away and fixed his shirt. “Home is best. I have suddenly lost all joy in this life.” 
 
    Norman turned and walked for the main doors. Maria fixed her dress and turned to follow when Symon called out. 
 
    “Mother, you don’t have to go.” 
 
    “I must. Be safe on your trial and we await your speedy return,” Maria smiled to her son before turning and following her husband out the main doors. 
 
    Dax, Zarra, and Skullcut turned to Symon as he stood.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Dax asked. 
 
    “I’m better than okay,” the Spellsword smiled. “He knows he can’t push me around anymore and it is eating him up inside. He’ll think twice before he does that again.” 
 
    “Let’s have some drinks,” Dax said with a small smile. 
 
    Symon nodded. “Yes, I’m thirsty.” 
 
    Dax and Symon moved to the bar as Skullcut and Zarra struck up a small conversation. 
 
    The minstrels played on as the mood shifted back to a joyous occasion. Laughter filled the chamber as nobles and noblewomen interacted with many of the visiting students. The air took on a hazy blend of bliss and mystery. 
 
    Dax and Symon stood by the bar, each gulping down drinks. When they put their cups on the bar counter, they were immediately refilled by the bartender. 
 
    Dax looked to his best friend, seeing Symon’s eyes relive the moment and a small smirk stabbing into his cheek. 
 
    “It was worth it, you know. He saw that I won’t stand for his bullshit any longer,” Symon grinned and took a deep drink. 
 
    Dax nodded and listened. 
 
    Symon turned to his friend. “We are going to change the world. I can’t wait till I marry Emily and build our own family. I’ll never treat my children like he treated me. His madness stops here. Maybe I can invite my mother to Seastone Castle to care for our children and keep her far away from him.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great plan,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Symon nodded and looked down. “Thank you, Dax, for being my best friend and brother. Your strength has shown me my own. I will not stand meekly by and watch those with cruel power control others.” 
 
    “No matter what happens, I will always be by your side,” Dax said with conviction. 
 
    The two men nodded, lifted their drinks and guzzled their contents before slamming the wooden cups on the bar counter. 
 
    Lord Rothmore approached with a smile and red in his cheeks from too much wine. “Master Shieldbrook, may I have a moment with Master Sage?” 
 
    Symon bowed. “Of course, my Lord.” 
 
    The Spellsword stepped away as Lord Rothmore took Symon’s place by the bar. 
 
    “Norman’s passion has always burned hot. He will settle down. Blood is thicker than water,” the High Lord said in a low tone. 
 
    Dax nodded. 
 
    Rothmore continued, “Dax, I know you and your fellow Champions in training are headed toward your trial. We have heard so many good things about you from many and to know you are a true son born in Hydale only adds to what I wish to offer next.” 
 
    Dax eyed the High Lord with interested eyes. 
 
    Rothmore grinned. “Many in my Court are retiring. They have served the kingdom well and I wish them a safe journey in their new lives. This has left many positions available.  
 
    “I have spoken with Counselor Skullcut on several occasions. This business with the card magic caused a stir on the streets, but it has calmed down since last year. My people have informed me you were instrumental in helping many of those in the slums to join the Academy to refine and train in their card magic use. It shows your honor and character and you have my wife and my own admiration. 
 
    “I don’t wish to put the drink before the cup,” the High Lord chuckled at his own joke before he continued, “We would be very pleased if you and your friends would fill our Court.” 
 
    Dax blinked and smiled politely, “Thank you, High Lord Rothmore. I mean no disrespect, but you already have a High Mage in your Court.” 
 
    Rothmore let out a deep belly laugh. “I can have as many High Mages in my Court as I deem fit.” 
 
    Dax parted his lips to speak when the High Lord lifted a finger and wagged it. 
 
    “Don’t give me your answer now. Finish your trials and graduate from the Academy. Our doors will always be open to you and your friends. Come back with any requests you may have and we will sort them out. For now, enjoy the evening and drink up!” 
 
    Dax bowed. “Thank you, my Lord. I will consider everything said.” 
 
    “That’s the mark of a true champion! Now, drink with me. I have a long night with the Lady of the kingdom and you may have a long night with the number of eyes on you.”  
 
    Dax smiled, resisting the urge to look around to see what the High Lord saw, images of his clan watching him danced with his thoughts.” 
 
    Across the room in a dark corner, Cordelia stared through thick glasses while biting on her robe collar. The High Mage could barely keep her eyes off Dax as she watched him from afar. 
 
    A shadow elf in a red dress slid from the shadows and stood by the High Mage’s side. 
 
    “He is a delight on the eyes,” Isani purred. 
 
    “The rumors don’t do him enough justice,” Cordelia said through gritted teeth and fabric. 
 
    Isani gave the High Mage a sideways glance as her voice came out silky smooth. “I can arrange a private meeting, if you’re interested?” 
 
    Cordelia pulled the collar from her teeth and turned her magnified eyes to the shadow elf. “You would do that?” 
 
    Isani gave a slight nod. “I can, but I will need you to do something for me first,” the rogue said with a wicked grin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    The corridor began to swim as Dax and Ressa walked along. The Mage didn’t pace himself against High Lord Rothmore and was paying the price. The music, drinks, and laughing spiraled together into a soup and the young man drank it down. With his mind dripping with foggy thoughts, he had no idea where he was and why Ressa was escorting him. 
 
    “You were having a good time,” the dranar said with a sly edge as she kept him steady. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Dax whispered, sure of himself that Ressa was going to take advantage of him. 
 
    “Back to your room,” Ressa said simply. 
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” Dax slurred. 
 
    “Most are still at the gathering, speaking to the High Lord and Lady. I believe everyone is drunk and will be making their way back here.” 
 
    Dax gave a slight nod as he fought to keep his balance.  
 
    Before long, they arrived at Dax’s room. Ressa opened the door, darkness greeting them. The dranar glanced around until something in the room stirred. Ressa smirked and pulled Dax in with her. The pair made their way to the edge of the bed. Ressa turned Dax around and helped him sit on the bed. 
 
    A clawed hand touched Dax’s cheek as he tried to stay sitting up. “Another night, perhaps.” 
 
    Dax lifted both eyebrows in confusion as the dranar turned, sauntered out of the room and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Darkness flooded the room. The only light coming through the sheer curtains was that of the moon high in the dark sky. 
 
    “Dax?” came a voice from the dark. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Dax said with a drunken slur. “Show yourself.” 
 
    A robed figure stepped into the small light as Dax’s eyes adjusted to the near darkness. Glasses shined as the figure approached. The mage fought through the haze to see the faint outline of Cordelia as she approached him. The High Mage looked down on Dax and a warm smile bloomed. 
 
    From a nearby shadow, Isani stepped out and made her presence known. “Here he is, just as promised.” 
 
    Dax turned his head from the High Mage to the shadow elf. “What’s… happening?” 
 
    “Sealing the deal,” Isani said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    Cordelia reached up and took off her glasses. She folded them and placed them in an inner pocket. The High Mage looked down on Dax, keeping her smile. 
 
    Dax looked up and saw that the High Mage was stunning without the glasses. Even in the low light, her face nearly glowed. 
 
    A sloppy memory struck the mage and he began to chuckle. Cordelia blinked as Isani’s red eyes glowed with annoyance in the dark. 
 
    “There is no deal to seal. High Lord Rothmore has already given his blessing, once we finish the Academy and graduate,” Dax chuckled and sighed. 
 
    Isani’s eyes relaxed and she lounged on the bed next to the mage. “There is always more than what is on the surface. You may have spoken with Rothmore, but I have helped secure our future.” 
 
    “Isani told me about your clan and the future you are trying to build. She is quite persuasive. I’m here to ensure we continue discussing and allow me a little more of your time, if you wish it?” 
 
    Dax raised an eyebrow as he looked up to the High Mage. 
 
    Cordelia continued, “The High Lord and Lady can be paranoid at times. With the Spy Master retired, they have relied on me to filter out what is true and not true. It has burdened me so, but I stay to my duties given. 
 
    “With many leaving the Court because of old age or moving on to other parts of Ikkudran, we are greatly underpowered here in the Palace. The High Lord may have spoken to you, but if the information is leaked, he may change his mind. If you have any enemies, they may whisper in his ear. As High Mage and a loyal servant since I graduated from the Academy, he and the Lady trust me completely. I can keep them to their word and ensure you and your clan are welcomed here in Hydale as part of the royal Court.” 
 
    Cordelia’s eyes glistened in the dark as she looked down on Dax. “I know of your exploits in the Academy. You are a good, honorable man, Daxton Sage. I knew it before we met and I feel it even now. Hydale needs Champions like you and your friends. This discussion is not nefarious or scheming, but it is needed to ensure Hydale remains strong and stable.” 
 
    The High Mage sank down to her knees and placed her hands on Dax’s thighs. “My duties have kept me here like a prisoner, but I still dream. I dream of knowing a love like no other. I have dreamed of you, handsome mage.” 
 
    Dax blinked. “High Mage… I…” 
 
    “Please, call me Cordelia when we are like this,” the High Mage smiled brightly. 
 
    Dax nodded. “Cordelia, it feels like fate will bring us together when the time is right.” 
 
    “The time is right,” Isani said as she laid out on the bed and sighed in comfort. 
 
    “Dax, you’re a champion. You must know the hunger and urges we have? I have dreamed of you for a long time. Let me show you how much you being here means to me. Let us seal our pact, helping each other to keep Hydale strong.” 
 
    Dax was about to say something when the High Mage whispered a few arcane words. Dax’s robe opened, buttons flying in several directions. The mage couldn’t get a word in edgewise as the High Mage took hold of his half hard member and began to stroke it. 
 
    Isani turned on her side and slithered on the bed for a better look. Cordelia smiled as she slowly stroked life into Dax’s member. Each stroke was gentle but firm, causing it to stand under its own power in a blink of time as the High Mage didn’t let go. 
 
    Is this really happening? 
 
    Cordelia licked her lips and engulfed Dax’s member. A moan rose up her throat as she sucked him like an iron vice. 
 
    It’s happening. 
 
    Isani was on her elbows, watching the show as Cordelia moaned louder and louder with each stroke of her lips. 
 
    “You’re a bad influence,” Dax managed to say before taking a deep inhale, the haze in his mind lifting. 
 
    “Yes, yes I am,” the rogue giggled as she lounged and watched. 
 
    Cordelia pulled Dax’s wet cock from her mouth and stroked it as she gasped for breath.  
 
    “You taste better than I imagined,” the High Mage huffed before engulfing Dax’s member again. 
 
    Dax simply watched, his eyes fully adjusted to the dark. Cordelia was insatiable, her tongue under the shaft, moaning and bobbing her head like her life depended on it. The moans grew with each deep throat and she fought off gagging as her lips touched the base of his cock. 
 
    Isani lay on her back and looked up to Dax. A dark hand pulled up the red dress to reveal her naked body underneath. Fingers slid between parted thighs before she touched herself, two fingers swirling against her clit. 
 
    “Think of all the music we will make here, together,” Isani said with a sultry whisper before her own, small moan joined the seductive symphony. 
 
    Cordelia pulled away from Dax and stood up with manic energy. Dax didn’t move as the High Mage pulled her robe open, revealing her naked body. The robe hid her sensual curves, but in the moonlight, her body glowed like a womanly goddess. Her heavy breasts were almost as big as Zarra’s and they bounced before the High Mage launched onto Dax’s lap. 
 
    “Take me! Fuck me Card Mage!” Cordelia shouted as she took hold of Dax’s cock between them and gently sat down on it. 
 
    The pair moaned as wet inches speared the High Mage’s thin, tight valley. Cordelia’s eyes rolled into her head as she sank down on inch after thick inch. She clutched to Dax like a life raft, her gasps turning into a long moan. When she reached his base, she stayed there, grinding her hips against his. 
 
    “Fuck…” Cordelia seethed and didn’t move. 
 
    Isani moaned next to them, her tempo and swirls increasing. 
 
    “Dax… I will never forget this. Come back to us. You can…fuck me anytime you desire,” Cordelia said between heated breaths. 
 
    Dax could barely comprehend what was happening. Cordelia’s hips began to move, the tempo growing faster with each up and down motion. She moaned her approval, wet sounds rising up between them. The strong tightness and vigor of her movements brought Dax closer and closer to release. He grabbed her plump ass to slow her down, but the High Mage’s urges were nearly overpowering. 
 
    “I’m… almost… there,” Cordelia said as every nerve in her body tightened to the breaking point. The emptiness she felt was full and overflowing, her body feverish. 
 
    “Me too,” Isani said with her own sultry whisper as she moved her fingers in quick, deep swirls. 
 
    Dax could barely keep his own release at bay, the dam cracking with each moan and wet thrust down on his cock. 
 
    Heat burst from the High Mage as her head lolled back and eyes rolled into her head. Nerves released as her orgasm blasted away at her soul. Her body continued to move, sliding up and down on Dax as she made strange, animalistic moans.  
 
    Her breasts bobbed in Dax’s face as he helped her along on his firm manhood. Isani let out a quick exhale before she moaned her own climax. 
 
    The mage lost all coherent logic and he groaned, gripped Cordelia’s hips and slammed her down onto the base of his expanding member. The High Mage let out another whimper as molten seed spurted, heat rushing up and into her spirit. Pleasure slammed into Dax as he couldn’t hold it together. Fingers tightened on Cordelia’s waist and ass, keeping her close as another volley of come filled her and spilled down between them.  
 
    The High Mage’s eyes rolled back into place, eyelids half closing. She lazily rode his still hard member, squeezing out a little more of the mage’s seed. She brought her head forward and pressed it to Dax’s head. 
 
    “You… were… amazing,” Cordelia huffed. 
 
    Dax was silent, his world blasted to frayed nerves. 
 
    “When you come back and become part of the Court, we can discuss the ritual for becoming one with a clan.” 
 
    Cordelia kissed Dax on the lips for a long moment. The heat between them stayed, filling their bodies. When she pulled away, she gazed on the mage with starry eyes. 
 
    “I’ll miss you,” Cordelia whispered before uncurling her legs and pulling away from the mage. 
 
    Dax sat on the edge of the bed, his member wet and hard as the High Mage stepped back with a girly smile.  
 
    “I’ll dream of you,” Cordelia smiled before whispering a few arcane words and flashing away to nothing. 
 
    Dax blinked, the drunken haze mostly gone. 
 
    Isani moved closed and began to stroke him. 
 
    “You… pimped me out to secure our place here in the Royal Court,” Dax said matter of faculty. 
 
    Isani gave a small nod as she stroked him. “The pieces were already there. I simply pushed them all together. You did most of the work.” 
 
    “Now, are we going to talk or are we going to celebrate?” Isani said before she took his member into her mouth and began smoothing her lips down his throbbing shaft. 
 
    “You will have to be punished,” Dax said as he looked down on the shadow elf with amused eyes. 
 
    Isani pulled his cock from her mouth and looked up, “Punish me, my master.” 
 
    The shadow elf resumed her task as Dax enjoyed her lips and tongue. 
 
    The door to the bedchamber slammed open. Dax and Isani looked to the entrance, the shadow elf not removing her lover’s cock from her mouth. 
 
    Fern glowered as she stepped in, her gaze firmly on Dax. Her movements were sloppy and her wings blurred every other moment as she crossed the bed chamber. Behind her, Zarra and Ressa stepped in, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “She’s drunk,” Zarra informed. 
 
    “I’m drunk!” Fern thought she corrected, but in fact, didn’t need to correct anyone. 
 
    Isani pulled Dax’s cock from her mouth and stroked him. “Can’t you see we are having an important discussion,” the shadow elf said in a calm tone. 
 
    “I’m part of the discussion now,” Fern said as she clumsily began pulling her clothes off. 
 
    Zarra shook her head before she sniffed at the air and smiled. 
 
    “Another member to our clan has been chosen,” the cleric said in a soft voice. 
 
    “We will have to… revisit it after graduation,” Dax said as Isani stroked him like an instrument. 
 
    Fern fell to her knees and took Dax into her mouth. The fairy sucked as Isani let go and lay on her back again. 
 
    “There is some good news to discuss,” Dax said between clenched teeth, his manhood a little sensitive. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “Everyone into bed. I’m sure we all want to hear every detail.” 
 
    Ressa let out a giggle as she darted forward and leapt into the air. Dax looked up at the incoming dranar with delightfully happy dread, before her thighs clamped to the sides of his head and forced him onto his back as muffled moans played on. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tentacles coiled around Dax as he lay in a black grassy field. The mage stared on as Lyla spoke, but no words or sounds filled the air. He looked up to her pale face and dark hair. The mage’s gaze fell to her lips as she talked, but all he could hear was his own heartbeat. 
 
    “I can’t hear you,” Dax whispered and the tentacles tightened around his body. 
 
    A sliver of pain crept into his body and he growled. 
 
    His eyes opened and he blinked. Morning sunlight poured into the bedchamber as a new day had begun. The mage tried to move when he quickly felt squeezed between four bodies.  
 
    Lifting his head slightly, he saw and felt Fern up against him on one side. Ressa was pressed against his other side. At his feet, Isani’s arms draped over his legs and Zarra’s large breasts were pressed against the top of his head. The gentle rise and fall of chests surrounded him as he drowned in body warmth. 
 
    Dax let his head settle back. The night played out in his thoughts, filling him with lewd acts as he and his clan bonded more than a few times. Moving his limbs slightly, he noticed there wasn’t any soreness this morning. 
 
    I think my body has reached a new level or maybe love kept me going. 
 
    A pair of sighs filled the brilliant morning light as Fern and Zarra began to stir. 
 
    Dax smiled. 
 
    It has to be love. 
 
    Fern lifted her head with sleepy eyes. She gave the mage a simple smile before crawling onto him and moving her hips slightly, enticing his already morning hard member. With another sigh, she pushed her valley onto his throbbing member and he pushed in. The wet connection touched their hearts as she sank down to the base. 
 
    “You were so relaxed last night,” Fern whispered and she moved on the mage. 
 
    “You were fun,” Dax smiled, his hands on her hips. 
 
    “It’s going to be nice, living here after we graduate,” the fairy said as she sucked in a breath and let out a low moan. 
 
    “Hurry up. They’ll be here soon,” Isani whined as she turned over, her back to all of them. 
 
    Ressa licked at Dax’s neck as she snuggled closer. 
 
    “We have to get ready,” Dax said with urgency as this cock began to thicken. 
 
    “Just a little more. I want a little orgasm before we leave,” Fern said as she upped her tempo. 
 
    Zarra sat up, her blonde hair disheveled. The cleric looked to everyone in the bed, her gaze falling on Fern and Dax and her heart soaring. 
 
    Fern and Dax let out shrill gasps and moans before they orgasmed together. Their bodies shuddered as bliss ran along the couple before the fairy collapsed on Dax’s chest. The pair huffed as they held each other. 
 
    A fist banged at the door hard. 
 
    “I’m not coming in there because I know you’re all having sex! Get up and get ready! We leave within the hour!” Symon’s muffled shouting through the door reached their ears. 
 
    Dax, Zarra, Fern, Ressa, and Isani blinked before they all started laughing. 
 
    *** 
 
    The coterie stood on the dais steps of the palace. Lord and Lady Rothmore talked with Counselor Skullcut about ten feet away, their voices low but with pleasant smiles. 
 
    Dax looked to the group. The clan stayed closed to him, talking to each other and making sure they had all their packs and supplies. Symon and Noss stood a little farther away, laughing and talking. Vance and Miranda were close, the mage gazing at the Lancer as she talked excitedly about what to expect for the trials. 
 
    Dax’s mind wandered as a feeling of home caressed his heart. They had barely started their Champion Trial and yet, he had never felt so alive as he did now. It surrounded him in a haze and he welcomed it with open arms. 
 
    Nothing can stop us when we are together. 
 
    Lord and Lady Rothmore turned to the gathered students as Skullcut stepped closer to the group. 
 
    “We very much enjoyed your stay here and look forward to seeing you all again soon,” Lord Rothmore said before looking to the three coaches by the entrance. “We hired several coaches to spirit you to the Seastone Kingdom and paid for your stays at a respected inn along the way. Give our best to Lord and Lady Seastone.” 
 
    “We will,” Dax said with new light in his eyes. 
 
    The Lord and Lady smiled and nodded. 
 
    Cordelia emerged from the entrance, not wearing her glasses. Dax and the women around him turned and looked at her. 
 
    “Come back as true Champions,” the High Mage said with a hint of shyness. 
 
    “We will,” Dax said with a smile. 
 
    “Keep the lantern burning,” Isani smiled at the High Mage. 
 
    “We will,” Cordelia’s small smile grew wider. 
 
    “Load up,” Skullcut bellowed. 
 
    The group waved to their hosts. The Lord and Lady waved back. Cordelia waved with blushing cheeks. 
 
    Everyone climbed into the coaches, Dax the last one. He hesitated and looked over his shoulder to the Rothmores and the High Mage. He saw their genuine smiles. The glow was there between all of them, a new excitement for their futures. 
 
    With a final nod, the mage stepped into the coach and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Whips cracked and horses began to pull. The students waved their goodbyes as three coaches circled around the flower garden and made their way to the main gate and onto Hydale’s streets. 
 
    Dax looked out the open window to the homes and towers of the city. He glimpsed the pointed towers of Vala’s church in the distance and thought of his mother.  
 
    She can stay at the palace with us. She will receive the best care in the kingdoms. I will have my family together and we will make our world even greater. 
 
    Horseshoes clacked on as the coaches headed north of the city and beyond. 
 
    The few days that followed melted together into moments. The group often changed coaches when they had rest stops. Skullcut often observed as the coterie discussed camping and ensuring they had enough supplies for the journey. Maps were pulled out, everyone conferring on the most direct route. Isani spoke often of the dangers and horrors of the area. Ressa added the legends of her own people, painting a dismal picture of what they may expect. 
 
    Dax tried to keep everyone positive. He often spoke to everyone’s strengths and when he wasn’t doing that, he was giving mini lessons on card magic, explaining the new cards in their possession. Everyone listened with attentive senses as they rode on. 
 
    The night at the inn was welcomed. The hard ride up along the coast caused a lot of bouncing around. When they reached the tavern, Skullcut took care of food and drinks as the group settled in a private dining room. Little was said as they ate and drank, exhaustion touching their eyes. When dinner was over, everyone retired to their room, too tired to converse or chat. They all slept in comfortable beds as the Counselor took watch for most of the night in the main inn dining room with a bottle of whiskey. 
 
    The next day, the coterie packed into the coaches and continued on. They admired the late autumn colors along the trees and the beautiful coastal views. When the day slid into late afternoon, dark clouds moved across the sky. Gray light muted many of the colors, but it didn’t sour the coterie’s hearts. 
 
    In the distance, a tall blunted spire of a castle stood by a cliff’s edge. The road cut through, with the castle on one side, overlooking the sea and on the other, a large town that was almost a city. The sky grew darker as the coaches approached, flags with a seashell image on them blustering and rippling in the rising wind. 
 
    Symon looked out the window at the castle and his heart thumped in his chest. 
 
    The coaches approached the main gate and turned left. They entered the main courtyard of the large castle. A few strong trees lined the courtyard as statues ranging from mermaids to small sea monsters filled in the rest of the area around the circular street. It was like the Hydale Palace courtyard, but a bit smaller.  
 
    On the dais steps, Lord and Lady Seastone stood. Surrounding them were many members of their court and to Lady Seastone’s side was Emily. 
 
    The coaches slowed and when they stopped, the doors opened. Symon was first, his boots hitting the stone floor and walking with his chest out and eyes bright. He smiled at his beloved before taking a few steps up the steps and kneeling down to one knee before the Lord and Lady. 
 
    “Welcome back, Lord Shieldbrook,” Lady Seastone smiled. 
 
    “It is good to see you,” Symon said before looking to Emily, “And your beautiful family.” 
 
    Emily bowed her head and blushed, her green regal dress swaying to the wind.  
 
    Lady Seastone nodded. “Please rise and introduce us to your companions.” 
 
    The rest of the group had stepped out of the coaches and clustered together before the Lord and Lady. Dax and several others of his coterie noticed that Lord Seastone seemed thin and frail. He didn’t speak, his wife doing all the talking and greeting as Symon introduced everyone. Emily stood and listened, but her gaze often darted to the Spellsword as he continued with the introductions. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut stepped up the dais and bowed his head to Lady Seastone. “We thank you for taking us in for the night before we continue our journey east.” 
 
    Lady Seastone nodded with regal flair. “It is always a pleasure to host young future champions. The Academy has always kept Ikkudran’s well-being at heart and we here at Trident Points support it fully.” 
 
    The wind picked up. 
 
    Lady Seastone continued, “As you can tell, a storm is passing through for the night. It would seem you made it here just in time. One of my court will show you to the guest wing. Dinner will be served shortly and drinks afterwards.  
 
    “I do want to inform you, we have many more guests staying with us this evening. Prenmore Academy has also asked for us to host a professor and several students. We didn’t expect them to coincide with your visit, but the storm has changed many plans. I do hope this will not be a concern?” 
 
    Many in the group glanced at each other. Dax’s heart leapt in his chest, wondering if Lyla was one of them. 
 
    Skullcut’s expression didn’t change as he spoke, “I see no concern from us. We are living in a civilized time and there is nothing to say that students from different Academies cannot mingle peacefully.” 
 
    Lady Seastone nodded again. “Good to hear. Now, let’s dispense with the pleasantries and come inside where it is warm. The storm will be upon us soon and we should enjoy our evening with food and wine.” 
 
    The royal court and Kinarth students moved as one, climbing the stairs and entering the open double doors. The cold howling wind nearly chasing them inside before the doors were closed and barred. 
 
    The chill left muscles and bones as the warmth of the castle surrounded them. The group walked as one, passing rooms, each one having a roaring hearth. The air was nearly stifling, but the heat was welcomed. 
 
    The castle corridors and walls were decorated with statues and tapestries. Ancient battles with warriors fighting sea monsters covered nearly every wall. Statutes of mermaids, sea serpents and tentacle monsters filled every corridor corner. Seastone banners hung and guards stood with seashell designs etched into their armor and spears in their hands. 
 
    Skullcut and the students were shown to their rooms. When the stewards left them, the doors opened again a short while later. Bodies rushed to Dax’s room, closing the door behind them. 
 
    Everyone but Counselor Skullcut stood in Dax’s room, concern filling their expressions. 
 
    “Do you think they are here to spy on us?” Miranda asked with a hard gaze. 
 
    “We don’t know why they are here, but we should come together as one on how we will deal with them,” Dax said as he rubbed his chin. 
 
    “We don’t even know which students are here,” Vance added. 
 
    Zarra bowed her head, shadows covering her eyes. “I know which students are here. I caught their scents when we entered. Owyn, Vizith, Luca, and Chandra are here.”  
 
    The cleric hesitated before lifting her head and looking directly to Dax. “Lyla and Clive are also here.” 
 
    Dax’s right hand clenched into a fist. 
 
    Fern shook her head. “It doesn’t surprise me that Clive joined Prenmore. He had nowhere else to go. He was part of the plot to discredit the Academy.” 
 
    Memories washed on the shores of Dax’s mind. He remembered the Prenmore students on Star Fall Island. They manipulated and tried to hurt their coterie during the Phantom Campaign. Lyla had spoken the truth of her history with the secret cabal and left with the Prenmore High Dean in the process. 
 
    Symon crossed his arms. “We cannot cause any difficulties while we are here. The Seastones are a proud people but do not tolerate any harm or violence in their kingdoms. Their punishments are cruel and they will not hesitate to give them out if we disregard their laws, no matter your blood or status.” 
 
    Dax took in Symon’s words as he cooled down his own spirit. 
 
    This isn’t a challenge we need to face. 
 
    “We will keep to ourselves, but we will be polite and courteous. Do not speak of anything we are doing or where we are going. Vizith is a Mind Dancer and he will try to manipulate us again. Remember what we discussed before we set off for the Trial. We won’t start a fight and we will not give them an ounce of information,” Dax instructed. 
 
    “Ressa and I can scout around?” the shadow elf offered. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “No. We can’t give them a single reason to influence our stay here. Travel in pairs or more, at all times. Check in on each other and if anyone seems under any kind of influence, discreetly pull them aside and alert everyone else. Limit how much you drink tonight and we will set up watches throughout the night.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement as the coterie let the instructions settle in their minds. 
 
    Dax glanced at Symon. The Spellsword’s brow was hard. The mage could see he was on edge due to their enemies in his betrothed’s kingdom. It made a simple stay into a complicated undertaking. 
 
    “We will overcome this bump with style and grace,” Dax smiled and clamped a hand on Symon’s shoulder.   
 
    Symon’s hard brow softened as he looked at his friend. “We will.” 
 
    Dax pulled his hand back and addressed the group again. “Now, let’s prepare for dinner and hope tonight is a simple affair,” the mage smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    Dax, Skullcut, and the coterie stepped into the main Dining Hall. Several long tables were set up, guests already sitting down and talking. Lightning flashed beyond the windows as rain tapped at the stained glass. A glowing hearth and the scents of cooked meat filled the vast chamber with divine smells. 
 
    Dax glanced at his fellow students, everyone wearing a variation of blues and greens. The clothes were provided, tailored and given to the visiting students rather quickly, the royal seamstresses working with expert skill and experience.  
 
    Eyes at a table by the hearth lifted up and gazed over to the Kinarth students as they stepped in. 
 
    Dax, and many of his coterie, looked over to the table, seeing the Prenmore students with a robed man. The two groups kept their blank gazes on each other, except for Counselor Skullcut and the robed man with a goatish beard. 
 
    Dax caught sight of Lyla and she looked at him, hearts jumping in their chests. 
 
    The Kinarth students and Counselor sat in the large, middle table. Food was brought to them. Full plates placed before them. Everyone waited patiently, knowing the royal Lord and Lady had to give their blessing. 
 
    Lord and Lady Seastone sat at a table on an elevated level in the Dining Hall. Blue and green tapestries surrounded them as they sat in regal chairs. Lady Seastone sat in the middle, her Lord and Husband to her right and Emily to her left. The Lady looked around, taking in the many tables with most of her Court sitting. Her gaze shifted from her Court to the Prenmore table and then to the Kinarth table. The Lady’s lips curved into a welcoming smile as she addressed the room. 
 
    “Welcome all to dinner. As we can all attest, it is not fit for man, woman, or beast outside. Take joy in these small comforts as we dine and drink together. Enjoy your meals, drink plenty of wine and spirits and enjoy these moments. 
 
    “After dinner, we shall stay here and enjoy the company of not one, but two academies that have come to visit us. Show them the proper respect like all royal blood. We have future champions in our midst and they may wish to lend their strength to any kingdom in need.” 
 
    Lady Seastone glanced around, her smile growing wider. “Enjoy the feast,” she said with royal flair. 
 
    Utensils were picked up and everyone gathered began to attack their meals with fevered relish. 
 
    Dax took one bite and found that he enjoyed royal dining, a lot. Even by the Academy’s standards, food prepared by royal chefs outdid anything he ever had while living on the streets of Hydale or at the Academy. Succulent meat fell off the bone as the mage hungrily ate it. 
 
    Several minstrels began playing and soothing music filled the warm hall as lightning flashed outside.  
 
    A loud laughter erupted from the Prenmore table. Dax glanced over to see a man in a fine robe and fox ears clutch a hand on a female orc’s shoulder. His eyes were thin slits as he laughed, his bushy tail moving from side to side behind him. 
 
    “I miss so many friends!” Vizith cackled, his voice smooth as silk. 
 
    Brows hardened along the Kinarth table, almost all remembering how the Kitun influenced them on Star Fall Island. 
 
    “Don’t let them rattle you,” Dax said in a whisper, despite his own anger rising. 
 
    Lyla ate slowly, her gaze across the small aisle and on Dax’s back to her. Despite their quick glance, the mage seemed to ignore her completely. Her head tilted forward, shadows covering her eyes as she put a morsel of food between her lips. 
 
    Fern tried to focus on her food. Annoyed pulses ran along her body, inner screaming filling her five-foot tall frame. Snatching a tall glass of wine, she drank like she hadn’t had a drink in years. 
 
    Symon’s eyes moved to the side, not looking to the Prenmore table but to the elevated level where Emily sat with her parents. The beautiful princess looked down from her higher seat, her gaze purely on the Spellsword and her fork moving her food around on her dish. Symon’s heart beat with wanting, whispers begging to touch her again after all this time. 
 
    Vance and Miranda sat side by side, eating with one hand and holding each other’s hand under the table. 
 
    Noss picked at his food, the kobold eyeing the Prenmore table and mentally taking notes of their not so subtle mannerisms. Eyes narrowing, he saw them trying in subtle ways to gain their attention with whispers in each other’s ears and constantly looking over. 
 
    “Listen to Dax. Don’t let them distract you,” Zarra said with a whisper. 
 
    “They tried to hurt us. Doesn’t it bother you?” Noss asked under his breath. 
 
    Zarra smiled. “There will always be those who want to hurt and manipulate others. It is our duty to not give them the attention and stop them when they step too far.” 
 
    Noss gave a small nod. 
 
    Zarra leaned in a little closer, “It doesn’t mean there isn’t a small part of me that wishes to burn their table to ash.” 
 
    Noss coughed on some food and tried to hide his smile. 
 
    Zarra grinned as she got the reaction she wanted from her friend and began eating. 
 
    The rest of dinner flowed on without incident. When plates were finished, everything was cleaned up by servants and put away. Guests stood up from tables as some of the larger servants picked up and moved the tables to another room. When the Dining Hall was cleared, Minstrels changed the music to more upbeat tunes as servants began handing out drinks to everyone. 
 
    The Hall had turned into a festive gathering. Some danced while others laughed. Drinks flowed and a sense of comforting merriment took root. Tensions seemed to relax as the students from both academies kept their distance. Many from the Court carried on with discussions and banter as the evening wore on. 
 
    Dax had a drink in his hand and was standing next to Skullcut. The Counselor was all smiles as the two men raised their cups and took sips. 
 
    “So far, so good,” Dax said in a low tone as he watched Symon and Emily dance. 
 
    “Did you expect another outcome?” Skullcut asked. 
 
    Dax nodded. “I expected the Prenmore students to be a little more troubling.” 
 
    “They know better than to start something here in a royal kingdom. My concern is why are they here? Lucretia Prenmore has always worked with Kinarth to ensure schedules would not conflict. This is an oddity and one where we do have to keep our senses and wit alive.” 
 
    Dax nodded again. “Is Lucretia Prenmore a vampire?” Dax asked as he remembered meeting her on Star Fall. She had pale skin and pink hued teeth as she addressed Luthis and took Lyla with her to her academy. 
 
    Skullcut chuckled. “No, she is not. Lucretia is a true master of blood magic. She and Sebastian used to be together a long time ago, fighting against the spawn. When true mana was harvested to make Sebastian stronger, many of his friends and family took to his initial training. Lucretia discovered blood weaving. She founded the Blood Weaving Class, but soon grew conflicted with Sebastian’s desire for more traditional classes. They broke up and she started her own academy, creating classes for her more unusual champions, as far as Luthis has told me with his stories.” 
 
    Dax looked at his drink, “Do you think Prenmore is here to sabotage us?” 
 
    Skullcut gave a small, grave nod. “Your instincts speak true. They would never do anything here, but we still have many miles to cover before we reach the Decayed Lands. We outnumber them, but their Professor can be the difficult sort.” 
 
    “What’s his name?” Dax asked. 
 
    Skullcut smirked. “I’m sure he is going to tell us right now.” 
 
    Dax looked up to see a man in a dark purple robe approach. Thin eyebrows and a goatish beard framed his face to give him a near devilish appearance. Arcane runes covered his robe as he stepped closer, a glass of wine in his hand. 
 
    “Greetings Counselor Skullcut,” the man said with a smile before turning his attention to Dax. “Greetings Daxton Sage. My name is Modius Wisewood, Professor of Summoning at Prenmore Academy. Pleased to meet you,” the professor said with a slight bow. 
 
    Dax and Skullcut bowed before all three looked at each other. Modius had a genuine smile and relaxed demeanor as he stood with them. He began to speak to Skullcut, but kept his gaze on Dax. 
 
    “Kinarth Academy’s name has exploded with many kingdoms across Ikkudran, thanks to Dax’s creation and contributions of the new spell casting technique. I must be honest and say I’m jealous your academy discovered it first.” 
 
    “Jealousy should drive you to improve,” Skullcut said with an even tone. 
 
    Modius smirked. “It does. Like a fire under one’s heels, our Academy is making leaps and bounds with the card technique.” 
 
    The Prenmore Professor’s gaze never looked away from Dax. “How have been your dreams of late?” 
 
    Dax’s brow wrinkled. “Quiet,” he said as he remembered Lyla in his dreams, but couldn’t hear her voice. 
 
    “Is there a point to your question?” Skullcut asked with a sliver of protective flair. 
 
    Modius ignored the Counselor, “I can tell Lyla misses you. The two of you should reconnect. She has many new friends, but there is always a distance in her eyes. I can only assume it’s because of you.” 
 
    “Professor Wisewood, with all due respect, that is nothing of your business to know,” Dax said with a firm edge. 
 
    Modius smirked. “Everything my students think is my business. They are under our care at Prenmore and shouldn’t be distracted.  
 
    “I have the blessing of the High Dean to offer you a position at Prenmore. You wouldn’t even have to complete your graduation with Kinarth. You could leave with us right now and become one of the upper echelons of all academies, respected and admired.” 
 
    It was Dax’s turn to smirk. “No one ever became great by taking the easy path.” 
 
    Modius nodded. “Too true. I believe that is one of Sebastian’s quotes? My respect for you has grown, Master Sage.” 
 
    “You were never this rude before, trying to poach a student from our academy. Has Prenmore fallen on hard times?” Skullcut chuckled. 
 
    Modius turned his gaze to Skullcut and kept his smile. “Far from it. We never know when our paths might cross again and fortune favors the quick.” 
 
    The Professor returned his gaze to Dax, deep blue eyes shining in the dim lantern light. “Opportunities present themselves all the time. I would suggest you keep your options open, Master Sage.” 
 
    “You’re pretty bold for someone who already received an answer,” Skullcut said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    “Just like the wind’s direction, everything changes,” Modius smiled and bowed with closed eyes. “I hope we meet again.” 
 
    Skullcut and Dax watched as the Professor turned on his heels and walked back to his students as they mingled together. Dax caught sight of Lyla watching him, but when Modius walked back to them, her gaze lowered. Beside her, Clive looked to Dax with wilted eyes. 
 
    So much has changed and yet, those two seem to find each other. Maybe Lyla should stop trying to keep us together and spend more time with Clive. He has been loyal to her, even though Lyla isn’t Nuria anymore. Maybe their fates have brought them together. I hope it has because I have my own clan to love and grow. 
 
    “Modius has always had an ego. He couldn’t handle the classes at Kinarth and left us a few months after joining, saying he was better than what the Academy could offer,” Skullcut said in a low tone. 
 
    Dax glanced at the Counselor, “You knew him at the academy?” 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “It was about thirty years ago when Modius graced our hallowed grounds. He boasted every chance he could, being disruptive in classes. I had taken on my current role as Counselor and he was one of my first students that I had to have certain discussions with.” 
 
    The Counselor’s gaze fell to the floor, “Sometimes, you come across students who honestly want to try harder and sometimes, you come across students that no amount of talking, discussing, or advice will change their narrow minds.” 
 
    Dax began mentally putting things together. “What if he is responsible for the secret cabal at Kinarth? He could be the one that has caused so much trouble over the last two years?” 
 
    Skullcut gave a small nod. “It’s possible, but not solely by him. Modius’s ego is too big. If I were to hazard a guess, he is working with others and they are keeping him on a short leash. Either way, he’s dangerous. We will have to stay on our toes as we make our way to Sanctuary Spires and into the Decayed Lands.” 
 
    The Counselor took a sip of his drink as he noticed Lyla break away from her group and walk in their direction. 
 
    “I don’t have to say anything because I know you know we need to keep our plans to ourselves, but it appears Lyla wants to talk,” Skullcut said and stepped away. 
 
    Dax stood with drink in hand, watching as Lyla stepped closer and bowed her head to him. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Dax,” the Prenmore student said with a small smile. 
 
    Fern darted over in her eight-inch form and hovered with her arms crossed. “I just want to make sure everything is well,” the fairy said sternly. 
 
    Dax gave a small nod. “Hi Lyla. How’s Prenmore Academy? Have you escaped justice for the death of Nuria’s parents?” 
 
    Lyla kept her sad gaze. “My High Dean had me pardoned under the condition I cannot be placed with any kingdoms as a champion. My history has made me an unwanted champion, so I am learning to assist High Dean Prenmore with her Academy.” 
 
    “At least you have carved out a future for yourself here on Ikkudran. Congratulations,” Dax said plainly. 
 
    Lyla nodded. “I meant what I said about what we talked about earlier. I…” Lyla trailed off. 
 
    “I see Clive has joined Prenmore. Maybe, the two of you should spend more time together. You both seem to deserve each other,” Dax said, the flame of anger growing bright along his soul. 
 
    Lyla gave an innocent small smile, “He’s no Dax Sage.” 
 
    Fern’s wings blurred as she floated down to eye level with Lyla. “After everything we did for you, you have the nerve to try and keep your old flame with Dax lit? You betrayed us and left to join Prenmore. You have been a thorn in our sides for the last two years and now you feel sadness and regret? If we weren’t here, I would bash your head in,” Fern seethed. 
 
    Lyla nodded, “I can understand why you’re upset. If I were any of you, I would be upset too. I did terrible things and tried to make amends in all the wrong ways. I hope one day, all of you can forgive me.” 
 
    Fern’s eyes narrowed. “Not in this lifetime.” 
 
    Dax’s anger cooled as he could see it blazing brighter within Fern. The fairy’s tiny form nearly trembled in rage and the mage decided to take control of the moment. 
 
    “Fern, with any luck, this will be the last time we see her,” Dax said with a soothing edge. 
 
    Fern lifted her chin and looked away. 
 
    Lyla’s eyes trembled as she looked to the mage. “I meant what I promised. When it is done, we will never have to speak again. Have a good night.” 
 
    Lyla bowed before turning and walking back to her fellow students. 
 
    “I will be the greatest card mage of Ikkudran,” Vizith said and laughed loudly.  
 
    Dax and Fern watched as the Prenmore students laughed. Luca held her stomach, the orc laughing the loudest among them. Chandra glanced over as Lyla returned to them. The elf put her arm around Lyla’s shoulder and gave her a kiss on the cheek, giving Dax a wink afterwards. 
 
    “I just want to hurt all of them,” Fern whispered harshly. 
 
    “We have to be good examples, even to bad people,” Dax smirked. 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    Dax looked over to Symon and Emily dancing in the middle of the room. “From a true champion.” 
 
    Fern shook her head. “I know we were supposed to cut back on drinks, but I need something stronger.” 
 
    “Stay with me and I’ll make sure you don’t go overboard,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern gave a hearty nod. The couple called over one of the servants with a tray of drinks as minstrel music played on. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax and Zarra walked back into the guest wing, Fern hovering over Dax’ shoulder. The evening had carried on with little else happening. Despite the small jabs from the Prenmore students, everyone was on their best behavior. The storm seemed to have worsened outside, rain splashing against the windows and sometimes dripping from the ceilings. The crowd had taken it in stride, the hearth and drinks easing spirits and creating an enjoyable atmosphere. 
 
    Dax mulled over the evening’s events, a faint memory sneaking in of losing sight of Symon and Emily.  
 
    “Did either of you see Symon and Emily leave?” Dax asked. 
 
    “I saw them leave together. I think they went to Emily’s bed chambers. When we left the gathering, I picked up on faint sounds of the Princess pleasing Symon with her mouth,” Zara answered simply. 
 
    Dax and Fern turned their attention to Zarra with wide eyes. 
 
    The cleric gave a small, shy smile. “My new circlet allows me to use more of my natural abilities. I can hear everything and the scents are wonderful and informative.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I’m relieved or terrified,” Fern laughed. 
 
    The trio reached Dax’s bed chamber. The mage touched the doorknob, ready for the three of them to talk and sleep together when Zarra spoke up. 
 
    “Fern, would you mind terribly if it was just Dax and I tonight?” 
 
    The fairy smiled. “I wouldn’t mind. I’m sure Isani and Ressa are going to bring more drinks back with them. It will be a private party for the three of us.” 
 
    Fern zipped to Dax’s cheek, gave him a kiss and fluttered back. The mage watched as the fairy gave Zarra a kiss on the cheek before flying off down the corridor. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Dax asked the beautiful cleric. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I just want it to be us for tonight.” 
 
    Dax opened the door to his room and bowed.    
 
    The couple stepped in, the door closing behind them. The sound of rain filtered in the dark room. A single lantern was lit, casting long shadows around the room.  
 
    Dax looked to Zarra as her usual blank serpent eyes held a touch of concern. She moved to the bed and sat down. The mage stepped over and sat beside her. The cleric looked over to him before leaning in and kissing him. 
 
    The moment was sweet and seductive, the couple enjoying the heated kiss between them. It spoke to their hearts as their hands touched each other, but only gently as if to reestablish their connection. When they parted, they pressed their foreheads together, a small sigh between them. 
 
    “Dax, I’m scared,” Zarra said with a dripping whisper. 
 
    “I think we all are a little sacred. You’re in good company,” the mage said with a small smile. 
 
    Zarra pulled back and shook her head. “No, I’m scared for where we are going, in the near and far future. The Decayed Lands will still have void spawn phantoms. I fear I may not be ready to challenge them when I see them. Being a dragon, you must think I can take on anything, but even my people know fear. The war brought a terror my people never knew before. The spawn’s alien needs and magics cut through many of our natural protections. Even if there are only phantoms, I fear I may not be strong enough to protect everyone.” 
 
    Dax took Zarra’s hands into his. “I understand why you’re afraid, but you are not alone. Our family and friends will be there to help each other, especially you.” 
 
    The cleric gave a small nod. “I know, and that is what makes everything harder. I understand what it means when you're alone, fighting the world. It’s easier. You only have to be concerned with your own wellbeing. Decisions that may end your life are simpler because you don’t have much to lose.” 
 
    Zarra looked into Dax’s eyes with a wet gaze. “It was one of the first things I loved about you. You took chances and fought against those who belittled or mocked you. You showed strength when you could have cowered away. 
 
    “I was treated the same, but other students and some of the faculty feared me. They would never speak to me the way they spoke to you, but even then, my sensitive ears and senses could still hear them, smell them. I could smell their fear and I could hear their jabs. My isolation made it worse and I turned to Umus to give me strength.” 
 
    Zarra blinked slowly, never taking her gaze away from Dax. “Little did I know, Vala was guiding me to you.” 
 
    Dax listened as he squeezed her hand. 
 
    The cleric continued, “Our future looks bright for us and our clan. I cannot deny my urges for much longer and I fear we will bring a family into a world of darkness if the Void Spawn return.” 
 
    “Wanting children has been on your mind for a while now,” Dax said with warmth. 
 
    Zarra gave a small nod. “I have reached the proper age for egg bearing. The urges speak to me constantly, telling me to be with you.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “What would it be like, if we had children? I mean, you’re a dragon and I’m…” 
 
    “The love of my life,” Zarra whispered with trembling eyes. 
 
    “Zarra, I love you too,” Dax said with warm conviction. 
 
    The dragon in human form stared with unblinking eyes. She took in Dax’s genuine spirit and her soul whimpered in love. 
 
    “The mystical bond between us helps bring us closer. Our children will be mostly dragon, but will have some human qualities. They will have some difficulty, children born of two sperate worlds. My people will not accept them, but they may be worshipped by your people.” 
 
    Zarra wiped away a tear from the corner of her eye and continued. “It takes a long time for a dragon to bear eggs. A normal clutch of pure dragon eggs can be about six to eight. Between different species, it may be two to four. For me, it doesn’t matter how many we have, they will be loved all the same.” 
 
    “Yes, they will,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “Dax, promise me what I already know in my heart. Promise me, we will make Ikkudran a better world for everyone to live in. Swear it with words and we will begin our next life.” 
 
    Dax squeezed Zarra’s hands again. He had never seen her with such sad emotion before. She was a pillar of strength, but now, she had let her guard down and spread her soul at his feet. 
 
    “Zarra, my love, I swear it to every god and goddess listening. We will make Ikkudran a beautiful world where the threats of invasion will just be a story for younger generations. A lesson they can take with them to show how the world once was, but will never be again.  
 
    “I swear it to you, I will never leave your side or our clan. We will grow our family and protect all so no one will have to go through what once was, ever again. You have my mind, my body, my soul, and my love.” 
 
    A tear streaked down Zarra’s smooth cheek. “Dax, my love,” the cleric whispered before she kissed him hard. 
 
    Dax grabbed at Zarra as her tongue invaded his mouth. The two let their tongues dance as their hands grabbed at each other’s robes. With expert skill, robes were opened and were quickly tossed aside to the floor.  
 
    Zarra was the one to pull away to gasp for breath. Dax was caught in the dim light painting the cleric’s smooth, nude form. Her heavy breasts bobbed as her body trembled in excitement. Heat rushed into her cheeks as her eyes closed, savoring Dax’s taste. When they opened again, her serpent eyes glowed with seductive light as she moved in closer. 
 
    Dax’s hand touched her, running his fingers over her silky skin. Her pink nipples pointed as he admired her curves. The dragon’s scent washed over his senses, but it was different, a little more hypnotic. It caused a surge of blood to race to his manhood, it was already hard and throbbing. The need was maddening as he fought for some kind of control. 
 
    “You don’t have to control yourself with me, my love,” Zarra cooed with heavy breath. 
 
    Dax watched her fingers slip between her parted thighs, touching her wet dragonhood and a small gasp falling from her lips. Zarra panted as she looked to Dax, her ardor growing with each moment. 
 
    The mage took hold of her arm and pulled her closer. The two slipped into bed, their naked bodies pressed to each other. Their lips found each other in the dark, their hands running along each other's strong bodies in their private world. Dax was silent, his hand travelling down Zarra’s side and reaching her ass. He gave it a squeeze and her hips moved against his leg. The mage’s throbbing staff was between them and her delicate fingers touched it, stroking it slowly. 
 
    Loving madness took hold of the mage, but not to conquer. Instead, he wanted to please. He pushed hard at Zarra’s shoulder and she fell on her back. His hand touched her smooth valley entrance, fingers whispering their intent as he parted her pink folds and found her gem of bliss. He circled her clit with teasing touches, Zarra’s entire body shuddering in need. 
 
    Zarra moaned as he played her like a fine instrument. The tempo slowly rose with each swirl and the cleric called out to Vala to give her strength. 
 
    “Dax, sink your sword into me,” Zarra panted before her eyes rolled into her head. 
 
    Dax watched as the cleric became unchained, her body shuddering violently as an orgasm bloomed. He continued to gently touch and rub her clit, wetness spilling out and her hips moving to his touch. Zarra was lost to a flood of bliss, the kind Dax had never seen before. Raw emotion took root as she gasped again from another orgasm. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes widened as her body writhed with distilled urges. The circlet on her head glowed with confining power, but it could not hold back the change. Dax continued to touch the dragon as golden scales stabbed from her skin and flattened, connecting into patterns. They covered her arms, outer thighs, and shins. Her face shifted slightly, taking on a slight snout. Her hands grew bigger, as did her feet. Claws stabbed out from fingertips and toes before a long tail sprouted from her lower back. The writhing and cooing grew with her new form, but all Dax could see was her soul and her beauty. 
 
    Silent as a ghost, Dax was over the dragon woman. Her legs and thighs were parted as she writhed in need. The mage was on her, his manhood touching her honey dripping valley and he slowly pushed with divine patience. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes squeezed shut, feeling the mage invade her. Every thick inch spread her inner world and she was lost to it. Instinct took hold, her arms and legs wrapping around him. She clutched to him as his strong hips pushed to the base of his cock and he stayed there, his mouth on her tender neck, licking and kissing at her flesh. 
 
    Mana flowed, powering into every cell of the mage’s body. It was natural as his chakra points aligned and natural energy washed over him. Urges whipped at him as his hips began to move, thrusting deep and pulling back. Zarra cooed as she squeezed him like a vice, trying to keep the mage deep within her. 
 
    The back and forth created a private song between them. The two knew the notes, but it seemed to carry on with greater vibrance. Zarra’s tail thrashed as she didn’t let go. She gave his hips enough room for him to continue driving his love into her heart.    
 
    The lantern glowed in the short distance, but its flame seemed to dance to their combined moans. Mana flared brighter between them as their fevered bodies reached higher levels, their very spirits binding together. 
 
    “Dax, bring our love to this world,” Zarra moaned and kissed him. 
 
    Dax’s hips slammed between her tender thighs, his cock thickening and the light in his spirit blinding him. With a loud, soul crushing grunt, thick spurts of white seed filled Zarra’s tight valley. Dax’s mind shattered and mana energy pushed them back together with loving ease. The mage thrust again, another volley of seed filling the dragon, followed by another. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes rolled into her head, her tail trembling as blissful orgasms drowned her. She gasped for more and Dax was caught in a heavenly cycle, draining every drop of his soul into her. 
 
    The couple’s eyes rolled back into place, their bodies moving of their own accord. Dax could barely think, his body not responding to his thoughts.  
 
    Zarra’s entire body shifted and Dax was on his back, the dragon mounting him. The connection between them never broke, and now Zarra controlled the tempo. Her hips moved with caged power, sliding up and down on Dax’s iron staff. She pressed her large breasts to his face, whimpering and hissing. 
 
    “I need… more,” Zarra said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    Dax bit her breast, his hands on her waist. Zarra let out a moan of approval, slowing down as he licked and bit her nipple. The bites were gentle as it was Dax’s way to guide the dragon. Zarra moved with ease, sliding and dripping onto Dax’s member and inner thighs.  
 
    The bond flared brighter between them. Dax could hardly believe it as his cock thickened and another orgasm flashed. Seed spurted and Zarra smiled. She continued to impale herself on him, her tail whipping back and forth. The dragon let out a seductive moan as a string of orgasms blasted her fried nerves, but she could not stop their intimate calling. 
 
    The rhythm and tempo fell together again, the loving couple staring into each other’s eyes. Heat radiated out from their union as they stayed together. 
 
    “I love you,” they both whispered to each other at the same time and smiled. 
 
    The couple continued their intimate dance as the storm raged on outside, a few deities watching the union and singing their approval. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    Sunny brilliance cascaded across the towers of the seaside castle. The land warmed as the dark, stormy clouds moved on. Birdsong rose up along the nearby trees and forests as people stepped from their homes in the town. Deep morning breaths filled lungs as all could tell it was going to be a beautiful day. 
 
    Dax and Zarra opened their eyes as they laid together in bed. The two stared into each other’s eyes, drinking in each other’s beauty before they pulled each other closer. Zarra was in her human form, pressing her forehead to Dax’s neck. The mage held her close, their heartbeats beating as one. A warm sigh fell from parted lips as they didn’t want to part so they could keep this moment forever. 
 
    Zarra closed her eyes. “I felt it. I felt the conception take hold.” 
 
    Dax held her tighter. 
 
    Zarra continued with her eyes closed. “When do we tell the others?” 
 
    “When we feel ready,” Dax said in a low tone, basking in the knowledge he was going to be a father. 
 
    Zarra pulled back and looked to Dax with golden serpent eyes. “Once they know, they will come for you.” 
 
    Dax smirked. “You make it sound ominous.” 
 
    The cleric cracked a small, shy smirk of her own. “The door has been opened and they will want to bond further, increasing our connections, clan, and family. Fern will be direct. Isani will not wish to be left out. Ressa… I am unsure what she will desire.” 
 
    “She will want whatever I want. I don’t say that out of ego or my personal demands. Ressa is submissive and wishes to only please. Her relationship with Isani has shown me that, but Ressa has opened up more and wants to please me,” Dax said as he still tried to understand their relationship fully. 
 
    “Whatever you wish, I will support you,” Zarra said and snuggled to his chest. “I’m happy knowing our family will become larger with time.” 
 
    Dax kissed her forehead, “I think it is us who will support you. You are having our children and we must be there every step of the way.” 
 
    Zarra smiled. “It takes a long time for dragons to lay our eggs. After that, we must care for them until they hatch. Young dragons are very weak and must be cared for until they reach maturity. It’s then when their strength and power grow exponentially.” 
 
    “I’m curious, how much time does it take?” Dax asked as he inhaled her scent. 
 
    “It will be a year before I can lay my eggs. It will be another year before they hatch. After hatching, it takes sixty to eighty years for our young to reach maturity.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I’m glad champions have longer lifespans. I don’t want to be a frail old man while toddlers are flying around, breathing fire on each other.” 
 
    Zarra giggled. “Yes, there will be some of that.” 
 
    Dax lifted an eyebrow. “I wasn’t serious. Do they really do that?” 
 
    Zarra pulled back with a grin. “They will be terrible to each other, as all young dragons are. You must stay healthy and strong if we are to keep them in line.” 
 
    “I’ll start working out now,” the mage laughed.  
 
    Zarra laughed with him until the two fell into a passionate kiss. When they parted, Zarra blinked, her hand on Dax’s chest. 
 
    “There is an old dragon’s myth that the more love a dragon has, the faster the eggs develop.” 
 
    “Our clan is pretty loving,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Zarra’s gaze was dead centered on Dax’s eyes. “No, the more love you give me, the quicker we will reach the time of laying my eggs.” 
 
    Dax blinked. “Oh. I see. Is that true?” 
 
    Zarra took hold of Dax’s hardening manhood and stroked slowly. “I don’t know but I’m willing to experiment in the name of research.” 
 
    Dax grinned ear to ear, “Fern is rubbing off on you.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. 
 
    “I would never stand in the way of research,” Dax said before the two kissed again in the morning light. 
 
    *** 
 
    Coaches waited in the castle courtyard. The coterie mingled on the steps as Dax and Zarra stepped out of the main doors to them. The couple were smiling as everyone looked at them. 
 
    Lady and Lord Seastone stood beside the group of students. Emily and Symon were between the groups, holding hands. The Spellsword lifted Emily’s hand and kissed the back of it.  
 
    Fern looked to Dax and Zarra, hands on hips. “I was going to drag both of you from your bedchamber by the hair.” 
 
    “It was a difficult start to the day,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “It was very hard,” Zarra giggled. 
 
    Fern smiled at the cleric and let out her own laugh.  
 
    Isani and Ressa stared at Dax and Zarra with observing eyes. They remained silent, side by side, but the shadow elf’s gaze connected with Dax’s eyes. The mage lifted an eyebrow as the rogue tried to maintain a simple look. 
 
    Dammit! They know! They both know. How do they know? 
 
    Emily pulled Symon with her, the couple stepping closer to Dax, Zarra, and Fern as Skullcut had a small conversation with Lady and Lord Seastone. 
 
    “Dax,” Emily smiled as she approached.  
 
    The mage, cleric, and berserker turned to the Princess as she stood, she and Symon still holding hands. 
 
    “Yes, Emily,” Dax said with a slight bow. 
 
    Emily and Symon looked to each other with wide smiles before turning their combined attention to the mage. 
 
    “We wanted to officially ask you to be our Truth Sayer when we wed,” Emily beamed. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened, knowing they were going to ask, but feigning surprise. “I would be honored to be your Truth Sayer.” 
 
    Emily and Symon swamped the mage in a hug as Zarra, Fern, and the rest of the coterie touched their shoulders in wonderous cheer. Congratulations fell from their lips as everyone crowded around. 
 
    “Thank you for keeping Symon safe,” Emily whispered in Dax’s ear. “Keep him from harm and return him to me, safe and sound.” 
 
    “I will,” Dax whispered back. 
 
    “You know I can hear you,” Symon grinned. 
 
    The three of them parted and stood facing each other. The group showered congratulations as Skullcut and Emily’s parents watched with proud eyes. 
 
    After a long moment of chatting, the coterie and Counselor Skullcut bid their farewells. Everyone loaded into coaches. Sunlight painted the world in loving brilliance as Lord and Lady Seastone waved with some of the court. The coaches began to pull away, hands and arms out, waving to their hosts. 
 
    Symon stared out, his heart glowing as Emily blew him kisses. Dax, Zarra, and Fern looked to the Spellsword as the coaches left through the main gate and onto the road heading east. 
 
    The Spellsword sat back in his chair, his wide grin not fading away. 
 
    “I don’t think I have ever seen you this happy before,” Dax said, Zarra and Fern nodding. 
 
    Symon sighed. “I don’t think I have ever been this happy before, aside from our little group. You all make me happy, but Emily gives me a love I never felt before. She is truly the other half of my soul.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “So, where did you two run off to last night?” Fern asked with an amused smile. 
 
    The light in Symon’s eyes grew brighter, but he tried to act normal. “We just took a walk about the castle and talked. It will be my future home after graduation so we thought I should get to know the place.” 
 
    “Nothing else?” Fern said with innocent blinks. 
 
    Symon began to shake his head when he looked into Zarra's guilty eyes. 
 
    The Spellsword’s mouth twisted in a feigned growl. “You know what happened,” he said as a question and a statement. 
 
    The fairy laughed. Zarra’s cheeks glowed pink. Dax tried to stop himself from chuckling and failed. 
 
    “She is an upstanding, royal Lady,” Symon said while trying to show an ounce of decorum. 
 
    The three with him nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We do not think any less of her or you,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “But we want to know more,” Fern grinned. 
 
    Symon folded his arms. “I will not sully her name or our private time together.” 
 
    Dax, Zarra, and Fern blinked and waited. 
 
    Symon’s mouth trembled before he tilted his head forward. “It was… beyond words.” 
 
    “Yes!” Dax and Fern shouted before high palming each other as Symon shook his head and Zarra giggled. 
 
    *** 
 
    The trip eastward took the three coaches through heavy woods and forests. Towns appeared along the way as they travelled throughout the day. When the coaches stopped to rest the horses, the coterie would relieve themselves in the forest before switching coaches and getting back on the road. 
 
    Conversations turned from one topic to another as they passed the time. It was brought up a few times that no one saw any of the Prenmore students and their professor. Speculation filled the coaches, wondering if the students were behind them or ahead of them. During those times when students sat in the same coach as Counselor Skullcut, he reminded them to keep their minds sharp for what was to come and not on the Prenmore students. They had a week’s journey to reach Sanctuary Spires. After that, it will be another hard week of travelling to reach their destination. 
 
    The sun slid across the sky as three coaches travelled along the dusty road. When it hung low, Dax reflected on everything. Seeing Lyla hurt had helped him. He missed her, but seeing her with Clive and her new academy friends, helped deaden the small pain. Their lives had separated and it was best for all involved. 
 
    The mage woke up from his daydreaming as Isani and Ressa sat across from him and Zarra. The cleric’s head was on Dax’s lap, sleeping softly, but the pair of rogues stared at Dax like statutes. 
 
    “Something on your minds?” Dax asked. 
 
    The pair of rogues shook their heads at the same time. 
 
    Dax started to get nervous as they barely blinked. 
 
    “You want to say something,” Dax said firmly. 
 
    “We are simply enjoying a coach ride with our clan elders,” Isani blinked. 
 
    “A nice, beautiful ride,” Ressa said with near glassy eyes. 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed. “You're both freaking me out.” 
 
    Zarra opened sleepy eyes and snuggled the side of her face against Dax’s thighs. “They already know,” she said before closing her eyes again. 
 
    Dax blinked. 
 
    Isani and Ressa grinned ear to ear.  
 
    “You did it! You started to grow our family,” Isani smiled. 
 
    “We are going to be parents,” Ressa’s eyes nearly glowed. 
 
    Dax’s expression softened. “We were going to tell you, but I could tell back at the castle you both already knew.” 
 
    Isani leaned back in her seat. “We had crept back from the gathering to spend some time with you when we heard everything.” 
 
    “We didn’t dare interrupt,” Ressa said. 
 
    “We wanted to make sure you both didn’t have any distractions and guarded your door from our room across the hall,” Isani said with a warm edge. 
 
    “Thank you,” Zarra said in a sleepy tone. 
 
    “Does Fern know?” Dax asked. 
 
    The rogues shook their heads. 
 
    Dax shook his own head. “All of you talk when I’m not around and suddenly, you didn’t say anything to Fern?” 
 
    “With this, it is not our place,” Isani smiled. 
 
    “We will have to tell her soon,” Zarra whispered. 
 
    Dax nodded before looking at the rogues again. “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    “We are so happy!” Isani and Ressa said at the same time. 
 
    Questions bloomed into a storm as the sun touched the western horizon. The coaches slowed as they approached an inn along the road. Lanterns were lit as the sun slowly disappeared behind the horizon. 
 
    Coachmen leapt from their seats and opened coach doors. Everyone stepped out onto firm ground as they looked to the tavern. The two-story building was modest, but looked comfortable for the night. Packs were unloaded and handed to each student. 
 
    One of the coachmen spoke with Skullcut. The Counselor nodded a few times before fishing out a stack of gold coins out of his pack and handing them over. The coachman bowed with a smile before stepping back to his couch. 
 
    Skullcut stepped closer to the group as they had all their belongings over their shoulders or in their hands. 
 
    “This is as far as the coaches will take us. Horses have already been procured at this location. Starting tomorrow morning, we will ride on horseback, so try to get some rest tonight,” Skullcut explained. 
 
    The group nodded before Dax and Skullcut stepped up the small stairs and entered the Red Fire Inn. The rest of the group followed. 
 
     The inn had the standard fare of a roaring hearth, tables, chairs, and a bar. Skullcut moved to the bar, asking for the Innkeeper as the rest of the group moved to a large table. Chairs pulled out as they sat down. The inn was sparsely populated with several men and women in dark corners, enjoying their meals and drinks. 
 
     A barmaid stepped over and asked for drinks while they prepared their meals for the evening. The group ordered a lot of wine and mead, the barmaid nodding and walking back to the bar.  
 
    Skullcut joined them, taking the last empty seat. “Rooms and meals are paid for. I confirmed that there are horses waiting for us in the stable out back. Rations will be provided in the morning after we break our fast. From this point on, you are to refer to me as Observer Skullcut. I have been grading all of you since we left the Academy, but this leg of our journey will only get harder.  
 
    “In the morning, I will be handing over maps and will no longer give any direction. The road to Sanctuary Spires is not so difficult, but beyond that, prepare for the trek into the Decayed Lands.” 
 
    Skullcut turned his gaze and smiled at Dax. “In the morning, Dax will be leading the expedition.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Drinks were brought to the table and handed out. Smiles bloomed before everyone drank deeply from their cups.  
 
    Dax leaned back in his chair, enjoying his mead as he glanced around. The inn’s patrons chuckled and laughed. The murmur of conversations mingled with the natural ambiance.  
 
    Fern sat to one side of Dax as Zarra sat on the other side. The fairy drank down her mead before leaning her head on the mage’s shoulder. Isani and Ressa whispered to each other while Noss and Symon toasted with their cups. Vance and Miranda talked in hushed tones. 
 
    The mage’s gaze lingered on his coterie.  
 
    This is the new beginning to our lives. 
 
    Dax smiled to himself before turning his gaze to the fairy leaning on his shoulder. “Fern, later, Zarra and I have something we need to talk to you about,” he whispered. 
 
    Fern shifted her gaze to the mage and blinked. Her eyes closed and she held onto his arm. 
 
    “I hope it’s about kids,” she whispered back.    
 
    Dax smiled and as his lips parted again, a window shattered. 
 
    All eyes turned to a wooden pillar, an arrow sticking out of it. 
 
    Bodies stood up before every window in the Inn shattered from all directions. Hands grabbed at friends, everyone diving for the floor.  
 
    A man by a window was up. He peered out and was rewarded with an arrow to the eye. The man screamed as he fell back onto the floor, writhing in agony and holding onto the arrow shaft. 
 
    Time slowed down as arrows slipped in through shattered windows. Barbed points stabbed into wood as everyone was on the floor, covering their heads. 
 
    Dax flicked his wrists, a card sliding into each hand. 
 
    Name: Troll  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough 
 
      
 
    Name: Air Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Thunder Boom 
 
      
 
    Isani and Ressa had drawn their short swords. A card was in Vance’s hand as Miranda picked up her spear from the floor. Fern’s mace was free from her belt. Skullcut was on the floor with them, but his eyes were cool as he looked around. Zarra was on her knees, looking over at the man with an arrow in his eye socket. 
 
    “Defend the people!” Dax shouted just as the inn’s front door burst open, nearly breaking off its hinges. 
 
    Green-skinned goblins rushed in with blades in hands. Their black eyes held a maddening gaze as they rushed into the main chamber, short swords gleaming. The air took on a deadly gloom as they eyed all the people inside for barely a breath before shouting inhuman screams. The next moment, they charged in. 
 
    Dax was up and aiming his Air Bolt card. With a command, magical energy swirled before a thick white bolt blasted out. It struck a single goblin, but the thundering boom after it struck sent three goblins flying in different directions. Chaos churned as the stream of goblins pushed their fallen comrades away and pressed their attack. It had happened so swiftly and the goblins were already on the inn’s patrons with swords raised. 
 
    Miranda bent her legs and launched from the floor, spear spinning. The Lancer’s eyes were filled with determination as she swung her spear sideways and knocked several goblins off of patrons with a single swing. The horrid creatures grunted as their ribs snapped. 
 
    Symon burst forward, lightning covering his fists. The Spellsword rushed into the fray and when his fist connected with a green jaw, the goblin screeched in pain before he was flung like he weighed nothing. 
 
    “Light the Lantern!” Fern shouted as she flashed to her smaller form. 
 
    Fairy wings blurred as she bolted forward, her small mace swinging and bashing goblins aside with single strikes. The goblins cried out and swung their swords, missing the fairy as she roared, kicked, and staggered many goblins. 
 
    A side door was kicked open as goblins spilled in. The barmaid jumped to her feet to run, the goblins nearly on her when air bolts struck them hard, sending green bodies into walls. Vance picked his targets and whispered command words as his card flared with magic and power. 
 
    Noss’s clawed hands came together, a card between them. He whispered the arcane trigger word and his eyes glowed with supernatural power. Five ghostly skeletons rose up from the floor and took battle stances, glowing blades in their hands. 
 
    With a mental command, the skeletons marched to a group of men and women in a corner with no way to escape. Skeletons turned their backs to them and waited for the goblins to advance. 
 
    Zarra was up and making her way to the man screaming on the floor. An arrow struck her shoulder. Not noticing, she stepped closer and knelt down, her hand covered in a glowing white aura. She touched the writhing man, her healing light calming him down. Tender flesh and his eye moved into place, forcing the arrow out and dropping it, it clattering onto the floor. The man blinked as he regained the sight in his eye before Zarra took hold of his jacket and pulled him to the skeletons guarding the few patrons behind them. 
 
    Dax, Symon, Fern, and Miranda pushed against the main force. Collectivity, they pulled back on their attacks, the same question roaring in their minds. The goblin tribes had generally become peaceful after the Void War when their numbers were nearly wiped out. The Void Spawn had no use for them other than food and nearly devoured the entire race. After the war, their numbers slowly rebounded, but the near extinction of their race caused them to reevaluate their goals. They returned, but took on a peaceful co-existence, much like many of the races across Ikkudran. To have such a brazen raid was beyond what they were capable of over the last hundred years. 
 
    Symon, Fern, and Miranda bashed goblins away as Dax charged his Air Bolt card. He funneled 50 mana into the card as he aimed. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3750/3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 10   
 
    The card glowed, but Dax hesitated. He took in the situation as goblins poured in, frothing at the mouths. Their black eyes were wide with a crazed violence. They gibbered incomprehensibly as they slashed at the berserker fairy, lancer and spellsword. 
 
    “They’re not going down without a fight,” Symon shouted as he punched a goblin in the stomach with a lightning fist, sending the small creature crashing into its brothers and sisters in battle. 
 
    Dax glanced to Skullcut. The older champion looked on with a shrewd gaze, but made no move to interfere. Dax’s first thought was this was some sort of challenge to test them until several goblins rushed Skullcut. The older champion barely shifted his body, his fist cracking a goblin skull and sent him crashing to the floor. Another fist and elbow took out two others in a blink of an eye. 
 
    This isn’t a test! 
 
    Dax’s brow hardened. “Advance and push them out of the inn! Don’t kill them if you can help it!” 
 
    The berserker, lancer, and spellsword nodded and the three of them pushed forward with their attacks. Dax stepped at their sides, card out and blasting a large air bolt. It struck the bulk of the attacking goblins, sending many of them hurtling out the open door and into the dirt. 
 
    Fern screamed as she burst forward like a small cannonball. She was out front when her crazed eyes took in hundreds of goblins surrounding the inn. Many stood with bows, arrows notched. Others stood with flaming torches. The rest were armed to the teeth with blades and daggers. Several of them gave a war cry when they saw the fairy with her mace. 
 
    “Time to party! Light the Bonfire!” Fern screamed as a small aura engulfed her body and she darted toward the horde of goblins. 
 
    Symon and Miranda charged out of the front door just as Fern slammed into a goblin head and screeched like a wild animal. The fairy’s bloodlust flared as she moved like a tiny, flying juggernaut. 
 
    Symon pulled out a card as Miranda leapt. Dax rushed out, activating his troll card. Mist snaked out and slammed onto the ground. A blink later, a phantom troll appeared with a club in its hand. 
 
    “Defend the entrance!” Dax shouted a command as he slipped the troll card into an inner pocket and flicked his wrist, a new card slipping into his palm. 
 
    Name: Ice Blast  
 
    Element: Water 
 
    Degree: 4 
 
    Ability: Damage/Stun 
 
    Special Ability: Barrier 
 
    The troll stood at the ready as goblins rushed in from the sides.  
 
    Dax aimed his card to one side and whispered the trigger word. A cone of frost blasted out from the card, striking goblin feet and boots. Three goblins let out shrill cries as they were flash frozen to the ground. Before them, a low spiky ice barrier prevented others from slipping past their trapped comrades. 
 
    Dax charged the Ice Blast card with a 100 mana and aimed to his right. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3650/3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    The card flashed before another cone of cold blasted at incoming goblins and built a small ice barrier.  
 
    Swords slashed down on the barriers as the many goblins tried to advance. Miranda’s boots slammed into heads, knocking goblins away before leaping up onto a nearby tree branch and taking hold. The Lancer glanced around seeing that the entire area was flooded with goblins. 
 
    “We can’t keep pulling our attacks!” Miranda shouted before leaping off the branch and into the fray. 
 
    “We have to,” Dax shouted over the violence, a sliver of concern filling him that they may have to switch to deadly force. 
 
    Inside the inn, goblins on the floor began to stir. They hissed and growled as they picked up their weapons and eyed the group in the back. 
 
    Noss held out a card and stood by Zarra’s side. Vance was by them, card in each hand. He pointed them like crossbows as the rising goblins. Zarra held onto her staff as she eyed the menacing goblins as they gathered their strength. 
 
    “Something is wrong with them. Goblins don’t behave like this anymore,” Vance mentioned before the scent of burning wood filled the Inn. 
 
    Zarra took in a deep inhale as she eyed the goblins. “They have set the rear of the inn on fire,” the cleric said plainly. 
 
    “I can put out the fires! Can you both hold them off?” Vance said as he switched his cards and pulled out two new ones. 
 
    Noss nodded.  
 
    “We can,” the necromancer said before pulling out another card and speaking the trigger. 
 
    Mists blasted out and struck the floor amid the goblins. The creatures looked around in fear as a dozen ghostly skeletons rose up with transparent maces. 
 
    “Goblins don’t like the dead,” Noss smiled and shouted, “Attack!” 
 
    Skeletons rushed into the fray, maces swinging. Goblins growled and hissed, retreating as the skeletons advanced. 
 
    Vance turned and rushed down the main corridor. Smoke billowed as he reached the back, flames pouring in. The mage aimed both cards and whispered command triggers. Two streams of cold blasted at the flames, goblins just beyond, chanting to the flames.  
 
    Vance stepped closer, blasting flames to thick wisps of smoke when a shadow darted out from inside the back room. A dagger flashed and stabbed into Vance’s side nearly to the hilt. The mage tried to elbow the attacker in black and red, his strike missing and the dagger in his side twisting. Pain blasted his nerves as his legs shook. The Mage grunted as he charged his card with mana but before he could unleash the spell, an elbow struck his jaw hard and sent the mage crashing into a wall.  
 
    Blood dripped from the wound as Vance struggled to stay standing. The figure in black and red stepped closer, bloody dagger in hand and pointed at him. 
 
    “Bring this message to Dax, do not go any farther to the East. Do not enter the Decayed Lands. If you do not heed this warning, death will be waiting!” 
 
    Vance ignored the woman as a card slipped into his hand, he turned his wrist and lightning blasted out. The cloaked woman spun away, the lightning bolt singeing her hood and knocking it back to reveal a blonde elf. 
 
    “Chandra,” Vance managed before he slid down, his strength leaving him. 
 
    The elf turned and dove out of a smoke-filled open window and was gone. 
 
    On the left side of the inn, a line of goblins charged into the kitchen before making their way towards the main room when two shadows lengthened. The goblins turned their attention, realizing something was off when several small balls hit the floor and exploded into smoke. The goblins coughed and hacked before they began to fall, one by one. 
 
    Isani and Ressa appeared from the smoke, hoods up and water-soaked masks covering their mouths. Short swords out, they slammed the flat sides against choking goblins, sending them to the floor as they waited for more to enter. 
 
    In the main room, skeletons bashed with maces as goblins parried and fought. Despite their fear of the undead, the goblins continued to fight. The patrons of the inn cowered in a secured corner as Noss directed his skeletons. 
 
    Zarra heard Vance calling for her and the cleric’s heart nearly froze. 
 
    “Noss, Vance is injured. I have to help him,” Zarra said with staff in hand. 
 
    “I’ll keep them busy. Go!” The kobold necromancer weaved his clawed hands like an orchestra for the dead. 
 
    Zarra turned and bolted down the corridor. She smelled blood in the air as she stepped into the room. Goblins were rushing in and Vance was slumped against a wall, his voice faintly calling out to the cleric. 
 
    Goblins rushed Zarra when white light blasted their eyes. The horrid creatures screeched as they tried to blink it away. Instead, they were rewarded with wide swipes of the cleric’s staff, throwing them around like they weighed nothing. The cleric listened to Vance’s heartbeat as it slowed. 
 
    The cleric turned to Vance, stepped closer and knelt to him. 
 
    “Vance, I’m here,” Zarra said as she pressed a glowing white hand to him. 
 
    Vance slowly opened his eyes as his organs began to heal, muscle and skin flowing together. Zarra concentrated as she healed him when several shadows rose up behind her. Vance couldn’t move as he watched in horror. Goblin blades stabbed into Zarra’s back as she healed the mage, a small grunt falling from the cleric’s parted lips. 
 
    Outside, the goblin horde grew bolder. Fern, Symon, Dax, and Miranda fought and cast spells at a fevered pace.  
 
    Symon pulled out a card and whispered the trigger. A staff made of lightning appeared in his hand as he slipped the card back into a belt pouch. With a spin, he turned into a whirling dervish as the tide of goblins were scattered by him. 
 
    Fern screamed, her voice causing some of the weaker goblins to turn and flee. She had become a blazing dragonfly, striking down goblins with cruel brutality. In the back of her mind she tried to keep from killing them, but the storm of violence licked at her soul as she wanted to bathe in goblin blood. 
 
    Miranda landed on a tree branch and looked to goblins getting back up. “They won’t stay down,” she shouted before jumping back into the fray. 
 
    Dax could see the goblins were not fleeing from their power. It was only a matter of time before their numbers alone would overwhelm them. 
 
    “Change the odds,” Dax said as he flicked his wrist and a new card slipped into his hand. 
 
    Name: Slow Time  
 
    Element: Time 
 
    Degree: 4 
 
    Ability: Decrease time for 45 seconds. 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    “Calling in reinforcements!” Dax shouted and activated the card. 
 
    Time slowed to a crawl. Everyone was in the middle of an attack as the world seemed to stop. Goblins had wild rage-filled faces. Symon’s staff was just going to connect with a goblin’s body. Fern was frozen mid-roar as she darted toward a goblin. Miranda was in the thick of the goblins, her spear frozen in mid spin and smaller green bodies stuck in the air. 
 
    The mage took a quick, calming inhale as he slipped cards into his robe and pulled out two identical cards. 
 
    Name: Ogre  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough and Intelligent 
 
      
 
    Dax called up his stats. 
 
      
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3150/3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    Dax focused his mind as a ticking sound filled his ears. He calculated the amount of mana he needed to use and began rattling off the trigger words and pumping mana into cards. Words and streams of mist doubled and tripled, ogres with clubs appearing in rapid succession. 
 
    Dax channeled 3000 points of mana into the cards before he fell to his knees. Surrounded by thirty-two phantom ogres, they looked to their master and waited for his command. 
 
    “Stop the goblins, but don’t kill them. Keep fighting until they retreat,” Dax whispered as the Slow Time effect began to wear off. 
 
    The ogres nodded stoically to their master before turning outward to the horde of goblins. Ghostly clubs at the ready, they felt the time spell wear off and chaos resumed. 
 
    Dax was on his knees as he watched shock fill the goblin’s ranks. In the next moment, the burly ogres charged. 
 
    Symon struck a leaping goblin from the air before two ogres thundered past him and into the horde.  
 
    Fern darted up with wide eyes as ogres crashed into goblins with little remorse.  
 
    Miranda leapt into the air and back onto a tree branch. She watched in disbelief as a small army of ogres barreled through the goblin horde like boulders over blades of grass.  
 
    Goblins screamed, not for blood, but for their very lives. Their smaller bodies could not stand up to the burly creatures as they were run over, kicked, or knocked twenty feet into the air. The horde lost its courage, many goblins turning and fleeing. 
 
    Symon and Fern backed up to Dax as he stayed on his knees. Miranda stayed in a tree, watching the goblin horde run from the massive ogres. 
 
    “Help me up. We have to get back inside,” Dax asked his friend as he struggled to stand under his own power, the mana drain weakening him. 
 
    In the back room, goblins screeched in delight as they stabbed into Zarra’s back repeatedly. Vance watched in horror as Zarra ignored them, pumping healing energy into the mage. When Vance’s strength returned, he lifted up a lightning bolt card and whispered the trigger. Lightning blasted a goblin’s head off of its neck. Vance turned the card like a machine, blasting a second goblin off of Zarra, and then a third. Their bodies fell to the floor lifeless. Other goblins in the room bolted out the back as Zarra opened her eyes. 
 
    Vance grabbed her shoulders, “Zarra!” 
 
    The cleric smiled as she stood up and helped the mage to his feet. Vance watched in disbelief as the cleric pulled an arrow out of her shoulder and let it fall to the floor, no blood visible. 
 
    “I… I thought they were killing you,” Vance said in astonishment. 
 
    Zarra looked down at three dead goblins before looking at Vance. “I’m more of myself now. I have a greater resistance to normal weapons. Magic and enchanted weapons are the only real things that can hurt me.” 
 
    Zarra glanced at the goblins on the floor. “If Skullcut asks, these goblins had terrible accidents.” 
 
    Vance nodded and smiled. “Yes, they did.” 
 
    In the main room, Skullcut watched as the goblins began to retreat. His hands were ready with a spell to call upon his elemental weapons. When the tide turned, he relaxed. 
 
    Noss stood with his little kobold head held high. The inn’s patrons rushed to his side, thanking and patting him on his back and thin shoulders. 
 
    “They are in full retreat,” Isani said as she and Ressa stepped into the main room from the kitchen. 
 
    Dax, Symon, Fern, and Miranda stepped in from the main entrance. 
 
    “I have an army of ogres chasing away the goblins,” Dax said as he saw Zarra and Vance emerge from the back. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” Dax asked, his gaze lingering on Zarra. 
 
    Vance nodded. “We are okay now, but Chandra was here. She stabbed me in the side and told me to give everyone a message.” 
 
    Vance repeated the message. The thrill of victory slipped away as a cold gloom settled over their minds and hearts. 
 
    *** 
 
    Smoke rose up from the rear of the Inn, the patrons and Dax’s coterie mulling about outside. Packs were by feet and weapons were still in some hands. The sounds of night slowly returned to the area, owls hooting and little furry animals moving about in the nearby woods. 
 
    The Innkeeper bowed deeply to Dax, “We thank you for defending the inn against those mad goblins.” 
 
    Dax smiled as the Innkeeper stood up. “We were happy to help.” 
 
    The Innkeeper smiled and looked at his damaged Inn. “No one will stay here tonight because of the damage and fear of the goblins returning. There is a town about two miles away, further east. It’s early night and the roads can be dangerous.” 
 
    Dax saw what the innkeeper was implying and kept his smile. “We will escort everyone to the town.” 
 
    “Thank you, Master Sage,” the Innkeeper bowed again. 
 
    “Are the horses still available?” Dax asked as he glanced at everyone mulling about. 
 
    The Innkeeper nodded. “I checked after the fight and all the horses are still accounted for and ready to be in your charge.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Thank you. We will gear up and make our way to the town.” 
 
    “I will retrieve the horses,” the Innkeeper said and rushed off to the stables. 
 
    Dax watched him go. The mage wished there was a better outcome to the attack, but considering no lives were lost on their side, it was an accomplishment.  
 
    The mage turned and saw Fern and Zarra nearby. The two were talking for a moment before Fern leaned in and hugged Zarra. The pair held each other a long time as Dax made his way closer. 
 
    Fern pulled away from the cleric and rushed to Dax, hugging him tight. “We are going to be parents,” the fairy said with a melancholy tone. 
 
    “Not the news you wanted to hear?” Dax asked as he held her close. 
 
    Fern shook her head against him. “It is very much the news I wanted to hear. It’s a happy sadness. We are going to bring new life to our world.” 
 
    Dax was silent, holding the fairy to him. When the moment passed, the pair separated. The rest of the group approached, looking to their leader. Even Skullcut stepped closer, his eyes watching the group, but his lips sealed. 
 
    “Horses will be brought out to us soon. We obviously cannot stay here, but the Innkeeper told me of a town a few miles away. We will escort the patrons and Innkeeper and spend the rest of the night in town,” Dax informed. 
 
    Symon spoke up. “Goblin raids don’t happen like we experienced tonight. With Chandra appearing and giving us that message, it’s safe to assume they manipulated the goblins to attack.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “We will have to take extra precautions, but I’m not letting Prenmore scare us into not completing our Trials.” 
 
    All heads nodded in solidarity. 
 
    Dax looked to his friends with strength and compassion. “It will be a long week travelling to Sanctuary Spires. Let’s get our gear and ready for a small trek to town.” 
 
    The group nodded again and moved to their belongings. 
 
    Zarra stepped closer to Dax, the cleric giving him a warm smile. Dax reached out and took her hand into his. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” the mage asked with concern. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I’m not delicate. My body is fine, but the holes in my robe will need to be sewed closed.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “I’ll help you with that. My mother taught me how to sew since we didn’t have much and our clothes had to last longer.” 
 
    “Yes, we can do that together,” Zarra said shyly. 
 
    Dax kissed the cleric before pulling away with magic in his eyes. “Let’s get everything together and get these people to town, safe and sound.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    The air grew colder with each day travelling east. Long stretches of road were desolate with not a soul in sight as the coterie pressed on. The wind often picked up the further they travelled, sending a chill into their bodies. 
 
    The group spent one night in a small town, but the rest of their journey was spent off the road in a small camp. The seasonal chill sank into their bones, the campfire barely keeping it at bay. With winter approaching, everyone had to double up in tents to help keep warm. On a particularly cold night, the tent flaps were connected into a large tent, the group laying together just to keep warm. 
 
    Dax rode his horse with a tired, faraway gaze. The psychological impact of Chandra’s threats filled the back of everyone’s minds. Resting was difficult and sleep was sometimes impossible. Noss and Fern were among the group that nearly jumped at any sound near camp. Vance was unusually quiet, Miranda at his side and trying to comfort him most nights. Dax knew Vance was having a difficult time adjusting to the fact he nearly died if it were not for Zarra hearing him. 
 
    Symon tried to be stoic and supportive, but he soon had a hollow look in his eyes. Isani and Ressa slept with sheathed daggers in their hands. Zarra was the only one not affected by the travelling, her dragon constitution beyond more than apt for the journey. She could heal tired bodies, but the cleric knew she couldn’t heal their minds or relieve the thoughts of another ambush. 
 
    Despite being alert and expecting the worst, nothing happened. Each day was filled with walking and riding through the thickening countryside. 
 
    Skullcut had remained mostly silent during the journey. Dax tried to speak to him a few times, but Skullcut would talk about normal things like the weather and the cold, but nothing more. He gave no advice or explanations to what happened or what they were to expect. 
 
    Dax internally grew frustrated, but on the surface, he simply appeared to let it go. They had reached a part of the Champion Trials where Skullcut could not participate except as an observer. The journey felt a little beyond what was expected for Dax and his fellow students, but after the third try to speak to Skullcut, he realized he was getting nowhere and they had to figure it out themselves. 
 
    Dax slowly blinked as he looked ahead. The road had become the same, a static image to the small jostling of his horse as it clopped along.  
 
    What I wouldn’t give for a warm bed and hot meal. It wouldn’t be so bad if the threat of violence didn’t hang over all of our heads. 
 
    Dax wanted to believe that Chandra gave a hollow threat, but knowing she drove a dagger into Vance’s side showed how real the threat was. Prenmore was playing a game with all of them and how the mage wished it was just a simple game instead of life or death. 
 
    Zarra’s horse trotted to Dax’s side. The cleric looked over at the mage as he was nearly slumped in his saddle, his gaze heavy. 
 
    “We can stop and rest,” the cleric advised. 
 
    Dax shook his head slightly. “If we slow down, we won’t get to Sanctuary Spires till after sundown. We have to keep moving. We can rest when we get there.” 
 
    Zarra glanced back to the group, shadows ringing everyone’s eyes as they seemed like the living dead on horseback.  
 
    “We can have a quick rest,” Zarra tried again. 
 
    Dax’s brow hardened. “We keep going until we get there,” the mage growled. 
 
    The cleric faced forward and nodded. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened a hair and his expression softened. “I’m sorry. I just want us all to be safe for one night before we enter the Decayed Lands. This will be our only chance before everything gets harder.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “I understand and follow your commands.” 
 
    Dax eyed the cleric and held out his hand. “I command you to hold hands with me for a little bit. It will help me feel better.” 
 
    Zarra gave the mage a warm smile and reached out. The two held hands for a few long moments, thumbs sliding against the backs of each other’s hands. 
 
    The sun sank into the late afternoon sky. 
 
    Dax looked up, wanting to feel the last rays of the day touch his face through the trees when he spotted the tips of towers in the distance. They stood like beacons, calling to his tired heart. 
 
    “I see Sanctuary Spires!” Dax said loudly. 
 
    Tired heads lifted up and weak smiles filled their faces. Hope glowed in their hearts as Dax urged his horse into a trot and soon into a full run. Reins snapped and the groups’ horses followed behind Dax as they charged along. 
 
    The sun touched the horizon as the coterie rode through a large town and reached the main gate to Sanctuary Spires Castle. The guards opened the gates and bowed, expecting them as they rode through. The castle courtyard was filled with trees with brightly colored orange and brown leaves. Leaves fell among the trees as they pressed on until they reached the castle entrance. 
 
    Everyone smiled as a dozen servants stood and in the middle of them, Lord and Lady Talbot grinned as the group approached. They wore regal black robes, but Dax noticed their white hair and they almost looked like a pair of loving grandparents instead of rulers of their kingdom. 
 
    The horses stopped at the bottom of the dais steps, legs swinging over and bodies sliding to the floor. Vance smiled as he rushed to his parents. The Lord and Lady opened their arms wide and hugged their only son fiercely.  
 
    The group moved to Dax as he watched his friend reunite with his parents. Despite the long history of demonizing the Talbot family and their people for helping the Void Spawn nearly a hundred years ago and switching sides when the tide turned, this moment spoke of nothing more than a loving family happy to be together.  
 
    Vance pulled away with a big smile on his face. “Mother, Father, let me introduce you to my friends and classmates.” 
 
    Vance named off everyone and they bowed. Lord and Lady Talbot smiled ear to ear and when their son finished, Lord Talbot stepped to Dax and put an arm on his shoulder. 
 
    “We are happy and excited to host all of you for the night before your dangerous journey into the Decayed Lands. My son has had nothing but praise for all of you, especially you, Master Sage.” 
 
    “We are grateful for your hospitality,” Dax said with a small bow. 
 
    Lord Talbot smiled. “Come in, come in. Everyone must be exhausted from the journey! We had planned a welcoming celebration after dinner, but judging from the look in everyone’s eyes, a quiet evening of food and rest might be in order?” 
 
    Dax’s shoulders sank down in relief. He glanced at his fellow coterie members and they all shook their head in agreement. 
 
    Lord Talbot grinned. “It’s decided. Come in and rest. We can talk a little during dinner, but we will keep it light.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Talbot, for your kindness,” Dax managed. 
 
     “Nonsense!” the Lord put his arm around Dax’s shoulders and guided him up the stairs. “As lords and ladies, it is our duty to take care of the people and champions! Let’s get you all warm and fed.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dinner was quiet. Lord and Lady Talbot were very accommodating. They didn’t press for interaction as the coterie sipped on warm, meaty soups. Bread, fruit, and meat covered the long dining table, servants filling plates as they emptied. The hearth crackled, warming their cold and exhausted bodies. 
 
    Dax started to feel himself after his second bowl of soup. He began glancing around to the coterie and their hosts. Skullcut spoke in hushed, low tones to the Lord and Lady. Heads nodded as their conversation continued. After they finished speaking, Vance and Miranda spoke with Vance’s parents. The look of overjoyed excitement lit up their faces before Lady Talbot hugged Miranda as Lord Talbot touched his son’s shoulder with proud eyes. 
 
    When dinner finished, the servants cleared the table as the steward showed them to their rooms. Vance, Miranda, and Skullcut remained as the coterie followed the steward. 
 
    Dax could barely think as they were led through the impressive castle. The Talbot’s wealth was apparent with gems on stone statues and many tapestries made from the finest fabrics across Ikkudran.  
 
    The mage found it hard to believe that the Talbots were so reviled by many. The actions of the earlier generation haunted the entire bloodline. Even when he had his own bias because of what he heard and read growing up, it didn’t coincide with what he was seeing and experiencing. The Talbots appeared to be kind and generous people. The town Dax rode through looked like it was filled with healthy and happy people. Inside the castle, the servants and guards didn’t look like they wallowed in misery. Instead, everyone looked well and it quickly dismantled in Dax’s head what he heard about them while growing up.     
 
    Lives change, no matter what people cling to. It seems the Talbots have made up from what their earlier generations had committed. They sold people and enchanters to the spawn during the war. They were allies to the monsters that came to our world, but changed sides when the void spawn were beaten back. Could I blame them when so many of us are doing the exact same thing, trying to survive? 
 
    Dax was shown to his room. The mage walked like the dead until he reached the large bed and fell face first into it. The soft furs and down filled blankets comforted his exhausted body as night cast her cloak across the lands.  
 
    The door to the bedchamber opened. Fern, Isani, and Ressa stepped in. The three women made their way to the large bed and slipped in with Dax, fully clothed. The mood was felt by all, preferring rest from the long journey. 
 
    “It will be nice to sleep in a bed tonight,” Isani said with a hushed tone. 
 
    Fern pressed her face to Dax’s side as she snuggled closer. “Our last rest stop before we go artifact hunting,” the fairy’s voice came out a little muffled. 
 
    Ressa curled into a ball on the bed, her oval eyes closed and breath steady. 
 
    There was a knock at the door before it opened. Zarra stepped in with a haggard Symon and Noss. The three came closer to the bed, seeing Dax and the others covering it in various states of relaxation. 
 
    “Dax, we should talk about the last part of our journey,” Symon said and yawned. 
 
    “We are leaving in the early morning. We don’t want to rush before we are ready,” Noss added, the necromancer kobold looking like he was going to tip over at any second. 
 
    Dax moaned before he sat up, his hands pooled in his lap. “If we must.” 
 
    Zarra moved to the closed curtains and pulled them aside, her serpent gaze taking in the view. 
 
    Symon continued, “What’s our plan? We have a general idea and a crude map. I doubt we are just going to happily march into dangerous territory, snatch the artifact and skip our way back.” Symon blinked and widened his eyes to keep himself awake. 
 
    “I like that plan. Why can’t we keep that plan?” Fern said as she lay on her side. 
 
    “I second that plan,” Isani said as she raised a fist into the air, gave it a pump and let it drop to her side as she lay on her back.  
 
    “I’m concerned about the monsters,” Noss added as his head dipped, struggling to stay awake. 
 
    Heads lifted on the bed as Dax looked to Noss.  
 
    “You’re right. The monsters that lurk in the lands might be dangerous. I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    “How long can you keep your phantom constructs once they are brought to life?” Zarra asked without turning around. 
 
    Dax gave a weak nod. “It depends on the degree of the mana sphere. I have a 5th degree Life Sphere so I can keep a phantom construct for about five hours. Once a sphere is past the 9th degree, the durations last much longer.” 
 
    “My Decay Sphere is 5th degree as well, but the undead constructs last much longer. They can be active for a few nights before their mana is used up,” Noss added. 
 
    “Do we want an army of phantoms with us as we travel? Won’t it make us a larger target?” Isani said as she sat up and stretched her arms. 
 
    “I see where everyone is going with this, but Isani is right. We could travel with an army but that makes it easier for any monsters to find us. We should keep our numbers small and close together.” 
 
    “We can push the horses to cover more ground,” Ressa said with closed eyes as she remained in a ball in the bed. 
 
    “It’s a week to the ruins. They won’t make it if we push them too hard. If one horse falls, it will make it harder for all of us. We have to think about the journey back as well,” Fern said. 
 
    Dax listened when inspiration struck. “How about we make our own phantom mounts?” 
 
    Ears and eyes perked up and everyone looked to the mage. 
 
    Dax smiled as he continued. “We leave the horses behind for when we return back to the Academy. As for going deeper into the Decayed Lands, I can create phantom horses or unicorns. They won’t tire like living horses. I can create them and have us move much faster until we reach the Citadel ruins.” 
 
    Symon rubbed his chin. “Hard riding for five hours won’t be enough. You will have to create them three times a day. Our mana regeneration won’t catch up with how much you use. We also have to think about monster attacks. We need enough mana for both.” 
 
    “Vance and I can share the load,” Dax said as his mind worked. 
 
    Noss smirked. “I can create skeletal horses that will last much longer and don’t require that much mana.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “This could work.” 
 
    Isani pulled out her copy of the map from a hip pouch, uncurled it, and placed it on the bed for all to see. 
 
    “If we have mounts that won’t tire, we could turn a seven-day journey into a four day one,” the rogue said as she traced a dark finger along the map. 
 
    “What about flying mounts?” Fern asked. 
 
    Heads nodded as they thought about it.  
 
    “It’s a good idea to have flying mounts, but I seem to remember that the Decayed Lands had flying monsters too. A small flying group will bring a lot of attention to us. Maybe we can switch to flying mounts when we are in the home stretch?” Dax said as he thought it over. 
 
    “We still have to think about Prenmore and their threat,” Zarra said as she continued to stare out the window. 
 
    “I’ll be honest, the last week has been hard on all of us. I was afraid to sleep,” Fern said with a tired voice. 
 
    Dax sighed. “I think the threat already accomplished what they set out to do. We are tired and exhausted. Once we cross the border and if Prenmore is following us, they will be in as much danger as we are. The most important thing we can do is rest. When we are on our way, we will have to be alert for many dangers.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “It sounds like we have the makings of a plan. I’ll inform Vance and Miranda when they come back to the rooms.” 
 
    “I think everyone should come here and see what I’m seeing,” Zarra said. 
 
    The group slipped from the bed or stood up from chairs. They made their way to the large window and stood around the cleric. Their eyes widened as they could all see beyond the forest to the border in the distance. 
 
    The forest shifted from many colors to bare trunks and spindly black branches reaching up into the sky like twisted hands and fingers. A purple whirlwind of energy moved in the distance, spinning and causing debris to fly up. Clouds covered the night sky, purple lightning crashing down amid the black forest. Even at this distance, all could see the divide between the lands and the chaotic nature of the Decayed Lands. Something with blank wings shot into the air, swirling around the mystical tornado before it dived down into the forest and didn’t resurface. 
 
    “The night storms are the worst,” Isani said and Ressa nodded gravely. 
 
    Stories of the Decayed Lands filled all of their minds, remembering how the very land was destroyed and corrupted. A silent knowing filled them all as they knew they were travelling into the belly of the beast from which history was not kind. They will enter a strange land where their very futures will be decided upon completing their trials.     
 
    “Everyone get some rest. We ride at first light,” Dax said as a nervous chill ran down his spine. 
 
    *** 
 
    The dark night began to fade as morning approached. Bodies moved in bedchambers with doors open. The mood was grim as packs were stocked with rations, courtesy of the Talbots. 
 
    Dax finished placing his remaining equipment into his pack. He secured his spellbook, placing it into a satchel and locking the flap closed. Several decks of cards were stacked on the bed. Dax lifted them up and went through them, picking out the ones he wanted to have at the ready. Pulling back on his robe sleeves, he loaded his rigs with cards he absolutely would need in a fight. The rest of his cards were placed in strategic inner pockets. 
 
    Calling on his stats, he looked over the ghostly information in the corner of his gaze. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 5 
 
    Water: 4 
 
    Fire: 3 
 
    Urth: 3 
 
    Life: 5 
 
    Decay: 2 
 
    Light: 2 
 
    Dark: 2 
 
    Time: 4 
 
    Space: 2 
 
    Mind: 4 
 
    Body: 2 
 
    The mage eyed some of the greater degrees of his spheres of magic. Having eighteen mana shards was enough to bring up one of his smaller spheres, but Dax decided against increasing them at the moment. Each sphere required many more shards to increase his power. Dax eyed his Air and Life spheres. Since they were 5th degree, to increase one of them to 6th degree would require 64 mana shards. The long climb to gather shards had begun and if he was to wield true power, gathering them would have to become priority.  
 
    Fern stepped into Dax’s bedchamber, her pack over one shoulder as her wings were down and pressed to her back.  
 
    “Vance and Miranda have been told the plans and everyone is ready,” the fairy said simply. 
 
    Dax nodded, pushing away the last wisps of morning grogginess. 
 
    Fern stepped closer, watching Dax lift his pack up and slide it over his shoulders. 
 
    Dax looked over to the fairy, seeing her eyes taking on a sliver of doubt. 
 
    “I’m scared too,” the mage said with a warm smile. 
 
    Fern’s eyes trembled before she rushed the mage and hugged him. Dax hugged her tight. They lingered in the moment, a feeling of closeness bonding them further. When they parted, the pair stepped out of the bedchamber and into the corridor, their friends waiting with smiles. 
 
    It didn’t take long for all of them to gather at the main entrance. Lord and Lady Talbot fawned over Vance as he patiently endured their affection and unsolicited advice. Miranda was close, watching the display and her smile growing wider. 
 
    Skullcut stood close by, watching as everyone said their goodbyes to their hosts. Vance hugged his parents before making his way down the stairs to the rest of the group. 
 
    “We will keep the horses fed and ready for your return,” Lady Talbot smiled. 
 
    “We wish all of you the best on your trial! Come back victorious!” Lord Talbot shouted like a happy grandfather. 
 
    Everyone made their final waves before turning to Dax. The mage’s hand slipped into his robe and pulled out a card. 
 
    Name: Unicorn 
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Charge/Horn/Trample 
 
    Special Ability: Holy Light Attack 
 
      
 
    Activating the card, a stream of mists snaked from it and splashed onto the ground. From the mists, a phantom unicorn rose up, complete with bridle and saddle. The mage focused, channeling his mana into the card in rapid succession. Mist stream after mist stream struck the ground, unicorns rising up.  
 
    Students and Observer moved to the majestic creatures, boots slipping into the stirrups and mounting their mythical steeds. 
 
    “Heroes of Kinarth! Let’s ride,” Dax said with conviction before snapping the reins. 
 
    A herd of phantom unicorns charged across the main courtyard and through the gate, the minds and hearts of their riders ready for the challenge to come. 
 
    On the steps, Lord and Lady Talbot waved as the first rays of dawn filled the sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    The morning sky grew darker as ten unicorns and their riders crossed over the border and charged into the Decayed Lands. The transition was stark, the land turning from a dying autumn and into a land of naked black trees and swirling wisps of purple light. The clouds flashed as purple lightning cracked across the heavens. 
 
    Dax’s senses were dialed to eleven as he pushed his steed. The road shifted under its hooves, the ground becoming uneven. Remnants of old cobblestone roads stuck up like blunted shards, the unicorns leaping over and avoiding them. 
 
    Dax mentally looked over the map in his head. He had memorized the path every chance he could. They all did. It was a winding stretch to reach deeper into the Decayed Lands as the very landscaped had shifted from the deep corruption. 
 
    History seeped into his mind. When the Void Spawn first appeared, their portals ripped through the fabric of space and time. The portals themselves were caused by a sinister variation of magic from the Dark Sphere. The spawn’s world clashed in certain ways with Ikkudran, creating a foul corruption. With the portals opened, their very presence sank into the ground, trees, and wildlife.  
 
    The unexpected invasion cost many lives. The Void Spawn rushed in with their unusual weapons and foul magics. They approached with alien questions and demands. The moment a blade was brandished or a spell spoken, the spawn would mercilessly cut down any perceived threat. Those that cowered or refused to fight, were placed in two camps. One camp was to discover if they knew how to wield magic or teach, the other camp was where their bodies would be used to sustain the void spawn armies. 
 
    The horror and dread of families being ripped apart spiraled further and further out, survivors retelling what they saw with their own eyes. The response was slow to the alien threat, many kingdoms comfortable in their power, but as days and weeks flowed on, that confidence waned. When a dozen kingdoms fell in a week, fear pushed the world into action, but by then, the spawn had already staked their power. What followed was years of desperate fighting. Every able-bodied warrior and mage took up arms and fought the seemingly endless horde of void spawn. They fought with fear and rage, but the spawn continued to bring in millions of their kind from their world.  
 
    When the fighting reached the western coast and the Emperor’s palace fell to the south, the end could be felt by all. Those that were left kept fighting, but most resigned themselves to their deaths until Sebastian Kinarth rallied the charge. 
 
    Dax smiled as he rode, the stories filling his mind. Sebastian was an angel and a demon, taking to the streets of Hydale with his many friends and companions. They wielded new kinds of magic and abilities, cutting through void spawn like crazed animals that needed to be put down. Sebastian’s strength glowed as he cut through the spawn and laughed the entire time. His laughter brought strength and courage to the people and a deep fear to the spawn. For two years, Kinarth led his small armies eastward, fighting every inch of the way. Their abilities were more than a match for the spawn, cutting through and crushing them in his wake. 
 
    When the many heroes pushed to the portals, the spawn retreated through them. The purple portals closed up behind them, but their dark corruption had already filled the lands. Borders were placed along the massive stretch of land, dividing many territories along Ikkudran. The east side of the continent was divided from the west, with very little contact between them because of the Decayed Lands. 
 
    Dax returned from his memories, his gaze hard and filled with determination. The wind whipped at his face as the stench of sulfur touched his senses. The air took on a haze as their coterie powered along. Dark branches reached out, almost as if to claw at his face, but Dax did not let his fear rule over what they set out to do. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the single line of unicorns, carrying his friends. They all were ready to take on the challenge and come out as true champions. 
 
    We have to keep moving at all costs. If we slow down, we will die. 
 
    Dax pushed his magical steed on as an hour of hard riding continued. The gray sky took on hints of purple light and strange, winged creatures flew overhead, circling as the charge of the unicorns continued.  
 
    Noss looked up as he clung to his unicorn for dear life. The black-winged creatures screeched, their bodies thin and boney. They had beaks and resembled humanoid vultures. The kobold shivered as he clutched at the reins. 
 
    The rest of the coterie glanced in every direction, keeping track of the strange creatures circling above them and the creepy forests surrounding them. At times, it appeared the very trees were closing in, attempting to stop their advance. Skullcut took up the rear of the charge, watching with keen eyes. 
 
    Dax leaned into the charge, knowing they had only a few hours left before their steeds would vanish and Noss would supply them with skeletal horses. The day had barely begun, but no one relaxed, fear and duty powering them along. 
 
    The mage’s eyes narrowed when up ahead, something stalked out of the woods. It was big, nearly the size of their horses. Its head was low and its menacing growls could be heard blending with the sounds of thundering hooves.  
 
    Dax’s hand slipped into his robe and he pulled out a card. 
 
    Name: Mind Speak 
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 4 
 
    Ability: Speak via thoughts 
 
    Special Ability: Longer Duration 
 
      
 
    Whispering the trigger command, the card flared with dim power before it faded. Their minds connected to each other, words filling the connection before quieting down, the coterie feeling Dax’s spell. 
 
    “Something is ahead and it’s big,” Dax said. 
 
    “I think I see it. It looks like a Dread Wolf. They tend to not be too stealthy. The creatures above us are corrupted harpies. They follow dread wolves and feed on what’s left of their kills,” Fern added. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Symon asked. 
 
    Dax’s jaw clenched. 
 
    “Fern, are they fast?” Dax asked. 
 
    “They can be and have been known to track prey beyond the borders,” the fairy stated. 
 
    Dax made up his mind. 
 
    “These creatures aren’t meant to be alive and we can’t risk any of them following us. Slay them on sight. Use the secondary abilities of the unicorns and conserve your abilities. This may be just a preamble of what’s to come,” Dax commanded. 
 
    Heads along the charging line nodded in agreement. 
 
    Dax’s steed didn’t slow down as the dread wolf waited on the path. The closer Dax was, the more he could make out the creature’s horrific appearance. Tentacles writhed along its furry shoulders. The fur along the creature was missing in patches and the rest looked wet and matted. Six pairs of eyes lined its face as a long, tooth-filled maw dripped with foul ichor. A mad evil lurked in its yellow eyes as it waited for its meal to arrive. 
 
    Dax touched the neck of his unicorn and gave a mental command. The unicorn dipped its head, its horn glowing with white light. A heartbeat later, a stream of white light blasted out. It closed the distance and stabbed into the creature, causing it to shudder as the beam exited out the other side. 
 
    Dax kept his firm gaze as the creature didn’t fall like a normal animal would. Putrid blood surged from the wound as the monster charged. It opened its maw as it approached Dax and his unicorn. Foul blood trailed behind it, but the monster didn’t seem fazed in the least. It saw food and it wanted to eat. 
 
     Dax pulled slightly on the reins, moving to the side as Symon and Fern’s unicorns rode side by side. Horns aimed at the charging creature and a pair of streaming lights shot forth. Both hit the creature directly, blasting through its body. The blow was strong enough to send the creature into the air and smashing against a black tree. It crashed down in a heap, its limbs trembling as tentacles curled around low branches and tried to pick itself up. 
 
    Dax looked to the creature as he thundered by. The rest of the group followed, each looking to the creature as it slowly rose up despite the damage. Isani aimed a small crossbow at it and pulled the trigger. The bolt penetrated the monster’s misshapen skull and it finally went limp. 
 
    Everyone looked back as they charged on. Corrupted harpies swooped down from the sky. When they landed, they gathered around the feast before their sharp beaks tore at the monster’s flesh, parts of it being tossed around as the harpies squawked in joy. 
 
    The grim sight was not lost on the coterie as they charged on. Their first encounter stirred their fear, but they pressed on. 
 
    Nothing will stop us. 
 
    Dax wished the thought would bring him comfort. Instead, it caused his mind to fill with images of losing any one of his friends. Observer Skullcut was here to watch over them, but it brought little comfort. If their spirits were broken during the journey, it wouldn’t be the first-time students quit before they graduated.  
 
    Keep the coterie together. Give them hope and we can overcome anything. 
 
    Dax pushed on as the sky grew darker ahead of them. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun began to set as the heavens flashed with purple lightning. A small campfire glowed as skeletal horses stood close by. The air was cold, biting through their clothes. Some of the coterie sat around the fire, their tents set up. No one talked as they tried to keep warm. Noss and Ressa shivered as they leaned on each of Isani’s arms. The shadow elf tried to keep them warm, her cloak wrapping around the two of them. Fern was in her smaller form and standing by the fire, her hands out. Skullcut sat against a tree, silent as a ghost. Vance and Miranda held each other as the small fire danced before them. 
 
    Dax, Zarra, and Symon were a short distance away, staring down at the edge of a small pond. They watched as strange fish moved about, some gobbling up other weird fish. A strange smell rose up from the water, the three of them wrinkling their noses. 
 
    “I don’t think this water will be safe to drink,” Symon lamented. 
 
    “It doesn't smell safe to drink,” Zarra said, resisting the urge to pin her nose closed. 
 
    Dax eyed it a little longer before he pulled out his small spellbook. Not wanting to waist any charged cards, he channeled 25 mana into a simple water elemental spell. Arcane words filled the air, the mage no longer feeling the slow drag he felt before. With a now clear mind, he completed the incantation. 
 
    Water along the pond vibrated and soon came together. A lopsided humanoid water elemental formed. Its malformed body stood as its head and shoulders were slightly hunched. It had purple glowing eyes and its mouth hung open. 
 
    “Filter the water,” Dax commanded the elemental with a concerned edge. 
 
    The elemental made a strange moan as it lifted its hands. A waterspout formed before them, the water crystal clear. Dax grabbed his waterskin to top it off when he hesitated. The crystal spout of water turned black, the smell in the area getting worse. The elemental moaned in defeat as it hung its head in tortured shame. 
 
    Dax shook his head and dispelled the elemental. It nearly moaned in joy as it was released and returned back to the pond waters. 
 
    “Everything here is corrupted. I can’t even filter out the water. That means we cannot replenish our supplies,” Dax said with a small sigh. 
 
    “We should have enough to get us there and back. We did cover about two days worth of travelling. If we keep up the pace, we can get to the ruins the day after tomorrow,” Symon said. 
 
    The three of them stood up and looked at each other. 
 
    “We will need a rotating schedule for guard duty and I think we need two people keeping watch at a time. And we have to warn everyone not to drink any water they find. We will have to stick to rations the entire time we are here” Dax said, speaking his thoughts out loud. 
 
     “I’ll talk to the others and we will set up a schedule,” Symon said. 
 
    Dax continued to look at the vile pond before them before he parted his lips. “Everyone needs to have their weapons close by.” 
 
    “I was going to suggest the same thing. I can hear many creatures in the forest. Some of the larger ones have been moving around since the sun began to set,” Zarra added. 
 
    Dax nodded. “It may be a long night before we set out in the morning, but we all have to try and get some rest.” 
 
    Zarra could see the concern etched into Dax’s brow. “I don’t need rest like everyone here. Dragons can go long periods without sleep. With my heightened senses, I should guard the camp with one other at a time. It will allow everyone a chance to rest easier.” 
 
    Dax and Symon looked to the beautiful cleric.  
 
    “We can’t ask you to do that,” Dax said as his gaze fell to her stomach. 
 
    Zarra smiled and looked to Symon. “Symon, may you excuse us as we talk?” 
 
    The Spellsword nodded and stepped away, walking back to camp. 
 
    Dax and Zarra stood by the pond and black trees, the cold sinking deeper into Dax’s muscles. 
 
    Zarra smiled. “Dax, I know you're concerned, but do not let my pregnancy tell you I must be watched over like a child. It will be about a year before I will be confined to an area and laying our eggs. Until then, I can fight and heal without assistance.” 
 
    Dax’s head drooped, but a small smile formed. “I apologize. This is still new for me. I want to protect you. I want to protect everyone. We have so much to do together and the thought of losing you and our children worries me.” 
 
    Zarra stepped closer and touched his cheek. “I know it does, my love. Even in this place, I am still very strong. I do not hold your protective nature against you, but I don’t want you to worry needlessly. I wouldn’t have offered to keep watch if I couldn’t do it. Trust in me and our coterie as we all trust in you.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Let’s settle down for the evening. We will all need our strength in the days to come,” Zarra smiled brightly. 
 
    The couple returned to camp. Symon was putting together a watch schedule and who would be sleeping in the same tents to keep each other warm. Vance and Miranda would have their own tent. Isani and Ressa would have theirs. Symon and Noss would share a tent and that left Dax and Fern. Zarra informed the coterie of her role during the watch and everyone chose a shift to help her. When everything was decided, the group huddled around the small fire and pulled out rations. 
 
    Cold fingers picked at their salted meat and rice. The night seemed to grow colder with each passing moment. Little was said as they ate. When they were finished, the group split up by crawling into their tents. Noss agreed to first watch, staying by Zarra’s side. Skullcut sat against a tree, still and silent as a statue. 
 
    Dax and Fern slipped into their tent. Their boots came off and weapons were placed beside them, but they kept their clothes on. The fairy huddled closer as Dax held her in his arms. The body heat eased sore muscles and soon they drifted off into a troubled slumber. 
 
    The abyss yawned and Dax appeared in a field of black grass. The dead trees reminded him of the Decayed Land forests, bringing no comfort in the dreamscape. A small pond shimmered nearby before it rippled. 
 
    Dax sat in the tall, black grass, waiting patiently. Tentacles rose up before Lyla surfaced from the water. She moved with silky grace until she was on the grass. Normally she was nude, but tonight, she wore a black robe and a concerned look in her black eyes. 
 
    “Another nightly visit?” Dax asked as he sat. 
 
    Lyla moved closer, her tentacles keeping her upper body still. She opened her mouth, but no words came out. She tried again with the same result. 
 
    Dax lifted an eyebrow as he stood up. “You can’t talk? Can you hear me?” 
 
    Lyla nodded. 
 
    Dax eyed the Void Spawn, “Is someone keeping you from speaking to me?” 
 
    Lyla gave a small nod. 
 
    Dax sighed. “Your new family doesn’t want us talking.” 
 
    Lyla looked down. 
 
    Dax continued, “It may be just as well. You know Chandra stabbed Vance?” 
 
    Lyla’s eyes widened. 
 
    “It seems you didn’t know. She hurt my friend, our friend. You and Vance fought side by side, we all did. She gave us a message that we would be killed if we continued. When you do speak to her again, tell her we will never back down,” Dax said with a hard edge. 
 
    Lyla reached out with pleading eyes, her hands trying to touch Dax’s cheeks. The mage turned his head away. The air filled with cold rejection. Lyla stared at him, her fingers coiling back and keeping a small distance between them. 
 
    Dax looked down, his heart thudding in his chest. “I don’t know what to expect as we continue this trial. All I know is, we will succeed. Your new friends may try to stop us and they will fail. Be sure to pass that along to them.” 
 
    The Void Spawn’s eyes blinked in silence. 
 
    Dax looked up, his gaze connecting with the beautiful void spawn. “There is something else I need to tell you so the air is clear between us. Zarra is pregnant with my children. When this trial is over and we graduate, I plan to marry Zarra, Fern, Isani, and Ressa. We will grow our clan and become a grand family.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes trembled before conviction took root so he could say the rest, “That means, our time together has come to an end. We have made our choices and taken different paths. I have no doubt that your new friends are laying a trap for us. It doesn’t matter what you do to thwart us, we will complete this trial. 
 
    “Let this be our final goodbye,” Dax said with a sad edge. 
 
    Lyla’s mouth twisted into a warm, inviting smile. Her dark eyes lit up as she gave a deep bow to the mage. Dax watched, unsure what to think of it until she stood back up and mouth the words “I love you”. 
 
    Lyla pressed her palm to her heart and then pointed to Dax, joy in her eyes. 
 
    Is she… happy for us? 
 
    “She is happy for you,” a shadowy figure stepped from the surrounding darkness. 
 
    Dax faced the shadow as it approached. The inky darkness slipped away as Professor Wisewood stepped into the dim starlight. 
 
    “I knew Lyla would try to make contact. I watched her every night, knowing she couldn’t resist. I had to have Vizith bind her dream voice so she didn’t let any information slip during her visits,” Modius grinned. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Dax growled. 
 
    Modius stroked his goatish beard as he eyed the mage. “I’ve come to offer you a way to great power and wealth. Many lords and ladies are talking about the famous Dax Sage and his impressive card magic. The technique may be out in the world, but you pioneered it. Your name carries weight and many will be vying for you to join them. In some circles, it is whispered that the Emperor will make an offer on the day of the graduation. You have become a star champion and every corner of Ikkudran will want a piece of you.” 
 
    Dax smirked. “If the Emperor may make an offer, what could you possibly offer that would be greater than that? You waste my time, thinking I’m some milk drinker boy who grew up on a farm.” 
 
    “Do I now,” Modius smiled before he continued, “Prenmore instructs future champions in some of the darker arts. We have classes dedicated to blood weaving, summoning, mind dancing, artificer, illusionist, and assassins,” the last word came out in a hiss. 
 
    Dax continued to eye the professor as he continued.  
 
    “No matter where you go, my people will always be able to find you. With a word, I can have one or many of your loved ones killed. The clerics would never know if your mother passed away under natural causes or not.” 
 
    Cards appeared in Dax’s hands as his brow hardened. 
 
    Modius waved his hand. “This is a dreamscape. We can’t hurt each other here. This is just a moment so we can talk.” 
 
    “Your cabal was defeated. Your attempt to kill everyone on Star Fall failed. Your influence in the Academy is gone. Is this some last desperate attempt to sway me because I find it laughable.” 
 
    Modius grinned as he spoke, “Master Sage, our world is broken. It was broken since the spawn came here and it will remain broken. No academy or any number of champions will fix what has happened. It will be a thousand years before the war becomes a distant memory and then, new wars will fill Ikkudran to slack the fear and bloodlust. 
 
    “You, my champion, may be the key to building our world in a new direction, a brighter future. Never in my years would I have thought a slum runner would be the key to our salvation and yet, here we are. Let’s not quibble about academy oaths. Let’s open a dialogue to build a better future.” 
 
    Dax’s shoulders relaxed and his head bowed, shadows covering his eyes. “Maybe… maybe you’re right. I’m so tired and I’m starting to see this as a hopeless cause.” 
 
    Lyla’s eyes shined in the dark as she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 
 
    Modius nodded in approval. “Wear a man down hard enough and his true nature will surface. Despite the heroic tales and wanting to dream a better life, we are all creatures who just want a full belly, to spill our seed in a warm body and a comforting flame to chase away the cold.” 
 
    Dax lifted his head, the shadows bleeding away and an evil smirk forming. “You just proved how desperate you are. No, I won’t join your fucking academy or whatever fucked up idea you have. This has gone beyond pathetic. If you did any research, you would know this is my life! I stand by Ikkudran! I stand by Kinarth Academy! I especially stand by those I love and the innocent! Take your offer and shove it deep in your ass because if I see you again, you’ll be coughing up your own shit for a week!” 
 
    Modius’s eyes narrowed. “You disappoint me. I didn’t want to believe you were foolish or bullheaded enough to resist an offer to remake the world. Death is the only answer you will understand and death will be the answer given.” 
 
    Dax turned to Lyla, “Don’t follow this piece of trash! Nuria followed him and she ended up dead. Her pursuit of power killed her and allowed you to take over her body. You’re better than this! Run from him or he will kill you just like he killed Nuria.” 
 
    Lyla stood with wide eyes. 
 
    “Goodbye,” Modius waved his hand. 
 
    Lyla’s body rippled and it was gone. 
 
    “Now, it’s just us.” 
 
    Dax eyed the professor with fire in his eyes. 
 
    “Dax, your instincts are correct. I swayed Nuria, Clive, and many others. The promise of gold and power filled what they truly desired. Breaking the cabal just showed us that you were more valuable than we previously thought. We can offer you so much more.” 
 
    “I will not join Prenmore Academy,” Dax growled. 
 
    Modius smiled wider. “Who said anything about joining Prenmore? The people I work with have a deeper understanding of Ikkudran and wield a lot of power. Crossing them will endanger not only your life, but the lives of those you love. Why take the risk when the reward is so much more enticing?” 
 
    “You have my answer,” Dax said firmly. 
 
    Modius nodded but kept his gaze. “The cabal was not completely broken, as you might think. Take some time to think about what we talked about here. We will see you soon enough.”          
 
    The Prenmore Professor faded from view like sand in the wind. 
 
    Dax fumed as he stood, his mind spiraling with rage when he felt a presence. Before he could turn around, a dagger stabbed into his back. Pain exploded as he felt the blade sink down to the hilt, a hooded head moving close to his ear. 
 
    “It felt good to stab Vance. It’s going to be orgasmic when I stab you,” Chandra said with a chilly whisper as she turned the blade. 
 
    Dax’s eyes shot open, his hand reaching behind him to touch his back. He frantically felt around in the dark and when he didn’t feel a wound, he let out a long exhale. 
 
    Fern’s eyes fluttered as she was still pressed close to his chest. “Dax? Are you okay?” she asked with a whisper. 
 
    The mage curled his arm around and held her close. “Yes, I’m fine. Bad dream.” 
 
    “Want to talk about it?” Fern sighed into his chest. 
 
    “No, it’s okay. Go back to sleep,” the mage said with a soothing tone. 
 
    Fern nodded as she snuggled back into his arms. 
 
    Dax lay in the dark tent, staring at nothing as Modius’s words hung heavy in his mind. 
 
    Someone else in the Academy is still part of this. It could be anyone? Who do I go to if one of the faculty or students might be working against the Academy? I can’t trust anyone until I know more. The safety of the Academy is priority. I can’t let a dark influence further infect what Sebastian Kinarth built. 
 
    Dax’s eyes slowly blinked closed as mental exhaustion crawled along his spirit. He slid into slumber, worrisome thoughts haunting him in the darkness of his mind.     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    Reins snapped as skeletal horses thundered along. Purple lightning flashed as screeches filled the air. Chaos swamped the area as Dax and the coterie charged through the dead forest. Behind them, a large pack of dread wolves rushed along, tentacles waving along their shoulders and maws open and panting. Above them, corrupted harpies continued their screeching as a flock of thirty followed and watched from the air, ready for any carnage they could feast on. 
 
    The last two days had been normal travelling with long bursts of pushing their skeletal steeds. The skeletal horses were not as fast as the unicorns, but what they lacked in speed, they made up in magical duration and masking the group from predators, for a time.  
 
    The moment the coterie saw the tips of the ruins in the distance, a demonic howling filled the air. Isani was quick to identify it as dread wolves, but as they made their way, the dead forest around them came alive with jagged teeth and howls. Shortly after, harpies filled the air, circling their group. When the wolves rushed through the forest from all sides, Dax barked orders to run. 
 
    Boney legs and hooves crashed along the uneven terrain as the group raced. Heads turned and eyes darted back to see many dread wolves chasing them like the monsters they were. They inched closer in the hour chase as steeds were pushed to their limit. 
 
    Isani and Ressa took the rear, their skeletal horses charging side by side. The pair brandished their small crossbows and fired at the wall of wolves. Bolts stabbed into shoulders, heads, and mouths, but the crazed monsters didn’t slow down. One was struck in the eye, the monster yelping before two of its brethren turned and attacked the weaker one, biting out large chunks of furry flesh as others bounded over to keep pursuing their meals. 
 
    Dax considered unleashing phantom constructs, but with the number of dread wolves chasing them, they would be destroyed in moments. Looking ahead, he saw the thick ruin top just beyond the trees as purple lightning flashed. 
 
    “Keep going! When we reach the ruins, we will all hunker down. Vance, Symon, and I will unleash spells while Isani and Ressa will provide secondary ranged attacks. Noss, create a skeletal force to defend us! Fern and Miranda will be our last line of defense if they get too close!” Dax’s words touched all of their minds.        
 
    Heads nodded in agreement as they raced along.    
 
    Harpies swooped down, their foot claws missing shoulders by inches and their feathered wings flapping as they rose into the air again. The monsters were adding to the confusion and chaos. They wanted their meals, but wanted the wolves to do all the work. 
 
    The ground rumbled as skeletal horses charged through the forest. Low branches stabbed out like thin hands, cracking against boney horse heads.  
 
    The final charge caused hearts to race with eyes glancing to the ruins. Hope glowed as the trees parted to reveal a desolate field before a large pit. The Citadel stood like a massive enclosed fortress. Around it was a deep pit with many stone bridges leading to the structure. Some of the bridges were long destroyed, but a few looked like they could still be crossed. Long cracks ran along rectangular fortress walls and some of the cracks widen to reveal inner floors exposed to the elements. 
 
    Dax eyed one of the bridges. Normally, they would take their time to explore and see if it was safe to cross. With an army of dread wolves behind them, they had no such luxury. Pulling the reins, Dax directed his steed toward one of the bridges that looked safest to cross. 
 
    Lightning flashed again as the stream of dread wolves flowed out of the forest. They gnashed their teeth, their many eyes on the prize trying to run away. 
 
    “Don’t stop until we are across the bridge!” Dax said with a mental shout. 
 
    Hooves touched ancient stone as Dax led the charge. The wide bridge seemed to hold as they galloped. The mage glanced over his shoulder, the rest of the coterie on the bridge while the dread wolves were approaching. 
 
    I need to stop them before they get on the bridge. 
 
    An idea formed and Dax reached into his robe and pulled out a card. 
 
    Name: Ogre  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Tough and Intelligent 
 
      
 
    Dax whispered the trigger command and mist burst from the card. It slammed down on the bridge and reformed into an ogre with a thick mace. Dax was about to issue a command when a shadow touched his senses. He glanced up and pulled his body aside as a harpy’s claws missed him by inches. Dax watched in slow motion as the card in his hand was plucked away by the harpy, it’s claw stabbing through the mystical card. 
 
    Energy vibrated as the harpy flapped its wings, not realizing the card was impaled on a talon. The vibrations grew as Dax and coterie raced along. When the harpy was high enough, it glanced down at the vibrating card and it exploded. 
 
    Chunks of harpy flesh rained down over the pit as Dax turned his attention back to the chase. The ogre stood with mace in hand and waited for directions. The rest of the coterie followed Dax and the dread wolves raced onto the bridge. 
 
    “Destroy the bridge!” Dax shouted, hoping the ogre heard him. 
 
    The ogre stared down the incoming demonic wolves. It lifted its mace high into the air before bringing it down on the ancient stone. The construct was silent as it raised its mace again and brought it down hard. The stone cracked and cracked further from another blow. 
 
    Dax looked over his shoulder, watching the ogre slam it mace down. The dread wolves were nearly on the ogre when one more bash caused the bridge to rumble and began falling apart. 
 
    Two dread wolves leapt from the falling stones, only for them to be bashed from the air by the ogre. 
 
    The entire coterie reached the other side, skeletal horses nearly skidding to stop. Everyone dismounted and turned around to see the bridge disintegrate. The ogre fought as it fell with a dozen dread wolves. All of them crashed deep below onto sharp rocks. The ogre burst into mists as wolves rained down. Some were impaled while others became broken meat on the pit floor. 
 
    At the other end of the bridge, the remaining dread wolves snarled and howled in defeat. Harpies dived down from the sky, wings flashing out and landing on the pit floor. Beaks cut and tore at mangled flesh as they feasted on the dead dread wolves. 
 
    Sighs of relief fell from their lips as they watched the carnage below. 
 
    “How did you know that would work?” Symon asked. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “I didn’t. I was afraid if we hunkered down, they would have simply charged through. It would have been a bad fight, even if we survived.” 
 
    Fern flashed into her smaller fairy form and zipped into the air. “There are other bridges, but I think we have to go through the citadel to reach them.” 
 
    “They don’t appear to be looking for a way around. They’re just waiting there,” Miranda added and pointed. 
 
    Everyone looked across the massive pit. A line of dread wolves lingered, their many eyes staring across the distance and licking their chops. Tentacles writhed along their shoulders as they seemed ready to wait them out. 
 
    “We will have to find another way out,” Noss said as he stared at the monsters. 
 
    Dax nodded. “We will figure it out, after we retrieve the artifact. First, is everyone okay?” 
 
    All heads nodded. Even Skullcut nodded as he stood with them. 
 
    The sky grew darker as purple lightning flashed. The air grew heavier and soon, rain began to fall. The harpies lifted their wings as they feasted in the pit. The dread wolves growled as rain touched their fur and steam rose up. 
 
    A drop hit Fern and the fairy grunted in pain. Looking at her arm, her skin bubbled from where the raindrop struck her. 
 
    “Inside!” the fairy shouted as she darted further into the wide entrance. 
 
    Everyone else followed, stepping in with their skin burning from the rain. Zarra moved to each coterie member, healing them of the small burns. The skeletal horses stayed in the rain, their bony phantom bodies sizzling into small bursts of mists. Soon, one by one, they began to collapse into heaps of bones before they vanished. 
 
    “Luck is on our side,” Vance said as they watched the acidic rain fall from the sky. 
 
    Dax took charge, “Let’s get in and find a place to drop our gear. We need to be unencumbered if we are going to explore the ruins.” 
 
    Heads nodded and the group moved as one, past the threshold of the entrance and into the corridor. The air took on a stale gloom as they walked a long corridor. When it opened up, eyes drank in the ancient inner world of the citadel. 
 
    Glowing moss filled the ceiling of the enclosed shadow elf city. The citadel was hollowed out, many levels filling the grand structure. Old, cracked fountains stood with ancient statues. Vines grew, spreading out among levels like a spider’s web. Parts of the ceiling had caved in, piles of rubble along the massive floor and drops of foul rain pouring in. Runes and carved designs covered everything from the floor to the ceiling. The structure was so vast, it was hard to see the other end in the dim light. 
 
    Isani didn’t blink as she stepped in and took in its magnificence. “I… I never thought I would actually be here. The Citadel used to be a grand city where many of my people congregated. It held knowledge and scholars from all the cavern districts. All tunnels would lead to here before they were destroyed to prevent the spread of the Void Spawn’s corruption. I heard and read the many tales of it, but I never thought I would ever step a foot inside.” 
 
    The rest of the group moved to her sides, taking in the moment as they all looked around. 
 
    “Everyone, drop your gear here. We don’t know what to expect as we search the ruins and we should all be at the ready,” Dax informed before turning his attention to Isani. 
 
    “I assume the language hasn’t changed much in the last hundred years. Will you be able to guide us through?” 
 
    Isani nodded. “I can. When I was researching the Citadel and from what I remembered from the legends, there were many magical vaults on the lower levels. Each one had a designation from vaults with magical books to others with magical weapons and items. Most were cleared out during the initial siege, but I can assume that some of the vaults may still be sealed shut.” 
 
    Isani looked down to the dusty, cracked stone floor. “The Dream Dagger of Koth is a sacred relic and will be kept in a holy chamber. Which one, I don’t know, but it won’t be deep underground. An artifact like the Dream Dagger will be accessible so it could be used in rites and ceremonies.” 
 
    The rogue knelt down and began moving her finger through the dust, drawing a few symbols. The coterie gathered around and watched as she finished drawing them out in intricate detail. 
 
    “These symbols are directions for holy rites. If we find these symbols, they will guide us to the temples. That will be our best chance of finding where the dagger might be, if it is still here.” 
 
    Isani stood up and looked around again. “Like I mentioned, many groups of shadow elves and dranar tried to travel here and explore the ruins, none of them returning. If any of them took possession of the artifact and they perished, it could be anywhere so, we should explore as much as we can.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Isani has given us our plan. We will split into teams of two and explore this main level. Once someone finds the symbols, we will gather and move together as one to the lower levels. 
 
    “We have no idea what to truly expect. There could be traps or monsters that have made this place their home. Everyone stays visible on this level.” 
 
    Dax pulled out a card. 
 
    Name: Mind Speak 
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 4 
 
    Ability: Speak via thoughts 
 
    Special Ability: Longer Duration 
 
      
 
    The mage whispered the arcane trigger, a dim glow surrounding the card as 50 points of mana drained from his pool, keeping the bridge between their minds for a longer duration. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3750/3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    “I used my Mind Speak card again so it will last much longer. Pair up and let’s search,” Dax informed and directed. 
 
    Isani and Ressa paired up. Vance and Miranda paired up. Zarra and Noss moved to each other’s side. Symon stood as Fern was hovering over Dax’s shoulder. 
 
    “You only have 1/8 a partner so I should join you guys,” Symon grinned. 
 
    The group of friends laughed, easing the tension. 
 
    “Welcome to Team Fern,” the fairy giggled. 
 
    Dax looked up to the hovering fairy. “Team Fern? I thought we were team Bash it Until It Doesn’t Move Anymore?” 
 
    “Team Fern sounds nicer,” Symon smiled.  
 
    “You might get a promotion if you keep kissing my butt,” Fern laughed while holding her stomach. 
 
    “I’ll stay here with the gear until everyone is ready to leave this level,” Skullcut said with a leather-bound book in his hand.  
 
    Everyone nodded before they turned and spread out.  
 
    The sound of dripping water echoed throughout the ruined citadel. The air seemed to grow thicker with disturbed dust as the students moved about, spreading farther away from each other. 
 
    Dax and Symon moved with alert senses. Fern hovered over them, her tiny hand resting on her tiny, rune covered mace. Dax tried to keep his mind clear, afraid his inner thoughts would spill into their shared mental connection. The concentration distracted him until he focused on nearby walls.  
 
    Carved shadow elf runes covered the walls. Dax stepped closer, looking but not touching. He tried to make sense of it, but he never learned shadow elf writing. The symbols contained an elegance you only saw on parchment. From what he knew, the shadow elves were a proud race, building a society of fairness but allowing the more devout to freely sacrifice themselves to the gods and each other for the greater good. 
 
    “Life was so different before the war,” Dax whispered as his gaze slid from rune to rune. 
 
    “I sometimes wonder if we can survive another invasion,” Symon said as he looked around. 
 
    “There is an army of champions from many academies that will come together and kick any void spawn ass back to their world,” Fern said as she fluttered from one section of runes to another. 
 
    “It’s been a hundred years. You think they would have tried by now,” Dax said as his thoughts shifted to Lyla. 
 
    A faint memory tapped his mind, remembering when Lyla inhabited Nuria’s body and telling of her people recruiting many to fight. Was it speculation or was she really afraid? Was it all a lie to gather sympathy? Was everything she did just a means for her own survival or were the spawn ready to reopen the portals and march back across Ikkudran? 
 
    “If the Spawn tried to attack again, we would be on the front lines,” Symon mentioned as he continued to search. 
 
    “Remember during our first trial when a phantom spawn appeared and Zarra decimated it,” Fern said. 
 
    Dax and Symon nodded. 
 
    “If we encounter spawn phantoms, do you think she will lose it again?” Symon asked. 
 
    Dax was ready to answer that when he stopped himself. He couldn’t answer the question truthfully. Dax narrowed his connection to the cleric and when he was sure no one else could hear his thoughts, he spoke to her. 
 
    “Zarra, can you hear me?” 
 
    “I can hear you, my love,” Zarra answered. 
 
    “I know we talked before about it but will you be okay if we encounter phantom void spawn?” 
 
    Zarra’s mind grew silent for a long moment. 
 
    “I will do what’s right to protect all of us. Do not fear, my love for you and our clan is enough to keep my fears subdued. I promise, you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Dax smiled. 
 
    “You will always be amazing to me,” Dax said with an incorporeal smile. 
 
    “As you are to me,” Zarra smiled back. 
 
    On the other side of the main level, Vance and Miranda looked around. The lancer held her spear as she glanced to every dark corner. Vance drank in each rune on the wall, making sure it matched the runes he memorized before moving to the next one. 
 
    “Vance, what are you going to do after we graduate?” Miranda asked. 
 
    “Follow you wherever you may go,” the mage smiled as he continued his work. 
 
    Miranda smirked. “You know what I mean. You mentioned your family wants you to return to Sanctuary Spires.” 
 
    “They always want me close. I’m their only child and they know how our family’s reputation is viewed. I think they just are using excuses to keep me home.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    Vance stopped looking at runes and turned his gaze to the beautiful Lancer. Blonde hair was tied back as she smiled at him. Her light armor nearly glowed in a shaft of light from the roof, drops of water falling behind her like a liquid curtain. 
 
    Miranda continued, “I know you and your family are not like your ancestors. You told me the history, but spending a little time in Sanctuary Spires showed me how much they love and care for you. To be so happy when living on the border of the Decayed Lands shows their strength and kindness.” 
 
    Vance smiled but his eyes darkened. “You think I should follow their wishes.” 
 
    The Lancer nodded. “I do. And I think I should be by your side when you come home.” 
 
    Vance’s eyes widened. “I… didn’t think it was an option for you.” 
 
    Miranda stepped closer, a heat in her eyes. “You’re handsome, smart, and loyal. I would be a fool if I didn’t want to follow you just as you follow me.” 
 
    Vance’s eyes danced a little before he straightened his back. “It’s hard living on the border. All sorts of monsters bled over and sometimes they are big.” 
 
    “Then I will always be needed, to fight by your side,” Miranda smiled. 
 
    The Lancer stepped closer and pressed her lips to his. The two lingered on the warm kiss, savoring each other’s taste. 
 
    Miranda’s eyes opened a sliver, terror stabbing her heart as a white tentacle reached out from the wall, stretching closer to Vance’s neck. The Lancer grabbed Vance and threw him aside. Tentacles rushed out of the wall and a body emerged. It had a humanoid upper torso and the lower half was made of thick tentacles. It had odd swords in its hands as its eyes glowed with supernatural power. 
 
    “Phantom Void Spawn!” Miranda mentally shouted. 
 
    All heads turned on the same level, seeing in the distance as Miranda’s spear spun and stabbed out with power.  
 
    The phantom spawn parried the blow and slid its blades against the spear, getting closer to the Lancer as tentacles reached for her legs. A burst of light filled the area before a fireball struck the phantom and blasted it to ectoplasmic shards. 
 
    Vance was on the floor, arm up and card pointed. 
 
    Whispers filled the entire inner city. A moment later, phantoms emerged from the walls and darkened corridors. They seethed like a mass of ghostly tentacles, all manner of weapons in their hands as they quickly filled one side of the city. 
 
    Dax turned to see in the distance Miranda and Vance fighting for their lives. The Lancer’s spear spun and stabbed. With power she lifted the spear, slicing a phantom open before it faded away. Vance held a card in each hand, unleashing fire and lightning spells. The area lit up as the two kept the many phantoms at bay. 
 
    Everyone was moving. Symon drew his sword as Dax flicked his wrists, a card sliding into each hand. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Chain Attack 
 
    Name: Fire Stream  
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Continuous Flames 
 
    Fern’s body shot forward, transparent wings a blur. Noss ran, card in his hand and speaking the trigger word. Large skeletons rose up around him and charged. Isani and Ressa bolted toward the couple, short swords in hand. 
 
    The group pumped their legs, crossing the distance and ready to defend their friends when a shadow launched overhead. Dax couldn’t resist but look up, Zarra soaring through the air, staff in hand and holy light glowing at the end. A look of perfect determination filled her smooth face as she landed and holy light blazed. 
 
    The horde of phantom void spawns cringed from the holy light before bedlam erupted. Dax aimed his lightning card and activated the arcane trigger. A thick lightning bolt blasted out, striking one phantom and then leaping from the next to the next. Ghostly bodies shattered as two shadows rushed in, slicing off heads and arms. Isani and Ressa moved like water through the phantoms, slicing with skill, moving from one to the next. 
 
    Fern roared as her body blazed bright. Mace in hand, she struck a phantom like a hammer. Ghostly shards splashed against other phantoms before the fairy blasted through their bodies like a tiny cannonball. 
 
    Skeletons rushed into the fray, cutting through phantoms as Noss moved them like a conductor of a symphony. 
 
    Zarra gripped her staff tight before her body began to tremble. Serpent eyes flashed as she poured holy power into her staff, the light blinding the monsters. 
 
    “Isani and Ressa, pull them away,” the cleric instructed. 
 
    The shadow elf and dranar nodded as they reached Vance and Miranda. Blades flashed as they sliced at phantoms and when a moment of respite appeared, the two rogues grabbed the mage and lancer and pulled them back with them. 
 
    Skeletons and a mad berserker fairy clashed with the phantoms, taking them apart easily. 
 
    Dax and Symon stayed their hands, watching as the group pulled back except for Zarra, Fern, and the skeletons. 
 
    “We need to find that entrance to the holy chambers!” Dax shouted over the violence to Isani as they approached. 
 
    “We haven’t had a chance to scout every corridor. We need more time!” the shadow elf shouted back. 
 
    Dax looked around, trying to find any clue on where they may go when he glanced up and his blood ran cold. The upper levels writhed with hundreds, if not thousands of phantoms. They looked down with foul contempt before they launched over the sides like a wave. 
 
    “Everyone! Pull back!” Dax screamed across their minds. 
 
    The group looked up to the wave of phantoms falling toward them and many bolted. Isani, Ressa, Vance, and Miranda darted away from the falling monsters. Noss backpedaled, his skeletons being struck down one at a time. 
 
    Zarra and Fern stood their ground. The cleric looked up with distilled fury and Fern smiled with madness in her eyes.  
 
    “We have to pull them back,” Dax said. 
 
    “I’m with you, my brother!” Symon stood at the ready. 
 
    When the wave of tentacles and weapons came down, Zarra leapt up to meet them and Fern blasted up like an arrow. When the two sides met, the entire area rumbled from the vibrations.  
 
    Fern screeched like a demon, her entire body blasting holes through phantoms. Her scream disrupted their ghostly forms, stunning them until she bashed with dripping malice. 
 
    Zarra nearly hovered in the air, her staff spinning and striking. Light exploded with each strike, beams of holy power burning away phantom bodies. The cleric was unmatched, her power bleeding from her eyes with righteous indignation. 
 
    “Get Fern! I’ll get Zarra!” Dax instructed. 
 
    Symon spoke a magical incantation as power filled his legs. When he finished, he burst upwards, sword in one hand and reached out with his other. 
 
    Dax switched a card and pulled out a new one. 
 
    Name: Flight  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Able to fly for 30 seconds. 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    The mage activated it and an aura appeared around his body. With a thought, he shot into the air, soaring toward Zarra. 
 
    Fern laughed maniacally as she destroyed phantoms when a hand reached up and grabbed her. The fairy turned her burning gaze to Symon as he took hold and began to fall with her. 
 
    “NO! I HAVE TO KILL THEM ALL!” the fairy shouted. 
 
    “Maybe later,” the Spellsword grinned as Fern fought to free herself.  
 
    Zarra nearly hovered, her boots slamming down on phantoms as she whipped her staff around, destroying phantoms by the dozens. Dax appeared at her side and she continued her onslaught. 
 
    “Zarra, come back with me,” Dax said amid the chaos. 
 
    “I must protect everyone!” the dragon growled as her staff shattered phantoms on contact. 
 
    “We will protect each other. Come back to me, my love,” Dax said with a soothing edge. 
 
    Zarra felt the spell of hate shatter as she turned to Dax and fell into his arms. The mage held her close as he darted away, more phantoms falling like a waterfall of monsters. 
 
    The group had backed up to the entrance with Skullcut. They watched as Symon bolted toward them and Dax flew with Zarra in his arms. Behind them, a stream of void phantoms rushed along, calling for blood. 
 
    “We have to get out of here before they overwhelm us!” Miranda said as she aimed her spear. 
 
    Isani stood at the ready, blade in hand. The shadow elf calmed her heart as she was ready to fight when a cool whisper touched her neck. The shadow elf tried to shake it off, but it persisted. When it had become too much, she turned her head to see a stream of phantom shadow elves rush from a lone tunnel entrance. They wore the ceremonial robes of warrior priests, a vast array of weapons among them. They charged like a brigade, their eyes cool and calculating as the stream of phantom spawn rushed toward them like a tidal wave. 
 
    Above the tunnel, strange runes glowed. 
 
    “There! That’s the tunnel!” Isani shouted. 
 
    A fog of war had enveloped the group as they readied to fight and the shadow elf tapped into their mind connection. 
 
    “The tunnel is behind us! That’s where the phantom shadow elves are coming from!” 
 
    All heads turned to see the tunnel entrance, while beside them, warrior priests readied to fight. 
 
    “Go!” Dax mentally shouted. 
 
    The coterie turned and rushed for the tunnel. Skullcut ran with them. Symon’s legs were a blur as he reached them. Dax held Zarra as they flew overhead. Fern had wilted in Symon’s hand. 
 
    In the middle of the ruined city, a small band of shadow elf warrior priests took a defensive position. The tide of phantom spawn rushed them and they clashed like waves on the rocks.  
 
    The group glanced back, seeing a historic battle play out as phantoms on both sides sliced, cut, chopped, and killed each other. Shadow elves fought like mini storms against the many spawn. One by one, the shadow elves fell, but they took a dozen spawn with them before they fell. 
 
    Isani watched as a tear streaked her cheek, the warrior priests fighting to the last man and woman. When the shadow elves all fell, the horde of spawn rushed toward the coterie in the tunnel. 
 
    “We won’t make it far if we run. Block the entrance and give them everything we have!” Dax shouted. 
 
    The group took up positions, ready to fight. Cards aimed, along with weapons. The coterie held their breath, waiting for Dax’s command. 
 
    The mage aimed his cards, ready to unleash his mana when his eyes widened.  
 
    The horde reached the tunnel entrance and halted immediately. The ravenous monsters grew calm as they floated and stared with indifferent eyes. 
 
    “Why are they not attacking?” Symon asked. 
 
    Isani looked to the side, seeing the runes along the walls. “This tunnel is protected with holy runes. They won’t let them pass.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should push our luck,” Vance said with an edge. 
 
    “Follow the tunnel. If the runes will keep them at bay, better for us,” Dax said as he backed up. 
 
    The entire coterie retreated down the darkened tunnel as many ghostly alien eyes stared, but made no move to follow. 
 
    Boots echoed as the coterie turned and ran. They made their way deeper down the tunnel, reaching stairs and taking them down to another level. Senses alert, they rushed along until they felt far enough away. Bodies slowed and when they reached a cross-section, the group stopped as everyone huffed and gasped for air. 
 
    “I didn’t expect that,” Symon regained his composure as he looked around and held Fern in his hand as she shook off her berserker rage. 
 
    Everyone nodded as they regained their breath. Their eyes turned in every direction, taking in the circular cross-section. Tunnels led off in three directions, runes over each entrance. The runes were different for each one. Isani made her way closer to one entrance and stared at the carvings above it. 
 
    “We are going in the right direction. Each of these tunnels led to different holy chambers. We just have to figure out which one will lead us to the dagger.” 
 
    Dax stood by Zarra. The cleric seemed fine except for her golden eyes. They dripped with a fleeing madness. When she looked to Dax, her eyes returned to their normal serpent shape and she gave him a small smile. 
 
    “Back there,” Dax began. 
 
    “I had to unleash my rage. We were outnumbered and I wanted to make sure everyone was able to flee.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “I know you serve the deities, but you are too important to sacrifice yourself for everyone else. I cannot live without you. Our clan cannot live without you.” 
 
    Zarra’s eyes glistened before she blinked it away. “I will be more vigilant with my actions. I’m… sorry.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Help us with the runes and call it even.” 
 
    The mage and cleric hugged each other. 
 
    Vance stood by Isani, the pair of them looking over the runes.  
 
    “The markings are subtle. I can barely tell them apart.” 
 
    Isani nodded. “Every part of shadow elf culture is subtle, until it is time not to be subtle. We need to find the main ceremony chamber. Once we find it, there should be a secret chamber or vault where they keep it until it needs to be used.” 
 
    “You mentioned that there would be vaults with many artifacts inside them. Do you think it will be in one with many other items?” Vance asked with genuine curiosity. 
 
    Isani kept talking as she looked from one rune to another, “That was my first thought, but if the artifact was used regularly, it should have its own private chamber or vault. We find the ceremony chamber and we may find what we are looking for.” 
 
    Dax took one step forward when electricity shocked him. The mage blinked as it was light, like static. He took another step and a current ran along his entire body, causing him to grunt. The room began to spin as his balance began to waver. 
 
    Zarra stepped closer, hand reaching out. “Dax?” 
 
    “I feel… strange,” Dax managed before darkness consumed him. 
 
    The mage looked around in the vast darkness before every part of his body was pulled in one direction. Energy blasted his nerves as he felt like a chain was around his very soul and pulled hard. His limbs dangled behind him as he braced himself and before he knew it, light washed over him as his boots touched a stone floor. 
 
    Dax’s limbs shook and he fell onto his hands and knees. Lifting his head, he looked around. He was surrounded by darkness with a single lantern over him. The air was cool and musty as the mage fought with his body and slowly stood up. 
 
    Professor Wisewood stepped from the darkness, his hood over his head. He remained at the border of light and dark, lips curved into a sinister smile. 
 
    Dax stared at the robed professor as he heard a slight shuffling from others nearby. The chamber was dark, but it was not empty. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again,” Modius said, keeping his grin. 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    Modius continued, “I’m sure you have the usual questions, how did I get here and what do you want from me? It’s actually very academic. I managed to procure a hair from you when we first met. Since I am a master at summoning, I can pull any creature or person I desire if I have a piece of them. I cast the spell and summoned you here. As for where we are, we are a level below and away from your friends. It should give us enough time to teach valuable lessons.” 
 
    “Lessons? You’re not my professor,” Dax said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    Modius nodded. “True, at least, not yet. Spare me the constant barrage of how you will never join us. Talking never gets much done, but action can change worlds.” 
 
    Torches flared to life as light filled the chamber. The stone chamber was large, runes covering much of the walls. Several people stood in a circle around the mage, their gazes on him with wicked smiles and smirks. 
 
    Dax’s heart thumped as he eyed them with a frosty edge. Owyn stood with his bald head shining in the light. He wore the same robe Dax remembered him in on Star Fall Island. Not far from him was the female orc, Luca the Bloodweaver. Dax had spent a little time researching the other classes from the other academies and her power was something to be concerned with. Vizith stood, his large fox tail moving back and forth. The Kitun winked and blew Dax a kiss. To Dax’s left, Lyla stood with Clive not too far away from her. Lyla’s eyes held a terrible sadness, but she stood with them. Clive eyed Dax, his face and body language neutral. 
 
    Dax turned his head slightly to see Chandra standing behind him. The elf assassin gave him a wicked leer as she lifted a dagger in her hand and licked the end of it with her tongue. 
 
    Dax looked to the Prenmore professor and scowled. “You didn’t get the answer you wanted so you think you can beat the proper answer out of me? This is beyond foolish.” 
 
    “If everyone can hear me, I’m in a chamber with many runes on the walls. I’m surrounded by Professor Wisewood and Prenmore students,” Dax said with a thought. 
 
    “Tell me what you can see about the runes. I might be able to decipher where you are,” Isani answered. 
 
    Modius gave a gruff chuckle. “Foolish is denying the grand offer presented to you.” 
 
    Vizith’s pointed ears twitched. “He’s using his Mind Sphere spells to communicate with his coterie.” 
 
    Professor Wisewood nodded. “I was finished with speaking anyway. Dax, it would not be fair if I joined in this little tussle, but I will be there to ask you one more time when you're bloody and broken.” 
 
    Modius lifted his hands up at his sides. “Teach the mage a lesson.”            
 
    The Prenmore students took battle stances, their focus purely on the mage in the center. 
 
    Can’t hold back. 
 
    Dax’s fingers were loose as he readied himself. A defense and attack plan formed. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3675/ 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    “Isani, I’m going to send you a mental image. Once you have it, everyone, get here as soon as you can.” 
 
    Dax’s gaze shifted to Lyla. The Prenmore mage looked at him with wide, unblinking eyes. Dax looked away, his disappointment obvious as he sighed. 
 
    Luca laughed. “Lyla, I’m going to fuck up your boyfriend.” 
 
    The orc sneered and charged. A clawed fingertip sliced at her own palm as blood slithered out and formed into a red sword. 
 
    Dax kept his cool as he flicked his wrists, a card sliding into each hand. 
 
    Name: Mind Shield 
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 4 
 
    Ability: Protects from Mental Attacks and Manipulation 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Name: Mana Shield  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 4 
 
    Ability: Create a Shield Aura  
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Command triggers ignited each card’s magical power. A mana shield formed around his body and a shield surrounded his mind. 
 
    Luca charged as she lifted her blood sword. With a roar, she brought it down and the blood sword shattered. Dax’s hands moved in a blur as he thought about Symon and Fern. He put the two cards in his hands away before touching his secret weapons. Hands pulling away, he had two new cards at the ready. 
 
    “Let’s be friends again,” Vizith whispered, his voice an echo through the chamber. 
 
    “He has a mind defense spell in place. Your tricks won’t work on him!” Owen said as he pulled out a card. 
 
    Luca growled as the blood shards of her sword turned into jagged sharp points. They blasted and crashed into the mana shield as Dax lifted his cards.       
 
    Name: Body Might  
 
    Element: Body 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Enhance a body’s natural strength, speed and toughness. 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Fury  
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 4 
 
    Ability: Enhanced Rage 
 
    Special Ability: Immune to Mind Attacks. 
 
    The pair of cards blazed with power as Dax’s mana shield began to crack. A new power surged into him, Symon’s body enhancement spell taking root and Fern’s fury ability flashing hot along his brain. 
 
    The mana shield shattered and Dax burst forth like a demon. Cards slipped into his robe as Luca grinned evilly. Blood shards pointed, but Dax’s hand flicked and a card slid into his hand. 
 
    Name: Haste  
 
    Element: Body 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Enhance a body’s natural speed. 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    The shards darted at the incoming mage, but his body blurred to the blood weaver. Luca’s dark eyes widened before a fist connected with her jaw and sent her spiraling backwards. 
 
    Dax’s body was already turning, a manic grin shining as the Prenmore students moved at the same time. 
 
    “Shit!” Vizith said as he was standing with a simple dagger in his hand, unable to do anything else. He watched in awe as attacks flared and fired. 
 
    Lyla and Clive pointed cards, arcane whispers touching the air. A blast of cold shot from Lyla’s card while a stream of flames launched from Clive’s card. 
 
    Dax was already moving, his body a blur as his perception caught the slow-moving attacks. Ice and fire arced toward him as he bolted for the summoner. Owyn’s eyes opened as the card in his hand spurted dark magic. A portal formed and a dread wolf charged out, teeth bared and tentacles writhing along its shoulders. It heard its master’s commands and charged at the incoming blur. 
 
    Dax’s hand moved with quick precision. Cards slid into hidden pockets before another card appeared in his hand and channeled 50 mana into it. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Chain Attack 
 
    The mage let out a dark chuckle as he leapt into the air. Tens of feet separated him from the incoming dread wolf. It leapt up to snap at his leg or foot when Dax aimed the card at the foul creature and unleashed the spell. Lightning arced and streaked down, striking the dread wolf between the six pairs of eyes. The beast howled in pain before its face and snout caved in. Energy rippled along its body as gravity began to pull it down. The charge reached the monster’s stubby tail and blasted out. 
 
    Owyn’s eyes widened as he whispered the trigger command to summon another creature when lightning struck his chest and sent him crashing to the floor and sliding ten feet. 
 
    Dax was falling, but his mind focused on the wall past Owyn’s still body and took a mental snapshot of the runes. 
 
    “Rune image on its way,” Dax said and sent it with a thought. 
 
    Dax hit the floor and blurred forward, ice and fire splashing against the ground. The mage glanced to side, sizing up Lyla and Clive when a shadow touched his senses. Body skidding to a halt, the mage spun away as Chandra was on him. Her dagger flashed, her attacks almost as fast as his. Dax ducked and dodged attacks before pushing 50 mana into the Lightning Bolt card. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3575/ 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    Lightning blasted out as Chandra flipped into the air. The bolt streaked and slammed into a stone wall, channeled into the ground and dissipated.  
 
    Chandra landed and swung her arm around wide. Dax grunted as the dagger point sliced through his robe and back. The mage stumbled forward, the first two spell cards already starting to wane. 
 
    The mage turned his wrist when a dagger stabbed into his arm. The mage grunted, losing feeling in his left arm and holding the Lightning card in his right. He tried to channel more mana into it when the dagger pulled out of his arm and stabbed into his stomach.  
 
    Dax and Chandra stared at each other. The mage looked down as the dagger was buried to the hilt. The assassin elf smirked and twisted the blade. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Critical 
 
    Mana: 3575/ 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    “I said I would enjoy this,” Chandra grinned evilly. “I have Lyla. I have you. Soon, my dagger will be covered in the blood of your friends. You should have taken the offer.” 
 
    Dax’s body began to tremble. “Chandra… you could have been great… instead of an evil bitch!” 
 
    Dax lifted the spent card to his mouth. Teeth took hold and tore the card in two. Chandra’s eyes widened as she twisted the dagger. Dax shoved one half of the vibrating card down her top before back handing her away. 
 
    Chandra stumbled back as she dropped her dagger and fished for the card in her top with frantic eyes. Dax turned around with the other half of the vibrating card between his teeth. His right hand shot up, took hold of it and flicked it toward Lyla and Clive. 
 
    The mage walked away from Chandra, his legs trembling, but forcing himself to move. The elf managed to touch the damaged piece of card when it exploded. 
 
    Clive dove toward Lyla, the two of them hitting the floor and the large mage covering her body with his. The half of the card hit the floor ten feet from them before it exploded in a shower of magical light. 
 
    Dax kept his hard gaze on Vizith as the kitun stood, trembling. Vizith dropped his dagger as Dax approached and bowed with wide eyes. 
 
    “It was just harmless fun,” the kitun said with a pleading edge. 
 
    Dax grabbed him by the ear, lifted his head so they could see eye to eye. The mage smirked before pulling his right arm back and punching Vizith on the nose. The kitun fell backwards, clutching at his nose as blood spurted out. 
 
    On pure willpower, Dax turned around and stared hard at Professor Wisewood. “If that was Prenmore’s best, your academy has failed to impress me.” 
 
    Modius eyed the mage before touching a purple crystal hanging from his neck. The gem glowed before the Professor faded from sight. Everyone else in the chamber began to vanish. Lyla and Clive looked to Dax with wide eyes before they vanished. Vizith was crying as he vanished. Owyn and Luca vanished. Chandra barely stirred, her body burned black and her blonde hair in clumps on her head. She vanished with a slight whimper. 
 
    Strength bled away as Dax fell to his knees. He clutched at his stomach, blood pouring between fingers. 
 
    A metal door blasted off its hinges. Dax turned to see his friends rushing toward him with wide eyes. Zarra led the charge, her hand glowing white. 
 
    “I’m happy to see everyone,” Dax whispered before he fell, darkness filling his gaze. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    The darkness parted as Dax felt healing energy fill his spirit and body. His eyes blinked open as familiar friends filled his vision. Smiles bloomed as they watched him recover. Glowing white light enveloped the mage as his friends reached down, took hold and helped him to sit up.  
 
    Zarra’s hand remained on Dax’s shoulder, the light fading away and his wounds healed, but she could not bear to let him go.  
 
    Fern, Symon, and Vance sat close to the mage as everyone else stood, surrounding them. The torches on the walls continued to burn, their light casting long shadows around them. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Symon said and gave Dax a light punch on the shoulder. 
 
    “It’s good to be back. How long was I out?” 
 
    “Just a moment,” Fern said as she leaned in and gave him a quick kiss. 
 
    “Long enough to give all of us heart attacks,” Vance added. 
 
    “Give us every detail,” Isani asked as she looked down with concerned, red eyes. 
 
    Dax told them what happened when he arrived and what was said. He gave every detail he could as he slowly stood up. The rest stood with him, drinking in every detail before their minds worked in unison. 
 
    “There are still spies at the Academy,” Noss said as he shook his reptilian head. 
 
    Skullcut said nothing as he scribbled in his journal. 
 
    Dax looked to the Observer, “We have to tell the High Dean.” 
 
    The Observer shook his head. “We can tell them when we return. There is little we can do now. You have made it this far and near the end of your Champion Trial. Let’s finish it and then we can go home and root out the remaining evil at the Academy.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed. “Aren’t the Seers watching us right now, helping with keeping track of our grades?” 
 
    Skullcut closed his journal and held it in one hand at his side. “The Seers have limited sight in certain areas of Ikkudran. The Decayed Lands are one of those places. They may get glimpses, but not full pictures. It is most likely the reason Modius and the Prenmore students set up the ambush. 
 
    “It is also the reason I am with you. We couldn’t chance sending students into dangerous territory and have them never return.” 
 
    “You don’t seem too shocked,” Dax said with an edge. 
 
    “Dax,” Symon said with concern. 
 
    Skullcut nodded. “It’s okay, Symon. Dax is right to be suspicious. The only thing I can say as to why I’m not terribly shocked is that I have lived through hundreds of dark plots during my career as a Champion. It doesn’t sting because I, and many of the faculty, have seen it before.  
 
    “There have been many students over the last century that have been promised or lured by greater power. The other academies have poached talent on many occasions, just as many students who were dissatisfied with their studies at the other academies have come to us. I don’t wish to have it sound trivial, but it is a game often played in society, whether it be royal, academic, or otherwise.” 
 
    Vance looked to Dax, “Any one of us can be a spy?” 
 
    Skullcut smiled. “No one here is a spy. After what happened last year at Star Fall, the Seers were thorough as student’s slept. They pierced all of your minds, seeing the deeper parts. Everyone in this room is safe except for me.” 
 
    Skullcut’s smile faded. “Students were investigated, but I can understand Dax’s concern. I’m the only one here who knows everything that is happening. I can tell you that I am not a spy for Prenmore or any other academy. I can only hope, you believe me. Once we return, all of us will go straight to High Dean Luthis and tell him everything we know. After that, the Seers can investigate every corner of my mind to see if I am a spy or not.” 
 
    Dax’s gaze softened. “I… apologize, Professor Skullcut. With everything that has happened, I’m worried I’m not sure who we can trust. Modius has been in my mind, talking to me and trying to entice me to join him, but join him at what, I don’t know. He wasn’t forthcoming with those he works with and I fear that this may be a bigger problem than I previously thought.” 
 
    Skullcut’s smile returned. “Dax, you and your friends will make fine, upstanding champions. Don’t get mired in the bog of shadowy plots. Focus on what you came here to do and everything else will fall into place. You have my word.” 
 
    Skullcut’s words caused Dax’s heart to beat with renewed vigor.  
 
    “The Counselor is right. We came to retrieve an artifact and that is exactly what we will do,” the mage said with his head held high. 
 
    “What’s our next move?” Fern asked as she flashed to her smaller form and hovered in the air. 
 
    Isani spoke up, “We came down the correct tunnel. Outside of this chamber, the corridor stretches on. I believe we can follow it to the main Holy Chamber and possibly the dagger.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Isani, lead the way. The rest of us will follow your instructions once we reach the chamber.” 
 
    Zarra looked over to the blast marks on the floor with tiny bits of burnt card. “Dax, you sacrificed your cards?” 
 
    The mage looked to the cleric with understanding eyes. “It was a small, desperate move, but it changed the course of the battle. Don’t worry, I have made triples of every card. I have enough mana and cards to fight if we need to.” 
 
    “I hope we don’t have to fight. I’m fine with getting the dagger and leaving this place,” Noss smirked. 
 
    Dax clamped his hand on Noss’s shoulder. “Me too,” he smiled. 
 
    Isani led the way, the rest of the group following. They exited the side chamber and turned toward the dark corridor before them. Ressa moved to Isani’s side and the two rogues pushed in, their cloaks helping them blend in with the shadows.  
 
    Dax led the rest of the group, following the faint traces of the rogues. Skullcut took the rear, his smile remaining as he watched the coterie fall into a well-oiled machine. Everyone took their place, knowing to keep their senses sharp and their wits about them. 
 
    The corridor stretched on, the group moving silently. Their hands held weapons or cards at the ready. The musty air seemed to thicken as they made their way deeper. When they began to mentally question how much longer, torches flared at the end, in front of a wide, iron door. Isani and Ressa had lockpicking tools and fiddled with the lock as the rest of the group approached. 
 
    “The lanterns and torches are magical. They light when people approach,” Isani said as she worked the lock. 
 
    “Good thing we are light on our feet and silent as ghosts,” Ressa hissed a giggle. 
 
    “Everyone, be ready. We don’t know what to expect on the other side,” Dax warned as he held a card in each hand. 
 
    Symon held his sword as Fern held her mace. Noss and Vance held cards at the ready. Miranda gripped her spear as Zarra held her staff. Skullcut watched from the back with interested eyes. 
 
    Isani moved the thin pieces of metal until she heard a click. The shadow elf smiled as she reached over to the handle. Standing up, she threw her back into it as she pulled. Ressa and Symon took hold of the large door handle, helping the shadow elf to pull the door fully back. 
 
    The coterie looked into the darkness before them before fiery light burst by the dozens. Eyes widened as they stared in, the light chasing away the shadows and filling the cathedral sized chamber with brilliance. Dax took a step forward, his body moving as he drank it in. 
 
    A vaulted ceiling stretched up high. Magical lights danced across the ceiling, like energetic stars in the night. They created patterns and constellations, ever changing and reforming. Two rows of thick pillars ran down the center, an old, decayed carpet between them. Torches burned with magical power along the pillars. To the right and left, carved murals showed holy figures during worship, bowing down with eyes raised. They were all shadow elves by their ears and dark skin, but there was a light to them as they stared to the heavens and many different hands reached down as if to touch their heads. 
 
    Dax’s eyes took in the ancient splendor until his gaze turned to the altar on the other side of the holy temple. The altar was a standing rectangle, a thick carved line around the middle. Behind it, a carved mural of a shadow elf in robes stood, his arms toward the sky, a dagger in one hand and a dark star in the other. 
 
    Isani stared with wet eyes. “My people haven’t entered this temple in a hundred years. I never thought I would be the first.” 
 
    Ressa hugged her friend. 
 
    “We are nearly to the end. Let’s finish it,” Dax smiled and took a step forward. 
 
    The coterie walked in the middle of the giant chamber. They moved with cautious steps. Eyes glanced to the sides, seeing nothing but small shadows writhing where the light did not reach them. It created a mysterious gloom as they moved along. 
 
    Dax stared at the altar. He could feel his pulse race along his ears. The artifact they were searching for could be right here. Once retrieved, they would return home, their grades calculated and they could be the High Champions of Kinarth Academy. The thought was powerful and humbling, the next chapters of their lives just within reach. 
 
    The coterie reached the dais steps. Dax, Isani, and Ressa took the steps, making their way up, one at a time. The three of them moved to the altar and surrounded it on three sides. The large, rectangular altar was covered in runes and designs.  
 
    Isani stepped closer, her gaze moving over the surface. “I think the artifact will be inside. From what the runes and symbols are saying, those who use the dagger must be clever of heart and mind.” 
 
    Dax looked at the shadow elf, “What does that mean?” 
 
    Isani smirked. “My people love puzzles. This is a way to say that brute strength or magical skill will not win the prize. From our traditions, magical artifacts that are routinely used shall be close by and guarded. From what I see of this altar, it’s the vault needed to keep it safe.” 
 
    Isani ran her fingers along the surface, touching in dark spots and under carved lines. “There might be triggers and locks. Dax and Ressa, feel around and tell me if something feels off.” 
 
    Dax and Ressa followed Isani’s commands. They ran their fingers along the rectangle stone altar as tall and as big as a large man. Dax wasn’t sure what he was looking for until a groove felt different. 
 
    “I think I found something,” Dax said. 
 
    “I have too,” Ressa added. 
 
    Isani felt around until she too felt it. Her fingers danced, exploring the odd ridge before it moved to her touch. Pushing it along, the ridge turned until it clicked into place and didn’t move any more. 
 
    “Turn the ridge until it stops,” Isani instructed. 
 
    Dax and Ressa did as they were told. The ridges moved until they clicked in succession. The three of them stepped back and waited. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Isani raised a white eyebrow. “It should have worked.” 
 
    Dax stepped closer and looked at the carvings again. A shadow elf stood toward the top of the altar, his hands up but no dagger or dark star in his hands. Instead, the dark star was above him, radiating light down on his upturned face. Dax lifted a hand and touched the dark star, the round circle within pushing back and clicks filling the altar. 
 
    Dax, Isani, and Ressa stepped back as the top section of the altar opened. The stone sides shifted and slid down. Something glowed with shiny light as the sides descended about a foot and the altar clicked into place. 
 
    A dagger sat on its pedestal, shadow elf markings along the blade and golden pommel. A faint aura surrounded it as it gleamed in the light. 
 
    Fern zipped around in the air. Symon curled his arms around Vance’s neck and pointed in amazement. Miranda jumped as Zarra and Noss pumped fists in the air. Skullcut watched from the back, his heart soaring with pride. 
 
    Dax marveled at the Dream Dagger. “Isani, take it.” 
 
    The shadow elf shook her head and smiled. “No, I think you should pick it up. You figured out the last piece of the puzzle. I think you should have the honor.” 
 
    Dax looked to the happy shadow elf. He gave a nod in acknowledgement. His hands began to sweat as he lifted one and reached for it. Everyone watched with unblinking eyes as the mage’s hand drew closer. 
 
    We are champions! 
 
    Dax smiled as his fingers moved through the blade handle. The mage’s smile vanished as he tried to take hold of the dagger, his fingers passing through it and touching nothing. 
 
    Isani and Ressa’s eyes widened as they saw Dax unable to take the dagger. 
 
    “It’s… an illusion,” Dax whispered as the dagger faded away from sight.     
 
    The air vibrated next to a pillar. Their heads turned toward the vibration, a man appearing. Weapons and cards at the ready, the group faced the stranger as he stood. 
 
    The man was unremarkable in every way. He had simple short brown hair and a face that could easily be lost in a crowd. He wore a simple black robe. His skin color was a pale white. The man smiled, his gaze moving from each person present until he stopped at Dax. 
 
    The air stood still until the man lifted his hands and began to clap. 
 
    “Well done! So many of us were cheering you on from the shadows. Despite some detractors, a great deal of our people knew you and your friends would overcome every obstacle.  
 
    “Dax, bravo taking on Prenmore’s students by yourself. It showed great ingenuity, talent and thinking out of the box. There was some concern, but you managed it with skill and power.” 
 
    Skullcut stepped closer to the coterie of Kinarth students. A lightning sword surged into his right hand while a flame axe appeared in his left. The Counselor eyed the strange man, taking his place among Dax’s coterie. 
 
    “You are an unsanctioned intruder with a private Kinarth Trial. I will ask you to leave immediately,” Skullcut said with a dripping menace. 
 
    The coterie stood fast, weapons and cards at the ready, but a few eyes slid to the side, glancing to the Counselor as he seemed to bubble with subdued rage. 
 
    The man gave a slight bow but kept his gaze on Skullcut. “Counselor Edrin Skullcut, famed champion and highly regarded Spellsword across the many kingdoms of Ikkudran. If this was any other time, I would have acquiesced to your request but not at this moment. Too much depends on this precious time.” 
 
    Dark purple light flashed around the area by the altar. Professor Modius Wisewood appeared with the Prenmore students. Most of them stood at the ready with Chandra the only one in the back, her flesh burnt and her body language stating that she was using everything she could to keep standing. Lyla and Clive stood side by side, heads bowed and unable to make eye contact with anyone in the group. 
 
    Lord and Lady Seastone stood not too far away with Emily at their side. The royal trio looked to the group with warm eyes. Emily’s gaze fell on Symon as his eyes widened and his heart cracked.         
 
    Lord and Lady Talbot appeared by the plain man. Their faces held smiles as they looked to the group. Vance’s heart clenched in his chest upon seeing them. Confusion colored his brow as he wasn’t sure what to make of it and ignoring his instincts. 
 
    Lord Norman Shieldbrook was the last to appear. He wore scale armor with chainmail. He had a sword in his hand as his gaze bore holes into Symon and a smug grin appeared.  
 
    The coterie turned, many facing their backs to each other as they could see they were surrounded. Symon’s eyes darted between Emily and his father. Vance stared at his parents. Dax looked to Lyla and Clive. Fern flashed to her full-sized form, rune mace at the ready. Isani and Ressa held their short swords, their knees bent and senses alert. Noss held two cards at the ready, the necromancer planning out his attacks. Miranda held her spear, the tip pointed at the plain man, while Zarra stood, her dragon eyes scanning every face and their body language. 
 
    “As with custom, you should know my name before we begin any discussion. My name is Vurrak Xun,” Vurrak said as he bowed again. 
 
    Skullcut’s eyes narrowed. “Sounds like a void spawn name.” 
 
    Vurrak nodded as he stood straight. “Very astute, Edrin. I am one of many High Priests of the Void Society. I was sent by the Grand Priest to conduct a proper interview with many of you here. As a word of warning, I wouldn’t begin the conversation with violence. We don’t want anyone dying until all parties have heard what needs to be said.” 
 
    Skullcut stood his ground with his magical weapons, but made no move to attack. 
 
    “Excellent. Shall we begin?” Vurrak grinned. 
 
    The plain man turned his attention to Dax and his coterie. “You were so close so many times. You could have uncovered so much if you just looked a little deeper. Don’t concern yourself too much with what may have been. Let’s focus on the here and now.” 
 
    Dax looked to the surrounding faces before centering his gaze on Vurrak. “The hidden group or society that was trying to bring down Kinarth Academy. All of you are part of it?” 
 
    Vance’s parents laughed. Lady Seastone giggled as her husband looked on. Emily smiled. Lord Shieldbrook kept his smile and hard gaze on Symon. 
 
    “Let’s all take this moment to be completely honest here. We are all friends and family. We should relax and ease into everything that needs to be said,” Vurrak said kindly. 
 
    “You are no friend to us!” Dax and Skullcut said at the same time. 
 
    Vurrak looked to the older and younger man, his hand over his heart and a sarcastic hurt expression along his face. 
 
    “You both wound me. We have been friends and colleagues for so long. Ah! You haven’t seen the face you’ve all become accustomed to.” 
 
    The room seemed to stand still, as Vurrak’s face shifted, melted and reformed. His face took on a familiar shape as he smiled to the group. 
 
    “No,” Dax said as he stared in disbelief. 
 
    Shock rippled through the coterie and Skullcut as well, his eyes wide. 
 
    Professor Plume stood before them with a simple smile. 
 
    “H… How?” Edrin said as his heart began to hammer in his chest. 
 
    “It will be easier if I start from the beginning,” Professor Plume said before he continued, “It all started over a hundred years ago when the void spawn came to this world. You see, we had our own war on Dark Spire. Our cities were the only safe places against the colossal Elder Things that forever marched across our realm.  
 
    “For a long time, we stayed within our realm, trying to live a civilized existence from within and with those realms near us in the universe. That was until a dead goddess returned and threw the many different realms into chaos. Her chosen one ripped through the fabric of the universe and angered the Elder Things. The light that once protected our cities could not hold back their rage. When the first city was lost, we knew as a people, we must fight or we would lose everything. 
 
    “My people had great and ancient knowledge, but we lost the capacity to create magical weapons and enchantments. Our neighboring realms, once open with trade, now shunned us because the Elder Things began to appear across many realms. Those monsters would blink from our world and appear on others. They destroyed entire civilizations before appearing back on Dark Spire again.” 
 
    Vurrak looked away, “We were blamed and could not be trusted.” 
 
    The void spawn with Professor Plume’s face turned back to the group. “We knew how to portal weave. With time dwindling before another city fell, we began small explorations into other realms. We searched other realms where we could ask for aid.” 
 
    Vurrak’s voice took on a dark edge, “Our initial party was attacked on sight when they arrived here. All slain within moments of their arrival. Normally, we would have marked the Ikkudran realm as a place not to visit again, but when the second city fell, desperation forced our hand. 
 
    “I will not stand here and tell you tales of sorrow to explain our actions. We invaded. We opened many portals and rushed in. We destroyed the people and kingdom that slew our first brothers and sisters, but we found a world thick with magic. I’m sure you know the rest from your history, our shared history. War is an ugly business, but it was required. 
 
    “When the tide turned against us, we had enough knowledge and magical items to fight against the Elder Things. Sebastian Kinarth changed the course of the war, but only because we had already taken everything we needed. My people went into full retreat and closed the portals behind us. We now had a fighting chance to turn the Elder Things from our remaining cities and even build a few more.” 
 
    Vurrak’s eyes took on a whimsical edge. “You think that would be enough, reclaiming our homes and having the ability to fight the great monsters of our world, but it wasn’t. My people developed a renewed taste for violence, conquering and taking what we desired. It infused us with a new purpose! A new direction for all of my people to aspire to. 
 
    “But we never forgot Ikkudran. This world is still regarded highly because it woke the beast within us. Your world was instrumental in our bold new direction, we had to come back.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened as a cold chill filled his mind. “You’re already here. There is no threat of invasion because you are already here!” 
 
    Vurrak nodded. “You are a credit to your realm. Yes, we have been here for over ten years. We learned from our initial mistakes. We opened portals in secluded areas. We trekked to different kingdoms. We learned how to completely transform ourselves so we could blend in with the populace. We learned and adopted your ways, gaining trust and entering into the service of those with power. We became the whisper in the night that could change everything from battles to marriages.  
 
    “The Void Society was born. We didn’t have to go to war if we controlled everything behind the scenes. To this day, magical items are created here and brought to Dark Spire and no one is the wiser except for the chosen among Ikkudran.” 
 
    Vurrak kept his gaze on Dax, “Your card technique has changed everything. We now have a means to arm everyone with magic to fight the Elder Things and any other realm that threatens us. We now have the power to fight the very gods and goddesses and soon, it will allow us to transform Dark Spire into a vibrant world.  
 
    “I know of your honor and desire to become a great Champion. We want that for you too. That is why we are here. Daxton Sage, you and your friends have this one opportunity to join the Void Society. All of you will be honored members. You will all have your choice of where you wish to live. If you desire, you will earn kingdoms to rule. With the Society’s influence, Ikkudran can become one of the greatest realms across the cosmos.” 
 
    Vurrak’s face took on gentle edges, “All you have to is swear the oath, endure the rite and you will be part of the force that will change your world for the better.” 
 
    Dax shook his head. “This sounds incredible, except you glossed over a few things. My technique is already out to the world. You don’t need me.” 
 
    Vurrak smirked. “The technique is available, but it is not perfected. You mentioned to Lyla during your first-year trial that no one would ever truly understand it. You were correct. As myself and Professor Frost tried to have the technique written down so we could teach it, the mana costs are not as efficient as your cards. In some cases, mages required more mana to infuse the card. Your friend’s cards are not as powerful as yours, but they can’t see it. My people can.” 
 
    Dax’s heart skipped a beat when hearing Keeva’s name. 
 
    Vurrak caught Dax’s slight shift in his expression and shook his head. “Professor Frost is not part of the Society, but if you join, she can be.”                    
 
    Dax’s eyes and heart cooled. “Should we talk about how your people ate my people?” 
 
    Vurrak nodded. “We can discuss it. With any war, supply lines can be cut. We made use of the available food sources. We took no joy in it, but research your own history. There have been many examples of starving armies requiring provisions to keep going. I’m sure no one wishes to discuss it, but it does happen.” 
 
    Dax’s mind worked as Vurrak seemed to have all the answers. The mage glanced at his friends as they looked off to friends and family. 
 
    “Let my friends speak and ask their loved ones for true answers!” Dax demanded. 
 
    Vurrak nodded. “Of course, they may ask anything they wish.” 
 
    Vance looked to his mother and father. “Why?” the mage asked as his voice cracked. 
 
    Lord Talbot eyed his son with a smile. “You know our history, but you never knew why. Our people helped the Void Spawn because they came to us. Our kingdom was the poorest among the empire, but the Spawn helped us. We prospered while the rest of the world fought them.” 
 
    Lady Talbot stood at her husband’s side. “When the war turned, it was the void spawn who told us to switch sides to protect ourselves. They encouraged us to play the part and, in the end, it saved many lives in our kingdom.” 
 
    Vance’s heart ripped in half as he looked to his parents in utter disbelief. 
 
    Symon turned to his father and glanced at Emily behind the elder Shieldbrook before looking back to Norman again. “Does mother know?” 
 
    “Your mother is too pure of heart to understand what is happening here,” Norman Shieldbrook said with a snide edge. 
 
     Symon nodded and looked to Emily, ignoring her parents. “Did you ever love me?” 
 
    Emily’s eyes welled up with tears. “I have always loved you. Even now, my heart beats only for you. Join the Society and we can do and have whatever we want. Our children will grow up in a new world where there will be no more wars. They can laugh and play in the light, but you must join us.” 
 
     Symon looked down as if he could pick up his shattered heart off the floor. 
 
     Zarra turned her blank eyes to Vurrak. “What of my people? Your people feared mine the most. After what you did to us, do you think we will ever accept anything you offered?” 
 
    Vurrak bowed. “What was done in the past was done in fear. Your race is powerful across all the realms. If you join us, we can right the many wrongs. We can bring your race back in greater numbers. Dragons can live anywhere they wish. You would be the bridge of peace, bringing all the races together.” 
 
    Vurrak stood up and looked to Noss and Fern. “Even your races would be equals in the new world.” 
 
    “We are already equals!” Fern spat. 
 
    Vurrak gave a slight nod. “For now, because of a common enemy. How many more years need to pass before it becomes like it was before? Fairy folk and kobolds were the lesser races. The Void Spawn have no desire to ignite another war. With time, your peoples will become lesser again. The Society can ensure your great peoples will never be seen as lesser ever again.” 
 
    Isani’s eyes glowed crimson. “You have no offer for me and Ressa. You speak of dreams and futures, but nowhere is our people in your grand scheme.” 
 
    Vurrak turned his attention to the shadow elf and dranar. “I thought it was obvious. Much like the fairy folk and the kobolds, the shadow elves and dranar will return to their former glory. They can come back and inhabit their lost cities again. The change will have to be gradual, but it can be done. Your two people will no longer have to dwell deep underground.” 
 
    “How? The Decayed Lands are poisoned!” Isani growled. 
 
    Vurrak gave the shadow elf a kind, but shrewd look. “We can drain the corruption. We left it here so we would always have a foothold to this dimension. Once the Society has touched every corner of your world, restoration and a brighter future will begin.” 
 
    Shoulders sank down among the coterie, the words filling their thoughts. 
 
    Vurrak looked to the group of students with a fatherly gaze. “We know this is a lot to take in. I wish we had more time, but your futures depend on what your answer will be.” 
 
    Modius took a step forward, “Don’t throw this chance away! All of you now have a chance to change Ikkudran forever. Join the Society! Be part of that change and you will be the true champions you were always meant to be!” 
 
    Prenmore students nodded except for Lyla and Clive. The pair stared like they were drowning and could not swim to the surface. 
 
    Dax glanced at his friends. They looked at him with pained expressions. The mood was gloomy as their hearts beat in combined sorrow. 
 
    “One more question,” Dax said across all of their minds. 
 
    The mage turned his attention to Vurrak, his brow tight. “If you have been here for ten years, what happened to the real Professor Plume? Tell the truth and we will consider your offer.” 
 
    Skullcut stood with a frozen gaze on the void spawn. 
 
    Vurrak stared at Dax, but remained silent. 
 
    “What happened to my friend?” Skullcut said with a touch of emotion in his voice. 
 
    “Edrin, we shared many moments together as friends and colleagues,” Vurrak began. 
 
    Skullcut’s eyes blazed with power. “What. Happened. To. My. Friend?” 
 
    “Tell us!” Dax growled. 
 
    Vurrak eyed the group. “If you do not accept our proposal, all of you will die, here in this temple and your bodies will never be recovered.” 
 
    “Speak the truth and we will decide!” Dax said with a hard edge. 
 
    “What is one life to a future of peace and prosperity?” 
 
    “It is EVERYTHING!” Dax shouted. “You tell us of these wonderful futures, but you can’t bring yourself to be honest about one man!” 
 
    Vurrak stood straighter and lifted his chin. “If truth you seek, truth you shall have. I slew him, absorbed his memories and knowledge and took his place in the Academy.” 
 
    Vurrak looked at Skullcut. “Edrin, Adam’s memories filled me. The friendship never changed during the last ten years. We can still be friends as we change the world. Do not fall to a baser desire of revenge or misguided justice. Our friendship can rise to new heights.” 
 
    Shadow’s lengthened over Skullcut’s eyes as he stood, power crackling along his spell weapons.  
 
    “I can smell your fear as you told it. You knew how I would react. You knew this cannot be forgiven.” Skullcut seethed with contained fury. 
 
    “Edrin, even with your power, you cannot win this fight,” Vurrak said with haste as he lifted a hand toward the altar. 
 
    Purple light bloomed as an illusion fell away. Everyone but Skullcut looked to the altar, a purple oval portal appearing and beyond it, the shadowy realm of Dark Spire. A desolate land stretched out to a large city and a glowing orb hovering above it. Amid the black sand by the portal, strange machines and a large formation of Void Spawn stood, strange weapons in each of their hands. 
 
    Edrin turned his gaze to Dax. “The decision is yours. I respect you and I will follow you, Champion of Kinarth.” 
 
    Dax felt his friend’s words fill his mind, answers shouting into the mage’s very soul. 
 
    Dax looked to Vurrak and gave him a wicked smile. “We reject your proposal!”  
 
    Vurrak kept his composure as he looked at the group. “How… disappointing, but not unexpected. I’ve watched you grow over the last few years and because of your history, you can be a little stubborn. Our offer still stands, but I fear a lesson must be taught.” 
 
    Modius smiled before mystical words fell from his lips. Hands rose up with arcane designs of energy appearing around them, swirling to his power. 
 
    The coterie closed ranks, ready to fight everyone in the chamber. It was then when they noticed many from the Society didn’t move. Lord Shieldbrook stood, but didn’t move a muscle. The Seastones stayed where they were. The Talbots kept their small smiles as they watched. The Prenmore students circled around their professor, their eyes dripping with confident malice. 
 
    “He’s going to summon something big,” Dax declared. “Pick your opponents and show them what true champions are made from!” 
 
    Modius’s words stopped and a burst of invisible energy filled the temple. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes looked up as the gem circlet on her head began to vibrate. It shuddered and trembled, the gem cracking. 
 
    Dax and Skullcut turned to the cleric, their eyes widening. 
 
    Zarra turned her gaze to Dax, tears filling her eyes. “I’m sorry, my love.” 
 
    The gem shattered and the circlet broke in two, falling to the stone floor.  
 
    Zarra’s body heaved as she dropped her staff and fell onto all fours. Flesh rippled as muscles bulged and lengthened. The white robe covering her ripped and tore as her body began to lengthen and grow larger.  
 
    Dax dropped to his knees, staring at the anguish in Zarra’s face as it began to transform. “Zarra! What is happening!” 
 
    “He’s… taking… control… of my mind!” Zarra screeched as scales burst along her skin and flattened down. 
 
    “How… How can we stop it?” Dax shouted over Zarra's painful cries. 
 
    “You can’t,” Modius bellowed. “Summoning isn’t about just calling creatures to your power. It also means controlling them to do whatever I desire.” 
 
    Luca cut at her forearms, blood dripping down along her green skin. Owyn held his staff at the ready. Vizith held his dagger, his eyes the size of saucers. Lyla and Clive stood silently, watching the spectacle unfold. Chandra smiled evilly as she moved far away and slumped against a wall. 
 
    “She’s strong, but not stronger than my power. Her resistance only delays my control!” Modius laughed. 
 
    Vurrak spoke up. “It’s not too late. Pledge to the Society and we can return her control. If you do not accept our offer, she will burn you all to ash and experience every moment of it before she is slain.” 
 
    Dax’s soul burned as he watched the cleric scream in pain, resisting her transformation. Limbs grew longer as claws burst from fingertips. A golden tail ripped through her robe and slammed down on the floor in tortured anguish. Zarra’s cries turned into roars as wings unfolded from her body. 
 
    Dax took her dragon head into his arms, “Zarra! I can’t hurt you! I love you. I love our children within you. I… can’t do this. I can’t!” 
 
    Zarra’s transformation finished as her horse-sized dragon form stood before Dax, her head lowered in his hands. The coterie was surrounding her, sorrow and pain painting their expressions. 
 
    “Stop… me. Stop… them!” Zarra growled before she rose up on her hind legs and roared. 
 
    Dax fell back, staring up in disbelief that he may have to harm the dragon he loved. 
 
    Skullcut’s lighting sword and flaming axe changed and morphed into a flaming mace and a lightning mace. 
 
    “Dax, break Modius’s control while I keep Zarra busy,” the counselor instructed. 
 
    Dax stared, seeing Zarra fight for control and losing the battle. 
 
    “On my honor, she will live!” Skullcut shouted. 
 
    The Counselor’s shout broke the spell as Dax’s eyes widened. Cards in hand, he scrambled back to his feet, his back to Zarra and glancing from left to right to his friends. 
 
    “Fuck them up!” Dax shouted with a fury in his voice. 
 
    “Fuck Yeah!” Fern shouted as she flashed to her eight-inch form and rose above. 
 
    “Light the Forest!” the berserker fairy shouted before flames sparked around her.  
 
    The fairy’s body was engulfed in flames as her eyes glowed like two miniature suns. A maddening grin formed as she held her mace, staring down on the Prenmore students. 
 
    The Prenmore students took a step back, fear leaking into their resolve. 
 
    “No fear,” Vizith whispered as his ability took effect. 
 
    The fear in the Prenmore students died and was replaced with courage. 
 
    “Good. This will be more fun!” Fern shouted and blazed at the group like a comet! 
 
    Chaos and bedlam erupted as the coterie charged in all directions. Noss shouted trigger words, his cards glowing with green power before hardy skeletons rose up from the ground.  
 
    Symon sheathed his sword before pulling a card and activating it. A lightning sword of his own appeared in his hand as he rushed toward the Prenmore students when an armored gauntlet struck him from the side, sending the Spellsword to the ground. 
 
    “You will be kept in line,” Norman said as he stood over his son with a storming rage in his eyes. 
 
    Vance spun, triggering his spell cards. Fireballs blasted out in every direction, striking high on pillars and walls of the temple. The effect was immediate, smoke filling the temple, adding to the chaos. 
 
    Isani and Ressa lobbed small orbs as they darted toward the Prenmore students. The orbs hit the ground and jets of smoke blasted into the air. The two rogues were hidden as they advanced until a wind blasted the smoke, dispersing it. Lyla stood with wide eyes and her hands out.  
 
    The shadow elf and dranar didn’t slow down until mini portals appeared. Crazed goblins rushed out of the portals, Owyn smiling from behind them. Their numbers doubled and tripled.  
 
    Isani and Ressa glanced at each other, knowing what needed to be done. The pair of rogues charged the line of incoming goblins and in a blink, heads separated from bodies, fountains of blood spraying into the air. The pair of rogues were already airborne, goblin blood painting their legs as they crashed into the fray, short swords slicing through and souls leaving bodies. 
 
    Zarra roared before her claws slashed at Skullcut. The Counselor parried the blow, his arms trembling to her power. With a heave, he spun and dodged another attack before leaping into the air as a golden tail swept under his legs. Zarra roared with madness as she swiped and attacked the Counselor with monstrous fury. 
 
    Miranda was airborne, her body twisting as she aimed with the blunt end of her spear. It struck Zarra along the side of her head, knocking her off balance as the Lancer landed on the dragon’s back and leapt off. 
 
    Luca stared hard at the incoming flaming fairy. The blood along her arms floated up and with a mental command turned into crimson sharp shards. With a thought, a barrage of shards launched up at the incoming fairy.  
 
    Fern’s body spun and twisted like a ballet dancer in a red hurricane. Her confidence glowed as bright as her fire as she was nearly through the barrage. When Fern was within striking distance, a rocky hand stabbed out and the fairy slammed her mace into it. 
 
    The rock elemental’s hand exploded as it thundered closer and swung with its other hand. Fern zipped around like a shooting star, dodging every strike from the slow elemental. With an inhuman roar, she smashed her tiny rune covered mace against the elemental with power. Small shockwaves rocked the area. With a bloodcurdling scream, Fern smashed through its chest and emerged on the other side, the elemental crumbling to a pile of rubble. 
 
    “Shit!” Clive said as Fern turned her blazing eyes to him. 
 
    “It’s going to hurt, a lot,” Fern said with a manic grin before she bolted for the traitor mage. 
 
     Clive hastily pumped mana into his Urth Elemental card and created another one. A thick rocky arm shot up from the floor, but Fern swung her mace, smashing the hand to dust. She grinned as she approached the prone mage and when she lifted her mace to cave his head in, she struck a mana shield. The power feedback surged back into her, sending the fairy high up before she recovered and looked down with dripping fury. 
 
    Dax stepped toward the battle, a card in each hand. 
 
    Name: Lightning Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Chain Attack 
 
    Name: Fire Armor 
 
    Element: Fire 
 
    Degree: 3 
 
    Ability: Protective Armor 
 
    Special Ability: Inflict Damage on contact/ Fire Resistance 
 
      
 
    Arms crossing, Dax activated the Fire Armor card. Flaming armor instantly appeared around the mage. He stared as Vurrak approached him with Professor Plume’s face. 
 
    Cards appeared in Vurrak’s hands. “I’ve studied you for a long time. You and your coterie cannot win this.” 
 
    “I don’t have to win. I just have to beat you,” Dax said with confidence. 
 
    The two eyed each other until their hands whipped forward, cards aimed at each other. Dax was first, his lightning card blasting out. Vurrak sidestepped, a purple shard of energy appearing and darting forward for Dax’s head. 
 
    Dax’s Fire Armor card slipped into a pocket and he flicked his wrist, a new card sliding into his hand. 
 
    Name: Mind Shield 
 
    Element: Mind 
 
    Degree: 4 
 
    Ability: Protects from Mental Attacks and Manipulation 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    Dax hissed the trigger word just as the purple energy shard touched his forehead and shattered. 
 
    Dax stumbled back, the power of the attack stronger than he anticipated. Hands moved, cards sliding into pockets and wrist turning. Two new cards slipped into his hands and he aimed them both at Vurrak. 
 
    Name: Air Bolt  
 
    Element: Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Damage 
 
    Special Ability: Thunder Boom 
 
      
 
    Name: Holy Light  
 
    Element: Light 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Cleansing Holy Light 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
      
 
    “You know I don’t wish to hurt you,” Vurrak smiled. “I just want to incapacitate you so you have some time to think it over as we kill your friends.” 
 
    Dax’s eyes narrowed as he triggered his Air Bolt card. The air vibrated before a large air bolt blasted out. It rippled through the air, causing a sonic boom as Vurrak blasted out with his card. Another purple energy bolt slipped through the incoming sonic booms, Dax spinning away as it missed. 
 
    Vurrak stepped back and tried to brace himself when the bolt grazed him and the sonic boom threw him. Vurrak’s back struck a pillar and he slid to his feet. 
 
    Dax aimed his Holy Light card and activated it. A beam of pure light shot out, striking the man that looked like Professor Plume. Burning steam rose up as Vurrak screamed. His skin blackened as he tried to stay standing. His flesh warped and shifted, tentacles appearing and lashing out onto the floor. His skin turned a deathly white before it burned with black marks. Sideways eyelids blinked as Vurrak stood in his true Void Spawn form. 
 
    “I knew you things didn’t like the light. Thank the gods Zarra taught me a few holy spells I could add to my decks. Let me continue to illuminate you on what it means to fuck with our lives!” Dax roared as he charged the Holy Light card with a 100 mana.   
 
      Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Critical 
 
    Mana: 3475/ 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    “Foolish boy!” Vurrak growled. 
 
    Dax aimed the Holy Light card and smirked as he spoke the trigger. 
 
    Symon took a step back, followed by another. The Spellsword grunted as his father’s attacks left him no opportunity to counter attack. The steel blade struck the lightning sword so fast and hard, Symon could barely defend himself. 
 
    “Magic is for the weak! You are a Shieldbrook and should behave like one!” Norman shouted as he pushed Symon further and further away from his friends. 
 
    Symon parted his lips to shout back when his father’s fist connected with his jaw and sent the younger Shieldbrook stumbling back five feet. 
 
    “Join the Society or I will sacrifice you for the greater glory of our family! Accept it and the pain will go away,” Norman said with hawkish flair. 
 
    Symon readied himself as he stepped back. “I always knew you hated me. I always knew if it came down to a fight, if I didn’t bend my knee, you would kill me. I knew it deep down in my heart,” Symon said and spit out a glob of blood. 
 
    Norman smirked. “Our family’s future hinges on you. It has clawed at my soul since you were born. I resisted the urge to toss your mother in the street and take on a new bride, one that can supply me with many heirs. Your birth ruined her womb just as you have ruined our family.  
 
    “If you do not join the society, I will do what I should have done years ago! I will kill you and your mother and take on several new brides so I can ensure the Shieldbrook legacy carries on into eternity!” 
 
    Symon pulled a card from his belt, aimed and whispered the arcane trigger. Lighting surged and shot forth. Norman stepped away from the blast easily enough until his son was on him. Symon’s eyes were wide with furious rage. A fire sword appeared in his free hand, burning the card that was just there. The fire blade swung down, missing Norman as he took a step back, but the flaming card landed before his feet. 
 
    Norman glanced down as it exploded. 
 
    Flames touched the older Shieldbrook as he stumbled back, smoke rising from his armored body. Through the smoke, Symon appeared, fire and lightning swords flashing in quick succession. Norman parried incoming blows with expert skill, but yet, he stepped back as power rolled off Symon in waves.  
 
    “YOU WILL NEVER LAY A FINGER ON MY MOTHER!” Symon screamed from the deepest parts of his soul. 
 
    Norman blocked the flaming sword, only for the blade to burn brighter. It melted through the Elder Shieldbrook’s sword instantly. Norman stepped back, the fire blade missing him when something stabbed into his side and electricity surged. 
 
    Symon watched with satisfied eyes as Lord Norman Shieldbrook trembled like a puppet hanging from strings. Energy cauterized the wound as he lost control of his body. Symon turned the lightning sword, hearing his father cry out. A terrible sorrow filled him as the rage was washed away from his father’s screams. With regret, he pulled out the lightning sword in one smooth move, let it dissipate and grabbed his father as he fell into his arm. 
 
    Symon gently laid his father to the floor, fire sword still in his left hand. “Death will not teach you, but mercy will.” 
 
    The Spellsword lifted his gaze to Emily and her parents. They looked on, disappointment filling the faces of Lord and Lady Seastone. Emily lowered her gaze before the three of them flashed away and were gone. 
 
    Isani and Ressa fought like rabid animals in a cage. Goblins rushed them and each one was struck down. The pair of rogues didn’t speak as they cut through the small horde. Blood and cuts covered their bodies as the goblins got a few nicks in. 
 
    Skeletons rushed to the edge of the goblin horde. Ancient ghostly swords cut down with depraved indifference, slicing through goblin skulls with blood spurting. Ressa glanced to the side to see Noss calling on more skeletons to fight. 
 
    “Ressa! Take the shot!” Isani said as she sliced hard across three goblin necks.  
 
    Blood sprayed as Ressa pulled her small crossbow from her cloak, aimed and pulled the trigger. The bolt shot forth, closing the small distance and striking Modius in the shoulder. The Summoner grunted, but the arcane symbols floating around his hands did not fade. 
 
    “Kill the rogues!” Modius commanded. 
 
    Luca aimed her hand at the pair in the middle of battle. With a flick of her hand, blood shards darted forth. 
 
    “No!” Isani said as she whipped her body around and hugged the dranar. 
 
    Ressa’s eyes widened as blood shards stabbed into the shadow elf’s back a dozen times. 
 
    “ISANI!” Ressa screeched as she held her friend to her. 
 
    “Keep… fighting,” Isani said her eyes rolled into her head and slumped in Ressa’s arms. 
 
    The dranar rogue’s hand shot to her belt and pulled out a card. She hissed the trigger with tears in her eyes and pressed it to the shadow elf, light surging. 
 
    Goblins inched closer with blades at the ready until an inhuman screech filled the temple. A light flashed and several goblins exploded into falling, putrid flesh. Fern’s body was a spinning drill, penetrating goblins and exiting them in a carnival of carnage. Her flaming body set the remaining pieces of goblin aflame as she circled around her friends. Madness consumed her as she killed goblin after goblin, not giving any of them a chance to flee.     
 
    “I will be lost without you,” Ressa sobbed as she clutched the shadow elf to her. 
 
    “I… said… keep fighting,” Isani hissed. 
 
    Ressa’s eyes widened as she pulled back to see her best friend staring back at her with weak eyes. 
 
    “We will keep fighting,” Ressa grinned as she pulled another card from her belt and pressed it to Isani, healing light filling the shadow elf. 
 
    Skullcut and Miranda moved like acrobats. They dodged and parried Zarra’s strong attacks, but only barely. Miranda hopped around like a grasshopper, trying to keep the dragon busy while Skullcut blocked with his fire and lightning maces before ramming his shoulder into the side of the dragon to knock her off balance. The fight had turned to a standstill as they feared hurting her and not being hurt by her. 
 
    Vance’s cards flared with power, two lightning bolts slamming into a fire elemental and blasting it into fiery shards. He glanced to the side to see Miranda and Skullcut keeping Zarra busy. Turning his attention back to the battle, he witnessed Isani throwing herself over Ressa and blood shards striking her back. 
 
    The mage cried out when two robed figures were instantly in front of him. His parent’s kind smiles diffused his rage as he was momentarily stunned by their sudden appearance. 
 
    “Son, we can teleport from here. The three of us can sit down and discuss this without your friend’s influence,” Lord Talbot said matter of fact. 
 
    “We only want the best for you and our family,” Lady Talbot said with a slight chubby smile. 
 
    “They are my friends. I can’t leave them! I… have to…” the mage trailed off. 
 
    “We are your family. Come home and we can decide what is best. If we stay here, we can be killed in the crossfire. Come with us,” Lord Talbot said with a soothing edge. 
 
    “Talbots together, Talbots forever,” Vance’s mother said with her warm smile. 
 
    Vance’s spirit trembled as his love for his friends and family crashed into each other across his psyche. Pain, love, and anguish reared its ugly head as the young mage took a step back away from his parents. 
 
    “I… can’t leave my friends,” Vance said with a quiver in his tone. 
 
    Lord and Lady Talbot kept their smiles as they nodded.  
 
    “We know, Son,” Lord Talbot said with a warm edge. 
 
    “Come back to us when you’ve thought it over. We have made our decision and we stand by it. The doors to the kingdom are always open to you and always know, we love you,” Lady Talbot smiled. 
 
    The Lord and Lady hugged each other and vanished from sight. 
 
    Vance stood stunned. The mage could not articulate the pain and love he felt. They were wrong in choosing the side of monsters, but his love could not deny them. 
 
    “I’ll show you a better way,” Vance whispered to no one as he turned his attention back to the battle, lifted a card and started firing lightning bolts. 
 
    Dax and Vurrak exchanged spell fire as the chaos bloomed larger. Owyn summoned goblins by the dozens, controlling their mind and pushing them into battle. Vance’s lightning bolts lit up the area as Fern defended Isani and Ressa with bloody rage. Skullcut and Miranda continued to keep Zarra busy, the dragon growling her frustration as she tried to land a blow with claws, wings and her tail. Noss raised skeletons and zombies, sending them into battle to defend the rogues and berserker. 
 
    Symon held his father to him on the floor. Seeing his friends fighting for their lives caused his entire body to tense. Norman looked up to his son with a pointed brow, the rage still there but his body not cooperating.  
 
    “We’ll talk about this after we stop this madness,” Symon hissed to his father as he slowly stood up and laid the older man down on the floor. 
 
    “You’re a fool for believing you and your friends can win!” Norman growled. 
 
    Symon looked down at his father with pity, “You’re a fool for not believing in us, in me.” 
 
    A lightning sword blazed into Symon’s hand as he turned and marched into battle, his father watching him from the floor. 
 
    Dax pulled out another card as his fire armor withered to nothing. He pumped a 100 mana into the card in hand and activated it. 
 
    Name: Mana Shield  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Create a Shield Aura  
 
    Special Ability: Partial Reflect 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3375/ 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    A faint shield aura appeared around Dax’s body as a black energy bolt struck it and ricocheted, the dark energy striking a pillar and creating a large crack. 
 
    Vurrak lifted his hand with a card. Sliding it back into his open robe, he pulled out another card and glared at the young mage. 
 
    “Your spells have shown improvement. You will indeed be a great ally, once you understand your place,” Vurrak smirked before dark energy surged from his card and turned into a black blade. “It’s a shame, mages can be poor fighters.” 
 
    Dax smiled as he slipped a card away and pulled out another one. “For all the time you were watching us, you never saw past the surface of what we could do. You turned a blind eye with your arrogance and never truly understood what can be done with your wits and your friends.” 
 
    Name: Holy Blade  
 
    Element: Light 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Create a Holy Weapon  
 
    Special Ability: Extra Damage verses Decay and Dark Spheres of Magic. 
 
    Vurrak’s gaze moved to the sword and back to Dax. 
 
    Dax smirked, “Zarra taught me how to use Holy magic to make the card, but my friend Symon taught me how to use it!” 
 
    The mage charged forward. Vurrak stood his ground until Dax was on top of him, their blades clashing. Energy arced as the light and dark spheres of magic vibrated against each other. Instantly, the two became flashes of light and darkness. Blades slammed into each other’s parries. Legs and tentacles moved, pivoting and re-engaging. 
 
    Keep him on the defensive!   
 
    Dax’s left wrist turned, a card slipping into his hand as he fought. He channeled 100 mana into it and whispered the trigger words. 
 
    Name: Body Might  
 
    Element: Body 
 
    Degree: 2 
 
    Ability: Enhance a body’s natural strength, speed, and toughness. 
 
    Special Ability: None 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3275/ 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    Dax’s body surged as he moved like a typhoon. The mage had become a force of nature, his holy blade slicing in rapid succession as Vurrak moved back, trying to keep some distance between them. Dax felt the body spell already beginning to wane, but he pushed himself harder and faster. 
 
    The Void Spawn lifted his dark blade to parry. Dax’s holy sword came down, again and again. On the third strike, the black sword shattered. Vurrak was thrown to the floor and looked up in disbelief.  
 
    Dax heaved as he held up his sword, his eyes like daggers on the Void Spawn. “Call this off, NOW!” 
 
    “You don’t have the gall…” Vurrak managed before Dax’s sword cleaved the Void Spawn’s head in half. 
 
    The battle stopped, all eyes turning to Dax as he stood and Vurrak fell, black blood spurting up from his split head. Tentacles trembled and the void spawn’s body fell into a heap. 
 
    “It’s… over,” Dax heaved. 
 
    Vile laughter rang out. All heads, including Dax, turned toward the portal. Darkness shimmered as Vurrak appeared, unharmed. 
 
    Dax’s eyes shifted to Vizith. The Mind Dancer gave a sad smile as he backed away from the battle. 
 
    Vurrak clapped his dead white hands. “Bravo, you have what it takes to be a true champion! Unfortunately, killing my image only proves you are an ill fit for the Society. It is truly a shame that we could not come to some agreement. We had such high hopes, at least for you.  
 
    “This little exercise has come to an end. I have learned everything I needed to know.” 
 
    Vurrak turned his attention to Modius, the Prenmore Professor a little distance away. “Stop holding back and kill them all. There are many others we can lure to our cause.” 
 
    The Void Spawn centered his gaze on Dax. “After all, a hero’s journey always ends in death. Let’s not break the rule this time," he said with an evil sneer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
       Modius grinned as the arcane symbols floating around him shifted to a red hue. Eyes blazed as the Prenmore Professor seethed with power. Pulses of energy filled the temple and rumbled to the High Summoner’s magical strength. 
 
    Skullcut’s gaze filled with determination as he turned his attention to Dax, some distance away. 
 
    “All of you, don’t hold back!” the Counselor shouted.   
 
    Dax turned his attention to Modius who was about sixty feet away and surrounded by his students and a horde of goblins. Owyn continued to summon more goblins as Luca readied a new set of blood shards. Lyla and Clive stood on either side of Modius, their expressions filled with wide eyes.  
 
    Dax glanced at his friends, Isani and Ressa on the ground as skeletons stood around them at the ready. Fern was hovering, her body on fire and mace in hand. Symon stalked forward, making his way to his friend’s side, his gaze hard on the goblins. Noss was a distance behind, cards in his scaly hands and Vance moving to the Necromancer’s side. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes were tight and closed as she tried to resist the summoner’s control. Skullcut and Miranda stood at the ready, weapons in hand. 
 
    Vurrak stood by the portal as his black eyes drank in the moment and a sinister smile formed. 
 
    “So ends the Heroes of Kinarth,” Vurrak said with billowing confidence. 
 
    Lyla’s eyes shined as dread pooled in her heart. Clive glanced over to Lyla, his heart breaking in half as he saw her gaze only for Dax.   
 
    Modius’s gaze connected with Dax’s narrow eyes. “It could have been grand,” the professor scoffed and his eyes flashed with power. 
 
    Zarra’s eyes shot open, a thousand-yard stare filling her golden hued dragon eyes. She craned her snout toward Dax, her maw opening and shards of fire dripping from the edges. Light appeared in the back of her throat as her face contorted into a monstrous glare. 
 
    Dax turned to the dragon he loved, his hand slipping into his robe and pulling out a card. 
 
    “Zarra, I love you,” the mage said with heartfelt sorrow. 
 
    “No!” Skullcut leapt up, fire and lightning maces in hand. 
 
    Zarra’s body moved like a puppet, a clawed hand grabbing Skullcut by the waist and slamming him down on the stone temple floor cracking it. Miranda leapt up, spinning spear in hand before one of Zarra’s wings knocked her from the air and sent the Lancer crashing to the floor and rolling to a stop.  
 
    Zarra’s throat bulged slightly as she gazed down on Dax, the light growing bigger in her mouth. 
 
    I don’t know if I can survive this, but I can’t bring myself to hurt her. 
 
    Fern shot up into the air, tears turning to steam on her cheeks. “Zarra,” she whispered. 
 
    Dax stood his ground as Zarra reared back her head and blasted out a thick beam of pure fire. It streaked through the temple air as Dax stood, his head held high. The mage channeled 500 mana into the card in his hand before thick flames washed over his entire body. 
 
    “DAX!” every one of his friends shouted as they watched the mage disappear in a flood of flames.  
 
    The very air crackled as Zarra unleashed pure dragon fire. The heat pushed everyone back a few steps, overwhelming them as they tried to keep their gazes on the spot Dax was last standing. 
 
    Tears formed along Zarra’s eyes as she let out all the air in her lungs. The beam of fire slowly died and her head lowered, unable to break the control and a feeling of loss overcoming her. 
 
    The flames died around partially melted rock. In the center, an aura glowed. Dax was on one knee, a card in his hand. The aura faltered and cracked. Magic shards broke away as Dax tried to keep his smile and look at Zarra. 
 
    Name: Mana Shield  
 
    Element: Life 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Create a Shield Aura  
 
    Special Ability: Partial Reflect 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Death’s Door 
 
    Mana: 2875/ 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    Dax’s skin was peeling and a throbbing pink. The mage tried to stay on his knee but his body trembled in weakness. He fell forward, gasping for air as his lungs burned. Capillaries had burst and bleeding sores appeared as he fought to stay awake. 
 
    The mage’s thoughts turned to the card still in his hand. A 5th degree spell can allow a caster to channel mana to that degree by the hundreds. Using 500 mana caused the spell to reach the maximum height of power for the mage using it. Dax knew this, he always knew this. 
 
    Dax’s arms shook before he fell onto his stomach, everything falling out of focus. The Mana Shield protected him from the brunt of the blast, but could only partially protect him from the heat. Despite holding his breath, his entire body was washed in waves of heat no one could survive. 
 
    Death hovered close as Dax fought to stay awake, his eyelids opening and closing slowly. 
 
    “So much for the great Dax Sage,” Modius chuckled until his eyes widened. 
 
    The Professor looked over to Lyla, the student standing close to him with tears streaking her cheeks and dripping off her chin. Her dagger was buried to the hilt in Modius’s gut. 
 
    Lyla’s eyes hardened as she twisted the dagger, blood flowing freely and soaking into the Summoner’s robe. 
 
    Modius let go of Zarra’s control, his hands grabbing at Lyla’s wrist and trying to force her hand and the dagger away as life leaked out of his body. 
 
    Skullcut looked up to Zarra, awareness returning to her eyes. The dragon let go of him and leapt to Dax, her dragon eyes wide in shock. 
 
    “You… should have been killed on your… first day at Prenmore!” Modius said as he reared back his arm and backhanded the young woman. 
 
    Lyla fell onto her back when a shadow was on her. Another dagger shined as Chandra’s burnt face glared down in unbridled hatred. She stabbed at Lyla’s stomach in quick flashes, the dagger getting more and more bloody with each stab. 
 
    “You ungrateful bitch! How could you betray us! How could you betray us for him!” the elf assassin raged as he continued to stab Lyla. 
 
    A thick stone rose up from the floor and shot across. Chandra lifted her dagger as the thick stone struck the side of her head and sent her sprawling to the floor. The elf groaned as she lifted up her upper body, a shadow over her head. 
 
    Clive stared with cold eyes as his finger pointed down. The hovering stone slammed down on Chandra’s head. Blood burst, but the stone moved up and down in rapid strikes. The sound of a caving in, crushed skull filled the area, Chandra’s body trembling until it moved no more. Thin rivers of blood spread out from the stone where the elf’s head was. 
 
    Modius pulled the dagger from his side and stabbed Clive in the chest. “You fucking ingrate!” 
 
    Clive coughed up blood as he smiled. Despite the pain, he pumped mana into an Urth card. The pillar by them shuddered and when Modius’s eyes widened, seeing what was going to happen, Clive’s large arms clamped onto the professor, held him close and turned his gaze to Dax on the floor. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear me, but thank you for being my friend,” Clive whispered before the stone pillar cracked and came down. 
 
    “NO!” Modius said as he tried to break away. 
 
    The pillar came down, crushing Modius and Clive with large rubble, their bodies smashed to paste. The crumbling stonework blew up dust and much of it rolled to a stop about a foot from Lyla’s struggling form. 
 
    “I… can’t believe it,” Luca said as she stared. 
 
    The Blood Weaver’s face snarled into a rage as she turned around, ready to kill everyone when two crossbow bolts stabbed into her chest. The orc looked down, her blood leaking from her body as her legs trembled. 
 
    Isani and Ressa reloaded with perfect calm. The bolts slid into place and they raised their arms again. Fingers fell on triggers and the crossbows twanged. Two more bolts struck the stunned orc and she whimpered. Luca tried to control her blood, trying to have it flow back into her body, but it didn’t obey her commands. Her green skin turned pale as she slumped to her knees and stayed there, blood pooling on the temple floor. 
 
    Owyn’s hands shivered before he summoned more goblins. The summoner commanded his goblins to attack. 
 
    Skeletons resumed their attacks, each side carving each other up in chaotic carnage. Goblin blood spilt as skeletons were hacked to pieces. The two sides mashed into each other, trying to gain an edge. Symon rushed into the battle, joining the skeletons and killing goblins with every strike of his lightning sword. 
 
    Fern flew up into the air, her body blazing bright and her glare on the Summoner.  
 
    Owyn’s body trembled as he looked over to Vizith who had a necklace up and a purple aura glowing. 
 
    “Vizith! Help me!” Owyn shouted. 
 
    The Kitun smiled and shrugged. “It’s been fun, but I’m not fighting a losing battle. Hope you make it!” 
 
    The Mind Dancer waved goodbye before a purple aura engulfed him and he was gone. 
 
    Fern roared as she dived down for the Prenmore summoner. Owyn yelped as he took complete control of a larger goblin. The goblin was directly in Fern’s path when it jumped and sliced upwards. 
 
    Fern’s focus was purely focused on the summoner, she didn’t see the blade until it was too late. The goblin’s sword swung upwards, cutting a transparent wing and sending the berserker fairy spiraling until she hit the floor. 
 
    Goblins pounced on the small fairy, swords and clubs rising as they were coming down. Owyn smirked until light flashed. Fear colored his heart as he watched Fern in her five-foot tall frame, her mace smashing into heads as her fiery aura burned them. 
 
    Fern’s eyes were wide with insane glee, the fairy’s body becoming a force of nature. Owyn tried to throw every goblin he could at her, but she spun, struck, and screamed like a demon in the night.  
 
    Symon and the remaining skeletons eased their attacks as the horde of goblins turned and tried to mob the berserker. Fern grew silent, her mace doing all the talking as it was greeted with blood and gray matter. She bashed her way through, burning dying bodies as she cleared her own path. 
 
    Owyn was rooted to the spot, frozen in fear. “Please, let me go! You’ll never see me again! Just let me go!” 
 
    Fern struck a goblin so hard, its head exploded, sending bloody gore splashing against the summoner.  
 
    “I am going to let you go… from this mortal plane,” Fern grinned evilly as she was covered in steaming, burning goblin blood. 
 
    Owyn fumbled to take hold of the teleport necklace around his neck as she walked up to him, raised her mace and brought it down on his face. Blood spurted as his body began to fall. Fern licked her lips as she stood over him, smashing his face and upper body to pulp with each strike of her mace. 
 
    The goblins flashed away, the control and summoning gone. 
 
    Noss realigned his skeletons to create a wall between Vurrak and the kobold’s friends. 
 
    Dax barely opened his eyes as Zarra was over him. She gave him a sad smile, her spindly hand on him, glowing with healing light. His peeled skin began to reform as his breathing became easier. The Mage’s eyes opened wider, his body slowly returning to normal. 
 
    “I couldn’t… stop myself,” Zarra said with tears flowing down the sides of her scaled snout. 
 
    Dax lifted a hand and touched her wet scales. “I know. I’m just happy you’re okay now.” 
 
    The glowing light died between them. Zarra took hold of Dax and helped him to his feet. 
 
    “Dax!” Vance shouted as he, Symon, Isani, and Ressa were around Lyla on the floor. 
 
    Skullcut stood up, Miranda and Noss close to him as they looked on. 
 
    Dax and Zarra rushed over, the mage falling to his knees beside the bleeding mage. 
 
    Lyla looked up to Dax, blood seeping out of her wounds and the corners of her mouth. She coughed, more blood spilling out of her mouth. She wheezed as she gave the mage a small, happy smile. 
 
    “Zarra, heal her,” Dax said with urgency. 
 
    “No… no, don’t heal me,” Lyla said with a weak tone as her hand slipped into her bloody robe and pulled out a card. 
 
    Lyla held it up, pressing it to Dax’s chest as she coughed. “It’s for your mother. We made a breakthrough. This card should cure her of her malady,” Lyla said with a wet hiss. 
 
    Lyla slowly blinked, “I’m sorry, for everything. Now, I can pass on with a clear conscience.” 
 
    Zarra smiled as her hand reached down and touched the bleeding mage. “Death will not come for you today. You are one of us. You are part of the clan.” 
 
    Lyla shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t give up! We can still live our lives together!” Dax said with a desperate smile. 
 
    “No. Goodbye, my love,” Lyla said as some strength returned to her. 
 
    The mage grabbed at a necklace around her neck and before Zarra could heal her fully, Lyla said the trigger word, purple light engulfing her. 
 
    Everyone around Dax watched with him as Lyla disappeared. Zarra’s eyes saddened as she knew she had barely begun to heal Lyla’s injuries and didn’t expect her to survive. 
 
    Fern stepped over, her entire body covered in gore and flames. Symon touched Dax’s shoulder and the mage nodded. Everyone stood up and turned toward the portal, Vurrak standing by it with his arms at his sides and tentacles writhing under him. 
 
    Skullcut, Miranda, and Noss stepped closer to the middle of the underground temple. Dax, Fern, Symon, Isani, Ressa, Vance, and Zarra moved closer, joining the rest. The group turned their attention to the glowing giant portal as Vurrak gave them all a measured gaze. 
 
    The Void Spawn blinked before a smile crept into his cheeks. “This battle does not change what is to come. Ikkudran will fully become part of the growing Void Spawn Empire. Your world belongs to us.” 
 
    Dax took a step forward, separating from the group and standing with his chest out and head held high.  
 
    “As long as there are Champions, Ikkudran will always be defended. Run back to your world and never return,” Dax said with authority. 
 
    Vurrak’s smile grew wider as laughter spilled. Soon, the laughter grew to a maddening howl as he stared at the group of motley students. 
 
    “You think this is the end? I have a battalion of soldiers ready storm in and wipe you all out! This is not the end of the Society, but the beginning of the end for all the academies and your world!” Vurrak cackled with glee. 
 
    Skullcut lifted his chin and spoke, “After so many years of war and fighting your kind, we have grown quite good at exterminating invaders. I myself have experience with destroying portals.” 
 
    Skullcut turned his attention to Dax, “With enough power, portals can be destroyed. What do you think, Dax? For extra credit, would you like to destroy a portal?” 
 
    Dax looked over to Counselor Skullcut and smiled. His hand reached into his robe and pulled out a special card from a secret pocket. 
 
    “Is it extra credit for the whole coterie?” Noss asked. 
 
    Skullcut nodded with a simple smile. “Why yes, it is. It’s a group project and I’m sure all of you can bring something to help end this Trial.” 
 
    “I’m ready to earn some extra credits,” Fern said as a fiery aura surrounded her body. “Are we all in?” 
 
    Every member of the Heroes of Kinarth nodded in agreement. 
 
    Dax stared at the Void Spawn as a memory filled the back of his mind. He remembered lying in bed with Keeva, the two of them resting and touching each other. Loving caresses passed between them, lost in the moment as a loving haze engulfed them. 
 
    “Dax,” Keeva whispered. “When two spheres are the same degree, a mage may combine their power together for greater spell effects. It might be something to explore with your cards.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Is this something you can teach me?” 
 
    Keeva snuggled closer, her face buried in his neck. “I just did. Don’t let the rules stifle your imagination. With time, you will be a High Mage, but you are already a champion to me.” 
 
    Dax looked down at the card in his hand, the memories washing away. Duty and honor swelled as he lifted a card before him. 
 
    Name: Blue Dragon  
 
    Element: Life & Air 
 
    Degree: 5 
 
    Ability: Create a Phantom Dragon with Elemental Power 
 
    Special Ability: Tough, Powerful, Intelligent. 
 
      
 
    “Time to end it,” Dax smirked. 
 
    “Enough!” Vurrak growled. “Wipe the area of all organic matter!” 
 
    The portal rippled as Void Spawn soldiers rushed in, tentacles propelling their bodies. They wore strange armor on their upper bodies and in their hands were long cylinders connected to what appeared to be wood stocks. Two dozen of them charged out and made a formation, the first twelve lowering their bodies while the other twelve stayed at the same height, all of them pointing their strange weapons at the row of skeletons and the group beyond them. 
 
    “Guns and rifles from the Eddor Realm! Courtesy of their defeat and now under our power!” Vurrak cackled. “Open fire!” 
 
    Dax whispered the trigger world as bedlam exploded. Mist shot up and slammed down as lightning, fire, and ice shards filled the air.  
 
    The Void Spawn pulled on triggers, chambers turning into place before hammers fell on spell shells. Elemental bolts shot out, striking skeletons and blasting them to pieces. The temple lit up with spell fire as the line of skeletons were wiped out in the first volley. 
 
    The coterie scattered, running to pillars and diving down as elemental bolts cracked and pockmarked the ancient pillars. Noss was behind, running as fast as his small legs could carry when Miranda was at his side. The Lancer scooped him into her arm and she launched through the air, landing with her fellow coterie members behind the pillar. 
 
    The mist pulled together and formed into a blue dragon. Scales shined in the heat of battle as it flapped its mighty wings and was airborne. The dragon opened his maw, electricity spiraling in its throat as it aimed at the portal. 
 
    Skullcut looked up to Zarra and smiled. “If you wish, I can defend you while you show them your power?” 
 
    “I would be delighted, Counselor Skullcut,” Zarra said with a serpent smile. 
 
    “Please, call me Edrin,” the Counselor grinned before rushing out into the hail of spell fire. 
 
    Rifles clicked empty and with disciplined moves, the two rows of Void Spawn began to reload.  
 
    “I’m not giving them the chance!” Dax shouted as he channeled 500 mana into the Blue Dragon card, followed by another 500. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 1875/ 3800 
 
    Mana Shards: 18   
 
    Two streams of mists slammed down before the first blue dragon unleashed a torrent of lightning. Edrin stood before Zarra as the cleric opened her maw and blasted out a stream of flames. 
 
    Lightning and flames cut through the air and before they reached the portal, they slammed into an invisible barrier. 
 
    Vurrak stared with knowing eyes, his hand up with a card in it. “Let me show you true power.” 
 
    The two blue dragons formed and stood with the first one. Lightning gathered in their throats as they readied to unleash another volley. Skullcut stood at the ready as Zarra’s mouth dripped flames. The four dragons unleashed pure beams of power, striking the barrier and cracking it. 
 
    “Hit them again!” Dax shouted over the rumbling power. 
 
    The portal rippled as more Void Spawn marched out. In the center of the portal, a skull the size of a small home emerged. Its appearance matched that of a Void Spawn skull except this was far too large. Thick rods graced its sides as mechanical, insect-like legs moved with clockwork precision. The eye sockets were covered in dark glass as the mechanical abomination stalked forward, the engraved teeth and chin bashing the altar before it and shattering it to dust. 
 
    Dragons unleashed another volley of lightning and fire while the rods along the strange metal monstrosity crackled with power and blasted out with two beams of energy.  
 
    The streams passed each other, but when each side struck as explosions rippled along the temple. 
 
    Dax watched as his heart clenched in his chest. The beam from the skull machine blasted a hole through one of the blue dragons, its entire form crying out as it faded to nothing. Dragon lightning and fire struck the line of void spawn, disintegrating many of them to ash as their rifles went off.  
 
    Skullcut leapt up, his weapons turning into an energy shield before a beam struck it. The shield flared before it shattered. The Counselor grunted as the beam cut through his scarred arm, severing and engulfing it. Skullcut landed on the hard stone floor, his right arm gone and the stump cauterized. He stumbled to the side and fell to one knee, smoke rising up from his stump. 
 
    Zarra blasted out fire until a beam struck her shoulder. The stream of fire stopped as Zarra’s large body was thrown back and she crashed onto the floor. Scales and chunks of flesh hit the floor as the cleric looked to her shoulder and bent wing. The gory hole pulsed as pain surged. 
 
    The beams swept to the side, striking a pillar and cutting it in half. 
 
    Symon turned around with his arms out. He and Dax pushed everyone away as the pillar came down with a crash of debris.  
 
    The beams stopped and the metal monster stepped in further, its mechanical legs clicking like a deranged insect. More Void Spawn rushed in, weapons firing with extreme prejudice. 
 
    Dax, Fern, Isani, and Ressa rushed across the storm of spell bolts as Dax’s Blue Dragon returned fire. The four of them dove to Zarra’s side as her body melted into itself and she was in her humanoid form, a gaping wound in her shoulder. 
 
    “Pull her away!” Dax shouted as they all grabbed her and pulled her behind another pillar as spell rounds struck it.  
 
    The small group hunkered down as Ressa pulled out a healing card and pressed it to the cleric. 
 
    “We’re going to be murdered here!” Fern shouted over the sound of magical explosions.  
 
    Symon, Vance, Noss, and Miranda hunkered down behind the rubble of the fallen pillar. They listened and watched, waiting for the moment the spawn needed to reload so they could join their friends. When the void spawns’ rifles clicked empty, the four charged toward their friends. 
 
    The skull machine pointed its own cannons at a Blue Dragon, both beams streaming out in a pulse. The blue dragon let out a bolt of lightning, striking the metal skull before both beams shattered the dragon to nothing. The dragon’s lightning caused the skull monstrosity to stumble, but it stayed upright. 
 
    Symon put his body between the enemy and his fleeing friends. He glanced to see Vance and Miranda taking each other’s hand as they ran together. Noss huffed as he tried to keep up. A lightning sword filled Symon’s hand as he was ready to defend them with his life. 
 
    Several Void Spawn reloaded, lifted their rifles and aimed at the running group. White fingers fell on triggers and they squeezed them. A volley of lightning bolts blasted out. 
 
    Symon felt death whisper in his ear before a shadow lurched into view. The Spellsword turned his gaze to meet death when his heart froze. Norman stumbled toward his son, his body in direct line of the incoming lightning bolts. The elder Shieldbrook lifted his arms toward his son when several lightning bolts slammed into his back and sent him flying into Symon’s arms. 
 
    Symon looked into his father’s eyes as the light went out. Norman Shieldbrook slumped in his son’s arms, his body limp. 
 
    Symon’s heart pounded as he dragged his father with him. Spells bolts filled the air, one striking him in the shoulder and causing him to stumble forward. The Spellsword ignored the throbbing pain, holding his father to him and trying to make it to safety. 
 
    Dax rushed to his friends’ side, mana shield up. The mage helped his friend, tears in the Spellsword’s eyes as bolts bounced off the shield. When they were behind the pillar, Symon sank down and held his father’s corpse to him, the blood seeping into his clothes at his shoulder. 
 
    Counselor Skullcut was on his knees. Power welled along his scarred body as mana leaked from the right stump. The Spellsword growled into a scream as energy flowed out. Living light stretched out as spell fire filled the air. The Counselor looked to the energy, the stream forming a new arm of light. 
 
    With a growl from the deepest parts of his soul, thick fire swords appeared in his hands. They grew longer and thicker, heat billowing from them. The ten-foot swords dripped magma as the Counselor stood up, his hard gaze on the skull monstrosity. 
 
    The Spellsword was silent as mana pulsed along his body. His legs bent at the knees before Skullcut made an impossible leap. The Counselor soared through the air as the last blue dragon was blasted to nothing. Rifles lifted and aimed, spawn eyes seeing the lone man crossing the distance with a glowing arm and two impossibly large swords. 
 
    “The Butcher is HOME!” Edrin shouted as he landed on the skull abomination and sliced hard with his swords. 
 
    The magma swords cut through the thick metal like a knife through butter. Screams rose up from inside as two bodies were sliced and flames engulfed the rest. The metal machine shuddered as the swords sliced through magical items and clockwork mechanisms. 
 
    Void Spawn turned their rifles on the lone man and fired. Skullcut leapt like an acrobat, bolts missing him by inches. He landed in the midst of the spawn, his giant swords slicing outwards. Spawn blinked before their bodies split across their waists. A large group of them fell before Edrin turned and faced the remaining spawn and Vurrak. 
 
    “You were always too stubborn to be reasoned with!” Vurrak shouted before darting to the side and jumping into the portal. 
 
    The remaining spawn trembled as Edrin walked up to them, raised his blades and brought them down so hard, the entire temple shook. 
 
    Most of the coterie was up and peering around the thick pillar. They watched as Edrin stood with his giant magma swords and a glowing arm. The older man heaved before giving the group a warm smile. 
 
    Another skull monstrosity scuttled out of the portal, aiming its cannons at the Counselor. Edrin spun around, slicing sideways and then bringing the magma blades down on the metal skull. There was a moment of screams before the entire thing shuddered and fell into many pieces. 
 
    Dax rushed out into the middle of the temple, his eyes wide and gaze on Skullcut. “We can run! We get make it out of here!” Dax said with a pleading edge. 
 
    Edrin’s scarred face was calm as a summer pond. He looked to Dax and the coterie with a loving gaze, a happy glow in his eyes. 
 
    “Dax, it’s too late for me. Using this much mana will end my already long life.” 
 
    Edrin took one of his swords and stabbed it into the stone floor. With ease, he reached into his satchel and pulled out a thick, leather-bound book. Lifting it up, he threw it across the damaged temple. 
 
    Dax’s hands were up, catching the book and holding it to him.  
 
    The two men stared at each from the distance, their hearts speaking a truth they could not deny. It spoke of honor and loyalty. 
 
    “I was always proud of you,” Edrin Skullcut shouted. “I was always proud of all of you!” 
 
    “Edrin…” Dax said as he fought back tears. 
 
    “Take the book to Luthis! It will have your final grade,” Edrin shouted before turning to the glowing portal and pulling the magma blade from the stone floor. “I have to seal this from the other side. It has been an honor and a pleasure to be your Counselor and friend!” 
 
    The scarred Spellsword didn’t look back as he leapt into the portal and disappeared from sight. 
 
    “EDRIN!” Dax shouted before Vance grabbed his friend by the arm and pulled. 
 
    “The whole temple is going to come down,” Vance shouted as energies rippled from the portal. 
 
    Cracks raced up walls as the portal continued to pulse. Zarra was up and healed, taking Norman’s corpse over her shoulder with one hand and helping Symon up with the other. The group broke into a run, racing for the entrance they came in. Dax fought through the tears, turning and looking to the glowing portal as it shuddered and blinked out. Pillars cracked and fell. Debris and dust filled the air. 
 
    The group of friends raced to the main entrance, pushing on as the shadow elf temple came crashing down, a plume of cloud dust following and covering them. 
 
    Fern and Dax found each other in the dusty gloom, grabbing onto each other as tears streaked their faces and they made their way to the light in the distance. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Keep sending in soldiers before he comes through!” Vurrak commanded a Void Spawn Lieutenant when a strange sound filled the air. 
 
    Vurrak turned his black gaze to the portal. The Portal Stone sparked as one of Edrin’s magma swords was impaled in it. Behind him, the portal shuddered and collapsed. 
 
    Edrin looked around, seeing a hundred more Void Spawn, four more metal skull machines and Vurrak. The sky was black and filled with stars, but strange hovering lights illuminated the black sand and every weapon was turned in his direction. 
 
    Vurrak was stunned as he saw the lone man. 
 
    Edrin leered before he bent his legs and made an impossible leap forward. 
 
    “Kill him!” Vurrak shouted. 
 
    Edrin landed in the middle of the spawn soldiers, his magma swords flashing. Bodies were severed, as were weapons. Skull machines rushed into the chaos, their metal forms split open before they could fire their cannons. 
 
    Edrin became a flaming hurricane. He sliced and slashed through the enemy ranks like they were wheat before the harvest. He gave a full belly laugh as he cut them down with confident power. 
 
    Vurrak’s tentacles trembled as he slowly backed up. He watched in disbelief as the entire force was cut to ribbons right before his eyes. When the last soldier’s body slid in half and the last skull tank smoked in pieces, Edrin stepped toward the trembling Void Spawn, his body covered in black blood and gore. 
 
    “Edrin! We were friends! You, me, and Keeva, spent many times drinking and reminiscing about the old days! I’m still Adam Plume, just in a different form!” Vurrak pleaded. 
 
    Edrin’s smile faded as he approached. “You killed my friend and took his memories and his form. You stole everything that made him great. Even if we had moments of friendship during the last ten years, it was all a lie.” 
 
    Edrin stomped his boot on a tentacle, not allowing Vurrak to retreat any further. 
 
    “You’re using the last of your mana! I can help you recover! I can make sure you live to fight another day!”  
 
    Edrin shook his head as he held up his massive swords. “My end has come. I need to balance the universe before I depart. Goodbye you vile piece of spawn shit!” 
 
    Vurrak crossed his arms as both magma blades came down. 
 
    Edrin stared as Vurrak was cut in three pieces, each one sinking to the black sand and foul ichor leaking onto it. 
 
    The scarred spellsword pulled the blades up and stabbed both of them down into the sand, the magma hardening and crystalizing the sand around the blades. 
 
    Edrin fell to his knees, his glowing right arm fading away on the breeze. 
 
    “I miss you, my friends. I’m coming home so have plenty of drink and food ready,” Edrin said before the light in his eyes faded away. 
 
    Counselor Edrin Skullcut stayed on his knees, his body becoming rigid as his soul soared beyond worlds to the waiting smiles and laughter of those he loved and cherished.       
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
     The coterie moved like dirt covered zombies as they reached for their gear where they left it. Hollow, sunken eyes stared at nothing as they hefted up packs onto their backs. The area was devoid of phantoms, the spectral ghosts returning to their hidden places. The rain had stopped, the sun barely peeking through the clouds outside and shafts of light illuminated the inside of the fortress city through large round holes in the ceiling. 
 
    Symon hefted his pack onto his back before turning to Zarra. The cleric held Symon’s father's corpse in her arms. The Spellsword stepped closer, lifted his arms and took his father into his arms, cradling the man to his chest. 
 
    “I can carry him,” Zarra said with an understanding tone. 
 
    “No,” Symon shook his head. “I must do it.” 
 
    The rest of the group was silent, unsure what to say or feel. As one, they moved through the Citadel to another entrance. Dax led the way, his senses frayed and his body tired. The group passed through the entrance and onto a stone bridge that looked like it could hold them. In single file they walked, crossing the bridge and back onto corrupted land. 
 
    After a long moment, they reached the edge of the corrupted forest. Symon cleared his throat as he put his father’s corpse down. Standing up and with his hand out, a lightning axe appeared in his hand. The Spellsword moved to low, thick branches and began chopping at them. 
 
    Dax saw what his friend was doing and he moved to his side to help. Once a straight branch was cut, Dax took it and pulled it away as Symon chopped at another. Zarra moved to the corpse, her hand gliding over his open eyes and closing them. The cleric took off her pack and rummaged through it. When she pulled out her tent flap, she used it to wrap the body. 
 
    Soon everyone joined in to help. They helped set up the carrying stretcher. All of them helped to tie wood together with vines. When it was finished, Zarra brought over the wrapped corpse and placed it on the stretcher. Symon looked down at his covered father before turning his back and lifting up one end. Dax moved to the rear end, lifting it up. The two friends started to march, the rest of the group around them as they made their way to the simple path they followed to reach here. 
 
    “It will be a long trip back,” Vance said simply. 
 
    Heads nodded, but no one said anything. Two hours ticked on as they trudged through the foul forest, the sun slowly setting. The coterie began to slow and soon they stopped. Everyone stayed close together as they tried to motivate themselves to build a camp. 
 
    Low growls surrounded the area as many eyes opened along the shadowy forest. Zarra turned to face the threat, as did Noss, Isani, and Ressa. Dax and Symon stood by each other’s side. Vance and Miranda readied themselves. Fern stood with mace in hand, one of her wings gone. She looked on with indifferent eyes. 
 
    The dread wolves slowly closed in. Their many eyes didn’t blink as they bared their teeth. Tentacles waved as the four-legged beasts moved closer. Their numbers had swelled to three dozen, closing off all escape. 
 
    “Great, all of that to end our trial as meat for these monsters,” Vance said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    “We fought sea monsters. This should be easy,” Noss said with a faint smile. 
 
    Dax pulled out a card. “Let’s end this quickly so we can get some rest.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    The dread wolves stalked closer, ready to attack en masse. Saliva dripped from jagged fangs. Muscles under fur rippled as they moved closer, smelling the coterie’s living flesh. 
 
    One growled and leapt. Its growl turned into a whimper as an arrow made of light pierced its flesh and right into the monster’s heart. 
 
    Everyone turned their attention skyward as several dragons flew overhead, Luthis leading the charge. The High Dean pulled back on his rune covered bow, light arrows firing out like a rapid-fire crossbow. A storm of arrows sank into the dread wolves, the monsters barely getting a chance to make a sound before they died. 
 
    Bodies relaxed as the first wave of dread wolves were killed in seconds. The rest turned and bolted back into the forest, their misshapen bodies vanishing into the night. 
 
    The dragons flew down and landed on the path. Luthis brought his leg over and slid down to the ground. He marched over to the group of students, drinking in their hollow expressions. 
 
    “The Seers felt Skullcut’s power from the Academy,” Luthis said as he eyed the group. When he didn’t see Edrin, he nodded with a sliver of sorrow in his eyes. 
 
    Dax’s hand moved to his satchel. He opened it and pulled out the leather-bound book from it. He stepped closer to the High Dean, presented the book and bowed his head. 
 
    “He wanted me to give this to you,” Dax said in a low voice. 
 
    Luthis took the book in one hand and touched his other hand to Dax’s shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you, all of you.” 
 
    Faint smiles formed, but soon were washed away in sad memories. 
 
    The High Dean continued, “We had some of the dragons close by in case any of the third years ran into too much trouble during their Trial. We will take you home and we can discuss this further in private.” 
 
    The students nodded. 
 
    “Let’s mount up,” the High Dean said before the dragons moved closer to help the exhausted students. 
 
    *** 
 
    The private room was well furnished, a roaring hearth warming cold bones from flying half the night in the frigid air. Everyone sat on couches and chairs in a circle, Luthis in his chair. Cups of mead filled their hands as they took small sips, chasing away the chill. 
 
    High Dean Luthis listened intently as everyone explained what happened. The elf’s expression didn’t change, absorbing the information. When an hour had rolled by and the sun began to rise, the students slumped in their chairs, exhaustion sinking deeper into their bodies. 
 
    Luthis nodded. “You all did above and beyond the call of Champions. You were never meant to be in such a predicament. It’s understandable that the spawn’s dark plot would take everyone by surprise. Even hearing it, it sounds unbelievable considering everything we learned about them from the war. They have adopted a new insidious strategy, one we have to put a stop to.” 
 
    Dax lifted his head, “What can we do to help?” 
 
    Luthis gave the mage a warm smile. “I admire your strength and conviction. For now, nothing. You have completed your Champion Trials. The next few months will be dedicated to final lessons before graduation.” 
 
    Dax’s brow hardened. “They have to be stopped.” 
 
    Luthis nodded. “They do, but we must handle this carefully. I don’t want any of you to speak of your experience to anyone. This Void Society could have spies and agents in the highest positions of royalty, even to the seat of the Empire. We don’t know how deep this goes so we must tread carefully.  
 
    “Myself and many others loyal to Ikkudran will do what we can to discover those who are aligned with the Void Society. After all of you graduate, you will be tasked to assist and even lead missions.  
 
    “I will have more information as decisions are made, but for now, you have all earned your rest.” 
 
    “What about Counselor Skullcut,” Dax asked and everyone looked up at the same time. 
 
    Luthis leaned back in his chair, his eyes dark. “As Champions, our lives are longer than most because of years of absorbing so much mana. There is a point where, if we expend too much mana at a later age, it drains all of it for a last moment.  
 
    “The Seers felt and saw Edrin’s power. Once they contacted me, it was known by all that he was in his last moment.” 
 
    A tear streaked down the High Dean’s cheek. “He was always so tough and powerful. I had a sliver of hope that he could survive anything, even his last moment. When I didn’t see him with you, I knew he would not be coming back. 
 
    “Counselor Edrin Skullcut will be given a Champion’s funeral and his name will be added to the Kinarth Memorial with praise of his time and service to the Academy and Ikkudran. He will be missed.” 
 
    Dax bowed his head, as did everyone else, shadows covering all of their eyes. 
 
    Luthis stood up. “The sun is rising and you’re all exhausted. Retire to your dorms and take as much time as you need to recover.” 
 
    Symon spoke up, “I need to get my father’s body back to our home.” 
 
    Luthis nodded. “We will care for his body as you rest. Once you're ready, you will have an escort back home to properly bury your father. I am deeply sorry for your loss.” 
 
    Symon bowed his head and gave a light nod. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Dax said to his friend. 
 
    “All of us are,” Fern added. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Truly grand champions,” Luthis smiled. “Get some rest first. The world can wait a little longer during our time of grief.” 
 
    The students stood up, turned and made their way to the door. Luthis walked with them into the hallway. Bidding them farewell, he waved as they made their way down the stairs. 
 
    Dax and Fern walked, side by side. The mage looked over to her single transparent wing. 
 
    Fern glanced to Dax and smiled. “It will grow back in a few days. For now, I’m grounded.” 
 
    The fairy clutched to Dax’s arm as they made their way out of the High Dean’s tower and into the Courtyard.  
 
    The group walked along toward the dorms when Professor Frost appeared. The Professor rushed, her long black dress billowing from her legs moving. Her gaze was on all the students in front of her until her gaze centered on Dax. She let out a sound of relief and sorrow. Fern stepped aside with a smile as the Professor rushed to Dax and hugged him. 
 
    Everyone watched with happy eyes as the Professor sobbed in Dax’s arms, the sun rising higher above the horizon. 
 
    *** 
 
    Winter slid across the world before the cold and chill gave way to the coming spring. Bare trees bloomed with new, vibrant green leaves. Animals woke from the winter’s long slumber, filling the world with renewed life. The seas calmed and the sun shined brighter with each passing spring day. 
 
    The Kinarth Academy Courtyard was packed with students and many of their families. A stage was erected in the center with a podium. Professors stood on the stage with happy smiles. Forty chairs filled the space before the stage, each seat filled. 
 
    Dax sat with his friends in the front row. Hearts beat with excitement as the day finally came. Memories washed on the shores of his mind, remembering the funerals, one for Edrin Skullcut and the other for Norman Shieldbrook. The Edrin funeral was a blissful affair with laughs, smiles, and drinks washing over all those who attended. Many reveled in stories of everyone’s interaction with the amazing Counselor. He touched many lives and brought clarity and direction when many students and even faculty felt lost. The funeral turned into a party, lasting a few days as laughter and tears were shed. 
 
    Norman Shieldbrook’s funeral was the opposite. It was a dark and rainy affair, the Shieldbrooks standing over the casket. Dax and friends stood behind Symon as he and his mother looked down on the closed casket with tears blending with the rain. Despite the heartache, Symon mentioned to Dax that he felt his father’s last action was to save him, defend him. The two friends stayed close as everyone moved to the castle. The casket was moved to the mausoleum where the Elder Shieldbrook could be housed with the rest of the family in their long rest. 
 
    Dax and Symon spent that evening talking, Symon breaking down a few times as Dax consoled his best friend. 
 
    After the funerals, everyone returned to their classes, eager to move on. The lessons paled a little to the real-world experience of being a champion, but it didn’t mean it wasn’t welcomed. After a few months, the group met every chance they could, eating, drinking, and talking about their futures. Letters arrived by raven, asking all of them to join the courts of many kingdoms. Their names had been the talk of Ikkudran as stories, some true and some not, telling of their grand adventures at the academy and beyond. 
 
    Dax looked up at the clear blue sky, the sun washing away the memories as he brought himself back to reality. The graduating class was only forty students, but the last few years made them all stronger than most others, their futures bright and open. 
 
    Luthis climbed the small set of stairs and onto the stage. Many students and visiting families cheered and applauded the High Dean as he moved to the podium. When he took his place, the cheers and clapping died down, all ears turned to the dark-haired elf. 
 
    “Students and visiting families, welcome to Kinarth Academy Graduation!” 
 
    Loud cheers rose up like a sonic wave before they calmed down again. 
 
    The High Dean continued, “Every year brings some kind of heartache. We have lost bright souls who could have gone on to greatness. Now, they fight in the celestial cosmos to bring balance and order to the universe. 
 
    “Despite those dark moments, many more shine with greatness. Their achievements show what it means to be a true champion! So many have worked tirelessly to reach this point and it has not gone unnoticed. You braved the hours of class. You challenged yourself against overwhelming odds. You saved a friend or a stranger because you knew it was the right thing to do. 
 
    “I am proud of every student that attends the Academy, but there are those who have gone beyond all others to achieve greatness. Before we begin calling names to take your sacred scroll of graduation, I will be calling those who worked and strove for more. I will be calling on those who are perfect examples of what it means to be a High Champion!” 
 
    Dax looked to the right, seeing Symon smiling. He looked to his left, Zarra hugging him before leaning back in his seat. 
 
    “Fern Sunberry, Berserker!” High Dean Luthis shouted. 
 
    Fern hopped up and rushed the stairs and onto the stage. Professor Hark handed the fairy her Graduation Scroll and Fern jumped for joy, her transparent wings fluttering. 
 
    “Symon Shieldbrook, Spellsword!” 
 
    Symon and Dax gave each other a high palm before the Spellsword stepped onto the stage, bowed and graciously took his scroll. 
 
    “Zarra Dreamheart, Cleric!” 
 
    Zarra stepped onto the stage and walked over. A scroll was placed in her hands and she bowed with a smile. 
 
    “Vance Talbot, Mage!” 
 
    Vance gave a small smile to his friends as he made his way up, accepted his scroll and bowed. 
 
    Luthis eyed the scroll before him and smiled. “This is unorthodox, but I do like small changes to tradition. “Isani Blackroot and Ressa Smoothscale, Rogues!” 
 
    Smoke flashed on the stage as the two rogues stepped out with smiles. The crowd cheered them on, Dax standing up and pumping his fist in the air. Luthis grinned as he held out two scrolls and placed each one in their waiting hands. Isani and Ressa waved and blew kisses, mostly in Dax’s direction, before they sauntered off the stage and retook their seats. 
 
    “Noss Bonegnaw, Necromancer!”  
 
    The kobold held his reptilian head high as he stepped onto the stage. Luthis bowed deeply to the necromancer as he handed over the scroll. Everyone cheered as the kobold turned and looked out to the crowd. 
 
    “I just want to say, I don’t think I would have made it this far if it wasn’t for my friends,” Noss bowed on the stage to Dax. “You will always be heroes in my eyes.” 
 
    The crowd lost it as they cheered on for the kobold. Noss made his way down the stairs, receiving pats on the back by many along the sidelines. 
 
    “Miranda Lightfoot, Lancer!” 
 
    Miranda leapt from her seat, soared through the air and landed by the High Dean. She bowed as the scroll was placed in her hands. The Lancer stood up and turned to everyone gathered before her gaze fell on Vance in the front row. 
 
    “Vance Talbot, will you marry me?” Miranda said with a brightness in her eyes. 
 
    The mage stood up immediately, walked to the edge of the stage and held up his hand. Miranda knelt down to her knees on the stage, her hand out and taking his hand into hers. The crowd was dead silent as everyone waited. 
 
    “Yes, I will marry you,” Vance said with love in his eyes. 
 
    The entire crowd erupted in cheers and applause. Professor Frost waved her hand and flower petals appeared, drifting down across the entire Courtyard. 
 
    Miranda slipped down from the stage and into Vance’s arms. The couple kissed and the cheers grew louder. Soon, they broke their embrace, but held each other’s hand as they made their way back to their seats. 
 
    Luthis looked around as everyone’s gaze was on him. Flower petals covered the cobblestone, adding to the beauty of the moment. 
 
    “The student I’m about to announce has moved our entire world into a new era. His talent, resourcefulness, and sheer tenacity is a shining example that anyone can be a true champion if they apply themselves. He has brought a new level of greatness to aspire to and I am pleased to call him a friend. 
 
    “I welcome our final High Champion, Daxton Sage, Mage!” 
 
    Everyone stood up with a deafening cheer. Dax stood up from his seat, looking around in near disbelief as every single person from first year students, to the faculty, to the High Dean himself, applauded him with bright smiles. 
 
    Dax made his way to the stairs and climbed onto the stage. The cheers didn’t stop as Luthis bowed to the mage and placed a scroll in the mage’s hands. Dax’s fingers curled around the scroll, his heart thumping in his chest. He turned to the crowd, many chanting his names, especially his friends. 
 
    Luthis leaned in sideways to Dax’s ear, “Say something, you earned it.” 
 
    Dax cleared his throat and the crowd quieted down. The mage looked at his friends, their eyes and smiles practically glowing. 
 
    “I thought I would never make it, here at Kinarth. When I first arrived, as many of you know, I had a difficult time with spellcasting. I was much too slow. I felt what everyone was saying, that I would not be chosen for any kingdom because who would take on a slow spellcasting mage. To be honest, no one would. 
 
    “When I had given up and planned to leave the Academy, it was Counselor Edrin Skullcut who gave me a second chance. He forced me to reconsider what I wanted and to strive to be more than just a slow spellcaster.  
 
    “Desperation is the hammer of inspiration. I took Edrin’s advice and pushed myself to be better. I turned a disability into a new kind of ability. I wouldn’t have been able to do it without Edrin and my many friends.” 
 
    Dax looked down on the first row, heat rushing up his neck as his friends nodded and smiled. 
 
    “I will leave everyone with this, fight for your dreams and your loved ones! Enjoy every moment you have and you shall become more than your doubts and your fears! Be a champion to yourselves and those around you! The dark is always followed by the light. Strive for the light and become a legend for others to aspire to! Be your true self and nothing will stand in your way! 
 
    The crowd blasted the area with cheers! Luthis hugged the mage before pulling away and bowing. Keeva clapped with an uncharacteristic bright smile. Professor Hark pumped his fists in the air. Dax’s friends stood up, cheering him on with hoots and whistles. 
 
    Luthis spoke as Dax made his way down the stairs and to his waiting friends, “Our High Champions!” 
 
    The sky filled with thunderous applause as Dax and his friends turned to everyone and bowed, their hearts beating with divine bliss as the accolades washed over their bright spirits. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax and Symon were packing up their belongings. The dorm room was quiet as they folded clothes and put them away in their packs. 
 
    “I’m going to miss this place. We spent a lot of time here,” Symon smiled. 
 
    Dax nodded. “It was home for three years. You bet I’m going to miss it too.” 
 
    The two friends continued to pack when Dax spoke up. 
 
    “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing after today.” 
 
    Symon stopped packing, turned and looked to Dax across the small room. “I wanted to be sure before I said anything. I’m taking over as Lord Shieldbrook. With my father gone, my mother wasn’t interested in leading the estate and properties in Hydale. I will take over my father’s duties and have a new Court to help me.” 
 
    Symon grinned. “Vance and Miranda agreed to be my High Mage and Captain of the Guards. They will have normal duties, but they are Champions and we will all be together in case we are needed for missions or quests.” 
 
    Dax smiled. “Excellent choices.” 
 
    Symon nodded. “I wish you and the others could join us.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “When Lord and Lady Rothmore command you to join their Court, you don’t say no.” 
 
    Symon smiled before it faded a little. “Vance couldn’t go back home. He confided in me that he can’t live with his parents because of what they have become.” 
 
    Dax stopped packing and looked down at his pack, “With everything being so secretive, it’s almost like it never happened. I’m sure, with time, they will be brought to justice for joining the enemy. 
 
    “As for the Void Society, it will take some time, but every member will be found and brought into the light.” 
 
    Symon nodded before a sliver of pain touched his mind. “Obviously, the wedding is off with Emily.” 
 
    Dax’s expression saddened as he stepped to his friend and put a hand on his shoulder, “Plenty of birds in the sky. A young strapping lad like yourself, and of royal blood, will have women breaking down your front gates.” 
 
    The Spellsword nodded. “Maybe.” 
 
    There was a long pause before Symon spoke again. “Emily was special. I’ll miss her.” 
 
    Dax nodded and hugged his friend as sunlight beamed through the window and touched the floor of their room in subdued brilliance. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax waited in the meeting room of Vala’s monastery. He chewed his tongue as his knee bounced under a table. The tall, wide windows on one wall showed the garden just beyond the clear glass, bees flying from one flower to another. Sunlight touched everything as a natural harmony flowed. 
 
    A side door opened and a cleric helped a woman along. Dax stood up upon seeing his mother. He stepped around the table and to her side, the cleric passing Dax’s mother’s hand to his and bowing. Dax gently guided his mother to a table, her eyes lost. When they sat down, Dax’s spirit was on pins and needles. 
 
    “Hi Mother. I’m going to help you get better again,” Dax said simply. 
 
    Lena blinked, but didn’t respond. 
 
    Dax’s hand slipped into his robe and pulled out a card. He stared at it for a moment, his heart beating like a drum in his chest. The sound of blood rushing through his ears caused him to take a deep breath. 
 
    Dax closed his eyes and whispered the arcane trigger word. Opening his eyes, he watched as the card glowed with a faint aura before it faded away. His eyes turned to Lena as she sat. 
 
    A purple aura surrounded her entire body. She gasped in fear, lifting her head with wide eyes. Energies surged along her mind, burning away the damaged sections and healing them with new, defined energy. It swirled and surged before settling down. 
 
    Lena blinked as she looked to Dax. Realization overcame her as tears welled up in her eyes. She launched forward, fiercely embracing her son in a tight hug.  
 
    Dax held his mother close, his heart glowing with love. 
 
    “I remember… everything,” Lena sobbed. “I remember your visits. I remember our short talks when you could heal me for a time. It was like I was trapped in a glass jar, seeing everything and unable to say or do anything. It was a prison for my mind, but now, I feel like I’m free of it.” 
 
    Dax closed his eyes again. “A friend figured out how to cure you. She gave me the chance to bring you back.” 
 
    “I have to thank your friend for such a wonderful gift,” Lena sobbed. 
 
    Dax looked away, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Lena pulled back, wiping away tears. “I… I don’t know what else to say? I feel like I just woke from a long nightmare. I don’t know where to begin?” 
 
    Dax smiled. “You don’t have to say anything right now. All you have to do is come with me to our new home.” 
 
    Lena eyed her son, “New home?” 
 
    Dax nodded. “I am part of Hydale’s royal Court. I live in the palace now and you’re going to live there too.” 
 
    Lena eyes widened. “Are you being foolish?” 
 
    “Not at all, Mother. We leave now. A carriage is waiting outside the monastery. You will be staying with us in the Royal Court Wing,” Dax smiled. 
 
    “I… can’t believe it,” Lena smiled. 
 
    “Believe it,” Dax grinned. 
 
    Lena looked down. “Do you still have it?” 
 
    Dax nodded and reached into his robe. He pulled out the paper star wand his mother made for him. 
 
    “It hasn’t left my side and neither will you. I’m a true Champion now. I graduated from Kinarth Academy and our new home is in the palace.” 
 
    “Dax, my son, I’m so proud,” Lena cried and hugged her son again. 
 
    Dax savored the moment, his spirit soaring along the heavens. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dax, Noss, and the High Steward walked along the lavish hall. Guards stood at attention as they made their way to the stairs. 
 
    “The guest room in the Royal Court Wing has been prepared and ready to receive your guest,” the High Steward informed Dax. 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll meet our guest at the main entrance when she arrives,” Dax smiled. 
 
    The High Steward nodded before turning his attention to the kobold walking beside them. “Master Bonegnaw, there have been reports of some of the dead rising up in the nearby cemeteries during recent nights. I have a dozen guards that do not spook easily, ready to follow your leadership.” 
 
    Noss nodded. “The dead will be coaxed back into their graves before the morning.” 
 
    The High Steward nodded. “I will be sure to notify the Lord and Lady that our Champion Necromancer shall put a stop to this dark event. If that will be all, I will leave you both to it.” 
 
    The High Steward turned and walked off as Dax and Noss took the stairs down. 
 
    “I thought for sure I would have ended up in some swamp kingdom,” Noss smiled. 
 
    Dax shook his head. “No way I was going to let that happen. The Lord and Lady said I could add anyone to the Court and there were no necromancers so it was a perfect fit. Besides, Hydale is a perfect place to set up the Card Alliance games to bring the people together.” 
 
    “After we have the first games, every kingdom across Ikkudran will want to be part of it,” Noss grinned. 
 
    Dax nodded and smiled. 
 
    The pair reached a lower floor, Cordelia waiting. The High Mage rushed Dax, grabbing his arm and hugging it. She wore her thick glasses as she looked up with a wide grin. 
 
    “I will leave you to it,” Noss chuckled before turning and walking away in the opposite direction. 
 
    “I can’t stop touching you!” Cordelia said a little too loudly. 
 
    Dax laughed. “What do I owe the pleasure?” 
 
    The High Mage pulled back and blinked behind her thick glasses. “You are needed in the Water Lounge. It seems your hands are needed.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Cordelia and Dax made their way around several corners and long hallways. When they reached a thick door, Cordelia kissed Dax on the lips, slipping her tongue in his mouth. When she pulled away, she grinned like an idiot. 
 
    “I have to see to the Lord and Lady. Afterwards, I look forward to dinner,” Cordelia grinned and bopped Dax’s nose. 
 
    The High Mage watched as Cordelia sauntered away, her feet as light as air. 
 
    Dax grinned as he turned to the door and pushed it in. 
 
    Sweet music greeted him as he entered and closed the door behind him. Plants and vines grew along the walls as the sound of water joined the gentle singing. In the center of the room was a foot-deep carved pool. A small statue stood by the pool, a stream of water falling from its open mouth. In two of the four chairs, Fern moaned with her feet in the water and clutching her swollen belly. In the opposite chair, Isani lay back with Ressa at her side, rubbing lotion across the shadow elf’s small belly. 
 
    In the corner of the room, Zarra sang with a soothing voice. 
 
    “What took you so long?” Fern shouted from her seat. “I need lotion on my belly!” 
 
    Dax stepped closer to the pregnant fairy and looked down at her exposed belly. It had only been two months since their graduation and Fern was already far enough along that she looked like she would pop. 
 
    “Lotion!” the five-foot fairy demanded. 
 
    Dax picked up a bottle by her seat, applied it to his hand and began rubbing it on her belly. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you can have a child in five to six months,” Dax smiled. 
 
    Fern let out a relieved exhale as she sank into her seat, her dainty feet submerged in the cooling waters. 
 
    “It’s why there are so many fucking fairy folk across Ikkudran,” Fern hissed. 
 
    “She has been going on like this for the last hour,” Isani sighed. “Just enjoy it.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Fern growled. “My body is going through a lot of changes fast. I’m not built like shadow elves who take nine months.” 
 
    Fern turned her attention to the singing Zarra, “And we don’t take two fucking years like dragons.” 
 
    Zarra smiled as she continued to sing. 
 
    Ressa rubbed lotion over Isani’s barely showing belly. “You will be strong and powerful. Aunty Ressa will always watch over you.” 
 
    “Ressa, you don’t need to do this yet,” Isani said in a low tone. 
 
    “Bonds start from the moment of conception. Our child will know all of our voices when they are born, as is the way.” 
 
    Isani opened her eyes and looked across the small pool to Fern. “Our children will know a lot of cursing.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah they will,” Fern growled like a caged animal. 
 
    Zarra’s singing slowed to a stop. The Cleric crossed the chamber and stood on the opposite side of Fern as Dax rubbed lotion across the fairy’s stomach. Zara put her hand on Fern’s shoulder. A soothing light touched Fern’s spirit as she relaxed, her eyes crossing. 
 
    “Something to calm you,” Zarra smiled before turning her attention to Dax. 
 
    “I know the wedding is months away, but we should all sit down and discuss what kind of ceremony we want. Fern wants lots of flowers. Isani wants blood flowers for her tiara.” 
 
    “They have to be from the Shadow Caverns. The same garden is picked for every Soul Bonding. They mean a long and prosperous marriage,” Isani added. 
 
    Zarra nodded. “Cordelia hasn’t spoken to me about what she wants. Ressa wants several clans of Dranar to come.” 
 
    Dax looked over to Ressa with amused eyes. “We can’t invite everyone. There won’t be enough room to add hundreds of more guests.” 
 
    Ressa shook her head. “If I don’t invite all of them, they will take it as an insult. There could be a war between those invited and those who were not.” 
 
    Zarra nodded. “We don’t want a war.” 
 
    Dax closed his eyes. “We will figure it out.” 
 
    The mage opened his eyes and looked up to the practically glowing cleric. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Zarra smiled. “I am very well. I won’t show like these two for about a year, but when it happens, everyone will know.”         
 
    Isani opened her eyes and smirked. “And then we will be there to help you along just as your voice is helping us.” 
 
    Dax smiled as he looked at all of them. Their beauty glowed and he felt like the luckiest man alive. 
 
    The High Mage turned his attention to Fern. The fairy had fallen asleep in the chair, her large belly rising and falling.  
 
    Dax’s hand was still on it as something pushed against it. The mage smiled as he felt his child already reaching out and touching his hand, Fern’s belly the only thing keeping them apart. 
 
    “I believe she will be here soon,” Zarra smiled. 
 
    Dax stood up, stepped past the sleeping pregnant fairy and took hold of Zarra’s waist. The young man pulled her close, the two of them kissing passionately. 
 
    “They know how to set my soul on fire,” Isani said with a sly gaze and a gentle lick of her own lips. 
 
    When they pulled a part, Zarra stared into Dax’s eyes. 
 
    “Bring her here so she can see Fern and Isani. It might persuade her decision to our favor.” 
 
    Dax nodded. “Here’s hoping.” 
 
    “I think several of us will sleep together in the same bed tonight, just to see if we can help sway her,” Isani winked. 
 
    “I won’t say no to that,” Dax grinned as he stepped away from Zarra and walked toward the door. 
 
    When the mage reached the door, he looked back to the four beautiful women. Zarra, Isani, and Ressa stared back with adoring eyes. Fern began snoring loudly in her chair. 
 
    “Dinner will be fantastic. Let’s keep an open mind about everything else. We don’t want to scare her away.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Dax gave a quick wave to his lovers and friends before stepping out and closing the door behind him. 
 
    The walk to the stairs and down the steps set Dax’s nerves on edge. He mentally tried to calm his thoughts, but they refused. Scenes played out of dangerous adventures mixed with fatherhood. He wasn’t sure such a blending could happen, but he and his loves were determined to try. 
 
    When Dax reached the bottom of the stairs, he decided to take his mind off events and focus on what he learned. With a thought, he called up his ghostly stats and they filled the corner of his vision. 
 
    Name: Dax Sage 
 
    Class: Mage 
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 4000 
 
    Mana Shards: 0   
 
      
 
    Spheres of Magic 
 
    Air: 6 
 
    Water: 4 
 
    Fire: 3 
 
    Urth: 3 
 
    Life: 6 
 
    Decay: 2 
 
    Light: 2 
 
    Dark: 2 
 
    Time: 4 
 
    Space: 2 
 
    Mind: 4 
 
    Body: 2 
 
    Dax noted he had only increased his Air and Life spheres in the last few months. With spending so much time getting accustomed to Court life and caring for three pregnant women, he barely had time to sleep. The Lord and Lady spoke a few times of quests and missions that may need to be handled in the future, but they could wait. Lord and Lady Rothmore were beside themselves, knowing the pitter patter of little feet would grace the palace halls once again. 
 
    Thoughts shifted to Ressa and Cordelia. The pair didn’t give any indication they wanted children, but were very supportive. Ressa tended to Isani, while Cordelia said the demands of the Court would prevent it. The High Mage did hint that since there are now two High Mages, she wasn’t against the idea, somewhere down the road. 
 
    If everything works out, there might be three High Mages here at the palace. 
 
    Dax grinned at that thought.  
 
    Before he knew it, he looked up to the sunny entrance, a woman in a black dress standing there, surrounded in brilliance. Keeva smiled as she watched Dax approach. Servants took her packs, stepping past the pair. 
 
    Dax and Keeva were silent as they looked into each other’s eyes. A heart beat later, they stepped closer and kissed. Dax touched her waist, pulling her body to his. She reached up and touched his cheeks. Tongues danced with bliss as the two reacquainted themselves after their time apart. 
 
    When they pulled back, they gazed into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s been too long,” Dax said in a low tone. 
 
    “Much too long,” Keeva said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    The pair took each other’s hand and walked down the long, grand hallway. 
 
    “I hope you like your stay. Everyone is looking forward to spending time together,” Dax said as they walked. 
 
    Keeva nodded before her hand squeezed his. Dax turned his attention to the Professor, curiosity filling his eyes and brow. 
 
    “I thought I'd tell you before we see everyone,” Keeva began. 
 
    Dax listened as their pace slowed and soon stopped. The Professor turned to Dax, her head slightly bowed. 
 
    “I resigned my position at the Academy,” Keeva stated. 
 
    Dax’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Before you ask why, I’ll explain. I have spent a long time training students to become champions. It has been a rewarding, but lonely experience. I realized I have been missing something from my life for a long time, until that time we spent together in my home.” 
 
    Keeva looked up into Dax’s eyes. “I had thought of leaving the Academy many times, but I didn’t know where I would go. Then, I met you and it all made sense. I couldn’t deny it any longer and spent many months trying to convince myself otherwise.” 
 
    The mage smiled. “Luthis knew what was happening before I resigned. He gave his blessing before I said a word about how I felt.” 
 
     Dax smiled and gave a small nod. “This is a new life for all of us, a new start. I can’t say what will happen except that we will all love each other.” 
 
    Keeva nodded. “Zarra is very convincing when she wants to be and speaks a gentle truth no one can deny. When we spoke in private at the Academy, she mentioned many things about the future that are thrilling and exciting.” 
 
    Dax blinked.  
 
    Keeva touched Dax’s cheek. “Fear not, handsome mage. Let’s enjoy this visit and see where the future will take us and our clan.” 
 
    Dax grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    The two mages kissed each other again, passion rising between them. When they parted, they made their way down the lavish hallway, a song in their hearts and a bright future on the horizon. 
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