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Recap

Windrake’s Rogue

Trey is taking a well-earned respite after defending Windrake Academy from the twisted ambitions of his father, Grimmault, who the world had believed dead for over a decade, but instead had been orchestrating a dark cult from beyond the grave using a powerful magic artifact known as a Soul Mirror. The followers of the Burning Covenant, zealots devoted to Grimmault’s vision of a world reshaped by fire and shadow, had amassed a formidable army and infiltrated the city of Greshelm with one objective: strike at the heart of Windrake Academy and claim it for their fallen master.

Through a series of dangerous covert operations, Trey and his dark magic mentor, Marvin, had uncovered the cult’s attack plans, granting the academy a precious early warning that proved the difference between survival and annihilation. When the assault came, Trey fought alongside an unlikely coalition of allies: Skye, his childhood friend whose loyalty had never wavered; Nora, a troublemaking blonde light mage with a sharp wit; Bree, the ambitious fire magic instructor whose playful demeanor masked deadly skill; and Eva, the headmaster’s elven healer who had spent most of their acquaintance viewing Trey with suspicion and distrust.

Together, they repelled the attack, but victory came with complications. While the Soul Mirror was captured, two prominent enemies still remain at large: the former dark magic professor Harold Greene and the mysterious artificer Grimstone.

Adding to the tragedy, a promising young mage, Dana, had been caught under the insidious control of deviant dark magic during the attack. She sits in confinement, awaiting judgment for actions committed while her will was not her own. Her fate remains uncertain, a grim reminder that the cult’s reach had extended into the student body.

The battle had also forced Trey’s carefully guarded secrets into the open. His rare magical abilities—command over both fire and dark magic—were now known to all, as was his unfortunate lineage as Grimmault’s son. But perhaps most shocking of all was the revelation that he possessed a third affinity, one of the rarest and most feared: mind magic. The ability to enter and influence the thoughts of others marked him as something exceptional and dangerous in equal measure.

Now, as the dust settles and the wounded are tended, Trey finds himself in unfamiliar territory. He’s unsure how others will react to these revelations. Will they see him as a hero who saved the academy or as a potential threat carrying his father’s tainted blood? And with Greene and Grimstone still at large, he wonders if things will ever slow down enough for anyone to form an opinion at all, or if the next crisis is already gathering on the horizon.


Chapter 1

The Duke

Fists hammered the headmaster’s desk, the blow booming through the office that crowned the Elysium Spire. “What do you mean you have everything under control?” Duke Deveron’s voice thundered through the chamber, his weathered face flushed crimson above his embroidered collar. “I have far too many dead guards for you to make such a statement.”

Gordon leaned back casually, unperturbed by the barrage of spittle flying his direction.

“I did warn you they were coming,” he reminded the Duke. “Your response, if memory serves, was to advise me to ‘stop being a paranoid old man.’”

The Duke’s jaw went slack before his face twisted with anger. “I’m sorry,” he said with a feral snarl. “Are you, the Grand Oracle, gloating right now? While the city mourns its dead?”

Gordon raised his hands up and waved through the tension. “Of course not, Deveron. I lost many students that night. Their blood stains this campus as surely as your guards’ stains the city streets.” He leaned forward, his voice growing urgent. “I’m only saying that this tragedy demonstrates the need for us to improve our cooperation. Together, we can prevent future bloodshed. We can save lives.”

The Duke’s anger seemed to deflate slightly, but his eyes flickered with something far more sinister. “Speaking of cooperation,” he said, “we will be taking custody of Dana Verdant after our meeting concludes. I appreciate you apprehending her so she can be brought to justice.”

Gordon’s gaze drifted to the windows, where the twilight was already creeping in, the glass darkening with the fading light. His frown deepened as the sun slipped from view. “I feel like you’re using the word justice  euphemistically.”

The Duke barely waited for the headmaster to finish before pouncing. “Surely you wouldn’t try to defend anyone involved in this heinous attack? I find it hard to believe you oppose such an action given everything that has happened on your  campus.”

“The very fact you’re trying to corner me shows you expected me to have my qualms about it,” Gordon replied sternly.

“What qualms could you possibly have? She murdered a hostage in cold blood, and that’s only a fraction of her crimes. The girl is a monster!”

“She was being controlled by Grimmault’s dark magic,” Gordon shot back, his own composure finally beginning to crack. “Enslaved by forces beyond her understanding or ability to resist.”

“Tell me, O mighty Grand Oracle, why was she so drastically influenced by Grimmault?” the Duke asked, his knuckles whitening with the strain of barely contained self-righteousness. He gave the headmaster no opportunity to answer. “Because her parents are the fucking Verdants!”

“Are you suggesting she be held accountable for the crimes of her parents?”

The Duke’s boot came down hard against the stone floor, the sound echoing through the chamber like a judge’s gavel. “No! I want her held accountable for her own crimes! The people of Greshelm demand—no, deserve it!”

“Deveron, I’m on your side. I want both of us to win; we just need to find the best approach.”

The Duke drew a slow breath through his nose, then folded his arms across his chest. “And what exactly is wrong with my approach?”

Gordon leaned back in his chair. “No one spotted Grimstone during the attack, but with the damage done to the academy walls, there’s no doubt he was responsible. His forces are depleted, and their morale has never been lower. They’re scared. This is the best opportunity we’ve had in twenty years to catch him. I don’t want to give people a satisfying resolution yet, especially one that is false. I want to bring down Grimstone.” Gordon’s fingers tapped the desk twice; the movement was almost casual, but his eyes were cold.

The struggle was evident on the Duke’s face as he tried to formulate a response. The Grand Oracle’s persistent, unblinking attention allowed no room for evasion. “I… But… Dana Verdant will  not  escape justice!”

“Of course not,” Gordon replied smoothly. “She’ll get what she deserves. We just need to be mindful of the timing.”

“What do I tell the people of Greshelm?” the Duke demanded, defiance flickering in his voice.

“The truth. That we are actively pursuing every perpetrator of this heinous attack so that justice, real justice, is delivered to those who’ve lost their lives.”

The Duke’s jaw worked silently, his retort dying before it reached his lips.

“We’ll let the mob die down so calmer heads can prevail,” Gordon continued. “Think of how many more options we will have in a couple of weeks? Better  options?”

A weary groan forced itself from the noble’s lips. “I’ll consider it. But don’t mistake that for agreement.”

Gordon didn’t blink. “Tell me about the hunt for the remaining attackers.”

“My Blade Warden uncovered their headquarters in Greshelm, abandoned only a couple of days before discovery. We have leads on a couple of renegades, but Harold Greene and Grimstone have vanished without a trace.”

“What leads do you have?”

“Leads that my people are handling,” the Duke replied curtly.  

Gordon’s lip twitched as he held the Duke’s stare. “I command resources that could accelerate your progress considerably,” he finally said. “This should be a joint effort.”

A harsh laugh escaped the Duke’s throat. “Spare me the lecture, Headmaster. If by ‘resources’ you mean that old curmudgeon Marvin Kalo, he’s more of a liability than an asset.”

A sly smile curled on Gordon’s lips. “I wonder—do you speak of me with such... candor when I’m not present to hear it?”

“Now now,” the Duke responded. “Don’t ask me such an incriminating question.”

Gordon’s chuckle held little warmth. “Please keep me informed regarding Grimstone. We aren’t just dusty scholars you know; the recent battle demonstrated that clearly enough.”

The Duke’s gaze swept skeptically around the reconstructed office. “You’re still trying to clean up the mess. Windrake took a hit. The missing front gate is evidence of that.” His attention caught on something in the shadows near the far bookshelf.

“I’m pleased with our progress,” Gordon said with a casual shrug, recapturing the Duke’s attention. “Our earth mages will patch up the walls before the new semester.”

The Duke raised an eyebrow. “New semester?”

“Classes start in a couple of weeks,” Gordon confirmed. “I’ve got a new generation of magic users to teach.”

“An admirable endeavor,” the Duke replied, though an undertone of dismissal hung to his words. “Hopefully that should occupy your time sufficiently.”

Gordon frowned. “I wish you wouldn’t underestimate what we might achieve together, Deveron.”

“And I wish you wand-waving bookworms would stick to academics,” the Duke retorted. “Leave politics to those of us who live in the real world.”

The Grand Oracle rose slowly from his chair, his full height looming over the Duke like a fire spreading out of control. The noble’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly as the psychological advantage shifted sides in a single, fluid motion.

“How fortunate for Greshelm that I ignore such ignorant advice,” Gordon said with a steady, steely voice. “Or have you already forgotten who successfully defended the city when Grimmault’s ‘invincible’ army marched on our gates?”

“I would never—”

“Shall we revisit the conversation that took place in this very office twenty years ago?” Gordon’s words fell like measured hammer blows. “When the royal family fled, abandoning us in our greatest time of need, you came to me begging for help. You needed my support—the hero of Greshelm—so that you could take the vacant seat of power and restore order. Should I have left politics alone back then?”

“That was a different time. A lot has changed.”

“Perhaps too much has changed,” Gordon replied, his eyes bearing down on the noble.

The Duke fidgeted. “Gordon, I still have a lot of respect for you, but recent events have created… complications. There’s a lot of pressure—from within the city, and externally.”

“Yet you continue to antagonize your allies.”

“I’m not antag—”

“Then you’ll accept my help,” Gordon pushed, “as any capable leader should.”

The Duke held his breath for a moment before letting his shoulders sag with a resigned sigh. “What do you want?”

“I want updates on the whereabouts of Grimstone and Harold,” Gordon replied without hesitation. “I want access to their former headquarters. And Dana will remain in my custody while I complete my investigation.”

“But—”

“In return,” Gordon pressed on, “I will assist in your interrogations, and I’ll refrain from making it public that you received advanced warning about the attack and failed to prepare sufficiently.”

Silence thickened between them.

The Duke’s lips quivered. “You’re playing a dangerous game,” he said quietly.

“Who? Me?” Gordon replied. “I’m just a ‘wand-waving bookworm.’”  His fingers drifted to the desk’s edge, where his celestial steel sabre rested in its sheath, the weapon’s presence suddenly tangible between them.

The Duke eyed the weapon warily, then shot a quick glance toward the door behind him. “Our chat has been… pleasant, but I have other matters to attend to.”

Gordon’s expression shifted to theatrical disappointment. “How unfortunate. We haven’t even touched on the recent vogue for high-backed boots. Personally, I find them rather uncomfortable. I’m hoping it’s just another passing fancy.”

“Please, Gordon, grant me a measly morsel of mercy,” the Duke said with a snort. “I do  not  want to discuss fashion trends with a centenarian.”

Gordon straightened, crossing his arms with mock indignation. “I’ll have you know I’m only in my seventies!”

“ Only ,” the Duke said, not bothering to hide his chuckle as he headed for the door.

“Keep me updated, Deveron,” Gordon called after him, the humor fading just enough to reveal that expectations had not changed.

The Duke half-heartedly waved without looking back. “Hmph.”

The door closed with a sharp thud.

Silence followed, heavy and thoughtful. Gordon’s gaze remained on the closed door long after the Duke’s departure. Then, with a weighted sigh, he sank back into his chair. Closing his eyes, he leaned his head back.

“You almost got caught,” he called out.

“Ha!” a response barked back. “That pompous fool has his head so far up his own rear, he thinks there’s an earthquake every time his stomach rumbles. I’d be more worried hiding  from a blindfolded goat.”

Marvin materialized from the chamber’s darkest recess like smoke given form. A casual hand gesture dissolved the subtle veil of dark magic that had cloaked his presence—shadow peeling away from shadow until the corner brightened to its natural state.

Gordon only partially stifled his chuckle. “Don’t underestimate Deveron. Arrogant he may be, he’s got eyes and ears throughout the city. Cross him carelessly, and you’ll find yourself with more trouble than you bargained for.”

“If only we had a mind mage that could easily avoid such trivial troubles,” Marvin said, unable to hold back his sarcasm. “Why did you entertain such an idiotic conversation for so long?”

“You have the finesse of a battering ram,” Gordon replied. “There’s a subtle art to bending one’s mind without them realizing it . The subject must never suspect the strings that guide their thoughts.” He tapped his temple with one finger. “I had to orchestrate every exchange, steering toward my desired outcome through carefully crafted resistance. A conclusion reached without struggle breeds suspicion. The illusion of hard-won debate makes their final decision feel authentically their own.”

“Show off,” Marvin grumbled.

“I bet you are wondering why I requested access to their headquarters even though we found it a whole day before them?”

Marvin shrugged. “That was obvious. It was a deflection away from the true objective. And, if the nitwit demanded compromise, you had an easy sacrifice.”

Gordon’s smile faltered into a faint scowl, the satisfaction fading as Marvin casually dismantled his moment of gloating.

“You’re even uglier when you pout.”

With pursed lips, Gordon rolled his eyes. “Deveron was right about one thing—you’re more of a liability than an asset.”

“Fuck off,” Marvin retorted. “You know he says the same about you when you’re not around.” The dark mage paused for a moment. “Did you glean anything useful about Grimstone?”

Gordon’s frown deepened, and he shook his head with deliberate slowness. “Nothing we didn’t already know. They’re speculating about the Yarlborne area, same as we are. But they have no knowledge of Harold whatsoever.” His fingers drummed once against the desk. “We should be able to execute our operation in the Fornesse without interference or detection.”

“We?” Marvin’s eyebrows rose. “Are you coming now?”

Gordon waved his hand dismissively. “Unfortunately, no. I need to tend to the pre-semester preparations. And I should keep an eye out on Deveron—who knows what he’ll do next.”

Marvin grunted. “He’ll probably be keeping an eye on you, too.”

“Exactly,” Gordon said. “Which is why, officially, we are not hunting Harold Greene. If you get caught, I will deny that Windrake Academy had any involvement.”

“Your wrinkled ass would probably slow us down anyway,” Marvin said. “Still, it would be nice to have your magic in a fight.”

The ghost of a smile touched Gordon’s lips. “My wrinkled ass could run circles around you, and you know it. But someone needs to manage things here—and make sure Deveron doesn’t start poking around in places he shouldn’t.”

“We’ll manage without. Probably won’t find anything anyway.”

There was a pause as Gordon’s expression shifted from pensive to serious. “Take Eva with you.”

Marvin raised an eyebrow. “It’s never a good sign when a divination mage tells you you’ll need a healer.”

“Take her,” Gordon repeated firmly.

Marvin cleared his throat, shifting under the change in tone. “Yes, of course. Trey actually asked me to request her anyway.”

“How is the boy? Has he forgiven you yet?”

“Unbinding Skye took most of the edge off, but he still looks at me like he wants to punch me in the face.”

Gordon shrugged. “I understand the feeling.”

Marvin rolled his eyes. “I assume that exhausts your repertoire of insults. May I go prepare now?”

Gordon gestured lazily toward the door. “Make sure you speak with Professor Leek before you head out. I’ve instructed him to make sure you are properly equipped.”

“Have fun doing whatever ‘wand-waving bookworms’ do,” Marvin said, not bothering to look back as he strode for the exit.

“Be careful,” Gordon called after him. “I don’t want any more dead students.”

***

Deveron’s boots struck the final step with more force than necessary. His legs burned from the descent, thighs protesting the endless spiral down from Gordon’s tower office. Catching his breath, he braced one hand against the cool stone wall.

“How the fuck does that old man climb these every day?” he muttered, his voice echoing in the confined space.

Deveron shoved open the heavy oak door at the base of the Elysium Spire and stepped out into the cool embrace of evening. Dusk had descended on the academy, washing the campus grounds in dark, muted tones. Six men waited in formation near the base, their onyx steel armor nearly masking their presence in the unlit landscape.

They straightened at his appearance, hands moving instinctively toward sword hilts before recognizing their lord.

At the center stood Orion, his Blade Warden. The man’s scarred face remained impassive, his gray eyes tracking Deveron’s approach with the practiced vigilance of a career soldier. He wore no helmet, his close-cropped hair showing threads of silver at the temples.

Deveron paused in front of them, his teeth grinding together. “For some reason,” he said, voice tight with barely restrained irritation, “I always feel like strangling kittens after talking to him.”

Orion’s expression didn’t shift at the noble’s complaint. “Did it go well?”

“Well enough.” The words came out clipped.

Orion’s chin dipped in acknowledgment. He shifted his weight, his well-oiled armor adjusting softly. “So we’re going to retrieve the girl, then?”

The Duke frowned. “No, the Grand Oracle will continue his investigation. She stays here a while longer.”

Orion’s lips pressed into a thin line, the only sign of his displeasure. “You said we weren’t leaving without her. ”

“Yes, well…” Deveron trailed off, finally releasing the door frame. He tilted his head back, staring up at the impossible height of the Elysium Spire. The tower rose impossibly high, claiming the night sky as if the Grand Oracle’s authority reached all the way to the stars. Somewhere up there, the man sat comfortably behind his desk. Probably smirking.

“That fucker used mind magic on me!” The accusation burst from him, echoing across the empty campus.

“I told you he would.” Orion’s words carried no satisfaction, just weary confidence.

Deveron’s head snapped toward him, eyes flashing. “Watch your tone.”

Orion stiffened, decades of military discipline overriding his frustration. He brought his fist to his chest in salute. “Of course, Your Grace. My apologies.”

Deveron grimaced. “No, I should apologize.”

He returned his gaze upward to the headmaster’s office, staring at the faint light escaping the distant office window.

The escort shifted uncomfortably, exchanging glances but saying nothing.

“What do you want to do, my lord?” Orion finally ventured, his voice carefully neutral.

Deveron said nothing, but the grinding of his teeth betrayed the fury coiled beneath his silence. The tower loomed above them in the darkness, its silhouette piercing the sky like a flippant finger, arrogantly stabbing through the starry heavens.

“Should we go get the girl anyway—”

“No.” The word cut through the air with finality. Deveron tore his gaze from the tower, something shifting in his expression. The fury settled into something colder. More dangerous. “He won this battle.”

He spun on his heel and strode across the campus, his cloak snapping sharply with each step. His men scrambled into motion, boots clattering on cobblestone as they rushed to form up around him.

“Your Grace?” Orion fell into step beside him, long legs easily matching his lord’s aggressive pace.

“Only a fool strikes back in anger.” Deveron’s voice had gone cold, each word measured and deliberate. His eyes fixed straight ahead on the broken academy gates. “If you want to win a war against a mind mage, you need preparation. You need patience. You need to make him believe he’s already won, then strike when he’s not looking.”

They passed over the threshold of the academy entrance, the scars of battle visible, even in the darkness.

Deveron’s expression hardened further, something predatory creeping into his features. The corner of his mouth twitched upward—not a smile, but the promise of one. “I don’t care how famed his magic is. He won’t see me coming. Not until it’s far too late.”


Chapter 2

The Fornesse

“Was my mother evil?”

Marvin choked at Trey’s question, a series of rough coughs shattering the quiet forest. Trey watched as Bree’s red hair swished around up ahead, her face turning back to check on the old man. Jeffers and Nora followed suit, both craning their necks to investigate the disturbance.

Marvin didn’t answer. His gaze flicked from shadow to shadow, sweeping over the ancient pines that loomed above them like the columns of a vast, sylvan cathedral, their trunks thick enough to turn aside even a seasoned woodsman’s blade. Shafts of sunlight pierced through the canopy in dusty beams, illuminating patches of moss-covered ground and the occasional cluster of luminescent mushrooms that pulsed faintly in the shadows. He checked behind them, where Eva and Skye guarded their flank a few paces back, both women conversing in hushed voices.

Their patrol was seven strong, and deep within the Fornesse forest, where Harold Greene was rumored to be hiding. Whilst they weren’t moving in strict formation, they were prowling the carpeted forest with relative stealth.

Marvin spun back to face Trey, as if only just realizing how close he’d drifted.

“It’s unnatural how quiet you are for your size,” Marvin muttered.

Trey shrugged. The complaint was old news. “It’s easy to sneak up on the elderly.”

Marvin’s exhale was audible as he turned his attention back to the towering pines surrounding them, clearly hoping the conversation was over.

It wasn’t.

“I know you heard my question,” Trey said. His voice lacked volume, yet carried a determination that refused to be dismissed.

Marvin scoffed. “I’m stalling. With any luck, Harold’s ambush will spare me from this conversation.”

“We both know we have a ways to go,” Trey said flatly.

Silence.

“I don’t know if I have an answer.”

Trey frowned. A branch overhead creaked ominously despite the absence of wind. “You knew her better than anyone writing histories on the Burning Covenant.”

Marvin gave a subtle nod, his boots crunching through a patch of dried needles. Somewhere to their left, something small scurried through the underbrush, making the ferns tremble. “That’s true. And yet, I still don’t have an answer.”

Trey’s eyes remained fixed on the older dark mage.

Marvin sighed. “Perhaps you’ll understand this better than most,” he began. “As a mind mage, you can peer into people’s heads—see the things they’d never admit, even to themselves. Even the best of humanity has rot festering in some dark corner of their conscience. Once you’ve seen enough of that...” He paused, his lips tightening into a frown. “It changes you. Warps how you see the world. What happens when you look into the mind of someone fighting for the ‘right’ side and discover what truly drives them?”

He looked at Trey, trying to hide the pity in his expression. “Your father? I can confidently say he’s evil. Your mother? She got lost. And she relied on the wrong person to help her find her way.”

“So, are you saying she wasn’t evil?”

Marvin scratched his beard. “She did evil things, Trey. There’s no denying that. But she is also possibly the only person who could have stopped Grimmault. And when the time came, she gave Asteria the greatest mercy anyone’s seen in generations.”

A twig snapped somewhere behind them. Both men spun around with their wands raised, but they only found Skye wearing a sheepish grin, raising her hands in apology. The moment passed, but the tension remained, layered over the forest’s own watchful presence.

Marvin’s voice dropped lower. “Does that redeem evil? Or does that just make it complicated?”

Another twig snapped, and both Marvin and Trey once again checked their rear, only to find Skye looking around inquisitively, her hand hovering near the hilt of her dagger.

Marvin’s eyes widened. The forest had gone silent. No birds. No insects. Nothing.

“Ambush!” he roared.

The scene erupted into chaos.

The first volley came with an immediate ferocity: globes of fire arcing through the dusty shafts of sunlight, their orange glow painting dancing shadows across the moss-covered ground. Crossbow bolts followed half a heartbeat later, their steel tips glinting as they sliced through ferns and low-hanging branches. Figures materialized from behind the massive pine trunks as if they were sprouting from the roots themselves. Attackers swarmed the area, armed with crossbows and magic.

“Shields up!” Jeffers bellowed, his voice cutting through the sudden cacophony of battle.

The seasoned guardian was already moving, his thick onyx steel shield snapping into position with practiced efficiency. Bree and Nora fell in behind him, their boots churning up pine needles as they executed a hasty retreat. A fireball struck Jeffers’ shield dead center, exploding in a shower of sparks that cascaded around the trio like hellish rain. The warrior grunted but held firm, his boots digging trenches in the soft earth as the impact drove him back a full step.

Two crossbow bolts punched through the dissipating flames—one glancing off Jeffers’ pauldron with a metallic shriek, the other embedding itself in his shield with a solid thunk . A third bolt hissed past the shield’s edge and caught Bree across the upper arm. She hissed through her teeth, clutching the shallow gash as blood seeped between her fingers. A fourth and fifth bolt followed, embedding themselves in Jeffers’ shield until three bolts jutted from the battered metal like grotesque quills.

“To Marvin!” Jeffers commanded, already angling his shield to cover their movement.

Bree’s hands blazed to life, fire coiling around her fingers like living serpents. She thrust one palm backward without looking, sending a gout of flame toward their pursuers, buying them precious seconds.

The three reached Marvin’s position, where Trey and Marvin had conjured up Night Shields.

A pair of Shadow Missiles screamed out of the undergrowth, their forms jagged and unstable. Trey reacted on instinct, snapping his Night Shield into place as he twisted toward the threat. The first missile slammed against Trey’s defenses with a concussive crack, but the second clipped the edge where the shadows were still forming. Corrupted magic splintered free and tore across Trey’s shoulder, searing through fabric and flesh in a flash of icy agony.

A crossbow bolt struck Trey’s Night Shield, and the barrier rippled like disturbed water, flickering at the edges. Trey gritted his teeth, pouring more magic into the construct as a second bolt followed. The shield held, but barely. The bolt suspended in the darkness for a split second before the shadows finally consumed it, wood and steel dissolving into nothing.

Marvin’s shield fared better against a fireball, though the flames spread across its surface with unsettling persistence. The fire crawled along the shadowy barrier like an oil slick, casting eerie, dancing light across the defenders’ faces before guttering out.

Gaining some semblance of control amid the chaos, the group began to backtrack toward the two remaining party members.

Eva and Skye, who had been covering their rear, had faced the least amount of pressure from the initial assault. Their fortune, however, changed in an instant.

“Behind us!” Eva’s voice rang out, sharp with urgency. “They’re coming!”

Trey’s head snapped around. Through the gaps in the dense foliage and piney giants, he spotted them: a group of ten attackers surging through the ferns and undergrowth like wolves closing on wounded prey. Some were already weaving the telltale patterns of dark magic, shadows coalescing around their wands. They moved in a disciplined wedge formation, and at their head—

“Harold Greene,” Trey called out. “Approaching from the rear.”

The dark mage was unmistakable even at this distance, his robes billowing around him like wings of shadow.

Marvin squinted through the chaos, peering past the smoke and scattered debris. When he spotted his rival, something complicated crossed his weathered face—his brow furrowed with worry even as his eyes lit with an almost manic gleam, like a gambler who’d just been dealt an impossible hand. “Well,” he muttered, his voice catching between apprehension and anticipation, “looks like we found him.”

“He found us , you old git,” Trey shot back as he reached the rear flank.

Movement flickered in his peripheral vision—a condensed bolt of shadow streaking toward Skye. Trey was already moving, throwing himself in front of her. His Night Shield snapped up just in time, intercepting the Shadow Missile with a resonant crack that sent dark energy spattering across the barrier like oil on water. The corrupted magic hissed and writhed before dissipating into smoke.

Trey’s response was immediate. His wand came up in a sharp arc, and with a flick of his wrist, he sent his own spell lancing back through the gloom, forcing the attacking mage to dive for cover behind a gnarled root.

But there was no time to savor the momentary reprieve. The dark mages pressed closer, while the other attackers scrambled forward through the churned earth and scattered pine needles, claiming the ground the defenders had surrendered in their retreat. The noose was tightening from both sides.

Marvin growled. “We need—”

Jeffers was already moving. A mage on their left had broken formation, charging in too fast—overconfident or simply reckless. The warrior pivoted with surprising speed for a man in full armor, his shield coming around in a brutal horizontal sweep. The rim caught the charging mage across the temple with a sickening thud. The man’s legs went out from under him, his wand flying free of his hand.

Jeffers didn’t hesitate. His sword came sweeping down in a final, decisive arc. Steel bit deep, and the mage’s struggles ceased instantly. The warrior was already pivoting back to his defensive stance before the body hit the ground, ready for the next threat.

Before Jeffers could lock onto his next target, Nora streaked past him, her form wreathed in pale golden light that left tracers in the air like falling stars. Light magic propelled her forward at breathtaking speed, her boots barely touching the forest floor as she closed the distance to the next mage. The man had already started backpedaling, his wand slashing through the air in desperate, jerky movements, trying to conjure any defense, however hasty.

Too slow.

Nora struck like a thunderbolt given human form. Her sword extended before her, point-first, and the momentum of her light-enhanced charge drove the blade clean through the mage’s hastily raised guard. Steel punched through leather and flesh. The man’s mouth opened in a soundless gasp, his wand falling from nerveless fingers as Nora’s momentum carried them both backward for another three paces before she planted her boot and twisted, wrenching her blade free.

The mage crumpled, and Nora was already spinning to face a pair of foes who had rushed in to catch her in a vulnerable state.

Trey’s wand circled through the air as he unleashed his Infernal Vortex at the enemy. One of the targets slashed through the spell, dissipating the brunt of the attack. Before Trey could react, a second Infernal Vortex roared past his shoulder, close enough to singe the stubble on his cheek. It slammed into both soldiers squarely, catching them before they could raise another defense.

The vortex enveloped them like a hungry beast, spurred on by their piercing screams. The flames clung to them, spiraling around their bodies with unnatural persistence, and within seconds the screaming stopped. Two charred figures collapsed into the churned earth, smoke rising from their remains.

“Looks like you need more lessons,” Bree said with a smug grin.

Trey frowned. “You attacked right after me!”

“Fuckin’ children,” Marvin grumbled. “Pay attention!”

Trey scanned their surroundings. Jeffers’ brazen, but strategic foray had landed them in a small alcove sheltered by two ancient pines, their thick, gnarled roots forming natural barricades. The brief respite allowed Trey to take a breath, but the danger hadn’t retreated; it had merely adopted a more cautious approach. Their attackers had already encircled them and were slowly closing in.

“How many have Mindguards?” Marvin asked, his whisper aimed at Trey’s ear.

“I didn’t find any openings,” Trey responded. He’d already prodded the enemy forces earlier.

Marvin’s jaw tightened. “They knew we were coming.”

Trey snorted. “What gave that away?”

A suffocating wave of dark magic crashed over their alcove like a physical force, thick and oppressive as smoke from burning tar. The air itself seemed to congeal, pressing down with malevolent weight. Trey’s skin prickled with unnatural cold as the spell passed overhead, leaving a residue that tasted of copper and rot.

Through the haze, Trey caught a glimpse of Harold, standing unperturbed amid the chaos he had just unleashed. His wand traced lazy patterns in the air as he walked, as if the ambush was already won and he was merely conducting the final movements of a symphony he’d composed.

The defenders dropped instinctively, flattening themselves against the earth as the arcane darkness rolled through the space above them, hungry and searching.

“What was that spell?” Trey gasped, still pressed against the dirt, his heart hammering against

Marvin spat soil from his mouth, but his eyes never left Harold’s distant figure. “No idea. But that’s not something you learn from a book.”

“Maybe you could get him to give a guest lecture.”

The glare Marvin shot him was almost as foreboding as his dark magic.

Movement flickered between the trees. Trey didn’t hesitate. Rising to his knees, his wand carved a sharp arc in the air, sending a lance of flame toward the emerging foe. At the same instant, Eva’s ice barrage screamed through the air from his left, a dozen crystalline shards glittering like frozen daggers.

The spell struck an advancing fire mage who raised his own wand in a desperate counter. He deflected Trey’s attack head-on, but failed to defend against Eva’s ice. The shards punched through his cloak, shredding both cloth and skin. The mage cried out and stumbled backward, clutching his side where blood darkened his tattered garment.

Behind him, he heard Bree clicking her tongue. “Oof, even the water mage is doing better than you.”

A volley of crossbow bolts hissed past Trey’s head, stealing the response out of his mouth. Bree returned fire while Jeffers bellowed orders from somewhere to the left. In the chaos of spellfire and shouting, Trey lost track of the injured mage.

It wasn’t until a lull in the assault that he caught movement in the distance—the same fire mage, now limping steadily away from the fight, supported by another figure. They disappeared deeper into the forest.

Trey’s eyes narrowed. “They’re pulling their wounded back. They have a camp back there somewhere.”

“Can we focus on the blokes actively trying to kill us first?” Marvin retorted.

Trey managed a short eyeroll as he dodged a Shadow Missile. “What are the chances they gave Mindguards to their support line?”

Trey’s question silenced Marvin for a moment. “It’s a risk,” he finally said, nibbling nervously at his lower lip.

“Even if I run into more Mindguards,” Trey replied, “we might catch them by surprise.”

“Professor Leek gave us some artifacts that might help,” Bree said after releasing a torrent of flame.

Marvin sighed, thrusting his wand forward as a stream of dark magic erupted from its tip. “Fine. Let’s get a quick plan together.”

A fiery projectile detonated on a nearby trunk, sending burning splinters showering into their alcove.

Amid the barrage of magic and crossbow bolts, the group of defenders managed to piece together a rough strategy.

“Ready?” Marvin’s eyes swept across the group.

Trey nodded.

“Now!”

Bree filled the air with a terrifying wall of flames while Marvin and Trey mirrored each other’s movements, their wands tracing identical patterns through the smoke. Within moments, their preparations were complete. Shadowy figures rose from the scorched earth all around them, and the attackers found themselves suddenly overwhelmed by the dark reinforcements.

Eva and Skye threw out a pair of Stormglobes, an artifact that created a violent storm burst wherever it shattered. Nora slammed a Sunderrod into the ground, and the earth ripped apart in a jagged, fingerlike fissure that tore straight through the enemy line.

Trey and Nora took off immediately, sprinting through the newly carved trench. Behind them, Jeffers popped out of the alcove, drawing fire from any attackers not already distracted by the chaos. The trench was rough and uneven, but it provided just enough cover for their desperate run.

They made it to the enemy line before any reaction could be mustered.

“On your left!” Nora shouted.

Trey snapped his shield up, deflecting a Shadow Missile at the last instant. Nora, several strides ahead, fired a crackling ray of light that dropped an enemy mid-turn. Fire, water, and shadow spells rained in from the alcove as their allies gave what support they could.

The pair burst from the trench and into open ground, their enemies scrambling behind them.

“Hellfox is on the move!” he heard someone shout from behind him.

Trey and Nora ran in a zigzag, randomly shifting directions as they wove through the trees. After another hundred paces of mad sprinting, they crashed through a grove and into a clearing.

A strange sense of relief washed over Trey as he came face to face with nearly a dozen combatants. Shock painted every face, but not one wore the supposedly rare Mindguards.

Trey struck first. He unleashed an Infernal Vortex into the center of the group, then sent his mind magic probing outward in search of a victim. He found one already teetering on the edge of panic—a man ready to bolt. Trey gave a gentle nudge, and the man turned and fled, sprinting away from the battle without a backward glance.

Trey’s awareness swept past two others before finding a mind malleable enough for his next tactic. He planted the thought deep: My only chance of survival is to switch sides now.

The suggestion took root. Trey pressed harder, letting it bloom into conviction.

In his periphery, Trey noticed a dwarf swinging a crossbow around. Trey threw himself into a roll as the bolt hissed past, close enough to feel the wind of its passage. He came up on one knee and looked back just in time to see his handiwork bear fruit. The man he’d converted wheeled on the dwarf and sent a surge of dark magic that dropped the crossbowman where he stood.

The dark mage looked up at Trey. “I’m on your team now.”

Trey couldn’t help but smirk as he spun around to duel a fire mage. Before he could cast his first spell, Nora leapt in from her latest kill and jabbed her sword into the opponent’s throat.

Together, they descended on another enemy. Nora feigned high and low, drawing his attention, while Trey snapped his wand forward. Fire erupted and caught their target off guard. Nora lunged through the opening and delivered the killing blow.

A brilliant streak of light flashed from Nora’s sword past Trey’s shoulder. He spun on instinct, wand already moving, and blasted a fire spell into the mage behind him. The man went down screaming.

Trey took a step toward Nora while scanning for the next threat, but the skirmish was nearly over. Several enemies lay wounded on the ground, and only one dwarf remained standing, his hands shaking as he fumbled to reload his crossbow.

Trey’s magic poured into the terrified mind, meeting no resistance. He latched onto the doubt flooding through it, riding the current of panicked thoughts.

It’s over. I should run.

Trey hijacked the spiral, steering it toward a new conclusion. Stay and die, or switch sides and live. The choice is simple.

He felt the moment of surrender, a weight settling over the dwarf’s will. The crossbow clattered to the ground. Hands rose in the air.

“Pick up the crossbow,” Trey ordered. “You’ll need it.”

Nora appeared at his shoulder, breathing hard. “If he shoots me with that thing, I’m blaming you.”

“Two converts in one fight,” Trey muttered, a grin tugging at his lips. “Not bad.”

“You’re collecting them now?”

“Not my fault if they see reason,” he said with a shrug.

Nora snorted. “It is entirely  your fault. You’re a mind mage.”

Trey waved his hand in mock dismissiveness. “Let’s clean up and go rescue the others.”

They turned toward the three injured enemies sprawled on the ground, awaiting their fate. Any qualms Trey might have once felt about killing the wounded had died the day he watched this same group attack his school and slaughter its students.

With Nora by his side, they swiftly reduced the opposition by three. They turned back through the grove, leaves crunching beneath their steps. Trey’s two ensorcelled minions flanked them on either side as they returned to shatter Harold’s ambush.


Chapter 3

Rampage

The sounds of fighting swelled as Trey closed in on the battle. He was sneaking toward the enemy’s rear flank when a shriek cut through the chaos. The sound was sharp and familiar, laced with pain that made his chest tighten.

Skye.

His blood turned to fire. The world narrowed, edges blurring red. Stealth forgotten, he charged forward brazenly with magic flying from the tip of his wand.

He crashed through the enemy line like a battering ram. The first opponent barely had time to turn before Trey’s spell caught him in the chest, sending him sprawling. A second raised her crossbow, but Trey was already moving. His shield batted her weapon to the side as he drove his wand forward. Fire exploded between them.

He shoved past her falling body, eyes wild as he searched for the alcove. There. Skye lay crumpled on the ground, her arm twisted wrong, the side of her torso blackened and raw. Eva was crouched over, attending to her, but Skye’s screams still ripped through the air, each one a knife in Trey’s gut.

Two attackers dashed toward the disabled pair, one with a heavy axe raised, and another brandishing a wand.

Something primal snapped inside Trey.

His dark magic erupted outward, not measured or controlled, but savage. It crashed into the axe-wielder like a physical blow, dropping him instantly. The second attacker wheeled toward Trey, wand arcing around for a counter.

Too slow. Far too slow.

Trey’s Shadow Missile caught him square in the chest, lifting him off his feet and slamming him into a tree with bone-cracking force. Before the body hit the ground, Trey was already conjuring an Infernal Vortex. The swirling flames roared to life, and what remained of the enemy line broke and scattered like leaves before a gale.

But Trey wasn’t finished. Couldn’t be finished. Not while Skye’s screams still echoed in his ears.

He pursued the fleeing enemies like a hunting wolf. A dark mage stumbled over a root, glancing back in terror. Trey’s fire spell caught her before she could rise. A pair of dwarves hurriedly attempted to reload their crossbows while hiding behind a thick oak. A dark claw reached around the trunk and ripped away their lives.

Two more regrouped ahead, attempting to mount a defense. One conjured a shimmering barrier. Trey shattered it with a sustained blast of dark magic, then followed with a lance of fire that sent both scrambling. The slower one didn’t make it three steps.

A crossbow bolt whistled past Trey’s ear. He spun around to discover the archer had dropped his weapon and was taking his first frantic steps backward. Trey’s Shadow Missile ended his retreat before it truly even started.

Movement to his left. Trey whirled, wand rising, and found a young fire mage, barely older than himself, hands raised in surrender. His lips were moving, but his words were lost beneath Skye’s screams of pain.

There was no hesitation.

The spell left Trey’s wand before thought could intervene. The young mage collapsed like a cut string.

Trey stalked forward, searching for more. His chest heaved, his wand arm trembling with strain, but the red haze still burned hot in his vision, unsated until every last threat was eliminated.

***

He wasn’t sure when the fog finally lifted, but awareness returned to him in fragments. At some point during the rampage, his converted minions had fled. Perhaps the shock of witnessing their master’s unstable temperament had shattered what had remained of his hold on them.

Corpses littered the forest floor in uneven sprawls. The fortunate few had bolted deeper into the woods, driven by their survival instincts to escape the enraged dark-fire specter.

Marvin and Bree had left their defensive position to fight alongside him. Only Jeffers remained behind, standing guard over Eva and Skye.

Trey’s body ached all over, but the pain was distant and irrelevant. Others tried to help him, but he staggered ahead, desperate to reach the alcove. He dropped to his knees beside Skye, his mind running a sickening race of worst-case scenarios through his head.

But the screaming had stopped. Eva had worked a miracle. Skye’s burnt torso was wrapped in clean bandages, the angry red flesh no longer visible. Relief flooded through him as both of Skye’s arms moved, no longer twisted and broken, reaching up to pull him into a fierce embrace.

“I’m sorry,” Trey whispered, his breathing still ragged. “I shouldn’t have left you.”

“I was so scared,” she said, her grip tightening as if he might slip away otherwise. “I thought I was going to die. But I kept telling myself you’d come back. When I finally saw you, I just—” Her breath shook. “Thanks for always being there to save me.”

She pressed a warm, trembling kiss to his cheek.

“Trey.” Eva’s voice was gentle but insistent. “I need to take care of that.”

Trey blinked, confused, then followed her gaze to his left. His stomach lurched. A feathered bolt jutted from his shoulder, the shaft slick with blood he hadn’t even noticed spilling.

“Oh,” he said dumbly, staring at it as if it belonged to someone else. The moment he acknowledged it, pain bloomed hot. An excruciating throb spread through his shoulder and down his arm in searing waves that made his fingers tingle and go numb.

Skye’s eyes widened with alarm. “Trey! You’re hurt!”

“I’m fine,” he muttered, though the words felt hollow even as he spoke them. His vision swam at the edges, the forest tilting slightly to one side. Eva was already moving, her hands firm but tender as she guided him back against the rough bark of a tree trunk.

“Let’s see if you’re still fine after this.” Eva’s fingers wrapped around the bolt’s shaft. Without further warning, she snapped it cleanly in half. White-hot agony lanced through Trey’s shoulder, stealing his breath. Stars exploded across his vision. Before he could even begin to protest, Eva planted one hand securely against his chest and shoved the splintered remainder straight through his shoulder with a grunt of effort.

“Ouch!” Trey half screamed, half exclaimed.

Eva gave him a sympathetic smile as she ran a cooling stream of water across his open wound.  The blessed relief was immediate, dulling the worst of the burning pain to a more manageable throb. “At least yours isn’t nearly as severe as Skye’s was. She had burns down to the bone and a compound fracture.”

He glanced over at Skye, who was watching him with concern etched across her pale face. The memory of her agony was etched into his mind, making him shiver involuntarily. Reaching out with his good arm, he rested his hand gently on Eva’s shoulder. “Thank you. I mean it. I don’t know what I would have—”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Eva cut in. “I’m glad you showed up when you did.”

“You were incredible,” Skye chimed in, though her voice was weak from her ordeal. “I’ve never seen anyone fight like that.”

Trey rolled his eyes. “And just how many people have you seen fight?”

“She’s right.”

Trey turned to find Bree joining them, her red hair wild and her face smudged with soot.

“You might be my new star pupil,” the fire mage said, looking at him with an intensity that sent a shiver down his spine. He didn’t need mind magic to recognize the hunger in her gaze. His display of raw power had clearly stirred something primal in her.

“Star pupil?” Marvin’s voice cut through the moment like a cold blade. He appeared behind Bree, his expression thunderous, arms crossed over his chest. “All I saw was a teenager throwing a temper tantrum. It only worked because he caught them by surprise. And he let Harold get away.”

“ I  let Harold get away?” Trey asked incredulously. “Forgive me, I didn’t realize you had put me in charge of this mission.”

Marvin frowned as he uncrossed his arms and leaned forward. “You’re not in charge. You never were. But you had the best chance of anyone here to capture Harold.”

“Papa,” Skye interjected, “you were looking very worried until Trey returned and saved us.”

“I was not  worried!”

Marvin’s expression softened as his gaze fell on Skye, lingering on her bandaged torso. He sighed. “Maybe… I was a little worried.” His brow furrowed. “That doesn’t mean I want you two ganging up on me.”

Trey exhaled slowly, trying to release some of the tension coiled in his chest. The adrenaline had disappeared, leaving him hollow and shaky. A nagging thought returned with full force. “That ambush was too choreographed. Somebody tipped them off.”

A grunt of approval escaped Marvin’s throat, and he gave a slight nod. But almost immediately, his expression darkened further. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the Duke was responsible. That pompous bastard has some sort of hidden agenda.”

“I’ll kill him if he did,” Trey said, glancing over at Skye. “Wait, what Duke is this?”

“Duke Deveron of—”

“Can we return to campus?” Eva cut in before the conversation could spiral further. “Skye and Jeffers need rest. Trey probably does too.”

Trey glanced over at the null guardian captain for the first time since the fighting had ended, and guilt immediately stirred in his chest. He’d been so focused on Skye, so consumed by his own injuries and the aftermath of his rampage, that he hadn’t even checked on Jeffers. The man stood a short distance away, his posture remained alert and ready despite his obvious exhaustion. Numerous bandages wrapped around his arms and legs, many of them already stained through with blood. More dried blood streaked his armor. Despite all this, Jeffers wore a weak but genuine smile on his weathered face.

“You alright?” Trey called out.

Jeffers winked at him. “You should see the other guy.”

“Heading back is our wisest option,” Marvin relented after some thought. “We’ve done some damage here today, but I don’t think it’s likely we’ll catch up to Harold in our current state. Let’s get ready to go.”

The group of seven made one final sweep of the area, searching the bodies for anything of intelligence value and collecting the invaluable Mindguards. Trey caught a few of his companions glancing in his direction, but his attention was fixed elsewhere. The carnage was extensive—more extensive than he’d realized while lost in the grip of his fury.

The battle had painted the scene in shades of char and crimson. The fallen lay strewn across the splintered landscape like broken dolls, some burnt beyond recognition,  others clearly victims of his dark magic or the combined assault of his allies. The stench proved as nauseating as the sight—the coppery tang of blood mingling with acrid smoke rising from charred flesh.

Nora approached him as they prepared to move out. The battle had whipped her blonde hair into wild, tangled strands that clung to her sweat-dampened temples, and her scuffed armor concealed most of her athletic frame, though it did nothing to hide the restless energy in the way she moved.

She glanced sideways at him, a crooked smile tugging at her lips. “Can you believe this? I fought by your side that whole time, but somehow you  end up as the terrifying mage everyone whispers about.”

Trey raised one eyebrow at her comment.

“I’m just messing with you,” Nora said with a chuckle. “Though I did save your ass in the trench.”

Trey smirked. Nora’s humor was exactly what he needed at that moment. A distraction. Something easier than thinking about the bodies behind them. Easier than remembering the young mage’s face. “You want a participation trophy?” he asked. “I was impressed you were able to keep up.”

Nora reeled back with a raised fist, then caught sight of his bandaged shoulder and granted him mercy. “You twat!” she replied nonetheless. “I was ahead of you for most of it.”

“Were you?” Trey turned and took a few steps toward the rest of the group, already moving out through the trees. He glanced back over his good shoulder. “Better hurry up. Wouldn’t want you to fall behind again.”

Nora’s laugh followed him as she jogged to catch up. “You always seem to be finishing early around me. I’ll take it as a compliment.”

Trey flashed her a smile as they fell into step with the others, but the lightness evaporated when he caught sight of Skye up ahead.

Eva was at Skye’s side, one arm wrapped tightly around her waist, the other braced against Skye’s forearm as if sheer will might keep her upright. It wasn’t enough.

Skye was moving, but barely. Each step looked like a battle her body was losing. Her usual fluid grace had fractured into a stumbling, uneven gait, her hand dragging along a tree trunk just to stay upright. In the fading light, Skye’s face had gone pale, almost gray, and even from a distance, Trey could see the tremor running through her as Eva struggled to bear her weight. Skye faltered, her legs giving out despite Eva’s desperate attempt to steady her.

“Skye!” Trey broke into a run, beating both Marvin and Jeffers to the frail girl. He reached her just as her knees buckled, catching her before she hit the ground. Up close, he could see the sheen of sweat on her forehead, the way her breathing came in shallow, labored gasps.

“I’m fine,” she muttered, but her voice was weak and unconvincing.

Trey didn’t waste time arguing. He shifted his hold, sliding one arm beneath her knees and the other around her back, lifting her carefully against his chest. She curled instinctively toward his warmth, her head resting just below his collarbone.

Despite the ache in his shoulder and the weight of the day’s violence settling on him like a heavy chainmail, he tightened his grip, protective instinct overriding pain.

Nora slowed beside him, her earlier teasing replaced by a quiet, worried glance, but she said nothing.

The group moved through the forest in weary silence, the fading sunlight stretching long shadows between the trees as Trey carried Skye with grim determination. And with every step, he felt the weight of her against him—a fragile reminder of what he still stood to lose.


Chapter 4

Mentor

Skye had all but moved into Eva’s suite during her recovery. The elven healer’s quarters sat several floors up in the Elysium Spire, high enough that the windows opened onto sweeping views of the campus grounds. Sunlight pooled through the tall arched panes each afternoon, casting warm golden shapes across the polished wooden floor and giving the rooms a quiet, sheltered feel.

Eva had set Skye up in the spare bedroom, a cozy space with a window seat and a bed far more luxurious than anything in the student dormitories. She fussed over every detail, making sure Skye had water, healing salves, extra pillows, and a fresh stack of books for when restlessness struck. There was one comfort Skye asked for more than any of those: Trey.

He spent long hours at her bedside. Sometimes they talked in low, easy voices about nothing of consequence. Other times, they simply rested together, Skye nestled against his side with her head over his heartbeat while his fingers traced slow, absent patterns across her shoulder. Their relationship had changed since they had taken the step into physical intimacy, but the deep bond between them remained unchanged.

Even confined to bed, Skye’s presence filled the room—not through force of will, but through tender warmth . She had always loved with a steadfast loyalty, and since the battle, that loyalty had tightened into something almost constant, her gaze tracking Trey as if assuring herself he would not disappear. Her silky black hair spilled over the pillows in a dark, shining wave, framing pale skin that seemed almo st luminous in the afternoon light.  Recovery had not diminished her beauty. If anything, the softness of rest suited her. The gentle curve of her body beneath the blankets was difficult for Trey to ignore, especially when she reached for his hand as if contact were less a desire and more a necessity.

On the day before the new semester began, students had been returning to campus since early morning. Their laughter and bright conversations drifted up from the courtyard as they passed through the newly completed front gate.

Trey sat in the cushioned chair he had claimed beside Skye’s bed, a thick textbook open on his lap. Skye sat propped against a tower of pillows, her notes strewn in neat clusters across the coverlet. She’d insisted, much to Trey’s chagrin, on studying for the start of classes. He had committed to help her with whatever she wanted, and she was determined to make use of that promise.

“The third era of spellcrafting innovation,” Trey read aloud, mimicking the author’s dry, overly formal tone, “was characterized by the integration of elemental theory with traditional incantation methodology. Practitioners of this period believed that—”

A sharp knock at the bedroom door interrupted his monotone recitation.

Trey glanced up, grateful for the reprieve. “Come in.”

The door opened to reveal Eva, who gave Trey a deliberate once-over. “Studious looks good on you,” she said with a smirk. “A little unnatural, but good.”

The corners of Trey’s lips curled into a slight smile. “Are you saying I look dumb?”

Eva laughed. “Well, if you haven’t figured out that Skye’s milking this recovery for all it’s worth, I might suggest your academic prospects aren’t looking too bright.”

An exaggerated gasp came from the bed. “Betrayed by my own best friend!”

“You’re the one who stole my boyfriend,” Eva shot back.

The words hung in the air for a beat. Eva’s smirk remained fixed in place, but something flickered in her expression. The room fell into an awkward silence.

Trey’s smile faltered as he glanced between the two women, unsure whether the joke had landed or crossed a line.

Eva recovered first. “The Grand Oracle wants to see you,” she said, inclining her head toward Trey.

His lips thinned. “Right now?”

She nodded once.

Trey closed his textbook and rose from the chair. He offered a small wave to both women before stepping past Eva and leaving the suite. The corridor outside was mostly quiet, though a faint murmur drifted down from the floor above.

He climbed a single flight of stairs to the headmaster’s level. When he reached the open doorway of the Grand Oracle’s office, he stopped short. Nora was already there, engaged in conversation with the headmaster. She turned at the sound of his footsteps.

“Finally,” she said with a grin. “Always just a little slower than me.”

The Grand Oracle chuckled. “It’s hard to keep pace with us light mages.” He motioned toward them. “Please come in.”

Trey stepped inside. The door eased shut behind him with a soft click that carried more weight than the sound itself. The office looked just as he remembered it: shelves lined with ancient tomes, artifacts arranged with deliberate care on narrow pedestals, and tall windows that offered a commanding view of the campus beyond.

The Grand Oracle took his seat behind his broad desk, weathered hands folded neatly before him. His expression was calm but unreadable, the face of someone who had presided over countless difficult conversations. “Thank you both for coming,” he said. “Please, sit.”

Trey and Nora took their places on the sofa facing the desk. Trey noticed Nora’s casual demeanor had stiffened slightly, her back a bit straighter, her hands folded in her lap.

The headmaster regarded them for a long moment, as if choosing his words with care. “I should have perhaps spoken to you both earlier. I thought it best to give you time to recover from your mission in the Fornese.”

Neither of them spoke, both knowing that the mission was not the reason for their summon.

“I’d like to commend you both for your brave actions. From the report I received, the two of you led a courageous counterattack against the enemy. Your quick thinking likely turned an ambush into a victory.”

“The two of us?” Nora questioned. “Finally! I get some recognition.”

Trey gave a breathless laugh and stuck his elbow into Nora’s side. She yelped and shot him a glare, but the tension in the room eased a fraction.

A wry smile tugged at the headmaster’s mouth. “While I have no desire to make a habit of sending students into combat situations,” he said, “I can’t deny that I’m impressed by those willing to stand up for just causes—both of you included.”

“Speaking of just causes,” Trey said, seizing the opening, “will Dana be released soon?”

The Grand Oracle’s expression faltered slightly. The warmth drained from his eyes, replaced by something more measured. “I can promise you that I’m doing everything in my power to secure her freedom.”

Trey tried to stop the frown from spreading across his face. “Aren’t you the one keeping her imprisoned?”

The old man sighed, long and weary. “If it were as simple as unlocking a cell, this would already be over,” he said. “There are politics to play, leaders to appease, and opportunities that have yet to surface. Justice is not always straightforward.”

“What’s so complicated about releasing an innocent—”

“Trey,” the headmaster interjected gently, but firmly. “She is safer in our dungeon than she would be outside it. That is the unfortunate reality we’re dealing with.”

“But—”

“Enough.”

Silence settled over the room.

“I will keep you updated,” the old man assured him, “but let’s get to the point of why I called you here.” His voice shifted, taking on a dry edge beneath its seriousness. “It has come to my attention that neither of you are null guardians.”

Trey exchanged a quick glance with Nora. Her expression didn’t shift, but the tightening of her shoulders betrayed her nerves.

“I’m assuming,” the headmaster continued, steepling his fingers, “that you’ll want to enroll as mages?”

Trey shifted in his seat. “Actually, if it’s allowed, I would prefer to continue the guardian training program.”

“Me too,” Nora added quickly. “I mean, we’ll definitely attend magic classes, but my physical combat training has already proved valuable in real life. More than once.”

The Grand Oracle studied them both, his gaze moving from Trey to Nora and back again. The silence stretched long enough that Trey began to wonder if they’d made a mistake. Then the headmaster made a low sound in his throat. “Hmph.”

“I suppose I have no real opposition to your request. As you’ve mentioned, the dual training appears to have proven its merits. However, we do need to address your more…. unique affinities.”

Trey felt his stomach tighten. Here it was—the real conversation.

The headmaster paused, considering. “Let’s start with the easy one.” His gaze fell upon Nora. “A divination mage? How very exciting! It’s easily the most complicated magic I’ve encountered in all my years. There are aspects of divination that remain completely opaque to me, even now.” He tilted his head slightly. “How have you fared with it?”

Nora’s excitement and frustration both surfaced immediately. “It’s impossible! I reach for it, and it just—won’t cooperate. It doesn’t respond the way light magic does. Not even close.”

The headmaster’s expression softened with something that looked almost sympathetic. “That is the nature of divination,” he said. “It rarely behaves. It reveals, but only on its own terms. It speaks, but seldom in a language we fully understand.”

Nora slumped back against the sofa. “That makes me feel marginally better, but only marginally.”

A small smile tugged at the corner of the headmaster’s mouth. “It is a discipline of patience.”

Nora let out an exaggerated groan.

His smile widened just a fraction. “I take it patience is not your strong suit.”

“Not even a little bit,” Nora admitted.

Gordon leaned forward, unfolding his hands and resting his forearms on the desk. “In that case, let me make you an offer. If you’re willing, I would like to give you private instruction. Weekly sessions, just the two of us, dedicated to navigating the peculiarities of divination magic. I won’t claim to be a master of it, but I am, unfortunately, still the most qualified person available.”

Nora’s eyes widened. “You want to teach me?”

“I would be honored,” Gordon said. “Divination mages are exceedingly rare. It would be a disservice not to nurture that gift.”

“I—yes. Absolutely yes.” Nora sat up straighter, some of her earlier nervousness replaced by eager energy.

“We’ll work out a schedule once classes begin,” Gordon continued. “But you should understand something first. Divination will challenge you in ways light magic never has. It will show you truths you would rather avoid. It will refuse answers when you need them most, and offer insights when you aren’t ready for them.” He held her gaze steadily. “Are you prepared for that kind of uncertainty?”

Nora hesitated only briefly. “I am.”

Gordon nodded, clearly satisfied. Then he shifted his attention, and the full weight of his gaze settled on Trey. The air in the room tightened, as if the walls had drawn a little closer.

“Mind magic,” he said, the words dropping into the quiet space between them. “I’ll be honest… I am far more cautious about this one.”

Trey’s shoulders stiffened. His heartbeat picked up in his ears, muffling the quiet hum of the warded room. He braced himself without realizing it, hands flattening against his knees.

“My last mind magic mentee… Well, you know how that ended.”

“I actually don’t,” Trey said. It came out sharper than he meant, but he didn’t pull it back.  “Everyone talks around it, like the truth is something I shouldn’t be trusted with.”

Gordon’s eyes lifted to meet his, and something in the headmaster’s face shifted. Not anger. Not even irritation. Something far worse—wary calculation, as if he were weighing Trey on an unseen scale.

He didn’t reply. He just… looked at him.

A long, heavy silence filled the office. Nora shifted beside him, but even she didn’t dare interrupt.

Trey felt the back of his neck grow hot.

The headmaster finally exhaled, slow and resigned.

“Trey,” he said. “I’m sorry. I am unable to teach you at this time.”

The words struck like a blow. His tone was not harsh, but something in it made the denial feel colder, heavier.

His tongue felt dry. He blinked once. Twice. His vision didn’t blur, but it felt narrower somehow, the edges of the room pulling inward until all he could see was the headmaster’s impassive lips—the same lips that had praised his courage just a few moments earlier.

He waited for clarification. For an explanation. For anything.

But the Grand Oracle said nothing else.

Trey stood before he fully realized he’d decided to. The motion was mechanical, like he was operating his body from a few seconds behind.

“Is that all?” he asked. His words came out flat and empty, stripped of everything he was actually feeling.

The headmaster’s brows dipped, surprise flickering across his features. “Yes.”

“Am I free to go?”

“Yes.”

Trey didn’t wait for anything more. He stepped around the corner of the sofa and headed for the door with a purpose that bordered on brisk.

“I don’t have to explain myself to y—”

“Then don’t,” Trey called back without turning as he crossed the threshold.

The door shut gently behind him, as if mocking the turmoil that he carried from the office. He was already halfway to the top of the stairs when he realized Nora’s footsteps were right at his heels.

“Sorry,” Trey said. “I didn’t mean to take over the meeting like that.”

“Nah,” Nora replied, her voice sharp with indignation. “Fuck that guy. He thinks his precious magic places him on some throne that looks down on everyone else. We don’t need him.”

Trey’s stride faltered, his momentum breaking. He stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to face her. “Nora, you should train with him.”

Nora began shaking her head before he’d even finished speaking.

“I don’t want my grudge to hold you back,” Trey insisted. “You should go for it. It’s a great opportunity.”

For a moment, Nora looked at him, eyes narrowed but thoughtful. Finally, she gave a small shrug. “We’ll see. But I won’t take any bullshit from him, either.”

Despite everything, Trey felt a ghost of a smile tug at his lips. “Who knows? Maybe after a few lessons with you, he’ll realize he should’ve picked me to mentor.”

The punch to his shoulder came almost immediately.

As they started down the stairs, Trey’s thoughts churned, loud and relentless. He kept his eyes on the steps, not trusting his voice. Rejected. Feared. And not even with a real explanation.

He was still chewing on that bitterness when Nora nudged him with her elbow.

“Hey,” she said. “If you need to release some of that anger building up, we can go back to my room.”

“ Your  room? Did you forget I live there too?”

Nora let out a short, amused snort. “Oh, please. You haven’t been my roommate ever since we got back. Is Skye enjoying all that dick she’s been getting?”

Color rose to Trey’s cheeks. “I’ve been helping her recover!”

“Uh huh.” Nora faked a stumble as they reached the bottom of the stairs. “Oh no! I think I sprained my ankle. Are you going to ‘help’ me recover?”

Trey rolled his eyes. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Do you want me to list it out?” Nora asked. “For the first round, let’s start with me on top—”

Trey interrupted her by swooping behind and scooping her up into his arms.

She yelped. “What are you doing?”

“Helping you with your sprained ankle,” he replied. “And making sure your horny ass doesn’t start stripping until we get back to our  room.”


Chapter 5

Roommate Reunion

The sun dipped below the horizon as Trey carried Nora the entire way to Guardian’s Keep. His arms remained securely wrapped around her as they climbed the winding staircase toward their room. The weight of her was familiar, comforting even, but there was a tension in him today. The meeting with the headmaster had left a bite he couldn’t quite spit out.

As they passed the landing on the second floor, he noticed his fellow guardian recruits, Lizzie and Jakob, standing there. Lizzie’s eyebrow arched sharply before she broke into a wide grin and let out a whooping cheer. Jakob, by contrast, froze mid-step, his cheeks turning a deep scarlet as he quickly averted his gaze.

“Hm,” Trey said as they reached the second floor, Nora still draped across his arms. “I guess Jakob came back. Good for him.”

“A lot of people were shaken after the battle,” she said thoughtfully, her chin resting on his shoulder. “But the threat of the Burning Covenant returning… It’s actually increased enrollment. At least, that’s what Jeffers told me.”

Trey grunted, taking in the information but finding that he was not all that interested in discussing the academy’s enrollment at that moment.

He reached their door and kicked it open. Without missing a beat, he lunged into the room, holding Nora in his arms, and tossed her onto the bed.

Nora bounced once on the soft mattress, then sat up with an easy grin spreading across her face. Her eyes sparkled with mischief, already reaching for the hem of her shirt with the kind of confident, unhurried motion that always made Trey’s mind go fuzzy.

But just as her fingers grazed the fabric, Trey’s hands shot out, catching her wrists with surprising intensity. His breath was a little unsteady as he held her in place, his fingers pressing into her skin, feeling the heat of her pulse beneath his touch.

The anger from the headmaster’s office was still a low simmer in his veins, a bitter counterpoint to the heat Nora was so effortlessly stoking.

“What are you—”

Trey interrupted her by raising her hands above her head and pushing her back until she lay flat, her blonde hair fanning out against the pillow. He pinned her wrists there, his grip firm but not cruel. He expected shock, maybe annoyance, but Nora only grinned up at him, eyes bright with challenge.

“You’ve been waiting for this, haven’t you?” Trey asked. “Tell me. Is this what you wanted?”

He held her there, his weight pressing her into the mattress, his face inches from hers. Her grin sharpened into something more primal.

“Yes,” she breathed, her voice a husky whisper. She arched her back slightly, pressing her hips against his. “I’m not letting you go until you give it to me.”

Trey leaned down and kissed her, hard. It wasn’t gentle, it was hungry. A claiming. A release. Nora met him with equal ferocity, her lips parting, her body twisting to get closer. When he finally broke the kiss, she gasped, her chest rising and falling quickly.

He released her wrists. Her hands immediately wound into his hair, pulling him back down to her. He kissed her again, teeth grazing her lower lip, his hands finding the hem of her shirt and pulling it up and over her head. He tossed it aside without looking, his gaze fixed on her—the golden sweep of her skin, the lean muscle of her stomach, the rise and fall of her breasts with each ragged breath.

His mouth trailed down the column of her throat, lips brushing over her skin as he moved lower.

“Finally,” she hissed, her fingers tightening in his hair as he kissed a hot path across her collarbone. “Take me.”

Trey paused just above the swell of her breast, his breath hot against her skin. He looked up, meeting her heavy-lidded gaze.

“Ask nicely,” he ordered.

Nora let out a sharp, breathy laugh. “Fuck me. Fuck me harder than you’ve dared to fuck Skye. I know you’ve been holding back. You don’t need to with me.”

His hands moved with a rough urgency, gripping the waistband of her trousers. He yanked them down her legs, the fabric catching briefly on her boots before he tore them free and sent them sailing across the room. Nora kicked the boots off herself, leaving her clad only in a simple pair of black underwear.

Wasting no time, he hooked his fingers into the sides of her underwear and pulled them down. She lifted her hips to help, and then she was bare beneath him, all tanned skin and athletic curves.

Trey shed his own clothes in a messy, hurried pile on the floor, his own need an insistent ache. Retaking his position between her thighs, he nudged the head of his cock up against her entrance.

Nora’s legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer. “Come on,” she breathed, her voice thick with impatience.

Despite her consistent efforts to pull him in, he remained in control. He pushed his tip inside, then gradually sank his entire shaft inside, feeling her slick heat envelope him.

A gasp tore from Nora’s lips, her head falling back against the pillow. Her eyes squeezed shut for a moment before fluttering open, locking onto his. “Yes,” she hissed. “Fuck yes.”

Trey began to move, starting with a few slow strokes before building up to a more punishing rhythm. Neither of them was interested in gentle lovemaking; instead, they clung to each other in a frantic, desperate collision of need, fueled by weeks of pent-up tension and the sting of rejection still sharp in his mind. The bed began to rock beneath them, the headboard thumping against the wall with each powerful thrust.

Nora’s hands flew to his back, her nails digging into his skin, and her encouragement spilling from her lips between ragged breaths. “Harder,” she urged, her hips rising to meet him. “Don’t you dare hold back on me!”

Trey groaned, her words sending him into a frenzy. He drove into her faster, burying his dick in her tight, wet depths. He could see the flush spreading across her chest, her neck. He dipped his head, capturing one of her nipples in his mouth, sucking hard as he pistoned his hips.

Nora moaned loudly, her back arching off the bed. “There! Right there! Fuck me!”

“You like my cock inside you?” Trey asked, egging her on.

She cried out in response.

He moved his mouth to her other breast, lavishing it with the same rough attention. Her hands fisted in his hair, holding him there.

He felt her begin to tighten, her inner muscles clenching him in waves. Her breathing hitched, her cries growing sharper, more desperate.

“I’m close,” she gasped, her eyes squeezing shut again. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

“I feel you getting tighter around me,” he said as he watched her face, watched as pleasure creased her brow, her lips parting for a silent scream.

A shuddering cry finally found its way out, announcing the arrival of Nora’s climax. Her whole body tensed, her back bowing off the mattress, her channel gripping him like a vise. The sight of her unraveling beneath him, the feel of her pulsing around his cock, was all it took to push him over the edge.

He buried himself deep inside her one last time, a guttural groan tearing from his throat as he spilled his seed into her. She continued to cling to him until after his orgasm subsided. He collapsed on top of her, his dick still buried between her legs.

He took a deep breath, his heart hammering against hers.

A weak hand pushed against his shoulder.

He lifted his head, looking down at her. Her eyes were closed, her face still flushed with pleasure, but her lips curled into a faint, stubborn smirk.

“I’m not done with you yet,” she breathed, her voice a ragged whisper.

With a little more force, she pushed Trey onto his back. Her hand snaked down and grabbed his semi-hard cock.

“I was supposed to be on top first,” she said, giving him a few slow strokes. “Get hard for me, and I’ll forgive you.”

Trey gave her a smoulder. “You’ll forgive me, huh?”

“Mm-hmm.”

Her hand was warm and insistent, and it didn’t take long before he was fully hard again, throbbing in her grip. She climbed on top of him, straddling his hips. Lowering herself slowly, she sheathed him inside her again.

Nora began to ride him, her hips rocking at a slow, deliberate pace. Her hands braced on his chest, her eyes focused on her man. She took her time, savoring the feeling of his dick stretching her inner folds.

She leaned forward, her blonde hair falling like a curtain around their faces, her breath warm against his lips. “You’re mine,” she whispered, her voice low and possessive.

Then she captured his lips with hers, the kiss deep and claiming. Her body continued its sensual motions on top of him, refusing to be hurried by the ramping passion.

Trey’s hands came up to grip her hips in response, his palms pressing firmly against her skin as he matched her movements. He had indulged his blonde lover’s desires thus far, but he was ready to take a more active role.

Nora broke the kiss and looked down at him, her blue eyes glinting with mischief. “Uh oh. Is someone getting needy?”

Trey groaned and reluctantly removed his hands, letting them fall to his sides against the mattress.

Nora’s smirk widened as her finger leisurely traced along his jawline, the touch feather-light and deliberately teasing. “I didn’t say to move them.”

Trey’s hands returned with a vengeance, his fingers digging into her flesh. He slammed his entire length into her, causing her breath to hitch.

“I’m thinking you like me on top,” Nora said as Trey gave her another thrust. She adjusted her posture, sitting up a little straighter, giving her leverage to match his quickened pace.

“I’m appreciating the view,” Trey said, his eyes drawn to her bouncing tits as their skin slapped together in the quiet of the room.

Nora rode him with a raw, unrestrained energy, her body a fluid instrument of pleasure. Her hips rolled and bucked, driving him deeper with every downward stroke. Trey met her thrust for thrust, his hands roaming from her hips to the sweat-slicked small of her back, pulling her harder against him. They moved together in a frantic, desperate dance, chasing a second release.

Nora threw her head back, releasing a sharp cry that echoed off the walls. Her body convulsed around him, her inner walls tightening around his shaft. The sight of her coming undone, her tanned skin glistening with sweat, her face a mask of pure ecstasy, was his undoing. Trey drove up into her one last time, his own release crashing over him in a hot, rushing wave.

Nora slumped forward, her forehead coming to rest against his chest, the last of her tension seeming to drain away with the movement. Trey’s hand settled between her shoulders, his fingers tracing slow, absent patterns down her spine.

It didn’t take long before her breathing evened out. Then came the faintest snore, soft and steady. Her blonde hair tickled his chin as she shifted into a tighter curl.

Trey exhaled, feeling the room finally still around them. The knowledge that Frye’s first-day drills would start at an ungodly hour didn’t bother him. Under normal circumstances, routine and structure were things he endured rather than sought, but in that moment, they felt grounding. He closed his eyes, his hand stilled at Nora’s back, and allowed sleep to take him. Whatever tomorrow demanded, he knew he would need every moment of rest he could get.


Chapter 6


New Semester

“Give me ten more!” Frye barked down upon the null guardians.

Though Trey had initially been pleasantly surprised that Frye hadn’t ordered them to suit up in full combat gear, the drill instructor more than made up for that small mercy with the sheer, relentless volume of exercises. His arms burned like they were filled with molten lead as he pushed his body up ten more times, muscles screaming in protest.

The morning air was sharp, nipping at exposed skin and turning each bead of sweat icy cold before it could run off to the ground. Trey shivered involuntarily as he forced his arms down for another set.

“I hope you didn’t think you were done!” Frye shouted. “Ten more!”

Trey groaned, the sound torn from somewhere deep in his chest. Sweat dripped from his face and spattered against the training ground beneath him. Around him, he could hear the labored breathing of his fellow guardians, the occasional grunt of effort, the thud of bodies hitting the dirt when someone’s arms finally gave out.

“On your feet!” Frye’s voice cut through the gasping chorus of exhausted guardians. “We’re just getting started!”

Trey’s legs felt like water as he stood, but he locked his knees and kept his expression neutral. Showing weakness to Frye was like waving a raw steak in front of an orc.

“Jumping jacks! One hundred! Begin!”

Time dragged in agonizing slow motion as Frye pushed them past every reasonable limit. Each breath burned, every muscle fiber screamed, and Trey could see several classmates wobbling on the edge of collapse. He was just beginning to suspect that their drill instructor was some kind of sadistic demon masquerading as a human when salvation finally appeared.

Jeffers appeared at the far end of the training field, clad in a simple tunic, though a sheathed sword still hung at his side. He exchanged a brief nod with Frye, who actually looked disappointed to be handing them over.

Jeffers waited until Frye was out of earshot before addressing the assembled guardians, most of whom looked like they’d just survived a natural disaster. “Drink some water. Catch your breath. You’ve got two minutes.”

The collective sigh of relief was almost audible.

When the two minutes were up, Jeffers gestured for them to gather around.“Before we continue, there’s a bit of business to address,” he said. “The headmaster has recently amended a policy concerning the null guardian program. Effective immediately, all null guardians will undergo a process known as a Soul Inquiry .”

A murmur stirred among the ranks.

“Until now, that procedure was reserved for magic users,” Jeffers continued. “However, recent… incidents have prompted a change.” His gaze deliberately slid past Trey without settling on him, though that did little to stop several heads from turning his way. Judging by the looks, the rumors about Trey’s magic had already spread far and fast. “I’ll be speaking with each of you individually to schedule your inquiry.”

He let that sink in before shifting gears.

“Good. Now let’s continue with your training. Last semester, we focused on the fundamentals of martial combat—stances, strikes, footwork. The foundation. This semester, we apply it.”

He paced slowly in front of them, eyes moving from face to face. “You’ll be learning combat techniques designed specifically for fighting mages. Because out there, your enemy won’t be another guardian with a blunted blade. It’ll be someone who can turn you into charcoal with a flick of a wand.”

“Like Trey?” a voice from the crowd called out.

A few nervous chuckles followed.

Jeffers grunted as he fought back a grin. “Yes, Nico. Like Trey.” He tipped his head toward the speaker. “Care to be our first volunteer for a little ‘live fire’ training?”

“Uh…” Nico shifted uncomfortably. “I’ve already promised Jakob that I’d be his partner.”

“What?” a clueless Jakob replied. “No you didn’t.”

Jeffers cleared his throat loudly, regaining his authority. “Continuing with the lesson, magic users do have weaknesses. Along with the standard over-inflated ego, they have to obey the laws of mana streaming. Mana streaming requires three things: focus, precision, and time.” He held up three fingers. “A mage must focus their intent, establish a trajectory for their magic, and complete the casting sequence. All three create opportunities for a skilled guardian.”

He made a broad gesture toward the class. “This semester, you’ll learn to disrupt each of these elements. How to use terrain to break line of sight. How to close distance faster than a mage can adjust their aim. How to recognize casting patterns and interrupt them before completion.”

Jeffers raised his eyes above the group and waved his hand in the air. Karl approached from behind the class with a crossbow in each hand.

“Today,” Jeffers continued, “we start with precision. Many combat spells are directional and are only as effective as they are accurate. Use that to your advantage. The pressure is entirely on the mage to aim with precision and confidence under duress.”

He reached out and took a crossbow from Karl, weighing it once in his hands as if testing its balance.

“You’re not going to shoot us, are you?” Braun asked.

Jeffers answered with nothing but a crooked grin.

“Line up!” Karl ordered.

Karl’s command cut through the lingering haze of exhaustion like a blade, or rather, a crossbow bolt. Guardians dragged themselves into a rough formation, boots scraping against packed dirt, armor straps creaking as tired bodies straightened. Shoulders slumped, but eyes sharpened.

Trey took his place near the middle, his eyes peering around his comrades to the front. Everyone’s attention was focused on the two crossbow-wielding instructors.

Jeffers lifted a bolt so they could see it clearly. The head was oversized and rounded, wrapped in layered leather and dense padding. He rolled it between his fingers.

“Blunted tips,” he said. “They’ll bruise, but you won’t need a healer.” He paused, his grin widening just a fraction. “Probably.”

A few nervous laughs rippled through the line.

Jeffers drew his sword with a metallic whisper and drove it point-first into the ground a few paces to his right. The blade stood upright, catching the morning sun.

“That,” Jeffers said, nodding toward it, “is your objective.”

He turned back to them, crossbow resting easily against his shoulder, expression calm and utterly unconcerned.

“Your goal is to reach my sword,” he continued, “without getting hit. You dodge. You move. You adapt.”

Karl raised his crossbow at the far end of the field, already sighting along it.

“Ready?” Jeffers asked.

At the front of the line, the third-year guardian, James, dropped into a low stance. His gaze flicked between Karl and Jeffers, as if trying to guess which of them would fire first.

“Go!”

James burst forward, cutting sharply toward Karl instead of charging straight down the center. Karl snorted and leveled his crossbow at James’s chest. His finger twitched, sending James swerving the side—except no bolt was launched… until James teetered slightly in an effort to regain his balance.

The bolt struck the first challenger squarely in the chest. Jeffers’ shot flew in a moment later, striking him in the shoulder.

Karl’s raspy chuckle carried across the training field. “Same mistake as last year,” he said. “Next!”

One by one, the guardians took their turns. Most were pelted by both blunted bolts before they made it halfway across the field. A few managed to dodge a single shot, only to be hit by the second, but one slipped through cleanly, earning a brief, grudging nod from Jeffers.

“Bet I’ll beat you,” Nora’s voice challenged from behind him.

“I find your bets usually involve a heavy dose of cheating,” Trey replied.

“Hey, you’re the one who got called out for using magic, not me.”

“Jeffers was referencing fire magic,” Trey retorted. “Of course, my name came up.”

He could practically hear her shrug. “Sounds like you’re already planning on losing.”

Trey groaned as the guardian ahead of him, Braun, stepped into position and crouched, ready to sprint.

With a signal from Jeffers, Braun took off, feet pounding against the packed dirt. He immediately built up speed while eyeing the two crossbow-wielding trainers. Both Karl and Jeffers took aim, and Braun reacted with a grunt as he hurled himself into the air.

For a brief, foolish moment, he was airborne, knees tucked and arms flailing as if he might somehow sail past the danger.

Both crossbows fired, sending bolts that struck Braun squarely in the chest and sent him crashing to the ground.

A few suppressed chuckles drifted through the line as the guardian trainee skidded to a halt with his ass in the air and his face in the dirt.

Jeffers raised an eyebrow. “I hope that was… a learning experience. Next!”

Trey had barely readied when the signal came. With a sharp whistle of breath, he lunged forward, keeping low as he sprinted. Trey zigged left, then cut hard right, boots digging furrows in the dirt. Karl tracked him smoothly, crossbow following his center mass.

The first bolt snapped free.

Trey twisted at the last instant, the padded head streaking past his ribs. His feet slid as he shifted directions, knowing Jeffers’ bolt could already be in the air. He took two big strides before a thud slammed into his back, knocking the breath from his lungs in a sharp, ugly squawk. He stumbled another step before catching himself, saving him from the humiliation Braun had just experienced.

Jeffers lowered his crossbow, expression unchanged. “Good read on Karl,” he said. “But you were foolish to turn your back on me. Next!”

Trey scooted over to the sidelines as Nora rolled through a quick, fluid stretch. When her turn came, she took off, heading directly toward the challenge.

Her stride was smooth and economical, carrying her to an impressive speed almost at once. To anyone else, it looked like confidence and perfect timing, but Trey’s eyes narrowed. A faint shimmer clung to her boots, vanishing almost as soon as it appeared, like sunlight flashing off glass.

Light magic.

Karl fired. Nora twisted, her footwork impossibly quick, the bolt snapping past where her shoulder had been a split second earlier. She adjusted mid-step, not breaking rhythm, not even glancing back.

Jeffers loosed his shot a moment later. Nora dipped and slid, rising out of the motion with a burst of speed that felt just a fraction too fast to be natural. The second bolt thudded harmlessly into the dirt behind her.

Trey’s lips tightened as he watched her close the final distance in a blink and clap her hand around the hilt of Jeffers’ sword. The blade sang softly as she wrenched it free from the earth.

Her accomplishment easily overshadowed the cheating. Subtle. Barely there. Just enough to quicken her step without drawing eyes.

Yet, Jeffers’ pursed lips suggested that she hadn’t quite gotten away with it.

“I win,” Nora gloated as she pranced over to Trey.

Trey cocked his head to one side. “We’ll see about that.”

The rest of the training passed without incident. After humbling most of the trainees with blunted crossbow bolts, Jeffers shifted into a mix of lecture and demonstration before finally releasing the class.

Trey lingered, expecting Nora to head for lunch, but instead she began strapping on some training armor.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

She muttered something he couldn’t quite catch.

“What?”

“Extra laps,” Nora said, not meeting his eyes. “In armor. Jeffers didn’t appreciate my use of light magic.”

Trey couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face. “He caught on to that, huh?” He raised his fingers to his temples, doing his best impression of a divination mage. “I foresee many lost bets in your future.”

The glare she shot his way would’ve sent a battle-hardened orc scampering back to its mother.

He raised his hands in surrender. “Alright, alright. I’m going to go eat some food. Enjoy your victory laps.”

“Lucky you.” She yanked the last strap tight with more force than necessary. “What are you doing after?”

“I’m going to the fire magic class.”

Nora’s expression shifted, a hint of amusement breaking through her irritation. “Of course you are.”

“I‘m learning a lot from Bree, actually,”  Trey replied defensively.

She snorted and turned, already breaking into a jog. “Careful when she asks you to ‘stay after class.’ There’s already enough gossip going around about you.”

Trey felt a tinge of color rise to his cheeks. “I’m a fire mage trying to improve my fire magic!” he called out to the running blonde, but received no response.

Trey sighed, pivoted, and headed off to clean up. Afterward, he grabbed a quick bite from the cafeteria before making his way to Bree’s classroom.

The room was empty when Trey arrived, save for Bree, who sat perched on the edge of her desk with a book in hand. She glanced up as he entered, a knowing smile tugging at her lips.

“Early,” she observed, setting the book aside. “Is someone eager to spend a little one-on-one time with his favorite teacher?”

“I didn’t get a chance to ask you about some of the spells you used in the Fornesse,” Trey said.

She hopped down from the desk and approached him with a sultry gait. “Did I… impress you?”

“I have a lot more to learn about fire magic,” Trey admitted.

“Don’t worry,” she said, sauntering up to him. She reached out and lightly traced her fingers across his broad chest. “I’ll make you into one of the most powerful fire mages in Asteria.”

The classroom door flew open as a pair of students entered. Bree withdrew her hand, though the lingering sensation of her touch remained.

“I expect we will continue our private lessons?” she asked as she returned to her desk.

“Of course,” Trey replied.

“We’ll talk about it more later,” she said, then added casually, “Can you stay after class?”

Dammit Nora.

“Yeah, I should have some time before Marvin’s class.”

Bree nodded and turned to the rest of the room. “Nelly! Good to see you back. Did you practice your heat threading over the break?”

Trey scanned the back row for a seat and took a step toward the edge of the classroom before stopping himself.

I’m going to be more responsible this semester.

Buoyed by the thought, he chose a seat in the second-to-last row.

Students continued to file in as the start of the class period neared, their conversations blending into a steady hum. When the last few stragglers settled into their seats, Bree clapped her hands once, sharp and decisive, and the chatter died instantly.

“Welcome back,” she announced. “I’d like to get started right away, since our last semester was cut short.”

She began pacing slowly across the front of the classroom. “Fire magic isn’t about how much you can burn. Anyone with enough mana and poor impulse control can set something on fire. Congratulations! You’ve reinvented arson.”

A few students snorted.

Bree stopped beside a stone tablet mounted at the center of the room. “Fire is motion. Breath. Direction. If you fight it, it will punish you. If you rush it, it will embarrass you.”

She placed one hand against the cool stone, then drew it away as she continued. “Intent first. Not power. Intent.”

With a flick of her wrist, she produced her wand. A stream of flame flowed from its tip, sustained by her mana, then split into three smaller tongues that hovered independently in the air.

Her wand twisted.

The first tongue darted toward the tablet, spiraling around it in tight arcs. Four loops formed in quick succession before the flame constricted, seeming to squeeze the stone for a brief moment, then broke apart and vanished.

The second tongue shot forward and struck the tablet with a sharp crack, sending tiny fragments of stone skittering across the floor. Several students ducked on instinct, though their eyes never left the demonstration.

The third surged ahead and engulfed the tablet in a searing blaze. Heat rolled outward, pressing against the room, as the inferno burned for several tense seconds. Then a sharp snap echoed off the walls.

The stone tablet split cleanly in two and toppled from its pedestal.

“Same spell,” Bree said evenly. “Three outcomes. Control decides which one you get.”

A chorus of impressed murmurs followed, punctuated by a few scattered claps. Trey found himself leaning forward, hanging on every detail.

Bree’s gaze flicked to him for a fraction of a second—just long enough to feel deliberate. “Most of you overcommit,” she continued. “You dump mana and hope the fire behaves. It won’t. Fire respects confidence, not force. You must learn to shape the flame without thinking about it.”

She turned sharply and strode toward the door. “Now,” Bree said, already reaching for the handle, “let’s see who actually practiced over the break.”

She glanced back at the class, a dangerous smile curling at the edge of her mouth.

“Everyone outside.”


Chapter 7

Ember Ascension

The class spilled out onto the academy grounds in a loose, jostling cluster.

“Pairs,” Bree called, already striding toward the center of a mid-sized field. She seemed entirely unperturbed by the handful of passersby who had slowed to watch with open curiosity. “One caster, one observer. Today we’ll be practicing the Ember Ascension  spell. It’s a complicated one, but it will serve as excellent practice for controlling your mana.”

The mention of the spell tugged at Trey’s memory, pulling him back to his first day on campus. He and Marvin had been wandering the grounds when they’d stumbled upon Bree coaching Dana through that very same spell.

The recollection lingered as the students began to sort themselves into pairs. Trey frowned slightly.

There was something he needed to do after Marvin’s class.

A throat cleared nearby, pulling him out of his rumination.

“Would you like to be partners?”

Trey looked down to find a short, skinny brunette with a bright, open expression. She must have approached while he’d been lost in thought.

“My name’s Nelly,” she said. “I was hoping we could pair up.”

“Uh, sure. I’m Trey.”

Nelly let out a giggle. “I know.”

She produced her wand with a quick, practiced motion and turned her back to him. “I’ll go first.”

Nelly planted her feet shoulder-width apart and took a steadying breath. Trey shifted back a step, giving her space, his eyes fixed on the ground in front of her.

“Ember Ascension,” she murmured, more to herself than to him.

A spark flared at the tip of her wand, then stretched upward into a thin, wavering thread of flame. It climbed slowly, trembling as if uncertain of whether to hold its shape. Nelly’s brow furrowed. The flame expanded in one last attempt at life before sputtering out.

She looked back at Trey with a nervous frown. “I didn’t quite get it that time, but I can do better.”

Nelly tried the spell three more times, improving a little bit each time. On her last attempt, the flame rose in a narrow, steady column, spiraling upward with deliberate control. It wavered once, then steadied again as Nelly adjusted her breathing, her grip on the wand loosening by a fraction. The fire climbed higher than before before fading gently into the air.

Nelly blinked, then let out a small, surprised laugh. “There. Much better.”

Trey nodded. “Good job.”

“You give it a try,” the brunette said.

Trey stepped forward, rolling his shoulders once as he raised his wand.

Intent first. Not power.

A fiery gust bloomed at the tip of his wand, bright and confident. It rose smoothly, unfurling into a column of fire that climbed higher and faster than Nelly’s. The heat it gave off was immediate and unmistakable, warm against his skin even from a distance.

Nelly let out a quiet, impressed breath. “Wow. You really are one of the best mages on campus.”

But as the flame climbed higher, the balance shifted. The spiral tightened a fraction too far, the fire burning hotter until the core blazed white and the air around it began to ripple. Trey frowned, instinctively pulling back on his mana to stabilize the spell.

A presence stepped into his space. Turning, he found Bree looking over his shoulder. She stepped in close, pressing the soft weight of her ample breasts firmly against his arm.

“Very impressive,” she said, “but you rushed the shaping. Fire wants to run, to escape from control.”

She reached out and gently gripped his wrist, shifting her hefty bosom against him. “Control isn’t correction,” she said. “You don’t chase the fire back into line. Focus on where you want it, not where you don’t.”

Trey caught Nelly glaring at the pair, apparently disapproving of the professor’s proximity to her student. When she noticed Trey looking over, she glanced down at her own chest, as if realizing for the first time that her meager chest paled in comparison to the fire magic professor’s voluptuous figure.

Trey fired off another spell. He envisioned a path rather than a destination, a gradual upward current rather than a surge. The flame responded immediately, surging into a well-formed ribbon that climbed at an even pace.

It rose higher… and held.

Bree nodded in approval. “There. See the difference?”

Trey exhaled, letting the spell dissipate naturally.

“Keep practicing,” Bree said as she backed away, finally removing her boobs from Trey’s body. He looked over, but she was already heading to the next student.

Nelly was by his side in the snap of a finger, taking the vacancy Bree had left. “Can you show me how you do the spell?”

Trey put on a smile, gesturing her back into position as he talked her through his grip, his breathing, the way he visualized the ascent. She listened intently, mirroring his movements with earnest focus.

The class period slipped by faster than he expected. Bree dismissed the students with a final practice assignment, and as the field began to clear, she once again made her way over to Trey.

“Let’s get you and me locked in a room together,” she said, not all that quietly. “I’ve missed our private time together.”

Trey chuckled. “We technically don’t need to lock the room. My secret’s out.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You want to leave the door open? Kinky. Should we meet tonight?”

Trey paused and scratched his chin. “I’m not sure, actually. There are a few people I need to catch up with.”

Bree’s lips twisted into a pout. “Well, I’m busy tomorrow night.”

“How about the night after?”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Make me wait any longer, and I might have to find another favorite student to replace you.”

“See you in a couple of days, Bree,” Trey said, flashing her a smile as he strode off the field.

The afternoon sun caught on the sweat at his temples, and the easy grin stayed in place until he was well clear of the practice field. Only then did his expression settle into something more guarded. He cut across campus at a brisk pace, the spires of the Arcane Citadel rising ahead of him like a clenched fist against the sky.

The dark magic classroom lay tucked in the Citadel’s eastern sector, its windows narrow and high, as though even the stone were wary of what went on inside. Trey slipped into his seat just as Marvin began lecturing on espionage magic. He listened—mostly. Enough to follow the diagrams chalked across the board, enough to nod at the right moments. Still, his thoughts kept drifting, tugged downward to beneath the Citadel.

The instant Marvin dismissed the class, Trey was on his feet. He didn’t linger for questions or conversation. He headed straight for the central stairwell and began his descent, each level colder than the last. By the time he reached the dungeon tier, the air was damp and sharp, tinged with iron and soot.

The guard at the checkpoint looked at him with curiosity. “There’s no classes down—”

“I’m here to visit Dana,” Trey cut in.

The guard hesitated. “You’re a visitor?”

Trey nodded.

“And your name?” the guard asked, tone casual, as if making conversation rather than conducting a check.

“Trey.”

“Trey…?”

“The other guard usually just tells me to leave my streamer behind and keep it under an hour,” Trey said.

That earned a faint nod. “Started yesterday,” the guard replied. “Still learning who’s expected and who isn’t. How often do you visit?”

“Not every day,” Trey answered, “but often enough.”

The guard’s eyes lingered a moment longer, as if committing Trey to memory. Then he stepped aside. “All right. Go on in.”

The cell block was unnervingly quiet, as though it were holding its breath and pretending to be empty. Enchanted sconces cast a low, wavering light along the corridor. Trey’s footsteps echoed off the stone as he walked to the very end and stopped before the last cell.

Inside, Dana sat on the narrow cot, her posture relaxed but her eyes sharp and watchful. She looked up at the sound of his approach, and one corner of her mouth lifted in something that wasn’t quite a smile.

“I told you to stop visiting me,” she said.

“I didn’t want to come,” Trey replied, lifting his hands in a halfhearted surrender. “But Marvin’s offering extra credit.”

Dana scoffed. “At least come up with something believable. You need extra credit in dark magic about as much as I need to plan my next birthday party.”

A frown passed across his face, but he pushed forward anyway. “Are you kidding? Marvin would give me the most impossible exam he could create purely for his own entertainment.”

For a moment, they simply stared at each other. Then Trey’s expression shifted, the forced lightness draining away.

“I asked the Grand Oracle about when you might be released,” he said quickly. “He tried—”

A sharp laugh cut him off. “Released?! Come on, Trey. I know you’re smarter than that.” Dana looked to the side, as if gazing out a window she wished was there. Her jaw quivered. “I just hope they get it over with soon.”

Trey stepped forward and gripped the bars of her cell. “Dana, once I figure out a way to get you out of here, you’re going to have to ease up on the sulking.”

“Or what?” she challenged, looking at him dead in the eye.

Trey tilted his head to the side. “I’ll spank you.”

Dana’s lips twitched upward into a smile before she caught herself and quickly corrected it to her default scowl. “I would rather skip merrily to the guillotine singing all five verses of A Pixie’s Sunny Garden  than give you that satisfaction.”

Trey gave a mock gasp and clutched his hand to his chest. “I didn’t know you sang! I’ll have to borrow Skye’s mandolin for my next visit.”

Dana groaned, letting her head roll back. “When are you going to give up on me?

“ Give up ? ” Trey said slowly, then repeated the phrase. “Nah. I made you laugh today. I’m counting that as progress.”

Dana let out a brittle snort. “Make all the jokes you want, Trey. There’s no fixing who I am. My fate is sealed.”

The humor faded from Trey’s face. He studied her through the bars, his hands sliding back to the cold iron, fingers curling around it as if to steady himself. “Marvin taught us a spell today.”

Dana’s face scrunched, clearly thrown off by the shift. “I think they pay him to do that,” she replied dryly. “If you keep your fingers crossed, he might do it again next class.”

A faint smile tugged at Trey’s mouth, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “It’s called the Reversion Seal. If you intercept a sealed letter, you can undo the seal, read it—change it, even—then restore it so perfectly no one can tell it was ever touched.”

Her eyes sharpened. “Why are you—”  She stopped, breath hitching as the implication settled in. “Oh. No.”

Trey’s grip tightened on the bars. “Many people thought my mother’s fate was sealed. That she’d forever be Grimmault’s evil secondhand, terrorizing the land until who knows when. Even the Grand Oracle had given up on her. Marvin, though… I guess Marvin didn’t believe fates could truly be sealed.”

The silence stretched between them, heavy with meaning.

“And if your fate is sealed because of your parents,” Trey continued, his voice low but fierce, “then I’d hate to see what’s written in my future. Maybe Marvin is trying to unseal mine the same way he tried with my mother.”

Dana’s throat worked as she swallowed hard. When she spoke, her voice came out rougher than usual. “Please don’t tell me I remind you of your mother.”

Despite the sarcasm in her words, her eyes glistened in the dim light of the cell.

He shrugged, the gesture deliberately casual even as tension radiated from his frame. “Can’t tell you that—I’ve never met her. I was just telling you about the cool spell I learned.”

Trey released the bars and turned away. “I’m going to grab dinner. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Dana didn’t answer. Her eyes followed him as he walked away.

“Oh!” Trey stopped and glanced over his shoulder. “And I’ll be keeping track of how many spankings I owe you.”

***

The dining hall was still lively when Trey arrived, though the worst of the rush had passed. He balanced his tray easily as he crossed the room, eyes already on the guardians’ table. Nora sat near the center, relaxed, shoulders back, laughing quietly at something one of the others had said.

She spotted him immediately and hooked a chair back with her foot.

“Took you long enough,” she said as he sat, amusement glinting in her eyes.

“Eh, a little hunger never hurt anyone,” Trey replied.

“It makes me  grumpy,” Nora said, already turning back to her meal.

Trey smirked as he turned to some of the other guardians who were finishing up.

“So,” Nico said, taking advantage of Trey’s shifting attention, “you’re a full-on specter, huh? A dark-fire specter?”

With an inward sigh, Trey set down the bite he’d been about to shovel into his mouth. “Yeah,” he said. “In hindsight, Jeffers not teaching any magic at all should’ve tipped me off. Guess I was in the wrong classes.”

His comment earned him a few chuckles from the table.

“If we were talking about Jakob,” Nico shot back with a grin, “I might’ve believed you.”

“Were your parents part of the Burning Covenant?” James blurted from the far end of the table.

The question landed hard. Trey felt suddenly exposed as every gaze turned his way. He shrugged, aiming for casual. “Never knew them,” he said. “But I’ll pay anyone who can get more information out of Marvin.”

Nico’s brow arched. He glanced at the others, a slow smile spreading. “I think I just developed a keen interest in dark magic. What do you think, boys?”

Laughter erupted, louder this time, and Trey felt a flicker of unease at what he’d meant as a throwaway comment.

Well. That’s Marvin’s problem.

A few more questions followed—when he’d first discovered his magic, how he’d learned to control it—but gradually, and mercifully, the conversation drifted to safer ground.

One by one, the other guardians finished and drifted away, and soon, Trey had a moment of privacy with Nora.

“How much did Jeffers make you run?”

She grunted. “Enough.”

They ate in comfortable silence for a few moments before Nora spoke again. “I’m meeting the Grand Oracle after dinner.”

That earned a glance from Trey.

“My first formal divination lesson,” she added.

“How are you feeling about it?” he asked.

Her smile sharpened, confident rather than nervous. “Curious. I want to know what the old man knows.”

“This will be good,” Trey said. “I hope it goes well.”

Nora propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her hand. “I just hope he doesn’t go poking around my mind,” she said lightly. “My innermost thoughts are already an open book to my roommate.”

Trey chuckled, then hesitated, the sound dying off as something occurred to him.

“Nora… I could probably teach you how to resist mind magic.”

She straightened immediately, eyes lighting up. “Really?”

“I think so,” he answered. “Marvin has a strong resistance, and Eva’s developing hers with the Grand Oracle’s help. I just have to figure out how it works.”

Nora leaned forward slightly, her interest clearly piqued.

“Would you be interested in trying?” Trey asked.

She nodded without hesitation. “Absolutely.”

Then, with a grin that was entirely too quick, she added, “But then how would you keep me madly in love with you?”

Trey blinked. “What?”

The hint of a blush colored Nora’s cheeks. “It’s a joke. Don’t make it awkward. When are we doing this?”

“Whenever. We can find some time at night when we’re alone in our room.”

Nora snickered. “Trey! I’m not  that  type of girl.”

“We literally fucked last night,” Trey said, tilting his chin down and giving her a skeptical look. “And you were so horny, I didn’t think you’d make it back to the room.”

Nora leaned back and checked her fingernails with an aloof expression. “Fine. But we’ll see what training  you really give me when we’re alone in our room.”

Trey finished his last few bites with a smile on his face before bidding farewell to his blonde companion. She headed off to the headmaster’s office while Trey turned toward the library, confident he would find Skye there. He navigated the familiar corridors and slipped through the heavy oak doors, scanning the alcoves until he spotted her tucked into one of the deeper recesses, with a small fortress of books stacked neatly around her. She had one open in front of her, another balanced on her knee, and a third marked with a ribbon beside her elbow.

She looked up the moment he approached, her face brightening. “Hey.”

“Called it,” Trey said, dropping into the chair across from her. “First day of school and you’re already buried.”

Skye huffed. “I don’t want my professors to think I’m a slacker.”

Trey chuckled. “Yeah, because that’s always a huge  risk with you. I’m pretty sure half of the faculty are calling in favors trying to get you into their class.”

She almost bounced into the air. “Do you really think so?”

“I saw Professor Mullens talking with Eva while you were recovering,” he said. “Looked a lot like she was trying to figure out how to lure you into taking two of her classes.”

Skye cocked her head to the side. “Wait. I can take two of her classes? Why did no one tell me?!”

“Shhh,” Trey said with a little too much glee. “We’re in a library.”

She pouted faintly. “There’s no one here,” she countered. “Which makes this the perfect opportunity to get ahead.” She leaned forward and slid a book across the table. “I picked this out for you, in case you showed up. It goes into spellcrafting theory—specifically dark-fire applications.”

Trey had a crafty response ready about her doing his studying for him, but the words died in his throat as he eyed the book she handed him.

“Wow,” he said. “Thank you. I might actually read this one.”

“Good,” she said, “because I read the first four chapters before you got here, and I’ll be quizzing you on it.”

Trey arched an eyebrow. “Of course, Professor Skye.”

She crossed her arms. “Be careful, or I’ll start assigning homework, too.”

“Reading is homework.”

Skye only laughed in response.

“What are you learning?” he asked. “You’re probably at least several weeks ahead in all of your classes.”

“Yes,” she answered. “I’m studying for a side project.”

“A side project?”

“I want to become Asteria’s foremost expert on fireproof tonic,” she explained. “It’s a remarkably powerful potion, but most people are too afraid to work with it.”

Trey chuckled. “Probably because it has a habit of blowing things up.”

“Or because no one’s mastered it yet.”

“If anyone can master it, it’s you,” Trey said with a nod. “Just… no explosive amputations, please.”

Skye lifted her hands and wiggled her fingers thoughtfully. “Which one of these is your least favorite?”

Trey made an indignant noise. “Skye—”

“I’m kidding,” she said with a grin. “I like it when you care.” She pointed a finger at him. “But you shouldn’t let yourself get distracted from your studies, not even if it’s me.”

Trey sighed and took a look at his new book. As much grief as he gave Skye, he was looking forward to learning more about dark-fire spellcrafting. Maybe he would be the one to show off a surprise spell in his next meeting with Harold.

“Will you be staying with me tonight?”

The question caught Trey off guard. “Oh… Uh… I should probably catch up with Nora after this. She had an important appointment tonight.”

Skye frowned. “I know what you two do. You don’t need to use euphemisms around me.”

“I’m serious, Skye,” he replied. “Nora is learning… Actually, maybe this should involve you, too. I want to train Nora’s mind magic resistance, and I should train yours as well, but I might need your help figuring out how.”

Skye regarded him for a moment. “I’ll help you do the research,” she said, “but I don’t want to be trained in mind magic resistance.”

Trey was taken aback. “Why not?”

“I imagine the process is very draining on the mind,” she said. “I wouldn’t want it to interfere with my academics. And I have no issues with your mind magic. I trust you.”

“But… I’m not saying I’d ever use it maliciously, but what if I get tempted to use it? Wouldn’t you rather have the protection in place?”

She gave him a casual shrug. “No. You can use mind magic on me. I don’t mind.”

Trey blinked several times before feeling his voice grow stronger. “Now wait a—”

“I’m trying to study,” Skye interjected, holding up her hand. “And we’re in a library.” She tried to hide the smirk that came with her last line, but failed.

Trey exhaled through his nose and slouched back into his chair, muttering under his breath as he opened the book in his hands. Skye returned to her reading, and they sat peacefully in each other’s presence.

It took three chapters before the words began to blur.

“I’d better head to bed,” he said, rising from his seat with a yawn. “Good night, Skye.”

She looked up immediately, then rose and stepped into him without hesitation. Her arms looped around his neck, and she stretched onto her toes to press a soft kiss to his lips.

“Good night,” she said. “I expect a visit from you soon.”

“I came to the library to visit you,” he replied.

She locked eyes with him, her expression almost stern. “I expect a visit to my bed soon.”

Trey smiled warmly. “That sounds more enjoyable than reading about spell crafting.”

She gave him another peck before releasing him. “You need to do that, too.”

He left the library behind and returned to the Guardians’ Keep. The room greeted him with silence, with Nora nowhere to be found. Her divination lesson must have run longer than his study of spell crafting. Without another thought, he collapsed onto his bed and fell asleep almost immediately.


Chapter 8

Private Lesson

The following day passed quickly, carrying Trey straight into his third day of classes with little in the way of drama. It was near the end of that third day, however, when things took a more interesting turn.

Trey climbed the stairs, leaving the dungeon level of the Arc behind as he made his way toward Marvin’s suite. He knocked and waited while muffled muttering filtered through the door. A moment later, Marvin opened it with a scowl already in place.

“I spend all day teaching spoiled brats,” Marvin said. “What makes you think I want to see you?”

Trey snorted. “Nice to see you too, Papa .”

Marvin shuffled to the side of the opening and let out a loud exhale. “Come in if you must.”

Trey strode into the office and took a seat without any further prompting.

“Please tell me you have something interesting to say,” Marvin said as he settled behind his desk.

“Two things,” Trey replied. “First, how did you develop your mind magic resistance? Specifically, how did you start?”

Marvin’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not thinking of teaching others to resist your mind magic, are you?”

Trey did his best to hide his surprise. “Uh.. I was hoping to train those closest to me.”

“A fool’s errand,” Marvin scoffed. “You have a divination mage under your control, and you want to throw that away.”

Trey frowned. “She’s not under my control, and I’m not throwing anything away. I’m building relationships.” He met Marvin’s gaze evenly. “Are you going to tell me, or do I need to ask the Grand Oracle?”

Marvin rocked his chin from side to side, a deep frown carving itself into his face. After a long moment, he sighed.

“I’m sorry,” he said at last. “You speak with burning idealism; I speak from bitter survival.” His voice softened, almost unwillingly. “Your mother went down this exact same path. It feels like it was only yesterday.”

Trey’s indignation sobered, replaced by a dull, unsettling realization.

“You’ll figure it out,” Marvin said. “Just… don’t let your emotions make you stupid.” He then looked Trey up and down with an evaluating eye. “Eh, already too late.”

Marvin pulled out a sheet of parchment and flattened it on his desk. “Training resistance to mind magic is simple enough, assuming you have a mind mage available.” He began writing. “The first step is not blocking an intrusion. It is recognizing it.”

“That makes sense.”

Marvin glanced up. “You cannot defend against what you do not perceive. The first exercise is awareness conditioning.”

“Your trainee is to sit quietly and construct a clear mental image. Something simple. A red flag.”

Trey tilted his head. “A flag?”

“Yes. Bright red. Distinct. They plant it in their mind, fix it in a mental space like a field.” Marvin’s quill scratched steadily across the parchment. “Then you use your magic to alter it. Change the flag from red to blue.”

Trey nodded along. “And then see if they noticed.”

“Exactly,” Marvin said. “A consciousness that does not recognize the magical intrusion will convince itself that the flag was blue all along.”

He slid the parchment across the desk. “This should give you a decent start. I’ve included the next two exercises as well, in the optimistic hope that you won’t immediately return to pester me. What was the second item?”

Trey almost missed the question, his curiosity having been focused on Marvin’s scribbling. “Second item? Ah, yes. What can you tell me about the Duke of Greshelm?”

Marvin’s expression shifted. “Deveron?”

“That’s the one.”

Marvin set the quill down carefully. “He came to power after Greshelm was attacked by the Burning Covenant. The royal family had ruled the city and the surrounding territory for generations, but they pissed their pants and fled the moment Grimmault came knocking. I’m pretty sure Deveron must’ve slept in that day, or he would have been riding along with them.”

Trey chortled. “You seem to have a very high opinion of him.”

“The man’s a phony. He rose to power on stolen valor, then stayed there by kissing ass to the wealthy. Why the sudden interest?”

“There’s a new guard posted in the dungeon,” Trey said. “He’s been asking me a lot of questions the past few days, so I took a peek. He works for the Duke.”

Marvin scratched his chin as his gaze drifted. “What are you up to, Deveron?” he muttered. His eyes darted back to Trey. “What else did the guard know?”

Trey shrugged. “Not much. He’s getting his orders from a guy named Orion.”

“I’ll bring it up to Gordon. Deveron is mostly harmless, but he does have a good amount of null guardians on his payroll. There are some scary fellas I wouldn’t want to get into a tavern brawl with—especially Orion.”

“Why’s he causing us problems now?”

“He’s always been afraid of the influence magic users have in the city. Windrake Academy is a prominent institution. A major magical conflict practically under his nose has likely spooked him.”

A prickle of unease crawled up Trey’s neck. “He wouldn’t take Dana from our campus, would he?”

Marvin chewed on his lip. “If he could get past Gordon… maybe.”

Trey frowned. Marvin’s answer was less than reassuring. “We can’t let him do that.”

“Now hold on,” Marvin said. “Don’t try to rope me into another one of your secretive schemes.”

Trey’s mouth fell open.

Marvin held the moment just long enough to savor it, then he burst out laughing. “Gotcha! But before you start planning a heroic jailbreak, let me put some pressure on Gordon. That poor girl has spent more than enough time in the dungeon.”

A knock on the door interrupted their plotting.

Marvin frowned as he rose. “Who could that be?”

He opened the door to find two guardians, Nico and Braun, standing outside. “Hey, Professor Kalo. We were hoping to ask you some questions about dark magic.”

Trey suddenly found himself in a hurry to leave.

“See you later,” he mumbled to Marvin as he squeezed past his fellow trainees. He was down the hall before Marvin could muster a response.

***

Dusk had settled over the grounds as Trey headed toward the Riv. He entered through the concourse and made his way to a familiar practice room.

Bree was already there.

She stood near the center circle, sleeves rolled up, red hair tied back, a faint shimmer of heat rippling around her hands. The room smelled faintly of scorched stone—she’d been warming up.

“You’re late,” she said, though there was no bite to it.

“Fashionably,” Trey replied, closing the door behind him. “What am I learning today?”

“Spell sequencing.”

Trey gave her an inquisitive look.

“Everyone teaches spells like they’re isolated,” Bree said. “Independent. Self-contained.” She flicked her fingers, and a tight spiral of flame bloomed into existence between her palms, rotating smoothly, obediently. “They’re wrong.”

The flame responded to her will, spinning faster, widening as she fed it mana. The heat thickened the air, warping the room around it. The spiral stretched upward, brushing the ceiling before peeling away from her control in a graceful arc.

Fire rolled overhead, a blazing ribbon that curved across the room and splashed down behind Trey. It scattered across the stone in a hiss and a crack, embers skittering outward. A tongue of flame licked close enough to nip at his ankles before retreating.

Trey didn’t flinch—much—but he glanced back at the smoldering floor. “You’ll never let me leave this room unscathed, will you?”

Bree stepped into his space, her face nearing his. “I would never harm my prized student… but I’m allowed to tease him a little bit.”

“I’m trying to learn,” Trey said with a smirk. “Will you stop being so distracting?”

A subtle grin appeared on the redhead’s face. “No promises,” she said as she spun around and stepped away.

“Every spell requires you to shape your mana,” she continued. “If you choose your spells at random, the different shapes will conflict with each other, slowing down your casting and diminishing your power. However, if you continually cast the same spell, you become very predictable. If you want to increase your output, you need to learn which mana patterns complement others and create a spell sequence. Sequencing is about patterns. Some spells amplify each other. Some cancel. The trick is knowing which flows align. And once you’ve mastered more advanced spellcrafting—which I assume you’ll do, given your potential—you’ll be able to enhance your sequences even further.”

Trey slowly nodded. “That doesn’t sound too difficult.”

“Difficult? No. But it does take years of study and practice to truly become elite.”

“So,” Trey said thoughtfully, “you can practice one or two sequences, and as long as you don’t face the same opponent twice, you’ll be fine?”

An enthusiastic finger shot into the air. “Exactly!” Bree’s smile turned sharp as the raised finger slowly pivoted, leveling straight at him. “Which means it’s time to stop talking and start burning things.”

She stepped back to the center of the room and drew her wand. “You favor Infernal Vortex, so we’ll build the sequence around that.”

Her wand swept in a clean, horizontal arc. A crescent of fire tore through the air, leaving behind a tight, directional flow of mana. She twisted her wrist without breaking rhythm, channeling power into the spinning current. The fire caught and spiraled, building into a howling vortex that surged forward with ravenous intent.

“Searing Blade transitions beautifully into a swirl,” she said over the rush of heat. “The mana’s already moving—you’re just giving it somewhere to go.”

With a sharp flick of her wand, a ribbon of flame lashed outward, cracking through the empty space. “ The Fire Whip makes good use of swirling mana, but shifts the pattern, so you should not go back to an Infernal Vortex after. ”

The whip collapsed in a shower of sparks. Bree extended her wand once more, steady and precise. A narrow beam of fire punched forward.

“A Fire Lance finishes the sequence,” she said. “Linear spell. Focused release. No wasted motion.”

She lowered her wand and turned to Trey. “Your turn. Same order. And don’t rush—feel how each spell hands the mana off to the next.”

Trey stepped into the center and began to cast.

At first, Bree interrupted him relentlessly—calling out his jerky transitions, the uneven timing between casts, the mismatched mana shaping from one spell to the next. She drilled the sequence until his hands moved without thought, until each motion pulled the next one forward like gravity.

Once Trey found his rhythm, Bree began altering the sequence without warning, forcing him to adapt. Sometimes she made him reset entirely, breaking the pattern before it could settle too deeply. Other times, she sent spells arcing toward him, testing whether he could maintain focus under pressure.

Time slipped past unnoticed.

By the time Trey finally lowered his wand, the room had gotten considerably hotter.

Bree leaned against the side of the room, arms crossed, watching him with quiet satisfaction. “Well done.”

She pushed off the wall and approached him. “Did you feel the difference?”

Trey nodded eagerly. “Yes! My spells have a notable increase in power. That was amazing.”

“So, do you feel like you learned the lesson?”

He was still riding the high of it. From the clean transitions to the way the mana had obeyed. It was hard to believe he had learned so much in one night. “I’m sure I need a lot more practice, but this is exactly what I was hoping for. You’re a fantastic teacher.”

A wicked smile danced across Bree’s lips. “Good. Now I can be ‘distracting.’ Let me show you just how fantastic of a teacher I really am.”

She stepped closer—close enough that he could feel the lingering heat rolling off her skin. Her fingers traced lightly down the front of his chest, slow and deliberate.

Then, without breaking eye contact, she sank to her knees.

Trey’s breath caught as her freckled face came level with his waist. Something fierce burned in her green eyes as both her hands reached out and grabbed the top of his pants.

The sound of a throat clearing echoed across the practice room. Bree’s eyes widened in panic as they both spun to look at the door.

Eva stood two steps inside the room, her hands on her hips as she stared at the redheaded professor kneeling in front of Trey.

“The Grand Oracle would like to speak with you,” Eva said in a quiet but firm voice.

A loud, noticeable gulp went down Bree’s throat. “Ah, yes, of course. My fire magic lesson here was just about finished anyway,” she said quickly, rising to her feet.

“Not you, Professor  Adams,” Eva said. “Him.”


Chapter 9

Spontaneous Politics

Trey followed Eva in silence as she led him back toward the Elysium Spire. He tried to think of something—anything—to say, but each time he opened his mouth, the words evaporated before they could take shape.

They reached the top of the stairway and stopped before the headmaster’s door. Eva hesitated, then glanced back at him.

“Thanks for not trying to explain whatever that was back there,” she said, gesturing vaguely toward the Riv.

Trey offered a small, tired smile. “No problem.” Apparently, awkward silence had been the right call.

Eva studied him, lips parting as if she meant to add something, but stopped herself. Whatever she’d been about to say remained unspoken.

The stillness pressed grew uncomfortable.

“So, why did you walk me here?” he asked. “Making sure I don’t run?”

“I heard your last visit to the Grand Oracle’s office wasn’t… pleasant. He thought you could use a better mood going in.” She winced. “Oops.”

Eva knocked once, then stepped aside. “Good luck,” she said, already turning back toward the stairs.

Trey waited until her footsteps faded before letting out a slow breath. Her comment had surfaced the bitter memory of his last summons, and it did nothing to steady his nerves. He rolled his shoulders, trying to shake off the tension, but it clung to him as stubbornly as a wet cloak.

The door opened.

The headmaster stood framed in the doorway, his usually immaculate robes slightly disheveled. He gestured Trey inside without a word. As Trey crossed the threshold, a strange sensation prickled at the back of his neck—subtle, but unmistakable.

Nervousness.

Trey wasn’t sure whether it belonged to him… or to the man waiting on the other side of the door.

“Take a seat.” The headmaster moved to close the door behind them. “We need to talk.”

Trey took the same seat on the sofa that he had taken a few days ago, the cushion beside him holding only the memory of Nora’s presence.

“The Duke of Greshelm has summoned me to a… spontaneous meeting tomorrow morning,” the headmaster said.

Trey’s lips tightened. He wasn’t sure why he was being briefed on the man’s schedule, but the tension in the room suggested it mattered.

“There is a chance,” the headmaster continued carefully, “that this meeting is a ploy. One intended to take me away from campus so that Dana can be forcibly transferred into the Duke’s custody.”

Trey’s eyebrows shot up in alarm, but the headmaster raised a palm before he could say anything.

“As a precaution,” the headmaster said, “perhaps you could visit Dana tomorrow morning? For the duration of my meeting? And if anyone comes inquiring about her, I hear you can be quite… persuasive.”

Trey’s jaw dropped.

“From my divinations,” he added, “you may be facing a significant guard presence, which complicates matters—”

“Bet you wished you taught me mind magic now,” Trey blurted out before he could stop himself.

Silence fell hard.

“I’m sorry,” he followed up almost immediately. “That was inappropriate.”

The headmaster studied him for a long moment, lips pursed. “Yes,” he said at last. “But perhaps not entirely undeserved.” He folded his hands behind his back. “We can discuss my miscalculation of you later. For now, I need to know something.”

He met Trey’s eyes squarely.

“How mature is your mind magic?”

Trey’s breath was uneven as he felt like he was continually recovering from the shock of the conversation. “My mind magic? Not enough to take on a ‘significant guard presence.’ You can’t seriously be planning on going to that meeting if they’re going to try to take Dana.”

The headmaster sighed. “I understand your frustration, Trey. You’re close to the situation. You’ve been by Dana’s side since before she was given the Soul Mirror. I hope you’ll trust me when I say that I’ve thought this through and I truly believe this is our best option. If I refuse the meeting, they’ll continue to search for a way to circumvent my authority. If I go to their meeting, and they attempt to kidnap my student, I will have the leverage I need to put the pressure on the Duke’s meddling.”

“But what if my magic isn’t strong enough?” Trey asked.

The Grand Oracle shifted in his seat. “Yes, that could be an issue. Ideally, you’ll only need to influence the Duke’s Blade Warden, Orion. But if you do fail to secure Dana’s custody, you must let them take her.”

Trey rose to his feet in an instant. “I have a lot of other magic I’ll be using before I let them take Dana!”

The headmaster let out a slow groan. “It’s not over if they take—”

“They’re not  taking her!” Trey insisted.

“I can use my influence in the city to ensure her safety,” the headmaster replied. “I will get her back. You have my word.”

Trey stood there in silent rage, unsure of what his next step was, but very confident he was going to take it.

“It is vitally important that the academy does not start a fight with the Duke’s guards. We represent the magical community, and that type of conflict will only be detrimental to Dana’s chances at freedom.”

The headmaster’s eyes bore straight into Trey, his scrutiny intense, but void of mind magic.

“Trey, you must let Dana go if you cannot convince them to turn away. I will take care of it.”

Long silence.

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you,” the headmaster said, the words leaving him with a quiet sigh of relief. Some of the stiffness drained from his posture, even as he straightened. “Now, if you’re willing, I want to refine your mind magic—give you the best chance possible against the Duke’s guards. We’ll push as far as we can.”

He paused, studying Trey. “I will go all night if that’s what it takes.”

The room seemed to breathe again.

Trey shifted on the sofa, the knot in his chest loosening as the tension finally ebbed. Training was something he could do. Something concrete. A plan.

Not a guarantee, but he’d worry about the alternatives later, preferably when the headmaster wasn’t preparing to pry open his mind.

Trey lifted his gaze and met the headmaster’s eyes without flinching. He nodded once.

“Then let’s start.”

***

Trey left the headmaster’s office with a splitting headache, but a firm determination. He didn’t know if his mind magic was strong enough for the task ahead, but he did know one thing: they were not going to take Dana.

He flew down the Spire’s stairs and crossed the campus grounds to the Arc.

“There you are!” Trey heard Nora call out. “You certainly had a long night. I’m guessing the ‘lesson’ with the fire magic teacher went really well?”

“Come with me,” Trey said, not breaking stride.

“What? Where are we going?”

Her question remained unanswered as Trey entered the Arc and crossed the corridors into the cafeteria. He scanned the room, quickly spotting his quarry. “There he is.”

He navigated through the breakfast crowd before landing in front of Marvin.

“I need to talk to you in your office. Now.”

Marvin scowled and continued chewing his food. “You look like shit. Did you stay up all night?” He glanced over at Nora, then his eyes widened. “On second thought, I don’t want to know.”

He took another bite before returning his attention to Trey. “What do you want?”

“I’m here to rope you into one of my secretive schemes.”

Marvin’s eyebrow raised, then a grin slowly spread across his face. He took one last bite, then set his fork down. “Lead the way.”


Chapter 10

Jailbreak

Trey left Marvin’s office at a brisk pace, taking the stairs two at a time as he headed for the dungeon.

He reached the cellblock only for the guard to plant a foot in front of the entrance. “No visitors are allowed at this time.”

Trey frowned. “Says who?”

“Headmaster’s orders,” he replied confidently.

“I see,” Trey said. “Well, I’m just a harmless student. I’ll be in and out.” He leaned on his mind magic, threading his mana past the guard’s rigid orders and nudging at the small gaps in their logic. Harmless , it whispered. Insignificant.  “Nobody is going to care if you let me in.”

The guard’s brow furrowed. He hesitated, eyes unfocusing as the certainty drained from his stance. “But… I’m not supposed to…” He trailed off, then shook his head. “Alright. Just be quick.”

“Of course,” Trey said, already slipping through the doorway.

He reached Dana’s cell, then checked over his shoulder. Satisfied they were alone, he rapped his knuckle lightly against the bars. “Ready to get out of here?”

Dana snorted. “What’s up? Are you finally going to ask me on a date?”

Trey tapped his chin. “I could maybe make that work. You’d have to wear a disguise.”

Dana stared at him, her eyes growing narrower as time ticked by. “You’re not serious, are you?”

A distant clatter echoed down the hall. Trey’s eyes widened. “Fuck. They’re already here.”

Dana sprang to her feet. “Trey! I can’t believe you’d be stupid enough to—”

He lifted a finger to his lips. “Shhh. I need you to do exactly as I say.”

“Trey!”

“If you fight me on this,” he said, locking eyes with her, “we’ll be going to prison together. Just think about that—you and me, every waking moment, no breaks, for as long as we live.”

Dana blinked as her mouth fell slightly agape. Then a faint, defiant smile crept across her face. “You dare threaten me with such torture?”

Voices drifted in from outside the cellblock. Trey tilted his head, listening. Confusion flickered across his face.

“…Is that Professor Leek?”

Had the headmaster concocted his own plan?

“I am a professor of this academy,” Professor Leek’s voice insisted. “I have more right to be here than you do.”

“Sorry,” the guard replied. “No visitors. Not under any circumstances.”

“But—”

“Baromaus,” a third voice joined in. “What is going on?”

“Just protecting the cellblock, sir.”

“What kind of goblin shit is this?” Leek said angrily. “Does the Grand Oracle know you are here?”

“Step aside, please,” the new voice ordered. “You are interfering with official Greshelm business.”

“Official Greshelm business?! You are on Windrake’s campus! You have no authority here, Orion.”

“Trey,” Dana whispered, pulling him away from the argument. “What’s happening?”

He leaned close. “I think they’re trying to kidnap you. Want to see how uncooperative we can be?”

“Get out while you can,” she said, fear starting to well up in her eyes. “I don’t want you getting in trouble.”

He gave her a toothy grin. “I didn’t know you cared.”

She scowled at him. “I will  kill you.”

But he had already returned his attention to the cellblock entrance. Professor Leek’s voice had fallen silent, and guards began filing into the room.

The lead guard, Orion, took two steps in, then froze when he spotted Trey. “Who the fuck is that?”

Baromaus shrank under the glare. “Uh… just a student. He should’ve left already. I don’t know why he’s still—”

“Out,” Orion snapped. “Now.”

Trey barely heard him. His gaze was locked on the newcomers, specifically, their foreheads.

Five of the ten wore Mindguards.

Trey’s stomach dropped. They had come prepared. Did they know? How could they know?

“Did you hear me?” Orion barked, taking a step closer. “If you know what’s good for you, disappear. Go to class like a good boy.”

Trey’s mind raced, recalculating. Five guards he couldn’t manipulate. Dana trapped behind bars. No time to think of anything clever.

He drew a slow breath and glanced back at Dana. Her knuckles were white against the bars, her breathing quick and shallow. She’d read the shift in his posture, seen the trap closing around them both.

For a moment, their eyes met.

Trey let his expression soften—just enough. Then he gave her the smallest wink.

Trust me.

He turned and walked straight toward Orion, shoulders loose, stride unhurried. The guards shifted, hands drifting toward weapons, uncertain whether to grab him or let him go.

Trey slipped between them like sand through a sieve, close enough to feel their confusion.

“I’ll see you later,” he called over his shoulder, his voice carrying just a hint of promise.

A few of the guards laughed, the sound thick with misplaced confidence—the kind that came from numbers and armor, and the comforting lie that they were in control.

***

Trey hurried toward the meeting spot near the Riv, his boots pounding the ground hard with urgency. He crossed the bridge to find three familiar figures already waiting near the entrance.

Marvin stood with his arms crossed, expression tight and alert. Bree leaned against the wall, one boot braced against the stone, conversing quietly with Nora.

Marvin didn’t waste time. “Mind magic didn’t work?”

Trey shook his head. “Those fuckers had Mindguards.”

Surprise spread across Marvin’s face. “All of them?!”

“Enough of them.”

Marvin ran a hand through his hair, then shot a glance at the two other mages. “You know what’s at stake. Last chance to back out.”

Bree pushed off the wall and started walking into the Riv. “Let’s go start a war.”

Marvin let out a long-suffering sigh as he followed the whirlwind of crimson hair and confident strides that was the fire magic professor. “If we do it correctly, there’s no war. We are Burning Convenant fanatics, seizing a tactical opportunity to liberate a valuable asset.”

“Ooo,” Bree said, glancing back over he shoulder. “Do you think I’ll get to meet Grimmault’s son? I heard he’s a hunk.”

Nora chuckled. “She’s worse than me.”

A sly grin danced across Bree’s face. “Oh, my dear,” she purred, the words laced with playful heat. “I can promise you… I’m much better.”

Then, with a look of pure impish delight, Bree did something utterly brazen. She opened her mouth slightly and pushed her tongue hard against the inside of her cheek in a slow, deliberate motion. The crude bulge distorted her jaw as she held Nora’s widening gaze, eyebrows waggling in shameless pantomime.

A crack of golden light snapped from Nora’s fingertip and caught the redhead square in the ass. Bree yelped, launching into the air with a startled hop before whirling around and drawing her wand in one smooth motion.

“Enough!” Marvin’s voice cut through the moment like a blade. His frustration rolled off him in waves. “We don’t know how effective Skye’s interference will be. Every second counts.” He turned sharply on Nora, his gaze pinning the blonde mage in place. “And you —you are a Burning Covenant minion. Absolutely no light magic. None.”

“... Unless it’s life or death,” Trey added.

Marvin’s stern glare slid to Trey. He considered that for half a second, then gave a careless shrug. “Some casualties might be acceptable.”

Trey rolled his eyes. “Yes, because leaving a body behind will definitely help our charade.”

Marvin ignored him and waved them forward. “Move.”

They slipped into a shadowed alcove tucked between two buttresses, where a concealed crate waited. Marvin cracked it open, revealing a bundle of dark robes and gloves already laid out by size.

No one spoke as they changed. The playful edge vanished, replaced by tight efficiency—buckles fastened, hoods drawn low, wands concealed. By the time they were finished, they no longer looked like students or professors, but something far less official. Something more dangerous.

Marvin checked the corridor, then nodded once. “Let’s go.”

The four of them slipped out through the Riv’s city entrance while Trey quietly nudged the guards’ attention elsewhere. They kept to the morning shadows and narrow alleyways as they put distance between themselves and the academy. Once or twice, a passerby would cast a wary glance their way, but no one slowed or spoke, and they reached their positions undisturbed.

Marvin peeked around the corner, then withdrew, his expression set. “Trey,” he whispered. “You’ll take that side over there. Wait for my signal.”

The alley opened onto a broad stone road that served as one of the academy’s outer arteries. The street was wide enough for carts and patrols and important enough to stay busy, but spared the clutter of shops and open stalls. Most of the buildings here were old administrative halls, warehouses, or walled estates, their facades broken up by recessed doorways, drainage arches, and narrow side cuts that disappeared between structures.

Foot traffic flowed steadily rather than densely: messengers, guards on rotation, the occasional cart rumbling past. Trey waited for a trio of chattering women to pass before crossing the road and ducking into a drainage nook.

The cool stone met his back as he pressed into the recess. He merged into the shadows, becoming just another dark pocket along the wall. His eyes scanned the scene from his hiding spot.

Bree was already in position. She’d claimed a narrow rain ledge halfway up the face of a warehouse across the road, crouched low with her hood pulled forward. From a distance, she looked like nothing more than a jagged shadow clinging to the stone.

Nora had vanished entirely, but Trey spotted Marvin lingering near the mouth of the alley. He leaned against the wall like he had nowhere to be, but his eyes never stopped moving.

The street continued to live, unaware of the dangers lurking in the corners.

A pair of city guards passed, armor clinking softly. A cart rattled by, its driver humming tunelessly. Somewhere down the road, someone laughed.

Trey’s pulse kept time with it all.

Then the rhythm changed.

Boots. Heavy. Coordinated.

He leaned forward just enough to peer around the curve of stone.

The escort rounded the corner in formation, posture relaxed and unguarded. They claimed the center of the road with complacent professionalism. They all wore onyx steel armor, their swords sheathed and forgotten.

And in their midst—

Dana.

The sight punched the air from Trey’s lungs. His focus tunneled as the moment tightened, stretching thin and brittle. The guards advanced with casual confidence, growing larger with every step, as did the pit in Trey’s stomach.

After a few painstakingly slow moments, the escort passed by his position.

One step. Two.

Then Orion stopped.

He raised a hand.

The street seemed to freeze, sound dropping away as the world tilted slightly out of alignment. Trey’s vision swam as the head guardian’s hand drifted toward his sword—

—and dark magic tore out from the shadows.

“The Burning Covenant lives!” Marvin’s hoarse shout rang out over the street.

Under different circumstances, Trey might have laughed. As it was, the scene demanded everything he had.

Mind magic surged from him, invisible and precise, threading toward the five unprotected guardians. He didn’t complicate it. He didn’t need to.

The civilians need my protection.

Three guardians immediately peeled off from the formation and sprinted toward the edges of the road to shepherd cowering bystanders out of harm’s way. The other two waffled with indecision before Bree’s flames forced them into survival mode.

Nora had found her way into the middle of the mayhem and was pulling Dana from the fray. Trey sent a calming influence into the captive’s mind.

Go. Escape to safety.

The tension bled from Dana’s shoulders just enough for her to move. She ran.

Three guardians broke from the fight immediately, charging after them.

Trey’s focus snapped toward the pursuit. Marvin’s dark magic lashed out from the other side, and together their combined magic slammed into the pursuers. One went down hard, skidding across stone ground.

But the others adapted faster than Trey expected.

Two guardians weaved through the onslaught, ducking beneath streaks of umbral magic, closing the distance to the corner where Nora and a shackled Dana had just vanished. One of the guardians Trey had sent to protect civilians shook off the compulsion and bolted to join them.

Trey’s mind magic struck again. Subtle. Surgical. He shifted a step here, adjusted a foot placement there.

The affected guardian stumbled mid-stride and crashed to the ground, legs tangling with his comrade. Both went down in a clatter of armor and curses. The third swerved wide to avoid the collision, losing precious momentum.

The trio recovered and rounded the corner, their pursuit delayed but not stopped.

Trey’s chest tightened. Hopefully that was enough time.

He wrenched his attention back to the havoc still raging in the street.

Fire magic surged as he stepped forward, body moving through the sequence Bree had drilled into him the night before. Pattern flowed into pattern without hesitation. Mana poured cleanly, heat spiraling, compressing, then exploding outward with each advance.

The lesson wasn’t theoretical anymore.

It was war, playing out in the streets of Greshelm.

Two guards had already fallen to the ground as fire continued to tear through the scene.

But the ambush had lost its edge.

A counterattack snapped into place, with shields locked and weapons ready. Trey felt the shift instantly, the moment when confusion hardened into coordination.

The guardians had found their footing.

They moved as one.

Onyx steel slid into overlapping arcs, shields locking, edges angled to deflect rather than absorb. Trey’s next blast of fire hit the formation and broke  around it, heat shearing sideways instead of biting deep. The armor drank in the mana and bled it off in dull ripples of black light.

A guardian slammed his gauntlet into the street.

The artifact at his wrist flared, and an oily cord shot outward, snapping around Bree’s ankle and yanking  her from her perch. She hit the ground hard, the impact driving the breath from her lungs.

Trey swore and shoved more raw mana into his casting, abandoning finesse for force. Fire roared across the street, forcing the guardians to brace.

They were defending against the wrong threat.

A dark void split beneath their feet.

Marvin’s Shadow Legion clawed up from the stone, inky hands wrapping around greaves and shield rims, wrenching at the remainder of the escort. Marvin himself lunged through the opening, sliding to Bree’s side as onyx steel hacked at shadows.

Marvin’s magic attacked the oily restraint around Bree’s ankle. The artifact shrieked as shadow crushed and severed it, the cord dissolving into black sludge. Marvin hauled Bree upright and shoved her toward cover as the guardians broke through the legion.

Trey didn’t hesitate.

He unleashed his own Shadow Legion as Marvin flooded the street with a rolling smokescreen that covered the battleground in darkness. For a whole heartbeat, the street belonged to dark magic.

Then another artifact detonated.

A concussive pulse ripped through the smoke, shredding shadow and scattering it like ash. Visibility snapped back into place, but Marvin and Bree were already gone, retreating fast down a narrow alley.

Relief flickered and died just as quickly.

Trey was alone.

The weight of it settled hard on his shoulders. The street shrank rapidly as the guardians fanned out to flank him. Every second he lingered was a gamble.

He was about to turn and run when a flash of blonde hair and pointed ears caught his eye.

What the fuck is Eva doing here?

She knelt beside one of the downed guardians, hands glowing faintly blue as watery healing magic flowed across scorched armor seams.

An idea struck. Reckless. Desperate. Perfect.

Trey hurled mind magic at her, a sudden surge that slammed against her defenses. Eva gasped and looked up, eyes widening as she spotted him.

Trey didn’t give her time to think.

A Fire Bolt streaked toward her.

She reacted on instinct, ripping water from her canteen and freezing it midair into a hastily formed shield. The fire spell shattered the ice in a spray of steam and shards, heat washing over her, but leaving her unharmed.

“Protect the healer!” Orion ordered. “I’ll take care of the specter.”

That was Trey’s cue to leave.

He tore open an Infernal Vortex and hurled it straight at the guardian captain.

Then he turned and ran, not bothering to see if it landed.


Chapter 11

The Blade Warden

Any notion that Trey had a head start was shattered by the footsteps pounding the street behind him. Heavy. Unforgiving. Closing fast.

A volley of pebbles blindsided him from the left, striking his shoulder and temple. He flinched, stumbling against a doorframe as stars burst across his vision.

Trey growled and glared through his hood at the citizen responsible. An older man stood defiant, his feet pressing his streamer boots firmly in the ground. A bitter realization settled in: the man was just trying to do his part against the Burning Covenant. Playing hero. Protecting his city from what he thought was a real threat.

Trey couldn’t even blame him.

He cut hard down a side street, vaulting a crate that blocked his path. Wood splintered under his boot as he kicked off, launching himself forward. His stunt yielded nothing. Orion’s footsteps remained persistently at his rear, punctuated by the scrape of armor and the rasp of controlled breathing.

Trey ducked under a hanging sign, the iron bracket catching his hood and nearly yanking him backward. He tore free, slid across loose gravel that threatened to dump him onto his face, and burst through a cluster of market stalls. Fabric tore. Baskets upended in cascades of produce. Startled shouts erupted in his wake, followed by angry curses and exclamations.

Behind him, Orion crashed through the same obstacles without slowing.

Trey’s lungs burned. Sweat stung his eyes beneath the hood. He twisted left, doubled back through the thickening crowd, using their bodies as cover. An elbow caught him in the ribs, eliciting a gasp from his lungs and spinning him sideways.

He recovered, drove forward, then cut through a narrow service passage barely wide enough for his shoulders. Rough stone scraped both sides of his cloak as he scampered through.

The pursuit never slackened.

Orion matched every change in direction with infuriating ease, boots striking in a rhythm Trey couldn’t shake.

Too controlled. Too efficient.

Not a thug. Not a Burning Covenant zealot.

A highly trained guardian with experience that Trey knew he could not beat.

Vaulting a waist-high wall, he rolled into a courtyard and continued his sprint.

He reached the far side and leapt again, catching the top of another, taller wall. His palms protested as he hauled himself over. He had cleared similar walls in training before—but a sudden hand clamping on his ankle threw him off balance.

The grip was iron. Unyielding. It yanked him downward with enough force that his chin cracked against the wall’s edge.

Trey thrashed, kicking with his free leg while his fingernails dug into the weathered brick above him.

The metallic whisper of a blade leaving its sheath cut through the air below.

“Running won’t save you,” Orion said, his voice maddeningly steady. Not even winded. Steel gleamed in Trey’s peripheral vision as the guardian raised his sword.

Panic spiked hot in Trey’s chest. He twisted his torso and unleashed a blast of flame directly at his guardian pursuer, all while falling back to the ground.

Orion dodged the spell, but gravity gave Trey enough leverage to break free. He rolled and staggered upright, immediately feeling something wrong in his left calf. The muscle had strained, maybe torn, twisting unnaturally during the struggle. Each step sent a sharp, stabbing sensation up his leg.

But he ran anyway.

He charged through the doors of a stately home, feet skidding across polished stone. Two women seated at a small table gasped, their conversation dissolving into shocked silence as he barreled past. Trey barely registered them. He spun around a corner, vision tunneling, and spotted salvation: a door leading back out to the street.

Behind him, Orion crashed through the room, stubborn as ever.

Trey lunged for the exit, shoulder slamming into the door as he forced it open, and spilled back onto the street in a desperate, limping haste.

A broad plaza stretched out in front of him, far busier than he’d expected. Market stalls lined the edges, vendors shouting over one another, foot traffic thick enough to slow even a healthy runner. A few surprised gasps rose as pedestrians recoiled from his sudden appearance, skirts and cloaks snatched back just in time.

For a moment, no one understood.

Then Orion emerged.

Armor gleamed as he cleared the doorway in a single stride, sword naked in his hand, eyes locked on Trey’s back. The effect rippled outward. Conversations died. Faces tightened with sudden comprehension. People scattered in panic, but clearing a path as Trey forged his way through the crowd.

“Stop him!” Orion shouted.

A pair of young men, close to Trey’s age, stepped forward instinctively, hands half-raised as if to block his path, but Trey swerved and let his swift pace carry him past the interference.

A streak of light flashed in front of his eyes, searing his vision and washing the world in brilliant white. Trey cried out, throwing an arm up as his sense of sight vanished in a blaze of afterimages. He stumbled, barely staying on his feet as the plaza spun.

A woman stood atop the stone lip of a fountain, a celestial steel rapier raised in her hand.

Trey hurled a blast of flame her way. She flinched at the incoming fire, falling backward in a spray of water as she splashed hard into the fountain basin.

He didn’t slow.

Trey veered sharply and slammed into a cabbage cart, shoulder and hip striking wood. The cart overturned with a crack, spilling its contents across the cobbles in rolling green chaos.

“My cabbages!” the vendor wailed.

Trey ducked through the confusion, using the slower spectators as living cover as he vanished into the churned-up crowd, the echo of Orion’s pursuit still hammering at his back.

He raced down a side street, cursing that the whole city had turned against him.

Then a thought struck him, nearly stopping him in his tracks.

You’re a fucking mind mage, you dunce!

The city wasn’t against him.

It was full of allies. Whether they liked it or not.

Trey turned a corner onto a quieter thoroughfare and spotted a narrow stall stacked with crates. He leapt behind it just as Orion bolted into the street.

A vendor stood frozen nearby, panic written across his face. Trey’s magic reached out and slipped into his thoughts.

Tell him I went that way.

The man’s arm lifted instinctively. He pointed down the alley. “That way! He ran down the alley!”

Trey didn’t pause, slipping into the mind of another onlooker clutching a handful of coins. Confusion flickered across the man’s face as his arm jerked, coins clattering loudly down the alley in a scatter of sound.

Farther down the street, a woman pointed in the same direction. “There! There he is!”

Orion growled and surged forward, charging toward the empty alley. Before vanishing from view, his eyes swept the street one last time, a flicker of doubt crossing his brow as instinct made him hesitate.

Then he was gone.

Trey sagged behind the stall. His breath came ragged, his leg screamed, and his mind ached from the strain.

But he was alive.

After a moment, he forced himself to rise, scanning the street for any sign of Orion. Finding none, he eased into the shadows, moving away from the path his pursuer had taken. Here and there, he wove subtle nudges of mind magic, smoothing over alarmed thoughts, putting concerned witnesses at ease.

He finally found a quiet corner, tucked away from the bustle of the city, where he could assess his condition. His leg throbbed with each step, blood still dripped unnoticed from a cut on his chin, and tender bruises were forming across his shoulders, ribs, and arms.

Trey peeled off his cloak, the fabric sticky with sweat and grime, and wiped the blood from his chin. His hands shook slightly—not from fear, but from adrenaline finally draining. He breathed slowly, savoring the rare moment of stillness, but unable to stop his thoughts from drifting to Dana.

Did they escape?

With a short grunt, Trey turned back toward the streets, following the faint smear of smoke rising into the sky. It led him to a blacksmith’s shop, its forge roaring hot despite the disorder gripping the city. He circled around the rear, slipped inside the forge area, and went unnoticed amid the clang of metal and roar of flame.

He tossed his bundled cloak into the hearth. The fabric caught quickly, curling and blackening as fire consumed it. Trey backed away, heat licking at his face, then exited without looking back. He walked several blocks before turning toward the academy, forcing his stride to steady despite the pain radiating up his leg.

Concern spiked in his chest as the academy gates came into view.

No fewer than twenty city guards stood clustered at the entrance. Some were milling about, others were speaking in low voices with Professor Mavery.

Trey slowed, already considering retreat, when footsteps approached from behind. Another squad—eight soldiers—fell in around him, their gazes sharp and assessing.

“Are you a Windraker?” one of them asked.

Trey nodded before he could stop himself.

“What are you doing off campus?”

“I was trying to buy something for my girlfriend,” he said, keeping his voice casual. “What happened?”

“There was a Burning Covenant attack,” the guard replied. “You need to return to your school. Now.”

Reluctantly, Trey let them escort him toward the entrance. He briefly considered using his mind magic, then dismissed the idea. He needed to get back into the academy anyway, and his head still throbbed from his earlier exertions.

A guard at the gate spotted them and nudged his commanding officer. Trey kept moving, focusing on hiding his limp.

The head guard turned as they approached. “Who’s this?”

“A student we found wandering nearby.”

The officer’s gaze swept over Trey, lingering with open suspicion. He turned toward Professor Mavery. “Can you verify he’s a student?”

She brightened immediately. “Yes! Of course. This is Trey.” She straightened, pride clear in her posture. “He’s a hero in Windrake’s defense against the Burning Covenant.”

The head guard grunted and gave him a skeptical look. “Sure.” He leaned lower, peering underneath Trey’s chin.

“I busted it earlier during guardian training,” Trey said quickly, not waiting for the question.

Another grunt. “Where’s your city pass?”

Trey fumbled through his pockets, mind racing through excuses. A familiar dread curled in his stomach as he realized he might have to call on his magic again. He eyed the guard contingency, half of which were paying attention to their interchange.

Witnesses. A lot of them.

“There you are!”

Marvin’s voice cut cleanly through the gathering crowd.

“You left your city pass on my desk again, you incorrigible brute,” Marvin snapped, striding forward. “I truly don’t know how the academy keeps you enrolled with a skull so utterly devoid of wits. Standards aren’t what they used to be.”

He seized Trey by the arm and pulled him close, all irritation and authority.

“Thanks for finding him,” Marvin added briskly, already turning Trey away from the guards and neatly ending the conversation.

Once they were safely inside the academy walls, Trey finally let the question slip. “Is she okay?”

Marvin pressed a finger to his lips, then glanced over his shoulder. “Could you please announce our treason a little louder? Yes, she’s in the Riv. We haven’t had much time. I was about to go look for you.”

“You were going to come looking for me?” Trey said with a smirk. “I’m touched.”

Marvin chortled. “Only because I would’ve had to silence you if you were captured. What took you so long?”

Trey blew out a breath, relief bleeding into exasperation. “Orion nearly chased me out of Greshlem! I do not  want to run into him again.”

Marvin nodded grimly. “The Duke’s Blade Warden. I can’t think of a more lethal null guardian.”

Trey looked ahead and saw the Riv looming in the distance. He quickened his step as best he could.

Marvin’s eyes narrowed as he noticed the limp. “What happened to you?”

Trey rolled his eyes. “I forget I have to repeat myself for the elderly. A rabid guardian tried to kill me for the better part of the morning.”

Marvin shrugged. “I was able to escape just fine.”

“And who was chasing you?”

Marvin didn’t answer.

The unspoken reply settled between them as they continued in silence. Once inside the giant amphitheater, Marvin led him to the same practice room Trey and Bree had used the night before.

Opening the door, Trey was greeted with a mostly relieving sight.

Bree was sitting on a low bench, a large gash running along her arm, while Skye hovered beside her, carefully attempting to mend the wound with her nascent healing magic. A tank of algae rested nearby, supplying mana and water to Skye’s ministrations.

Dana sat huddled in the corner, Nora squatting next to her, a nail file in hand as she worked meticulously on the shackles. When Dana saw Trey, her hands shot up, and she jabbed an accusing finger in his direction. “You! I’m officially revoking your visitors’ rights.”

Trey chuckled. “One, you’re no longer in prison. And two, I’d still visit you anyway.”

Dana’s frown deepened, but before she could retort, Marvin interjected. “Alright, enough flirting. We need to figure out what to do next.”

“How did you get her in?” Trey asked.

“The guards at this entrance hadn’t been alerted to the attack yet. We piled our cloaks in her arms, hiding her face and her cuffs. They didn’t question two professors with a couple of students by their side.”

Trey’s gaze drifted to the manacles clamped around Dana’s wrists. “Any ideas on how to take those off?”

Nora and Skye both shook their heads simultaneously, but before Trey could respond, a voice cut through the room from the doorway.

“You’ll need the right Aether Key. Only the Blade Warden has it.”

All eyes whipped toward the source. Jeffers leaned casually against the doorframe with a smirk tugging at his lips.

The room froze for a second.

“Welcome to the party,” Trey finally said. “I suppose we didn’t get you an invitation, but it looks like you found your way regardless.”

Jeffers chuckled. “I heard a rumor about a dark-fire specter outrunning Orion. When I saw you enter campus, I thought I’d tag along and do my own investigation.” His eyes gleamed with knowing amusement. “Figured I’d find something interesting.”

“Does Gordon know?” Marvin asked.

“Unsure,” Jeffers replied. “But he will, soon enough. Unlike some of you magically gifted folks, I am incapable of keeping a secret from a mind mage.”

“It’s okay,” Trey said, waving off concern. “Eva was out there. She knows we’re behind the attack.”

“Eva?” Marvin’s head whipped toward him, eyes wide. “What was she doing there?”

“I don’t—” Trey paused mid-sentence. Out of his peripheral vision, he caught a guilty look weighing down Skye’s face. Her eyes darted away. “Skye?”

“I only told her that you might need a healer,” she blurted out, words tumbling over each other. “I’m sorry. But also, I’m not sorry. You could’ve gotten hurt.”

Marvin groaned, dragging a hand down his face. “At least this was Trey’s idea. I was just here to make sure no students died.”

Trey shot his immature mentor an annoyed look before turning back to Jeffers. “What was that about a key?”

“Those are Aetherlock Cuffs,” Jeffers said, pointing to Dana’s wrists. “They disrupt mana streaming and are largely resistant to magical damage. But here’s a little-known secret: they should never be used to detain light mages.” He looked over at Nora. “A Lumen Rend spell should cut them right off.”

Nora gave him a blank look.

Skye sighed and caught Nora by the arm. “I’ll take her to the library. We’ll be back once we actually know what we’re doing.”

As she passed Trey, she paused and frowned up at his chin. “I’ll take care of that later.”

Once the two students were gone, the room felt noticeably quieter.

Marvin turned to Bree, rubbing a hand over his beard. “Do you want to see what kind of intel is already circulating? I’d like to get ahead of anything that might trace back to us.” His mouth twitched. “Then I suppose you have a class to teach.”

Bree snorted. “You do too.”

Marvin inclined his head. “Yes. I’ll slip out after you.”

Bree eyed him for a moment, then shrugged. “Try not to set anything else on fire… without me. I’ll be back.” She turned and headed for the door, her steps echoing softly as she left.

Marvin waited until the door closed behind her before letting his gaze shift to Dana. He folded his arms, studying her as if weighing a dozen possibilities at once.

“So,” he said at last, “what exactly are we going to do with you?”

Dana let out a long breath. “You could teach me how to take on ten null guardians. I didn’t know that was possible.”

Marvin chuckled. “I’m not convinced it is. We more or less distracted them and hoped you knew how to run.”

“You’re going to have to explain how you managed it,” Jeffers cut in. “The next generation of guardian training may, coincidentally, be based on today’s events.”

“Deal,” Marvin replied, “if Dana can stay in Trey’s room at the keep.”

Jeffers blinked. “What? No! How is that your best option?”

“I don’t have options. No one would suspect that she’s hiding with the guardians. Trey could smuggle her some food. We’d have to figure out the bathroom situation, but I think it’s doable.”

Jeffers barked out a short laugh. “Instead of shoving another girl into Trey’s bed, why don’t we ask Professor Adams if she has room in her faculty suite?”

The suggestion froze Marvin in place. His eyes shifted between Jeffers and Dana. “Hmph.”

“I have a duty to make sure that our defenses are secure from the ‘Burning Convenant’ threat,” Jeffers said as he stepped toward the door. “Please don’t put any fugitives in my keep.”

The room fell into a long, awkward silence once he was gone.

“I’m sorry I’m such a burden,” Dana said quietly.

Marvin studied the pitiful girl with a pensive expression. “You are not a burden. Getting you out was inevitable; it was just a matter of timing. I hate that I’m saying this in front of him, but Trey’s plan was absolutely brilliant. Greshelm gets a reminder that the Burning Covenant is still out there. Gordon now has all the leverage he needs to play the Duke’s political games. And we saved an innocent life.”

“I’m not an innocent life,” Dana retorted.

Marvin exhaled loudly, then looked Dana dead in the eye. “You are the most innocent person in this room.”

Dana scrunched her face, then glanced over at Trey.

Marvin chuckled. “You missed our little scuffle in the Fornese. Pretty boy here racked up quite the kill count.”

“They’d ambushed us!” Trey responded defensively.

Marvin quirked an eyebrow. “What about the wounded?”

Trey frowned and backed down.

Marvin gave a quick nod. “No judgment. I would’ve done the same.” He turned back to Dana. “You. You’re not a burden at all. You’re one of us now.”


Chapter 12

Coup Planning

Waiting was its own kind of punishment.

Trey sat on the edge of the bench, elbows braced on his knees, watching dust drift through the lamplight. The practice room had gone unnaturally still, every scrape of wood or shift of weight echoing louder than it should. His gaze kept straying to the door, again and again.

When Nora and Skye finally returned, it felt like hours had passed.

Skye crossed the room without hesitation and caught Trey’s chin between her fingers, tilting his head with brisk efficiency. “Hold still.” Pale, uneven threads of novice healing magic splashed beneath his chin as she sealed the cut. The spell tingled, stung, then faded. Serviceable, if nothing else.

Across the room, Nora squared herself in front of Dana and began shaping the Lumen Rend spell. Light gathered… then collapsed. Again. And again.

Nora’s frown firmly established itself, but she didn’t stop. She adjusted, refocused, and tried again—once, twice, dozens of times—until frustration hardened into stubborn determination.

Nearly a hundred attempts later, a brilliant spark flared to life, flooding the room with clean, blinding light. The shackles split apart and clattered to the stone floor.

For a moment, no one breathed.

Dana stared at her wrists, turning them slowly in the dim light. Her fingers flexed experimentally, as if testing whether the freedom was real or if the crushing weight would suddenly return.

Trey felt his shoulders finally loosen, then turned when he heard the door open.

Marvin and Bree both walked in together and took in the scene at a glance: the broken cuffs, an exhausted Nora, and Dana standing free, still staring at her wrists.

“Welcome to freedom,” Bree said with a grin.

Marvin cleared his throat, the sound pointed and deliberately awkward. “I’m glad you’re feeling welcoming. Because… She’s your new roommate.”

The grin slid off Bree’s face. Her jaw dropped, eyes widening in disbelief before narrowing sharply at Marvin. “I hate you.”

She smiled apologetically at Dana. “Not you. I’m sure you’d make a fine roommate, it’s just that Marvin’s surprises are going to age me past my child-bearing years.”

She shot a subtle glance at Trey.

“No need to apologize,” Dana said, then pointed at Trey. “He’s the same way. It’s infuriating.”

Trey opened his mouth to protest, then thought better of it.

Bree sighed. “When’s she moving in?”

“Let’s wait until dark,” Marvin said. “We’ll use a book to cover her face. A cloak might draw suspicion, given the current circumstances.” His eyes shifted to Dana. “I’m sorry. It might feel as if you traded one prison for another.”

Dana snorted. “I’ve seen the faculty suites. I’m not complaining.”

Marvin nodded, then turned back to Bree. “What did you hear?”

“I’ve heard a lot,” she replied. “Nothing close to the truth.”

Marvin nodded approvingly. “Same here. That’s good news. Trey, let’s head out. Grab some food and make an appearance. Nora and Skye should come too.”

Bree’s grin came fast and sharp, her posture suddenly alert. “Ooo, you’re leaving me alone with one of my most talented fire mages. I wonder what we could possibly do to pass the time.”

“I’d better not hear about any fire-related incidents,” Marvin replied as he strode toward the door.

Marvin led the three students toward the Arc. He had just reached for the door when a shout carried across the campus grounds.

“Professor Kalo!”

Marvin stopped and squinted into the distance, searching for the source. “Fuck,” he muttered. He yanked the door open and had one foot inside when the voice rang out again, piercing more forcefully through the air.

“Professor Kalo! Trey!”

Marvin paused mid-step and let out a long, laborious sigh. He glanced back at the girls. “Go on,” he said quietly. “Head inside.”

They didn’t hesitate.

Marvin reluctantly turned from the promise of a meal, motioning for Trey to follow. Together, they crossed the distance toward Jeffers, who stood waving them over, his posture tight with urgency. Beside him was the Grand Oracle himself—clad in full battlemage regalia, sabre sheathed at his hip.

And, strangely enough, he looked nervous.

Jeffers, on the other hand, looked relieved. “The Grand Oracle is about to head out to search for—”

“Thank you, Jeffers,” Gordon interjected. “I’ll take it from here.”

He drew in a slow, steadying breath before turning to Trey. “I owe you an apology—and a considerable debt. Gambling with Dana’s life was a mistake. An unforgivable one.” His jaw tightened. “I thought I could turn the situation to our advantage. I was wrong. Catastrophe followed. I’m truly sorry. I won’t rest until Dana is found.”

Trey opened his mouth to respond, but Marvin beat him to it.

“It takes a bigger person to admit when he’s made a mistake.”

Gordon blinked, his mouth left half open in bewilderment. “Thanks… Marvin.” His gaze flicked to Trey, then back again. “What in the Archmage’s name is going… Oh, for fuck’s sake! You didn’t?! No… You absolutely did.” He slapped a hand to his forehead and shook his head. “Where is she?”

“Shhh,” Marvin hissed. “What are we going to do about the Duke?”

“No,” Gordon said flatly. “You’re not changing the subject. I’m marching you both to my office, and you’re going to tell me everything .”

Marvin lifted a shoulder. “I actually don’t know all that much. This was mostly Trey’s idea.”

“Dammit Marvin!”

Marvin huffed. “Fine! But we’re going to my office. I’m not climbing all those stairs.”

***

“You attacked ten null guardians in broad daylight?!”

“What a stupid question,” Marvin replied, leaning back in his chair and propping his feet onto the desk. “I just finished telling you the entire story, and you should already know that from the reports.”

The glare Gordon shot across the office threatened to drop the room’s temperature. He folded his arms across his chest and looked down upon the two seated delinquents. “So which one of you attacked Eva?”

Trey slid a little lower in his seat, shoulders rounding as if gravity had suddenly doubled. “It was… part of the plan.”

Just not hers.

Gordon raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Explain.”

Trey briefly bit his lower lip before answering. “Uh, well… With injured guardians on the field, I knew they would prioritize protecting the healer. Eva had run out into the battle and was tending to a fallen guardian.”

A grunt of displeasure came from Gordon.

“I knew my mind magic would get her attention,” Trey continued, “giving her enough notice to defend against my spell. She deflected it easily, but the attack drew the guardians’ attention. Their formation tightened around her, and only one committed to pursuing me.”

“Only one?” the headmaster asked with a knowing smile. “Must have been a leisurely stroll after that.”

Trey groaned as images of a sneering Orion gaining ground on him flashed through his mind. “Leisurely isn’t the word I’d use.”

“No wonder she was shaken,” Gordon muttered while slowly shaking his head.

Trey winced. “Is she okay?”

“Unharmed,” Gordon said. “But, like I said, shaken. We’ve not had the luxury of a proper conversation. Today has been… busy.”

His steely gaze swung back to Marvin. “ You still haven’t told me where Dana  is.”

Marvin hesitated. His jaw worked for a moment before he finally relented. “She’s currently in the Riv.”

Gordon stared at him, incredulous. “Why are you always putting me in these situations?”

A frown spread across Marvin’s face as he straightened his posture and dropped his feet to the ground. “Me? Putting you  in situations?” he leaned forward, his voice rising. “Shall we review what has happened?”

Pressing his palms firmly against the desk, Marvin continued. “The Duke ordered an elite squadron of null guardians onto your campus to abduct an innocent student. This is not a game anymore; this is a declaration of war. The fact that Dana was still in the dungeon in the first place is a failure of your leadership, and a breach of the promise you made.”

A finger lifted, pointing accusingly at the Grand Oracle. “We took  your  collapsed political gamble and turned it into the best scenario we could’ve possibly hoped for, all while keeping Dana where she belongs. You gave Trey an apology earlier. You should be giving him a ‘thank you’ now.”

Silence fell hard on the three occupants in the room.

At last, Gordon exhaled through his nose. “We need to start recruiting.”

Marvin’s head tilted slightly.

“I’m putting you and Melinda Mavery in charge of finding us mages. Combat specialists should be prioritized, yes, but seek out others. Potion masters, artificers, illusionists—we need them all. I hope I don’t need to tell that discretion is a must.”

Gordon began to pace, hands clasped behind his back. “I’ll see what loyalty I can find amongst the city’s elite. The moment word spreads that he sent null guardians into an academy, the optics shift. If we frame this correctly, and we gain sympathy.”

He nodded to himself as he continued. “We do not speak of rebellion. We speak of protection. Of student safety. Of providing a better future, free of abusive authority.”

The pacing became more fervent. “There’s a network of old secret tunnels beneath the academy. Frank Oberton will oversee reconstruction—reinforce the corridors, create secure movement between buildings and checkpoints in the city. We’ll be prepared if the Duke attempts another, larger incursion.”

He looked over at Trey. “As much as I hate it, it is imperative that we keep Dana hidden. Right now, we have a cause that people will rally behind. Dana would taint that, no matter how innocent she is.”

Trey sat stunned in his chair, unable to reply. Marvin, on the other hand, was leaning forward in his seat, eyes bright with something dangerously close to delight.

“I need to meet with the Duke,” Gordon continued. “Determine how much time we have.”

“Maybe slit his throat while you’re at it,” Marvin added casually.

Gordon‘s initial scowl quickly turned thoughtful. “Huh.”

Marvin raised an eyebrow as he watched his scheming friend. “Really?”

“An assassination could potentially end the conflict before it turns bloody.”

It was Marvin’s turn to be stunned. “Who are you and what have you done with Gordon?”

“Stop being a butt-licking buffoon. We’re talking about launching a coup.”

Marvin wobbled his head back and forth. “Technically, you’re talking about it. I have yet to be implicated in such a treasonous plot.”

“You attacked the Duke’s Blade Warden while masquerading as the Burning Covenant!”

Marvin shrugged. “Allegedly.”

Gordon groaned as he rubbed his temples. “Can you be on the Duke’s team? Perhaps he’ll die from a splitting headache.”

“Ah, yes. You were talking about killing the Duke before you so callously started insulting me.”

“I’ll meet with him and decide what our best approach would be,” Gordon said. “Would you trust Professor Adams if we were to pursue… a more criminal approach?”

“As long as you keep her away from Trey, she’s golden.”

Gordon’s brow creased. “What?”

Marvin waved his hand dismissively. “It would be nice to have Jeffers’ talents as well. Perhaps a little mind magic could let us know where he’d land on this issue?”

“Yes, I will be revisiting Mind Inquiries for the staff after I finish with the guardians.”

Good,” Marvin said, nodding along.

“That includes you.”

Marvin snorted. “No it doesn’t.”

Gordon rose from his seat, ignoring his colleague’s reply. “I assume you know where to start?”

Marvin nodded.

“Good, you’ll be hearing from me after I have some words with the Duke.”

The Grand Oracle crossed the room and opened the door. Pausing, he glanced back, biting his lip. “Oh, and Trey?”

Trey looked up.

“Thank you.”

The Grand Oracle stepped out into the corridor.

“Sorry! One last question,” Trey called out. “Why did you send Professor Leek down to the dungeon? When they came to get Dana?”

The Grand Oracle looked back once more, rubbing his chin. “Professor Leek? I didn’t send him.”


Chapter 13

Expecting a Fight

“What a fucking mess.”

The Duke braced both hands on the polished surface of the grand council table and lowered his head until his forehead struck the dark lacquer with a dull knock. Once. Twice. A third time, harder.

The sound echoed through the vaulted chamber.

The council room had been designed to impress and intimidate in equal measure—arched windows stretching two stories high, panes of colored glass casting fractured light across marble floors veined in crimson.

Orion stood to the Duke’s right, silent and immovable in his onyx steel armor. The Blade Warden almost looked like a decorative suit of armor propped on display if it weren’t for his observant eyes scanning the room. His expression did not change as the Duke abused the furniture.

“My guardians humiliated,” the Duke muttered into the table. “In my own city.”

Orion parted his lips, prepared to offer a response, but was interrupted by a knock at the door.

Both men turned.

Orion crossed the marble floor without hurry, though the faint shift in his posture suggested coiled readiness. He opened the heavy oak door a fraction.

A palace messenger stood outside, pale and rigid.

“The Grand Oracle has arrived.”

Orion inclined his head. “Give us a minute, then send him in.”

The door closed softly even as Orion’s heart beat louder. He turned to face the Duke.

“He’s here,” Orion said. “Mindguards on.”

The Duke chuckled as he placed the dark metal crown on his head. “Do you think he knows? I hope he doesn’t. I want to see the surprise on his face.”

Even as the humor flowed freely, the Duke could not stop his fingers from shaking as he adjusted the circlet guarding his mind. Satisfied with its placement, he glanced up at Orion.  “If he so much as reaches for that sabre of his… End him.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

The Duke met his Blade Warden’s eyes. There was no bluster in the look now. Only calculation. “The battle for the city has started. But we’re the only ones that know that. We give him nothing.”

Footsteps echoed in the corridor beyond, unhurried and confident.

The Duke moved behind the council table and took his seat, spine straight, expression smoothed into aristocratic composure. Only the faint tapping of his ring against the wood betrayed the storm underneath.

Orion stepped slightly to the side of the noble—not in front, not behind. A position of protection without subservience. His hand hovered a fraction closer to his sword than etiquette strictly allowed.

The great doors swung open.

The Grand Oracle entered without escort.

His tall figure was wrapped in layered battlemage robes threaded with faint lines of gold that shimmered like dormant lightning. The fabric shifted as he walked, whispering through the air. At his hip rested a curved sabre, its pommel capped with a blue crystal.

His gaze swept the chamber in a single, assessing pass. It lingered for half a second on the onyx circlets.

“Interesting choice of headgear,” he said as a way of greeting. “It would be rather embarrassing if they were fake.”

The Duke’s lips curled into a grin. “I’m not too worried about that.”

The Grand Oracle cocked his head to the side. “Interesting.”

“Expecting a fight?” The Duke asked, pointing his chin at the mage’s attire.

“I can only hope,” Gordon replied. “I’ll be searching for Dana immediately after this meeting. That task becomes considerably easier if her captors prefer confrontation over concealment.”

Without waiting for an invite, he pulled out a chair and took a seat.

“I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice.” The words were courteous. The tone was not.

“Given the circumstances,” Deveron replied, “I would say the urgency is mutual.”

The air between them tightened—two apex predators measuring distance, weight, and weakness.

And no one in the room doubted that if the conversation went poorly, it would not end with words.

“I’m not sure what you hoped to accomplish, Deveron,” the Ground said evenly, “but I can assure you this—making an enemy of me is a mistake.” His fingers tapped once against the armrest.

Deveron’s lips twitched. “I’ve governed this city through two decades of unprecedented prosperity. If strong leadership feels abrasive to you in a time of crisis, then perhaps that cushioned chair in your tower has made you soft.”

“Strong leadership?!” Gordon exclaimed with a barking laugh. “My blade still drips with Burning Covenant blood while you kidnap teenagers from a school. The resurgence is growing bolder and stronger. But instead of consolidating strength, you’ve chosen to ignite internal strife.”

“I have chosen to root out internal strife,” Deveron replied. “I cannot command a populace at war while certain factions so casually ignore my authority.”

“I have not ignored your authority—”  

“Then fall in line, Gordon.”

The Duke’s voice lost its lacquer of civility. “Because I will not tolerate defiance disguised as diplomacy. Resistance will be met with consequences. Compliance is the only option available to you.”

A stillness settled over the chamber like a drawn curtain.

The threat was no longer veiled in pleasantry or courtly phrasing.

Gordon did not blink.

Across from him, the Duke held the stare for a long, brittle moment. Then, almost imperceptibly, a crack formed. His fingers tapped once against the arm of his chair. Stilled. Tapped again. Orion, stationed half a step behind, shifted his weight; his hand drifted toward the pommel of his sword with unconscious instinct, thumb brushing the guard as if reassuring himself it was still there.

“Twenty years,” Gordon said at last. “Twenty years in power. I suppose that’s enough to turn anyone into an arrogant fool.”

The words were spoken softly, but they landed forcefully.

“I would question your own wisdom,” the noble replied coolly, “if your chosen course is to continue insulting me.”

“My course was chosen the moment you made your move. Your hostility has made this inevitable. As of now, you and all under your command are barred from Windrake Academy. Should any of you attempt to set foot on its grounds, you will be met with deadly force. The cooperation you once so freely enjoyed with the magical community is over. I did not bend the knee to Grimmault, and I will not bend it now—to a pompous noble whose head has swollen to the point of medical concern.”

Gordon rose from his seat, prompting Orion to step forward. “You’re wrong, Deveron,” the tall mage continued. “You have not limited me to only one option. You’ve only made previously unsavory options look more appealing. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a cult to hunt down—a mission I once believed we shared.”

He cast a scathing look at the null guardian captain, then turned on his heel and strode from the chamber.

“Don’t walk out on me!” the Duke threatened. “You’ll regret it.”

The doors crashed shut in his wake, the impact reverberating through the chamber like a struck gong. The echo lingered long after the mage himself was gone.

Silence reclaimed the chamber.

The noble remained seated, fingers steepled before his lips, though the knuckles had gone faintly white. The mask of composure still held—but only just.

“What is he going to do now?”

“I would assume he’s going after the Burning Covenant,” Orion replied.

The Duke’s lips twisted into a sneer. “Of course. He’ll want to be seen doing something heroic, to curry public favor.”

He slowly lowered his hands, the last trace of strain retreating behind cold command.

“Deploy three battle groups. Use our connections to secure a swift, decisive victory. And I want the reports released before Windrake has the chance to spin their own narrative.”

“Yes, Your Grace.”

Orion made it two steps toward the door before the Duke’s voice stopped him.

“I’m not done with you yet.”

The guardian captain executed a crisp about-face, meeting the Duke’s critical gaze.

The Duke raised a finger. “Explain to me one more time how five mages defeated ten of my elite null guardians?”

“I believe there were only four mages at the scene, Your Grace. And the attackers caught us completely by surprise. I take full accountability for that. That should’ve never happened.”

“Yet it did.”

“I will make it my utmost priority to restore your confidence in my abilities,” Orion promised. “I believe my report noted the extraordinary power the mages possessed. None of my men noticed the fourth mage cast, but the other three were exceptionally strong.”

“So three  mages bested you?” the Duke asked, his tone carrying a fair amount of ridicule.

Orion nodded, keeping his demeanor neutral. “They were well trained. One of them was a specter.”

The Duke groaned deeper into his seat. Then a surge of excitement animated his posture. “Is there any chance Gordon is behind this?” He searched Orion’s face for a glimmer of hope.

“I considered it. His pet healer ran into the battle to tend to one of my men. She saved his life, but almost got roasted in the process. I can’t imagine the Grand Oracle putting her in that position—not even for the sake of theater.”

The Duke ran a hand through his hair. “Disappointing.” Then his eyes lit with additional inspiration. “Unless he tipped off the Burning Covenant instead.”

A twitch betrayed Orion’s expression before he smoothed it away. “That would be… out of character.”

“Follow up with our contact anyway,” the Duke said. “If there’s so much as a whisper tying this back to the Grand Oracle, I want to hear about it.”

Orion lowered his head, one fist pressed to his breast in formal deference. “Of course, Your Grace.”

A strong knock struck the chamber door.

The Duke flinched.

His head snapped toward the door, and for the briefest moment, a flash of fear passed through the Duke’s eyes.

“I’ll see who it is,” Orion said, already crossing the chamber with purposeful strides. “I doubt the Grand Oracle would return so soon after the manner of his departure.”

The Duke forced a dry chuckle that did little to mask the tremor beneath it. “And what if it is him?” he asked, affecting casualness. “Perhaps he’s come back to beg forgiveness.”

Orion paused at the door, one brow lifting faintly. “Forgiveness is not a concept mages are familiar with, Your Grace.”

A more genuine chuckle rumbled from the Duke. “Y—”

Another knock killed the reply.

Orion drew the heavy oak door open.

A cloaked figure stood in the corridor’s lamplight, travel-worn but composed, his hood thrown back to reveal a familiar face.

“Bassol,” Orion said. “You’re a welcome sight. We could use some fresh intel.”

Bassol bowed quickly. “Blade Warden. I fear the word ‘fresh’ may be generous. The situation remains stubbornly murky at best.”

Orion stepped aside. “Come in. Duke Deveron awaits your report.”

Bassol stepped fully into the chamber, the door thudding shut behind him. His boots made little sound against the thick, woven rug that covered the stone floor. By the time he reached the war table, Duke Deveron had composed himself once more, though a faint stiffness lingered in his posture.

Bassol withdrew a rolled parchment from within his cloak and set it carefully atop the table.

“I bring the latest findings from the investigation, Your Grace,” he said. “Though I warn you—clarity is in short supply.”

“A condition I trust you intend to remedy?”

Bassol did not hesitate. “Yes, Your Grace. I have no intention of resting until I can tell you where these criminals sleep—how many guards they keep, what they’ve eaten in their last meal, and how loudly they snore.”

A faint, humorless smile touched Orion’s mouth at that.

Duke Deveron regarded Bassol for a long moment, then gave a curt nod. “Continue.”

“Lord Sheridan assures us the attackers were seen heading east. He’s confident they’ve crossed the river.” He shifted slightly. “Meanwhile, Lord Gregory claims to have reliable intelligence that they fled south—mounted, organized, and well ahead of pursuit.”

The Duke scoffed, but kept his words to himself.

“We located a witness. A cooper’s apprentice on Bracken Street. He claims that during the chaos, he saw a man point down an alley and shout to a null guardian that one of the attackers had fled that way.”

Orion’s eyes narrowed. “Yes?”

Bassol’s gaze shifted between them. “The apprentice swears no one entered the alley. He had a clear view. He says it was empty.”

The chamber fell quiet.

Duke Deveron turned his gaze to Orion. “Do you know what he’s referring to?”

Orion remained silent as consternation took hold of his expression, but eventually, words started rolling out. “I do. I remember the moment clearly. I was chasing the specter down the street and saw the man pointing down the alley. I knew something was off.”

The Duke drummed his fingers. “A Covenant sympathizer?”

“Perhaps,” Orion replied. He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I would like to follow up immediately. Speak to more witnesses. Examine the scene.”

Deveron’s lips tightened. “Wrestling control of public opinion away from the Grand Oracle is our priority,” he said firmly. “We must press for any advantage we can find. I need you leading the battle groups. Bassol will pursue any leads that you feel require our attention.”

Orion inclined his head. “Understood.” His lips twitched, but then grew still.

The Duke noticed at once. “What else?”

“…There was a boy,” Orion said slowly.

Bassol glanced up.

“A boy?” the Duke repeated, the single word edged with skepticism.

“Not a child,” Orion clarified. “A student. Near my height. Broad-shouldered. Composed.” His gaze drifted briefly, recalling the moment. “He was present when we made the extraction. Visiting her.”

“Visiting?”

“Yes, Your Grace. I would like to know more about him.”

“A connection to Windrake.”  The Duke’s lips curved faintly. He fixed Bassol with a steady look. “Dig into this visitor. Background, associates, purpose. Leave nothing untouched.”

Bassol gave a short, distinct nod. “As you wish, Your Grace.”

Duke Deveron leaned back slowly in his chair, the wood creaking beneath the shift of weight. He wet his lips before nodding to himself.

“Take great care,” he said at last, his voice solemn. “This is much larger than chasing scattered attackers in the streets.”

His gaze moved between Orion and Bassol.

“The future of Greshelm will be decided by your success.”


Chapter 14

Behind the Desk

Much to Trey’s surprise, life almost returned to normal the following day.

No alarms rang. No bells tolled. The academy spires still caught the early light, pale gold bleeding across slate rooftops as if nothing in the city had shifted overnight. A few early-rising students hurried along the cobbled paths with books tucked under their arms. Somewhere in the distance, a groundskeeper argued with a shrub.

His body had protested as he rolled out of bed. But the routine had called, and he found himself hobbling toward the training ground. Though his muscles were stiff, and the bruises from yesterday’s chaos made themselves known with every movement, he fell in line, ready for Frye’s orders.

If it was coincidence or mercy, Trey couldn’t say, but Frye focused heavily on upper body exercises that morning. Push-ups until his arms trembled. Rope climbs that left his shoulders burning. Heavy punching bag drills that had sweat streaming down his face within minutes. His leg, still tender from yesterday’s exertions, received a merciful reprieve.

Afterward, Trey and Nora paired off for sparring practice, claiming a quieter stretch of the yard where the dirt was still mostly smooth. They began cautiously, trading measured strikes to test rhythm and footing, but the tempo gradually quickened as Nora pressed forward with swift, angled attacks meant to pull him off balance. Trey compensated by tightening his movements, erratically shifting his weight, and letting precision do what full mobility could not.

Their practice blades clanged off each other in a steady cadence, punctuated by the scuff of boots and controlled breaths. By the time they finally stepped apart, shoulders burning and forearms trembling, neither of them had kept proper count. With a few muttered jabs about questionable technique and exaggerated luck, they sheathed their practice blades and headed inside to clean up for lunch.

Lunch was a rather drab affair… until a determined blonde elf squeezed herself into a seat between Trey and Nora. Her icy blue eyes halted his chewing mid-bite.

Nora glanced from Eva to Trey and back again, assessing the situation in a single, efficient sweep. She pushed back her chair.

“Yeah,” she said, rising smoothly. “I’m out of here. Good luck.”

Sit back down you coward.

…was the command Trey wanted to mentally send. Instead, he sighed to himself and watched the blonde walk away.

“Are you done staring at her ass?”

He shrugged and turned his attention back to Eva. “Probably not, if I’m being honest.”

Eva’s initial frown deepened even further. “I can’t believe you used magic against me.”

Trey’s eyes widened instantly as he scanned their immediate area for eavesdroppers. Braun had taken Nora’s cue and vacated the table along with several other guardians, their quiet retreat leaving an unusually wide buffer of empty seats around him and Eva.

“I can’t believe you ran out into a Burning Convenant ambush,” he retorted in a low voice.

“There were dying men in the street,” Eva replied, equally quiet but far less restrained. “I did not have the luxury of waiting.”

“Why were you helping them in the first place? They came onto our campus to abduct a student.”

“Idiot,” she hissed.

He blinked.

“If Orion had caught you,” she continued, “what do you think would have happened if you had killed one of his men? Do you think he would have politely requested your surrender?”

Trey paused. He was fairly certain politeness was never an option, but she did have a point.

Eva watched the realization settle behind his eyes, some of the fury in her expression cooling into something tighter.

“You owe me,” she said.

Trey scrunched his face. “Owe you what?”

“Another date.”

His jaw went slack.

Eva did not look away. She simply waited, composed, patient in a way that suggested she had already decided the outcome.

“You want another date with me ?”

“Yes,” she replied evenly. “ You . Your questionable decision-making has apparently extended to your romantic obligations. You have been exceedingly neglectful in our courtship,” she continued, folding her hands again as if delivering a formal critique. “I trust you will correct your behavior with appropriate urgency.”

Trey opened his mouth.

Then he closed it.

Eva regarded him for a final, assessing moment, then rose in one fluid motion. She brushed imaginary crumbs from her lap and smoothed out her tunic. “Do not keep me waiting.”

And just like that, she was gone.

Trey remained frozen until he heard a chair hastily scrape across the stone floor.

Braun slid back into his seat, leaning in with undisguised curiosity. “I have no idea how you survived that,” he muttered. “I thought for sure your cheek was going to catch an open palm.”

“Nah,” Nico said, following closely behind Braun. “She’s saving that slap for your other cheek, Braun. Trey, on the other hand, has got something figured out. He’s taming the ice queen.”

Braun scratched his head. “So… Does that mean Nora’s available?”

Trey looked Braun dead in the eye. “No.”

With Nora gone and only Braun left to keep him company, Trey’s time in the cafeteria ended shortly after.

He entered Bree’s classroom with time to spare, hoping to get an update on Dana. But a couple of other students had already arrived early, scattered among the front rows. Bree’s eyes found his as he stepped through the doorway, and something flickered across her expression.

Anticipation.

When he glanced at the other students and moved to take a seat instead, her face fell into unmistakable disappointment.

Class began with Bree clapping her hands together, her fiery red hair catching the afternoon light streaming through the tall windows. Though she was younger than all the other professors at Windrake Academy, she carried herself with a confidence Trey had always found magnetic. The fitted blouse and hip-hugging skirt she wore did nothing to discourage his attention.

“Today we’re covering combustion thresholds,” she announced. “I know desk work isn’t as exciting as watching things explode. But sometimes you need to understand the theory before you can properly set the world on fire.”

She moved to the board, and Trey found his gaze drawn to the sway of her ass. He thought he saw the fire magic professor subtly glance over her shoulder at him, but he couldn’t be sure.

He forced himself to focus on his notes, but awareness of her prickled at the edge of every thought. She was circling the room as they worked through the combustion theory equations, offering guidance to other students. Each time she passed his row, his pulse ticked up.

The memory of the practice room surfaced again, vivid and consuming. Her kneeling before him. The heat in her eyes. The charged closeness that had blurred the line between restraint and surrender. It was not unwelcome. It was intoxicating.

And profoundly distracting.

About halfway into class, she paused beside his desk. He didn’t look up, but he could feel her there—could sense her gaze moving over him.

“Are you understanding it, Trey?” Her voice was lower than normal, meant just for him.

“I believe so, Professor Adams.” He met her eyes. Amusement and heat swirled in them.

“Good.” Her fingers grazed his shoulder as she walked on. “Very good.”

He exhaled slowly, feeling the heat rise in his chest

Bree returned to the front of the room and resumed the lecture, chalk gliding across the board as she walked the class through another formula. Her tone was even, directed outward to everyone, but her attention was not evenly distributed.

It kept drifting back to him.

A glance held a fraction too long. The absent-minded sweep of hair behind her ear. How she’d moisten her lips before continuing her lecture. The subtle shift of her weight made her blouse pull across her chest.

Trey noticed.

He was not alone.

A few of the other male students straightened when she moved down their row, shoulders squaring, voices suddenly more eager when she posed a question. They hoped the performance was for them.

Trey knew better.

He could feel the pattern in it—the deliberate orbit of her steps, the way her gaze always found its way back. The message wasn’t loud, but it was persistent.

And he wasn’t sure how much longer he could ignore it.

Bree directed them to continue on their own, giving them several problems to work through. After a few minutes of nothing but rapid quill scribbling, Bree called a student forward to her desk to check on their progress. Then she called a second.

After a brief whispered discussion, the student turned to return to their seat.

Trey felt a shift in the air.

“Trey, could you bring your work forward so I can check on it?”

Trey gathered his notes and made his way to the front of the classroom, acutely aware of Bree’s gaze tracking him with a predatory edge. The other students kept their heads down, focused on their work, oblivious to the tension thrumming through the air. When he reached her desk, she gestured for him to round to her desk.

He stepped beside her, close enough to catch the faint scent of lavender.

“Let’s see if you’re still my star student,” she added, a mischievous note threading through her voice.

She leaned forward, giving him a clear view down the open top button of her blouse. Her freckled cleavage distracted him enough that he didn’t see her wand slip from her desk until it clattered on the floor.

“Oops.” She smiled, making no move to retrieve it. “Would you mind?”

Trey crouched down to pick it up, and as his gaze swept the floor near her chair, his breath caught. Her legs, crossed at the ankle until that moment, parted. Her skirt, already riding high on her thighs, shifted up to reveal that she wore nothing underneath. The sight hit him with the force of a spell—pale skin, the soft curve of her inner thighs, and the neat patch of red hair at their apex. His pulse spiked. His mouth went dry. He was transfixed for a short, charged moment.

His grip on the wand tightened. His heart slammed against his ribs. Every instinct urged him to move closer, to let his hands slide up those thighs, to bury his face between them.

You’re kneeling in front of the whole class!

But the concern fled from his mind when Bree’s fingers slid into his hair. Her touch was light at first, almost experimental, before her grip tightened. She tugged him closer, applying an insistent pressure that angled his face toward her wet pussy.

He didn’t resist. Couldn’t.

His hands applied more pressure to her legs, pulling them apart. Her scent filled his lungs—the lavender he noticed from before, and something spicier underneath. The heat radiating from her body was more than mere warmth; it was lust boiling over.

Bree’s grip on his hair tightened. Her breathing had gone shallow, her chest rising and falling in quick, visible pulses beneath that fitted blouse. When he glanced up, her teeth were caught in her lower lip, her green eyes heavy-lidded and fixed on him with unmistakable hunger. Ever so slightly, she leaned back in her chair and rolled her hips forward.

Trey’s pulse thudded in his ears as the last remaining space between Bree’s needy netherlips and his mouth vanished. His lips parted automatically, and his tongue reached for—

“Professor Adams?”

The voice cracked through the room, and Trey froze.

Bree’s hand released his hair so abruptly his head jerked back. Her legs collapsed together as she straightened in her seat.

“Yes? Is there a question?”

Trey’s face burned with a mixture of desire and guilt. He composed himself for a moment before rising up from behind the desk and placing the wand on its surface.

“How do I account for the altitude coefficient correctly?” came the question from the second row.

He retrieved his notes with the hands that had been on his teacher’s upper thighs just seconds before and made his way back to his desk on unsteady legs. His skin was flushed. Every muscle in his body was coiled tight.

He could still smell her. Still feel the phantom pressure of her fingers in his hair.

Paying any attention to the rest of class was a futile endeavor.

Thoughts swirled through his head, tangled and demanding. Some were purely visceral—Bree bent over her desk with her skirt bunched around her waist, her freckled backside arched and waiting.

But other thoughts gnawed at him with persistent teeth.

A date with Eva was one thing. Casual. Expected, even, in the complicated web of relationships he’d found himself weaving. But this? Fucking his teacher in her classroom?

How would Skye react? The dark-haired beauty had accepted his connection with Nora with a grace he still didn’t fully understand, but there were limits to what her loving heart could endure. He refused to be the reason those limits shattered.

Nora… Nora would probably turn the entire situation into ammunition, teasing him without mercy. But beneath the smirk and sharp tongue, she had her own lines. She might laugh at his flustered expression, might even enjoy watching him squirm, but that didn’t mean she would appreciate his sexual exploits among Windrake’s faculty.

Was that really a situation, no matter how tantalizing, that he thought he could manage? Or should he walk away from the fire before he got burned?

When Bree finally concluded her lecture, he gathered his things quickly, hoping to escape before he was forced to confront the sticky—and steamy—scenario he found himself in.

“Trey.” Her voice stopped him at the door. “A word, please.”

He turned slowly. The classroom had emptied. They were alone.

“Lock the door while you’re over there.”

He hesitated… then slid the bolt into place with a muted click.

Trey sighed. “Bree, maybe we should… slow down.” The words felt foreign in his mouth, like he was borrowing someone else’s morals.

Bree cocked her head to the side, her face scrunching with confusion. “Are you telling me you don’t want this?”

He rubbed the back of his neck, posture slouching despite himself. “I’m not saying that.” A weak, conflicted smile tugged at his lips. “I just don’t know how Skye and Nora are going to feel about it.”

Bree blinked.

Then, to his surprise, she laughed.

Not mockingly. Not cruelly. Just… amused.

“I’m not worried about that,” she said lightly. “Skye’s been giving me complimentary contraceptives for weeks now. I’d say she’s fully aware of the direction this is heading.”

Trey stared at her.

“And Nora,” Bree continued, folding her arms with quiet satisfaction, “if you remember, made a wager with me the night of the Burning Covenant attack. A wager I won, and I fully intend to collect.”

His smile faltered into something more uncertain.

“Can I…” He swallowed. “Can I at least talk to them first?”

She pursed her lips for a tense moment, then broke eye contact. “Go ahead. Just know that I have decided what I want, and nothing will stop me from getting it.”


Chapter 15

Let Me Guess

Trey found Skye in her usual corner of the library after dinner, half-hidden between two towering shelves in a pocket of warm reading light.

Her eyes lifted the instant he stepped into the nook.

“I can’t believe you.”

He froze mid-step.

“What?” he asked, a sheepish edge creeping into his voice as his mind immediately spiraled. Had someone seen? Had their reckless behavior been exposed? Had the entire academy somehow learned what almost happened behind her desk?

Skye closed her book with an intentional snap.

“Eva is getting a second date before me?” she asked, arching a brow. “What exactly did I do wrong?”

Relief hit him so fast he had to physically stop himself from sagging.

“A second date?” he repeated, managing a weak smile. “Skye, we spend half our time together already.” Even as the words left his mouth, he knew there was no chance Skye would be placated.

She huffed, sitting straighter. “Oh, I see. Because we spend time together, that means I no longer qualify for proper dates? I’ve been sufficiently entertained, so you’ve decided to romance my friend instead?”

“She… sort of… demanded another date.”

Skye tilted her head down slightly, peering up at him through her lashes in a way that made it very clear she was not amused. “Am I going to need to start issuing demands as well?”

“No,” Trey said quickly, lifting both hands in surrender. “I’ll take you on a date. I just thought now might not be the best time to leave campus. With the Dana situation—”

“So plan a date on campus,” she interjected.

“On campus? What are we supposed to do here?”

A slow, confident smile spread across her face. “You are a very capable protector,” she said sweetly. “I can only assume you’re equally capable of planning something creative.”

He stared at her.

She stared back.

“…Okay,” he conceded.

“Tomorrow night then?”

Trey’s brow raised. “ Tomorrow  night?”

“Yes,” Skye replied, entirely composed. “I would like my date before you go on your date with Eva. And I know Eva is not the patient type. So tomorrow.”

A reluctant chuckle slipped from him. “Of course, my princess,” he said, inclining his head. “Any special requests?”

Skye tapped her chin as if considering it deeply, though the satisfied glint in her eyes suggested she already had an answer prepared.

“Yes,” she said. “Tell Nora not to wait up. You’ll have alternative sleeping arrangements.”

Trey placed a stiff arm across his abdomen and gave her a dramatic bow. “I look forward to it.”

With a smug look, Skye returned to her book.

“Uh, Skye?”

She glanced back up.

“So, you’re fine with me going on a date with Eva?”

She snorted. “Please. Please take her on a date. I enjoy living with her, but her jealousy does strain the friendship from time to time. I imagine she’ll be far more pleasant once she’s had proper time with you.”

She once again attempted to resume reading, but Trey was ready with the next question. “What if the relationship progresses beyond just a date? And what if it’s a different woman?”

Skye squinted at him before her face relaxed with realization. “Oh, has that finally happened? Let me guess—red hair, questionable professional boundaries, and an alarming enthusiasm for private after-hours instruction?”

Trey coughed lightly and rubbed his chin. “You might be in the right vicinity.”

“Are you asking if I’m okay with it?”

He bit his lower lip. “Yeah.”

Skye leaned back against the shelf and drew in a long breath, letting it out slowly.

“Ideally,” she began, “I would prefer you all to myself. But that fantasy disappeared when Nora became your roommate. Now that you’re out there fighting evil and drawing attention from dangerous people, the next best thing is for you to be surrounded by powerful mages. If Professor Adams intends to dedicate herself to protecting you, then I suppose certain… extracurricular incentives are tolerable. But she can’t get pregnant before me.”

His eyes nearly fell out of his head. “What?”

“Oh! And Eva absolutely needs to join your harem too. I want a competent healer by your side at all times.”

“Wait, let’s go back to—”

“I’m fairly certain she’s already halfway convinced,” Skye continued. “Did you know her father has multiple wives? There’s precedent.”

“Can we talk about the preg—”  

“I’ll speak with her,” she decided. “Begin planting the seeds. You focus on making the date successful. I’ll handle Nora as well. With proper discipline, her light magic could be formidable. She’s far too lackadaisical in her studies.”

“Her divination lessons are actually going well,” Trey said before thinking.

The book in Skye’s lap clattered to the floor. “Nora’s a divination mage?!”

Trey winced. “I may have lost track of what’s secret and what’s not.”

A finger wagged at Trey. “No. You’re not keeping any more secrets from me. You promised.”

He raised his hands defensively. “If I’m keeping something from you, it’s not intentional.”

Skye studied him for a long moment.

Then she leaned down, retrieved her fallen book, and set it neatly back in her lap. Without breaking eye contact, she extended a finger and pointed to the empty chair across from her.

“Sit.”

It wasn’t loud. It didn’t need to be.

“I’m not going to let you slack off on your studying either,” she added, already returning to her page. “If you’re going to build a harem of elite mages, you can at least keep up academically.”

Trey retrieved his spellcrafting book and took a seat. He didn’t open to where he had left off; rather, he found a chapter that had caught his interest earlier.

Dark-Fire Convergence in Application

The introduction offered a concise reminder of the central problem: when combined carelessly, fire magic typically overwhelmed dark magic, burning too hot and too fast for shadow to impact it meaningfully. But tip the balance too far in the opposite direction, and dark mana smothered the flame entirely, choking it out before it could stabilize.

The delicate tension between dominance and suppression—outlined in painstaking detail in the previous chapters—was what made true convergence so difficult.

Trey’s eyes moved slowly over the diagrams etched into the page. He reviewed layered annotated circles, directional arrows indicating mana flow, and warning symbols inked in the margins.

Convergence is not fusion,  the text emphasized. It is sustaining the tension through the spell’s lifecycle.

He leaned back slightly, considering that.

The book argued that most novice dual-affinity attempts failed because the caster tried to blend the elements into a seamless whole. But dark and fire were not harmonious forces. While they both consumed, one roared with life while the other leeched. Successful application required forcing them into opposition and guiding the inevitable friction toward a purposeful release.

He reread the same page three times. Not because he lacked focus, but because each pass fed the growing curiosity in his mind.

Across from him, Skye hummed under her breath, a soft, wandering melody that rose and fell with the rhythm of her thoughts. The whisper of turning pages and the faint scratch of her quill against parchment settled into a comforting cadence. It became part of the atmosphere, steady and warm.

Trey let the rest of the world fade.

He was mapping flow cycles through his mind. If dark mana leeched at measured intervals rather than continuously, the fire would respond. Compress. Intensify. A contained escalation instead of a chaotic flare.

Chairs scraped somewhere in the distance as the last students filtered out. Footsteps faded down the corridor. Lamps dimmed one by one.

He kept reading.

It was only when a dull ache settled into his eyes that he finally blinked and looked up.

Skye was watching him.

Her books had been pushed aside. Her quill lay forgotten. She wasn’t studying anymore. She was studying him, an amused, almost tender smile playing at her lips.

“What?” he asked, rubbing at his eyes.

“I just…” She hesitated, then rose from her chair.

Before he could process the movement, she crossed the small space between them and settled into his lap as if it were the most natural place in the world. Her arms slid around his shoulders. The familiar warmth of her pressed against him, grounding him in a way no spell ever could.

“I like being around you,” she said quietly. “It makes me happy.”

The simplicity of it struck deeper, different than the playful teasing he got from Nora and Bree.

She leaned in and kissed him, soft and unhurried. When she pulled back, she didn’t leave. She curled into him instead, cheek resting against his shoulder, fingers absently tracing the edge of his collar.

“Trey…” Her voice lost its playful lilt. “We’ll be together forever, right? I know I’m not a powerful mage like the other girls, but—”

“Skye.” His voice softened. “I will always be by your side.”

She tilted her face up toward him, searching.

“There’s a magic in you that has nothing to do with mana or affinities. It’s something rarer. And I’m not letting that go.”

Her breath hitched faintly.

He brushed his thumb along her cheek. “The only time I won’t be standing next to you is if someone’s trying to hurt us.” A small, familiar grin tugged at his mouth. “And in that case, you’ll have to excuse me while I kick their ass.”

A quiet laugh escaped her, half relieved, half emotional.

“How about we head to bed?” he suggested softly. “So we’ll be ready for tomorrow evening.”

Skye lingered in his lap a second longer, then nodded.

“Walk me back.”

They left the library together, the corridors quiet and dim. Her hand slipped easily into his, fingers threading with his like they had done it a thousand times before.

They stopped at the base of Elysium Spire, its pale stone rising into the night sky. For a moment, neither spoke. She rose onto her toes and kissed him before slipping from his grasp. With one last look, she turned and passed through the doors, her figure fading into the warm, quiet glow within.

***

Back in Guardian’s Keep, Trey ran into Nora as he climbed the stairs to their room.

“Late night for you as well?” he asked.

“Ugh,” she groaned. “Divination magic is more frustrating than trying to evict a brood of imps from the attic.”

“Is it the teacher or the student?”

“Neither,” she replied. “The Grand Oracle is doing his best, and I was a model pupil. You’d be proud. I took notes. I asked thoughtful questions. I might even practice before our next session.”

They climbed to the second level and made their way down the corridor toward their room.

”So, I’m guessing you’re too tired to train mind resistance?” he asked.

Nora let out a long sigh. “Yeah. Can’t do that tonight. Maybe tomorrow night?”

“Mm. I might have plans.”

She stopped outside their door and narrowed her eyes at him. “Plans,” she repeated. “As in another ‘lesson’  with Professor Adams?”

Trey pushed the door open and stepped inside. “No. I’m going on a date with Skye.”

“But,” he added quickly, “funny you should mention Professor Adams...”

He gestured her inside with a subtle tilt of his head, eyes flicking once down the corridor.

Nora folded her arms as she stepped into the room.

“What would you think about Bree joining our little group?” he asked after shutting the door firmly behind them.

Nora deadpanned. “Does ‘joining our little group’ mean you’re fucking her?”

“Well, it’s more than that—”

“Nah.” Nora waved a hand and headed for her bedroll. “I’m too tired for this shit. I’m fine with it.” She pointed at him without looking. “One condition.”

Trey froze mid-step. The initial rush of relief fizzled into cautious dread. With Nora, ‘one condition’ could mean anything from playfully mischievous to legally disastrous. “...Yes?”

She turned slowly, eyes bright despite her exhaustion. “I want her to ask me for permission.”

He blinked. “I’m sorry—what?”

“I am,” she said with mock dignity, “the most senior member of your harem.”

“There’s no roles—”

“Founding member,” she cut in. “Longest tenure. Survived the awkward phase. If she wants to join, she can show proper respect and ask.”

A laugh burst out of him before he could stop it. “You cannot be serious.”

“I am entirely serious. A formal request, and it must be sincere. Preferably with a small bow. Nothing extravagant.”

A nervous chuckle slipped out of him. It sounded simple, but in reality, it required Bree—proud, razor-tongued, and pathologically competitive—to voluntarily submit to Nora.

“The only thing she’s going to offer you is third-degree burns.”

“This will be good for her,” Nora replied with feigned sweetness, as if she were doing it out of the goodness of her heart. “And we’ll see just how badly she wants your dick.”

“But—”

“Hey,” she interjected. “I’m not making a fuss about you fucking your teacher. I’m just asking for this one thing. Make it happen.”

Trey exhaled as he threw himself onto his bed. “Alright. You’re the one risking your life.”

Nora’s look of satisfaction persisted as she readied herself for bed. Trey, meanwhile, lay in his bed, staring at the ceiling.

Fight the Burning Covenant? Sure.

While maintaining your secret identity? Difficult.

And keeping four girls happy? Impossible.


Chapter 16


Messenger

Guardian training passed quickly the next morning, the drills sharp enough to keep him engaged without dragging on. He grabbed lunch afterward, then sat through Marvin’s class, which held his attention well enough before releasing him for the afternoon.

With his bag slung over his shoulder, Trey made his way toward the faculty suites.

His knuckle rapped on the door he stood in front of.

No response.

He knocked again, louder.

“Visiting your teacher at her private residence?” a voice called smoothly down the corridor. “How scandalously improper.”

Trey turned to find Bree leaning against the opposite wall, a wicked smile playing at her lips. “Your private residence?” he shot back. “This is also your office suite. The place where you explicitly instruct students to come for additional assistance.”

Bree pushed off the wall and strolled toward him. “And do you require ‘additional assistance?’” she asked, punctuating it with a slow wink.

Trey laughed under his breath. “Yes. But not in the way you’re clearly fantasizing about.”

She crossed her arms as she reached her door. “And what way am I fantasizing about, young man?”

He didn’t answer.

Instead, he moved.

In one smooth step, he closed the distance and caught her by the shoulders, turning her gently but firmly until her back met the wall. He stepped into her space, crowding her just enough to steal her breath.

Her eyes widened, more startled than afraid.

He lowered his head, his lips grazing lightly over the freckles on her forehead. Then one hand slid from her shoulder to her chin, tilting her face up toward his.

She stilled.

Her lashes fluttered closed. Her lips parted, just slightly.

He leaned in.

Close enough for her to feel his breath.

Close enough to promise.

And then he stopped.

“Let’s go inside,” he murmured, stepping back with infuriating calm. “Before someone sees us.”

A smug curve touched his mouth as he straightened his tunic.

“We need to have a conversation,” he added, “about your fantasies.”

Bree recovered from her shock quickly enough to slug him in the shoulder. “You think you can play with fire, huh?”

He fought the urge to rub his arm. “Are you going to let me into your office?”

Bree let out a low, frustrated sound that hovered somewhere between a growl and a sigh.

Then she opened the door.

Once inside the office, Trey took a seat and crossed one ankle over his knee. “I had a chat with my girls,” he started. “I’ve got some good news and some bad news.”

Bree scoffed. “Are you acting as a messenger? Or as one of the most powerful mages alive?”

“I am acting as someone who happens to be very lucky in relationships. And I’m smart enough not to ruin that.”

“With me at your side, the others would be… unnecessary. You and I alone could reshape this world.”

Trey pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a protracted groan. “This is going well,” he mumbled.

He looked up, making direct eye contact. “Bree, if we’re going to build something together, you can’t call Skye and Nora unnecessary. They are part of my life, and I won’t tolerate anything or anyone that tries to rip them away.”

She leaned back in her chair with a sigh, brushing her red hair out of her face. “What did they say?”

“They were open about us becoming intimate—me and you—but there was a request.”

Bree arched her brow. “A request?”

“Nora would like you to ask for permission.”

Bree’s jaw dropped, then she burst out laughing. “You would never agree to that, right?”

His guilty look sobered her up.

“Oh, Trey. You can’t let her do that to you.”

“Nora has been very loyal to me—”

“She’s a brat,” Bree stated. “You need to tame her.”

“I’ll be sure to do that… right after you get her permission.”

Her lips curved downward, irritation sharpening her features.  “This has nothing to do with your relationship with her. She’s doing it to humiliate me. To appease some ridiculous eighteen-year-old ego.”

“I’m eighteen,” Trey replied flatly.

“And would you do something like this?”

Trey hesitated, sensing a trap.

A smile flickered on Bree’s face. “See? You don’t act eighteen, which is why I’m considering being the bigger person and just getting it done. But if she ever tries to pull a stunt like this again, I’ll make very certain she understands where the real hierarchy stands.”

“Thanks, Bree.”

Trey let out a quiet breath, allowing himself a small measure of relief, even if he suspected it might be premature.

Bree grunted, making her grumpiness evident. “Who knew getting laid would be so difficult?”

“I could just mind-control one of you to give in,” Trey said, his sarcasm laid on thick.

“Honestly? That sounds like the right answer.”

“And if it was you?”

She shrugged, then looked him dead in the eye. “Go on, then. Make me yours.”

Trey’s lips curled into a grin as he fought back the temptation. “That’s a challenge I will be revisiting soon. But right now, I want to ask you about spellcrafting.”

Bree clasped her hands under her chin and theatrically fluttered her lashes. “Am I not pretty enough?” she asked with mock offense. “You want to talk about spellcrafting instead of claiming my body?”

“I’ll enjoy your beauty later,” Trey said. “Right now I need your brains.”

A shy smile flashed across her face before she hid it away. “Fine. What do you want to know?”

“Where do you start when you craft a spell?”

She tilted her head. “You mean the steps?”

“No,” he clarified. “I mean you. Where do you  personally begin?”

Understanding dawned in her eyes. Bree nodded once and slipped her wand from its holster, turning it lightly between her fingers as her expression shifted from playful to focused.

“Don’t start from nothing,” she said, standing up. “Otherwise, you’ll burn out.”

“So you begin with a spell that already exists?”

“Yes, like a template. I pick something I already know inside and out. One I could cast half-asleep.”

She released three balls of fire into the air. They rose into the air and began circling in a smooth vertical loop, each one chasing the next in a steady rhythm.

“Then I start modifying the mana streaming. Most modifications will cause the spell to collapse, but I get lucky every once in a while.”

As if on cue, the spheres began to stretch. Their round edges pulled thin, elongating into curved, gleaming blades of flame. As their edges sharpened, the axis of rotation shifted. The loop rotated ninety degrees until the fiery constructs spun in a clean, horizontal orbit around her midsection in a level ring, spinning in a controlled, fiery halo.

“That’s where the real fun starts.”

The spinning blades began to shed sparks. Bright flares snapped outward, ricocheting off stone and wood in brief, crackling bursts of light. A pair of embers drifted lazily down and settled on the parchment stacked atop Bree’s desk, the edges darkening.

Trey followed the smoke with a pointed look. “Are you sure we should be doing this in your office?”

Bree barely glanced at the desk. “Eh, what’s the worst that could happen?”

“Is that a real question? You’re hiding Greshlem’s most wanted fugitive in your suite.”

Her eyes widened.

With a sharp flick of her wand, she severed the mana stream. The fiery ring shuddered and collapsed inward, dissolving into a rush of heat that rolled through the room before fading, leaving only the faint scent of smoke behind.

Bree cleared her throat and brushed a smoldering fleck from her desk. “I had it under control,” she muttered, tucking her wand back into her robes.

“I’m sure you did,” Trey replied dryly, though his skepticism was outmatched by his curiosity. “In our next private lesson, I want to try it out.”

“And when is this ‘next private lesson?’”

“How about tomorrow night?”

“I’ll see you then.”

Trey nodded, then let his gaze drift toward the back of the office. “Before I go… could I check in on Dana?”

Bree shrugged easily. “Sure—”

She stopped mid-word.

A flicker of alarm crossed her face. “Actually,” she amended quickly, “give me a moment. Let me make sure she’s… presentable.”

Before he could question that, the fire magic professor hurried through the rear door into her private living quarters, pulling it shut a little too firmly behind her.

Trey waited.

He listened to the faint thud of hurried footsteps. A muffled exclamation. What sounded suspiciously like something being shoved into a drawer.

He folded his arms.

After far longer than a simple heads-up should have required, the door reopened. Bree stepped back into the office, smoothing her robes as if nothing at all had happened.

“She’s ready now,” she said, gesturing toward the rear doorway with forced composure.

“Uh-huh,” Trey replied.

He rose from his seat and made his way into her living quarters. He moved to stand in front of what had to be the second bedroom.

He knocked.

The door cracked open cautiously.

Dana peered out—and blinked in surprise when she saw him.

“What are you doing here?” she demanded. “I distinctly remember not reinstating your visitation privileges.”

Trey frowned. “Did Bree not just tell you I was here to see you?”

“No.” Dana furrowed her brow in confusion. “She tore through the living area like a wind mage, cleaning as fast as she could.”

Trey let out a muted snort.

Dana crossed her arms, eyeing him. “Well? Did you have a reason for showing up, or are you just testing my patience?”

“Do you want me to leave?”

She squinted her eyes at him, then looked away.

“Hmph. Since you’ve already bothered me,” she said, stepping back to open the door wider, “you may as well stay.”

Trey bit back a knowing smile as he entered her room.

Dana’s room was dim despite the hour, curtains drawn tight. A single lantern burned low on the desk, painting the walls in amber shadows and leaving the empty shelves half-lost to darkness.

She shut the door behind him with a quiet click.

“Well?” she asked, moving to sit on the edge of her bed. “You’ve successfully confirmed I’m alive. Was there a follow-up objective?”

Trey claimed a spot on her bed as if he owned the space. “I just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

“That’s vague enough to be suspicious.”

“Humor me.”

Dana exhaled slowly through her nose and stared at the floorboards. “It’s strange,” she admitted after a moment. “Being free, yet… not.”

“No chains. No cell bars. No more waiting for the executioner to show up.” She flexed her fingers absently, as if expecting to feel restraints that weren’t there. “I keep waiting for it all to snap back into place.”

“It won’t.”

She glanced over at him. “You sound very sure.”

“I am.”

A faint crease formed between her brows. “You’re not a divination mage too, are you?”

Trey chuckled. “No, I’m just a simple null guardian.”

Dana laughed. Restrained at first, but then she let go. Finally, the sound Trey had been hoping to hear.

“That would be the dream, wouldn’t it?” she said.

“Nah,” he replied. “Doing magic is too much fun.”

“Maybe if I had different affinities,” she replied. “Not the same ones as my…”

Dana’s fragile smile faltered. The silence stretched, and Trey searched for a way to pull them back to safer ground, but then she surprised him.  

“I haven’t had the chance to ask you about your parents,” she said.

The words drained the lightness from him, catching somewhere behind his ribs.

“Sorry,” she added, already retreating.

“No, it’s fine. You’re one of the few people who might understand.”

The admission sat between them, heavier than he’d intended. He realized too late how clipped his tone sounded—protective, almost bitter—like he’d closed a door right after opening it.

For a moment, Dana did nothing.

Then, unexpectedly, she moved. She sat beside him on the bed, close enough that he felt the shift of weight before he saw it, and close enough to rest a hand on his knee. The touch was hesitant, unpracticed, and so unlike her that it stole his breath for a second. The guarded, icy composure she normally wore had melted, revealing something warmer beneath.

Trey blinked, half-convinced he’d finally broken Dana—and that she might spontaneously combust at any moment. “So… we’re talking about evil parents now?”

“You keep visiting me,” she said. “It was bound to come up at some point.”

With a loud exhale and a quick nod, Trey faced the caramel-skinned beauty with as much readiness as he could muster.

“You’ve had to live with it longer,” he said. “What’s it like?”

Dana’s jaw shifted back and forth as she thought. “Not great, if I’m being honest. Growing up knowing your last name means something ugly. Every time someone said mine, it felt like they were bracing for me to prove them right.”

Trey let out a slow breath. “I got to skip that part. One of the benefits of being ignorant.”

She gave a faint, humorless smile. “Almost like Professor Kalo knew what he was doing.”

Trey scoffed. “I wouldn’t go that  far.”

“You’ll come around eventually.”

“I suppose I didn’t have the same experience that you did,” he said, moving the conversation forward. “Tell me more.”

“People don’t see you,” she replied. “They only see a risk.”

“A future rooted in the past,” Trey commented.

She snorted. “Sure, Mr. Philosopher.”

“Tease me all you want,” he retorted. “I’m just trying to understand.”

“You want to understand, huh?” A scowl crawled onto her face. “When I turned fourteen, my fire magic showed up, and so did the guards at my door. They told me it was for my protection, but a year later, when the dark affinity manifested, my ‘protection’ joined the mob that stormed the place I was living. They were on a crusade to quell the evil before it ate their children.”

Trey sat there with his mouth agape, unable to form a response.

Her expression didn’t change. “Did I finally leave you speechless?”

“Uh… How many children did you end up eating?”

She rolled her eyes and turned away, just enough to hide the beginning of a smile.

“I’m sorry,” Trey said once he found his footing again. “That must’ve been awful. Where did you grow up?”

“Greff. Small town to the west.”

“I’m guessing you don’t go back much.”

She shook her head.

“Wow.” Trey’s lips pressed into a thin line. “The general public doesn’t know about my lineage yet. The worst I get is the Grand Oracle glancing at his sabre whenever I enter the room. But I know it’s coming. That kind of secret doesn’t stay buried forever.”

“I’ll free you from prison when the time comes,” she promised with a smirk.

“Awww… How romantic.”

She gave him a look that implied the joke had landed more than it should have.

The conversation drifted away from heavier topics. Dana’s hand eventually slipped from his knee, but she didn’t move away. The space between them felt different now, less rigid, as if something unspoken had been acknowledged.

For Trey, it felt like progress. Dana still carried her guilt like an open wound, but she’d finally stopped guarding it so fiercely.

“I’ll see you later,” he said, rising from the bed.

“You’re lucky I have nothing to do all day,” she replied. “Or else I would be less tolerable to your visits.”

“If you say so,” he said, heading for the door.

“Bye, Trey.”


Chapter 17

The River

Trey spent the hour after dinner preparing before heading up the stairs of the Elysium Spire. He stopped in front of Eva’s door and knocked, though it had largely been accepted that it was no longer just Eva’s.

The door swung open to reveal Skye.

She wore a flowing lavender dress he’d never seen before, the fabric catching the warm glow of the enchanted lanterns along the landing.

“You look beautiful,” he said, meaning it completely.

Skye’s cheeks flushed pink as she smoothed the dress with nervous hands. “You think so? I wasn’t sure if it was too much for just... walking around campus.”

“It’s perfect.” He offered his arm. She took it immediately, tucking herself against his side in that instinctively clingy way he’d long since stopped pretending not to love.

She tipped her head up at him. “So where are we going?”

“All will be revealed in due time, my princess.” A faint grin tugged at his mouth. “Though I’ll admit, being confined to campus did make planning this… creatively challenging.”

Her eyes lit with curiosity as they started down the stairs together. “Anywhere with you sounds wonderful.”

“You are far too easy on me.”

Skye scoffed, but there was no edge to it. “Or I just trust you.”

Twilight had settled over the campus in soft washes of pale orange and violet, the last light of day bleeding gently into evening.

They walked along the paths that wound between the ancient academic buildings, passing the occasional student hurrying to various activities.

They strolled along the winding paths between the academy’s grand buildings. Here and there, students passed them, some alone, others in tight clusters. Most kept their voices low and their pace brisk, as if dusk itself were something to outrun.

A dense tension hung over the grounds. Word of another Burning Covenant attack in the city still lingered, and rumor had done what rumor does best—sharpened every shadow, stretched every silhouette. The darkening sky only added to the unease.

But Trey and Skye knew more than rumor.

Skye still stayed close to his side, though, welcoming the excuse to snuggle under his protective wing.

He guided her down toward where the river cut through the heart of the grounds, its surface catching the dying light like hammered copper. The air grew cooler as they approached, the steady murmur of water rising to meet them.

They followed the river until the path ended at a low stone embankment. There, set into the stone, a metal security grate barred an opening where the gurgling current slipped beneath the campus walls.

Moored nearby, a small wooden rowboat waited, tied neatly to a stake driven into the riverbank.

Skye gasped softly. She turned to him, her eyes wide and shining, admiration written plainly across her face.

“Trey...” His name was a reverent whisper. “You planned all this? For me?”

“Who else would I plan it for?” He grinned and guided her toward the boat, steadying it with one hand against the ground while offering her the other. “Careful getting in. It’s more stable than it looks, but I’d rather not fish you out of the river tonight.”

She laughed and took his hand, stepping into the small vessel with dainty grace. Trey followed, untying the rope and pushing off with gentle strength. The current caught them almost immediately, drawing them out into the flow with a steady pull. The river was slow-moving and glassy, broken only by the rhythmic dip of Trey’s oars as he steered them toward the middle.

The river carried them past the Riv, its towering dome looking down on them. Trey instinctively ducked his head as the boat glided beneath the stone bridge, the soft lap of water against the hull briefly echoed before they emerged on the other side.

Skye leaned over and traced her fingers through the cool water, leaving rippling trails that caught the twilight. “Do you think… there’s a happy ending for us?”

Trey eased the oars to stillness, letting the current take them. “What do you mean?”

She kept her gaze on the water.  “If we catch Grimstone, and the Duke decides he’d rather spend the rest of his days fattening himself at feasts rather than arguing with mages… If all of this finally settles.” Her fingers skimmed the surface again. “Would we get to have a life beyond it? Something normal. Something ours?”

The boat drifted in the hush between them.

“Yes,” he said at last. “There’s always a life after the storm.”

Skye looked at him, searching his face.

“We’ll get through this,” he continued, steady and certain. “And when the sky clears, I think we’ll like what we see.” A faint smile touched his mouth. “It won’t be perfect. It may even be a little messy. But that doesn’t mean it won’t be good.”

He gave her a small, reassuring smile.

“We’ll still get our moments of laughter. Some quiet mornings. Nights just like this.” He gestured lightly to the river. “As long as I’m in the boat with you, I don’t much care what the weather’s doing.”

Skye’s smile broke free before she could stop it. She turned back to the water, the twilight reflected in her eyes as the current carried them onward.

She reached across the distance between them and laid her hand on his knee, a small gesture that held the weight of everything she couldn’t quite put into words. The gratitude, the devotion, the fierce certainty that she would follow him anywhere.

They stayed on the water until the twilight deepened into true dark, until they reached the other end of the campus where the river once again disappeared into a metal grate. With a final, powerful stroke, the hull scraped gently on the shore. Trey helped Skye disembark, and the two of them walked back to the Spire.

“Sorry that wasn’t very long,” he said.

“No,” Skye replied. “That was perfect. I loved it. And now I’m going to love taking care of you.”

The climb up the Elysium Spire’s stairs felt longer than usual. Skye kept her hand firmly clasped in his, her thumb tracing absent patterns against his palm. When they finally reached her door, she pushed it open and drew him inside with an insistent tug. The room was warm and softly lit... and occupied.

“Hi Eva,” Skye chirped, the smile not quite masking her impatience.

The blonde elf looked up from her sofa. “Hmph. How was the date you stole from me?”

“About to get a whole lot better,” Skye said, heading straight for her room with Trey in tow. “Sorry if we’re loud.”

Eva’s jaw dropped. “What—”

Whatever retort she had was cut off by the door closing.

The moment the door clicked shut, Skye turned to face him. But instead of the polite, tentative advance he might have expected from the girl who blushed at a compliment, she pressed him firmly against the wood. The dim glow of enchanted sconces cast soft shadows across her features, but it couldn’t hide the sudden, sharp hunger in her eyes.

It was a stark, fascinating contrast. The sweet girl who had held his hand on the river was gone, replaced by a woman consumed by a singular need.

Trey watched the transformation with a dark appreciation. He loved it. He loved her. The way the gentle devotion she wore like a cloak in public could be shed in an instant to reveal the raw, worshipful passion underneath. It wasn’t just that she wanted him; it was that she needed  to serve him, and the switch from innocent to insatiable was intoxicating.

She reached for him, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt, pulling him close with a strength that surprised him. “I’ve been thinking about this all day,” she breathed, her voice dropping an octave, losing its girlish lilt and becoming something huskier. Her lips found his, urgent and demanding. Her body molded against him with that familiar, desperate closeness, as if she was afraid he might vanish. Her kiss deepened, and before long, little whines were escaping her mouth—sounds of pure need that seemed pulled from somewhere deep in her chest.

She broke away just long enough to take a quick breath, then sank to her knees before him, her fingers fumbling with the button on his pants. Skye looked up at him from her knees, her large eyes shimmering with pure adoration.  She nibbled her lower lip as she tugged his trousers down with fervent need.

When she finally freed him, she placed a kiss on his tip, then nuzzled along his length. “There it is,” she whispered, pressing the weight of his thick cock on her face. “I get to spend all night with you.” Her tongue traced a slow path along the underside all the way to his balls, then she planted a trail of kisses as she made her way back to the head.

Skye took him into her mouth slowly, her eyes fluttering closed as if savoring a sacred privilege. A soft hum of contentment vibrated from her as her lips slid down his length. Her full lips stretched around his girth, and she worked him with unhurried dedication, her tongue swirling in deliberate patterns.

Pulling back with a wet sound, she gasped for air, though she left the thin strand of saliva connecting her mouth to his glistening cock intact.

She continued to lavish attention on every part of him—planting open-mouthed kisses along his length, nibbling gently, taking one of his balls into her warm mouth while her hand stroked him steadily.

“I love this,” she whispered, almost to herself. Her small hand wrapped around his base, stroking him slowly while her tongue circled his tip. “I love making you feel good. I love how hard you get in my mouth. Makes me feel like I’m doing my job correctly.”

Trey tried to respond, but only managed a moan when she shoved him back into her mouth, deeper this time. He felt himself hit the back of her throat. She didn’t gag or pull away; she simply held him there, her throat constricting around him, her hands gripping his thighs for balance.

When she finally pulled back to breathe, her eyes were glazed with unmistakable need. She gazed up at Trey, her cheeks flushed pink.

“You taste so good,” she breathed, using her tongue to taste the combination of his precum and her saliva that had accumulated at the end of his dick. “I need more.”

She engulfed him again, setting a steady, rhythmic pace. Her head bobbed with single-minded devotion, her hefty breasts swaying within the confines of her dress. Trey realized she was touching herself through the lavender fabric, overwhelmed by her own pleasure in serving him.

“Dress. Off.”

Skye pulled back immediately, obeying without question. Her hands flew to the sleeves of her lavender dress. The fabric slipped from her shoulders and pooled at her feet, revealing the soft curves of her body. Before Trey could issue the order, she also dropped her panties. Her smooth skin glowed in the low light, and he could see the evidence of her arousal glistening on her inner thighs.

“Good girl,” Trey murmured, and the words sent a visible shiver through her. She practically glowed under his praise, her chest rising and falling with quickened breath. Without being told, she returned to her position, swallowing his length with renewed enthusiasm. Her large boobs pressed against his legs as she worked, her own hand slipping between her thighs. She moaned around him, the vibration traveling through his entire body, and her eyes stayed fixed on his face, watching his every reaction.

The sounds of her mouth working him filled the small room—wet, obscene, and utterly intoxicating. She was lost in the act. Her worship of his body was complete and selfless.

Trey’s hands found their way into her silky black hair, his fingers threading through the soft strands. She whimpered at the contact, her eyes rolling up to meet his gaze.

“Such a good girl,” he groaned, his head tipping back against the door.

Her response was a muffled keen of pure pleasure, her thighs trembling where she knelt. She redoubled her efforts, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked with desperate fervor. She craved it with every fiber of her being.

Trey’s grip tightened in her hair. He held her in place as his hips began to move, fucking her mouth with increasingly frantic thrusts. Skye’s hands fell away from her own body to grip his thighs. Her eyes never left his face. She was watching for every flicker of pleasure.

“Take it,” he commanded, his voice rough with desire.

His release hit him hard. Trey held her head firmly as he came, pouring himself down her throat in thick, pulsing waves. Skye swallowed around him, her throat working to take everything he gave her. A muffled moan of pure satisfaction escaped her. Her lashes fluttered, her eyes half-lidded with rapture, as if receiving him this way was the highest privilege she could imagine.

When he finally released her, Skye pulled back slowly, her tongue swirling over his tip one final time to catch every drop. She placed a tender kiss on his sensitive head, then looked up at him with wonderstruck eyes.

“I love you,” she whispered, her voice raw.

Trey reached down and cupped her face, his thumb stroking her swollen lower lip. “Time for your reward. Bed. Now.”

Skye scrambled to obey. She rose on slightly unsteady legs and hurried toward the bed. By the time Trey had shed the rest of his clothes and crossed the room, she was already positioned in the center of the mattress. Her legs were spread in open invitation, her glistening sex on display.

“How do you want me?” she asked breathlessly.

“You’re perfect just the way you are,” he replied while climbing onto the bed. He lowered himself between her thighs, and she immediately wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer. He braced himself on one elbow while his free hand guided himself to her entrance. She was soaking wet, more than ready.

He pushed inside her with one slow drive, sending Skye’s back arching off the mattress. A long, trembling moan spilled from her lips.

“Oh, Trey,” she gasped, her hands clutching at his shoulders. “Yes. Yes, please—”

The rest of her words dissolved into incoherent whimpers as he began to move. Her inner walls clenched around him, slick and molten.

Her hands roamed across his back, his shoulders, and his arms. She couldn’t stop touching him, as if it were her first time exploring his muscled body. Her hips rose to meet each of his movements, matching his rhythm with flawless synchrony.

“Look at me,” Trey commanded softly.

Skye’s gaze locked onto his face with as much focus as she could muster.

“I love you,” he said, looking straight into her glossy eyes.

“I’m yours,” she breathed between thrusts. “All of me. Everything. Forever yours.”

Trey captured her mouth in a searing kiss, swallowing her desperate words. She responded with complete surrender, her lips parting instantly, her tongue meeting his with clumsy enthusiasm. When he pulled back, she chased his mouth for a moment before settling back against the pillow.

He shifted his angle, driving deeper, and Skye cried out—a high, keening sound that was surely audible in the common room. Her thighs tightened around his waist.

“Right there,” she gasped, her fingernails raking down his back. “Please, right there, don’t stop, please—”

Trey maintained the pace, driving into that spot that made her shake beneath him. Her generous breasts bounced with each impact, her nipples poking out with arousal. He lowered his head to take one into his mouth, his tongue circling the sensitive peak before sucking gently.

Skye’s entire body seized.

“Trey!” His name tore from her throat as her climax crashed through her. Her pussy clamped down around him and pulsed, while her back bowed off the mattress. She trembled and moaned, barely stopping short of screaming. Her release gushed around his shaft, coating him in her slick juices.

Seeing her fall apart beneath him sent Trey surging toward his own climax.

With a primal groan, Trey buried himself to the hilt. He let go, spilling himself inside her. Skye whimpered at the sensation, her walls still constricting around him as he filled her with his release. Her arms wrapped around his back, pulling him flush against her body, ensuring his entire load ended up securely inside her. She held him through every aftershock, her lips pressing tender kisses against his shoulder, his neck, his jaw, any part of him she could reach.

He rolled onto his side, the dry warmth of the duvet brushing against him in stark contrast to the lingering sheen on Skye’s skin. She followed him without hesitation, curling against his chest. Her head found its favorite spot in the hollow of his shoulder, her silky black hair spilling across his skin.

Outside, the world churned with its politics and dangers. But lying there, stretched out beside her, Trey felt untouched by any of it. It had nothing to do with being at the top of the Spire and everything to do with the girl lying with him.

They basked in a post-sex haze for a moment before Skye looked up at him with heavy-lidded eyes. “I’m sorry, Trey. I might be falling asleep on you.”

He kissed her forehead and lightly stroked her hair. “Sweet dreams, my princess. I’ll be here in the morning.”


Chapter 18

Elunara

Trey woke up in Skye’s bed to the smell of eggs and another flavor he couldn’t place. For a moment, he stayed still, listening. The room was quiet except for the faint clink of cookware drifting in from the kitchen and Skye’s slow, even breathing beside him.

He eased himself up, careful not to wake her, put on some clothes, and followed the scent down the hall.

Eva stood at the stove, hair pulled back, sleeves rolled, moving with precise, almost ceremonial care. A pan hissed softly under her attention. On the counter sat a small spread: eggs folded with herbs, thin slices of bread lightly toasted, a dish of fruit dusted with sugar and spice. It was more effort than anyone put into an ordinary morning.

She noticed him in the doorway and stiffened. For a heartbeat, she looked like she might bolt, but instead she exhaled and turned the heat down.

“Good morning,” she said. Her voice was steadier than her hands. “I hope you like elunara.”

“I don’t know what that is,” Trey replied, “but it smells delicious.”

That earned a flicker of relief, gone almost as soon as it appeared. Eva set the pan aside and faced him fully, fingers curling around a towel.

“I was planning on eating in the cafeteria,” he said. “You didn’t have to go to all this effort.”

“I wanted to make something for you… and Skye.” She sighed. “About last night, that wasn’t fair. To both of you. I let something ugly get the better of me. I’m sorry.”

Trey shrugged. “I didn’t think it was that big of a deal.”

“Nope,” a cheery voice came from behind him. “She’s offering elunara, and we’re eating it.”

Skye breezed past him and threw her arms around the blonde elf. “Apology accepted.”

“Good morning to you, too,” Eva replied with a smile.

Skye finally released her and leaned over the counter, peering at the spread with bright interest.

“Wow, you really went all out,” she said, lifting the lid on one of the dishes.

Eva tried to look casual and failed. “It was no trouble.”

“What exactly is  elunara?” Trey asked, taking a seat at the small table.

“It’s an egg dish with elun sap mixed in, and a blend of herbs that grow in the forests around Heavenfalls. It’s… breakfast from home.”

“It’s delicious,” Skye said brightly. “Just wait until you try it.”

Eva wasted no time sliding a plate in front of Trey. She lingered at his shoulder, arms folded loosely, trying—and failing—to hide how closely she was watching.

Trey took a bite.

There was, unexpectedly, a sweetness to the bite. For a split second, it felt wrong, like it should clash with the savory eggs and bright herbs. But as he chewed, the sweetness softened and spread, threading itself through the richness of the eggs while the herbs lifted the whole thing with a clean, forest-fresh bite.

By the time he swallowed, his fork was already moving in for another bite.

Skye slid into the chair beside him and promptly stole a bite straight from his plate before Eva could stop her.

“I’ll get you your own plate,” Eva chided.

“Yes, please.”

Eva served her without hesitation, and Skye accepted the plate with a grateful grin, but stopped herself from immediately digging in. She patted the empty chair beside her.

“Sit,” she told Eva.

Eva hesitated, then relented and joined them.

The meal settled into an easy rhythm after that. Skye chatted freely, Trey added the occasional comment between bites, and Eva relaxed enough to contribute without watching every reaction like it was a final exam.

But as pleasant as the morning was, Trey grew anxious as time ticked on.

Eventually, he pushed his chair back.

“I’ve got physical training,” he said, standing. “Frye is not  lenient about tardiness. I should get going.”

He retrieved his boots and headed for the door.

“I’ll come with you,” Skye said, springing to her feet and leaving an empty plate behind.

Trey pulled the door open, and Skye glanced back over her shoulder.

“Thanks for the elunara,” she called. “I’ll have to think of a good breakfast to make you when it’s your turn.”

Eva’s eyes widened. “What—”

She was once again interrupted by the slamming of the door.

***

Trey counted himself lucky to make it to the training grounds just before Frye showed up. He spent the rest of the morning with his guardian class, working through the various drills thrown at them by the instructors.

By the time they were dismissed, his arms ached, and sweat clung to the back of his shirt.

After cleaning up, Trey headed to the cafeteria for lunch. The room was louder than usual, buzzing with excited conversation. He grabbed a plate and found his usual table.

“What’s everyone talking about?” he asked as he sat down.

“Have you heard about the raid?” Nico asked.

Trey shook his head.

“Greshelm’s Blade Warden destroyed the Burning Covenant’s secret headquarters in Greff. Over one hundred dead.”

“What?!” Lizzie exclaimed from two seats down. “Where did you hear that? I heard forty.”

Nico scoffed. “You think the Burning Covenant only has forty guys guarding their headquarters?”

Lizie rolled her eyes. “They probably only have forty guys after Trey killed them all.”

Trey’s heart skipped a beat. “What?”

“When they attacked the academy,” Lizzie clarified. “You must’ve killed at least two hundred?”

His nerves jittered as they came down from high alert. “The academy attack, yes. Oh, but I don’t think I killed that many.”

Gerald leaned forward. “Did you really cast a Shadow Legion in the Riv?”

“Nah,” Nico cut in with a dismissive snort. “No way. Only elite mages can cast that spell.”

A hush settled over the table. Every eye turned to Trey.

He groaned to himself.

“Not again!” Nora’s voice sounded from behind him like a well-timed rescue. She stepped up to the table, planting her hands on the back of his chair. “You all realize I was with him the entire time? Yeah, we killed at least two hundred, but it wasn’t all Trey.”

A few people still looked at Trey, hopeful of an answer on his Shadow Legion abilities, but Nora continued with her takeover. “Now,” she continued briskly, “tell me more about this raid. How did they even find the headquarters?”

“Who knows?” Nico said with a shrug. “The mages who freed the Verdant prisoner probably left a trail.”

“Her name is Dana,” Trey said, failing to hold back his annoyance. “And she shouldn’t have been in prison.”

Damien snorted. “The Burning Covenant thought so too.”

Trey frowned, but held his tongue… barely.

“Did they kill the leaders?” Nora asked.

“Probably,” Nico replied. “I mean, it was their headquarters.”

Trey sighed, already realizing they weren’t going to get anything resembling reliable information from lunch-table rumors.

He finished the rest of his meal with little involvement in the conversation, letting the others speculate while he focused on his food.

After lunch, he headed to Bree’s class. He found himself both relieved and disappointed when she toned down the seduction considerably.

The dark magic class followed immediately after, where he practiced cloaking spells. After Marvin ended the lesson, Trey waited for the students to filter out.

Surrounded by the privacy of an empty classroom, Trey strode up to the front. Marvin eyed him with simmering displeasure. “Most students scramble to leave my class as soon as it ends. I savor the peace and quiet that follows their departure. Why must you insist on ruining it?”

“What have you heard about the raid?” Trey asked.

Marvin sighed heavily and shook his head. “And he just ignores me.”

He leaned back against his desk, folding his arms.

“Orion and a group of guardians successfully raided a Burning Covenant hideout in Greff,” he said. “So far, it appears neither Harold Greene nor Grimstone was there. Gordon is out gathering intelligence, though, so we should have an update soon.”

“You’ll let me know?”

Marvin snorted. “Oh, absolutely.”

Trey squinted his eyes.

“That was sarcasm,” Marvin added.

Trey scowled. “Your sense of humor seems to have rushed out of the room along with your students. I’ll go see if I can find it.”

With that, Trey headed for the door, leaving Marvin behind.

***

The late-night trek to the Riv was becoming routine for Trey. He found Bree waiting for him in their practice room.

“Ready to craft your own magic?” she asked.

“I’ve been looking forward to it all day.”

Bree clasped her hands together and wiggled her hips. “Ooo, are you excited for the lesson… or to see your favorite teacher?”

“Both, of course. Though I did already attend your class this afternoon.”

“Back for more, huh?” She tilted her head, pleased with herself. “Do you like what you see?”

“I’ll like it even more after you speak with Nora.”

Bree’s face soured. “I’ll talk to her tomorrow.”

“Good. Now, are you going to keep flirting? Or are you going to teach me?”

She folded her arms with a pout. “What spell do you want to use as a base?”

“Infernal Vortex.”

“Predictable,” she said, though her tone held no real judgment. “Have you got a direction in mind, or are you still feeling it out?”

“I want to try and mix dark mana in,” Trey answered.

A knowing smile crossed her face. “I thought you might.” She gestured toward the open floor. “Go on, then.”

Trey stepped forward, rolling the tension from his shoulders. He raised his wand and gave the mana flow more deliberate attention than he usually did, then released the spell. A tight cyclone of fire erupted from the wand tip, reaching outward in an inferno that churned with amber and deep orange, heat rippling at its edges.

He stood there, analyzing the structure as it died away.

He repeated the spell, but tried to add a thread of dark magic. The shadowy stream warped around the core, but did not make it far before it vaporized in the heat.

He tried again. The same fraying. The same erasure.

Trey shifted his approach. Instead of wrapping the darkness around the outside, he drove it through the center like a spike of shadow punching straight through the vortex’s core. It held longer this time, threading through the heat before the spinning fire caught it, twisted it into something unstable, and ripped it apart.

He lowered his wand and stared at the empty air where the spell had been.

“Don’t have one foot in and one foot out,” Bree suggested. “Commit to crafting the spell.”

He committed. It didn’t help.

Trey continued to pour mana into the problem, trying again and again to force his dark magic to stabilize with the fire.

The vortex in front of him churned like a tornado turned on its side, its core a twisting column of fiery air. The rotation was tight, fast, and violent, pulling anything near it into its spinning flow before shredding it apart.

On one attempt, he drove his dark mana in from the side, angling it against the vortex’s rotation rather than fighting through the core. For a brief, promising moment, it seemed to catch. The shadow flattened across the current, like a dark band wrapped around the waist of the vortex. Instead of resisting the motion, it rode on top of it, gliding in smooth circles as the fiery winds howled beneath. Then the heat broke through, and the whole construct unraveled from the inside out with an ugly, sputtering pop.

He cast it again.

And again.

He tried feeding the darkness in slowly, a trickle rather than a thread. He tried flooding it fast, overwhelming the fire before it could burn through. He tried splitting it into two streams approaching from opposite sides, hoping they’d stabilize each other. Each attempt gave him something slightly different to look at, something slightly new to analyze, but ultimately, each one ended the same way.

Failure.

He stopped counting after twenty attempts. Bree offered occasional advice—small adjustments to the mana flow, suggestions on where to introduce the dark current—but each dead end only added to the frustration building in his chest.

Eventually, Trey lowered his wand and pressed the heel of his hand against his forehead.

“Are you giving up?” Bree asked.

“No,” Trey muttered, wrestling down the temptation.

“Good,” she said. “Then try a different base spell. Give yourself a fresh start.”

Trey exhaled slowly through his nose. Part of him wanted to argue, to insist on sticking with Infernal Vortex. It was the one he trusted most.

But the fatigue was settling into his hands now, a dull ache behind his knuckles. His body’s polite way of telling him he needed a change of pace.

He flexed his fingers once, then again, and accepted the loss.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s try Ember Ascension.”

Bree straightened slightly, then glanced up toward the tall, arched ceiling.

“Good choice,” she said.

A moment passed.

“…Also,” she added a little nervously, “I’m very glad we’re not in my office.”

Trey closed his eyes for a moment; less for focus, more to let go of the last hour’s worth of frustration and come to the new spell clean. Ember Ascension was different in character from Infernal Vortex. Less aggressive. More architectural. Where the vortex roared and churned, Ascension built.

He opened his eyes and cast.

The flames came, rising from the wand tip in a slow spiral, small at first, then broadening as the mana streamed upward.

It stuttered as it licked the ceiling. The structure hiccupped somewhere in the middle tier, and the whole column leaned slightly to the left before Trey corrected it, pushing more mana into the base to restabilize.

“Good,” Bree said. “I see you’ve been practicing.”

Trey grimaced. He hadn’t, not that spell. But he didn’t feel the need to correct her.

“The foundation’s solid,” Bree offered. “It’s ready for your dark magic.”

Trey nodded, studying the storm of fire above him. Ember Ascension was less violent than Infernal Vortex, but more complex. Where to enter. That was the question.

“Let’s start with the middle,” Trey said, mostly to himself.

A substantial flow of dark magic rose through the central spine, piercing through the spell’s support. The fire spell flared violently, the upper tiers blazing white at the edges, then collapsed entirely, the whole structure dropping like a building with its supports removed.

“That wasn’t it,” he murmured.

“I saw some interesting reactions,” Bree said. She was standing with her arms crossed now, leaning slightly forward. “You’re closer with this one. I can feel it.”

His teacher’s encouragement bolstered his next attempt. He cast again, and as the column rose, he introduced the dark mana early, weaving it into the base before the fire had fully committed to its shape.

The column lurched. The darkness pooled at the bottom like oil in water, refusing to rise with the flames, and the whole structure toppled sideways and guttered out.

He wand flicked another spell into life. Instead of forcing dark magic into the base, he directed a thin ribbon of shadow toward the edges of the flaming cloud.

The dark magic burned off into smoky nothingness, dissolving the moment it touched the heat. He pushed more of it in, intensifying the current until the Ember Ascension compressed inward under the pressure. His eyes widened, searching for something, any flicker of progress, but the fire simply wound down and extinguished itself in the most undramatic fashion imaginable.

On the next round, he reversed the approach entirely. He cast the Ascension first, let it stabilize, then fed the dark mana in from above. It looped it up and over the top, letting it fall like a slow pour of sludge into a waiting potion cauldron.

Nothing happened. But the spell didn’t self-destruct.

He watched attentively as he continued to pour a steady stream of darkness into the plume of fire.

Then he saw it.

A single streak of shadow caught in the heat’s rotation and began spinning with the fire instead of dissolving into it. It fought to maintain its shape as the current churned around it. Trey’s breath caught in his throat.

He pushed more dark mana in. He couldn’t help himself; eagerness broke through his careful control. More streaks joined the first.

The display above him grew violent. The fire spread and thickened as the dark threads multiplied, each one battling to hold its form against the blaze surrounding it.

He forced himself to slow down. Tempered the flow. Fed it steadily instead of hungrily, giving the two forces time to clash rather than simply exterminate.

The conflict above him raged. The dark magic jutted and jabbed at the fire’s edges, breaking free of the column’s shape only to be dragged back into the current. He expected it to burn off at any moment. Expected the fire to win, as it always had. But the struggle held—longer than anything he’d managed that night—and then one thread of darkness finally wrenched itself to the outer edge of the storm and burst through.

The room went blindingly bright.

A crack of purple light exploded outward from the column’s crown, violent and instantaneous, painting the stone walls in a single stark flash. The released dark mana triggered a cascade. The Ember Ascension tore itself apart from the top down in a chain of sharp, electric pops.

Both Trey and Bree dropped instinctively, ducking below the concussive wave that rolled through the room like a thunderclap compressed into four walls.

Silence followed.

The last ember faded. The purple light bled from the ceiling. Slowly, the two of them straightened. Trey rose from the half-crouch he had dropped into, while Bree lowered the arm she had thrown over her face to shield herself from the flare.

They looked at each other.

Then, at the same time, they both grinned.


Chapter 19

The Council

The next morning, Trey found himself in the cafeteria for breakfast, his mind still racing with the possibilities he had uncovered the night before. He almost missed the crumpled paper that emerged as he tore a bite out of his eggs.

“Dammit Marvin.”

He unfolded it carefully and read the scrawled message:

Found my sense of humor. Tonight after dinner, above where you met your dad.

“My dad?” Trey questioned quietly to himself. “What the fuck?”

He smashed the message deep into his palm. He’d figure it out later.

The day passed the way most days did when Trey had something on his mind, with all the urgency of a snoring ogre.

Guardian training ran long in the morning. Karl refused to be satisfied with the group’s swordwork, shouting curses at them long into their lunch hour. Lunch came and went in a blur of noise and fried chicken. The afternoon brought a change of routine. He attended a potions class with Skye.

She was utterly absorbed in the lecture, her eyes shining as she measured and stirred. Trey, meanwhile, found himself counting the tiny ashroot fibers on his spoon, fighting off a nap as the instructor droned on about drying procedures. By the time class ended, he gave in and retreated to his room for a quick, restless sleep.

By the time dinner arrived, he was finally ready to address Marvin’s riddle.

He ate without tasting much, turning the note over in his mind between bites. Above where you met your dad.  He’d read it enough times that the crumpled paper in his pocket had softened at the folds.

His ‘dad.’ Trey turned the words over with the same reluctant habit as probing a sore tooth. Did Marvin mean Grimmault’s Soul Mirror? He remembered the first time he heard his father’s voice like it was yesterday. Trey had just used blood binding magic to wrestle Dana out of enslavement. That’s when his father decided to introduce himself, from a pane of glass in the dying embers of the forge in Guardian’s Keep.

Trey took a deep cleansing breath.

Above the forge, then.

Pushing back from the table, he rose to go find his next challenge.

He left the Arc and crossed the courtyard toward the Keep, the evening air cool against his face. Inside the Keep, he climbed the stairs to the residential floor—the level where the room he shared with Nora sat down the hall. He didn’t slow, but rather, he continued upward on the next flight.

The stairwell grew quieter the higher he climbed.

By the time he reached the third floor, the sounds of the academy had faded to a distant murmur.

There was only one real destination up here that he could recall.

The planning room.

Trey remembered sitting in that room with Jeffers and Nora on the day he’d first enrolled in the academy, nodding along to the captain’s speech while carefully keeping an arsenal of secrets buried beneath the surface.

He approached the door cautiously, unsure what he expected to find. Knowing Marvin’s sense of humor, the room might very well be empty.

“I guess even a blind dwarf strikes gold once in a while,” a voice said behind him. “I’m honestly surprised you figured it out.”

Trey jumped and spun around.

Marvin was climbing the final steps, hands tucked casually in his pockets as he approached.

“You’re an asshole,” Trey said flatly.

Marvin strolled past him as if the insult had been a compliment and reached for the door.

“What are we doing?” Trey asked.

“You’ll see.”

The door swung open.

The room beyond was dimly lit by enchanted sconces. A long wooden table dominated the center, its polished surface covered in maps, scrolls, and neatly stacked documents. High-backed chairs surrounded it, most already occupied.

Eight heads turned as Trey stepped inside.

He recognized four faces immediately.

The Grand Oracle sat at the head of the table, his grey eyes calm and assessing in the low light. Beside him sat Professor Mavery, posture relaxed and one of the few wearing a smile. Jeffers occupied one of the central chairs, his broad frame leaning forward slightly as if he was ready to spring into action.

Next to Jeffers sat a blond elf.

The resemblance made Trey pause.

The sharp features, the white hair, the blue eyes.

Eva’s father.

He had met him briefly on his trip to Heavenfalls.

The other four faces were unfamiliar—older men and women dressed in concealing and intimidating garb.

One of them, a middle-aged man with a bushy mustache and a severe expression, frowned.

“Why are we bringing students into this?”

The Grand Oracle shot a questioning glance at Marvin, then released a quiet sigh before turning back to the table.

“Allow me to introduce Trey,” he said. “One of the most powerful specters currently walking our campus. He played a key role in the defense of Windrake and has been instrumental in hunting down members of the Burning Covenant.”

“He saved my daughters’ lives,” the elf chimed in. “They were ambushed and outnumbered. I can personally vouch for him.”

The man who had objected studied Trey for another moment, then nodded with acceptance.

The Grand Oracle folded his hands on the table and nodded for Marvin to take a seat. Trey followed suit, trying to take up the least amount of space he could.

“Now that everyone is present,” the Grand Oracle said calmly, “we can begin.”

His gaze moved slowly around the table.

“You are all aware of the developments in Greshelm.”

Several of the council members shifted slightly.

“Duke Deveron has always been less than cordial to the magic community,” the Grand Oracle continued, “but in recent years, he has grown more… thorny. He has been dismissive of the Burning Covenant threat, aggressive in his legislation to control magic, and, of course, his crowning achievement, infiltrating my campus and abducting a student.”

A murmur crawled across the table.

“He levies taxes on magic users like we’re second-class citizens,” the mustached man added.

Another council member, a woman Trey didn’t recognize, leaned forward. “And we cannot ignore the army of null guardians he’s been amassing.”

Several heads nodded.

“There was a raid in Greff,” another council member said from the far end of the table. “I know the Duke can be… difficult. But at least we’re seeing some progress. However small.”

The Grand Oracle rubbed his beard. “The raid in Greff was conducted using intelligence that was less than a day old. It left only fourteen people dead, failed to locate either Grimstone or Harold Greene, and was conveniently carried out in the town Dana Verdant grew up in.”

“Are you suggesting that—”

“Yes,” the Grand Oracle cut in. “And if that possibility is not obvious to everyone here, then we have already lost.”

The room tightened.

Finally, the mustached man leaned forward again, his voice lower this time. “You’re saying the Duke is coordinating with the Burning Covenant?”

“I am saying,” the Grand Oracle replied, “that the Duke is intentionally dragging his feet, all while being overly eager to place the blame of the Windrake attack on the shoulders of a young mage who was used as a pawn while ignoring the planning and deception done with the inner circle. Every one of his recent actions has benefited the Covenant more than it has harmed them.”

“That treacherous snake,” someone muttered from farther down the table. The speaker—a broad-shouldered man Trey didn’t recognize—looked openly furious. “He should be brought to justice.”

“I agree,” the mustached man said firmly. “We cannot allow the Burning Covenant to corrupt the governance of this city. We have fought off their frontal assaults before…” He inclined his head respectfully toward the Grand Oracle. “ ...and we will fight off their sneakier attempts to infiltrate our political leadership as well.”

A woman across the table frowned. “If the Duke truly is cooperating with them, how can we possibly hope to succeed?”

The Grand Oracle placed both palms on the table, drawing the room’s attention back to him. “We would be fools to deny that conflict is coming to the streets of Greshelm.” His voice remained calm, but the weight behind the words settled heavily across the chamber.

“Which brings us to the uncomfortable purpose of this meeting: resistance… and assassination.”

Trey heard at least a couple of gasps.

“You’re a mind mage,” Eva’s father said. “Surely there’s a cleaner path forward.”

“The Duke has secured a suspiciously consistent supply of Mindguards,” the Grand Oracle replied. “He is actively preparing for any resistance we might attempt.”

He folded his hands again.

“I take no pleasure in saying this,” he continued quietly. “But given the circumstances, it may be the cleanest option left to us.”

The mustached man pounded a single fist on the table. “You can count me in.”

“Thank you, Mandred. You and your teleportation network will be key to whatever resistance we mount.”

“Heavenfalls will provide whatever assistance you require,” Eva’s father said. “You can count us among your allies.”

One by one, the entire council pledged its support. Some spoke firmly. Others more reluctantly. But in the end, none objected.

The meeting shifted from debate to planning.

Assignments were handed out. The Duke’s movements would be tracked—his public appearances, his private routines, even the rotation of the palace guard. One member volunteered to keep watch on the woman rumored to be his mistress.

They mapped possible approaches, escape routes, and fallback positions throughout the city. Safe houses were suggested and argued over until a small network began to take shape.

Finally, the conversation turned toward capabilities.

Who could strike quickly enough? Who could disable guards? Who possessed abilities capable of slipping in undetected?

By the time the discussion reached that point, Trey had begun to understand exactly why Marvin had wanted him in the room. A heavy pit formed in Trey’s stomach as the implication became clear. His affinities made him an ideal assassin.

It was ironic that most of those seated at the table were unaware that he could sift through their thought at will.

Across the table, Jeffers finally leaned back in his chair, folding his thick arms. “Has anyone considered Orion?”

Marvin raised his brow. “Considered how best to avoid him?”

Jeffers lips moved with consternation. “I believe Orion to be an honorable man. Perhaps it would be worthwhile to reach out to him and get his take on the situation.”

“I’ve never gotten the impression that his loyalty to the Duke was anything but firm,” the Grand Oracle said.

“I know he doesn’t hold the highest opinion of mages… I’m not suggesting sharing anything of our conspiracy, just a friendly chat.”

The Grand Oracle shrugged. “Maybe. Just be careful.”

Jeffers inclined his head. “Of course.”

The council wrapped with a promise to reconvene the following week. Trey and Marvin waited until most of the chamber had emptied.

Trey frowned at his older mentor. “A little riddle in my eggs is all I get before you sign me up to play assassin, huh?”

Marvin snorted softly. “I brought you here because you deserve to know what’s coming. Your involvement is almost guaranteed, regardless of what I do. You freed Dana, which was the right course of action. But this is what comes next.”

Trey sighed and sank into his chair.

Marvin watched him for a moment longer, then he pushed away from the table and stood. Without another word, he gave Trey one last look and stepped out into the hallway.

Trey remained where he was.

The room had gone still, but his thoughts had not. They chased each other in tight circles—assassination, the Duke, the council’s expectant glances. Every path seemed to lead back to the same uncomfortable conclusion.

After an unknown amount of time, a yawn crept up on him, breaking the spiral.

He rose and made his way out of the room, descending the stairwell to the residential floor. The hallway outside his room was dim and quiet; most of the academy was already settled in for the night.

He opened the door.

The scene inside made him stop short.

Skye was in the room, hunched over Nora’s bed, carefully splashing water across Nora’s leg.

“What happened?”

Skye grunted as she worked. “I don’t know. She won’t tell me.”

Trey stepped closer and peered around the dark-haired healer.

Blistered skin. Singed fabric.

“I was heading to the library when Professor Adams flagged me down,” Skye added.

He took another step closer to Nora. “Did you talk with Bree tonight?”

Nora grimaced but avoided his eyes.

“Nora,” Trey said slowly. “What happened?”

She winced as Skye moved to another burn. “Nothing serious. Just—ow!—two competitive people having a friendly clash.”

Trey stared at her.

“Nora. Your skin is burnt.  Did she hit you with fire magic?”

“Probably an accident—”

“Nora.” His voice hardened. “Don’t make me use mind magic.”

Nora looked to Skye for rescue.

Skye didn’t even glance up.

The blonde sighed dramatically. “Fine. So, yes, Professor Adams approached me today.”

Trey’s lip twitched.

“And long story short,” Nora said, gesturing vaguely, “she’s cleared to join the harem.”

He shook his head. “No. No skipping to the conclusion when you come back looking like that. Start at the beginning.”

Nora’s eyes searched the ceiling for a way out. No such magical rescue appeared, and was stuck turning back to face Trey.

“She found me after dinner and asked if she could speak with me in her office. My request was brought up, and even though she said I was being petty, she ended up asking anyway. She requested to become sexually involved with you. And I basically said yes.”

“Uh huh,” Trey replied. “What did you actually say?”

“Um, well, I lightly suggested that she get on her knees when making a proper request.”

“You what?!” Skye’s voice came out at a pitch that would rival a banshee in labor.

Nora glanced at Skye, then back at Trey.

Trey shook his head in disbelief. “So that’s when Bree introduced you to her fire magic?”

Nora hesitated. “Yes.”

Trey squinted at her. After a moment, she reluctantly caved. “There’s a little bit more.”

“There’s more ?”

“Yeah. She’s actually a very funny person, because she did get on her knees.”

Trey stared dumbly at the blonde.

“And I thought it would be even more funny if I patted her on top of the head—”

Trey groaned, then noticed she had stopped mid-sentence. “And?”

Nora bit her lower lip.

“And?” Trey repeated with extra emphasis.

“It was all just good fun, really.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing crazy. I may have said that she was a ‘good little bitch.’ But my tone—”

Trey muttered. He dropped his head and dragged a hand through his hair. “Please tell me that’s the end of it?”

“Oh yeah,” Nora said with a smile. “After that, I was mostly screaming and writhing in pain. We didn’t really talk much more.”

At some point during the confession, Skye had stopped healing.

She stood perfectly still beside the bed, hands suspended in midair, staring at Nora with her jaw hanging open.

“Skye,” Trey said. “Are any of Nora’s injuries beyond your ability to handle?”

She turned slowly toward him.

“...No.”

Trey nodded, then shifted his attention to Nora. “I was about to go find Bree and tear into her, but my revised assessment is that this was two competitive people having a friendly clash.” He paused. “Does that sound accurate to you?”

Nora gave him a sheepish smile. “Yeah. If you could please ‘pacify’ her before we run into each other again, I would like to avoid any further friendly clashes.”

Trey chuckled. “I’ll make sure she’s taken care of… for your safety.”

Skye hovered over Nora for the better part of the night, reapplying cooling magic and making sure the burns closed cleanly.

Eventually she straightened, satisfied.

“Try to learn from your professors,” she said, “instead of antagonizing them.”

Nora gave a weak salute from the pillows.

“I’ll do my best.”

Skye crossed the room and climbed into Trey’s bed. “Scoot over.”

Trey shuffled over without protest, pulling the blankets back.

The room slowly settled into quiet. The lingering smell of burned cloth faded, and Nora’s ego began the slow process of recovery.

Not long after, all three of them drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 20

On Top of the Desk

The familiar scent of lingering ash and warm smoke greeted Trey as he stepped into Bree’s classroom. He had planned to arrive earlier, but the private after-lunch training session with Jeffers had run longer than expected.

Most of the students were already there. Quiet conversation drifted through the chamber as they settled into the curved rows of desks that overlooked the practice space at the front of the room.

And standing there, speaking with a student, was Bree.

Trey slowed for half a step when he saw her.

She wore a deep red dress, the tailored fabric hugging her waist before falling to mid-thigh, practical for casting but flattering in a way that never seemed accidental. Her bright red hair had been gathered into a loose knot at the back of her head, though a few rebellious strands had slipped free to frame her face. She normally carried herself with an easy confidence that filled the room without effort, a half-grin often playing at her lips and a spark of mischief in her eyes, as if the entire class were part of some private joke she was enjoying.

But something about her felt… off.

She was still speaking with the student in front of her, nodding along to whatever question they had asked, but Trey noticed the way her fingers fidgeted briefly with the cuff of her sleeve. The motion was small enough that most people would have missed it.

Bree didn’t fidget. Not usually.

Her attention drifted past the student for a moment, toward the doorway where Trey stood. The instant their eyes met, she looked away again, just a little too quickly.

He slid into an empty seat halfway down the row.

Bree glanced up again as he settled in.

For a split second, their eyes met.

Something passed across Bree’s expression. Nervousness, perhaps. Vulnerability. It disappeared almost immediately as she forced a smile onto her face.

She straightened and clapped her hands once.

“Alright, everyone. Settle down.”

The quiet conversations died away as students turned toward the front. Bree stepped into the practice space, the containment runes etched into the stone floor catching the light from the tall windows.

“Today we’re starting a new topic,” she said. “Spell sequencing.”

She moved through material Trey already knew from their private lessons, but the playful assurance that normally animated her lectures was missing. A few times, she stumbled over words, mispronouncing a term before quickly correcting herself, the usual ease replaced by something fragile.

Trey let his mind magic reach out subtly and was surprised to realize just how distracted she really was. Bree’s usual focus, that direct but playful clarity he was so used to, was fractured. He planted a calming thread of thoughts in her mind, and she gradually recovered her command over the lesson.

The humor returned to her teaching, and laughter returned to the audience.

But despite the shift, she still avoided looking directly at him. Every glance he caught was fleeting, half-hidden behind her hand as she gestured, or shielded by a casual tilt of her head toward the desk. She was trying, and failing, to act as though she didn’t notice him at all.

One by one, she invited nearly half the class up to the front, letting them demonstrate sequences as she walked among them, offering corrections and encouragement. Her voice retained its warmth and teasing cadence, but Trey could feel the undercurrent—how every step she took, every subtle movement, was conscious of his presence.

Finally, she assigned more practice for the entire class before releasing them. Trey stayed put as the room around him emptied.

Bree’s eyes followed him, just out of the corner of her vision. She pretended to examine the arrangement of papers on her desk, though her fingers drummed lightly on the surface, betraying her focus.

Trey finally rose, letting the chair scrape softly against the stone floor. Bree’s breath caught ever so slightly when he stood. He moved deliberately, slow enough for her to track him without it seeming intentional. As he made his way down the curved row, she kept her head lowered, though he knew she was still watching.

He made it out of the row, then turned toward the door, putting his back toward Bree. A few steps later, he heard her clear her throat.

“Uh… Trey,” she said, her voice slightly higher than normal, just enough for him to recognize the tension. The words themselves were casual, but the underlying hesitation hung thick in the air.

Trey looked over his shoulder at her, and the words started pouring out of her mouth.

“I’m sorry, I tried to do it right. I really did. Is she okay? I did hold back. It’s just… The way she… Ugh. I can do it. Just give me another chance.”

Trey took one more step and reached for the door.

“Trey, please.”

“Nora’s request was that you ask  for permission,” he finally said.

“I know, but—” Bree’s voice wavered, betraying the nerves she’d been holding back all class.

“Did you ask her for permission?”

“I did, but—”

“Then I do believe that you are now mine.” Trey’s fingers closed around the latch, turning it with deliberate firmness until the lock clicked into place. He pivoted, his gaze locking on her.

Bree’s mouth hung half open as Trey saw his words bounce around in her mind.

Then, her countenance changed.

The anxious tension drained from her as if it had never belonged. Her shoulders slackened. The nervous fidgeting in her hands vanished. Her face softened, the tremble in her lips fading. In its place bloomed something bright and fiery: joy.

It spread across her face, returning her mischievous grin to its former glory. “You, sir, are so fucked.”

Trey returned a smile as he approached the front where she stood. “Yes, that is exactly what I’m hoping.”

He closed the distance between with slow, purposeful strides. He watched Bree’s breathing grow shallow, noting the rise and fall of her chest beneath the crimson fabric of her dress. She held her ground, chin lifted, like a teacher used to commanding every eye in the room.

“Still playing the professor?” Trey asked, stopping just short of arm’s reach. “Even now?”

Bree’s lips curved, though her eyes betrayed her, fixed on him with hungry intensity she couldn’t quite mask. “This is my classroom. I’m in charge.”

“Is that what you think?” Trey tilted his head, letting her feel the weight of his attention traveling down her body. The elegant line of her neck, the swell of her breasts straining slightly against the dress’s neckline, the narrow waist, the curve of her hips. He took his time, unapologetic, until color rose to her freckled cheeks.

“You’ve been avoiding my eyes for an hour,” he said softly. “Every time I looked at you. Why is that, Professor Adams?”

Bree’s jaw tightened. “I was focused  on teaching.”

“Liar.”

The word landed between them like a spark on dry tinder. Bree’s breath hitched. Her hands found her hips, a pose of authority that her pulse, visible at her throat, belied.

“Careful.” She forced her voice lower, smoky, the tone she used when reprimanding classroom misconduct. “I could have you disciplined for speaking to me that way.”

Trey laughed, entirely unconcerned. The sound seemed to startle her more than any threat could have. “Not a bad idea.”

He moved.

Neither fast nor slow, but with the confidence of someone who had already won whatever contest she imagined they were having. One hand caught her wrist as she reflexively raised it, the other sliding behind her waist, and he turned her smoothly, effortlessly, until her back faced him and her palms met the surface of her own desk.

“Trey—”

He pressed forward, molding himself against her from behind, feeling her shudder as his body aligned with hers. His free hand traveled up her neck, slow and proprietary, until his fingers found the pins holding her hair and removed them one by one. Copper waves cascaded down her shoulders, and he gathered a fistful near the base of her neck. He wasn’t rough. Not yet.

“Here’s what’s going to happen,” he murmured against her ear, watching gooseflesh rise along her throat. “You are no longer in control. You’ve been teasing me for far too long, and now, I’m going to take what is mine.” He applied the slightest pressure downward, and felt her resist—just for a moment, just enough to maintain the fiction—before she yielded, bending at the waist until her forearms rested flat against scattered papers and wood surface. “And you’re going to stop pretending this is not exactly what you want.”

“Bastard,” she breathed, but there was no heat in it. Only need.

With his unoccupied hand, he reached for the hem of her dress and pulled it up, the fabric sliding over her skin with a whisper. The backs of her thighs came into view first, creamy and spotted with freckles, the muscles taut with anticipation. He took his time, revealing her slowly, savoring the way her breath caught as cooler air met heated flesh. The dress bunched at her hips, and he clicked his tongue as he looked down at what he had exposed.

“I see you’ve decided to start wearing panties to class.”

Black lace, the delicate fabric disappearing between the plush curves of her ass. They framed her perfectly, an offering wrapped in silk, the crotch already darkening with evidence of her arousal.

She scoffed. “I didn’t know you’d be bending me over my own fuckin’ desk, or else I would’ve dressed more appropriately.”

His hand came down hard, striking her cheek with a sharp crack that echoed through the empty room. Bree gasped, her fingers curling against the wood, knuckles whitening.

“Language,” he said mildly.

He struck again, the other side this time, watching her flesh ripple from the impact, watching the rosy flush bloom beneath his palm. Another blow, lower, catching the junction of thigh and ass, and Bree moaned, low and involuntary, her hips pressing back into his touch even as she tried to maintain her dignity.

“You’re enjoying this far too much, aren’t you Professor Adams?” he asked, dragging his fingers over the warmth he’d created, pressing just hard enough to make her squirm.

Trey hooked two fingers into the waistband and dragged the lace down, peeling it from her skin. He worked them past her hips, down her thighs, past her knees, letting them drop to pool around her ankles. He let his palm settle over one heated cheek, kneading the flesh he’d reddened, feeling her push back into his touch with helpless, desperate little movements. He dragged his fingers lower, through the slick heat he found there, gathering her wetness. He continued teasing, circling the swollen nub of her clit until she whimpered against the desk.

“Look at you,” he murmured, spreading her moisture upward, making her shine. “My confident professor. So wet you’re dripping in your own classroom.”

He withdrew his hand and brought it to his mouth, tasting her on his tongue with an audible sound of satisfaction.

Bree’s hips rolled, seeking friction against the empty air, her pride fracturing with every passing second. “Trey, please—”

“Please what?” He leaned over her, pressing his clothed chest against her bare back, blowing a whisper into her ear. “Use your words, Professor. I’m still your student, after all. I need clear instructions.”

She turned her head enough to fix him with a glare that might have been formidable if not for the flush spreading down her neck, and the fuckable round ass she continued to present to him. “Get your cock out and shove it into my needy pussy. Take me. Take me in my own classroom.”

The command hung in the air, her words trembling with a raw need that stripped away the last of her defenses. Trey straightened, his eyes traveling over the beautiful, trembling woman arched over her own desk. He drank in the sight, from the cascade of fiery hair to the elegant line of her spine, to the perfect, round curves ready for his taking.

He growled with lustful anticipation.

His other hand found his belt buckle, the click of the metal loud in the silent room. He took his time unfastening his trousers, the rustle of fabric the only sound besides Bree’s ragged breathing. When he freed himself, he was already painfully hard. He stepped closer, letting the swollen tip of his cock nudge against her slick folds, tracing a line of fire through her wetness without giving her the pressure she craved.

Bree pushed back urgently, trying to impale herself, but his grip in her hair held.

“Impatient?” He circled her entrance with the slightest pressure, feeling her twitch back and forth. “I suppose you’ve earned this.”

He released her hair, letting his hands slide down to grip her hips.

Then he took her.

He pushed forward in a measured but unyielding encroachment. The resistance was glorious, tight, hot, and quivering around him. For a long moment, he held himself there, buried to the hilt, letting her body adjust, letting her feel the sheer, overwhelming fullness of him.

He began to move, slow rolls of his hips that dragged his length against every sensitive spot inside her, grinding against her with each deep stroke. The desk beneath her creaked in rhythm, papers scattering to the floor. Bree’s breasts, still contained by her dress, slid across the surface with each impact.

He leaned over her, pressing his chest against her back, his lips beside her ear.

“Mine,” he whispered, the word a vow and a claim all at once.

Her answer was a choked, breathy thing, fighting its way past her pleasure. “I’m… not so… sure,” she gasped between moans, her hips still rocking back against his punishing rhythm. A defiant, teasing glint flickered in her eyes as she glanced back over her shoulder. “Your… fire magic… ah ... needs some work.”

Trey’s eyes narrowed, a predatory grin spreading across his face. He loved this. He loved the fight in her, the embers of her pride that flared brighter the more he stoked them. He drew his hand back and brought it down in a sharp, stinging crack against the already flushed curve of her ass. The sound was a punctuation mark in the humid air.

“What’s that?” he demanded, his voice a low rumble against her ear.

Bree gasped, her body arching from the blow, but the challenge in her voice was undimmed, a final, glorious spark of insolence. “The headmaster’s water mage…” she panted, her knuckles tense where they gripped the desk edge, “…could beat you in a fight.”

A dark chuckle escaped him. His hands tightened on her hips, fingers digging possessively into the soft flesh as he angled her perfectly and drove into her with a brutal, deep thrust that stole the air from her lungs. He set a new, punishing pace, each powerful snap of his hips a direct retort to her taunt.

The last shred of her mockery dissolved. Her head dropped, fiery hair fanning across scattered papers. The proud, controlled professor was utterly undone, replaced by a writhing, keening creature of pure sensation. Her cries were sharp and broken, no longer words, just raw, unfiltered sound.

Her climax hit her like a breaking wave, a violent, trembling convulsion that locked her muscles and drew a long, ragged scream from her throat. She shuddered around him, pulsing wildly, her body surrendering completely.

As the last tremors subsided, leaving her limp and panting against the desk, Trey leaned close again, his lips brushing her sweat-dampened temple. His voice was a satisfied, husky murmur.

“Pardon?” he said. “It’s difficult to hear you over the sound of my professor coming undone on my cock.”

All Bree could manage was a long, shuddering exhale as she descended from her high.

Trey, however, was not done. His fingers traveled up her back, past where her dress was bunched up, all the way to her shoulders. He found the clasp at the nape of her neck. With a soft snick , it released.

He peeled the crimson fabric down her arms, slowly, revealing the freckled skin of her shoulders. Bree lifted her head and started assisting.

The dress caught for a moment at the swell of her hips, before it slid down and joined her panties on the floor.

Trey rolled his redheaded professor onto her back, eyes raking over the pristine display of flesh in front of him.  Her breasts were full and heavy, tipped with dark, pebbled nipples that begged for attention. Her stomach was smooth, yet trim, with the faintest dusting of freckles scattered across it, leading down to the junction of her thighs, which was still glistening with her release.

Bree, still floating on the edge of her orgasm, scooted herself backward onto the cleared surface of her desk. She leaned back on her elbows, still looking at him, her chest heaving. The position pushed her breasts upward, presenting her entire body to him like an offering.

Trey stepped up to the desk, but he didn’t enter her immediately. Instead, he leaned forward, bracing his hands on the desk on either side of her, caging her in. He lowered his head and captured one taut nipple in his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue swirling around the peak.

Bree’s back went flat against the wood as her hands came flying to his head. He switched to the other breast, biting and sucking until she was gasping.

“Trey... inside,” she pleaded.

He was already lined up, the thick head of his cock prodding insistently against her slick, swollen entrance. A soft, anxious whine escaped her lips.

With a push, he gave her exactly what she was begging for.

He watched her face as he sank into her, filling her up with his girth. Her eyes flew wide, her lips parting in a silent gasp before a ragged moan tore from her throat. He reveled in the open-mouthed ecstasy he put on her face, the utter loss of control of her expressions.

His hands came up, palms skimming up her sides to find the heavy, full weight of her breasts. They filled his hands perfectly, soft and warm, the dark nipples pebbled and sensitive against his calloused palms. He squeezed, not gently, rolling the stiff peaks between his fingers, and was rewarded with another broken moan.

It wasn’t enough. He wanted her to think of him every time she sat at her desk, every time she stood behind it lecturing. He wanted the memory of him, their moment together, to be burned into the grain of the wood, into the very air of the room.

With a grunt of effort, he lifted his right foot onto the edge of the desk, bracing himself while spreading her wider. The shift in angle was immediate and catastrophic for her. He drove into her with new, devastating force, his pelvis grinding against her clit with every deep, bottoming-out stroke.

The change shattered her.

“Fuck!” The word was a scream, torn from her throat. “Yes! Right there, Trey! Fuck me right there!”

He watched her, his professor, his Bree, as she shattered completely. Her hands flew from his head to scramble for purchase on the slick wood, her nails scratching futilely. Her magnificent breasts jounced with every impact, a mesmerizing, hypnotic rhythm. Her cries lost all coherence, devolving into a continuous, orgasmic wail of pleasure.

Trey’s resistance began to crumble as he pounded the writhing redhead. His rhythm turned erratic and primal as pleasure shot through his core. He pushed deep into Bree and held himself there, his orgasm bursting in violent eruptions.

For a long moment, they stayed that way, both of them panting heavily. The only sounds were their ragged breaths and the slow drip of fluids from Bree’s body onto the wood below.

Slowly, Trey withdrew, the separation drawing a soft, oversensitive gasp from her lips. He stepped back, his gaze traveling over her: the beautiful, splayed wreckage of the powerful woman he had just claimed. Her skin glowed with a fine sheen of sweat, her breasts rising and falling with each breath, her thighs still trembling slightly where they lay parted.

Her head lolled to one side, her eyes drawn to him. “Am I your favorite teacher?”

Trey chuckled, then brushed her cheek with his knuckles. “Always.”


Chapter 21

Training

The next few days passed by quietly.

Trey endured his drills, attended his classes, and devoted his remaining hours to far more enjoyable company.

On the third morning, just as the training yard filled with the dull rhythm of practice blades and Karl’s gruff instructions, Jeffers called Trey aside.

“You’ve been requested,” he said.

Trey frowned. “By who?”

“Professor Kalo.”

Jeffers gave a small, knowing smirk as Trey sighed loudly.

“Any idea about what I’ll be doing?”

“Nope,” Jeffers said. “Just meet at his office after dinner tonight.”

Trey grunted. “At least he didn’t fuck up my breakfast.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

***

Trey made sure to enjoy a full, unhurried dinner before finally reporting for duty with a knock on Marvin’s door.

The door swung open almost immediately. The dark magic professor stepped out without a word, brushing past Trey as he strode down the hall.

“I hope I don’t need armor,” Trey said. “You didn’t give many details— Hey! Where are you going?”

“Try to keep up,” Marvin called back through the corridor.

Trey groaned, then hurried after the fast-moving professor.

They passed through the academy grounds, reached the main gate, and stepped out into Greshelm’s evening thoroughfare.

“First,” he said at last, tossing something back over his shoulder, “put this on.”

Trey caught the bundle mid-stride. It unfolded into a dark, nondescript cloak.

“Then we’re headed to the palace district,” Marvin continued. “I want you to get a feel for the layout.”

They ducked into a narrow nook just off the street, where Trey shrugged the cloak over his shoulders and pulled the hood low. By the time he stepped back out, Marvin was already moving again.

They pushed through the evening crowds at a brisk pace. Marvin threaded his way through the shifting flow of pedestrians with surprising ease for a man his age, slipping between carts and clusters of people without breaking stride.

Eventually the streets widened.

The palace district announced itself without needing a sign. The cobbles were smoother here, the lanterns brighter, the guards more numerous. High stone walls bordered quiet courtyards, and iron gates protected the entrances to sprawling estates.

Marvin slowed for the first time that evening. “What do you see?”

“Enough wealth to bury Lovarn under a pile of gold.”

“I don’t care about that,” Marvin replied. “Tell me about their security.”

Trey watched them from the corner of his eye. Pairs of armored sentries stood at intervals along the street, each stationed near a gate or intersection. Watch towers rose up, not too high, but still beyond Trey’s climbing abilities.

Farther back, watchtowers rose above the estate walls, not especially tall, but high enough to overlook the surrounding streets.

Higher than Trey could climb unaided.

He studied the layout a moment longer, eyes flicking between guards, towers, and the stretches of wall between them. He pointed out ropes that hung down from tall iron poles. “Are those alarm lines?”

“Good.”

“And there’s a lack of foliage around the wall. Takes away the advantage from a potential infiltrator.”

Marvin nodded. “Let’s walk around.”

They continued along the broad avenue until the district opened into something larger.

The road widened dramatically, flattening into a long, straight approach paved with pale stone. The estates fell away to either side, replaced by tall ornamental hedges and low marble walls.

And at the far end of the avenue, the palace rose.

As the centerpiece of Greshlem, it dominated the skyline. White spires climbed high above the surrounding district, and at its heart stood a grand dome.

Between Trey and the palace stood the grand entrance.

A massive iron gate blocked the end of the avenue, framed by two thick guard towers and a stretch of reinforced wall that tied the entire district together. A pair of heavy portcullises hung behind the gate itself, their black iron teeth glinting in the twilight.

Marvin took over the strategic analysis, indicating several positions on what was visible of the palace grounds where null guardians would normally be stationed. With squinting eyes, he gestured toward a pair of totems flanking the entryway, explaining the array of magical defenses those artifacts could sustain.

After combing over every visible detail, they continued their slow circuit of the district, eventually returning to where they had started.

Trey glanced sideways at the old professor.

“Do I even want to guess why you’re showing me all of this?”

“Humor me,” Marvin replied.

Trey sighed.

“You want me to figure out how to slip past all of their scary defenses.”

A faint smile tugged at the corner of Marvin’s mouth. “Close. The palace hasn’t faced a real threat in twenty years. The worst these defenses have dealt with lately is a disgruntled civilian shouting at a building inspector.”

Trey snorted.

“There’s a way in,” he said. “There’s always a way in.”

He glanced toward the distant spires of the palace.

“We just have to find it.”

“Do you have any ideas?” Trey asked.

“I do,” Marvin said, “but that’s for a different time.”

“Are you done playing tour guide?”

“For now,” Marvin replied, already peeling away. “It’s darker. Time for the next stage of the mission.”

They walked many blocks before entering a busy night market. Greshelm’s streets never truly slept, but after sunset they took on a different life.

Lanterns glowed above doorways and hung from crooked iron posts, their golden light spilling across the cobblestones in uneven pools. Between them lay strips of shadow where the night gathered comfortably.

Vendors were packing up their stalls, tavern doors swung open and shut with bursts of laughter, and somewhere down the avenue a bard’s lute competed with the clatter of tankards.

Every so often, the steady rhythm of armored boots cut through the noise.

Trey walked beside Marvin through the shifting crowd, hands tucked deep into the folds of his dark cloak.

“How many stages of this mission are there?” he asked.

“Last one.”

“And when might you grace me with what this errand could possibly be?”

Marvin didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he slowed, his gaze settling across the street.

Trey followed it.

Two guards had claimed a patch of lamplit cobblestone outside a bakery that still breathed warm air into the night. One stood upright and alert near the door, watching the street with professional boredom. The other had surrendered to comfort. He leaned against a wooden post beside a bench, armor loosened, helmet resting beside him. His sword hung at his hip in a well-worn leather scabbard, the weapon tilting away from him as though even it had grown tired of standing watch.

Marvin nodded toward it.

“You’re going to steal that.”

Trey blinked once.

Then he snorted.

“You want me to steal a guard?”

“Don’t be a dimwit.” Marvin flicked two sharp fingers against the side of Trey’s head. “You’re going to steal his sword.”

Trey looked again.

The guard scratched his beard and shifted his weight lazily. The sword swayed slightly with the movement.

“That… is a terrible idea.”

Trey exhaled through his nose.

Then he stepped toward the street.

“What are you doing?” Marvin snapped.

Trey glanced back.

“You said steal the sword. I’m stealing the sword.”

“You can’t start without knowing the rules!”

Trey gestured vaguely at the guards. “I’m stealing from the city guard. There are no rules.”

Marvin scoffed loudly.

“Of course there are rules. No hurting anyone. No involving other people. And no mind magic unless you’re detected.”

Trey glanced back at the guards. The sword hung loosely in its scabbard, swaying slightly when the man shifted his weight. “And if he notices?”

“You lose.”

Trey rubbed his neck. “If I lose, can I go back to bed?”

“I will keep you out here all night if I must.”

“How considerate,” Trey mumbled, retaking his first steps toward his target.

The first attempt was almost insulting in its simplicity.

Trey crossed the street at a casual pace, as if he had somewhere mildly important to be and no real interest in the guards at all. His eyes remained forward. His breathing steady. Just another citizen heading home after a long evening.

The guard leaning on the post glanced at him.

Trey felt the weight of the man’s gaze brush across his shoulders.

He kept walking.

Didn’t slow.

Didn’t look.

Didn’t breathe differently.

He passed them by with the sword still firmly attached to its owner.

Across the street, Marvin’s frown was clearly visible to Trey.

Attempt two came several minutes later.

A small knot of customers exited the bakery, laughing and arguing over a bag of discounted bread. Trey adjusted his pace, slipping into the loose cluster of bodies as naturally as water filling a crack. Voices masked his footsteps. Shoulders bumped his lightly. The guards’ attention flickered across the group without settling on any one face.

Trey drifted closer.

Closer.

The scabbard came into reach.

His fingers brushed the leather.

The guard shifted.

His hand withdrew instantly.

He slid sideways out of the group, melting toward the wall of a nearby building as if he had intended to stop there all along. His pulse thumped once in his throat, then settled.

Across the street, Marvin shook his head slowly.

Trey ignored the judgment, and instead, started streaming magic.

A whisper of shadow crept along the edges of his cloak, gathering like smoke drawn toward a vent. The dim magic didn’t swallow him whole; it merely softened his outline, bending lanternlight just enough to dull the shape of his movements. Silently, his shadowy arm reached forward.

Closer.

The sword’s hilt emerged within reach.

His fingers curled slowly around the grip.

At that exact moment, the guard began coughing.

A rough, sudden fit that bent him forward and rattled his armor.

Trey froze.

For a split second, he considered abandoning the attempt.

Instead, he moved.

One swift motion.

The blade slid free of the scabbard with a quiet hiss of steel on leather.

The coughing guard never noticed.

Trey stepped backward.

One pace.

Two.

Three.

Then he turned and vanished around the nearest corner.

Long strides carried him across the bakery’s frontage and into a dark alley. At the far end, he vaulted a crumbling wall. Then he hurried across the street and turned right. He paused, waiting until a couple of drunkards passed, before continuing.  He moved quickly through the narrow arteries of the city. Before long, he found himself exactly where he wanted to be: behind a very confused Marvin. Still minding his stealth, he walked up to the old man, raised the stolen blade, and tapped him on the shoulder with the flat of it.

Marvin nearly jumped out of his skin, flipping around with his wand drawn.

Trey stood there, calm as a gargoyle resting on its perch, the sword balanced lazily in one hand.

Marvin’s look of shock curdled instantly into a snarl. “What back-alley shithole did you crawl out of?”

“Here’s your sword,” Trey said, handing over the weapon.

Marvin scoffed at the offering. “You’re not done yet.”

“...Fuck you.” Trey started walking, not even half-surprised.

“Where are you going?” Marvin asked.

“To put the sword back. That’s what you want, right?”

“I… Yeah…. But don’t get caught.”

Trey slipped back into the night without acknowledgement. His task, however, got significantly more difficult.

Across the street, the first guard had just looked down.

He patted his belt.

His expression shifted from confusion to alarm.

“My sword!”

His partner straightened immediately, checking his own waist.

Both men began frantically scanning the ground around them.

“It was right here!” the guard barked.

Trey stared at the panicked guards.

The guards scrambled about, their lack of strategy painfully obvious.

One paced in tight circles while the other aggressively interrogated passersby on the street.

Trey waited. Studied. Timed their movements.

Finally the pacing guard turned his back to the Trey while complaining loudly to his partner.

Trey moved.

Three silent steps.

A quick turn of the wrist.

The sword slid back into its empty sheath.

Trey was gone before the guard finished his sentence.

A moment later, the man reached down absently.

His hand closed around the hilt.

He froze.

“…What?”

His partner frowned. “What?”

“Nothing,” the guard muttered, sounding very confused. “My sword… It’s here.”

“Fuck, man. You’ve had too much to drink.”

Trey returned to Marvin, who was waiting with his usual curmudgeonly scowl.

“They didn’t even give you a challenge,” Marvin grumped

“What? No, they almost caught me several times.”

Marvin grunted, unconvinced. “Let’s go see if we can’t find Orion.”

Trey’s eyes widened slightly at the mention of the name. “You are welcome to do that. I’m heading back to campus.”

Marvin straightened. “What? No, you’re not done yet. Hey! Get back here. Where are you going?”

Trey didn’t stop or respond.

Instead, as he passed a pair of tavern-goers loitering outside a nearby doorway, he let a whisper of mind magic slip into the air.

One of the drunkards locked onto Marvin immediately.

“Oy! You there!” the man slurred, throwing a heavy arm around Marvin’s shoulders before the old wizard could react. “You look like a man who knows a good song!”

Before Marvin could protest, the drunkard launched into a loud, enthusiastic rendition of The Paladin’s Whore , dragging both his companion and a very indignant Marvin into the performance.

Marvin’s outraged shouting vanished beneath the swelling chorus.

If Marvin insists on practical lessons,   he should hardly complain about a properly executed exit.

Trey adjusted his cloak, turned down the street toward campus, and headed for bed.

***

Trey made a point of avoiding Marvin the next day.

He attended Bree’s fire magic class in the morning, then stopped by to visit Dana. After dinner, he spent some time studying with Skye before eventually returning to his room, where he found himself seated across from Nora on her bed.

“The first step,” Trey said, “is learning to recognize mind magic.”

Nora tucked one leg beneath her and watched him with open curiosity.

“Recognizing it?” she asked. “I thought the point was to stop it.”

“That comes later,” Trey said. “Most people never even realize something has changed in their heads. If you can’t notice the intrusion, you can’t fight it.”

She frowned slightly, thinking it over.

“So what do I do?”

“Start simple.” Trey gestured vaguely in front of her. “Close your eyes.”

Nora did, though one brow remained skeptically raised.

“Now imagine a flag,” Trey continued. “Bright red. Not a banner on a pole somewhere far away. I want it close. Like it’s planted right in front of you.”

“A red flag,” Nora murmured.

“Big enough to see clearly. Let it sit in an open space. Grass, maybe. Somewhere simple.”

A few seconds passed.

“Got it,” she said.

Trey leaned back slightly, studying her expression. Mind magic always began gently—like sliding a hand into water without disturbing the surface.

He reached out with his senses.

Her thoughts formed a rough landscape: a field, wind pushing through tall grass, the flag snapping sharply against the pole.

He touched the memory lightly, sending an imaginary wind. The flag fluttered, and with a rolling snap, the red was suddenly blue.

He withdrew and let her ruminate on the image.

“You can open your eyes now.”

Nora blinked, then gave Trey a bored look.“What was the point of that?”

Trey watched her carefully. “What color was the flag?”

“Blue,” she said, as if the question was a waste of time.

Trey said nothing.

Nora hesitated.

Then her expression changed.

“…Wait.”

Her eyes narrowed as she replayed the image in her head.

“It was—” She stopped again. “You changed it.”

Trey allowed himself a small smile. “When did you notice?”

“I didn’t. It was red, then it wasn’t. I have no idea when it switched.”

“Do you understand the point now?”

Nora crossed her arms. “ ...Yeah.”

“Your mind filled in the gap. It decided the flag had always been blue.”

“That’s disturbing.”

“It’s normal,” he said. “Most people never question it.”

She leaned forward slightly. “Do it again.”

“Close your eyes.”

She nodded once and obeyed.

“Same flag,” Trey said. “Same field.”

A few seconds passed.

“Okay.”

Trey waited longer before reaching out. When he did, he sent the same gust of wind, flipping the color from red to blue.

Nora’s brow twitched.

“Hey.”

Trey said nothing.

Her eyes opened. “You did it again.”

“When?”

“When the wind hit it.”

Trey gave an approving nod. “Better.”

Nora sat up a little straighter, clearly annoyed with herself but also intrigued. She rubbed her temple as if the exercise had left something rattling around inside her skull.

“That’s such a weird feeling,” she muttered.

“What part?”

“The part where my brain insists nothing happened,” she said. “Even when I know  you did something.”

Trey shrugged lightly. “Your mind prefers a clean story. If something changes and you didn’t see it happen, it rewrites the memory so the change never existed.”

“That’s incredibly rude of it.”

“I can imagine your mind being ruder than most.”

Nora snorted. “So how do I recognize your mind magic? Not just what it does?”

“The second exercise will help with that, but maybe we should focus on the first one a little longer.”

“Nah,” Nora said, “bring on the next one.”

Trey studied her for a moment, weighing the idea.

“Alright,” he said finally. “Second exercise.”

She straightened slightly.

“This one’s about feeling the intrusion, not just spotting the result. Close your eyes again. Same flag. Same field. But this time, build a bubble around the flag.”

“A bubble, huh?” Nora asked, though she shut her eyes again.

A few seconds passed.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “I think I’ve got it.”

Trey reached out again with his magic.

The scene rebuilt itself in her mind. Tall grass bending in the wind, the red flag snapping on its pole. Around it, a faint curved surface caught the light of the imagined sky.

Crude, but stable.

Instead of altering the flag this time, Trey simply pressed against the edge of the bubble.

Not hard. Just enough to disturb it.

Nora’s brow creased almost immediately.

“…Something’s pushing on it.”

Trey kept the pressure steady.

“Where?” he asked.

There was a pause before she answered. “No fucking clue.”

Trey pulled his magic back.

Nora cracked one eye open. “At least I felt it.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’d call that progress. You might just be my best student.”

She rolled her eyes. “Sooo cheesy.”

Over the next several minutes, they repeated the exercise again and again. Trey prodded the bubble from different angles, sometimes pressing gently, sometimes brushing the surface so lightly it barely counted as contact. Nora’s guesses started wild and vague, but gradually sharpened. First, she could only tell that something had touched the barrier. Then she began pointing out general directions. By the end, she was turning her head slightly as she spoke, indicating specific sides of the bubble with growing confidence.

Finally, she cracked one eye open again.

“…To my left. Lower side.”

“Not bad,” Trey commented.

Nora took a deep, satisfied breath. “One more time.”

Trey re-entered her mind and was immediately shocked by the vision presented to him.

Gone were the red and blue flags.

In the center of the field was a penis. His penis, to be exact. Enlarged and standing straight up, it served as an obscene replacement for the flagpole.

Clinging to the pole was a miniature, naked Nora. The tiny blonde replica flashed him a lewd grin before peppering his veiny shaft with rapid-fire kisses.

Trey backed out of Nora’s mind to find her eyeing him up with a smug look. “Looks like something else invaded my mind. Did you like my flagpole?”

“I liked the girl wrapped around it,” he replied.

“Then I’m thinking mind resistance training is over,” she said, already reaching for the hem of her shirt.

Trey watched with rapt attention as her perfect, pink-tipped globes spilled free, jiggling ever so slightly as they settled into their newfound freedom.

Well, that’s one way to defend against a mind mage.


Chapter 22

Eva’s Date

The following day started the weekend, giving Trey the chance to rest and prepare for his date with Eva. Skye had been persistent in her reminders, even showing up at his door in the morning to make sure he hadn’t forgotten.

He showed up at Eva’s door shortly before dinner time, wearing his formal dress jacket.

“That’s what you decided to wear?” Eva asked the moment she opened the door.

Trey’s mouth hung half-open as he struggled with a response.

“I’m kidding,” she said. “I said that on our last date, remember? When I was being a brat?”

Trey chuckled nervously. “Now that you bring it up, yes, I do remember.”

“Though you are wearing the exact same jacket?”

He glanced down at his attire. “Uh… Yeah. It’s the only one I have.”

Eva nodded. “I thought that might be the case.” She reached behind the open door and pulled out a neatly folded bundle of fabric.

Trey cocked his head to the side.

Eva held it out toward him with a small, satisfied smile.

“For you.”

He accepted it cautiously and unfolded the garment.

It was a deep maroon dress jacket.

The stitching was clean and sharp, the cut clearly tailored rather than bought off a rack. Trey ran his fingers over the sleeve, momentarily distracted by how well-made it felt.

“You didn’t have to—”

“I know,” Eva said. “I wanted to.”

Trey glanced up just in time to see her step out into the hallway.

And that was when he noticed her dress. It was the same deep maroon as the jacket in his hands.

Trey looked down at the jacket.

Then back at her.

Then back at the jacket again.

“It has come to my attention that I will need to change before we head out,” he said

Eva patted him on his chest. “I’m glad you picked up on that.”

Trey stepped into her suite, then re-emerged a moment later wearing the maroon jacket.

He paused in the doorway and smoothed the front of it, testing the fit with a small roll of his shoulders.

“…This fits suspiciously well.”

Eva leaned against the doorframe, arms folded, clearly pleased with herself.

“I might have made an educated guess.”

“You guessed my shoulder width?”

“I observe things,” she said lightly.

Trey glanced down at the sleeves again, tugging once at the cuff.

“Or you conspired with someone.”

Eva’s smile widened just a fraction.

“I refuse to confirm or deny any conspiracies.”

Trey gave her a long look.

“Skye.”

Eva shrugged innocently.

“Skye does  talk a lot.”

“That traitor.”

Eva pushed herself off the frame and walked a slow circle around him, inspecting her work. She adjusted the collar slightly, then brushed an invisible speck of dust from the sleeve.

“I like it,” she said.

“Me too,” he replied. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she responded. “Now, I’m excited to see what you have planned for us.”

Trey offered his arm.

“I was thinking we start with a walk,” he said.

Eva slipped her hand through it without hesitation. “Lead the way.”

They left the academy and made their way into Greshelm, the evening crowd thinning as they moved farther from the markets and toward the wealthier districts. The streets grew quieter, cleaner.

When the palace district gates came into view, Eva glanced at him.

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere nice,” Trey replied.

They approached the checkpoint together, but the mood shifted as soon as they reached the guards.

“State your business,” one of them said.

“Visiting the gardens,” Trey answered.

The guard nodded, then gestured toward a small table set beside the gate.

“New policy,” he said. “All magical streamers are to be surrendered before entry. You’ll get them back when you leave.”

Eva frowned. “New policy?”

“Implemented this week.”

Trey’s fingers brushed instinctively against his wand.

Beside him, Eva was already sliding her bracelet off, though her expression had tightened slightly.

Trey hesitated a moment longer, then pulled out his wand and placed it on the table beside her bracelet.

The guard gave a curt nod and handed them a pair of small tokens in exchange.

“Present those on your way out.”

Trey took his, turning it over once in his fingers.

“Comforting,” he muttered.

Eva nudged him lightly. “Don’t worry, you’re still the most dangerous person here, even without your streamer.”

Trey glanced sideways at her. “Dangerous, huh?”

“I don’t say that as a bad thing,” she said quickly. “I was just trying to help you relax.”

“Do you like ‘dangerous?’”

She hesitated just long enough to give herself away.

A faint blush crept up her cheeks, the color not far off from her dress. “Why would I like that?”

She took a few swift steps forward, then turned back to him. “Are you coming?”

Trey followed her through the gate.

Inside, the palace district felt immediately removed from the rest of the city. The noise dulled behind them, replaced by a quieter, more controlled rhythm. Wide stone avenues stretched ahead, lined with immaculate buildings and guarded entrances.

They walked for a few paces along the wall-manicured display before turning a corner. The path curved gently between sculpted hedgerows before opening without warning into the gardens proper, and Eva stopped walking the moment she saw them.

Trey stopped beside her and said nothing.

The gardens occupied a long, terraced stretch of ground that descended in slow stages toward a central reflecting pool. Every tier was planted with artistic intention, not the wild profusion of a meadow, but not the sterile symmetry of a parade ground either. Flowering trees lined the upper walls, their branches trimmed just enough to let the lamplight filter through in patterns across the stone paths below. The air carried something floral but not cloying, layered with the faint mineral smell of the water features that ran in narrow channels along either side of the main walkway.

“Trey,” Eva said quietly.

“Mm.”

“This is beautiful.”

“I thought you’d like it.”

She turned to look at him. “Have you been here before?”

“Ehh, not inside. I was more of… an observer.”

She was quiet for a moment, her eyes drinking in the sight. Then she slipped her hand back through his arm and started walking again, pulling him along with her toward the first of the descending paths.

They moved at an unhurried pace, following the terraces downward. A few other couples drifted through the space at similar speeds, voices low, footsteps soft on the pale stone. The gardens had a way of absorbing sound, or perhaps simply discouraging it. No one here seemed inclined to speak loudly.

They paused at a bench overlooking the lower tier of the gardens and sat without needing to say anything, as if the spot had been waiting for them.

For a moment, they just watched the fading light settle across the paths below.

Eva rested her head against his shoulder. “Can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.”

“What… How did you learn mind magic?”

“Marvin had some ideas of where to start,” he answered. “And even though they were mostly wrong, I was able to pick up the basics. I learned a lot through persistent practice.”

“Practice?” Eva asked. “On those around you? Skye?”

“No,” Trey answered. “I’ve made it a point never to use mind magic on Skye. I mostly practiced on Marvin. He had built up mind resistance in his former life, so it gave me a hardened target to throw magic at.”

Eva nodded, then her hands started fidgeting. “What motivates you?”

Trey’s face scrunched. “What motivates me? Is food an acceptable answer?”

Eva gave him a flat look. “No.”

He exhaled lightly. “Alright. Then what are you actually asking?”

She shifted slightly on the bench, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

“I want to understand you,” she said. “What makes you a… rogue?”

“A rogue?” Trey repeated.

“Yes,” Eva said. “You twist around rules as if they don’t apply to you. I thought it might’ve been the way Marvin raised you, but then I got to know Skye, and she’s the complete opposite.”

Trey chuckled despite the question that was looking suspiciously like an accusation. “Yeah, she didn’t get that  from Marvin.”

Eva didn’t smile. “You spent most of a semester lying about who you were. You posed as a null guardian, hid your affinities, and defied the highest magical authority in Arestia.” She paused, watching him. “Then there was the Burning Covenant stunt. You disguised yourself as one of them and attacked an escort in broad daylight… in the middle of Greshelm.”

Trey opened his mouth to defend himself, but Eva held up a hand.

“I’m not saying you did anything wrong,” she said. “But that’s the Trey I know.”

Trey looked away, out over the gardens.

Eva studied him for a second longer before asking the question that had been building.

“Is that who you really are? A mind mage who does whatever you want, no matter what it looks like to others?”

Trey exhaled. “Do you remember when we were ambushed in Heavenfalls?”

Eva was taken aback. “It would be very difficult to forget.”

“Marvin told me not to use magic in front of you,” Trey said. “He was very clear about it. Said you were the dangerous one. That if I slipped, it would cause problems I couldn’t fix.”

He paused briefly.

“I ignored him. Broke his rules.”

The tension in her face loosened, smoothing into a calmer, more neutral look.

“I wasn’t thinking about his plans,” Trey continued. “I wasn’t thinking about consequences or strategy. I just wanted to protect you.”

Their eyes met again.

“I used magic because you needed it.”

The admission hung there, simple and unpolished.

“I didn’t come to Windrake to lie to people,” he went on. “And I don’t go looking for ways to break rules just to prove I can. I came here for Skye. To protect her.”

The words settled between them.

“You want to know what motivates me? Protecting the people I care about. Even if that means wearing a Burning Covenant mask to fight for an innocent life because the ‘highest magical authority in Arestia’ won’t. It might look wrong to you, but that’s the real me.”

Eva bit her lower lip nervously. “I’m… sorry. My intention was to get to know you better, but instead, I have misjudged you in a most insulting way. I had no idea my courting etiquette was so terrible.”

The blood rising in Trey’s veins began to retreat. “Hmph. At least it’s an improvement from last time.”

She gave a pathetic pout. “But I’m trying this time.”

“You’ve only accused me of being a morally questionable menace.”

Eva buried her face in her palms. “Would you believe me if I said you make me nervous?”

Trey snorted. “Not when you practically sat yourself on my lap in the middle of a busy cafeteria and demanded a second date.”

She peeked at him through her fingers. “Ugh. I’ve mastered the ‘ice queen’ act. But being likable? Apparently not in my skill set.”

“Hey,” Trey said, his tone softening. “I answered your question because I genuinely like you. I hope you’re asking for the same reason.”

Eva’s glacial blue eyes lit up. “Yes! I am. I’m sincere in my effort to get to know you better. I can promise you that.”

“Then no harm done.”

She sighed with relief. “Good, because I’m enjoying our date and would hate to ruin it. Come on, I want to see the purple azaleas.”

Eva rose, pulling Trey up with her.

They left the bench behind and followed the winding path deeper into the gardens until the azaleas came into view—clusters of soft purple blooms gathered along a gentle slope, their color catching the last of the evening light. Eva slowed just enough to take them in as they passed, a small, satisfied smile tugging at her lips.

From there, they continued on, the path sloping gradually downward toward the reflecting pool. They followed the curve of the garden’s eastern edge, where a row of late-blooming trees dropped the occasional petal across the path. The light was changing by then, the sun low enough that the stone had turned gold, and the hedgerows threw long, soft shadows across the terraces.

At the lower wall, they found a wide stone railing overlooking the pool and the gardens arrayed above it, and they stood there together, watching the sun continue its descent.

The sky deepened from amber into a rich maroon, the color settling over everything like it had been chosen on purpose. In the softer light of the hallway, Eva’s dress had simply been maroon; out here, with the last of the sun touching it, she looked like the evening had been arranged around her.

“Gorgeous,” she said, staring out over the horizon.

“Yes,” Trey agreed, his eyes still on the elf.

Time slowed in the last light of day. Leaves whispered on the wind, water rippled gently in the reflecting pool, and for a while neither of them moved, content to simply be.

Eva exhaled quietly.

“Okay,” she said. “That was worth it.”

Trey offered her a hand.

“Dinner?”

She took it with a smile. “Dinner.”

They made their way back toward the gate, Trey maintaining an unhurried pace despite his growing hunger.

At the checkpoint, the guards returned their belongings without incident. Trey turned his wand once in his hand before pocketing it. Eva resettled her bracelet at her wrist, gave it a short glance, and then took Trey’s arm again as they stepped back through the gate and into the outer streets.

“The restaurant isn’t far,” Trey said, pointing down the street. “About five blocks that way.”

“Let’s get going then,” Eva replied, a playful tilt in her voice. “I wouldn’t want to hold us back now that I know food is your greatest motivator.”

Trey chuckled. “How thoughtful.”

They crossed the street and had taken barely half a block when the shrill alarm blared, shattering the evening calm. Trey froze, scanning the area in confusion.

That’s when he saw the guard who had confiscated their streamers stumbling out of the gate, completely engulfed in fire.

The guard pitched forward, momentum carrying him past the point of recovery. He hit the ground hard. The fire didn’t care. It climbed higher, indifferent, turning the street around him orange.


Chapter 23

Cornered

Eva lunged forward, as if there was still a possibility of saving the charred corpse that had been the gate guard.

Trey grasped her shoulder and pulled her back. “We need to leave.”

“But—”

“No,” he insisted firmly. “We cannot be found here.”

Eva strained against Trey’s grip, her body still angled toward the street, eyes fixed on what remained of the man they had spoken to only moments ago. Then something in her relented, and Trey pulled her into the nearest alley. The tall walls closed in around them, narrow and dim, muffling the mayhem of the street behind.

“Keep moving,” Trey said, glancing over his shoulder.

As they pressed deeper into the alley, shadows shifted. Four figures peeled out of a side passage ahead, moving fast as they spilled into the alley. They were not coordinated, but rather, moved with the loose, panicked energy of people who had just stopped running from something and hadn’t yet decided what to do next. They pulled up short the moment they saw Trey and Eva, and for a suspended moment, nobody moved.

“Who goes there?” one of them called out.

“Shut the fuck up,” another snarled. “Kill them. No witnesses.”

Trey hadn’t been certain they were enemies, but the moment they reached for their wands, the decision was made for him.

The first attack came fast, a cracking bolt of fire that split the dark and went straight for Eva. She was faster. Her ice shield deflected the spell and blocked the next two attacks before shattering.

Trey used her defensive move to prepare a counter.

An Infernal Vortex erupted in the confined space, a spiraling surge of fire that filled the alley and forced the attackers to recoil, scrambling to divert the spell before it burned them alive.

Trey didn’t hesitate.

He came behind his own spell without slowing, advancing while their attention was divided between him and burning alive. One of them spotted him coming and swung a hasty curse in his direction. Trey rolled it off a quick deflection and kept going, wand already leveled.

Two Shadow Missiles snapped from his wand, cutting through the fiery chaos and striking the lead assailant. His body was flung against the wall before crumpling to the floor with a sound that settled the question of whether he’d be getting back up.

Ice shards streaked past Trey’s shoulder, tearing into the others and leaving sharp lines of blood in their wake.

The three remaining attackers cowered and quickly determined that they needed a new escape route. They turned and started sprinting back the way they came.

Trey’s mind magic seized one of the three and forced a stumble. The other two looked back, then decided to abandon her.

Good. One will do.

He took a step toward her.

Then the shouting came.

From ahead, from behind, from the cross-passage to the left—all at once, all organized, voices that knew where they were going.

Two guardians corralled the duo of fleeing assailants back into the area, while four more sealed off the exits.

The fight was brief and entirely one-sided.

Six guardians against three already defeated targets in close quarters left no room for competition.

Trey kept his eyes on the woman he’d snared. She was down on the alley dirt, favoring the arm she’d landed on, making no attempt to rise. She was the last to be executed.

The guardians reorganized with swift, professional efficiency and immediately turned their focus to Trey and Eva.

“Gerran, you saw these two fighting the assassins?”

Trey went still.

He knew that voice. The recognition tightened his chest, making his blood run cold. It turned their previous urgency into something sharper. Leaving was no longer a preference. It was a necessity.

He heard Eva stifle a sob beside him. It was a quiet sound, barely there, but he caught the shape of it. One fight ended quickly in merciless fashion, only for the next to crash in before she could catch her breath. No space to think. No time to steady. Just forward, again.

The guardian’s attention slid past him to his blonde companion. “Hey, you’re the healer from Windrake.”

Trey felt it the moment the man’s gaze shifted to him. “You. I know you.”

Trey tilted his head, forcing ease into his voice. “Sorry. I’m afraid I don’t remember making the acquaintance.”

A faint smile formed on the guardian’s face. It did nothing to calm Trey’s nerves.

“I remember,” Orion said quietly.

He stepped forward, his Mindguard nearly invisible in the night. Trey didn’t miss the glance he shot behind them, where two guardians blocked their exit.

They were trapped.

“What are two Windrakers doing here, at this time of night?” Orion asked.

Eva answered before Trey could. “We were on our way to dinner when the alarms went off. We turned away for safety and ran straight into them.” She kept her voice steady, but not too polished. “Your timing was fortunate. Thank you.”

Orion tapped his chin. “So you just happened to be in the same alley as four Burning Covenant assassins?”

Eva’s eyes widened. “Those were assassins?! Burning Covenant? We are truly lucky you showed up then.”

Orion frowned, not the least bit interested in Eva’s answers. “You. Trey.”

Oh, fuck. He knows my name.

“Perhaps you can help us find someone.”

“I’ll try my best,” Trey said with a shrug. “Though I don’t know too many people in Greshelm.”

Orion’s gaze didn’t waver. “We were attacked last week by a dark-fire specter. But this mage was different—large, strong, yet incredibly agile. His movements suggested training on the level of a null guardian.” He leaned slightly closer, voice dropping. “What I’m saying is, we’re looking for someone… exactly like you.”

“That is a bold accusation against someone with a record like Trey’s,” Eva said.

Orion backed up half a step.

In an act of courage beyond Trey’s understanding, the blonde elf took a step forward . “He eliminated a squad of assassins sent to kill me in Heavenfalls, he repelled their assault on the academy, and he went on a rampage against them in the Fornese.”

No Eva! He doesn’t—

“The Fornese?” Orion questioned immediately.

In a flash of thought, Trey shot a jolt of mind magic at the guardian he had identified as Gerran.

“He did eliminate one of the assassins tonight,” Gerran spoke up. “I saw it.”

Orion whipped his head toward Gerran, a sharp crease forming between his brows.

“If you need help against the Burning Covenant,” Trey said, keeping his tone even, “I might be able to assist. But I don’t know anything about who attacked you.”

Orion studied him for a long moment, a frown firmly planted on his face. “We’ll see. You’re coming with us. Both of you.”

Eva cleared her throat. “I’m afraid the Grand Oracle will insist we return to campus.”

The air seemed to constrict around them. Trey felt it in his chest, in the way his wand twitched in his hand.

Orion’s hand edged closer to his sword. “I’m not asking.”

Trey’s thoughts raced around his head. Only three of the guardians wore Mindguards, which meant it was possible to even up the fight, though not certain, given his capabilities. Still, it would be a risky move and would almost guarantee exposing him as a mind mage.

Orion took a step closer, reminding Trey that he was out of time… and out of options.

“He would not be pleased if you were to detain us,” Eva said, her impressive confidence beginning to waver.

Orion let out a low chuckle as his hand found the hilt of his weapon. “The Grand Oracle can kiss my—”

A sudden prickle ran across Trey’s mind. That was all he needed. He grabbed Eva and dragged her down.

A blinding arc of light tore through the space where they had been standing, screaming over their heads and slicing into the guardians. It was followed instantly by a cascade of razor-bright rays, each one striking with brutal precision. Though the guardian armor resisted most of the magical damage, Trey still saw blood spatter across the alley.

“Form up!” Orion barked. “We’re under attack!”

Trey took the cue as quickly as the guardians. Guiding Eva along, he scurried down the alley, away from Orion. One of the guardians moved as if he were to intercept them. Trey raised his wand, but another arc of light solved the problem before he could. The spell cleaved its way through the scuffle, removing the guardian’s hand from his outstretched arm. The man’s shout was swallowed by the general noise of the alley. He was no longer an obstacle.

Trey and Eva both sprinted out of reach, not stopping until they reached the end of the alley, where the Grand Oracle stood, wielding his sabre. The noise of the fight seemed to die against him, as if the night itself refused to cross whatever line he occupied.

As much as Trey butted heads with the older mage, he felt nothing but relief as he reached his side.

He raised his wand to join the fight, but the Grand Oracle stopped him with a muted command: “Don’t.”

From the alley, Orion’s voice rang out, sharp with fury. “You dare attack Greshelm’s Blade Warden?”

The Grand Oracle didn’t raise his voice. The cold in it carried farther than a shout.

“You continue to misunderstand,” he said, “what happens when you attack my students.”

The sabre tilted in his grip.

“I hope I have enlightened you tonight.”

Orion glanced at two of his men who had been taken out of the fight due to injuries, then at Eva, and finally back to the Grand Oracle. “I will let the students go if you heal the men you’ve just struck down.”

The Grand Oracle’s lip twitched. “No.”

Behind Orion, reinforcements began to spill into the alley, but they were too late.

The Grand Oracle turned and walked away without another word.

“You will pay for this,” Orion called after him, the spit flying from his lips.

Trey and Eva didn’t dally. They followed right on the Grand Oracle’s heels.

***

They returned to campus in silence.

Not the easy kind. Not the kind that faded with distance. The kind that clung to them, riding all the way back through the city streets to the academy gates.

Only once they crossed onto campus grounds did Trey finally speak.

“How did you find us?”

“Divination magic does occasionally provide me with an advantage,” the Grand Oracle responded. Then he glanced at Trey, a hint of dry amusement breaking through the stern mask. “While I can sympathize with the folly of youth, perhaps the palace district was not the best choice of venue for your date?”

“The gardens were absolutely gorgeous,” Eva said.

The Grand Oracle looked at Eva for a moment, then at Trey. Something passed across his face that was difficult to categorize.

“Hmph.”

“What?” Eva asked.

“It appears I will need to accustom myself to the two of you being together.” He gave her a brief, tired smile, then turned his attention fully onto Trey. The smile went with it. “I wish I had arrived sooner. I need to know what happened inside the palace.”

“I had a short moment in one of their minds,” Trey replied.

The Grand Oracle raised a brow. “Well done. What can you tell me?”

“They were Burning Covenant. The target was the Duke. Their motive was revenge.”

“Are you certain?”

“From what I got, yes.” Trey paused. “It was brief. I can’t give you more than that.”

The Grand Oracle was quiet for a moment, working through it. “Did they succeed?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t tell.”

The older mage stroked his beard slowly. “I suppose we will know soon enough. If the Duke did survive the attack, that creates significant complications for us.” He stopped walking and thought for a second longer. “We need to find Jeffers. I don’t know what their next move is, but it could be against Windrake.”


Chapter 24

High Alert

Trey spent most of the night and much of the next day patrolling academy grounds. Fatigue clung to him like a second skin as the events from the previous night continued to catch up to him. Around him, the weekend carried on as if nothing had happened. Students wandered the paths, laughing, talking, completely oblivious to the threat looming outside the walls.

“I bring news,” Marvin said.

Trey turned, stifling a yawn. “There’s steak in the cafeteria?”

“The Duke lives.”

Trey grimaced. “First time I’ve ever hoped the Burning Covenant was competent.”

“They breached palace security. Got all the way to him. He only survived because a null guardian gave their life to stop it. Even then, he didn’t come out unscathed.”

“He was injured?”

Marvin nodded. “That’s what the reports say.”

“So it was real. Not a setup.”

“Yeah,” Marvin said. “Looks that way.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The sounds of the campus filled the silence, distant laughter drifting through the air, leaves rustling softly, and the faint gurgle of the river nearby.

“Well fuck,” Trey finally said. “Can I go to sleep now?”

Marvin’s gaze swept across the campus, distant and assessing. “Meeting tonight. Same time. Same place.” Then he turned and walked off.

Trey let out a breathless laugh as he watched his mentor grow smaller in the distance. “Yes, Trey,” he muttered to himself in a thin, exaggerated imitation that only resembled Marvin in the wildest of imaginations. “Thank you for staying up all night. You’ve earned some well-needed rest.”

***

Trey was still yawning as he climbed to the third floor of the keep. The few hours of sleep he’d managed felt like a gift, but the grumbling in his stomach had yet to be sated.

Once on top of the landing, he spotted Eva’s father on his way to the strategy room. Trey offered a silent nod to the man as he looked over his shoulder, but the way the elf spun around and approached Trey told him that the simple gesture would not be enough.

“It seems I owe you, once again, a debt of gratitude for keeping my daughter safe,” the elf said.

I cannot claim much credit,” Trey replied. “We had no hope of breaking free until the Grand Oracle showed up.”

“Ah,” the elf said, nodding, “but you managed to protect her until help arrived. That alone is worth acknowledgment. I thank you nonetheless.”

Trey could only respond with an awkward smile.

Eva’s father remained in the corridor, unwilling to release Trey just yet. “Tell me more about your interest in my daughter.”

“She is of… great interest to me,” he said dumbly.

Pull yourself together man!

“Is your courtship going well?”

Trey took a deep breath, straightening his shoulders. “I’m sorry, I’m still recovering from what happened last night. But I am amazed by Eva. The courage and confidence she showed when she stood up to those six null guardians… I was truly impressed. And she cares so deeply about helping others, to the point where she will throw herself in danger if there’s even a small chance of saving a life. It does make my job of keeping her safe a little more difficult, but your daughter is unlike anyone I’ve ever met.”

The elf’s lips curved into a soft, proud smile. “As a father, it warms my heart to hear such things. I am glad she has found someone who sees her as she is. Perhaps we can persuade you to visit Heavenfalls again sometime. Her mother is always curious about how the two of you are—”

“Of course,” Trey said as he reached for the door, hoping for a clean escape from the conversation. “After we clean up the mess we’ve made here, I would love to make another trip.”

They entered the room together and found their seats.

The Grand Oracle waited until Marvin slipped into the room before clearing his throat.  “Let’s begin. Where is Minerva?”

Silence.

Finally, the mustached man, Mandred, spoke up. “She feels… betrayed.”

“Betrayed?”

“She was led to believe that the Duke was scheming with the Burning Covenant. Recent developments have convinced her she has been lied to.”

“An assassination attempt suddenly makes the Duke our friend?” an exasperated Grand Oracle asked. “What if it was a false flag?”

Mandred raised his hands in surrender. “Hey, that’s not my feelings. I’m just relaying what I’ve heard from Minerva.”

The Grand Oracle folded his arms and sank back into his chair.

“Do we think it is a false flag?” Eva’s father asked.

With pursed lips, the Grand Oracle glanced around the room. “Based on everything we know so far, it seems unlikely that Deveron orchestrated the assassination. I hesitate to completely rule out some sort of subterfuge, but this does appear to be a genuine attempt to take revenge for his Burning Covenant strike.”

He then turned to Mandred. “Do you believe Minerva could turn into a liability?”

Mandred’s expression sobered. “You wouldn’t consider… silencing her?”

“We are all traitors to whatever crown the Duke imagines he wears. If given the chance, he would see every person in this room executed. Do you understand the gravity of the situation?”

Mandred gulped and retreated deeper into his seat.

“Perhaps we’ve forgotten what it was like twenty years ago,” Marvin said, cutting into the silence. “Trust is no longer a luxury we can afford. Giving someone the benefit of the doubt will get you killed.”

“And you believe we are returning to the past?” Eva’s father asked, the words carrying a hint of old scars.

Marvin gave a solemn nod.

“I have no desire to harm Minerva,” the Grand Oracle said. “But I will speak with her. And from what I sense of her intentions… I’ll decide what must be done.”

Mandred scratched his chin nervously. “By the Archmage’s name…”

“Let’s focus on what we can do next,” Marvin said.

The Grand Oracle nodded. “Thank you, Marvin. Unfortunately, the Burning Covenant has inadvertently thwarted our plans. Palace security is tighter than ever—they’ve learned just how easily danger can slip through the cracks. The Duke is on guard now, which makes our task considerably more difficult.”

“Should we abandon the mission?” Jeffers asked.

“We cannot,” the Grand Oracle said. “I remain convinced that inaction would lead to the capitulation of every magic user in Greshelm. But I no longer think it’s feasible to strike in his home or during formal business. If we’re to act, we’ll need someone on the inside. Someone who can create the opportunity we require.”

“I meet with him from time to time,” Mandred offered. “But I doubt he trusts me any more than he trusts you.”

“Yes,” the Grand Oracle replied. “That is the challenge. We need to find someone amongst his inner circle.”

“I spoke with Orion a few days ago,” Jeffers said. “It went as well as it could have, but after the events of last night, I doubt we will ever get support from him.”

Marvin snorted and cast a crooked grin toward Gordon. “How many limbs did you amputate again?”

Gordon waved a dismissive hand. “We’re not discussing that.”

“Perhaps we’re thinking about this the wrong way,” Eva’s father said. “We don’t need to find a traitor in the Duke’s circle. We just need to make one.”

A slow smile spread across the Grand Oracle’s face. “I was arriving at a similar conclusion. Go on, Vaeryn.”

“We identify a target,” Vaeryn explained, “someone who will have an upcoming interaction with the Duke. Then we insert ourselves—by force if necessary, but quietly. From there, mind magic would get us the vulnerability we need.”

“The question then becomes who,” the Grand Oracle said. “Someone with regular access. Someone who we could catch unprotected by a Mindguard.”

“And someone whose routine can shift without drawing suspicion,” Vaeryn added.

“Maybe not,” Marvin interjected.

Gordon glanced over. “What do you mean?”

“Heightened security at the palace is both a blessing and a curse,” Marvin suggested. “It will be more difficult to reach the Duke directly, but it also forces change. New patrols. New procedures. New habits.” He gave a faint shrug. “A disrupted routine won’t raise suspicion right now. It’ll look like caution.”

The Grand Oracle considered that.

“Especially,” Marvin continued, “if it comes from someone already trusted. Someone they’d never think to question.”

“They’re aware of the Grand Oracle’s capabilities,” Professor Mavery said, speaking for the first time that meeting. “They might be overly cautious of who they trust, knowing mind magic is in play.”

“These are all good points,” the Grand Oracle said. “But we still need a target.” His attention turned to the members of the council with greater influence within Greshelm. “Any suggestions?”

“What about Holfan? The palace quartermaster?” a member of the council suggested.

“He doesn’t leave the palace enough,” Mandred replied. “We need someone who lives in the city. Someone like Lord Gregory.”

The Grand Oracle placed his elbow on the table as he leaned forward. “Now there’s an idea.”

“Lord Sheridan would also be a good candidate,” Mandred added.

“We could make plans for both,” Marvin said. “Then when can chose the more convenient target when it’s time.”

Several heads nodded as agreement settled around the table.

The meeting shifted after that, moving from theory to logistics. The surveillance plan they had previously laid out against the Duke was pulled back and adjusted for their two new targets. Names were noted, routes discussed, and schedules speculated upon with varying degrees of confidence. Mandred outlined what he already knew of Gregory’s movements, while another council member, Simon, took the lead on Lord Sheridan.

Modifications came from around the table, small adjustments layered onto larger ones, each person stress-testing the plan from their own angle, looking for the place where it would come apart. The discussion doubled back on itself more than once, the same points approached from different directions until they either held or didn’t. It was slow, unglamorous work, the kind that didn’t feel like progress until suddenly it did.

Marvin was turning over a particular gap in the Lord Sheridan approach when a knock cut through the room.

The conversation halted as everyone’s attention was pulled to the door. It swung open, and in walked an older lady whom Trey recognized from the previous meeting.

“Minerva,” the Grand Oracle said, a note of caution threading through his voice. “I’m glad you could join us.”

“Have you heard?” she asked, addressing the room at large.

“You’ll have to be more specific,” Marvin replied, unable to hide the hint of snark in his tone.

“The Duke’s been making announcements across Greshelm,” she said. “About the attack.”

A subtle shift moved through the room.

“He’s named two heroes in the thwarting of the assassination.”

The Grand Oracle leaned toward the tardy council member. “Go on.”

“Orion,” Minerva said, “has been declared a hero of Greshelm.”

Then her eyes fell onto the only student in the room.

“ ...And Trey.”


Chapter 25

Peace

Trey shuffled back to his room, lost in thought. The remainder of the meeting had been spent in wild speculation, but the conclusion had been the same: no one knew what the Duke could possibly be planning.

He reached his room and pushed the door open, his stomach growling in protest from neglect. He was surprised to find Skye, Eva, as well as Nora inside.

Skye was seated on his bed, watching over a tray of food that rested on his covers. “Hi,” she greeted him warmly. “I know you’ve had a long day, so I thought you could use some food and relaxing company. If it’s too much, we can leave.”

A wide grin spread across Trey’s face as he immediately took the spot next to the food. “This is perfect. Thank you, Skye… and I’m sure Eva and Nora played a role, too.”

“I opened the door,” Nora confirmed.

Trey’s chuckle was cut short by the shoving of food into his mouth. Light conversation continued amongst the girls. Trey listened in as he finished off what had been on the tray.

Finally, the inevitable topic came up. “Are there any new updates?” Eva asked, directing the question to Trey.

“Uh… Yeah.” Trey sat there fiddling with his thumbs. “If it’s okay, I would prefer to wait until tomorrow to dive into it again.”

“Of course,” Skye cut in. “You just need to relax tonight.”

Trey gave her a grateful nod.

Nora leaned forward, looking at all the occupants of the room. “So… are we all going to fuck him or what?”

Eva made a sound that was not quite a word.

Skye shot Nora a look. “Eva hasn’t had the chance to be intimate with Trey yet.”

“Oh. Well, I was just kidding anyway. You both thought I was serious, huh?”

The implications of the conversation flew over Trey’s head as his eyelids grew heavy.

Skye noticed and immediately removed the empty tray while helping him lie down.

“I’ll take that,” Eva said, reaching for the tray. “Should I expect you later tonight?”

Skye shook her head and climbed into bed next to Trey.

“Good night,” Eva said as she left the room.

Trey didn’t remember anything beyond that.

***

The next morning, Trey filled Skye and Nora in on everything he could about the previous night’s developments. He hoped the Grand Oracle would do the same with Eva.

Breakfast came and went quickly. Trey ate more out of necessity than enjoyment, his thoughts already drifting ahead.

He reached the training grounds before the drills began. A few guardians were already there, stretching or running through warm-ups, the early morning air still cool against their skin. As the session started, the steady rhythm of movement helped ground him. Boots thudded against packed earth, breath came in controlled bursts, and Frye called out commands that required little thinking on Trey’s part.

Halfway through a set of exercises, movement at the edge of the field caught his attention.

The Grand Oracle and Jeffers.

They approached with a hint of urgency, their presence alone enough to draw subtle notice from the guardians in training. They spoke briefly with Frye, voices too low to carry, before the Grand Oracle turned and gestured toward Trey.

He jogged over, sweat clinging to his skin, curiosity already morphing into unease.

“The Duke has requested permission to enter the campus,” the Grand Oracle said without preamble. “He intends to hold a ceremony. You are to be honored.”

Trey worked his jaw back and forth. “Is it a trap?”

A faint frown touched the Grand Oracle’s face. “I’ve examined the possibility through divination. I found no indication of malicious intent.” A brief pause. “That does not mean we lower our guard. We will be prepared.”

Trey thought it over. “We wouldn’t want to use the opportunity to…” His eyes flicked toward Frye.

“Frye is privy to our plot,” the Grand Oracle said, “but I appreciate the operational security. But no, we will not act. Accepting him as a guest and then striking first would be… strategically and politically disastrous.”

“So what’s our plan?” Trey asked.

“At this stage, we observe. We allow whatever he intends to unfold.”

“And if it isn’t what it seems?” Trey pressed.

“Then we adapt,” the Grand Oracle said. “Quickly.”

Trey glanced back toward the training grounds, the noise of sparring continuing as if none of this mattered. “Feels like we’re waiting to be surprised.”

The Grand Oracle sighed. “We are.”

“When do I need to be ready?”

“The ceremony will be held after lunch.”

Trey nodded. “Okay.”

***

Trey stood in his maroon dress jacket, the same one he had worn during his confrontation with Orion, as he watched the procession enter the academy gates.

The fabric felt heavier than he remembered.

Polished boots marched in measured rhythm as the Duke’s escort advanced, a line of null guards moving with ceremonial rigidity. Their onyx armor gleamed in the morning light, every detail immaculate, every motion controlled. They were in no hurry.

They were making a statement.

Students had gathered at a distance, drawn by curiosity and the promise of spectacle. Their voices were hushed now, replaced by a quiet, uncertain tension that spread as the procession moved deeper into the grounds.

Students gathered at a distance, drawn by curiosity and the promise of spectacle. Their voices, once scattered and lively, had quieted to a low murmur. Tension spread as the procession moved deeper into the grounds, something unspoken settling over the crowd.

At its center walked the Duke.

He was dressed not for war, but for display. A deep navy robe draped from his shoulders, its heavy fabric threaded with fine silver embroidery that caught the light with every step. A high collar framed his face, lending him an air of rigid authority, while a clasp of polished obsidian fastened the garment at his throat.

The Grand Oracle stood a short distance from the Arcane Citadel, waiting. A fixed point, the entire procession seemed to move toward.

Behind him, the great doors remained closed.

Trey knew what lay beyond them.

Marvin and his squad, positioned just out of sight, were ready to respond the moment something went wrong.

Two political forces were about to collide in the open, wrapped in courtesy and ceremony.

As the procession approached, the two heads regarded each other in silence.

Then, finally, the Duke inclined his head. “Grand Oracle. I appreciate your hospitality.”

“I appreciate the newfound camaraderie, Deveron,” the Grand Oracle replied evenly. “It is very welcome, even if unexpected.”

“I know we’ve had our disagreements,” the Duke said, his tone smooth, practiced. “But the recent attempt on my life has granted me… a new perspective. I can now see that cooperation between us is not only desirable, but necessary.”

His gaze shifted, settling on Trey.

“I understand you’ve had notable success against the Burning Covenant,” he continued. “I must admit, I’m rather eager to see what you could do alongside my Blade Warden.”

Trey glanced at Orion, who stood at the Duke’s side, keeping his expression stoically neutral.

The Duke let the moment linger, then cleared his throat. “I understand there may be some unresolved tension from an incident a few nights ago. As a gesture of goodwill, I would see it resolved. Orion.”

The null guardian captain stepped forward and bowed his head. “I would like to apologize for my actions the other night. It was my responsibility to de-escalate the situation, but instead, I allowed it to turn violent. That lapse in judgment was unacceptable. I will make it my personal mission to improve our relationship with the magic community.”

“Thank you, Orion,” the Duke said, clasping his hands together. He gave a small, approving nod before turning back to the Grand Oracle.

“But I did not come to disrupt your students’ studies any longer than necessary,” he continued. “Shall we proceed with the ceremony?”

“The Rivan Amphitheater is prepared,” the Grand Oracle replied.

“Then lead the way.”

The procession moved again, the Grand Oracle setting the pace. Trey followed a few steps behind, close enough to remain part of the formation, far enough to breathe.

He sifted through the Duke’s entourage, identifying several members who were without Mindgrauds. He began probing carefully, skimming through their thoughts.

What he found confused him.

There was no hidden directive. No buried signal waiting to be triggered. Only curiosity and interest. They were here to watch him receive an award.

Trey snuck a peek over at the Duke. It wasn’t lost on him that everyone within the noble’s immediate orbit wore a Mindguard.

They entered the domed amphitheater as a single, unified front. The space opened wide around them, tiered seating already filling with students and faculty on the academy side. Across from them, the people of Greshelm had gathered in equal measure, their presence turning the event into something far more public than Trey would have preferred.

He spotted Marvin near the front row, his task force spread around him with deliberate casualness. Watching. Ready.

The procession split. Roughly half peeled away to join the audience, while the rest continued onto the field toward a raised stage at its center.

The Duke took the opportunity to step up to Trey’s side. “Trey, my boy. I realize I never learned your surname.”

Trey maintained a composed expression. “I never knew my parents,” he responded. “I never had a surname to claim.”

The Duke let a faint sigh escape, a mixture of sympathy and contemplation. “A pity, truly. Yet from such a sorrowful beginning, you’ve carved yourself a path of success. Quite remarkable, I must say.”

He gave Trey an appraising nod before motioning toward the stage.

The Grand Oracle ascended first, then the others followed in quiet succession. At a small, almost imperceptible signal from him, the lingering murmur faded, and the amphitheater settled into a taut, expectant silence.

“Students and guests of Windrake Academy,” he began, his voice carrying cleanly to every corner of the space, “we gather today to recognize the actions of one of our own.”

His gaze moved across the crowd before settling on Trey.

“Without further delay, I would like to recognize Duke Deveron of Greshelm and invite him to continue the presentation.”

The Duke stepped forward with a wide grin.

“Acts of courage are often spoken of in hindsight,” he began in a loud voice. “Stories told after the danger has passed, polished with time and distance. But true courage is not clean. It is not convenient. It is a decision made in the moment, when the outcome is uncertain… and the cost is real.”

He let the words settle before continuing.

“Days ago, an attempt was made on my life. It was precise. Coordinated. Meant to end not only my rule, but the stability of Greshelm itself.” His gaze swept the amphitheater briefly before returning to Trey. “And yet, that attempt failed, thanks to the valor of my null guardians, many of whom were trained here at Windrake Academy.”

A pause.

“The assassins, however, escaped my palace and took to the streets of Greshelm, ready to wreak havoc on the defenseless. That is, until someone stopped them. Someone who showed true courage.”

The Duke turned slightly, extending a hand toward Trey.

“Step forward.”

Trey’s actions operated on a delay, stepping forward a few seconds after the cue.

An attendant stepped forward, presenting an ornate case lined with dark velvet. The Duke opened it with reverent care, revealing a medal of silver and obsidian, its surface etched with his noble sigil.

“For your actions in protecting others,” the Duke said, lifting the medal, “I name you a hero of Greshelm.”

He stepped closer, placing the medal around Trey’s neck with ease that suggested he had done it many times before.

The Duke stepped back, just enough to address both Trey and the audience.

“But recognition alone feels… insufficient,” he continued. “Deeds such as this deserve more than ceremony. They deserve reward.”

A ripple of quiet interest moved through the crowd.

The Duke raised a hand slightly, stilling it.

“As such,” he said, his gaze locking onto Trey’s, “I grant you a boon. One request. Within reason, and within my power, it will be fulfilled.”

“I would like a full pardon for Dana Verdant,” Trey said without hesitation.

The gasp that moved through the crowd was audible and immediate. Yet, the Duke wore no look of surprise. Instead, a knowing smile crossed his face, one that set warning bells ringing in Trey’s head.

“I thought you might request that,” the Duke said. “Which is why I’ve taken the liberty..” He reached into his robe and pulled out a scroll. “ …of preparing it.”

Trey’s mouth fell half-open.

Once the initial shock passed, relief followed close behind, quickly tempered by something heavier.

Trepidation.

Dana finally had her pardon. It was official.

But as Trey looked at the scroll in the Duke’s hand, the realization settled in.

He had just played directly into whatever scheme the Duke had set in motion.


Chapter 26


The Pardon

“That is yours to keep.”

The words bounced off of Trey.

The scroll felt impossibly heavy in Trey’s hand, far heavier than the medal that hung around his neck. He didn’t even remember taking it.

“Everyone here is a witness, of course,” the Duke added, his voice echoing oddly, as if from a distance, though he was standing right beside Trey. “But I’ll have my administrator officially record the pardon when I return to my palace.”

The rest of the ceremony unraveled around him in fragments—applause rising and falling, the Duke’s voice carrying on for a time, the shifting of the crowd as people stood and sat and whispered. Faces blurred together. Words lost their meaning.

All of it distant.

All of it secondary to the weight now resting in his hand.

By the time the ceremony ended, he was already moving, guided more than aware. The Grand Oracle’s presence at his side was steady, ushering him away from the stage before the Duke’s entourage had fully begun their departure.

Trey didn’t look back.

Not at the Duke.

Not at the crowd.

Not at the hundreds of eyes that had just watched him make a choice he didn’t fully understand.

They climbed the Spire in silence. The stairs wound upward, each step giving him a little more distance from the chaos below. By the time they reached the Grand Oracle’s office, Trey felt the world narrow down to the small, cold room before him.

The Grand Oracle was already seated behind the desk, expression unreadable. Marvin leaned against the window, arms crossed, staring out as though the scene below could give him answers. Eva watched Trey with concern, her quiet presence a surprising tether to the familiar.

Trey exhaled slowly, holding the scroll a little tighter than he realized.

“That was foolish of you,” Marvin said at last, breaking the silence.

“They already knew,” Trey replied.

“Yes, but now you’ve publicly admitted that we are protecting Dana.”

“I made no such admission,” Trey retorted.

“Goblin shit—”

“Cut it out,” Gordon interjected. “Save the heart-to-heart for your fishing trip. We need to figure out what is going on.”

Marvin grumbled something about how he hated fishing, but it was lost as the Grand Oracle continued. “Why Trey and not Eva?”

“Trey was the one who killed the first assassin,” Eva said.

The Grand Oracle shook his head with puzzlement. “The Duke doesn’t care about that. He picked Trey for a reason.”

“Is he making an appeal to Windrake’s null guardian class?” Marvin questioned.

“Do they think they can flip Trey’s allegiance?” Gordon asked, moving right past Marvin’s remark

Marvin snorted. “Talk about creating a man on the inside.” Then his eyes grew wide, and his attention locked onto Trey. “You should’ve requested a private dinner with him! But instead, you announced to the entire city—”

“Marvin,” Gordon cut in. “Let it rest.”

“Maybe the assassination attempt really did cause the Duke to have a change of heart?” Eva suggested.

Both Marvin and Gordon looked at her like she had just grown an extra set of pointy ears.

“I like the optimism,” Gordon said encouragingly, “but I’ve known the Duke for decades, and if you want to change his heart, it’s going to involve a dagger and a lot of blood.”

“Is there an artifact that allows you to listen in on a conversation?” Trey asked, glancing down at the medal on his chest.

Marvin froze, then shot a questioning look over at Gordon. Gordon merely shrugged.

“Fuck,” Marvin cursed, while taking a couple of quick strides over to Trey. “Why didn’t you bring that up at the beginning  of our conversation?”

“I was too busy being scolded for Dana’s pardon.”

“Smart ass,” Marvin muttered while pulling the medal from Trey’s chest. “You made an illogical decision based on emotion—”

“Marvin!” Gordon said sternly.

“He brought it up,” Marvin retorted.

Gordon rubbed his temples with his fingers. “You have the maturity of a first-year fire mage.”

Marvin grunted as he crossed the office to the door. Without further ceremony, he chucked the medal out of the room and returned to his brooding spot near the window.

Gordon chewed on his lip. “We’ve avoided the question thus far, but I have to ask it. Do they know Trey’s secret?”

Trey sighed. “Which part?”

Marvin tapped his chin. “They put him on a pedestal like this, build him up in front of everyone, setting him up for a massive public betrayal once his lineage gets out.”

Gordon nodded. “Exactly.”

“How could they’ve figured it out?” Marvin asked.

“If the Duke has a contact inside the Burning Covenant,” Gordon said, “it’s possible the information came from there.”

That drew a frown from Marvin. He pushed himself off the wall, the edge in his posture sharpening. “Then we’re wasting time.”

He looked between them.

“We move on Lord Sheridan. I’m tired of all this guessing when we have not one, but two mind mages.”

Gordon straightened, giving a firm nod. “Agreed. We can’t wait for the Duke to reveal his hand. Whatever he’s planning, we won’t uncover it by standing still.”

“Can we do it tomorrow?” Marvin asked.

“Mandred said that Sheridan’s son returns from Grovan tomorrow. There’ll be a celebration, the type that involves lots of drinking, but also lots of people. We might get lucky, but I think it would be best to strike the day after.”

“The next day then?” Marvin asked.

Gordon nodded. “Let’s see what we can put together.”

“Should we check to see if the medal is an artifact?” Trey interjected. “That could give us a clue.”

Gordon nodded approvingly. “That’s a good thought. I’ve already rescheduled Professor Leek’s Soul Inquiry for tomorrow evening. I’ll bring it up then.” He paused. “Do you mind if I hold onto it in the meantime?”

Trey nodded, more than happy to let the artificing professor take a look at the ominous medal. “Go ahead.”

Gordon inclined his head, then added, “And Trey?”

Trey met his gaze.

“Even with Dana’s pardon, I still think it’s best we keep her whereabouts a secret.”

Trey gave a reluctant nod. “Yeah… that makes sense. Can I at least tell her?”

Gordon sighed. “I suppose. Just don’t do anything stupid.”

***

Trey knocked on Bree’s door after dinner.

It opened almost immediately.

“Ah,” Bree said from inside her office, “have you come to visit your favorite teacher?”

Trey hesitated just long enough to make it awkward. “Uh… I actually wanted to tell Dana about her pardon.”

“Hmph.” Bree folded her arms, the disappointment written plainly across her face. 
Then she stepped aside anyway. “She’s in her room.” 


Trey slipped past her with precisely enough room to make the contact unavoidable. The brush of his body against hers was brief, just enough to feel the warmth of her body and the subtle rise of her breath as he passed. He didn’t look at her right away.

Only when he was already moving on did he glance back over his shoulder, a hint of amusement in his expression.

“Good seeing you, Professor Adams.”

Bree clicked her tongue under her breath. “Cheeky fucker.”

Trey didn’t slow as he left Bree behind, though he could still feel her attention itching at his back. He passed through the quiet living quarters and stopped at the closed door at the end of the short hall.

A soft knock.

There was a pause, then the faint sound of movement from within.

The door opened a crack.

Dana peeked out, surprise flickering across her face before it gave way to something warmer. “Eh, it’s just you.”

Trey snorted. “Who else comes to visit you?”

“Professor Kalo,” she replied.

“How many times?”

She paused. “Once.”

“Doesn’t count,” he replied while moving through the doorway to his spot on her bed.

She quirked a judgy eyebrow at him, then joined his side. “Any news from the outside world?”

“Actually, yeah.” He leaned back slightly, casual. “I took down a Burning Covenant assassin fleeing the palace, got a medal from the Duke, and he granted me a boon.” He glanced at her. “So I got you a full pardon.”

There was a brief silence before Dana burst out laughing. It filled the room, bright and unrestrained, going on long enough that Trey just watched her, his grin slowly spreading.

Finally, she caught her breath, shaking her head. “Alright, I’ll admit it. You’re annoying, but I do appreciate the creativity.”

Trey chuckled and reached into his bag, pulling out the folded parchment the Duke had given him earlier. He unrolled it and held it out toward her.

“I’m not that gullible,” she said, purposefully averting her eyes.

“Read it,” he said.

She scoffed, but took it anyway.

Her eyes scanned the page once.

Then again.

The amusement faded, replaced by something else. Confusion. Disbelief.

“This can’t be real,” she said quietly as she reached the end.

“I do have some bad news, the Grand Oracle does think it’s all a scheme by the Duke to muddy Windrake’s reputation—”

“You really got me a pardon?”

“Yeah, but—”

She didn’t let him finish.

Dana surged forward, closing the space between them in an instant. Her hand caught his collar, and then her lips were on his—warm, aggressive, and completely spontaneous.

Trey froze, caught off guard more by the force of it than the contact itself. Then he leaned into it, just enough to let her know the advance wasn’t unwanted.

The kiss wasn’t drawn out.

A sharp, breathless clash of relief and disbelief, something too sudden and too overwhelming to last.

Then she pulled back.

Fast.

Too fast.

Dana blinked at him, the reality of what she’d just done settling in all at once. Color rose quickly to her cheeks, and she turned away, dragging a hand through her hair like she could undo her lapse in control.

“That—” she started, then cut herself off. “That didn’t mean anything.”

Trey lifted a brow, a faint smirk forming. “Of course not.”

“I mean it,” she said quickly, still avoiding his gaze. “I just… needed to get that out. You happened to be here.” She let out a sharp breath. “Whatever.”

Trey’s smirk widened slightly. “So every time I visit, I should expect to help you ‘get that out’?”

Dana snapped her head toward him, glare immediate. “I’m suddenly developing the urge to punch someone. You volunteering for that too?”

Trey chuckled nervously.

She held the glare for a second longer, then huffed and looked away again, folding her arms.

After a brief pause, she spoke, her tone settling back into something more guarded. “I’m assuming you were telling me that I still have to stay here because of some convoluted political scheme involving my pardon?”

Trey let out a quiet breath, some of the humor draining from his expression.

“Yeah,” he said. “The pardon’s real. That part sticks. But the Grand Oracle doesn’t trust why  it was given.”

Dana’s gaze dropped to the parchment in her hands. Her fingers tightened slightly along the edge.

“So I’m free,” she said, “just… not really.”

“For now,” Trey replied. “We don’t know what the Duke’s playing at yet. Until we do, keeping you hidden is the safest move.”

She huffed softly, leaning back against her hands.

“We’re one step closer, though,” Trey said.

A brief silence settled between them. Not tense, just… heavy with everything unsaid.

After a moment, Trey pushed himself off the bed. “We’re going to figure out the Duke’s angle; there’s a plan in place.”

“Glad you have enough optimism for the both of us,” Dana said. “I’m just going to assume I’ll be stuck in this bedroom forever.”

Trey tapped his chin. “You might get to leave sooner than you think.”

Dana squinted at him. “What does that mean?”

He shrugged as he strode toward the door. “Nothing.”

He hesitated before leaving the room. “And for the record…”

She looked up, wary.

“...that definitely meant something.”

A flush crept back into her cheeks almost instantly.

“Get out.”

Trey grinned as he exited, the door shutting behind him.


Chapter 27

A Hero’s Thank You

Bree’s shared living quarters were quiet.

He glanced around, half-expecting to find the fire magic professor sprawled across a chair or leaning against the window, ready with some sharp remark. But the room was empty, undisturbed.

For a moment, he just stood there, his interaction with Dana still fresh on his mind and on his lips.

Then he moved on, crossing through the living space and into the adjoining office.

That, too, was empty.

No movement. No sound. No sign that anyone had been there recently.

Trey made his way to the door, already reaching for the handle, when something caught his eye.

A note.

Pinned neatly at eye level, as if it had been placed there just for him.

You missed class today. You’ll need to make it up.

He read it twice. Then he set it down beside his tray and frowned at it.

Everyone had missed class.

Bree had been part of Marvin’s fast-reaction squad, her red hair easily spotted in the front row during the ceremony. There was no chance this was about attendance.

The realization came at the same time he noticed the edge of a second note tucked behind the first.

He was still working through it when he noticed the edge of a second note tucked behind the first. He folded the bottom up and read it.

In my bedroom.

The frown vanished, replaced by an irrepressible smirk.

Better remedy my attendance record while I’m here.

He turned around, moved back across the office, then through the living quarters until he reached Bree’s bedroom door.

He didn’t bother knocking; the invitation had been explicit, and hesitation was never part of his repertoire. Pushing the door open, Trey stepped into a room bathed in the warm, flickering glow of candlelight that seemed to dance off the silky duvet draping the bed.

Bree stood at the foot of the bed, waiting for him just as the note promised, but the reality far exceeded any fantasy he might have conjured. She had shed the professorial robes entirely for a nightgown that was less fabric and more suggestion. The sheer green material clung to every curve of her gorgeous frame, doing absolutely nothing to hide the generous swell of her large breasts or the long, toned flesh of her legs. Her red hair was loose and wild around her shoulders, while her hands rested confidently on her hips.

“You’re late, student,” Bree purred, her voice dropping an octave into a husky register that sent a jolt straight to Trey’s groin. Her green eyes locked onto his, ruthless even in their intimate setting, yet there was a simmering heat beneath them that hinted that discipline would be far too enjoyable to be effective.

Trey leaned against the doorframe, letting his gaze travel slowly up those sexy legs, over her taut stomach, past her heavy, but firm breasts, and finally settling on her freckled face. “Late?” he chuckled, pushing off the wall to stride into the room with the confidence of a man who knew exactly what he wanted. “I think I’m right on time, Professor.”

Bree’s lips curled into a wicked smirk as she closed the distance between them, her movements fluid and predatory. She stopped just inches from his chest, looking up at him with a mixture of challenge and submission that drove him wild. “Is that so?” she teased, reaching out to trace a finger down the center of his muscular torso, stopping just above the buckle of his belt. “Well, we can’t have Windrake’s newest ‘hero’ slipping in his studies. The Duke may have given you a shiny trinket, but in this room, the only authority that matters is mine.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, laced with fire magic’s inherent warmth. “And I think you need a very thorough reminder of who’s in charge before we proceed.”

Trey caught her wrist before she could venture any lower.

The laugh that came out of him was deep with confidence. He drew her in by the captured wrist, closing the distance until there was none left, until she could be under no illusions about the effect her little performance was having on him.

“Careful,” he said, his voice dropping to something quieter than the laugh. “You keep bringing up discipline.” He let the word sit for a moment. “But as I recall, you were the one bent over the desk. Not me.”

“Hmm.” Her voice had lost some of its steadiness, and she knew it, and she didn’t particularly seem to care. “I don’t remember that.”

She didn’t pull away. She did the opposite, letting her weight settle against him, her free hand coming up to rest flat against his chest with a familiarity that suggested she had decided pretense was no longer worth the effort.

“Must not have been very memorable.”

“Then we’ll have to fix that,” Trey said.

His hands moved from her wrists to her hips, tracing along her curves. He let his hands rest there for a moment, just long enough to make the next move deliberate rather than rushed. Then he turned her, smooth and unhurried, until she was facing the bed.

The swat he delivered was restrained, more promise than punishment, the sound of it crisp in the quiet room. The silk offered no meaningful protection and made no pretense of doing so.

He tilted his head to peer around her shoulder. “Still not memorable?”

She shrugged. “You call  that  discipline?” A pause, perfectly timed. “I didn’t realize Marvin had been so soft on you.”

He gathered a fistful of her hair.

She went forward without resistance as he bent her over the foot of the bed, her palms finding the duvet, the breath leaving her in a rush against the silk. He took his time settling her there, making his patience its own kind of message.

Then he leaned down, his mouth close to her ear.

“I’m sorry.”

She looked back at him, confused.

“...That you won’t be able to sit right tomorrow.”

Then his hand drew back and came down properly, nothing restrained about it, nothing introductory.

Her fingers curled into the duvet.

Trey struck again.

Bree gasped, her spine arching as the impact rippled through her. She pressed her face into the duvet, but it did little to muffle the sound that escaped her throat somewhere between a whimper and a challenge.

The third strike landed before she could recover, pulling out a louder noise from her lips. Yet still, she defiantly wiggled her ass.

“Still not enough, huh?” Trey said, smoothing his palm over the curve he’d just struck, feeling the warmth radiating from the spot. His touch was almost gentle, a stark contrast to the force he’d used, and he could feel her trembling beneath him. “Start counting.”

The words hung in the air between them. Bree turned her head, pressing her cheek into the duvet, and Trey could see the stubborn set of her jaw even in profile. Her fingers tightened into the bedding. “Make me.”

Trey’s hand cracked down again, harder than before, and she jerked forward with a sharp breath. He didn’t bother asking again. He simply struck, watching her back arch, her legs tremble, her knuckles tighten.

“Still feeling stubborn?” he asked.

She turned her head just enough to show him her faltering resolve. Her teeth had caught her lower lip. Her breathing was unsteady. But her mouth stayed firmly shut.

The next smack landed with a crack that echoed off the walls. Her forehead pressed hard into the duvet. A whimper caught in her throat, swallowed down before it could become words. He smoothed his palm over the heat blooming across her backside, then delivered another without preamble. Her spine bowed. “Fine,” she gasped. “ One .”

“Good,” Trey said, approval clear. “Keep going.”

The next strike caught her lower, where thigh met curve, and her voice came out strangled. “Two—” She sucked in air, already trembling, her competitive nature warring visibly with her composure. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of breaking, but she couldn’t quite hold back her reactions.

Three and four came in quick succession, and Bree’s counting grew ragged. By five, her legs had begun to shake. Her freckled shoulders heaved with each breath. Sweat gathered at the nape of her neck where her red hair stuck to her skin in loose tendrils. Still, she counted. Still, she pushed back against each strike as if refusing to let him see how much they affected her.

The next blow made her moan despite herself, the sound escaping before she could catch it. Her back arched deeply, her round ass pressing back into his palm as if seeking the contact. “Six.”

By seven, Bree had stopped pretending she wasn’t enjoying this. Her legs had parted slightly, her hips rolling with each strike, and when eight landed across the sensitive crease of her thighs, her voice cracked on the count. She pushed her face into the duvet to muffle a pathetically desperate sound. The silk of her nightgown had ridden up completely, baring her soaked panties to him, and the candlelight painted her heated skin in shades of warm pink.

Nine drew a long, shuddering exhale, her whole body trembling now, and when she finally panted out a ten, the word came out half-sob, half-moan. She collapsed forward onto her elbows, face buried in the duvet, her gorgeous ass raised and artistically marked from Trey’s discipline.

Trey dragged his fingers across her lower back before traveling back down to her tenderized ass. Bree lay beneath him, breathing hard, her body still trembling with lingering sensation. He could see the effect it had on her in the way her thighs pressed together. He let his touch drift lower, revelling in her needy shiver.

Trey straightened, letting his hand fall away from her heated skin. He took a step back from the bed, then another, creating distance between them.

“Professor Adams,” he said, his tone formally sardonic. “I think that’s enough discipline for one night. I’ll be on my way.”

He turned toward the door and began to walk away. His footsteps fell softly against the floor.

Behind him, the bed shifted. “Wait, what?”

Trey reached the door. His fingers found the frame.

“Trey—”

Bree’s voice was rough, the confidence stripped away, leaving just the haze and the need. “Please.”

He paused but didn’t turn. “Please, what?”

He looked over his shoulder just in time to see her scramble off the bed. The silk nightgown slid up her thighs as she moved. She slipped, her legs unsteady beneath her, and fell to her knees on the floor.

Trey turned fully, his arms crossed as he looked down at her. The usually untouchable Professor Adams was on her knees, her freckled face flushed, eyes wide and glassy with a mix of humiliation and hunger. The sheer green nightgown was bunched up around her hips, leaving little to the imagination as she knelt on the hard floor, her breathing ragged and her red hair wild around her shoulders.

“Don’t leave yet,” she stammered, her voice cracking slightly. “I need... “ A wicked grin spread across her face despite her degraded state. “I need to show you how much better I am than your blonde roommate.”

Trey considered chastising her for the petty jab at Nora, but decided to let his cock handle the punishment instead. He took his time undoing his belt, the metallic click loud in the quiet room, letting the anticipation build until the air was practically vibrating with it. He freed himself from the confines of his trousers, his thick length springing free, heavy and already pulsing with need.

As her eyes locked onto his size, she didn’t cower with mere intimidation; she lit up with a terrifying, competitive craving.

He stepped forward, closing the gap until the head of his cock brushed against her lower lip. But before he could tangle a hand in her hair to guide her, Bree surged forward. She didn’t wait for permission; she opened her mouth with a voraciousness that was purely Bree—aggressive, ambitious, and longing to prove herself.

“Show me,” he challenged, watching her take charge.

She engulfed him, her lips stretching wide to accommodate his girth, but she didn’t stop there. She drove herself forward, taking him deep with an erotic moan that vibrated through his entire length. There was no tentative exploration, no gentle testing of the waters. She attacked the task with the same intensity she applied to her fire magic, treating his pleasure as a duel she intended to win decisively.

She wasn’t just sucking his cock; she was trying to fuck him with her throat better than anyone else ever had, driven by a petty, burning need to prove her superiority. The sheer yearning in her glassy eyes was intoxicating, a mix of absolute submission and cutthroat rivalry that only made the submission sweeter.

Saliva escaped the corners of her stretched lips, trailing down her chin and neck to slick her heaving chest, staining the sheer green fabric of her nightgown, but the mess only seemed to fuel her. She pulled back just long enough to gasp a ragged breath, her lungs heaving, before plunging back down, taking him to the hilt with a guttural choke. She didn’t flinch when her throat convulsed around the thick head; instead, she moaned, the vibration travelling straight up his spine, her nails digging into his thighs as she steadied herself to take even more.

“Look at you,” Trey groaned, his hips twitching forward as he lost the battle to stay still. “So desperate to be the best.” He began to thrust shallowly, testing her limits, but Bree didn’t retreat. She leaned into the movement, opening her throat as wide as possible, surrendering control of her airway in exchange for the friction she craved. She met his gaze with an aggressive, watery stare that dared him to try and break her.

Her grip on his thighs was relentless, her nails digging in hard enough to leave crescent marks, using the leverage to fuck her own face onto his cock. The wet, sloppy sounds filled the room, a chaotic symphony of gagging and moaning that would have scandalized the academy’s reputation for years to come. Every time she felt him twitch or pulse, a surge of triumph flashed through her eyes, spurring her on. She was a woman possessed, determined to strike the killing blow.

Trey watched her, listening to the salacious sounds of her efforts. The heat of her mouth was intoxicating, but it was the sight of her sheer determination—the way she glared up at him even with her lips stretched to the limit—that really got to him. He could feel his control slipping, the urge to grab her head and fuck her throat properly becoming harder to resist. She was trying to win, and he respected the hustle, but he wasn’t about to let her forget who was actually in charge.

He finally tightened his grip in her hair, stilling her frantic movements. He held her there, impaled on his length, cutting off her air just enough to make her panic spike. Bree’s eyes went wide, her hands instinctively clawing at his hips, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she moaned, a low, vibrating sound that hummed against his shaft, and she relaxed her throat, surrendering completely to the lack of oxygen. She looked up at him, eyes watery and pleading, a silent acknowledgment that even in her quest to be the best, she was entirely at his mercy. It was a duality that drove him wild: the ambitious competitor desperate to win, and the submissive slut desperate to be used.

He held her there for a heartbeat longer, feeling her throat spasm around the intrusion.

“Fuck,” he gritted out, the word dragged from him by the pressure building inside his balls.

He didn’t warn her. He didn’t ask. He simply tightened his grip in her hair and yanked her back, pulling her off his cock with a wet, ragged gasp from her lips. A hearty string of saliva connected them for a moment before snapping, falling onto her heaving chest.

Bree looked up, dazed and breathless, her lips swollen and glistening, her eyes wide and watery as she tried to focus on him.

He wrapped his hand around his slick, throbbing shaft, aiming his cock squarely at her face. The first spurt of come hit her with enough force to make her flinch, a thick, hot stripe that landed across her nose and cheek, instantly marking her. The second followed close behind, painting her other cheek, catching the corner of her mouth.

Bree froze, her eyes going wide as she felt him unload across her face. The fierce hunger in her gaze shifted into something else—pure, unadulterated submission mixed with a dark, satisfied thrill. She didn’t try to dodge. Instead, she leaned into it, tilting her chin up slightly as if presenting a canvas, letting Trey mark his territory.

Trey groaned low in his throat, his strokes slowing as the last few pulses of his release dripped from the tip, landing on her freckled chin and the top of her chest. The sight was obscene and utterly perfect: Professor Bree Adams, the ambitious fire mage, kneeling on her bedroom floor in a ruined silk nightgown, her face glazed in his seed, her expression a mix of exhaustion and bliss.

He milked the last drop from his sensitive tip, wiping it against her lower lip. Bree’s tongue darted out instinctively, tasting him, her eyes fluttering shut for a moment before opening again to lock onto his. There was a defiance there, still burning bright, but it was buried under layers of debauched satisfaction.

She lifted a finger to her cheek, swiping through the mess there before bringing it to her lips and cleaning it off with a soft hum.

“That was quite the release of… mana,” she said, her banterous tone slipping back into place. “I’d say I’ve done my job well.”

Trey let out a quiet laugh. “Would you like a medal? I think I have an extra lying around.”

Bree shook her head, a satisfied smile tugging at her lips. “No need. I’ll settle for knowing I’ve set a standard no one else can reach.”

Trey reached down, threading his fingers through her dishevelled red hair. He gave her scalp a slow, patronizing pat, the kind one might offer a dog who’d finally learned a trick.

“You’re so cocky,” he said, his voice warm with amusement.

Bree’s smirk sharpened, her green eyes glittering with dangerous heat even as his cum dripped from her chin onto the ruined silk of her nightgown. “Do you know what happened to the last person who touched me like that?”

“I’m not too worried,” Trey said with a lazy shrug. “You want me to throw you in bed and fuck you all night. I’m untouchable right now.”

Bree’s tongue dragged across her lower lip, slow and deliberate. “Maybe. But you won’t be untouchable in our next private lesson, which is tomorrow if I’m remembering correctly.”

Trey scooped her up into his arms and took a step toward the bed. “Worth it.”


Chapter 28

The Leek

Morning light slipped through the narrow gap in Bree’s curtains, spilling across the room and dragging Trey from sleep.  He lay still for a moment, letting the previous night settle over him. Beside him, Bree’s presence was warm and steady, her soft, even breathing confirming she was still fast asleep.

Trey exhaled quietly and eased himself out of bed, careful not to wake her. There wasn’t much time to lounge before his guardian training. He dressed quickly, then moved toward the door, stepping into the living quarters with the intention of making a quick escape to the bathroom.

He made it exactly three steps.

Dana stood in the hallway, arms crossed, wearing the most Dana-like scowl on her face.

Trey stopped.

“Morning,” he offered.

“Did you know,” Dana said flatly, “that most people prefer to sleep at night?”

He opened his mouth.

She didn’t let him speak.

“Because based on how loud you were,” she went on, “and how long you kept it up, I’m starting to think that concept has completely escaped you.”

She shifted her weight, clearly just getting started.

“I did not want to hear my professor enthusiastically praising your prowess for half the night.”

He coughed, trying and failing to hide a grin.

Dana’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, good. You think this is funny.”

“I mean—”

“No,” she snapped. “No smug comments. Just know that if you ever interrupt my sleep again, I’m going to storm into that room, stick my wand into whatever hole I find first, and start practicing my spell sequencing.”

Trey waited a moment, making sure she was actually finished. “Can I go now? I’m going to be late.”

Dana huffed. “I hope you are  late. I’m going back to sleep.”

Trey raised an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t Bree have to deal with your morning grumps too?”

“Nah,” Dana said, already turning away. “I just needed to get that out. It’s out of my system. But I’m still feeling the urge to punch you. I would leave while you can.”

Trey rubbed his upper arm absentmindedly. He didn’t need another girl developing the habit of hitting his shoulder.

She glanced back at him and jerked her chin toward the other side. “The door’s that way.”

***

Morning training did not care that Trey had slept poorly, or that he’d skipped breakfast in a failed attempt to make up the time, or that his body was still carrying the pleasant, treacherous weight of the previous night. Morning training simply began, and Frye was already watching the gate when Trey came through it at a jog, several minutes late.

Frye didn’t spare him a glance, simply pointing toward the storage shed. “Suit up. You run laps until I say otherwise.”

Trey grabbed a set of armor and strapped it on. Then he started running.

By the sixth one, his stomach had started to remind him, with increasing hostility, that he had not eaten. By the ninth, that complaint had been absorbed into a larger and more general suffering that made individual grievances irrelevant.

Frye called him in after twelve.

He did not look sympathetic. “Next time, be on time.”

Jeffers took over the training, and if Trey thought he would be getting a break, he was sorely mistaken.

“Evasive running drills,” Jeffers called out. “Get into four lines.”

They fell into formation, and the drills began at once. Pivots, sudden swerves, and bodies dropping into rolls before snapping back to their feet without pause. There was no rhythm, no chance to settle, only constant adjustment as they were forced to change direction again and again.

He spent most of lunch making up for his missed breakfast, then attended Skye’s potions class, where he received some much-needed sleep.

Afterward, he headed toward Marvin’s classroom, where he practiced compaction techniques with the Shadow Missile spell. Once the class ended, Marvin signalled for him to stay.

Trey stayed where he was as the last student filed out, the door swinging shut behind them with a dull click that promised privacy.

Marvin didn’t move immediately. He stood at the front of the room completing some minor task with his notes, his patience only serving to irritate Trey. Finally, he crossed the room toward Trey.

“The mission is a go,” Marvin said. “Tomorrow. We will stage at the keep after dinner. Make sure you get some rest, we may need to hold the target hostage overnight. You will be playing a key role.”

“Do I need to know what I’m doing to play a key role?” Trey asked.

“You will be given more details tomorrow night,” Marvin replied, then hesitated. “I know I ask a lot of you, Trey. More than anyone should. But… I trust you. No one asks for a life like this… but I’m proud of you. ”

Trey blinked, caught off guard by the rare honesty. “Whoa. This must be serious if you’re saying that. What’s next? Are you going to tell me what I should do… if this is the last time we speak?”

Marvin snorted. “You’re not getting shit if I die. All of my inheritance is going to Skye.”

Trey tilted his head, grinning despite the moment. “I’m not sure what she’ll do with an overgrown zucchini garden, but… okay.”

Marvin’s lips twitched in the corner of a smile, softening. “You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

***

Trey cracked open the door to the usual practice room in the Riv, peering inside.

“You’re not scared of me after last night, are you?” Bree’s voice called from across the room.

“Nah,” Trey said, stepping in. “Just making sure the coast is clear.”

Bree cocked her head, frowning. “The coast… what?”

Before Trey could answer, a cloaked figure slipped in behind him.

“Who’s—oh no, Trey. This is a terrible idea.”

“She needed to get out,” Trey said, shrugging.

Bree groaned, waving a hand. “You know what? I don’t even care. Glad you could join us, Dana.”

Dana lifted her hood, revealing her face. “I told him it was a terrible idea, too.”

Trey scoffed. “Took all of two seconds to convince you to come.”

“I still said it was a terrible idea,” Dana shot back, crossing her arms.

Bree smirked, clapping her hands together. “Alright, enough talk. Are we picking up where we left off?”

Trey nodded. “Yeah. I’ve got some thoughts on what I want to try.”

He stepped to the center of the room and lifted his wand, sending an Ember Ascension spell roaring to life toward the ceiling. Over the next hour, he carefully wove his dark mana into it, shaping the spell with precision and patience. Bree was at his side, an eager observer and advisor, her suggestions flowing through the crackle of the spell. “It’s building up too quickly there,” she warned, and Trey adjusted, feeling the delicate edge of something more dangerous than normal fire energy.

Dana hovered nearby, watching their work intently. As a very capable dark-fire specter herself, she understood the basics of what they were working on, but the complexity of Trey and Bree’s process was entirely new. They both coached her as she experimented with casting Trey’s version of the spell, and she responded with careful, tentative movements, learning how the fire and shadow interacted.

The three of them worked in tandem: Trey molding the hybrid fire-dark energy, Bree shaping and correcting, Dana testing her touch, learning the rhythm of a process that was part artistry, part careful restraint. By the end, the room was consumed by flashes of purple light.

“Nice work,” Bree complimented as the lesson wound down. “Next time—”

The door to the room burst open. Trey instinctively stepped in front of Dana.

“I thought we might find him here,” Marvin said, striding in with Gordon on his tail. He pointed at Trey. “We’ve been looking for you for nearly an hour. Wouldn’t think finding someone of your size would be so difficult.”

“Ah, let me guess,” Trey said, tilting his head and raising an eyebrow. “Another medal from the Duke?”

“We have a problem,” Gordon cut in with a tone that was too serious for Trey’s liking. “Professor Leek’s Soul Inquiry was scheduled for tonight. He’d already postponed it twice.” He paused. “And now he’s nowhere to be found.”

Bree gasped.

“My first thought was that he’d been targeted—either by the Duke or the Burning Covenant,” Gordon continued, his tone grim. “But some of his personal belongings have been cleared from his faculty suite.” He let the implication settle. “…Not all of them.”

A brief, uneasy pause followed. Trey felt it then, the shift from concern to something colder.

“What does that mean?” Bree asked

“He left us one of his artifacts,” Gordon replied. “A nasty one, too. If I hadn’t used divination magic beforehand, I would’ve been sliced into five different pieces.”

Gordon exhaled. “We’re not looking at a disappearance. We’re looking at a defection.”

Silence hung in the room.

“And you need me to help question his students?” Trey asked, understanding the gravity of the situation but not fully comprehending why they spent so much time searching for him specifically.

“You spend a lot of time in his class,” Marvin said. “I was hoping you might have noticed something… Like a clue we could follow.”

Trey snorted. “Are you serious? I haven’t set foot in his classroom this semester. Have you not seen me sitting through your classes?”

Marvin opened his mouth to retort, but then a thought hit Trey like a bucket of ice water. “Wait! Did we ever confirm that he destroyed Grimmault’s Soul Mirror?”

Marvin’s eyes widened, then he turned to Gordon.

Gordon stood there, frozen, while color drained from his face. “I… I never… Fuck.”

Trey’s heartbeat hammered in his chest. The Soul Mirror had been entrusted to Professor Leek after the artificing professor had freed Dana and Skye from the blood binding curse, in the aftermath of the Burning Covenant’s attack on the academy.

He had been certain it was destroyed.

But given recent developments, that certainty was crumbling in front of him.

The possibility that the last piece of his evil father’s soul not only survived, but was once again able to play mastermind to the Burning Covenant was quickly becoming a reality.

Marvin pinched the bridge of his nose, exhaling sharply. “So instead of destroying it, Calvin let the mirror corrupt him. And now he’s out there, probably planning to hand Grimmault over to the Burning Covenant.”

“This is worse than I thought,” Gordon muttered. “I wonder if it’s time to drop the rivalry with the Duke. If the Burning Covenant has regained possession of Grimmault’s Soul Mirror, then the threat they pose is significant.”

Marvin gritted his teeth. “There’s no guarantee this isn’t exactly what the Duke wants.

“If it is,” Gordon said quietly, “then the odds are already turning against us.”

A brief silence followed before Marvin spoke again. “I don’t suppose your divination magic can give us anything?”

“I’ll try a mediation,” Gordon replied. “Maybe I’ll catch a glimpse of something useful.” He scanned the room, chewing on his bottom lip as he thought. Then his gaze snapped past Trey.

Gordon blinked. Then frowned. “What is she doing here?”

Trey stepped forward, his hands clasped behind his back. “Well, she needed to get out, and I thought—”

“Dammit, Trey. When I said don’t do anything stupid, this is exactly what I was talking about.“

Trey swore he heard Marvin’s muffled chuckle.

Gordon shook his head slowly. “What if someone saw her? Ugh, never mind. We have bigger issues to deal with.” He exhaled, the sound caught somewhere between a groan and a yawn. “We’ll keep the plan in place for Lord Sheridan tomorrow, but Professor Leek changes things.”

He straightened, resolve settling into his posture.

“At first light, I’ll be leaving campus,” he said. “There’s someone I need to speak with. Leek’s sister.”

Marvin’s brow furrowed. “You think she knows something?”

“I don’t know what she knows,” Gordon admitted. “But I intend to find out. If there are any clues about his whereabouts, she’s our best lead. And if she’s not willing to share…” He tapped his temple. “Well, it’s about time my mind magic helps with something.”

A brief silence followed.

“In the meantime,” he continued, “his office is to be secured and left untouched. No one goes in without me.”

He stepped back, the decision clearly made.

“Get some rest,” Gordon said. “Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”


Chapter 29

The Power Couple

Morning came too quickly.

Trey felt it before he opened his eyes—the dull weight in his limbs, the lingering tension in his chest, the sense that the world had already started moving without him. For a moment, he stayed still, staring up at the ceiling as fragments of the previous day drifted back into place.

Professor Leek.

The Soul Mirror.

Grimmault.

And all of that on top of the plot to move against the Duke.

A plot that was set to escalate later that night.

Trey exhaled slowly and pushed himself upright. Nora was stirring, but not nearly as much as his thoughts were. They circled the same point over and over, like something worrying at the edge of his mind that refused to take shape. It was exhausting to ask why anymore. It was simpler to focus on what came next.

He dressed quickly, trying to drown his thoughts in distraction.

By the time he reached the training grounds, the sun had only just cleared the horizon. Jeffers was working with Nico on the training field before the rest of the guardians arrived. Trey watched, using the familiar sounds of metal striking metal and boots grinding into packed dirt to keep his mind empty.

Frye arrived, along with a large contingent of the guardian class. Physical conditioning began shortly after.

They moved straight into strength work, hauling heavy weights, hurling sacks of grain across the yard, and straining to lift anvils hauled in from the forge. Muscles burned quickly under the relentless pace, sweat soaking through tunics as Frye stalked the lines, correcting posture with sharp, unforgiving commands. Hesitation wasn’t tolerated. Fatigue didn’t matter. Only repetition and endurance.

By the time Frye finally called a halt, Trey’s arms felt like lead and his shoulders ached. They had a moment to catch their breath before Karl arrived with the next phase.

“Pair up,” he barked, dragging practice blades from the shed.

Trey partnered with Nora, and the sparring began. Their swords clashed rhythmically, each strike testing form and timing. Nora wasn’t pressing as hard as she sometimes did, and Trey welcomed the slight reprieve, though even at this pace, sweat slicked his grip and every movement felt like it burned twice as much as it should. They worked steadily, pushing each other in sequenced exchanges, the familiar practice grounding him after the punishing conditioning.

About halfway through the session, the usual cadence of the training grounds began to falter. The clanging of metal dulled, replaced by a murmur that rippled through the guardians. Heads lifted, eyes squinting toward the edges of the field, uncertainty spreading almost like an infection.

Karl’s boot struck the dirt sharply as he moved toward the center of the group. “Stay focused!” he snapped. “Or I will—”

His words caught in his throat. His gaze locked on something at the far edge of the training yard. Trey followed it instinctively, squinting against the morning sun. A ripple of unease twisted in his gut as he recognized the figures striding across the field.

The Duke.

Orion.

And six other guardians, flanking Greshelm’s authority figure. All of them wearing Mindguards.

The tension hit Trey like a blow to the gut. He felt the grip on his practice sword tighten, his body aware long before his mind fully processed what was happening. The training field, moments ago alive with motion and steel, fell still under the Duke’s arrival. A dangerous hush settled over the guardians, pressing down with the weight of anticipation.

No one spoke. No one seemed to understand why the Duke was there.

Trey did. Or at least, the pit in his stomach told him he did.

Karl’s jaw clenched. His feet shuffled, as if they were unsure of whether to step forward or step aside.  Around him, every trainee had gone rigid, their collective focus captured by the imposing procession moving toward them.

The Duke’s unflinching gaze swept over the entire group before settling exactly where Trey knew it would.

Whatever was coming, it had arrived, and Trey was squarely in its path.

Karl finally found his voice. “What are you—” He faltered, then straightened. “Your Grace, what brings you to our training? Your Grace.”

“I’ve come with a request,” the Duke said. “We are striking deep at the heart of the Burning Covenant, and I will need the assistance of Greshelm’s hero. Trey, my boy, we must leave immediately. Time is of the essence.”

He gestured for Trey to follow, then turned around as if the matter had been resolved.

Trey hesitated. He glanced at Karl, who looked ready to object but couldn’t quite force the words out. Then Trey’s attention shifted to Orion, who had not yet moved. The null guardian’s gaze locked onto him, cold and unyielding, as if daring him to refuse.

Trey stepped forward anyway. “If we’re striking the Burning Covenant,” he said, raising his voice just enough to carry, “I could gather additional support. There are mages I work well with. I can vouch for them—they’d improve our chances of success.”

The Duke stopped, then turned to face him with a diplomatic smile. “There’s no need. With you and Orion side-by-side, we are guaranteed a victory. You two are a power couple.”

“Bree is going to be jealous,” Trey heard Nora mutter behind him.

The Duke tapped his chin thoughtfully. “No, that doesn’t sound quite right. Power duo, perhaps.” He waved the thought away. “In any case, I appreciate the offer, but we only require your combat strength.”

“I see you have a good eye for talent.” Jeffers’ voice cut in from Trey’s left, and a quiet wave of relief followed it. “As I’m sure you’re aware, Trey is one of our stronger fighters.”

The Duke gave a nod.

“I apologize for the intrusion, Your Grace, but we’re accustomed to receiving advance notice for mission requests involving our guardian trainees.”

“Of course,” the Duke replied smoothly. “Unfortunately, the Burning Covenant did not extend us the same courtesy. I trust you understand.”

Jeffers continued walking until he had fully joined the discussion. “We should have no issue, though I’ll need to confirm—”

“The Grand Oracle approved it,” the Duke said smoothly, waving a hand as if brushing the concern aside. “All cooperation between our institutions has his full support.”

“An assault on the Burning Convenant would certainly be a notable success of our cooperation,” Jeffers noted cautiously. “He’ll want to be informed.”

“Please do let him know,” the Duke replied, his voice dripping with false enthusiasm. “Though I don’t believe he’s on campus at the moment, is he?”

The question hit Trey like a bell tolling in the distance, a deep alarm that sent his hair standing up straight.

Jeffers hesitated. “I will ensure he is informed. Let me get Trey suited up in armor so you can be on your way.”

The Duke held up a hand. “No need. Armor has already been prepared. We cannot afford any further delay.”

Jeffers’ broad shoulders sagged slightly, and he shot Trey a stumped, almost apologetic look. Trey, in turn, drew a deep breath, then returned a subtle nod.

He was stepping into the game now. What kind of game it was, and what the rules might be, remained a mystery.

***

Once off campus, Trey followed the Duke and Orion through the streets of Greshlem to the palace district. They passed the gardens where Trey had taken Eva on their date, and continued to the palace itself.

A broad staircase led to massive bronze doors, manned by guards in polished armor. As they entered the grand halls, the echo of their footsteps bounced off marble floors and towering columns, a solemn reminder that they were no longer in the familiar streets of the city but inside the heart of power. Trey followed the Duke and Orion down a side corridor, anticipation coiling in his chest as they approached the armory.

“I’ll let you get Trey situated,” the Duke said, nodding to Orion. “I’m going to check on the rest of the preparations.”

Two guardians left with the Duke, while the other four stayed with Orion and Trey. Orion signaled to the armory attendant, then glanced down the corridor as the Duke disappeared from view.

“Not a bad place to work, huh?” Trey asked, glancing around at the racks of weapons and the gleaming suits of armor.

Orion’s lips twitched in what might have been amusement. “I enjoy it. The protocols are strict, though, not exactly ideal for a rogue.”

Trey grinned despite the unfamiliar, potentially hostile surroundings. “Sometimes the lack of protocols comes in handy.”

“If you like to play dirty, that’s your choice. Don’t pretend it’s better.”

“I’d wager I’ve killed more Burning Covenant than you,” Trey said, letting his confidence carry the edge of a challenge.

Orion snorted. “You’re a teenager. You’ve got the arrogance of an orc charging straight into a line of pikes.”

“Hmm. Maybe. Luckily the Burning Covenant doesn’t know how to form a decent line.”

Orion’s expression darkened, the faint humor gone. “If you knew what the Burning Covenant is capable of, you wouldn’t speak with such frivolity.”

“I speak from experience,” Trey said, meeting his gaze steadily. “What about you?”

“You know nothing about me.”

“You attended Windrake, did you not?”

Orion stared at him, then relented with a nod.

The attendant returned, dragging a bundled set of armor across the floor behind him.

“Is that where you picked up your dislike for magic users?” Trey asked. “Can’t say I’d blame you.”

Orion leaned in closer, his lips pressed firmly into a frown. “No, that happened much earlier. When I received news from Palagon.”

A flicker of recognition crossed Trey’s mind. “That’s where the Burning Covenant attacked?”

“Razed,” Orion corrected. “Every defender cut down. Civilians in the surrounding settlements slaughtered for good measure. My older brother was stationed there. The last letter I received from him said that he had become the youngest guardian to be promoted to an officer.”

He let out a slow breath. “There were no more letters after that.”

“What was his name?”

Orion’s jaw worked as his stare bore down on Trey. “Padraic. Everything I’ve done since has been to avenge him.”

“That’s why you became a guardian?”

“Yes.” Orion straightened. “Now get your armor on.”

Trey started fastening the onyx plates into place, the weight settling across his shoulders. “What motivates you to pick up the sword? Does your loyalty lie with avenging your brother? Or serving the Duke?”

“What a foolish question,” Orion said. “The Duke gets results. That’s why he has my loyalty.” He held Trey’s gaze. “And that’s how the Burning Covenant ends.”

Trey gave a small nod. “Let’s hope so.”

Orion’s lips curved into a faint smirk. “You’ve probably got Burning Covenant blood in you. Not many dark-fire specters walking around these days.”

Trey shrugged as he lifted his pauldrons into place. “They rejected my application. Said I’d already killed too many of their members.”

But the implication lingered. Trey couldn’t tell if Orion was probing or simply playing along. Either his secret remained intact… or Orion was far better at hiding what he knew than he let on.

A chuckle slipped past Orion before he could stop it. “You’re a quick thinker. All the more reason to keep an eye on you.”

“We’ll see who needs to keep an eye on who,” Trey said, tightening the last strap on his pauldron. “I’ll make you a bet.”

Orion grunted, turning toward the exit. “I don’t make bets with kids. Let’s go.”

Trey followed, voice steady. “At some point today, your loyalty to the Duke is going to clash with your lifelong mission of vengeance.”

Orion kept his gaze forward, posture rigid, but Trey didn’t look away.

“If I’m right,” Trey continued, “then, you and I? We’re on the same side.”

For the first time, Orion’s stride faltered. Just enough to notice.

They exited through the back into a narrow corridor that emptied out into a courtyard Trey hadn’t noticed from the outside. It was tucked behind the building’s rear wall, small enough to stay hidden, enclosed on three sides by high stone that cut it off from any meaningful vantage point.

Magic sconces lined the walls at even intervals, burning with a cold, steady light that torchlight couldn’t have managed, throwing the space into sharp relief without shadow or flicker. At the center of the courtyard, carved directly into the flagstones, sat a teleportation circle. The runes along its outer ring still held a faint luminescence, the signature of recent use not yet faded from the stone.

The Duke stood just beyond it.

Trey recognized him, though it took a half second longer than it should have. The man he had seen before had worn the polished presentation of court and politics. The man standing in this courtyard wore battle armor, functional and well-made, though with certain fashion liberties taken that made clear he had not entirely left the courtier behind. Behind him, arranged in dignified formation, stood thirty null guardians. Their onyx steel caught the sconce light in cold planes, visors down and weapons sheathed.

“Ah, our two champions have arrived! Here to lead us to victory!” The Duke’s voice carried easily across the courtyard, warm and theatrical, as if this were a celebration rather than a march toward battle.

“You’ll be joining us?”  Trey asked.

The question came out casual enough, but his thoughts were already moving well ahead of his words. He pictured the potential fight ahead, the confusion of the battle, and the possibility of striking the Duke in the midst of it all, ending his reign in an instant.

Even as the idea stirred a surge of adrenaline, a shadow of doubt cooled it down. If they truly were marching against the Burning Covenant, would killing the Duke be the right call?

He let the thought go and picked up the one waiting beneath it, darker and considerably less comfortable. The Duke’s presence could mean there was no mission. Only an elaborate execution, and Trey was walking straight into it, with little hope of resistance.

The Duke’s answer cut through his contemplation. “This will be a monumental occasion for Greshelm and all of Arestia. I feel it is my duty to participate personally in our quest for justice.”

Footsteps behind Trey drew his attention. A light mage crossed the grass toward the circle, moving with brisk purpose.  She wore no armor. Carried no weapon. No Mindguard upon her head. Unlike everyone else assembled in the courtyard, her nerves were transparent, her eyes darting around the assembly of warriors.

The Duke caught her arrival and gestured. “Perfect timing! We are ready.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” She inclined her head and stepped toward the circle.

Trey seized the opportunity presented by the lack of mental defenses and sent out a probing thread.

Her attention was on the teleportation working at first, the familiar focus of a caster preparing a complex spell. But beneath it, a hidden thread emerged:

Report the Duke’s mission to Mandred.

A mixture of surprise and something close to relief moved through him.  The mage was a double agent, one of Mandred’s sources of intelligence. That meant Marvin and the others would have a thread to track, but it also meant that there would be a delay in their reaction.

He pulled back, cutting the mental touch and letting his expression settle into nothing.

The Duke nodded to Orion, who took command. The guardian captain’s hand swept toward the circle. “Form up.”

The null guardians moved with intimidated discipline, becoming an organized mass of bodies as they compacted to fit within the confines of the teleportation runes.

The mage took her position at the circle’s edge and began the casting. Arcs of brilliant luminescence spilled across the flagstones, tracing the carved channels, climbing the runes until the whole circle burned with gathered light.

Trey adjusted his pauldrons and felt the charge of the spell press against his skin like a held breath. Orion stood at his side, his watchful eye unyielding.

“Let’s go make history,” the Duke said.

The light flared. The courtyard vanished.

And in the blink of an eye, the next stage of the game was revealed.


Chapter 30

Finding the Enemy

“Stay alert!” Orion called out. “Move fast.”

In front of them, a small village extended from the teleportation platform. A handful of elderly locals stood scattered around, frozen in place, staring at the Duke’s force with wide eyes and open mouths.

Orion leapt forward, setting a brisk pace. The guardians followed without hesitation. Trey pushed into motion, matching their speed as they hurried past weathered cottages and out into the open countryside.

The road narrowed to a winding strip of dirt cutting through fields choked with weeds. Farmhouses sagged under their own weight, their windows hollow, roofs patched with uneven boards. Broken carts and rusted tools lay abandoned where they had been left, as if their owners had simply vanished mid-task.

Ahead, a large grove of tall, knotted trees loomed, their branches twisting together to block out the light. Shadows stretched long across the ground, shifting with each stir of wind. At Orion’s signal, the guardians fanned out, forming a strategic line with several defensive layers.

The heavily armored soldiers moved with surprising stealth through the undergrowth. Overhead, the branches wove together so tightly that the sky vanished within a few steps, leaving them in dim, shifting shadow. Only the faint sounds of wildlife disturbed the silence, as small creatures darted across the root-broken ground.

Only the faint skitter of small creatures and the soft crunch of root-split earth disturbed the stillness.

Behind them, the Duke was not so subtle.

His labored breathing carried through the trees, each step heavier than the last. Branches snapped underfoot, his pace lagging well behind the formation. By the time they reached the deepest part of the grove, he had fallen far enough back that Orion sent an escort of four guardians back to ensure his safety.

Gradually, the trees began to thin. Pale light filtered through the canopy, growing stronger with each step until the darkness loosened its grip. A few strides later, they broke free of the grove entirely, the open air rushing in to replace the forest gloom.

Beyond the treeline, the castle-like structure came into view. Like the farmhouses, it still stood, though where the dilapidated homesteads had sagged into disrepair, the structure in front of them endured with a heavier, more stubborn presence. Gray stone walls enclosed the compound, towers rising at each corner, their edges worn but unbroken.

Time had left its mark in subtler ways. Sections of the outer wall had split and shifted, leaving narrow gaps and deep cracks between stones, wide enough in places to glimpse the courtyards within. Through those openings, stretches of cobblestone and overgrown garden lay exposed, and archways suggested a maze of inner routes.

The gates hung unevenly, not destroyed but long neglected, one side dragging slightly where the hinge had warped. Vines crept along the stonework, threading through seams and curling across the main entrance. High battlements loomed overhead, threatening danger from above.

Orion slowed just beyond the treeline, raising a hand. The formation tightened around him, every movement controlled and deliberate. His gaze traced the walls, the towers, the empty stretches of courtyard visible through the open gate.

He gave a short series of signals. The guardians split without a word, peeling off in pairs to circle the enclosure. Trey stayed close to Orion as they moved along the outer wall, keeping low over the uneven ground. Up close, the stone loomed high and cold, weathered but unyielding. Narrow slits and shadowed ledges offered too many places for unseen eyes.

They advanced along the perimeter until the groups began to close in from opposite sides, tightening the ring around the structure. No alarms sounded. No movement broke the stillness. If anything, the silence deepened, pressing in around them.

When they returned to the main gate, the others emerged from their routes one by one. Orion’s expression didn’t change. He gave a single motion forward.

The guardians closed ranks and slipped through the entrance, Orion leading. Trey followed at his shoulder.

Inside, the first courtyard opened wide around them, cobblestones cracked with age and weeds forcing through the gaps. Low walls, scattered debris, and patches of overgrown garden broke up the space, offering cover in every direction.

But it wasn’t neglect alone that had shaped the place.

Sections of the far wall were blackened with deep scorch marks, the stone charred in uneven patterns that climbed higher than any normal fire could reach. Across part of the courtyard, the ground had fused into a dark, glassy sheet, fractured and dull with age. Nearby, a shallow crater broke the line of cobblestones, its jagged edges surrounding a smooth, barren center.

Trey’s gaze lingered. Whatever had happened there, it hadn’t been recent, but it hadn’t faded cleanly, either. The damage felt fixed in place, as if the grisly history refused to be forgotten.

He stepped in beside Orion, his senses stretched thin.

They moved forward together, slower now, weapons ready, pushing deeper into the enclosure toward whatever lay beyond the next archway.

Trey felt a hand press against his back—one of the guardians behind him. The gesture would’ve been reassuring if it weren’t so treacherous.

The only warning he received was a click. Suddenly, the armored plates on his arms and legs grew impossibly heavy, dragging him to the ground. He hit the dirt hard, landing on his rear. His mana stream was blocked; he could summon nothing more potent than a mere spark.

For a moment, pure panic took over. His breath came fast and shallow, his mind fracturing into too many directions at once. The weight on his limbs was absolute, pinning him with a thoroughness that left no room for instinct or training to kick in. He was on the ground, stripped of his magic, surrounded by thirty armed guardians, and the plan, whatever shape it had taken in his head on the walk through that grove, had just ceased to exist.

He forced his next breath out slowly.

The panic didn’t leave, but it contracted, pulled back from the edges of his thinking enough that other things could fit alongside it. He was alive. They hadn’t killed him on the spot, which meant he still had value, which meant he still had time. Small mercies, but he had learned to build on small mercies.

Looking up, he found Orion in a crouched stance before him with his sword drawn.

“Ah,” Trey muttered. “So the Blade Warden of Greshelm does fight dirty.”

Orion relaxed slightly upon seeing Trey laden down with the trap armor.

“Why all this?” Trey asked, straining against the weight dragging at his arms. “Bringing me out here with thirty guardians? Didn’t think you could take me in a fight?”

“Don’t flatter yourself, boy.” The Duke’s chilling voice came from behind him. “This isn’t for you. Orion, prepare for our guests.”

Orion nodded. “Men, to your posts. Theo, send the signal.”

A guardian, whom Trey assumed was Theo, took off running through an archway. The other guardians gathered into small patrols and spread out in all directions.

Orion stepped forward and lowered himself to one knee, bringing his gaze level with Trey’s. “Your world is about to change,” he said quietly. “If you want to walk out of here alive, tell me where you’re hiding Dana Verdant.”

Trey met his eyes without hesitation. “You tell me why you’re so interested in a recently pardoned girl, and I might point you in the right direction.”

Orion’s lip curled. “We’re delivering justice to Greshelm. The Burning Covenant has poisoned our society for long enough. You dark-fire specters will answer for it.”

Trey let out a tired sigh. “You don’t get it, do you? I wanted nothing more than to charge into a surprised mess of Burning Covenant with you. Harold Greene? Grimstone? As soon as I find them, they’re dead. You’re the one stopping me, because you’re assigning guilt based on magical affinity and calling it justice.”

Something shifted behind Orion’s eyes. Not softening, but listening.

“Ha!” the Duke barked, stepping into view. “How about that? We’re getting a lecture from a Windrake mage about our ethics. For all the schooling you get, you’d think you’d eventually learn something. Too late now.”

He offered Trey a thin smile. “We’ll get Verdant’s location out of you. One way or another. Luckily, we still have another use for you.”

With that, the Duke turned, Orion following close behind, leaving Trey alone in the courtyard.

He stayed still at first, head lowered, letting his breathing even out as the guards’ attention drifted. What had been sharp vigilance softened into idle watchfulness.

Only then did Trey begin to test the weight binding his limbs. Slowly, carefully, he shifted his arms and legs. The armor gave a fraction, enough to confirm it wasn’t absolute, but any real movement was still firmly restrained.

Trey kept his movements slow, almost absent-minded, as if he were simply adjusting to the discomfort. In reality, his focus narrowed to the armor itself.

The weight wasn’t natural. It pressed down in uneven pulses, strongest at the joints—shoulders, elbows, knees—where movement mattered most.

He shifted his wrist a fraction, feeling for resistance beyond the sheer force bearing down on it. He identified a point of tension along the inner forearm—a strap.

His eyes flicked up briefly. The four guards watching had struck up a conversation. No one expected him to do anything.

Trey let his arm go slack again, mind working through the implications. The enchantment did the real work, amplifying the weight, locking him in place, but the armor itself still relied on physical anchors. Break the right connection, and the whole construct might lose its hold.

He exhaled slowly. He couldn’t reach it himself. Not with the pressure forcing his limbs down, not with the angles restricted the way they were.

But someone else could. One loosened fastener—

And he wouldn’t need much after that.

***

Time dragged on.

Trey sat in silence, left with nothing but his own thoughts. The shape of the plan was easy enough to guess. The Duke wanted to draw the Grand Oracle out, force a confrontation, and use Trey as the bait.

But it didn’t add up. Not cleanly. Even with thirty null guardians, a prepared group of Windrake battlemages would pose a serious threat. The Duke wasn’t reckless. If he was setting this in motion, he had something more in reserve. Something Trey hadn’t seen yet.

There was a piece missing. He could feel it.

He lifted his head slightly, eyes moving from one guardian to the next, taking in their positions, their spacing, the small details in how they carried themselves. He traced each guardian’s stance, noting who stayed close to walls, who shifted constantly, and who seemed to favor their left side. A silent grid formed in his mind, every step plotted before it happened.

He visualized crawling along low walls, ducking into shadowed corners, and even using debris or fountains as cover. The courtyard could be beaten, but only if he timed it perfectly.

Off to the side, voices carried faintly through the scene, blurred by distance and apocalyptic architecture. Trey caught only fragments. “Greshelm… disappeared… reporting… east wall.”

Trey couldn’t be sure, but it sounded like some very important mages had gone missing in Greshelm. He kept the spark of hope that bloomed inside him carefully contained, knowing his friends were likely walking into a trap. From what he’d overheard, the Duke might have also brought in additional reinforcements.

All the guesswork was starting to give Trey a headache. He sighed, pressing his forehead to the cold stone beneath him.

Then he felt a familiar trickle at the edge of his mind.

He didn’t react right away. Instead, he let a moment pass, then slowly lifted his eyes, scanning the courtyard with careful, natural movements.

Trey’s eyes flicked across the courtyard, scanning every shadow, every curve of stone. That’s when he noticed it: an arched nook set into the base of the far wall, half swallowed by shadow, framed by years of creeping moss. At its center, barely visible, sat a drainage tunnel, wide and low, the kind of architectural detail that existed to move water and nothing else. The kind that guards walked past without registering because it had never once been an entry point in anyone’s mind.

Except it was one now.

Two shapes were pressed into the shadow of the arch, low and motionless. Trey kept his gaze moving, not letting it settle, but he had seen enough.

Marvin and Gordon.

They scanned the courtyard from their hidden vantage, keeping low, waiting for a gap in the guardians’ attention. Every muscle in Trey tensed. The tunnel wasn’t just a hiding spot; it was a lifeline.

Slowly, cautiously, Marvin began to rise, Gordon following. For a moment, they appeared as if they might slip into the open, make their way to him.

Then Trey’s vision erupted in a flash of blue light.

An azure flame roared to life from the nook, twisting and snapping like a hungry beast. It consumed the arch, the stone, the floor, devouring everything the small space contained in one sustained and brutal instant. Sparks rained into the courtyard, molten stone dripping in rivulets that hissed as they struck the cobbles. Even from his crouched position, Trey felt the heat press against his skin, searing across his face and down his neck.

Marvin and Gordon didn’t even have a chance to cry out. The flames swallowed them whole, leaving behind only blackened stone and wisps of smoke curling lazily into the courtyard. The air reeked of scorched stone and burnt moss, acrid and biting, choking in its intensity. A pair of glowing runes in the nook’s stone faded out as the fire died, silent proof of the trap that had been lying in wait.

Trey’s stomach turned over. His jaw clenched as the heat faded, but the tremble in his body wasn’t from the flames; it was from the chilling dread stabbing him through his chest. A scream tore from his throat, raw and unrestrained, a shrilling echo of the one Marvin had just been denied.

For a moment, the world narrowed. The guardians, the Duke, the plans, the traps—they all fell away. Nothing remained but the crushing weight of inevitability.

Trey had lost.


Chapter 31

The Deal

The Duke swept in through an archway, with Orion a step behind him.

“Did anyone get a good look?” the Duke demanded. “Can you confirm it was the Grand Oracle?”

From the far edge of the courtyard, a figure emerged from the shadows.

He was not tall, but height had no impact on the way he carried himself. Broad shoulders filled a simple leather vest, and his face carried the weathered quality of a man who had spent years doing difficult things in unpleasant places. A trimmed beard followed the line of his jaw. He carried a worn satchel across his back and a deadly edge that told others he did not need weapons to be dangerous.

“I had a lookout on the outside,” he said, his voice low and gravelly. “Both the Grand Oracle and Marvin Kalo entered the trap.”

Trey watched him from the ground. He didn’t need an introduction. His instincts told him he had finally found Grimstone.

The Duke cleared his throat. “I apologize. I hadn’t realized you had made your entrance.” He shot a questioning glance at Orion.

“As intended,” Grimstone said simply, eyes fixed on the charred nook that had blazed moments before. “I’m pleasantly surprised that worked.”

“You should have a little more faith in your work,” the Duke said. “That… was unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

“It wasn’t my artifacts I was worried about,” Grimstone replied without breaking focus. “You can never be sure with a divination mage.”

Trey noticed more figures had quietly joined the ruins, many perched atop the battlements. Their presence went unannounced, blending into the shadows, but the growing numbers were unmistakable.

“Amazing how you knew exactly where to set up the trap,” the Duke said. “I must admit, I was skeptical at first.”

Grimstone ignored the Duke, walking over to the draining entrance and peering down into it.

“I’ve sent scouts out to the grove,” the Duke continued. “We’ll see what strength they have left, but the head has been cut off. Or, I suppose incinerated would be a better term.”

Grimstone nodded, then scanned the courtyard. His eyes narrowed when they landed on a crouched Trey. He tilted his head slightly. “Well now… what do we have here?”

“Him?” the Duke said, gesturing dismissively. “One of Marvin Kalo’s little projects. Caused some trouble in the past, but he made for excellent bait.”

Grimstone stared incredulously at the Duke. “You have no fucking idea who that is, do you?”

The Duke frowned. “The Windraker? He’s a dark-fire specter. Dangerous, but nothing my guardians can’t handle.”

Grimstone shook his head slowly, letting out a slow chuckle. “Your accidental competence is a rare relief from what I’m used to working with. That…” He pointed at Trey. “...is Grimmault’s son.”

The revelation stole everyone’s next breath.

The Duke wavered on unsteady legs. Orion’s near-perfect discipline crumbled, his jaw dropping. Around them, several guardians tightened their grips on their swords, as if unveiling the lineage alone had unleashed a monster from its cage.

“You can’t be serious?” the Duke said in a choppy voice.

“A mysterious orphan raised by Marvin Kalo in the middle of nowhere,” Grimstone continued, voice calm but biting, “who just happens to be a dark-fire specter and  a mind mage?” The dwarf sighed, not bothering to hide the disappointment. “I suppose your competence only goes so far.”

The Duke blinked and looked back at Trey. “A mind mage?”

Grimstone snorted. “Yeah, keep those Mindguards on.”

He shifted his gaze back to Trey, stepping closer, letting the air between them thrum with quiet menace. “How fitting,” he said in a slow drawl. “Do you know where we are?”

Trey refused to provide any form of response.

Grimstone swept a glance across the ruined courtyard, taking in the scorched stone and broken remains of what had once stood proud.

“This was a fine estate, once,” he said, slipping into a story no one had asked for. “It belonged to one of Grimmault’s top generals, Lord Jarlborne.”

He paused briefly, then continued. “Eighteen years ago, Grimmault gathered his war council here, preparing for the second assault on Greshelm. It was here we were betrayed… by your mother.”

A faint smirk tugged at his lips. “The irony is almost impressive. Grimmault forbade his inner circle from wearing Mindguards, said it would ensure there were no traitors among us.”

He turned to the Duke, motioning toward the charred nook. “You wonder how I knew exactly where to set the trap?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. Something moved behind his eyes, old and satisfied, the look of a man revisiting a memory he had kept in good condition.

“Marvin Kalo stood in that exact spot all those years ago, holding Grimmault’s heir, only a few months old. He watched as the most powerful dark-fire specter alive fell at the hands of his own wife.” The dwarf grunted with amusement. “How predictable.”

There was a pause as the entire courtyard waited for Grimstone’s next words. When none came, the Duke stepped forward. “Thank you for the context,” he said. “That is quite fascinating.”

The word fascinating landed with the slight hollowness of a man filling space rather than meaning it.

A guardian jogged into the courtyard and made straight for Orion, delivering his report in a whispered voice. The Duke listened with his head tilted, then raised an eyebrow and nodded once. “I don’t mean to rush our affairs,” he told Grimstone, “but my scout has reported that the Windrakers have withdrawn. They’ll likely be preparing for an attack on the academy.”

Grimstone didn’t answer immediately. His gaze had drifted back to the nook, and something in his expression had shifted, a small crease of puzzlement that sat oddly on a face built for certainty.

The Duke opened his mouth, hesitated, then tried again. “Erm, I believe I have delivered on my part of the deal.”

Grimstone pulled his attention back.“Ah, yes. The academy will fall. We’ve eliminated their three strongest defenders; any resistance they can muster up will be futile.” He paused. “And Harold will be arriving shortly.  My men will assume perimeter security. He startles easily around null guardians.”

A confident smile crossed the Duke’s face. “As he should be.”

He turned and signalled to Orion.

The guardians moved quickly, filtering out of the courtyard.

Grimstone continued to study the nook. He reached into the worn satchel and produced a small iron instrument, narrow and hooked at one end, the kind of tool that had been made for a specific purpose and used for nothing else. He worked in silence, tracing the faded runes along the stone with the hook’s tip, pausing occasionally to press into a groove with measured pressure. The runes responded slowly, their dull grey surfaces warming back toward the deep, pulsing blue they had held before the trap fired.

The Duke stood in the courtyard devoid of null guardians, with nothing to do but watch with the two crossbow-wielding dwarves standing guard.

After several minutes, Grimstone straightened, returned the tool to the satchel, and surveyed the nook with a brief, satisfied look.

He turned back to the courtyard as if he had simply stopped to tie a boot. The expected call came from the battlements, as if it had been perfectly timed. “He approaches.”

Grimstone’s expression remained steely. “Does he bring reinforcements?”

“Around fifty.”

“Good,” Grimstone said with a nod.

The courtyard settled.

Not into calm, but into something different.

The scattered figures along the walls adjusted their positions. The guardians remained out of sight, though Trey did catch Orion peeking his head out a few times to check on his prized prisoner.

From beyond the outer walls came the faint rhythm of approaching steps.

At first distant. Then steady. Then unmistakable.

The sound rolled closer, accompanied by the low murmur of voices.

“Is it true?” Harold asked the moment he stepped into the courtyard, his eyes scanning the blackened stone and scorched air. “Is the Golden Goose dead?”

Trey might’ve laughed if the situation were different. Even in the wake of the Grand Oracle’s death, surrounded by Grimstone’s minions, Harold was still using the codenames that Burning Covenant had crafted for them.

Harold paused as he caught sight of the Duke and immediately drew his wand.

Grimstone held up a firm hand, stopping further escalation.

Harold frowned. “What’s going on here?” Then he spotted Trey. “Wait, you have Hellfox, too?”

“Put your wand away, Harold,” Grimstone replied. “Do you think I would be here if we were in danger?”

Harold narrowed his eyes at the Duke. “I believe I deserve an explanation.”

Suspicion danced across his features. Behind him, a dozen pairs of eyes followed his movements as nearly two dozen mages filed into the courtyard, robes swishing over cracked ground. Their expressions ranged from apprehension to awe, each aware of the unusual tension thickening the air.

“You don’t,” Grimstone replied, his tone casual, “but I’ll give you one anyway. I have made a new ally. We share a mutual interest in eliminating certain… players.”

Harold continued to regard the Duke. “I see. So that means… the Grand Oracle is truly dead?”

Grimstone inclined his head, the faintest nod confirming the truth.

A triumphant smile crept across Harold’s face. “Seems fortune’s finally turned in our favor. I’ve got good news as well.”

Grimstone tilted his head with curiosity. “Oh?”

“We have recovered Grimmault’s Soul Mirror,” Harold said, his pride evident as he gestured toward the approaching figure.

From the crowd of Burning Covenant mages, a single figure emerged: Professor Leek.

His steps were hesitant, almost reluctant, as if each footfall weighed heavily against his will. He carried the Soul Mirror carefully, cradling it like it was both fragile and dangerous. The artifact glinted faintly in the dim light of the courtyard, reflecting shards of the sunlight from the afternoon above.

“Grimstone,” The voice that emerged from the mirror was just as chilling as Trey remembered. “We have been reunited at last.”

The courtyard went very still.

Trey’s eyes cut to the Duke. The man’s composure, so carefully maintained through everything that had preceded this moment, had come apart completely. His lips moved without sound, forming curses that needed no volume to be understood.

“Impressive work,” Grimmault’s voice filled the silence with authoritative satisfaction. “We can now finally take the academy, and with it, the rest of Greshlem.”

“Grimstone,” the Duke interjected. “We’ve made a deal.”

Harold’s smile faltered. His eyes moved between the Duke and Grimstone, the arithmetic of the situation assembling itself in real time across his face. “What type of deal is this?” He clutched the drawn wand with the caution that came with his illicit life choices. “Why haven’t I been informed?”

Grimstone was quiet for a moment, and in that moment something shifted. The deadly confidence he carried like a second skin developed its first visible crack, a hesitation that was brief but unmistakable. “Because,” he finally said, “it involves you.”

His hand shot forward.

The blade caught Harold in the chest before anyone moved. Harold’s hands found Grimstone’s shoulders by reflex, fingers clutching the leather vest. Grimstone held him there, leaning in with a vicious grin. “I would say you’ve served the Burning Covenant well, but I see no need for such flagrant lies anymore.”

He shoved him back.

Harold crumpled to the stone.

“Grimstone!” Grimmault’s voice cracked out from the mirror. “What have you done? He was a valuable asset in our plot against Windrake.”

“You are a mirror.” Grimstone picked up the large artifact from a stunned Professor Leek without looking at it, tucking it under one arm as he straightened. His voice carried no heat, no particular interest. “You can only echo the power you had twenty years ago.”

The dwarf carried the Soul Mirror across the shocked courtyard with impunity.

The mirror’s voice took an indignant tone.  “How dare you—”

“You are dead,” Grimstone cut in. “And now… it is time for the Burning Covenant to die as well.”

What Leek did next wasn’t bravery. It was the last reflex of a man who had built his entire worth around that mirror and couldn’t watch it leave without him. He stumbled forward, arms outstretched, making his bid to rescue the mirror. Three crossbow bolts came down from the battlements in quick succession and put him on the ground before he covered half the distance.

“We’ve been betrayed!” Grimmault’s voice wailed out. Desperation had replaced the commanding tone he had wielded previously. “Attack!”

The courtyard exploded in violence.

Null guardians poured in from every entrance, their reaction time sharpened by years of disciplined training. They closed in like a hand closing around a throat, with shields locked and weapons ready. Above, the battlements came alive as crossbows fired in staggered volleys, bolts cutting down anyone who hesitated in the open.

The Burning Covenant answered with magic.

Fire roared to life along the courtyard’s edges, great arcs of flame lashing outward to break the guardians’ advance. Dark magic followed, coiling through the air in jagged streaks, slithering around shields and armor, searching for a vulnerability. One guardian was lifted clean off the ground, thrown back into a wall with a sickening crack. Another collapsed as a ribbon of shadow tore through his defenses, dropping him mid-stride.

But the null guardians didn’t falter.

They pressed forward through the havoc, their presence taming the magic around them. Flames guttered as they advanced, spells unraveling at the edges, their power weakened just enough to break momentum. A line of them drove straight into the heart of the mages, shields raised, blades striking in short, lethal motions.

Some mages tried to regroup; others turned to flee as the pressure mounted. It didn’t matter. Every path narrowed under the guardians’ control. Attempts to scatter dissolved into confusion as formations collapsed and coordination gave way to panic.

The guardians drove them back, step by step, pinning the bulk of the Covenant forces in place.

The sound of fighting spread beyond the courtyard—distant clashes echoing through archways and corridors, proof that the ambush had reached farther than this single space.

Through it all, Grimstone walked.

He moved at an even pace, untouched by the frenzy around him, as if the battle were something distant and irrelevant. Spells flared, bodies fell, and still he advanced, his path unbroken.

He reached the far edge of the courtyard, where the scorched nook waited, its blackened stone still bearing the memory of flame.

Without slowing, he drew the Soul Mirror from his grasp and tossed it into the hollow. No hesitation. No ceremony.

He turned away.

For a few paces, nothing happened.

Then the trap ignited.

Azure fire erupted from the nook with violent force, flooding the space in an instant. The flames coiled and collided, incinerating everything within their reach. Heat rolled outward in a crushing wave, forcing even the nearest fighters to recoil.

When it faded, the nook was empty once more.

No mirror. No angry voice. Nothing but scorched stone and drifting smoke.

Grimmault’s last fragment of existence had been destroyed.

Yet, his heir lived.

But for how much longer?


Chapter 32

The Risk

“Kill the boy,” Grimstone ordered, already marching away from the fighting.

The Duke flinched as a fire spell streaked past him. Still shaky from the ferity of the battle, he scrambled after the dwarf. “He knows Verdant’s locat—”

“It’s not worth the risk,” Grimstone cut in. “And it will destroy the blood binding.”

The Duke paused, as if he didn’t fully understand what he had just been told. But then he relented, giving Orion a nod that relayed Grimstone’s order.

Orion’s expression didn’t change. He turned toward Trey and started walking.

Trey watched him come, each step tolling like a countdown to his execution. Time had run out. Whatever happened next wouldn’t be for him, but maybe it could still matter for those he left behind.

He forced himself to sit upright, muscles straining against the crushing weight of the restraints. His arms trembled with the effort, but he maintained eye contact, refusing to look away.

“How does it feel?” Trey asked the advancing Orion. “After twenty years, your brother’s killer is in front of you, and you can’t do anything about it.”

Orion shot Trey a scowl. “You don’t know that he killed my brother.”

Trey managed the best shrug he could with weighted limbs. “You might be right. He doesn’t seem like a front-line type of guy. But I can tell you he’s the one who took down Windrake’s front gate. What do you think he did at Palagon?”

Orion’s jaw clenched. It was just a small moment of hesitation, but it was more than Trey had expected.

“Set me free,” Trey proposed, staring the guardian captain directly in the eye. “I will kill Grimstone. Then you and I can have a proper rematch.”

“Shut your mouth,” Orion growled as he raised his sword. “I will not be manipulated by Grimmault’s son.”

“But you’re fine with being manipulated by others. Have you realized who’s in charge yet? Because it’s not the Duke.”

Orion’s boot connected with Trey’s abdomen, hard and without warning. Even with the chestplate on, the kick drove the air from Trey’s lungs.

“Stop talking,” Orion demanded.

Yet the blade remained idle.

There was a large commotion behind the guardian captain. A few mages had broken through the line and were making a dash toward the exit. A couple of guardians went down.

“Guard him,” Orion said to his two nearest soldiers, his eyes already moving toward the gap. “No one gets close. Not even the dwarf.” Then he was gone, launching himself across the courtyard toward the breach.

Trey coughed, curling around the pain from Orion’s kick. Coughing was good. It meant he was still breathing. It also meant something more useful than that. He had found a crack in Orion’s loyalty, thin and reluctant, but there.

The battle churned on around him. Spells cracked and flared across the courtyard, lighting the stone walls in stuttering bursts of orange and blue. The Burning Covenant mages fought with the reckless intensity of people who had nothing left to negotiate, and the guardians answered them with the grinding efficiency of superior discipline. Bodies had begun to collect at the edges of the fighting. The estate’s ruined gardens had become a killing ground, and neither side was showing any inclination toward mercy.

Two guards stood over Trey, close enough to react in an instant. Their attention never settled in one place, eyes shifting with the fight, tracking movement, measuring distance. Weapons ready, weight forward, they held themselves like men expecting the next threat to break straight at them.

The threat came, though not from the direction any of them expected.

Two figures dropped from the battlements above, hitting the courtyard stone hard and rolling, their landing absorbing the worst of the impact without fully managing it. The pair of Covenant mages came up stunned, hands and knees on the cobblestones, heads down, working through the shock of the fall with the labored urgency of people who knew they couldn’t afford to stay on the ground.

The two guards didn’t even exchange a glance. They moved in for the kill.

Trey watched as the two young mages, around his age, stumbled backward. Grimstone’s words played through his mind:

…it will destroy the blood binding.

Out of desperation more than expectation, he issued the verbal order. “Help me get free.”

One of the mages sprang up, leaping through the guardians’ swift advance. A blade caught the mage’s side, the tip cutting a line across his shoulder and ribs, but the young man pushed through.

One final step, then he dove toward Trey.

“The strap on my forearm,” Trey instructed.

The mage quickly found his assignment and undid one of the fasteners. He was already reaching for the next when the swords found him, two blades driving through his back and out through his chest.  

He didn’t cry out. His hands just stopped, and then the rest of him followed, collapsing forward onto Trey. Blood crept in at Trey’s collar, soaking downward into his shirt in a warm, spreading line.

Before Trey could process what had happened, a stream of fire cracked in from behind the guards, catching them both across the back. They yelped before spinning around and bringing their shields up to face the second mage.

Just the distraction Trey needed.

He pushed off the corpse of his liberating mage and twisted hard, wrenching his left arm free from the armor, then quickly freed his right arm.

He looked up long enough to see the second mage go down under the guards’ blades, then dropped his hands to the straps at his legs, fingers working fast despite the tremor in them. One buckle gave, then another. The crushing weight slackened.

He stepped forward, and for the first time in hours, he stood free from his restraints.

“The prisoner is escaping!” one of his persistent guards exclaimed.

Both of them were already approaching. Trey thrust his hands forward and sent twin jets of flame toward them. Without his streamer, the fire carried less menace than he would have liked, but it bought him what he needed. The guardians raised their shields and pushed through, their advance slowed just enough.

Trey was already moving. He cut sharply to the side, dodging away from the line of their charge and lunging into open space.

His hand found his wand beneath his chestplate and pulled it free.

He wheeled around with his wand poised for an attack—

—and stalled for a fraction of a second.

Six guardians stood in front of him, already spreading out to cut off his escape routes. Shields locked, swords angled, each movement calculated, fluid, and perfectly synchronized.

He lunged toward the nearest gap, casting a short burst of flame to force a shield up. Sparks showered off the metal, smoke curling between them. He twisted past one, but the second was already sliding in, blocking his exit with the edge of his blade.

Trey pivoted, trying to flank them, sending another jet of fire toward the nearest shieldbearer. It hissed across the metal and singed his shoulder but bought him only a hair’s breadth of space. The guardians adjusted, closing ranks faster than he could move. Each attempt to slip past them was met with precise footwork, blades angled to intercept, shields colliding in a harsh metallic echo.

He ducked a swing and rolled, landing on one knee, breath rasping. His heart hammered—not just from exertion, but from the realization of their relentlessness. They were not just blocking him; they were predicting him, anticipating his moves, adapting instantly.

He snapped his wand forward.

A cluster of shadow coalesced at its tip, then launched in a sharp, silent burst. The Shadow Missile cut low and fast, slipping past a raised shield and striking a guardian square in the chest. The man staggered half a step, his formation breaking for the briefest instant.

Trey lunged toward it.

Another guardian stepped in seamlessly, shield slamming into place as if the opening had never existed.

Another flash of flame erupted from his wand as he tried to blast a path forward. A raised shield foiled his attempt, the fire bending around it almost unnaturally. The heat rebounded back onto Trey’s face, but left the shielded figure unscathed. The man’s eyes narrowed, calculating, and before Trey could react, he swung his blade in a wide arc. Trey leapt back, narrowly avoiding the strike, landing hard against the jagged stones of the courtyard.

He pivoted, looking for another escape route, trying to measure distance and timing, but every opening was closed the instant it appeared. He considered calling on his Shadow Legion, the spell already forming at the edges of his mind, but there was no space, no time to shape something that complex. The guardians gave him nothing.

They were a wall of unyielding armor.

Trey clenched his wand tighter, as if a firmer grip could hold the inevitable back a little longer. He knew how this math worked. Every second the fight continued, the numbers shifted further against him.

He rotated his wrist, sending an Infernal Vortex swirling between two guardians, forcing them to break formation. An opening appeared, beckoning him through. He drove forward through the gap, pushing hard as the window narrowed.

A third guardian was waiting on the other side. Then a fourth. Then a fifth, already moving to cut off the angle he hadn’t taken yet.

A low curse escaped his lips. He spun, twisted, feinting left, darting right—but for every move he made, there was a guardian already there, a wall closing in with terrifying precision. Sweat ran down his face, and the acrid smoke stung his eyes, but he refused to let panic take hold. Each failed attempt drilled into him a single, urgent truth: escape would not be clean. It would be chaos, timing, and luck, all in equal measure.

Trey gritted his teeth and pulled his attention inward, stripping everything down to the immediate. The broader battle didn’t matter. The plan didn’t matter. There was only the circle of steel tightening around him and the single, stubborn objective of surviving long enough to find one gap, one misstep, one moment where the ring cracked open wide enough to matter.

He was still looking for it when Orion came barreling into the fray, two additional guardians at his flanks, and whatever slim chance Trey had been counting on disappeared entirely.

Trey took a deep breath, then raised his wand for one final attempt.

A shout split the air from the battlements.

“We’re under attack!”

Trey frowned, the words cutting against the moment. Under attack? The entire courtyard was already a battlefield. Around him, a few fighters hesitated, just for a split second, the same confusion rippling through them.

Then the second warning cry came. And it changed everything.

“The Golden Goose lives!”


Chapter 33

Battle of Jarlborne

A sharp arc of light flashed across the battlement, silencing the sentry.

Then Nora came streaking into view from the other side of the courtyard. There was a fierce grin on her face, undoubtedly due to the fact that she had beaten everyone else to the fight.

Her momentum carried her straight into the wall of guardians surrounding Trey. A couple of guardians tumbled for the impact, and Nora stumbled forward, looking a little dazed.

She had done her job perfectly, though.

Trey’s wand sliced down with a swift movement as he finished his Shadow Legion spell.

Dark, ephemeral reinforcements rose from the ground.

Orion snarled as he leapt toward Trey, ignoring the mass of dark magic trying to ensnare him from every direction. Trey dodged, but the captain’s sword still scored a hit on his arm. The next swing, Trey was able to jump completely out of the way.

“Hey,” Trey said. “I’ll tell you where Dana Verdant is.” He paused to give the irate guardian a smile. “Look behind you.”

Dana was indeed in the courtyard, joining the fight alongside Bree and a handful of other mages.

Orion didn’t cooperate, though. Instead, he lunged forward, thrusting his sword towards Trey’s chest. The blade was deflected, not by Trey, but by a falling Jeffers who had leapt in from the ramparts above.

Orion growled. “You protect the spawn of Grimmault?”

Jeffers shrugged. “You protect the mass-murdering artificer.”

Orion let out a war cry as he clashed blades with his guardian counterpart.

“Get out of here, Trey!” Jeffers barked, struggling to parry Orion’s ferocity.

Trey didn’t need to be told twice. He scrambled back away from the duel, narrowly ducking a swing from another guardian that could have split him in two. Dust and debris filled the air, sparks from clashing swords showering the ground around him.

He slipped behind Frye, who was carving his own corridor through the chaos with a mace, with no regard for whoever got in the way.

Then he saw Nora.

She was losing. The guardian pressing her was bigger, had more years of training, and had clearly identified that her footwork was breaking down. Her swings came a half beat late, chasing his attacks rather than meeting them, and her breath was running ragged. She was still fighting, but the gap between them was widening with every exchange.

Trey raised his wand and sent a volley of dark bolts into the guardian’s flank, buying her enough room to breathe. She used it without hesitation, pulling back to the relative safety of Trey’s side. The two of them pushed through the hectic battle toward where Bree was wreaking havoc with her fire magic.

“Trey!” Bree shouted, her voice tight with urgency. “They’re a little bit harder to kill than the Covenant mages—we need you to be big and scary!”

Trey’s heart hammered. He could feel it as much as he could see it. Guardians were once again pushing forward, slow but noticeable. Crossbowman scampered across the battlements, getting their shots in while dodging magical volleys. “I don’t know if it’s ready,” he replied, “but I’ll give it a try.”

“I’ll cover you!” Bree responded, flames whipping outward in furious arcs. Her fire held the guardians at bay, forcing them to recalculate their approach with every blazing sweep.

He drew a steadying breath and lifted his wand. A giant plume of flame climbed upward, holding its form as it clawed at the sky. Slowly, he began threading his dark mana into the blaze, weaving shadow and fire together in a careful pattern, just like he had practiced. The inferno held its shape above the courtyard like a darkening tempest. He continued to funnel more of his magic into it, all while keeping his focus shielded from the chaos around him.

A crossbow bolt whizzed by his ear. Trey didn’t so much as blink.

One misstep, one flicker in the spell, and everything could collapse.

There was only one interruption he could stand, only one voice he hoped to hear.

Just not that exact moment.

“Eh, what kind of fool let you live?” Marvin said from the side, a grin audible in the tone.

More dark magic joined the cloud, swirling violently in the blazing inferno. The guardians’ yells were growing louder, a grim reminder that he was running out of time. He kept steadily feeding the storm, fighting the urge to rush.

“We could use some help whenever you’re done making clouds,” Marvin called out, the strain in his voice barely masking his frustration.

“Give him a little more time,” Bree said, though her exhaustion was evident as well.

Trey drew one final streak of shadow into the swirling conflagration, letting it merge with the fiery plume, and forced his focus to lock in. The spell stabilized.

Trey glanced down at the scene. The guardians had circled around and were pressing inward from all sides. A bloodied Jeffers staggered, beaten down by Orion, scraping toward the remnants of the defensive line. On the battlements, the Grand Oracle had cleared out a number of Grimstone’s minions, but three guardians had finally closed in. He caught one of them sending a curious look up to his storm cloud, but for the most part, the enemy was focused on securing dominance on the battlefield.  

Trey’s expression hardened.

Let’s see them fight this.

He flicked his wand. A deafening crash tore through the ruined estate, and a jagged streak of purple lightning exploded from the swirling cloud above.

The first bolt went wide, overshooting its mark, but it snapped everyone’s attention toward the sky. The second missed as well, sparking against the stone, but still rattling the line.

The third connected.

It slammed into a guardian who had used the distraction to push forward. The discharge lit the entire courtyard in a sustained flash of violent purple. No amount of onyx steel could have saved him. The impact lifted him clean off the ground before depositing what remained in a heap that his comrades had to dodge.

The battlefield went quiet for a full second.

Trey didn’t give it two.

His wand traced tight arcs, each motion pulling another strike from the storm above. Lightning answered in jagged bursts, slamming down in quick succession as he found his rhythm.

He walked the lightning across the guardian line. One went down hard, armor blackened, body thrown back. Another tried to dodge, but was not nearly quick enough.

A third raised his shield. The impact hit like a falling hammer—metal held just long enough to keep him alive before the force hurled him off his feet, arms flung wide as he crashed to the stone. Another tried to brace, planting himself behind his guard, but the strike drove straight through his stance and dropped him where he stood. A fifth caught it on the edge of his shield; it deflected the worst of it, but the force still buckled him, leaving him sprawled across the ground and out of the fight.

The formation buckled. Not broken, but shaken, their advance faltering under the sudden barrage.

Above them, the storm churned and fed the attack, a roiling mass of fire and shadow that answered every pull of Trey’s will. He had no sense of his spell’s limits, how long it would hold, how much destruction it could unleash.

It didn’t matter.

He would make it count.

His grip tightened on the wand as he searched for the next target.

The crossbowmen on the battlements abandoned their positions entirely, scrambling for cover that the elevated ground couldn’t provide. He caught two before they could disappear.

In the background, tucked away safely behind distance and stone, an enraged Grimstone could be heard. “You should’ve killed him when I said to fucking kill him!”

Trey gritted his teeth, wishing he could reach across the bodies piling up and drag the dwarf into the range of his storm. Or that he could chase after the fugitive artificer with lightning at his back.

Grimstone wasn’t one to tempt fate. Where others relied on arrogance or spectacle, Grimstone relied on something far more dangerous—restraint. He chose his ground, set his terms, and left nothing to chance.

Trey shifted his focus to what he could  actually reach. The clashing of swords drew his eyes upward, where the guardians were pressing in on the Grand Oracle atop the ramparts. The first bolt tore through the air, striking the guardian farthest from their quarry and sending him reeling. The Grand Oracle, perhaps skeptical of Trey’s aim, leapt from the wall. The second strike blew another guardian off the other side of the battlement, while the third decided to make the jump, only to be promptly dispatched from the Grand Oracle’s blade as he landed.

Trey pivoted, sending a jagged bolt toward a guardian on the ground who had ventured too close. The shock sent the guardian line falling back two steps before the official call rang out from Orion.

“Retreat!” the guardian captain exclaimed. He weaved through his men, pulling some to their feet and blocking incoming magic. Trey locked on to the guardian captain, knowing that in different circumstances, he could easily fall prey to the man.

Trey snapped his wand forward. A bolt screamed down from the storm.

Orion’s foresight, whether luck or experience, saved him. He tossed his shield up into the air. The impact shattered it apart, fragments bursting outward in a spray of jagged metal that rained down across the courtyard. The blast staggered him, but he stayed on his feet.

Trey was already calling the next strike.

Orion didn’t wait for it. He slipped around the corner, vanishing behind the stone just as the lightning came down. The bolt struck the archway instead, detonating against the old masonry and bringing it crashing down in a thunder of collapsing stone, sealing the path the guardians had used to flee.

“Press forward!” the Grand Oracle shouted.

Trey moved from his position and hit the ground running alongside the others, the storm above already beginning to dissipate without his sustained attention feeding it. Around him, the pursuit spilled through every available opening in the courtyard walls, mages flooding the gaps with the loosened energy of fighters who had been holding a line for too long and were suddenly free of it.

The guardians were running, but not the way routed men usually ran. There was no panic in it, no abandonment of formation. Orion had them moving in tight clusters, covering each other’s withdrawal through the estate’s interior passages with the disciplined efficiency of soldiers who had drilled for exactly this. They gave ground, but they gave it on their own terms, and every narrow corridor and interior archway became a brief chokepoint where two or three of them would turn and hold just long enough to buy the rest another thirty feet.

It cost the pursuit. Twice, Trey watched mages get wounded by a sudden, coordinated rearguard action that materialized from a doorway and dissolved just as quickly, the guardians folding back into the retreat before a proper response could form. One mage went down in the second corridor, clipped by a blade that appeared and vanished in the same breath.

“Watch the hidden corners!” Marvin bellowed from somewhere behind, his voice carrying the particular wisdom of a man who had seen pursuits go wrong before.

Trey pushed forward, hoping to catch Grimstone, though already knowing the dwarf would be nowhere to be found.

They flooded through the interior and into a second courtyard, smaller than the first, its far wall breached in two places where the stone had long since given up its structural argument with time. The guardians were already flowing through both gaps, Orion visible at the second opening, sword drawn, personally holding the breach while his men poured through behind him.

Trey hastily launched his assault, pouring spell after spell toward the breach, but Orion moved through it the way a forest drake flies through a tree canopy. A dark bolt aimed at his chest and he was already stepping aside before it arrived. A fire streak that should have caught his flank deflected off his pauldron at an angle that felt less like luck and more like geometry. He didn’t dodge frantically. He didn’t scramble. He simply seemed to know, with an infuriating certainty, exactly where each spell was going to be.

Feeling the strain on his mana, Trey pulled back his attack.

The captain stood at the breach with his men flowing past him and looked directly at Trey across the distance between them. With a resigned huff, he followed his last man out of the estate.

The pursuit hit both breaches simultaneously, spilling out through the walls and into the open ground beyond. The estate fell away behind them, and ahead lay broken fields and the distant tree line, the guardians already spreading across the terrain in a practiced dispersal pattern that would make them considerably harder to run down in open ground.

The Grand Oracle sent a crackling light signal into the sky, slowing the Windrake army until it came to a halt. He took a moment to catch his breath and took in the scene ahead.

“Let them go,” he said. “They’ll come for the academy next, and when they do, I intend to hand them yet another defeat.”


Chapter 34

Windrake Academy

The Windrake forces, numbering nearly seventy strong, moved quickly, falling back into formation. Their eyes swept over the shattered remnants of the Jarlborne estate, taking in the ruined walls, scorched courtyards, and the remnants of the battle that had passed through.

Trey spotted Eva merge into the group with four bandaged mages trailing her.

A few light mages raced through the structure searching for stragglers, while everyone else set an urgent pace for the teleporter.

“How the fuck are you alive?” Trey demanded as he caught up to Marvin, who was walking alongside Gordon. “I watched you burn.”

A sly grin crossed Marvin’s face. “Ah, this is my favorite part.”

Gordon sighed. “I feel sorry for your students if you take this much pleasure in traumatizing kids.”

“He’s not a kid,” Marvin retorted. “And maybe this experience will make him appreciate me more.”

Trey just stared at his older mentor with his mouth half open.

Gordon stepped in, his tone calmer, though no less amused. “You saw one of the most potent traps I’ve ever encountered unleash itself on us, yes. But did you actually see us burn?”

Trey could only stare dumbly.

Gordon gave him a knowing smile. “We were lucky that one of Windrake’s brightest students has been working diligently for weeks to perfect the fireproof tonic. If Skye had brewed it with anything less than exceptionally quality, we would have been toast.”

Trey blinked. “You’re telling me that Skye handed you the tonic, you chugged it, and then you walked straight into the trap?”

“That would be crazy,”  Gordon said, clearly enjoying Trey’s disbelief despite his earlier reprimand of Marvin’s behavior, “but that’s not far off. We can’t forget about Nora’s contribution. As soon as she saw you march off campus with the Duke, she turned to her divination magic to find out how to keep you safe. Apparently, she saw a lot of blue flames. So we knew what to prepare for.”

Trey looked back and forth between Gordon and Marvin. “If you were alive that whole time, what were you waiting for? Orion was seconds away from executing me.”

Marvin scoffed. “I wasn’t about to enter a fight in the nude.”

Trey’s eyes bugged out. “I hate you.”

“Grimstone was also decimating the Burning Covenant,” Marvin said, with a shrug. “I didn’t want to interrupt.”

Trey huffed and focused on the landscape in front of him. They reached the village, where many curious residents lined the streets, hoping for any news that would fuel their rumor mill for years to come.

There was no delay as the first group stepped onto the teleportation platform. A flash of light later, they were back in Greshelm, emerging into the evening crowd with the light mage already gone to retrieve the rest.

Trey’s group moved through the streets without stopping, and before long, the Academy gates came into view.

Windrake rose before them, its sprawling academic architecture ready to be turned into a fortress. Evening shadows stretched across its towers, but lights blazed along the base of the wall, revealing any threat that might approach. Students and staff moved with urgency as the fading light gradually transformed them into defenders.

Trey paused just inside the gates, letting the momentum of the return bleed out of him.

His gaze swept over the courtyards. Barricades were being built and reinforced with hastily summoned barriers of stone and plants. A contingent of elven archers from Heavenfalls marched across the grounds, heading to their positions along the parapets. Artificers worked to set up traps along the various arteries running through the academy. From one of the higher towers, a pair of lookouts scanned the perimeter with artifacts, hoping to spot an early warning.

In the training field in front of Guardian’s Keep, the faculty had gathered the remaining students as they once again prepared to defend their school.

Trey paused, taking in the organized madness around him, feeling the surrealness of it all pull him down.  He didn’t notice Skye slip up behind him until her arms were around him, wrapping him up in a tender hug.

“How’s my potions expert doing?” he asked, letting the familiar warmth chase away some of the edge.

“Missing my Trey,” she replied. “Can you hurry up and win the war so I can take you to bed?”

He laughed. The first genuine one of the day. He kissed her on the top of her head. “Give me tonight, and I’ll be all yours tomorrow night.”

She squeezed him tighter, as if she were planning to steal him away earlier.

“I can’t believe they didn’t let me go,” she said.

“It wasn’t that great,” Trey said. “I spent most of my time trying to figure out how to leave.”

Out of the corner of his eyes, he spotted a tall figure taking long strides across the campus, clearly on a mission.

Trey looked down at Skye. “Hey, I’ll make sure you’re by my side for this next one, okay?”

She smiled.

“I’m going to go check on something,” he said. “Don’t go too far.”

He gave her a quick squeeze, then released. Breaking into a jog, he hurried over to where the Grand Oracle was headed, which was at the base of Guardian’s Keep, where Jeffers and Marvin waited.

“We need to go,” the Grand Oracle said the moment he reached the spot.

“Go?” Marvin echoed, incredulous.

“I’m evacuating the school,” Gordon explained. “Students first. Through the tunnels. We’ll make it look like we’re holding a defense for as long as we can—”

“Evacuate?!” Marvin barked. “Why give up the academy? You will not find another place that is more defensible than this.”

Jeffers nodded in agreement.

“You don’t understand,” Gordon said. “The Duke has finally rallied Arestia against the Burning Covenant… Except he’s turned Trey into the Burning Covenant. He was nice enough to include us as well.”

Marvin’s eyes widened.

“Multiple armies are marching toward Greshelm as we speak,” Gordon said. “We need to get out while we can.”

“I could use my dark-fire lighting storm again,” Trey suggested.

Gordon raised an eyebrow. “You want to use a newly crafted spell to repel tens of thousands of attackers?”

“Well, probably not all of them, but maybe—” Trey began.

Gordon let out a breathless laugh. “I admire the youthful boldness, but I don’t think you realized what you did back in Jarlborne.”

Trey blinked.

“They no longer fear me as much as they fear you,” Gordon continued. “I’m no longer the target they obsess over. Every plot, every scheme whispered behind closed doors, will all be to kill you. If we stay and fight, you will not survive.”

Trey gulped, realizing that the warning came not only from wisdom, but from divination.

“What needs to be done?” Jeffers asked.

“I’ll lead the evacuation efforts,” Gordon said. “I need you to keep them outside as long as you can. Don’t let them think we are leaving until we are gone.”

Jeffers folded his arms. “We hold the boundaries in appearance only. Rotating squads along the walls. Keep movement constant so it looks manned. Focus on the entrance.”

“Decoys,” Marvin added, already thinking ahead. “Illusions, if we have the artifacts. Otherwise, we dress up dummies in cloaks and armor, prop them behind cover. From a distance, no one will know the difference.”

“We’ll make lots of noise,” Jeffers said. “Make them wonder where we got all of the armor and weaponry.”

Gordon nodded. “See to it.”

The plan moved into action immediately.

Trey found himself hauling crates instead of casting spells, dragging battered armor and discarded weapons across fields that were meant for casual reading and jovial conversations. up onto the battlements. The academy had already been transformed into a fortress; they just had to keep up the illusion.

Cloaks were draped over wooden frames and propped behind crenellations. From a distance, they looked like sentries standing watch. Helmets were set upon propped-up spears, giving the defenders numbers at first glance only.

Marvin worked nearby, muttering to himself as he adjusted one of the dummies. “Thirty years I teach here,” he said, knocking it slightly off balance so it leaned more naturally. “And this is how it ends.”

Every so often, Bree, Dana, and Nora would pop out from Riv’s entrance, unleashing rapid volleys of spells at any scouts that dared to wander too close.

A pair of light mages moved along the inner wall, keeping their distance as they guided a cluster of glowing orbs overhead. The lights drifted and shifted, casting moving shadows that made the patrols seem far more crowded than they were.

Jeffers handled the noise. Small groups rotated along the walls in steady intervals, striking metal against metal hard enough to echo across the grounds. Commands rang out, sending unseen soldiers scrambling to imagined positions. Even posture was enforced, barked corrections snapping through the air as if a full garrison stood at attention.

“Keep it moving!” Jeffers shouted. “I don’t want any dead space!”

It was theater, but it had to feel real.

All the while, the real operation unfolded beneath their feet.

Trey caught glimpses of it in passing—students slipping into the forge, arms full of books, artifacts, anything they didn’t want to leave behind. Professors guided them with quiet urgency, their voices low, their movements quick. No shouting. No panic. Just a steady, silent evacuation.

Hours blurred together.

The sky darkened fully, then slowly began to lighten again. The rhythm never stopped. Move. Adjust. Rotate. Sell the lie.

The final stretch was the hardest. Fatigue set in, slowing movements, dulling reactions. The illusion had to hold just a little longer. Just long enough.

Trey leaned against the battlement on top of the keep for a brief moment, staring out into the distance. Somewhere beyond the horizon, armies were coming. Not just one. Many..

For him.

Then, in the distance, something shifted.

Movement.

Coming down the street toward the gate. Trey looked around, catching glimpses of movement from other directions too.

Too organized to be anything else.

The warning bell began ringing as Trey spotted Jeffers running across the training field. “They’re approaching the gate!”

The guardian captain ushered the last student, a light mage, who had decided to pack up the majority of his personal luggage, into the keep.

Trey descended from his vantage point to the ground floor. There was a handful of people scrambling into the forge, which housed the escape route.

He didn’t leave yet, though. He had spotted Bree, Dana, and Nora from on top of the wall, sprinting over from the Riv. He stepped outside, watching as they crossed the last of the distance and slipped past Trey into the keep.

“Time to go,” Bree said, in an almost cheery voice.

Trey hesitated at the threshold, glancing back over the academy grounds. The first light of morning crept over the horizon, pale and thin, just enough to turn the sky blue. It washed over Guardian’s Keep in a quiet glow, catching the top edges of stone. A dull ache settled in his chest. The place had been more than a school to him; it had become home.

And now he was abandoning it.

The thought barely had time to settle before an explosion rocked the air, reminding him why he was abandoning it. The gate that had just been constructed a few weeks ago was once again reduced to rubble.

“Trey,” Jeffers called to him from within the keep.

More explosions followed as he hurried through the foyer and into the forge. The hidden entrance stood open in the corner, a narrow descent cut into the stone floor, easy to miss if you didn’t know where to look. Ironically, it was only a few paces away from where Grimmault had used Dana to take hostages the previous semester.

The last of the students had already slipped through, leaving the passage momentarily still. Heat faded as he stepped inside, replaced by a cool, damp stillness.

Marvin came in behind him, muttering under his breath. “I hate giving them the academy like this.”

“I love being alive more,” Bree shot back with her usual playfulness.

Behind them, Jeffers sealed the passage. Stone ground into place, shutting out the last sliver of daylight—and with it, their final connection to the academy.

Far ahead, faint orbs of light bobbed through the tunnel as the students moved deeper underground.

“Uh, Nora?” Jeffers said.

“Yeah?”

“Think we could get some light?”

“So now you want me to use magic?”

Jeffers groaned.

Nora let out a hearty laugh and flicked her hand forward. A soft sphere of light drifted into existence, casting long shadows along the tunnel walls.

They pressed on, moving beneath the academy and out toward Greshelm. Their pace was quick, footsteps echoing in the confined space, until they caught up with the tail end of the evacuation.

The group pressed forward quietly, partially due to exhaustion, but mostly due to the reality of the situation they were escaping.

Trey kept his eyes forward, but his thoughts churned. They had beaten the Duke. He knew they had. Yet somehow, the man had returned stronger.

No, that wasn’t right.

They had defeated the Duke. The one who had forced them into retreat wasn’t him. It was Grimstone. The Duke might be leading the charge, scouring the academy for them, but the hand guiding it all… that belonged to the dwarf.

The mission to bring Grimstone to justice remained stubbornly unresolved.

Trey couldn’t help but feel relieved as the end of the tunnel came into view. Too much time underground, not knowing what was happening on the outside. The steady line of students ahead of him, moving without panic, told him things were still holding together.

Then the mood shifted.

A chain of movement passed through the line, accompanied by a sense of unease.

Students near the exit flinched and veered aside, their steps becoming frantic. Trey squinted, trying to see what could be causing the ruckus. His eyes widened when it became clear.

Seven null guardians stood at the mouth of the tunnel, with Orion at their head. Students exited the tunnel, only to scurry away, eyeing the guardians with trepidation.

Trey stepped out into the morning light alongside Marvin, Jeffers, Nora, Dana, and Bree, weapons already in hand. The tension snapped tight the moment they crossed the threshold. Behind Orion, two magic professors and Frye had caught on and were already moving to flank, slipping wide to either side.

Jeffers glanced around, taking in the positioning, then strode forward with an easy confidence that didn’t quite match the moment.

“I don’t suppose,” he called out, “you’d consider letting us go? I think we could all use some sleep tonight.”

Orion’s lip twitched. “I cannot do that.”

Jeffers let out a long sigh as he raised his blade, but before anything else happened. Orion took to a knee. His six guardians quickly followed. “I lost a bet today,” he said, then looked at Trey with mild contempt, “to a teenager.”

He reached up and, to everyone’s audible confusion, removed his Mindgaurd.

“Do you have room for a few more swords?”


Author’s Note

Thanks for reading as Trey’s journey continued. It was a enjoyable challenge to try and the match the plot twists and misdirection I had relied on in Windrake’s Rogue. At the end of the first book, I thought this might turn into a trilogy. My current projection is that this will now be a four book series. Stay tuned for more content!

How to encourage the author:

1.  Please leave a rating on Amazon. I’m still a newer author trying to find his place, so everything helps.
2.  Join my Patreon! There’s a free tier for updates and a very cheap paid tier for NSFW pictures of your favorite characters. patreon.com/shawarma768
3.  If you’re on reddit, give my story a shoutout in the haremlit subreddit. https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/
4.  Check out my other book, Leyva’s Champion  on Amazon.


Thanks for your support.
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