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Disclaimer:
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Chapter 1


I really should've grabbed a large coffee, I thought while also trying not to think about how much class is going to drag on. Since we just finished an exam last session, today is going to be pretty lax, so I’ll be able to let my mind wander until my brain realizes it’s awake.
I stared at the old scars on my knuckles and began fantasizing about winning the WBA belt, as I usually did on dreary days like this.
Of course, that ship had already sailed.
As much as my father and I bonded over boxing, he told me that I should be doing something with my head, not my fists. He won the golden gloves when he was sixteen and had an undefeated amateur career, but struggled to make it in the big leagues. Basically, he spent his youth busting his ass to bust other guy’s asses, only for him to get his ass busted up, and then having to bust his ass working construction jobs to make chop. That was too much ass-busting that I shouldn’t experience––his words, not mine. He’s a good man, just not very poetic.
Being in that transitionary period of my life where I had to forgo dreams for reality was a tough sell. A shame, and it hampered my ambitions, but a man’s gotta live. My parents have been good to me so I could have a chance to get a decent job; the least I could do is secure my future. Some days were still a challenge.
I remember talking to Mom about it a few mornings ago, and, of course, the first thing she goes to is philosophy. She told me a Buddhist story titled “Inch Time Foot Gem.” A short story that ends with a poem telling the reader that every day, every moment, is a gift. It was my mom’s subtle way of telling me not to bitch and be happy I’m alive. I nabbed a book of Zen koans from the university library to get more wisdom, but the other stories just made me confused. My mom was wise to pick out the one I needed to hear. 
She had a point, after all. I may not be able to have the fancy life of a world champion, but there would still be the other small things I appreciated: books, 80’s movies, the boys at the boxing club, and the occasional charcoal sketch.
Can’t forget Caroline, the Asian girl who sits in front of me in economics. It was those little things that made my day-to-day less shitty.
It was a bit of a complicated thing with Caroline, though. Just seeing her walk into class and sit was enough to melt my heart.
Caroline made econ the only class worth looking forward to; I loved staring at the back of her head, admiring her soft and silky looking hair. But at the same time, I would feel like a damn fool being so infatuated with a girl who probably forgot my name.
We had icebreakers the first day of class a month ago, and I got the chance to chit chat with her a little, but I didn’t make much of an impression if her lack of investment was any indication. Since then, we’ve only uttered a few words in passing. That’s why it was complicated. The deep admiration she filled me with was enough to put my mind in a permanent fog. Had my tongue been looser, I’d be stammering like Porky Pig. Better to keep my trap shut until something organic happened. 
The only plus side of that situation was that things haven’t gotten sour between us. The road of my life was paved with several exes where things got nasty.  
Still, I’m content just starting at that lovely hair of hers. So beautiful in the way it bounces when she turns her head; the way it caught the sunlight and produced a magnificent black luster was glorious; the oversized sweaters that hid that lithe body of hers were so alluring. I can still remember one particularly hot day that she removed a sweater to reveal an adorable black-tank that showed off the lovely swells of her chest, her slender neck, and that soft, flawless skin of hers. Her lovely heart-shaped face was mesmerizing; her glasses always looked like they were falling off so they always rested on that pretty nose of hers. And behind those spectacles were sharp, black eyes that carried a mysterious allure. 
Her face was a thing of art that deserved to be appreciated. It was so enchanting that I didn’t realize we were staring at each other.
She looked at me expectantly and gave me a small smile. I smiled back and said, “Hi.”
“Um?” She pointed behind me.
Someone rustled a stack of papers by my face. I turned and saw a guy holding out a thick pile towards me. Our tests from last Thursday. I pulled my sheet from the pile and handed off the pile to Caroline. She retrieved hers and turned back around to pass it the person in front of her, returning me to nothing but another face in the classroom.
I stared down at my test and saw one hundred percent with a smiley face along with a “good job” comment. I smiled to myself and continued to stare down, making it look like I was admiring my effort. But on the inside, I was screaming.
WHY AM I SUCH AN IDIOT?! SHE THINKS I’M WEIRD NOW! FUCK ME SIDEWAYS!
The PA crackled to life, a voice echoing through the halls and classrooms of the entire university.
“Attention all faculty and students, commence lockdown procedures. Lock all doors and turn off all lights and don’t approach the door unless it’s an officer. This is not a drill.”
Oh shit.
Everyone rushed and huddled into the corner of the room away from the door while the professor followed lockdown protocol. We’ve endured enough drills throughout our school lives to know what’s up, but that still didn’t mean everyone took this seriously.
“You think some homeless guy wandered into the building again?” Jase asked Andrew.
“Nah, security would’ve told him to fuck off instead of throwing us into lock down.”
“You think it’s one of those school shooters?”
“It’s probably that weird guy Justin. I heard he was caught jerking off in the library at his old high school. Seems like he’d come in here with a machine gun,” Andrew said with a smirk.
“Ha, bet.”
“You two cram it or I’m dropping you from my course!” our professor hissed.
Those two always acted like this. They lacked any real decency and always joked about serious matters with blatant disregard. Don’t get me wrong, I have a sense of humor, but there’s a damned time and a place. This wasn’t it.
While those two were talking about who else they think would cause a shootout, I realized that Caroline was sitting next to me. She had her face buried in her knees and trembled almost uncontrollably.
“Hey, you okay?” I asked gently.
She lifted her head, her eyes watering behind her glasses. “What if it is a crazy guy with a bunch of guns? What if he…” she trailed off and dropped her head into her knees and let out a whimper.
“Hey,” I said as I placed a hand on her shoulder, “don’t think like that. We’ve got armed officers on campus and if there is someone dangerous, then it’s like one against six. Hopefully they’ll resolve before anyone gets hurt. Let’s just sit tight and let the police sort this out, okay?”
She lifted her head once more to stare at me with those watery, yet charming, eyes of hers. “Okay,” she nodded. She scooted closer and took in some steady breaths.
Not the sort of organic situation I was thinking, though it’s something. Classes are going to get canceled for the rest of the day, so I might as well ask her for coffee or something.
A loud crash and a blood curdling scream killed that pleasant thought in my mind. Everyone fell uncomfortably silent and stared wide-eyed at the door. Silence loomed for a little while until everyone jerked from the thunderous boom of a gunshot, but what followed dwarfed that concussive blast.
A loud, unbroken roar reverberated from the hall. A deep primal fear awakened within from that unnatural noise, a fear I’ve never had the chance to confront. I was reduced to a child: scared, helpless, confused, unsure of what to do aside from sit still as my blood pounded in my ears, attempting not to fall into hysteria. Caroline anchored me to rationality; her hand clutching my forearm so tight that her nails drew blood. The light pain kept me from slipping, my mind ever alert for whatever was to follow.
There was another gunshot. It was close. Outside our room close. Shortly after the shot was another quaking roar. Bangs, crashes, and the sound of pounding mixed with the gunshots, then there was a blood curdling cry. Then it all stopped abruptly. 
A girl named Melissa started to sob and people around tried desperately to shush her. Another girl wrapped her hand over her mouth to snuff her cries. Caroline, too, clamped her own hand over her mouth to choke back sobs.
Something barreled right through our door in a violent crash, ramming right through all the tables and obliterating the professor’s podium to splinters. And what I saw was truly something birthed from nightmares.
A charcoal-colored humanoid thing stood in the center of the room with its back to us, its shoulders heaving up and down, head hung so low that from behind it looked like it was headless. The thing stood over six feet; its arms impossibly long, so long that they hung past the knees of its thickly muscled legs. The muscles on its back and arms were incredibly sinewy. Thick, black claws adorned the ends of its gangly arms and legs.
My gaze slowly traveled to the mangled corpse at its feet. I saw what was left of one of the officers who acted as security for our campus. His right arm was missing; his left bent at an impossible angle, and a large portion of his abdomen gone, revealing crimson organs and the snowy bones of his ribcage. His dead gaze fell right on me, his expression signaling a painful death.
This was a monster. And I was in the same room as it.
The monster turned its body slowly to face us, the sight petrified me. Its face was almost featureless; no sort of facial structure, no nose, the eye sockets were sunken in with two white globes for eyes, looking so empty and lifeless, and its mouth was just a narrow horizontal slit. The face was so uncanny and lifeless that it looked like an incomplete latex mask. Only it was no mask.
Its jaw slid forward slightly and the skin peeled back to reveal a ghastly array of pointy teeth. It was like watching a Geladas monkey yawn, but this monster did not look sleepy. It looked hungry.
Jase made a beeline to the door, or the hole where the door was, and sprinted desperately away. The monster’s head whiplashed to the side, its neck bent at an unnatural angle while it saw Jase run. The monster grunted, then took chase. Moments later, we all heard Jase’s blood curdling cry from down the hall. Pandemonium coursed and people rushed to the exit, screaming and shoving like rats scrambling through a narrow burrow.
I stumbled to my feet as my fear induced paralysis lifted, but only managed a few steps before turning back. Caroline was still sitting against the wall with her face buried in her knees.
“Caroline,” I said in a hushed tone, “we have to get out of here.” I snapped my head to the door, which was still empty, but I had no idea for how long.
She lifted her tear-stricken face from her knees. “I… I can’t… I can’t… I...” She dropped her head as her body heaved from heavy sobs.
Fear had crippled her. I was scared, but calm, composed. Panicking never solved anything. Panicking was the fastest way to a dirt nap. Which seemed like a very real possibility in this impossible situation.
“Caroline, if you don’t want to die, take my hand.” I spoke firmly and outstretched my arm. The situation doesn’t call for coddling. She needs to understand. “We’re definitely going to die if we just wait here for that thing to come back. Please.”
She peeked from above her knees and stared at my hand. Her chin trembled and she choked back another sob. Caroline tangled with her emotions for several long seconds, but, slowly, her shaky hand reached out. I hoisted her up and fixed her with a proud smile. 
I poked my head out into the hallway to see if anything was lurking around the corner. It looked clear, but when I observed the door, rather the hole, the monster had ripped the door’s hinges from the very frame.
Whatever it was, it was strong.
The hallway looked like a set from a horror movie. Claw marks riddled the floors and walls, blood was splattered about, and it looked like our classroom wasn’t the only one to get breached.  The thought of another one of those things filled me with dread, but I didn’t see anything around, so I took comfort in that. However, further down the hall to my left, just around the corner, I could make out a familiar looking pair of jeans and sneakers. Jase’s. I stared more closely and saw that there was a pool of blood collecting around his legs and soaking the denim. Moments later, the legs were dragged out of sight. My face went white and I slipped back into the classroom.
We have to go. Now.
I let out a breath and waited till fear left my face. I turned to Caroline to see how she was doing. Fresh tears were still slipped past her eyes and she trembled like a leaf in the wind, but it looked like she had a handle on herself. 
“Okay, Caroline, here’s the plan: I’m going to go out into the hallway first, then you follow. Slowly. Be sure to be very quiet. Then we’re carefully going to walk to the other end of the hallway, down the stairs, and into the parking lot, okay?” She let out a shaky breath and nodded. “Good,” I said with a reassuring smile.
I saw my backpack amidst the mess left by the monster barging into our room. No sense in leaving it behind, I suppose.
With my backpack slung over my shoulder, I peered out and looked both ways, then took cautious, deliberate steps into the hallway. I glanced back to make sure the coast was clear, being especially vigilant towards where Jase was dragged off. A morbid thought, but I do hope whatever took him would have its appetite sated. For the moment.
I waved Caroline out and she crept into the hallway like a mouse leaving its den. I gestured her to start down the hallway, then followed. I walked sideways and kept my view on the puddle of blood around the corner, praying nothing comes. We got to the other end without incident and rounded the corner. Then stopped dead in our tracks.
My stomach sank and Caroline pressed herself into my back. At the other end of the hall was the stairwell that would be our escape; unfortunately, there was another one of those monsters ripping apart a girl just in front of the doors. It squatted close to the ground with its back to us while it ripped into corpse with sickening, wet, sloshing sounds.
Caroline wasn’t so far gone that she started shrieking madly, so there was that. I gave her leg a squeeze and jerked my chin to the other end of the hall. She understood my meaning, then we both started backing away.
My mind was racing miles a second as I thought of alternative routes. There was the elevator down the hall at our fork, but it was old and noisy; from what I gathered, those monsters were fast. We’d doom ourselves waiting for the elevator. Whatever pulled Jase away was still eating, so the other stairs was a no go. That only left navigating the labyrinth of hallways and corridors until we got to the other exit in C-building. It was all connected to all three floors on this section of the building. Once we got into C, we’d be able walk down to the ground level and to where my car was parked. All we had to do was make it to the end of the hallway so we could be on our merry way.
But, like one concrete fact prevalent in life, things never go the way you want.
As Caroline and I where shuffling backwards, she dragged her sneaker, producing a loud squeal that bounced of the tiles and white brick walls.
It cocked it head to one side and peered over its shoulder with one frosty eye. I thought of Nietzsche when its eyes met mine, that little bit about fighting monsters lest you become one and about staring into the abyss, but I don’t think he ever considered the possibility of real, tangible monsters in every sense of the definition when he shared that enlightening piece of information. I could forgive the monster bit, but I understood the abyss part; when you gaze into the abyss, it stares into you. I saw it and it saw me. I saw its hunger and need to kill, and it saw my fear and need to survive.
I seized Caroline's wrist and ran.
Caroline’s arm damn near got dislocated from her socket when I jerked her from a frozen stance to a full on sprint at the drop of a hat. It would’ve been stupid to have shouted “run” and then proceeded to run instead of just doing it flat out. A bit overly conscientious, I know, but I wasn’t in the mood to waste any precious seconds that would put distance between me and that monster.
Monster.
It was an actual fucking monster.
God. Allah. Vishnu. Whoever the fuck. Why?
The realization finally set in and it lit a fire under my ass. It must’ve been so with Caroline too because she kept up. We cleared the hundred feet of hallway in three seconds flat, and made a sharp right and cleared an additional hundred feet of composite vinyl tiles and we made another left then rushed through a pair of double doors with a small sign indicating we were entering E-building—the dedicated science wing.
I never ventured to this part of the building too often, but it should, more or less, be a straight shot into F-building, the fine arts wing, and then from there we had to cross into more general classrooms in G-building, which would finally put us near our way out. It seemed like such a short walk, but it quickly became an impossible trek once we heard that monster hunting us.
I didn’t look back; it would’ve slowed me down. Plus, I don’t think I could handle another look. While we ran through the halls, I noticed empty classrooms with doors ajar, some smashed open, and faint traces of blood smeared around parts of the floor, but no bodies. I’m probably going to be haunted for the rest of my life from the officer’s dead stare; I didn’t need any more faces burned into my eyes.
We stormed into a common area that branched three ways, and went down the straight most path. I heard the crash of the monster barreling through the double doors we passed earlier. We had a good lead, but it was a slim one at best.
I could feel my body growing heavier and my shirt was sticking to my back. I was in fair shape for a guy who hadn’t worked out for some time thanks to having a laborious life and boxing for most of it, but Caroline certainly wasn’t the athletic type. Her lithe build wasn’t the result of exercise, just her genetics and lifestyle. I could hear her wheezing behind me and found her pace slowing.
Please, Caroline, please. Don’t trip like every damsel ever in situations like this.
My silent plea went unheard and Caroline tripped over her feet and slammed into the floor with a yelp, losing her glasses and almost pulling me down with her. My head jerked behind us; I didn’t see the monster, but I could hear its feet pounding the ground from the twisting hallways behind us. My heart felt like it was going to be crushed by panic’s icy grip, but that panic faded to surprise when one of the doors down the hallway swung open and an older man stepped out, a professor.
“Come, NOW!” he yelled.
I scooped Caroline in my arms and sprinted. As I ran past him, I noticed something in one of his hands, a sort of black box with the face of a clock. He turned and chucked the box as far as he could down the hall where it skated across the ground and managed itself around a corner. He ran back in a pulled the door with all his might to fight against the hydraulic door closer. Once it closed, he slammed the deadbolt and wedged a stool under the handle.
He turned to face me and Caroline and pressed his fingers to his lips. His eyes bugged out of his head when tremors were felt under our feet. The monster was just outside the door, skulking slowly.
My heartbeat throbbed in my ears. There was a monster no more than fifteen feet away and the only thing between me and it was a two-inch thick, particle-wood door. There was nothing to do but wait.
The stale silence shattered when something started beeping down the hall.
The monster let out a grunt and stormed toward the source. There was a loud roar and a crash, and then the beeping stopped. There was another roar, but this one was fainter. The stomps faded, and then all was silent.
The professor turned to me and gave me a nod. All the exhaustion from my sprint and the strain of Caroline’s weight finally caught up to me; I stumbled back into the wall and slid all the way to the floor on my butt, grasping desperately for air. Caroline hooked her arms around my neck and let out shuddering sobs. If I wasn’t so relieved to have escaped the literal jaws of death, I would’ve relished in her embrace.
I seemed to zone out while I caught my breath. As things came back into focus, I noticed other students and faculty members huddled in the corners of the room. On further inspection, I realized we weren’t in any regular classroom, we were in what I assumed was one of the engineering labs. Computers, lathes, 3d-printers, and some other unusual devices I could quite place littered the room.
The professor who saved us from the slaughter wiped away the sweat from his receding hairline, then gave us a solicitous eye. “You okay?” he asked.
I took in a couple more deep breaths before I responded, “Heart’s still beating.”
He grinned and held out his hand. “Harold. Harold Dewees,” he said.
“Don’t you mean Professor Dewees?” I asked as I shook his hand.
“We could drop the formalities, son.”
“Al,” I corrected. “Alfonso Engel, but Al is what I go by.”
“A pleasure,” he said, rising. He ran a hand through his graying hair and plopped into a nearby chair at one of the lab tables. He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his coat and pursed one in his lips. He padded his coat and pockets and frowned. There was a nearby soldering iron he picked up and held it to the end of the cigarette and began puffing until it fully lit. Harold leaned back in his chair and exhaled a thick stream of smoke.
Clever, I thought. No less from a professor in the science department.
“Hey,” I called from my spot on the floor.
“Listen here, Al,” he said, leaning forward in his chair. “I’m an old, grouchy bastard that has seen evil incarnate with my very own eyes, and it’s a Monday. If I want to smoke, I’m going to fucking smoke.”
“No, it’s not that. I just wanted to ask you a question.”
“Shoot.”
“You saw the monsters, right?”
A deep crease formed between his bushy brows, then said, “Yeah, I told you I did.”
“Ah, good,” I said nodding, staring off blankly ahead of me.
“Why the obvious question?” he asked, throwing up an eyebrow.
“Just wanted to make sure I wasn’t having a stroke or something. I guess I can be happy about that.” 




Chapter 2


The lab had an eyewash station I drank gallons from. Sprinting like an Olympic athlete with death on your heels really worked up a thirst. I had to pry Caroline 's arms off my neck when I had to get up. She wasn’t faring very well, but she looked better off than some of the other faces. One guy hadn’t moved a muscle since we got in the room, his face just a blank expression with eyes that were looking a thousand miles away. His worked silently, like he was reciting some sort of prayer.
I found a lab coat hanging from a hook on one of the walls and folded it into a pillow and told Caroline to rest. She was fearful of resting, but I reassured her that we were safe here, even though I didn’t know that for certain.
It was still pretty early in the day, so along with our run and me rubbing her head, she drifted off into sleep in no time. It was a relief to watch the terror leave her pretty face as she drifted off into slumber. It calmed me. I brushed aside a loose strand of hair from her face and wondered if this ordeal was going to form a strong bond between us. I just hope she will say yes to a date once we get out of this.
If we get out of this.
My expression soured and I shook that thought from my head. My survival isn’t guaranteed, I know that, but my chances go down if thoughts like that bog up my mind.
I joined Harold at the black countertop table where a few others have congregated to. It seemed this table was reserved for people who still had their wits about them. Pushing aside his makeshift ashtray of a pair of upturned lab goggles, I plopped onto a chair. There were three others; two female professors and an older student like me.
“Thanks again,” I said as I settled. “How’d you know that thing would chase after the clock?” I asked Harold.
His face hardened. “I didn’t,” he admitted, rubbing at his chin. “But at least now we know that they’ll chase after something loud.”
“All that matters is that you saved us. You still made a gamble in helping us. I’m thankful, really.”
“It’s my job to guide and protect our students; preventing you from getting eaten falls under that.” He gave a warm smile that reminded me of my father. It was wide and filled with heart.
I gave him a nod. “So now what?”
“We discussed it earlier,” Harold informed. “For now, the best course of action is to sit tight and wait for help.”
“I’m not sure I like that plan, Harold,” I said with a sigh.
“You still want to escape after you narrowly avoided one of those things?” one of the women asked. She held her arms tightly over her chest and had deep lines in her face, signs of someone who scowled a lot. She reminded me of an old boss of mine and could already tell she was going to have an unpleasant edge.
“I just don’t like the idea of being trapped, is all,” I said.
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, Hun, but that’s just what we are: trapped,” the other woman said. She had a crestfallen look on her face, but it didn’t diminish her kindly features. Her hands were folded neatly on the table and she just simply stared at them. She sighed and continued. “Me and what was left of my class had to escape upstairs because of how many were on the first floor.”
“How many?” I hesitantly asked.
“Too many,” she said quietly.
“Mrs. Paterson’s right,” the other student who sat adjacent from me said. “I’m Ryan, by the way.” He offered his hand, which I shook. He paused and took a deep hit from a vapor pen he had out. “I came here late when the announcement was made. One of the officers patrolling noticed me. He was escorting me to the nearest classroom when one of those things rounded a corner. We both thought it was just someone in a costume trying to fuck with us, but when he approached it, the thing roared like the damn t-rex from Jurassic Park.
“Sergio shot the thing once he realized it was no costume. Three shots into its chest and it just roared and charged. He must’ve emptied his entire magazine by the time it pounced on him.” Ryan’s face paled and he dropped his gaze to the table. “Didn’t stand a chance.” He shook his head and puffed methodically on his pen. He shot me and glance and asked, “Want a hit?”
“No.” I suspected he had THC oil in that thing. Not my style. But I could really use a drink.
“Where were you heading from?” Harold asked.
“Caroline and I were coming from D-building.” I thought about adding the bit about the late officer and the breach of our door, but I decided against it. Their sense of safety is fragile as is. “Our class freaked out and decided to evacuate instead,” I lied.
“Why didn’t you leave the other ways? From what I know, you had a few options on that side of the building,” Harold asked, the wrinkles on his forehead deepening.
“I’m not sure where the bulk of our class went. Caroline and I hung back, but one of those things got someone right in front of the nearest exit, and the one chasing us was from the alternative. But, from what you said, it was probably a good thing we didn’t head downstairs.”
“What was your plan, then?” Ryan asked.
I shrugged. “Get down to my car and haul ass.”
“We came up from downstairs,” Mrs. Peterson said, crushing my hope. “I saw four or five as we ran. They might’ve followed… the others.” She clasped her hands tighter and swallowed heavily.
My eyes drifted over to the other students. I counted eight. A typical classroom had around thirty students. Three instructors and eight students, that’s not a good count. Hopefully those who got separated from their classrooms were able to escape or find help.
Help? Damn it! Why am I such an idiot!
I dug my phone from my pocket and began punching in my pass code when the scowl-faced woman spoke up. “You’re wasting your time, kid.”
“I’m twenty-two,” I said crossly. “And what do you mean?”
She rolled her eyes and just said, “Fine, check your damn phone.”
I shook my head and finished punching in the last digit. My lock screen vanished and I stared at the upper-right corner. No service or wifi.
“The fuck?” I said aloud.
“Told you,” perpetual scowl lady said.
“Easy with the attitude, Helen,” Harold cautioned. Helen gave him a nasty stare and then looked elsewhere. “Anyways,” he said shifting his attention back to me, “I’m not sure when, but all phone and internet services shut down.”
“It’s pretty weird,” Ryan said. “We should have reception up the ass.”
“I find it strange how everything was working fine this morning.” I had no problem checking my email when I got coffee from the gas station; it was only a block away from campus.
“Well, it gets stranger, Al,” Harold said, snuffing out his cigarette. He brought his right arm on top of the table and showed me a very worn Victorinox wristwatch. There wasn’t anything wrong with the watch face, but the compass stitched into the nylon band caught my attention. The needle spun wildly in its oil-filled enclosure.
“You wouldn’t happen to be keeping a lot of magnets in here, would you?” I asked as I watched the needle spin. 
“Afraid not. It’s strange,” he murmured, rubbing his chin. “No cell service, no wifi, and the compass can’t find magnetic north; there’s a lot of interference going on, that’s the only way I can explain it. Very strange.”
“Any ideas to what’s going on?” I asked openly.
“I just teach political theory, this is beyond me. Sorry,” Mrs. Peterson admitted regretfully.
Ryan simply shrugged, and Helen frowned before silently shaking her head.
“It should be obvious, Al,” Harold said, turning to face me in his chair. “Judgment Day,” he said with a heavy tone and grim face. “We have strayed too far from the path and ignored the Lord's blessing. Now, we’re doomed to eternal suffering.”
Words didn’t find me right away and I just stared at him with my mouth open.
“Really?” I managed to say after a moment.
“No,” he said waving it off, “of course not, that’d be foolish.”
“Christ Harold! Has anyone ever told you have a sick sense of humor?” Helen snapped.
“My first wife.”
A small wave of relief washed over me because for a very, very brief moment, I actually believed him. I let out a quiet chuckle and shook my head. I guess I had a bit of a sick sense of humor, too.
“Jokes aside, anyone else have any real ideas?” I asked, trying to get back on track.
“Escaped genetic experiments, zombies, aliens, or the gates of hell may very well have open, who knows? Doesn’t really matter,” Ryan said simply.
I’m positive it’s THC oil.
“Doesn’t matter? Doesn’t matter!? God-damned right it matters what we know what those damn things are!” Helen fumed.
“Helen, please,” Mrs. Peterson said, reaching for her arm, but she ripped it way.
“If we can figure something about these things we can—”
“What, Helen?” Harold interrupted sharply. “We band our minds together to figure out what those things are and what? Fight it? I would’ve considered it too if it were ten years ago, but not now. I may be old and withering, but I’m not going to throw my life away doing something stupid like fighting a… Oh, whatever the hell those things are!”
Helen may look composed, but I could tell she was probably the most scared out of our circle. We all were, but she was teetering on the edge, the smallest nudge in the wrong direction would send her over into despair.
“Ryan and Harold are right, Helen,” I said softly to mollify her fear. “I’m sure it’d be insightful to know, but we’d just be giving ourselves unnecessary stress trying to make sense of it. We’re safe for now and that’s all that matters.”
Helen let out a shaky breath and stared blankly at the table. Her eyes darted back and forth while the gears in her brain turned. Her shoulders dropped as she let out another slow, steady breath. “I just… I… can’t just sit here. It feels like we should do something, anything.”
Harold offered Helen a cigarette. After a second's hesitation, she took it and Harold lit her end with the soldering iron.
“We’re doing something by sitting tight,” Harold said. “We’re not lost at sea or stranded in the desert. Law enforcement was notified when they got the code red. They’ll do what needs to be done. No sense in having a last stand against a bunch of demons.” Harold made a face. “I feel like a fool saying that out loud.”
“I doubt we’re in one of those situations where the big bad monster’s weakness is water or the power of friendship,” I said. Everyone let out a small chuckle, even Helen cracked a small smile.
“And I’m not about to go out there and get on my knees and pray to see if those things are weak against the word of God, either. The best option right now is to wait. If things really are as bad as they are, then we’re going to be getting a lot of attention real soon.”
“They seem to take bullets pretty well,” Ryan replied glumly.
“Those standard issue glocks shoot nine-millimeter rounds, son,” Harold said. “Not a very big bullet. I don’t imagine those boogiemen would fare so well against a slug or high-velocity rounds. You said the thing howled when it got shot? That means it sure as hell isn't bulletproof. Hell, that thing might’ve crawled somewhere to bleed out for all we know, right?”
Ryan nodded, content with Harold’s reasoning. Helen seemed to take comfort in Harold’s words, as well. I didn’t think too much about it either when Ryan mentioned the guard’s fruitless efforts, but Harold had a point. If a pissed off lion was charging you in the savanna and you nailed it a few times with a glock, don’t be surprised when it eats half your face. That’s why elephant guns are a thing. You want to kill something big, then you need something big to kill it.
If the portal to hell really has opened and demons are reaping our sinful souls, then they’re going to have to feel the wrath of the weapons made by sinners. How well would Lucifer himself stand up to a tank or a battalion armed with machine guns?
I looked at my phone again with the pleading hope of seeing a signal, but only saw the same empty bars. I have no idea what the situation was on the outside, but if Harold was right, then the police should be here any minute. And if they do see the eldritch horrors lurking around the building, they’d call the military or something.
The time caught my attention: nine thirty-seven in the morning. I’ve only been up for about three hours. Christ, it feels like it should be late afternoon. Time drags in times of peril, I suppose.
I excused myself from the table and joined the corner where Caroline was resting. The idea of sleeping next to her was appealing. But as nice as closing my eyes sounds, I couldn’t wind down enough to sleep.
I settled on the floor next to her and rested my back against the wall. I looked over and saw her looking up at me through half-closed eyes.
“Hey, you feel okay?” I asked.
She held me in her gaze, not saying anything. She crawled from the ground and sat next to me, her shoulder right up against mine. “Why did you stay behind?”
“I just wanted to help you,” I said.
“Why?” she whispered.
Fuck it, I thought. I might screw something up in the future or things might just go sour between us, but that’s not today’s problem.
“I like you, Caroline,” I said looking down at her. “You caught my eye since the beginning of the semester and I’d like to get to know you more. Can’t exactly do that if you’re not around.”
Maybe that’s too forward. She’s going to think I’m a creep telling her like this. I should’ve worded it differently. Now she’s going to think I’m trying to make it look like she owes me.
I was clenching my first tightly in my lap, feeling instant regret by winging it. But then I felt Caroline’s hand resting on my forearm. She leaned in closer and rested her head against my shoulder, looking up at me.
“Thank you, that was very brave, Al.” She said it in such a sweet and gentle tone that it conveyed nothing but earnest gratitude.
“I… just want you to know that you don’t owe me anything, okay. Feel free to decline, I wouldn’t hold it against you, but once this is over… if we could—”
“Yes,” she said instantly.
It took a few seconds for the penny to drop, but when it did, the corner of my mouth curled and I reached over with my other hand and rested it on top of hers. The unreal events of today didn’t affect me in such a way where I couldn’t feel a profound sense of joy. Maybe this was finally the chance to forge a deep bond with someone. Only the future will tell.
Our moment was ruined by a violent rumble that felt nothing short of an earthquake. A shockwave rattled the room, knocking shelves loose from the wall and shaking equipment off the tables. Dust fell from the ceiling tiles above. Everyone jerked to attention and a panic surged. Mrs. Peterson attended to the others huddled in the corner, and Ryan and Helen dove under the table.
Caroline clutched me in fear and I looked to Harold.
“What the fuck was that?” I asked.
He stared up as if he could see through the ceiling. “That… that felt like an explosion,” he said, disbelief hanging in his voice.
“What the hell could explode around here?” Helen shouted from below the table.
“Was it something from the auto garage, they’re set up in the building next to ours, aren’t they?” Ryan asked in a panicked ramble.
“No, that was too close. It felt like it came from… son of a bitch,” he cursed through gnarled teeth.
“What?” Helen, Ryan and I asked in unison.
“The chemistry labs are upstairs, and labs are held every Monday and Wednesday. Son of a whore.” He brought a hand to her forehead and massaged as he paced. “If everyone left in a panic, I doubt anyone took the time to turn off the gas to the Bunsen burners.”
“The sprinklers should put it out, right?” Ryan asked.
“They only go off for fires hot enough to break the glass bulbs inside the fittings. A gas explosion won’t get hot enough to break the glass.” He continued pacing, clutching his fists at his sides. “The gas covers a lot of area; it’s just going to keep spreading. Shit!”
“Oh god, no, no,” Helen cried, breaking down into a heap on the floor. “I’m going to die, God, why?”
Ryan knelt next to her and placed his hands on her shoulders trying to calm her, but he too looked terrified to do anything else.
Caroline started hyperventilating and balled up next to me.
“Caroline, it’s going to be okay,” I said without thinking. The words left my mouth out of impulse, and I only thought about it after they left my lips. This bad situation was made even worse. We can either risk getting eaten by monsters going downstairs or we can wait until we burn or suffocate.
I couldn’t help but think back to that Buddhist story of the tigers and the strawberry I read in that book of Zen stories.
It was about a man who was chased off a cliff by a hungry tiger, but managed to grab a lone vine growing from the cliff face. When the man looked down, he saw second tiger waiting down below, and the other sniffing at him from above. On the branch were two mice, one black and one white. They gnawed the branch little by little. The man saw a strawberry growing from the vine then ate it. It was the sweetest strawberry he ever had.
The story stuck with me because it was one of the confusing ones that made me think that the book was a waste of shelf space in the library.
I looked at Caroline and felt my heart tearing when I saw her weeping. I wrapped my arms around her. I didn’t notice before, but she smelled sweet, like strawberries, in fact. Perhaps I didn’t remember the story because of circumstance, but by her scent. Out of everything thrown at me, her scent was the last thing I ever picked up on. But now that she had my attention, it was all I could really focus on.
Caroline wept in my chest and I nuzzled my chin on top of her head; if I can’t do anything more, the least I could do was provide comfort.
As I sat there rubbing her head, the story played out in my mind again. I drew connections from the tigers to the monsters, this room as the vine, the mice as the fire, and Caroline as the strawberry.
An idea sprouted and bloomed from the depths of my mind as I pondered the story again and again, getting a sudden sense of clarity. Perhaps the point of the story was to live in the moment, that suffering was unavoidable in life, and I shouldn’t forsake this moment with negative worries of what was to come.
An unusual story for life, but a somewhat fitting one. I should taste the sweetness of my strawberry, no?
I took Caroline by the chin and titled her face towards me. She looked at me with those familiar, watery eyes, and I brushed away the tears with my finger and gingerly held her cheek. I gazed at her lips, and then back to her eyes. She blinked, her expression softening ever so lightly. She gave my lips a quick glance, too. That was all the approval I needed.
My lips met hers, lightly at first. I broke, but she leaned in and pressed her lips against mine with more passion. Then we stayed locked together, basking in a moment of bliss that chased away out imminent doom.
A small pang of regret hit my chest as I thought about the book. I really should’ve given the other stories that didn’t make sense more thought. Perhaps if I understood them all, I would’ve developed a deep understanding of myself and the world and find enlightenment. All that potential wisdom was going to go up in flames in the library if the fire spreads through the other wings.
I pushed her away and sat there, frozen in thought. Caroline called my name, but it didn’t reach me. The only thing I could think about was the book. No, the library.
Buddha, you fat, profound bastard!
“Harold!” I yelled, getting to my feet.
“Al?” Caroline said again, confused by my sudden outburst.
“It’s going to be okay, Caroline,” I said again, but with conviction in my voice.
“What is it, Al?” Harold asked as he approached.
“The library!” I proclaimed. “If we can get there safely, we can escape.”
“What makes you so sure?”
“It’s Monday and it’s still early, the library should be completely deserted. No people should mean no monsters, right? That’s our safest bet.”
Harold took a couple seconds to consider it, but shook his head. “If we want to get out then we still have to cut though the main entrance and out into the first floor, where there could be more of those things lurking around.”             
“The courtyard,” I stated. “There’s a study area with tall glass windows right in front of the courtyard. It’s deep in the back. We should be able to break it without much commotion and get outside. Pass that are the parking lots. We can get out of here.”
Harold’s eyes danced back and forth as he considered my idea. He looked back towards the others and then back to me. “It’s better than waiting here to burn,” he admitted with a weak smile. “Okay, I’ll tell the others.”
I watched him spread the word, then turned my attention back to Caroline. I took her hand and said, “I’m not giving up yet. We’re going to get out of this, okay?”
She gave my hand a tight squeeze and nodded. “Okay, I believe you.”
The man of the story was a fool. I realize that now. He was a fool because instead of trying to save himself, he was distracted by the fruit. Your demise is not inevitable in a perilous situation, don’t be distracted by the fruits of life, find your freedom from a perilous situation.
I’m sure someone is going to disagree with my interpretation, but fuck them. I want to live.




Chapter 3


The halls had a foul smoky smell from the fire raging upstairs. I haven’t heard the fire alarms go off yet, which struck me as odd. I’m not entirely sure how the system worked, but I imagined something would go off for fire, smoke, or carbon monoxide. It didn’t matter; I didn’t plan on staying long enough to get roasted.
Since my plan involved us leaving the relative safety of the classroom, Harold suggested that someone go out to scout ahead. Naturally, I volunteered because it was my own plan, but also for the fact that I was the most capable. Harold was too old to outrun anything, the same applied to Helen and Mrs. Peterson. Ryan was a bit on the pudgy side, and his good vibes apparently ran out. And the other students were too terrified to even consider it amongst themselves.
I was the oldest student at twenty-two, Caroline and Ryan second at twenty. The rest were either eighteen or nineteen, fresh out of high school. I decided to work for a year and a half to save up and figure out what I wanted to do with myself. I settled on the idea of being an accountant because I worked construction and carpentry with my dad since I was twelve. If I had to choose between a scorching rooftop and a cozy desk, I’d take the latter. A boring job, but it would pay well.
The hallways were vacant, thankfully. I crept around the corner and saw the blue sign hanging from the ceiling telling me that F-building was up head with a range of rooms, bathrooms, and most importantly the library. I saw the stairwell Mrs. Peterson mentioned and decided it would be best to make sure nothing was creeping out of sight. I peeked into the landing, the scent of burning stronger. A thin veil of smoke could be seen emanating from the third floor. I peered down past the railing to the first floor landing and saw a gruesome sight of blood and gore that spilled out into the hallway. Downstairs must’ve been slaughter.
Before leaving, I carefully eased the doubled doors off their magnetic hatches and pulled them shut. They couldn’t be locked without a maintenance key, but it should help some.
I backtracked through the halls, carefully peering around the corners at a few junctions just in case I overlooked anything,  then made my way back to the room. A little down the hallway, I found Caroline’s glasses. A deep crack had formed in the left frame, but they still looked functional. I slipped them in my pocket and approached the door; three knocks with a pause before the fourth and I was in.
Harold was the first to greet me. “Well?” he asked.
“It’s clear all the way up to the G-building entrance. And I closed the doors of the nearest stairwell for good measure. It’s not locked or anything, but I doubt these monsters would know the difference between a wall and a closed door.”
“Sounds like we’re ready, then.” Harold turned and faced the rest of the room who was waiting. “All right, everyone, we’re going to leave and head to the library. From there, we’ll bust open a window downstairs and cross through the courtyard. The coast should be clear up until we make it to G, but we should still exercise extreme caution and move quietly. Al is going to be ahead of the pack and give us the okay to move. Do not do anything without his go-ahead. Any questions?”
They all shook their heads.
Everything was simple enough. I scout ahead while Harold and Mrs. Peterson hear the students from the front, while Ryan and Helen handle the rear. Everyone with the exception of Ryan had a key to open or lock any any of the classrooms. In the case of danger, I run back and whoever was nearest to a door would open it and corral people in. The plan felt solid, and the situation seemed less dire.
I was loading things into my backpack that might be useful when Caroline tapped on my shoulder.
“It it really safe for you to be by yourself?” she asked. She had a worried frown on her face.
“As safe as it’s going to get,” I said. Her brows furrowed and she glanced to the side. I took her cheek and brought her gaze back to me. “I’ll make it work, we’ll get out of here, and then we can have our date, okay?” I reached into my pocket and carefully placed her specs on her nose.
She answered with a smile and we just stared at each other for a few blissful moments. Ryan cleared his throat, causing me and Caroline to awkwardly look away from each other
“What’s up?”
“That guy over there, Michael, he doesn’t want to leave.” Ryan pointed to the cationic guy sitting in the corner.
Since coming to this room, Michael hasn’t moved an inch. He was so still that I actually forgot to include him in the count of people. The plan felt solid because everyone understood what to do. We can’t risk deadweight ruining everything.
I marched over to see what his deal was. Hopefully a pep talk would snap him out of it.   
“Michael, we can’t hide here anymore. We have to go.” I tried to sound firm, not harsh. He looked in pretty bad shape mentally; eyes fixed wide and skin bleached like paper.
Despite speaking directly to him, his gaze never left my knees. 
With a soft sigh, I knelt next to him. “Michael, if you stay here, you’re either going to burn or suffocate.”
“I’d rather burn,” he said with a hollow tone. “Burning is better than that.”
“Better than what, Michael?” I asked. Eaten? Torn apart by some sort of eldritch horror?
“Better than that,” he repeated in a mumbling voice.
“Jesus, there’s no time for this. Hey, you two,” I called out. “You guys are in charge of him. Just make sure he stays on his feet.”
They both shared a look and were going to protest before I glared them down. They relented and each grabbed one of Michael’s arms. He put up a little resistance, hanging in the thier hands like a scarecrow.
Harold approached and gave the boys an odd look. He looked at me speculatively.
“That guy, Michael, I think he’s lost it,” I filled in. “Those two are supposed to babysit him, but keep a close eye, will you?”
“I’ll watch him,” he said. “I just wanted to give these to you if you’re going ahead.” He presented an identical timer he’d thrown earlier, and a long flathead screwdriver. “Figured you can use this as a distraction and this...” He held the screwdriver up and shrugged. “Hopefully you won't use it for anything, but again, better than nothing.”
I took the timer and stuffed it in my back pocket. I took the screwdriver and gave it a closer look. Seven  inches of nickel-plated steel ending with a sharp flathead. Thinking about using this against one of those monsters seemed as futile as taking on a blackbear with a swiss army knife. But Harold’s words repeated in my head: better than nothing. I slipped it in my front pocket with the handle exposed for easy access.
“Thanks,” I said.
He nodded and blew out a breath. “Alright, no sense in dragging this out.”
I gave a firm nod. “Right.”
I turned to see everyone looking at me with heavy expressions. Most of them were still clearly uncomfortable venturing outside. I couldn’t blame them, but our hands were tied.
The smoky smell from the hallway began to seep into the classroom, notifying us that the fire upstairs was growing ever fiercer. If one of the gas tanks went off in one lab, it’ll only be a matter of time before the others do, too. Maybe the sprinklers would kick in and douse the flames, but it’s not worth waiting.
Caroline approached and took my hand with both of hers. “Please stay safe.”
I fought back the urge to make a dopey grin and settled for a simple one. 
“I will,” I said, squeezing her hands back. “And I’ll make sure you and everyone else is, too.”
I took my queue at the door. The halls looked clear from the narrow window in the door. Harold was already behind me, so I gave him a nod and I slipped out. Harold stood out the door halfway and waited. It was clear on the left side, so I slowly walked down the right until I was at the corner. Clear. I waved the signal. Harold and Mrs. Peterson began ushering out the others.
I waited until they fell behind me before taking off  down the hall to the next junction, repeating the process of peaking around the corners and giving them the OK.
It was a little nerve-racking moving sluggishly through the halls while the smoke was becoming more pronounced, collecting overhead in faint wisps. I rounded the corner that lead to the stairwell, which was still closed. Smoke seeped out through the small crevices of the door in steady streams, filling this hallway with a dense cloud. My eyes watered and I had to bring my shirt over my mouth to filter the air.
I gave the signal to the others and waited till they fell in line. Just as I was about to move ahead, the lights flickered wildly. I stopped mid-stride and stared overhead. The fluorescent tubes pulsed and hummed ominously until their brightness grew in intensity, then all popped in unison, letting darkness fall.
Narrow beams of sunlight shone through the door’s tiny windows on the right side of the hall. It’d be almost pitch-black if not for one classroom on the far end of the hall, whose door was wide open, forming a solid pool of the morning sun on the vinyl tiles.
I stood still, waiting. Another wave of primal fear crept on me like the legs of a spider sneaking up my arm. However, I couldn’t quite place what was causing this pit of angst in my stomach. My ears and eyes strained as I kept looking from one end of the hall to the other, seeing and hearing nothing.   
“What the hell was up with that?” I asked Harold as he came to a stop.
“I don’t know.” I couldn’t see his farcical features at all, I just had a loose silhouette of his figure, but I could tell from the tone of his voice that he was upset. Traces of anger and fear playing with his cadence.
The darkness and silence made the halls all the more eerie. A haunted house where a family of four was brutally murdered would feel less oppressive.   
I wiped my clammy hands on my jeans and fought for the clarity. “Let’s keep moving. Is everyone accounted for?”
“Yeah, we kept a tight line, everyone…” he halted as he looked behind. Harold straightened himself and took a few hesitant steps forward.
“Harold, what are you—”
“Who’s that?” he sharply cut off, pointing behind us. 
I didn’t see anything at first, but I was able to make out another silhouette of a figure. At first sight, a cold dread rolled through my body.
My eyes adjusted slightly to the darkness, the dread not as strong. It was difficult to see, but whoever we were looking at wasn’t one of the monsters. The proportions looked normal and the figured was too still, a stark contrast to the jittery, violent motions of the nightmare creatures.
“Harold,” I said in a whisper, “I think it’s another survivor.”
“I’m not so sure. If it is, why hasn't he called out to us?”
“Maybe they're scared.
Harold contemplated my reasoning, and then called out in a hushed tone, “Hey, we’re not dangerous. We might’ve found a way to escape.”
There was no response. The figure stood still, as if he may not have heard Harold, but he began to approach our group with slow, methodical steps. The figure walked down the very center of the hallway. Once in front of the open classroom door, his figure was partially illuminated. The sight caused the hair to stand on my neck and arms.
It was only a glimpse in the sunlight, but I saw a dagger held out by the figure's side.
I was about whisper to Harold when Michael began shrieking. The two I appointed to keep him in line tried desperately to silence him, but Michael was flailing violently in their grasp. He struck one in the side of the head with a wild blow, sending him to the ground, and then he whacked his head into the nose of the other. The other students backed away from the violent exchange and just watched Michael making incoherent guttural noises. Michael held the disoriented boy he head butted by his collar, then threw him in the path of the approaching figure.
“You won’t! You won’t get me!” he cried madly, then turn tail to sprint down the hall.
I watched as he rounded the corner, considering going after him to knock some sense into him, but I returned my attention to the mysterious figure.
The figure stopped in front of the collapsed boy and knelt next to him. I almost thought that he was going to help him to his feet, but then I saw him raise the dagger.
“No!” I shouted, stepping forward. It was too late. The knife plunged into the boy’s chest and his dying cry echoed in the barren halls. Someone was just murdered during what may be the end of times. What the actual fuck was going on?
The madness didn’t end there. The figure said something in a mess of words that sounded so wrong in my ears, and then a faint green light emanated from his dagger, illuminating the pool of blood collecting around the boy’s body. The light swirled from the dagger and pooled into the orifices of the corpse. The figure rose from the body and took a step back and watched as it began to convulsive violently. Gurglingly sounds rose from the body’s throat, then the sounds twisted and grew until they started to sound like hoarse roars.
Dizziness took me as the corpse began to reanimate and roar with ever rising volume; its body twisting and cracking as muscles swelled and the arms grew in length. The flesh churned and rippled, losing its pink tone and fading into a sickly gray.
The mystery of the absent bodies suddenly became very clear.
“Run,” I said so faintly that it sounded like a whisper. “Run,” I repeated, a little louder this time, approaching Caroline and taking her by the hand. “Run!” I shouted. It was as if there was a disconnect; my body dulled by fear while my brain was screaming for action.
We all sprinted down the hall, abandoning the original plan and just hoping for the best. We entered G-building and a roar followed as we put more and more distance between us and the mysterious figure. I heard something else with the roar, some sort of tone, almost like white noise.
I think I might actually be having a stroke. It’s hard to tell if I smell burnt toast because everything was fucking burning. No. That’s a heart attack. Damn it, why am I such an idiot when I panic?
We rushed around the last corner, the doors to the library halfway down the hall. Unfortunately, two more of those monsters were lurking at the opposite end. Their ghastly eyes locked on us and they began hulking over. I frantically looked everywhere for something that could help us. My eyes settled on a fire extinguisher.
The glass shattered under my elbow, then I fetched the timer from my backpack.
“Harold,” I said as I began pulling off my belt, “Take everyone through the library, I’ll distract them.”
“What are you going to do?” he asked.
“Something.” I set the timer for fifteen seconds and fastened it to the fire extinguisher with my belt.
“Al,” Caroline called out, clutching my forearm.
“I’ll catch up,” I replied with a smile. I cupped her cheek. “Everything will be okay, I promise.” I looked to Harold. “Please, GO!” I shouted, sprinting out of Caroline’s grip.
When I broke off into the sprint, the monsters increased their slow gait into a fast walk. I waited until I was a good distance past the library door, where the others were filling through, before I hurled the fire extinguisher towards the monsters. It clanked loudly as it struck the ground, and thankfully, they stopped and focused on the strange red thing near their feet. I turned heel and sprinted back towards the library entrance, and they roared after me. I counted down in my head, three, two, one, and the alarm went off.
They focused their attention on the shrill beeping. One of them did what I had hoped: smash it. A large cloud of white powder blinded the monsters and they made wailing sounds. I laughed, ecstatic that it actually worked.
Hope it stings, you bustards!
My moment was short lived when I saw the recently-turned monster rounding the corner with company, two more ghastly faces. I took it to third gear and closed the distance to the door, shoulder tackling my way in.
I arrested my tumble and sprang onto my feet, then ran down the nearest stacks perpendicular to the entrance. I ran five stacks deep, and then raced halfway down the aisle. I pressed my back into the shelves and planted my feet on the opposite side. With one deep breath, I pressed with all my might. The sharp edge of the shelf dug into my back while I pushed, the sheer strain threatening to tear my knees.
I gritted my teeth and fought the throbbing pain radiating from my core. Just when I was seeing colors from strain, the tension lifted and the stack started to lean. I turned, giving one final shove and watched as the stack left my fingertips. It smacked into the neighboring one, which then smacked into the third, and continued to fall like dominos. The last one fell and landed with a defining crash right in front of the entrance, blocking it completely. Each stack was about twelve-feet high and constructed from solid wood, each filled with several hundred pounds of literature. I doubted the monsters would be able to move it, even with their above average strength.
“Sorry, books,” I apologized as I raced away from my handiwork. The library was my favorite thing about Melchizedek University. It was one of the places where the university didn’t bother to modernize with the exception of the added computers. The wood shelves, floors, furniture, almost everything was orignal from 1892. A charming space that I loved to get absorbed in. Now that I had to run through the place, I hated the sheer size.
I raced out of the maze and into the solarium that overlooked a portion of the ground level of the library. I liked this particular spot to study because of the natural light, open space, and it featured some of the most interesting of pieces that were donated to the university over the years. Resting on podiums in glass enclosures were historic pieces like a bayonet from the civil war, cultural pieces like a handcrafted Native American doll from a tribe that doesn’t exist anymore, and the odd art piece. It was a tranquil space that felt right.
Now, it felt wrong, so horribly wrong, looking like a scene from a horrible nightmare.
A monster was mulling over the mangled remains of one of the girls in our group, and I saw another girl slowly bleeding out on the steps. And cowering in the corner were the others: Harold, Ryan, Helen, Mrs. Peterson, and Caroline.
The monster plunged its hand into the girl’s corpse, producing a sickening sloshing sound, and then retracted its gore covered claws. It rose and faced off against the cowering mass while blood from my classmates dripped from its claws.
I stood there, watching the monster creeping forward. The steps were close, so close. I could easily run downstairs, find the windows, chuck a chair or something, and I’d be home free. The only thing it would cost was the lives of everyone else. My body shook from the nervous strain, my stomach threatening to throw up my meager breakfast of a gas station sandwich and black coffee.
Fuck. Fuck. FUCK.
I swallowed bile and felt it settle into my tumbling stomach. My hands steadied as my resolve solidified. I grabbed the biggest hardcover from the nearest shelf and took a deep breath.
“Hey—Asshole!” I shouted, whipping the book at the monster. It flew true and struck it square it its back, hard. It stopped and turned to face me, devouring me with its empty gaze.
I fought back the cold shudder of its eyes and yelled, “Run!”
I grabbed another book from the shelf and chucked it at the monster’s face. It landed flat against its head, knocking it back. The lips over its narrow mouth receded and grizzly teeth greeted me. It lowered itself to the ground and let out a low growl, ready to pounce on its new prey.
Fuck me.




Chapter 4


The monster charged at me with bad intentions; claws outstretched and its maw a mile wide. I leapt from where I was standing and rolled away. As soon as I steadied myself, four black claws swiped inches from my face. I fell back in time and landed hard on my butt, but before it could continue its assault, I rolled under a table and bear-crawled to the other end. The thing dove under the table like a fox chasing a rabbit down a hollowed log.
I knocked one of the chairs on its back and kicked it under the table once I emerged, sliding the legs into the face of the monster, causing it growl and thrash about.
I spared a second to check on my peers and, thankfully, Harold took the chance I presented and was guiding the survivors down the stairs. Caroline’s eyes met mine while she rushed toward the stairs. Her face scrunched up in fear and guilt. I gave her a wan smile and held it for as long as I could, so she would understand that I’m doing this for them, for her. 
If I didn’t do it, then no one would’ve.
I tore my gaze away from her and ran deeper into the grid of shelves before the monster weaseled out from under the table. I booked it down one aisle, the monster just around the corner. The space between the stacks were narrow—just big enough for one person to walk down with a little wiggle room on either side—so it was a tight squeeze for the corded body of the beast. 
It clipped its shoulder on the corner as it chased, knocking some books loose, staggering as it lunged at me. I ran out into the other end of the aisle before it could reach, then went down another. A glance over my shoulder showed the monster scrambling, attempting another leap. I nearly slipped when I rounded another corner and made a mad break down the open aisle, the savage thing hot on my heels.
I couldn’t keep doing this.
If not for the stacks and zigzagging, I’d have been mince meat. The monster was surprisingly spry and any distance I manage to put between me and it only lasted for a few seconds.
Fatigue was mounting. Hot sweat drifted off my brow, stinging my eyes and filling my gasping mouth with a sour taste, and my knees ached from the sharp changes in direction. Even my backpack—no lighter than a few pounds—felt like a lead weight.
My sprint carried me all the way to the other side of the upstairs section, in a secluded studying area. Then my sneakers screamed as I skidded to a stop. My chest heaved as I turned around and noticed the eerie silence and the even more eerie absence of the monster. It was just a few paces behind me, nowhere to been seen now.
Had it gotten tired and went for the others? No. Predators don’t give up so easily. Perhaps it was the anxiety, but I felt the danger, tasted bloodlust lingering in the air.
My gaze darted left and right, taking in all the possible angles that monster could emerge from. Far left, far right, or straight down the aisle. Why did there have to be so many damn books?
With tentative steps, I walked backwards to get a better view of the angles. I jumped when my butt collided with the corner of a table, making the foolish choice to glance behind. There was a creak from above, followed by a growl.
Shit.
The monster pounced from the top of the stack and lunged at me with an outstretched claw. It was by mere chance that I avoided getting crushed from its aerial surprise attack, but it did manage to clip my right shoulder while I threw myself to the ground. It tumbled across a table and smashed into some chairs while I leapt up and put space between us.
A dull, hot pain radiated from my shoulder. Something ran down my arm and dripped from my elbow, blood no doubt, but I couldn’t check. Not with that thing hot on my heels again.
When I felt its pace matching mine, I did another sharp turn down the stack, and then another, and I found myself sprinting down the center aisle again, the sounds of the monster colliding with the shelves ever present while it continued chase, growling and hissing the entire time.
The solarium came into view at the end of the aisle, urging me to sprint faster. Just as I was about to clear the collection of shelves, a sudden shock threw me forward. I rolled a couple times before my back collided with a podium housing a vase, which promptly fell over and shattered into hundreds of tiny pieces. The monster caught up faster than I expected, but that was partly due to my building fatigue. Thankfully, my backpack protected my back from the swipe that took me off my feet.
The monster pounced where my body was, but I rolled away at the last second—my body brushing against it—and jumped to my feet again. It was too close, I was too tired. My heart hammered like a piston in the wake of what could very well be my own death. I stumbled backwards in a feeble attempt to put distance between us while my mind raced, processing everything around me, but that wouldn’t have done any good. The monster was only a few feet away and climbing to its full height and the stairs were out of reach. There were only tables, chairs, and loose books around; I had nothing.
It stared me down, baring its grotesque teeth on its lifeless face. Time slowed to a crawl when it started its stride. The corded muscles dancing under its charcoal flesh, all moving to the melody of death and destruction. I didn’t know what to do, what could I do? All cognitive thinking left my mind as my brain struggled to fathom my mortality, all while the walking nightmare placed one foot in front of the other, while I stumbled backwards towards the railing.
I’m going to die, aren’t I?
It stretched its arm, looking to lance me with a charge. I had to do something, anything. When time slowed, my vision bloomed, taking in all the fine details of the world around me. The faint wear on the table tops from years of studying and reading; the complementary color scheme on the stained accents on the windows behind the beast; the individual titles of books from the nearby shelves and ones left behind on tables.
Book?
Mortality driving my brain to overdrive, a decisio was reached in an attosecond.
It’s something, isn’t it?
I reached out and snatched the book just as I got tackled through the railing. It was almost magical. Falling like that, in slow motion. Even the unnatural face of the monster went to the edges of my awareness as I fell. The weightless sensation was a nice break.
Time resumed its regular pace and my air time ended with a loud crash and a flash of black and purple. We fell a good fifteen feet on top of another reading table that was just below the railing. My head rang and I saw the world through a tunnel. Thankfully, I was coherent enough to shift my head to the side before it got smashed like a watermelon.
Claws sank all the way through the wood, and it appeared to be stuck once the monster failed to pull its arm back. Instead of dawdling on it, it roared and tried snapping at me with its jaws. I reached out with arms and held it back by the neck, but as I shifted, a searing pain rippled from my abdomen.
The book I held out managed to catch its claws before they skewered me. However, the book didn't stop them completely. They penetrated hallway through the pages, leaving a couple inches of exposed claw in my gut. Two inches wasn’t much, but damn did it hurt. The jostling of the monster ripped wave after wave of agony. Its own body weight was keeping the arm pinned; had the book not been distributing the pressure, this thing would’ve scooped out my guts like  a melon baller. 
Adrenaline tapered off and pain radiated from everywhere; most notably, my lacerated shoulder and my abdomen that left like it was getting tenderized by a spiked mallet. My arms grew heavy from fighting its superior strength. It growled and hissed at me madly, sending heated breaths that carried spittle on my face.
So foul was its breath that I couldn’t even begin to describe it; somewhere between rotten meat and ammonia.
Panic coursed through me when my arms buckled from the strain, putting its teeth inches from my face. There couldn’t be any other situation where I was more royally screwed.
Screwed? Son of a bitch.
I gritted my teeth and mustered what little strength I had and managed to give myself a few extra inches to work with. Supporting most of the weight with my left, I pushed. Drawing the screwdriver from my pocket at the same time, I drove it deep into the abomination’s eye. 
Viscus black blood streamed onto my arm and face before the monster snapped its head back to screech. I leaned up and punched the bottom of the screwdriver, driving the flathead home with a loud, sickening crunch. The screech cut off abruptly, then it slumped over me, dead.
I slipped out from underneath the heavy mass and rolled off the table, falling gracelessly to the floor. I just lay there, staring at the ceiling until my breathing settled. Everything throbbed. As I tried to sit up, my abdomen sent waves of pain through my body. Once the swell died down, I sneaked a peak at my stomach. Soaking right through my white Ramones shirt were four holes with accompanying rings of blood around each. Not a pretty sight, and it hurt tremendously, but blood wasn’t coming out of me like a leaky faucet. 
I fought against the pain and used the table leg to climb up. I might have a damn good excuse to be bellyaching, but I can’t waste my time bitching. Heart’s still beating and I have to move to keep it that way.
I stumbled and had to catch myself on the table and wait for the room to steady. I’m ninety-percent sure I had a concussion. Things spilled from my backpack from moving, then I remembered the swipe. I worked the sack off my shoulders and saw a massive rip that cut through almost all the pockets; had that claw met my bare flesh, well, let’s just say a little brain swelling isn't so bad. I ditched the tattered bag and started walking.  
As far as I could tell, the library was deserted. The others had to have gotten out by now. Just had to catch up now and get out. The university was huge, especially the library, but at this point, it was suffocating.
Caroline.
As I limped past the reference desk, I heard a loud crash and a yell—from a person, a woman. I stood, actively listening as silence filled the space.
Nothing. The only sound in the stillness was my own raspy breathing. Things were still fuzzy on my peripherals, so I must’ve imagined it.
I took another step forward and heard the groan of wood and another faint sound. Nothing but books for days and the odd studying table every so often, along with the occasional podium display; otherwise, completely abandoned.
I turned to leave when the wall behind me erupted, sending debris and loose books everywhere. I fell onto my butt and stared at the massive hole in the reference section.
Further ahead from the hole was a path of destruction that obliterated several tables, low bookshelves, and two podium pieces. Amidst the debris was a dark man bearing an ensemble straight from the Middle Ages. Matte-steel scale armor edged with gold covered his torso, a pauldron protected a majority of his right shoulder and neck, and steel gauntlets gloved his hands. Lying further away from him imbedded in the floor was a hefty claymore.
My attention snapped back to the hole where another figure flew through and tumbled across the floor a couple times before they settled onto their feet at the ready. A woman. 
She was tall and blonde, dressed similarly like the man, whom was rising from the rubble. Her hair was cropped short, stopping a little above her neck. She had razor-sharp features that complimented her equally sharp, mint-green eyes. Powerful curves graced her well-proportioned form. Pretty wouldn’t be appropriate because her features were far too fierce to be delicate in the slightest, but she was incredibly handsome, despite the murderous scowl.
Instead of scale armor, she wore tight fitting leather armor that revealed her trim figure. The only metal  armor being on her shoulders, forearms, shins, and faulds that hung around her hips like a skirt, all silver and trimmed with gold. In her hand was a miniature crossbow, at her hips were a sheathed dagger and a pouch of short bolts, and on her back was a full-sized bow along with a quiver of arrows.
Her attention fixed to the hole, she aimed her crossbow and fired. The bolt flew off into the hole, and then she cursed under her breath while loading another bolt.
A figure stepped through the wreckage, and my breathing stopped; another black-cloaked figure. He looked to be a man of moderate build, about six feet, and though his hood hid most of his head, I was able to see a portion of his face. His skin was pale, so pale that it almost looked white, but the most alarming were his eyes: piercing blue irises set in black sclera. The thing that stood before the two strange characters looked like a man, but I knew it was anything but.
The blonde shot off another bolt at the figure only for it to be slashed out of the air with his curved dagger. Before she could load, the cloaked man charged. She parried the dagger with her crossbow, sending it flying out of her hands, then drew her own dagger to guard his follow up strike.
Steel clashed, sparks flew, and the blonde was thrown off balance. A kick in her stomach sent her flying back into a bookcase. Pasty-face followed through with his kick to avoid four feet of steel.
The armored man tackled him with his shoulder just as the blonde rushed back into the fray with her dagger held low. The cloaked man recovered from the tackle and parried the armored man’s sword with the dagger in his right and caught the blonde’s wrist before she could sink into his into his flank. With expert maneuvering, he toppled the big man by throwing his weight backwards and tripping him with his foot, and then leveraged the blonde’s dagger by a violent twist of her wrist. Her cry was choked off when Pasty-face seized her by the throat and hurled her bodily towards me. 
I held out my arms to catch her, but grossly misjudged the force traveling behind her. She slammed into me like a linebacker and we both crashed into the floor. She let out a weak groan and I bit my lip in an effort not to cry.
“You okay?” I managed in a croak.
The blonde sat up abruptly and looked over her shoulder at me. She growled and pushed off my stomach, prompting another wave of agony, diving back into the fight.
“Bitch,” I groaned.
The big man needed all the help he could get. Even though he had a clear size and reach advantage, he struggled against the cloaked man, who danced around like a feather weight.
The blonde slid on the ground to slash at the cloaked man’s knees, but he jumped over her and cracked his elbow across the big guy’s jaw, causing him to stagger. She pivoted on her heel while still low to the ground and sent up a kick, which the cloaked man caught. She pressed herself up from the ground using the cloaked man’s grip as a pivot point and swing her other leg at his head.
He swayed back and used his momentum to throw the girl over and behind him. She flew through the air and crashed into the filing cabinet behind the reference desk. She landed on the ground with a hard thump, and then the filing cabinet teetered forward and fell on top of her.
The knight recovered from his hit and bellowed a war cry while he charged at the cloaked man. He swung his sword high over his head to cleave his enemy, but instead of committing to the swing, he stepped forward with a blinding step and slammed his pommel into the other’s face.
Black blood erupted from Pasty-face’s nose while he staggered back. He lashed out with a swipe only for it to be parried off to the side. Big man stepped in again and delivered a head butt to the already crushed nose, almost caving in the face this time. Once the cloaked man was sufficiently dazed, the big man skewered him on his claymore. The cloaked man dropped to his knees and stared up at his slayer. The big man met his gaze with a nasty grimace then promptly twisted his handle, making a sickening crunch as it rended flesh and snapped ribs. He kicked the man off of his sword, and then swung it onto his shoulder, standing victoriously over the corpse.
His head turned and his eyes met mine. The bloodied knight was intimidating, not just for his stature, but his hardened expression and dark skin made his face looked like it was chiseled from solid granite. His eyes were similar in that regard, like two brown, polished smoky quartz stones.
He stared at me for a silent moment, then took a hulking step forward, followed by another. Panic coursed through me and I struggled to rise. I just realized that a man clad in heavy armor carrying a sword straight out of Game of Thrones was not normal and he could pose the same danger as those eldritch horrors lurking around.
Just as I managed to stand, he veered off to my left and picked up the miniature crossbow that was knocked from the blonde’s hands earlier. He walked a few paces further and stopped in front of the reference desk.
“If you’re not dead, get up,” he said in a deep, commanding voice.
Pasty definitely had to be inhuman with how he moved and managed to throw her some fifteen feet. Something may be broken, she may even be dead. To my surprise, a weak groan was heard, followed by the sound of the filing cabinet shifting.
She clambered to her feet with her back and shoulders slouched. She rolled her shoulder back and pushed her chest out until something popped. She cocked her head to the side until she got another pop. “Dead?” she asked.
“Aye.”
She hacked some blood from her mouth in the corpse’s direction. “Rot in the shadows.”
“Aye.” He chucked the crossbow to her and she caught it.
The blonde hopped over the circulation desk and rolled her other shoulder. “Where’d Neepa go?”
“I lost her in the commotion of the battle; this archive is like a labyrinth.” His eyes roamed over his surroundings before settling on me again. I tensed as his eyes lingered on me, but then he dismissed me shortly after.
“Let’s go before we run into any corruptions,” the blonde said. The big man nodded and they began walking off.
“Hey!” I shouted. They both stopped and turned, either having a dubious face. Mr. Swole-as-shit looked at me indifferently while Legally Blonde glowered. “Who the actual fuck are you two?” I demanded.
“This doesn’t concern you, native,” she spat.
“Damn right it does,” I spat back. “I almost got killed by a fucking monster. Cloaked men with daggers, nightmarish monsters, knights in armor; I’m seeing some fucking parallels here! What the hell is going on?”
“You’re wasting our time,” the blonde denounced. “Now go off and cower like the rest of you natives.”
I stomped over to them, undeterred. “What. The. Fuck. Is happening?”
She opened her mouth but was hushed by the big man putting up his hand. “This is beyond you,” he said matter-of-factly. “Go and seek refuge while you can.”
“Wha—you can’t give something cryptic and then tell me to go fuck off! What’s happening?” I demanded again.
“How about this,” the blonde proposed, “I’ll answer your question if you can answer mine. Where are your relics of power?”
“Reli… Da fuck?”
She plastered on a faux smile. “Hmm, see? Wasting our time.” The glower returned on her face just before she turned heel and left, her companion following. 
Overwhelmed in confusion, I watched them walked away. Annoyed, and with a furious shake of my head, I stormed up to her side and seized her wrist.
“Listen here––” I started before she promptly grabbed my throat and slammed me into a nearby stack, knocking books from their spots. I prided myself in being strong from having a laborious life, but none of that strength seemed to matter in this woman’s presence. Her hand felt a few pounds shy of crushing my trachea.
“You listen,” she commanded, her calloused hand tightening. “As Iason gracefully put, it’s beyond you. You have no hand in our works.” She released her grip and I stumbled to the floor coughing. “Let’s go.”
She turned and continued on her way. Iason looked down and gave me a nod before following suit. They disappeared around the corner and it was just me again, slumped against a library stack with a bruised neck to add to the laundry list.
I dragged a hand over my face and absorbed what just happened. My eyes wandered up a clock built into the wall and I stared at hard, looking for any abnormalities. The second hand ticked in a steady manner, the numbers were arranged in their usual order, and nothing changed when I blinked. Not caught up in a dream.
I gave my cheek a final pinch then got up.
My total attention went to navigating library, to push that daunting exchange behind and to ensure I wouldn’t walk into another monster. I haven’t seen the two strange knight-looking characters; not sure if that’s good or bad. They raised the level of bat-shit crazy going on tenfold and I had so many questions, but they weren’t going to come from them.
‘Native?’ What the hell did she mean by that? ‘This is beyond you.’ What the hell is ‘this’ suppose to be? All the insanity was giving me vertigo. Or it’s portably the concussion.
I need to find the courtyard window.
I exited the mass of stacks and wandered onto the open floor in front of the circulation desk. This was the central hub of the library. Over a hundred year’s worth of history surrounded the area in the trophy cases: plaques of academic excellence for classes decades ago; junior photos of famous business men and women, some still around and some long since passed, and gifts and donations from various alumni. Standing here and staring at Melchizedek’s flag with the U.S. flag always gave me a flashback to the first tour, back to when I was trying to figure out what the hell I wanted to do with my life.
Now, of course, that was obvious: don’t die.
I started down the way that would lead to the study area when footsteps were heard approaching.
I scrambled between two stacks that would put me out of sight, but I felt really vulnerable. Should’ve dove behind the circulation desk. My heart hammered in my ears while I waited, listening to the footsteps coming out into the open. They sounded firm and evenly spaced, not like that of the monsters. The steps stopped in front of the desk, and then continued away from me and towards the rows of trophy cases on the far side.
Anxiety set its hands on my back and I broke out in a cold sweat. Something about the steps didn’t sit right with me; too steady, too calm, as if they were completely oblivious to what was going on. Or didn't seem to care. 
I risked a peek around the bookcase to see who it was.
The fuck?
I had to blink my eyes several times to verify what I was looking at. I saw the familiar curvature a woman’s figure unearth a midnight-blue cloak with long black hair underneath a witches’ hat. I'm not a hat expert, but that was exactly what it was. It had a big round brim and a long conical top that tapered into a fine point that drooped to one side. The hat looked like it came from a costume shop.
I pinched my cheek again and felt for any numbness in my arms. Nope, didn’t have a stroke and wasn’t dreaming.
The witch was peering intently into the case and went from one side to the other. She dangled what looked like a pendant from a chain in front of the glass. I thought it was a trick of the lights initially, but when I focused more on the pendant, I realized that it was emitting a pulsing, golden glow. It maintained a constant luminescence that would flare up for a moment before dying down. She went from left to right, then hung the pendant to the lower shelf and went all the way back to the left. She repeated the process until she was squatting in front of the lowest shelf. She hung her head low and let out a small whine.
“Oh, where is it?” she asked aloud with a voice like a bell. She turned and I ducked back behind the stack while she took a few steps. “It’s here, but where? Maybe there?” she said, walking towards the trophy case on the opposite side.
I slowly rose to my feet and pressed myself against the bookcase. She would see me clearly once she passed. She’s definitely not from around here and there’s no telling what her deal was.
I waited until she was a couple steps away and then pounced from hiding. She let out a surprised yelp when I drove her into the ground and pinned her arm into the small of her back.
“Who are you?” I asked, pressing her head to the ground. I was expecting either a strong silence or a threat, but instead I heard sobbing.
“P-please don’t… don’t hurt me,” she begged in broken cries.
Guilt ran through me like a chill while I sat atop a woman like a predator. I didn’t feel resistance under me, only the resulting tremor of her terror.
“I, uh….”
“Please, I, hic, I don’t want to, hic, please!” she sobbed.
“Look, I’m not going to hurt you, just… please stop crying. You’re making me really uncomfortable.”
She stifled her sobs and looked at me from the corner of her eye. “You’re not?”
“Depends. Are you going to hurt me?”
She gave me a slight shake of her head. I released her and stepped a safe distance away. She sat up and wiped her cheeks with the back of her hands, watching me keenly.
I looked down at her a thought, Wow. Her eyes were big and honey-brown, set into a flawless face with skin smooth like fine porcelain doll. She had an oval-shaped face with high cheekbones and a cute little chin. Everything south was impressive: well-endowed and perky in the chest with generous padding on the hips. It was like staring at a supermodel in her Halloween costume who was crying because some asshole managed to upset her.
I rubbed the back of my neck and felt another pang of guilt. “Sorry about that, I’m a little on edge. In case that wasn’t obvious,” I said, gesturing to my bloodied clothes. I… just,” I fumbled. I let out a breath and faced her head on. “I’m Al,” I said, offering my hand.
She retrieved her hat that had fallen off and looked at my hand. “N-Neepa,” she responded as she took my hand.
I helped her up and processed the name. “Neepa? That’s a unique—What? You’re with the blonde and the big guy?”
She blinked and cocked her head to the side. “You mean Eva and Iason?”
“I don’t know, yes? Girl with a resting bitch-face, carrying around a bow, and black Conan walking around with a big-ass sword?”
“Uh…” Neepa said, looking incredibly confused.
“Forget it. What the hell is going on and what the hell are you guys doing?”
“We’re…” she started then clacked her mouth shut. She spun around and pulled her hat down. “I’m not supposed to be talking to a native! Oh dear, I broke the rule, Oh,” she fretted, pacing side to side.
I stared at her with a deadpan expression. The hell is going on?
My attention left the pacing witch and onto the pendant she dropped from my surprise attack. I picked it up and felt a shock surge through me. A shock like  discharging static electricity on a door knob. But the shock  kept going, steadily, like a second pulse.
Wasn’t exactly a bad feeling.
“Why is this glowing?” I absently asked, dangling the pendant in front of my face. 
She turned and gasped. “No, don’t! Give it back!” She lunged for the pendant and I pulled it back and kept her at bay with my free arm.
“What is ‘it’?” She stood a full head shorter than me so her reach was nowhere close.
“You have no right to know!” she said then stood on her tiptoes for a better reach.
I felt my eye twitch and my frustration boiled. I pressed firmly on her shoulder and she whimpered as I leaned into her face. “I was choked out by your friend, ran a fucking marathon for my life, watched people get gutted and eaten, and had to kill one of those things with my bare fucking hands. You know seem to be a part of that madness. Please. Please, just tell me this: is any of this really happening? Because I’m really starting to question my sanity here.”
She held her hands close to her chest and drew a solemn face. I felt myself slipping, but I bit my tongue to keep me from going off the deep end. Her brown eyes softened and they bored into mine. It didn’t feel like she was looking at me, but into me, seeing the storm of fear and confusing roaring inside.
I saw her mouth open to protest again, but she stopped herself and pressed her lips into a thin line. Her brows furrowed together and she let out a small whine. “I can’t… please understand.”
I ground my teeth. All of this secrecy making me so frustrated that a wave of heat washed over my body. I shut my eyes and fought for calm.
Something brushed on my forearm. I opened my eyes to see Neepa resting her hand on my forearm. She had a somber look on her face and her eyes didn’t meet mine.
After a moment, she said, “I’m not sure if this will bring you much comfort, but I can assure that you’re not going insane. I’m sure this is all very difficult, but please hear me. I need the remnant back; time is running short for us. Please, Al.”
“Is that what this thing is called?” I asked, holding up the pendant, sorry, remnant. “And what are you running out of time for?”
Her eyes went wide, then she began waving her hands in front of her as if to erase her careless slip. “I, uh, no it’s not that, it’s…Give it back!” She lunged, catching me off guard. I pulled it back in time, but she over committed on her reach and plowed right into my chest. We both staggered back a couple feet before I fell with her on top of me.
“I didn’t say anything, now give it back!” she shouted, pawing at my clenched fist.
“What the hell, lady, that—UH!” I winced and sucked in a sharp breath when she rested her knee over my wounded stomach. She sat up on my lap and pulled her hand away in a panic
“I’m sorry, did I hurt you?”
“No shit!” I grimaced.
“Oh, sorry, sorry, I didn’t mean to!”
“Then stop jostling around!”
“You!” a familiar voice bellowed.
Eva emerged from an aisle with Iason behind her. She stood before Neepa and I, her gaze going up and down before settling on me, her eyes burning white hot.
“What are you doing?” Eva asked slowly. Her eyes could’ve turned milk into curd.
I looked back at Neepa, and my eyes drifted down to where she set herself. Neepa was essentially straddling my hips. Not exactly the most flattering position to be discovered in.
Neepa spoke before I did. “I was trying to get the remnant back!”
Eva saw the chain from my clenched hand and scowled. She stomped over and pulled Neepa off by her shoulders then stood over me. She stomped her boot over my wrist. I let out a cry, but held my fist closed tight.
“Release it,” Eva demanded.
“Tell me what the fuck is going on,” I said through clenched teeth.
She gave her boot a sharp twist then knelt down and placed the knee of her other leg over my throat.
“Release it or I’ll hack off your damned hand,” she whispered.
I choked under her boot then opened my hand. Neepa gasped when I did.
“Oh my…” she said reverently.
Eva, too, was staring with an awe stricken face. “What the…”
I looked to where they were staring and saw that the pendent wasn’t glowing with a pulsing golden glow anymore; it glowed a solid, bright white.
Eva shook her head and snatched it from my hand before she eased her knee off my throat, the white light cutting abruptly. I coughed in a fit and sat up.
“What the fuck! What the hell is that thing and what does the glowing—why is it glowing at all?” I asked.
Eva tossed the pendant to Neepa and said, “Keep looking.”
“But, Eva, the remnant—”
“Now,” she ordered with no room for backtalk. Neepa tensed and gave me a fleeting glance before she went back to the trophy case. Eva set her sharp gaze back on me and stared, resting her hand over the dagger at her hip. “Who are you?”
My gaze drifted to the dagger then back up. I swallowed a knot in my throat and said, “I can ask you the same thing.”
“Eva!” Iason shouted. We both turned our heads to see Iason with his back to us and his sword drawn. Her eyes widened and she ran to join him. I climbed to my feet, winching as I moved, and then heard a very faint tone. It reminded of the hearing test I got at school a long time ago, the test tone they give to determine if you were hearing impaired. It was low and quiet, like someone testing the bass string of a cello.
Neepa let out a trembling whine and when I went to glance at her, her face was white, fear construing her features.
“Eva, Iason, he’s calling more of them!” the scared witch shouted.
Down the aisle where the two knights were geared up, stood a lone figure in a black cloak, emitting an unsettling aura. After everything that has happened thus far, this anxiety was unusual. It was like seeing one of those monsters for the first time, the only difference now was whole other level of uncertainty.
Eva cursed and raised her crossbow, firing off a bolt at the figure. His cloaked moved in front of him like a fabric specter, deflecting the racing bolt harmlessly. He pulled his hood back and stared at us with piercing, blue irises set in orbs of black. I recalled him; it was the one who murdered the kid in cold blood and turned him into a monster.
“A Caster,” Eva stated much to her chagrin.
From either side of the Caster, two gray monsters appeared, staring us down like gargoyle statues. The ambient white tone ceased and both monsters let out vicious roars and charged down the aisle. 
Panic gripped my stomach and I took a step back. As much as I’d love to understand what the hell is going on, I’d rather not get ripped apart and shat out by some “thing” or get turned into said “thing” by that Voldemort-looking motherfucker. I saw Neepa trembling in front of the trophy case, her beautiful face twisted in fear.
“Don’t get distracted, keep looking,” Eva shouted. Neepa nodded and went back to what she was doing, dangling the pulsing pendant in front of the cases’ contents.
I hated to admit it, but this most certainly wasn’t my place. Iason was right: this is beyond me. The others might be waiting for me somewhere outside; Caroline might be waiting for me. What if there are more monsters out there and they need my help?
The raging beasts from down the aisle roared and charged alongside with the caster towards Eva and Iason. Iason tackled one of the beasts over his shoulder while swinging his sword at the second, narrowly dodging a blow from the Caster’s cloak. Iason pushed forward and the three of them disappeared out of sight, locked in battle.
Eva slashed at the beast Iason tackled and dealt a sizable gash in its arm, but the beast retaliated with a slash of its own that she managed to block with her armored forearms, throwing her back. The stack her back collided with shook and deposited a dozen books on the floor. The impact didn’t faze her in the slightest and she went on the offensive.
They all seemed very capable fighters. I would get in the way if I stuck around, not to mention killed. It was blind chance that I managed to survive all the shit that’s been thrown at me.
After my choice was made, I only made it ten steps when Neepa screamed. A monster leapt from the top of the stacks like the other did to me, and surprised her while she was preoccupied. The monster clawed and pounded at her, but its blows struck a white haze inches from her outstretched arms. Neepa’s arms buckled and she let out a shrill shriek.
Eva cried out and made a move to aid, but was reeled back into her battle with the other monster. Iason gone, still battling out of sight.
My feet were moving before I realized it, and grabbed the American flag from the base as I passed the circulation desk. The bronze eagle rammed into the ribs of the beast and it rolled off Neepa. The flag was meant for patriotism, not stabbing. The blow felt solid, but it was still just a glorified shove. Milky eyes trained on me, and the monster’s razor-lined maw opened wide.
“Neepa,” I whispered, “if you know of any weaknesses this thing has, now would be a good time to tell me.”
She climbed to her feet and cowered behind me. “What do you mean weaknesses?”
“Silver, garlic, water, or saying it’s name backwards, fucking anything?”
“What good would any of that do?” she cried.
“Throw me a fucking bone here,” I lashed out. The monster let out a low growl and rose to its full height. “Now, please.”
“Uh–– uh, head—h-heart, those,” she stammered. “Anything less isn’t effective.”
Shit. The hard way, then.
It charged and I rammed the bronze eagle into its chest, maintaining a small buffer of distance. It’s muscled arm swing through the shaft, shattering it. The gold cord and tassel got tangled around its forearm in the process. A roar nearly deafened me from how near this thing was, then it swung at me with a gangly arm, its shiv-like claws missing me by a hair. Though the attack shortened my impromptu weapon, it did give it a point, which I used to ram at its chest. The attack landed high, puncturing the shoulder and pushing it back a step. It hissed and swing with the arm tangled in patriotic colors, the broken haft and tassel throwing off its aim.
My abdomen throbbed and I held back a scream as I ducked. The sudden movement caused fresh blood to seep down my belly. I lost myself amidst the pain and saw the monster winding back to slash me to ribbons only for its hand to stop a few inches short, striking a wall of hazy white light.
Bewildered, but not wanting to waste the opportunity, I took my makeshift spear and rammed into the monster's chest. It let out a wounded roar and stumbled backward, which I followed, pushing harder and harder to get through its ribcage.
We came to a stop once the monster’s back collided into a wall. Lactic acid coursed through my forearms as I squeezed and rammed the gnarled stake as far as possible. The shaft gave a few extra inches and produced a sickening crunch, where an additional six inches of wood disappeared into sickly, grey flesh. There was a hiss, a gurgle, then nothing; the grotesque form going limp.
I released my grip on the ruined flag pole, which stayed fixed in the monster’s chest as it slid off the wall, trailing a smear of gooey black blood where the tip punctured through the back. I collapsed to my knees, trying desperately to gasp while not barfing.   
I just killed another walking nightmare with basically a stick, and if it weren’t for a magically endowed beauty, I would’ve been dead.
The shield of hazy light, was that her? What the fuck was that? A moot point to be thinking about the mysterious aid because if it didn’t show up then, my face would’ve turned into hamburger.
Dead? I seriously almost died. Actually, this is like the third, fourth… fuck.
My stomach turned and I had to hold a hand over my mouth as a sickly burp climbed up my throat. 
I jumped when something wrapped around my neck, but my fear faded when I heard Neepa’s shuddering voice.
“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she sobbed into my shoulder.
“Neepa!” Eva cried.
She ran up to us with a bloody dagger held at her side. The metal bracer on her left forearm was gone and there was a nasty gash in its place, though she didn’t seem to care. The longbow and quiver on her back was gone, no doubt slashed off considering all the gouge marks on her armor.
“Are you okay,” she asked Neepa, shoving me out of the witches’ embrace.
“Watch it,” I winced.
Eva ignored me and helped Neepa to her feet.
“Where’s Iason?” Neepa asked.
“He’s fighting still fighting the Caster, we need to hel––”
Iason’s body flew into view and smashed right through the circulation desk. He lay battered and bloody amongst the wood rubble, much like the first time I ever saw him. However, this time, he wasn’t showing any signs of getting up.
His opponent walked into view calmly, looking no worse for wear from the engaged tussle it had with Iason.
Eva paled and put herself in front of Neepa and me, miniature crossbow and dagger drawn.
Whatever luck has been gracing me looks like it’s about spent.






Chapter 5


“Neepa,” Eva whispered. “Take the remnant and run, I’ll hold it off.”
“No,” Neepa whimpered. “We leave together.”
Eva glared over her shoulder. “Protecting you is my duty; you still have to do yours.”
Before Neepa could protest, the Caster began approaching. Eva pounced towards him like a cheetah, moving far beyond what I thought would be humanly possible. 
As soon as she was within a few feet, the Caster’s cloak sent out a fabric tendril that wrapped around her waist and took her off her feet. She was slammed into a bookshelf on the left, where she let out a hoarse cry, and then she was smashed into a wall on the right. Finally, the tendril tossed her limp body over the Caster’s shoulder like she was a half-eaten apple.
Neepa squeaked in fear. She hastily tugged on the hem of my shirt, pleading for me to get up. Fear had rendered me near immobilized; rising took so much effort, even with Neepa’s desperate tugging. My body was probably reaching the end of its reserves. Not that it was going to matter.
The Caster stalked up to us, staring with an odd expression that was equal parts disinterest and intimidation.  Neepa and I stood side by side like deer in the headlights of a semi.
“Um,” I muttered.
Not sure why that came out. I didn’t even have a plea ready. Just like when your parents found the flower vase you broke, you’re too scared to form a coherent response. But instead of a spanking, I was whipped across the room by the cloak’s tendril.
The world rushed before my eyes in a blur, and I slammed back-first into a display case, shattering the glass and crushing the shelves. I crashed to the floor, landing on a generous sprinkling of glass, pain blooming from everywhere. That hit should’ve killed me, at least knocked me out. 
I rolled onto my side over glass, breathing sending sharp pains in my back and chest. Eva motionless not too far away. Past her I saw the Caster had Neepa by her throat, his hand drawing a dagger from his belt.
The scene in the hallway played back, and I shuddered.
Something. I had to do something, anything.
I gasped while struggling to find my strength, but my body wouldn’t listen. Too much blood loss, too much damage, too much concussions. Wait, is that right? Concusi?
Fuck I don’t know.
Panic set in and I frantically looked around for anything that could help. My eyes fell on Eva’s miniature crossbow, the bolt still in the arrow slide just a few feet away.
Neepa let out a terrified cry and struggled in the Caster’s grip. I crawled towards the crossbow with the same ferocity as a cockroach and snatched it up. I’ve shot a gun before, this shouldn’t be that different.
I leveled the aiming post at the Caster’s head and squeezed the trigger. The bolt flew in a true path, but that damned cloak of his caught the arrow when it was mere inches from his pasty face. He looked over his shoulder and stared right at me.
A chill ran down my spine and I let out a single, terrified breath, as if the last of my hope had just left me in that air. I dropped my head and pounded my fist once into the ground, feeling defeated. Keeping my head down, I spared the sight of him finishing off Neepa while I waited for my end.
Approaching footsteps forced my head up. Neepa kicked and clawed at the tendril hoisting her in the air, while the Caster focused on me, creeping forward with his glowing dagger at his side.
Pissed about the pot shot, huh?
Looks like I got bumped up on his kill list. I stared at my bloody fist while cowering, waiting. Memories flooded back of old abusive homes. The vision little me glaring up at the sack of shit who liked to touch my other brothers and sisters playing back like an old film. I didn’t cower when I shattered his kneecap with the Chinese checkers board. I managed then when I was a scrawny whip; I’m a man now, why give up now?
Heart’s still beating.
Fear was keeping my heart beating, but anger was driving me to move. It may be a stupid, prideful thing, but if I had to choose a quiet death on my back, or a violent death on my feet, I’d go standing while flipping the double bird.  
I managed to sit up, and then looked around the floor in the hopes that another bolt may have slipped from Eva’s pouch when she was thrown, but there were none. The only things around me were broken glass and whatever contents were in the case I was thrown into.
Shit.
I chucked the miniature crossbow at the approaching man, but it fell short and landed at his feet. Amongst the debris of the case was a model of an early caveman’s skull, a purple geode cross-section, and a bokken sword––a wooden training sword. The geode won; figured a heavy rock was better than nothing.
It didn’t seem to matter to the Caster that I armed myself because he continued towards me without the slightest hesitation in his stride. Neepa still struggled in his cloak’s grasp.
I stayed low, pretending to look weaker than I was. When he was within a few feet, I willed what little strength I had and exploded off the ground with the rock wound back. I figured his careless disregard  would allow for one good shot. But that only would’ve worked in perfect world.
Just as I got to my feet, a hand snaked around my throat in a white blur, stopping me dead in my tracks. One firm squeeze was all it took to render me helpless. I dropped the stone in a panic and clawed at his wrist, kicking my feet as he hoisted me up to meet his ghostly face.
He uttered some foreign words, his voice icy and calm as he pressed the dagger into my belly.
“..Uck… gou…” I garbled as I felt the pressure building in my ears and behind my eyes. The blood trapped in my head made the world throb with my racing pulse.  
I closed my eyes and hoped that my end would be quick. However, before the Caster could stab me, Neepa yelled, “Iubar Lux!”
I opened my eyes only to be greeted with a blinding light emitting from Neepa’s outstretched hand that she held to the Caster’s face.
He roared and dropped me and the strange dagger. He turned his attention to Neepa, and then her magic light suddenly stopped and she let out a choked cry as the cloak tightened around her throat, turning her face red and her eyes bloodshot.
Blood rushed from my head to the rest of my body like cascading gasoline, absolute fury setting off the spark that ignited it into roaring flames. I wouldn’t waste the opportunity Neepa gave me, it won’t be in vain.
The bokken was by my feet so I grabbed it and wound up like I was about to hit the mother of all home runs.
He must’ve anticipated the strike because his cloaked went up like a shield in front of his face. But, to both our surprise, the cloak gave under the blow like it was just simple cloth.
I felt the impact radiate down my arms as the Caster’s head whipped back from the blow, dropping Neepa to the ground in a heap.
I stepped in for a follow up, but he stopped my arm with his. At the same time, he drew another dagger from his belt and stuck me in the stomach. The blade sank deep, the cold steel churning my gut in a dull throb. An animalistic growl escaped my mouth, then I nailed him with a hook. Mystical being or not, a left hook on the jaw will rock anyone’s brain.
He wavered, pulling the knife from my gut and losing his hold on my right. I swung the sword like a baseball bat and struck him on the temple, which promptly sent him to the floor. I kneeled on top of him, smashing the pommel down on his face repeatedly. The Caster’s pale face split and black blood flowed over his features, which became less recognizable after each subsequent smash. I kept going, the thumps becoming wet smacks until a face didn’t remain, just a cavity of black meat. The strikes only stopped once the sword slipped out of my hands, the handle too slick to hold, my palms raw and trembling.
I struggled to my feet, gasping. I took two steps away from the Caster, and then fell onto my back. Pain didn’t register, not even when my vision shook from the fall.
It was cold, like being caught in autumn without a jacket. I didn’t need to be a doctor to know the stab was bad. Things going fuzzy on my peripherals painted a clear picture.
So this is it, huh? Well, I may be dying on my back, but at least I killed a wizard, or whatever the fuck he was. I’m sorry Mom... Dad…Harold…Caroline…
Neepa peered over, tears streaming down her lovely face. She was saying something, but couldn’t make out anything. When did it get so quiet? She seemed to be miles away now, her visage twisting away as if I fell into a black hole that was warping my reality. Then everything fell away as darkness swept forth.
✽✽✽
 
When I opened my eyes, I saw a blue sky. Not a cloud to stand in the way of the infinite blue. We don’t get days like this until late June. My eyes roamed the sky until I saw another face.
Peering down over me was Caroline. I was resting in her lap on top of a hill that overlooked an expansive green field that had no end. Never thought grass could get that green or grow that densely.
The pain from earlier gone, nothing but a memory. In fact, I felt good, warm even. Caroline gingerly brushed my hair with her slender fingers as she smiled down at me.
Her hair danced with the subtle breeze while she attended to me.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Did we get out?” I asked, extremely confused yet still remaining in her lap.
She didn’t answer. Instead, she leaned over me and planted a kiss on my forehead, the tender show of affection sending a tingle that spread throughout my everything.
Caroline stared down at me with that gentle smile of hers. I never realized how charming she looked without her glasses. I just met her gaze and enjoyed the way she brushed her thumb over my cheek.
“I’m a little sad that we didn’t talk sooner, I never noticed how good of a person you were.” Her expression  withered a little, but she still wore her smile. “I just wanted to let you know that, Al. I want you to live a long and happy life.”
Caught up in the lucid nature of everything, her words didn’t register. Everything came forth as if on a delay, or like I’m reviewing the scene in hindsight. Is it happening or had it already happened?
I took the hand that was over my cheek, her flesh warm, real. “Caroline, what are you saying? I’m right here, we can just go find the others and––”
She silenced me with a finger, and then gently shook her head. “You can’t stay,” she said.
“I-I don’t understand.”
Her eyes watched me, no traces of fear, just remorse. She looked out over the rolling hills, her smile growing all encompassing, knowing. “Don’t forget to smile. Goodbye.”
A lasso seemed to secure around my waist, jerking me violently through the earth and into never ending darkness, away from the pool of light where Caroline was.
The light grew smaller, into a pinhole, then it was gone.
✽✽✽
 
An unfamiliar ceiling greeted me when I opened my eyes again. Exposed, rustic-looking timber cross sections made up the ceiling. I was inside, on a bed, and if the heaviness of my lids was any indication, awake. 
I tried to move my head to see the rest of the room, but couldn’t. As soon as my muscles contracted, pain laced through me in an insufferable drone.
Before testing the extent of my motion a hand rested on my chest. Fighting against stiff, painful muscles, I turned to see Neepa in a chair at my bedside.
“Don’t force it, you’ve been severely injured,” she said softly. Disheveled dark bangs hung in front of her eyes that bore deep bags, as if she hadn’t slept for a day.
My throat was dry and scratchy. It took a moment to work up the moisture to ask, “What happened?”
She gave me a weak smile and said, “You killed the Caster. You saved us.”
Everything flooded back to me in parts; mismatched scenes blending together in a mess of a memory. A scene played back that made my throat hurt.
“Where's Blondie and the big guy?” I asked.
“They’re alright. Out of all of us, you were the most injured.”
“Oh,” was all that came out. Perhaps it was the blood loss or the concussions, but it took me awhile to remember something important.
My eyes widened and I sat up with a start, instantly regretting it when pain rippled through my midsection. I looked down and saw most of my chest, stomach, and arms were wrapped in thick bandages. Neepa jumped to her feet and had her hands out to push me back down, but I swatted them away and asked heatedly, “Where are the others?”
“Others?” she asked unsurely.
“My classmates. Did they get out, are they safe?” I demanded.
She sat back down and stared at her hands. “T-They’re okay.”
“Where are they?”
“Well…I don’t know, when we took you––”
“What do you mean you don’t know?” I winced when I shouted; breathing felt like getting lanced with hundreds of needles. “You took care of me. They couldn’t be too far away to help, let’s just go and––”
A thick, wooden door on the other side of the room opened and a man who I almost mistook for Iason stepped in. He wore similar attire that made it look like he was from the Middle Ages and had the same dark complexion. He was mountain-esque like Iason, but he looked to be a touch younger and had a long mane of golden hair and a rough goatee, an odd and almost impossible sight to see blond hair on a man of his color. It looked far too natural to be dyed. 
“Ah, good, I was just coming to check on our native friend,” he said as he observed me. He turned his attention to Neepa and his expression visibly soured. “See to it that he makes it to the head of the guard, and make sure he doesn’t keel over,” he reported to Neepa with a heavy, cold inflection.
“Y-yes,” she said without pulling her eyes from her lap.
The man looked back at me and gave a long look, then smiled at me that looked like he was trying too hard. He stepped back out and left.  
I stared at the door, trying to take everything in chunks to properly register it.
Did I imagine that?
I took in the rest of the room to shake off the thought of that man. There was an open window that illuminated the dreary interior of this medieval-style room. The walls were daub and wattle, the kind of walls you’d see on an upper-class cottage. However, the walls looked rough and the timber beams looked old and worn, just like the floors, which were potted in some areas, and scuffed everywhere else. 
It felt like being inside that antique farmhouse I visited for a field trip back in middle school.
“Where the fuck am I?”
Neepa folded her hands on her lap. “We should see the head of the guard, he’ll inform you.” Her head snapped up and her eyes widened. “Oh! I saved this for when you awoke.” She pulled a corked vial from her pocket, a milky green substance sloshing around inside. “It’ll help with the pain,” she said, uncorking it.
I stared at it with trepidation.
“Please,” she urged. “It’s medicine, it’ll help, I promise.”
Normally, I wouldn’t take questionable substances from strangers, but not many strangers were magical beauties like Neepa. If she wanted to harm me, she could’ve done it while I was asleep. I let her bring the vial to my lips, and tilted my head back as she poured. Bitterness assaulted my palette that made swallowing a fight. It tumbled down my throat, and then my whole mouth became numb.  
“Jesus,” I said through a cough. My tongue couldn’t even feel my own teeth.
She sat back down and pocketed the vial. “Just give it a moment.”
Sure enough, the searing pain in my midsection and the throbbing in my head receded slightly. I still felt awful, but the painful tension was given some much needed slack. I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and let the sheet that was covering me fall. Neepa’s eyes went wide and her gaze traveled south, her face turning beet-red. I looked to where she was looking and realized that I was stark naked.
I pulled the blanket back over my lap in a panic and shouted, “Where are my clothes?”
Neepa hastily cover her eyes and said, “Your clothes were ruined.” She jumped to her feet with her hands still over her eyes and walked right into the nearby wall. She yelped and made a whining sound. She felt around with her hand until they brushed along a short standing shelf.
Resting on top of the shelf were a folded set of clothes and a pair of boots, which she grabbed and held out towards me, her eyes still shut.
I snatched the clothes and held them over my lap. “…thanks.”
Neepa slowly scooted towards the door and opened it. “I’ll give you a moment to change.” She peeked through the gaps of her fingers and then asked, “Unless you need help?”
“Outside,” I said flatly.
She hastily left the room and closed the door, managing to get a portion of her dress caught in the crack. The door snapped open and she promptly tugged her dress free.
I shucked off the sheets and examined the clothes: a pair of black pants, black leather boots, and a long-sleeved white shirt with a laced v-neck. Getting the pants on was a bit of a challenge because my legs and back ached horribly, but the loose shirt was more forgiving.
Neepa knocked and opened the door a crack just as I was getting the boots on. She peeked her head in with her eyes closed and asked, “Are you okay?”
“I’m decent, if that’s what you’re asking,” I replied.
She opened her eyes and observed my attire.
“Sorry if they don’t fit well, it was all they had on hand,” she said quietly.
“It’s better than being naked,” I said. The clothes were a touch loose, but comfortable. 
I took a deep breath and climbed to my feet. I felt stiff as a board and throbbed like a raw nerve, but I was standing. I took a few steps and began teetering, but Neepa was quick to put herself under my shoulder.
“You don’t have to do that; I’ll get my bearings, eventually,” I said, trying to shrug her off, but she didn’t budge.
She buckled under my weight, but managed. “I’ll help you until then,” she said, her lips curling in a subtle smile. 
When it became apparent how difficult moving was, I cut the macho act. She grabbed her hat from the floor, then led me out into a hallway that looked just as rustic as the room I was in. We passed more closed rooms and a few bystanders, who looked gruff and burly, their gazes scrutinizing as we passed.
We followed the hall until it came to an open archway to the sunny outdoors. Beyond the archway was a covered, stone walkway that lead straight into a much larger building constructed of stone. Actually, a castle would’ve been the more appropriate term. It was difficult to really gauge the size from where I was.
On either side of the path was open space. To my right was a courtyard that had a few bystanders walking around, all of whom stared back at me. And on the other side was a group of men and women who held swords and shields. They were practicing moments before, but all ceased to stare as Neepa led me along. The avid attention was unwelcome.
We set foot into the castle, the floor before us illuminated with a plethora of bright swirling colors. When I looked behind and above the doorway, I saw a sprawling stained glass window crafted in such a way to depict some trippy imagery.
It looked to be a golden triangle with a single white circle within it, and vaguely humanoid shapes were arranged around it with locked arms. And beyond them was a swirling mass of red, purple, and black, like some sort of roaring inferno or dancing shadow.
Neepa led me deeper into the vast structure, taking several turns until we came into an antechamber. Two armored men were waiting in front of a pair of tall wooden doors. Neepa’s hand tightened on my shoulder, and when I looked over, her eyebrows where drawn close and she swallowed loud enough for me to hear.
Wordlessly, the men stepped aside and opened the door, urging us forward.
We slowly walked into a massive courtroom of sorts; wooden pews were set around the room in a loose circle with an aisle leading to bench on a raised platform. Crowding the room were men and women, some clad in armor, others not. The light murmur of conversation dropped off as soon as Neepa and I walked in.
The crowd parted and created a path directly to the  bench, where a man was sitting behind like a judge. As Neepa lead me down the aisle, I got a better look at the guy. His gray hair and wrinkles told me he had some years on him, but he was also probably the biggest, most intimidating guy I’ve seen thus far. His tunic hugged his massive chest so tightly that it looked like he could shred it just by flexing. The muscles bounding his forearms and biceps looked capable of rending steel like tinfoil. A long horizontal scar that started on his cheek and wrapped around his face spoke of a man familiar with conflict, but his coal-colored eyes gave that impression, too. The kind of hard gaze only men of war could cast. My legs were starting to feel a little weaker.
Neepa and I came to a stop at the foot of the bench. The man stared down at me, taking in every subtle detail of my character in drawn-out silence.
“What is your name?” his finally asked. His voice was low and coarse, like dragging an anvil across a concrete floor.
I opened my mouth, but no words came. I swallowed the frog in my throat and said, “A-Alfonso…Alfonso Engel. But just Al is fine,” I quickly added.
“Al of the family Engel?”
“…yeah.”
He stared at me for another eternity before he nodded his head and rose. Christ, he was as tall as an oak tree. I bet this is what it would feel like to meet Andre the Giant.
“Tell me, what are you?” he asked, but his tone was more like a demand.
“I… I’m not sure what you mean,” I nervously admitted. Trying to politely match his gaze took a lot of mental effort.
He didn’t seem bothered, so he clarified. “Are you a warrior, a knight of some kind?”
“No.” I almost chuckled when he said that, but his expression and voice was dead serious, as were all the faces staring on from the pews. And, of course, a long stare and silence followed. I gently eased Neepa’s arm off and stepped forward. “I don’t mean to be rude, uh, what was your—”
“Sigemond, head of the Arms of Earus,” he boomed.
“Sigemond. Well, I would like for you to answer some of my questions before I answer yours.” I let out a heavy breath and rubbed my temple. “I am, very, very, very, confused, and I would love some answers.”
He nodded in approval and urged me with a wave of his club-like hand.
“Is this heaven and are you God?”
He looked taken aback by that, waiting to see if I was serious. “No. I am a man and you are in the world of the living. Why ask such a thing?”
“Just… checking.” I sighed heavily and ran a hand down my face. “I’m sorry, I’m just…I’m really losing my shit here.” I chuckled a little manically in some weird coping mechanism. “If I’m not in heaven, then where the actual fuck am I?”
Some people gasped and others scowled at my language, but I didn’t have it in me to humor mild conversation. Answers were promised and I wanted them. My mental state was worn paper thin, a full breakdown feeling very possible.  
I dropped my head and squeezed my eyes tight, trembling as I struggled to stay calm. A part of me was actually hoping that all of this was just some super lucid nightmare while my body dozed peacefully in econ. The other part knew better, knew that all the things I witnessed happened. 
Neepa drew back into my side and rested a hand on my shoulder.
“Al…” she whispered soothingly. 
However, a firmer grip on my other shoulder brought me back from the fringe of an emotional breakdown. Sigemond had stepped down from his bench and stood before me, his face bore nothing but sympathy.
“From what I’ve been told thus far, you’ve had an incredibly troubling time. You are right to feel distraught,” Sigemond assured. He released my shoulder and stepped back. “I know nothing of the world you hail from, and I know you know nothing of my world, but I will expound on the details so you feel less muddled.”
“World? W-what—what are you getting at?” I asked.
“There are many worlds, Al. Far more than you can imagine, and many, like yours, were oblivious to this fact. Except for my world, for we are the descendents of the first to receive the gift, the beginning that permeated throughout the cosmos that banished the darkness and brought forth the light that breathed life into many shapes and forms.
“We are the first descendants of the First. The First was the first; the first thing to ever be from the nothingness. And that single point of being became three. Those three points are the three principles of existence: matter, spirit, and energy. With those principals came the One, the first one. The One was our mother and father, the one who birthed all, and the one who protected all from the darkness. For you see, as something came from nothingness and evolved, so did the nothingness itself.
“The great void served as the womb that birthed the Null: the very embodiment of contradiction. The Null is, but isn’t. Its sole purpose is to reduce everything to naught. Whenever the One birthed a world, the Null would appear and envelope it in darkness, undoing all.
“The One was mighty enough to vanquish the Null and return life, but it always returned, and they would wage this war of attrition for eons. To end this violent cycle, the One devised a way to ensure that life would carry on forever.
“The One went off into the void where the Null thrived. It offered itself, which the Null greedily accepted in the hopes to render the One into the primordial dust. But the One intended to embrace the Null, which would bring forth the One’s greatest revelation: polarity. Being and nonbeing; light and dark; positive and negative; man and woman; life and death. And with that, the One would create other beings that were the embodiment of the three principles and polarity. That was how we, you, and all sentient life across all lands came to be.
“With matter, came form; with spirit, came the soul; with energy, came the mind. And with polarity came balance. Those that came to be would come to end, only for them to be again. Following that cycle, the first true world came to actualization, and then the first inhabitants, and then the first civilization. This true first world was impervious to the Null. Where there is balance, the Null cannot go. So with its children safe, the One could keep creating more and more worlds across space and time.”
Sigemond drew in a heavy breath, his face crestfallen.
“However, since the One gained something from the Null, so too did the Null gain something from the One. The Null took the two principles of matter and energy and would mimic what the One accomplished. However, it would produce bastardized forms that mimicked true life. As the children of the One would grow, so did the children of the Null. The One knew that in order to avoid another never ending cycle of beginning and ending, it needed to make its children stronger. To do that, the One fragmented itself amongst all life.”
Sigemond and everyone else in the room clasped their left and right hands together and held them close to their chests, then they pushed their hands out and spread them in a wide arch.
“One for all,” they said in unison.
“The One was weakened by this,” Sigemond continued, “but it secured life in the face of the Null’s children. The very last remnants of the One came to the first world, and tasked us as the first descendants with the responsibility of ensuring that existence would continue to be. And with that, the One drew itself back into the first point.
"The One started as a seed that served as the catalyst for all life, and it would go back to a seed, waiting to sprout once more if need be. This is the Great Seed of Life, which we are all tasked to protect.”
Once again, everyone outstretched their arms before bringing them in and clasping their hands together, holding them close to their chest and saying in unison, “All for one.”
With some much to unpack, I stood there with my mouth open like an idiot.
“…okay, th-that’s…wow,” I said. I took a moment to get my thoughts straight. “Epic lore aside, what does that have to do with the monsters and me being here?”
“In the last several thousand years, the Null have devised a way to bring about the end of everything,” Sigemond said grimly. “Since the Null cannot end the children of the One, they've learned to use its own children against itself.”
“What? That doesn't… what?” I asked, trying to fathom all this.
“The One distributed most of itself so that all would have power and protection from the Null, which in turn diluted the power of the One. But, if life would cease at the hands of the Null, the power would return back to the Great Seed. If all life and existence was in danger, the One would be whole again. However, instead of destroying the traces of the One, the Null have been seizing it, corrupting it.
“The monsters you speak of are corrupted beings created by the children of the Null. The force driving a person’s body is corrupted, stolen to suit the Null needs, producing a monstrous husk, disrupting the balance and threatening the order of everything. The One’s power came in many forms not limited to living creatures, and it would often be imbued within physical objects. Null forces seek out artifacts to add to their own might. That is where my raiding teams come in, some of which you should already be familiar with.”
I assumed he meant Neepa, Eva, and Iason.
“They are sent to other worlds such as yours to secure artifacts that possess a collection of the One’s power. Such artifacts are dangerous in the hands of the Null because the power within them is potent, even catastrophic. By collecting them, we deprive the Null of resources while bolstering our own forces.”
I was beginning to make connections, but there was still one glaring detail. “But why me? I mean, why did you bring me here?”
Sigemond clasped his hands behind his back and directed his gaze out the tall, leaded windows. “You see, Al, in the past several hundred years, our forces have taken up the policy to not intervene in worlds that are oblivious to this war. I hope you can understand how fruitless of an endeavor that would be. It may be cold, but that is the state we are in. It is forbidden to take natives from their world to ours.” He rubbed the gray stubbles of his chin while his dark eyes looked fixedly at me. “However, Neepa insisted that you be brought back.”
I looked at Neepa and she dipped her head slightly, giving me a nervous smile.
I shook my head. “Why?”
“You killed a Caster, did you not?”
The memory sent a rile of pain in my gut. “Yeah, the pasty guy, right?” A quiet murmur coursed through the room at my confirmation.
“That is no small feat, Al. Casters are dangerous beings that have learned how to harness and use the corrupted power of the One; black magic, as we call it. They too hold the capacity to wield artifacts they have corrupted. If it not for your intervention, then my unit would’ve fallen and I humbly thank you for that. However, there is one detail I’ve been told that is more pressing.”
My palms grew clammy. “What?”
Sigemond turned and ushered someone from the crowd forward with a wave of his hand. It was a woman dressed in dignified blue robes, holding an ornately carved wooden box. Sigemond opened the box and pulled out a pendant identical to the one Neepa had. The stone pulsed with an effulgent golden glow.
“Give me your hand,” he said.
After a moment of hesitation, I held out my arm. Sigemond took my hand, mine looking like a toddler’s in comparison, then rotated my wrist till my palm faced up. Carefully,  he lowered the pendant.
The pulsing, faint golden glow was snuffed out by brilliant white light, the sight earning gasps and shouts as people crowded around for a closer look. Sigemond’s hardened expression looked incapable of showing surprise, but his thick eyebrows shot up to his graying hairline.
What the fuck is going on?




Chapter 6


Due to circumstance, there wasn’t a whole lot of time to think about the remnant, but it gained my undivided attention when it lit up like a bulb under my touch.
“What does the light mean?” I asked, my eyes locked to the mysterious stone.
My eyes followed the stone as Sigemond pulled it from my palm, then lowered it back into the box. He turned back and considered my question for a moment.
“I don’t know,” he said unceremoniously.
I stared at him and said, “Huh?”
“We don’t know why it glows white because we have never seen such a thing before,” Sigemond said.
“Well, if…” I trailed off before I realized that I got ahead of myself. “Wait, what is it anyways?” With the plethora of shit thrown at me, no wonder I almost overlooked the magical, glowing stone.
“What you held is what we call a remnant—a stone that has been transfused with the power from the Great Seed. Armed with remnants, our mages are able to seek out artifacts that contain potent amounts of the One’s power. Once fed with the user’s magic, the stones react to any latent energy by the pulse and intensity of the glow; the closer one is, the more solid and bright the glow.”
“So sort of like radar, then?”
Sigemond furrowed his thick eyebrows. “Pardon?”
Right. Haven’t seen any advance technology anywhere.
“Uh, never mind. But, if you don’t know what it means, what am I supposed to do?”
“If I may, Sigemond?” the woman in the blue robes stepped up and asked.
Sigemond nodded and gave her the floor. The woman handed off the ornate box to another woman in blue robes and stood before me. She was striking, like Neepa, but she had more years on her. Still, that hardly detracted much from her in that regard; if anything, it added an alluring sense of maturity about her. She had eyes like the ocean, vastly blue and sparkling like when  light dances off rippling waves. Golden locks spilled down to her back, a portion of it in a braid and slung over her shoulder. The robes she wore was heavy, but I could still make out an hourglass figure beneath it. She bowed her head and addressed herself.
“I am Julika of the family Evasse and apprentice of the Grand Mage. The radiance of the remnant may be new, or it may be knowledge long forgotten and buried within the archives. Normally, the Grand Mage would be the one investigating this phenomenon because of her vast knowledge, knowledge that has yet to be transcribed. Her Greatness’ responsibilities require her to travel all over the worlds, so she isn’t present at this time. I am overseeing our kingdom’s mages in her stead.
“Since I lack the knowledge about this phenomenon and the Grand Mage is absent, we will need you to remain within capital until she returns. Ten days or so. That said, Sigemond is offering you a bunk in the barracks, or, if you would prefer, you may stay at the Mage’s Hall.”
I put up my hands and said, “Whoa, whoa, whoa, aren’t we getting ahead of ourselves here? You just informed me on some grand, mystical war––which I’m still processing here––and then you go off to tell me that I’m causing some sort of unknown effect to that infinity-looking stone and just expect me to go with it?” My tone sounded a touch too heated, but they were dragging me through a field of knowledge and I had no which way was up or down, and they just expect me to go with it. 
Julika took a few steps closer and looked up, locking her steady ocean eyes on mine. She got down to her hands and knees and pressed her forehead to the floor, groveling at my feet.
“I understand it may appear very inconsiderate, but this of great significance. All unknown phenomenon concerning the One is of grave importance. Anything and everything must be thoroughly investigated. Please, Al. I, and all mages, beg of you to heed our request.”
On queue, other men and women who wore similar attire to Julika prostrated themselves before me. And  in unison they said, “Please.”
Sigemond got down on one knee and bowed his head. “And I humbly ask of you on behalf of all my brothers and sisters in arms to help further our cause.”
The other stout men and women of the crowd mimicked Sigemond’s gesture and all said, “Please.”
A coordinated bunch, I’ll give them that.
Neepa hiked her long dress over her shins and knelt down next to me. “Please,” she said, then pressed her forehead to the ground in a gesture of great humility. 
A look around the room showed that I was the only one standing, everyone else regarding me either on their hands or knees as if I were a king. Such a thing might have seemed appealing in my imagination, but in reality it was just awkward.
I blew out a long, self-suffering sigh. “Please get off the floor.”
I proffered my hand to Neepa, which she looked at for awhile before accepting. I directed my attention back to the people and saw their eyes boring into me. “Fine, I’ll stay. Just stop the theatrics.”
Julika rose to her feet and clasped both of my hands in hers. “Thank you, Al, thank you. You may very well hold the key to salvation.”
Sigemond slapped me on the back and guffawed loudly. I almost screamed, but managed to chalk it down to a grunt. It felt like someone had slapped my back with an ore.
“Good lad! Now, would you like me to show you to your bunk? The barracks aren’t lavish, but you’ll have plenty of people to get you comfortable.”
“Uh––” I said before Julika cut me off.
“He’s still injured; perhaps a bed at the Mage’s Hall would be better suited. We have rooms that are meant for high-ranking officials, but we can make an exception for you. Our beds are very plush,” she said enticingly.
“Well––” I started before Sigemond cut me off.
“Nonsense, the lad needs to rest, he won’t be doing that with all you mage’s fussing over him.”             
“Oh? And he’ll fare better with all if room full of roaring brutes?” she said snidely. 
“Actually,” Neepa murmured.
Julika and Sigemond stopped their small tirade and turned to her. Neepa dropped her head and tugged at her dress.
“Actually… I wanted to… offer my home to Al…” she said, her voice gradually lowering in volume till it tapered off to an almost inaudible murmur.
Sigemond’s features tensed slightly as he cocked a brow, but Julika seemed overtly appalled to the idea. 
“I don’t think that would––” she stopped when I put up my hand.
“I would prefer that arrangement, actually,” I said. Neepa lifted her gaze from the ground and looked at me. “This is a lot for me to handle and Neepa is the most familiar person here, I would feel more comfortable in her company.”
Julika had her mouth open like she wanted to speak, but Sigemond spoke for her and said, “If that is what you desire.”
Julika’s mouth pressed into a thin line and she held her chin up at Neepa, who looked away and fidgeted with her dress again. “Very well,” she conceded bitterly. She directed her gaze at me. “If anything happens, my mage’s will be ready to aid you.”
“Thanks…” I said unsurely.
Why the hell did she say it like that? A palpable air hung between the two women, Julika making it obvious with how much she was forcing her features to remain steady. Sigemond spoke before the thought could go further.
“If you need anything of the guard, feel free to ask. If you make your way to the main door, one of my men will be around with a carriage.”
Carriage? What was I expecting; of course they're not going to have cars. I’m surrounded by the knights and wizards, and just spoke to Conan’s swole grandpa and Galadriel from Middle Earth.
Sigemond offered his ham-sized hand, which I took. Thankfully, he didn’t crush it. “Farewell. Until the next time.” His face wrinkled more with a large smile. Despite the rugged appearance, he was surprisingly well-spoken and kindly.
“And I as well,” Julika said, giving me a small curtsy. She glanced at Neepa, a sneer drawing down her eyebrows before she willed them into a straight line, most of her robed cohorts following her departure.
I received several friendly nods as Neepa led me out of the room, but there were quite a few questioning looks, too.
We walked back the way we came and then turned at an intersection down a different hallway. The ceilings were vaulted and joined seamlessly to the stone columns built into the wall every fifteen feet. The hall featured more stained glass windows that depicted some more epic imagery, and there were a few paintings of men and women who must’ve been praise worthy. Some were simple portraits, others depicted grand scenes of them in combat. A notable painting was one of a woman clad in skimpy armor holding a boulder the size of a car over her head, looking primed to slam it into the face of some horned monster.
There was a two-way split staircase at the end of the hall; the other steps leading to the other end of the building which I suspected was pretty fucking huge. Neepa helped me with each step, all twenty of them.
I paused at the landing to take a break. Stairs leading down from the landing split what I figured to be the formal reception area of the building. Clerks sat behind teller stations cut into the wall, each of the eight windows sectioned off with rope stanchions while people waited in line to talk. The other side of the room had long tables where some people lounged, the space going much further and around the corner. But the oculus window over the main Romanesque style double doors drew my attention.
The window was easily twenty feet in diameter, and it featured the most intricate of window tracery and stained glass placement I’ve ever seen; the arrangement so flawless that it looked like a glowing portrait. The image looked a lot like the Holy Mother I’ve seen in a few catholic churches. The woman in this window had bone-white hair, her eyes closed and her face transcendent. White robes flowed and danced around her body in a heavenly manner. Embraced tightly in her arms were the grateful faces of several boys and girls, who clung desperately to the woman’s robes.
I pulled my gaze away from the honestly beautiful imagery when Neepa brought me to the large portal, which was guarded by two men with halberds. I was so caught up in staring that I didn’t realize we were moving again. 
Both men grabbed the steel loop on either door and parted them for us.     
“Thank you,” I said as I stepped through.
They each gave me a friendly nod as we passed, but there expressions grew pensive once they settled on Neepa.
Just as I was about to ask her about that, I got a look of what was beyond the doors and stopped. Before me was an immaculate medieval-style street that looked as though it were ripped straight from a fantasy novel. There were grand, gothic stone structures and more rustic daub and wattle buildings riddling the cobblestone street. And lining the street were several stands selling numerous things than ranged from food, clothing, jewelry, knick knacks, fetishes, and leagues more. I looked behind me and gaped at the building in all its entirety. It was like I was standing in front of the Basilica of Saint-Denis. The architects must’ve reduced a mountain to a hill in order to gather enough stone for such a thing.
Slowly navigating down the steps, I soaked in the views. However, something from the corner of my eye pulled me from my moment of awe. Initially, I thought it was a bow or ribbon on a woman’s head, but when I looked closer, I realized that they were ears, feline ears.
She saw me staring as she walked past, biding me a friendly smile. But that smiled quickly turned into a frown when my gaze continued to track her long after she passed. The woman shot a terrified look over her shoulder when she saw me still staring, then bolted off into mass of bodies walking down the sidewalk, my eyes watching the tail swaying from her dress until she disappeared from sight.
“It is a custom of your people to dress like animals or something,” I asked Neepa as I continued to stare in the direction of the cat-woman.
Neepa followed my gaze, then looked back at me. “Do you not have beastkin in your world?”
“Beastkin?” I asked.
“People whose ancestors were beasts before they received the power of the One. They’re fairly prominent in the capital,” Neepa informed.
I gave her an odd look. “Species? As in plural?”
“Um, yes… Does your world not have multiple species?”
“Like animals and plants, yeah, but not like… people…” I trailed off as I saw a pair of beastkin, a man and a woman. And then I saw another elderly man who had long, pointed ears.
You’ve got to be shitting me.
“E-Elf?” I stuttered, pointing a finger at the old guy.
“Elfvautem,” Neepa corrected, “people whose ancestors where the trees of the first forest.”
How the hell do you get people from trees?
I was waiting for her to be like, “Just kidding, it’s actually Halloween, stupid!”, but she said it with the same casual tone as if she were commenting on the weather. I had to sit down. Half because my mind was just blown, again, and the other half because my midsection choose that time send a vicious flare of pain. I held my side and winced.
“Are you okay?” Neepa asked in alarm, sitting next to me and holding my shoulder. 
I groaned. “Yeah, I’m fine, just in a lot of pain all of a sudden.”
“Sorry, our head healers were preoccupied treating other soldiers. We were only able to spare an apprentice for you. The bones of your arm and ribs are still cracked.”
I stared at her, not believing her for a second. “Healers? As in magic?”
Neepa blinked a couple times and cocked her head to the side. “Well, yes.”
A few seconds passed before I realized she was absolutely serious.

Okay, magic is a thing, apparently.
“How come they didn’t magic away all my injuries, then?” I asked
“The damage was severe; even with the power of a head healer, your body would still need some time to recover on its own. Perhaps if they healed you over several days, maybe, but we can’t afford to do that.” Her head perked up in panic and her face flushed red. “N-not that I’m saying you’re not worth it––you are very––I would never let you––I mean, you’re special to me––US! You’re very special to us, so…” She covered her face and made a whining sound in her throat.
“I get what you mean,” I said with a smile. Neepa was a very interesting woman. I thought about what she said and my smile faded. “Other soldiers, you say? They were hurt fighting monsters like the ones I saw?”
Neepa pulled her hands away from her face and clasped them on her lap. “Yes,” she answered distantly.
Others like me. People who fought against monsters. Some may have had it better; others, not so much. It should be obvious some have died along the line. Those who’ve fought on my world, on other worlds. Christ, even thinking about it like that is giving me a fucking migraine. Imagining a horde of those things was terrifying. God forbid I  ever caught up in something like that.
A horse drawn carriage, of course, pulled up in front with a guard at the reigns. He was a skinny fellow with a short crop of black hair with a thick mustache on his lip; it appeared he grew the thing to balance out his baby face, but it just made him look odd.
The driver hopped off and opened the door, and with his and Neepa’s aid, I was able to slip inside without too much hassle. However, when it came time for Neepa, the driver didn’t so much as give her a cursory glance. The driver perched himself back on his seat while she climbed in and closed the door. She sat across from me and set her hat on her lap.
“Hold it,” a female voice shouted from outside. Neepa perked up and held open the door.
Moments later, a bandaged arm grabbed the frame and pulled a familiar blonde inside. Same golden hair and emerald eyes, and same bitchy expression. The only thing missing was her armor and weapons. Instead, she wore a red V-neck tunic that was held in place with a black, leather belt. Tight fitting brown suede pants covered her lean legs, and a pair of leather boots adorned her feet; slung over her shoulder was a small satchel.
“Eva?” Neepa said in surprise. “I thought you still had to make your report?”
“I do,” Eva said as settled next to Neepa. “But I volunteered for the night watch for a few extra days, so I’m grabbing some things from home.” Eva looked at me and glared. “I heard some very interesting gossip about the living arrangements for the native.”
Neepa looked way and began fiddling with the brim of her hat. “Um, well, you see––”
“––Save it. If that wasn’t the case then they wouldn’t have wasted a carriage on you.” Eva sighed and dropped her satchel to the floor, and then kicked her legs up on the seat next to me. “Might as well enjoy the ride; better than that splintering wagon,” she murmured before banging on the wall.
There was a crack of leather and the carriage lurched forward.
“You’re not mad?” Neepa asked.
“Yes. I’m very mad,” Eva said without pulling her gaze from the window.
“O-Oh,” Neepa sheepishly replied and continued to fiddle with the brim of her hat.
An awkward silence loomed and I kept looking between the two women. The silence was getting uncomfortable and I still had many, many, many questions, so I decided to kill two birds with one stone.
“So… you two live together, then?” I asked.
Eva gave me a cursory glance from the corner of her eye before returning it to the passing streets. Didn't look like I was going to get anything out of her, but Neepa was far more forthcoming.
“Yes. But don’t worry, we have plenty of room,” she said merrily.
“That’s, uh, good to know,” I replied. We hit a bump in the street that rocked the carriage. The movement made me hold my side and suck in a sharp breath.
“Ah,” Neepa cried, “Are you okay?”
There was another bump and I let out a strained grunt. “Can’t you magic away some of the pain or something?”
Neepa sank into her seat and seemed to deflate. “N-no, I was never trained, nor do I have the aptitude.”
After the third bump, I realized how much I under-appreciated a leveled asphalt road. I closed my eyes and took a few breaths, trying to will the throbbing away. No such luck. 
There was a bit of a scuffle and Eva shouted, “Hey!”, then felt someone hold an arm over my shoulder. I opened my eyes and saw Neepa at my side.
“I-I’ll k-keep you steady so you don’t rock around so much, okay?”
My cheeks burned and I looked away from her only to meet Eva’s scowling face. She folded her arms over her chest, then kicked her feet up where Neepa was sitting. Not exactly sure how this was supposed to help, but I didn't voice my opinion.
To fend off another awkward silence, I asked, “What exactly are you two? Soldiers?”
“Eva’s a soldier with the Arms of Earus. I’m an unaffiliated mage that works under them, as well.”
“You mean you don’t work under that one lady. Julika, right?”
Neepa frowned a little when I mentioned her. “No,” she said with a dismal tone.
“I got the impression that she didn’t like you very much. I got that impression from the other soldiers, too. What’s up with that?”
I thought maybe it was because of me, which was partially true, but most eyes were on Neepa. The soldier who came into my room and Julika were overt with their disdain, everyone else ignored her as if she was invisible. 
“Um…well…”
“None of you business,” Eva spat.
“I wasn’t asking you,” I said tersely, glaring right back at her. What the hell did I do to upset her? Whatever the reason, her attitude was wearing on my nerves.
“Listen here, bum––”
“It’s Al, Blondie,” I quipped.
She set her jaw and looked like she was about to reach for me. “How dare you speak––”
“Eva, please,” Neepa pleaded. “It’s okay. I don’t mind, really.”
Eva’s stare lingered on me for five solid seconds before she turned back to the sights outside with a huff.
Neepa sighed and looked at the carriage floor. “My people,” Neepa started. She chewed on her lip as she thought. “My family…” she trailed off, falling silent as she started to click her nails together. “They did something… something bad.”
“What?” I asked. She had my interest. Did her family try to assassinate the king or something? This place has to have a king, right?
The conflicted look on her face told me that whatever it was, it must’ve been bad, or that it was something of a difficult subject. My interest was piqued, but the cost of her tumbling through a rough conversation wasn’t worth it.
“Did you do anything bad?” I asked instead.
She looked up. “What? No,” Neepa said quickly.
“That’s all that really matters to me, then,” I replied. “Can’t hate you if you’re not a bad person.”
Relief washed the tension from her face. Her arm around me tightened and she pulled me closer, pressing one of her massive mounds into my arm. I flinched then winced from the movement.
“Oh, are you okay?” she asked.
“Just another bump,” I murmured.
One really big, soft bump.
I looked outside the carriage window and saw us approaching a barbican set inside a stone wall that eclipsed the sun. I assumed the portcullis was hidden up in the stone. From how long it took us to pass through to the other side, I’d have to say the walls we’re at least twenty feet thick. 
Exiting the wall, the carriage now rolled along a dirt road with squat wooden houses along either side of the path. Beyond the homes were fields of crops. Simple-looking people raised their heads from whatever they were working on or where they sat on their porches to watch us pass. Given the area their functional clothing, I’d say these were farmers. 
The carriage rode some ways from the barbican, and the wall that curtained around the city seemed to go on forever in either direction. At regular intervals atop the imposing wall were specks of people, keeping watch no doubt. Despite the walls being something like forty feet, the tall spires and towers and other immense buildings further within the city were still visible. Sigemond’s garrison must’ve been located near the edge of the wall if were able to get outside so fast. The expanded sight offered some scaling, but it was hard to gauge how expansive the city was.  
We passed a long stretch of open pastures once we left the small farming village, and drew nearer to the edge of a forest. Resting far beyond the green inferno was a sprawling mountain range that was at least several days away. The road continued into the forest where trees were cleared, but the driver snapped his reigns and the carriage came to a stop in front of a house.
Standing a stone’s throw from the tree line was a lonely two-story home. It was another daub and wattle structure. The plaster bleached bone and cracked from the sun, the roof made of rough planks, and the two windows on either side of the door looked like a pair of sad, hollowed eyes. A crude wall encompassed the front yard, the thing made from mismatched stones stacked on top of one another without any mortar. The house bordered decrepit, but the vibrant garden in the front yard added much needed splashes of vivid colors that truly redeemed the sad structure. On a good day, it’d look like a cozy bed and breakfast.   
A pointy hat and a house by the woods? I wonder if she’s got a cauldron and a black cat in there.
I snickered to myself at the thought.
Eva grabbed her satchel and kicked open the door before jumping out. Getting out was much more painful this time around. Once on the road, I had to hold myself up against the carriage and catch my breath until the pain subsided.
“I’ll fix you some more medicine when we’re inside, okay?” Neepa promised.
Our quiet driver glared at Neepa. “If you poison him, sow, I’ll see to it personally that your head gets lopped off, you understand?”
“I only want to help,” Neepa squeaked, recoiling and looking on the verge of tears.
Eva yanked the man by his collar and spun him around to face her. “Listen here, beanstalk, don’t you dare threaten her,” she snarled.
“The same applies to you,” he said, pointing at her in accusation. “You live with that cow, you may already be cursed!”
Eva’s jaw tensed angrily and her face grew red. Just as she was about the shout, I interrupted. “Excuse, Mr… sorry, never got your name.”
“Felix of the family Glebe,” he informed.
“Right. Felix, there’s a pretty big scuff on your carriage here.” I indicated with my finger. When he looked away, I clocked him across the chin with a right-straight that sent his ass to the grass. He looked up at me while he held his chin, anger flaring across his baby-faced features. 
“Neepa has been nothing but kind to since I woke up,” I said to him. “She’s a friend. I’m not sure how you all do things around here, but people who talk shit about my friends in front of me get hit. You understand?”
Felix got up on one knee and reached for a dagger tied to his belt. His fingers paused just as they settled around the handle, just as I figured. 
“Go ahead,” I implored. “But no harm is to come to me, right? If I heard you clearly earlier, people get their heads lopped off for insubordination, right?” I asked smugly. 
The scowl and frustration on his face told me as much. With nothing more than a scowl, Felix climbed up to his seat and snapped the reins. The horse let out a whinny and trotted away at a brisk pace. 
“Thanks for the ride,” I called.
The smug smile left when my face twisted with a grimace and I dropped to a knee. 
“Al,” Neepa cried, swooping down beside me.
Cool sweat formed on my brow as I heaved for air. I looked at my right shoulder and saw a large red bloom soaking through my shirt. The punch tore something open, but Felix was being an asshole, so it was worth it.
“Some medicine would be great,” I said between breaths.
Neepa lent me her shoulder and helped me across her yard. Eva went ahead and got the door for us.
The interior was in far better condition than the exterior. The first floor was a mostly open room divided into two sections. The left side featured bookshelves on almost all available wall space, the only breaks being for the fireplace and windows. A bench sat on my left under the window. Miscellaneous books, notes, small tools, and what looked like a chemistry set were scattered atop the surface. Herbs and spices hung from strings over the bench to dry. In front of the fireplace was a large round rug and two upholstered arm chairs. Further back in the room was a staircase that led upstairs.
The right side of the space was their kitchen area. It had a quaint little table with three Windsor-style chairs that bathed in the afternoon sun pooling in from the other leaded window. Past that was a countertop with built-in cabinets. On the wall above the counter was more cabinets, a spice rack, and set off to the side was another shelf filled with several bottles and jars of indiscernible items. Past the kitchen was a closed door that led off to another room. The entire place smelled strongly of spices and smoke.
Neepa set me down at one of the creaky chairs at the dining table. She went to the bench and began grabbing things. Eva stood off to the side, staring at me. For once, she wasn't glaring.
“Eva,” Neepa called, drawing her attention away. “Would you fetch some distilled water from the cellar?”
Eva gave me a quick glance and approached the counter. She squatted down and pulled open a floor hatch I didn’t notice before. She disappeared into the floor only to reappear moments later with a clay jug. Neepa took the jug and poured water into a cup she grabbed from the cupboard. Next, she went to her bench and started grinding everything she grabbed with a mortar and pestle. She came back and poured the aromatic powder into the cup and gave it a good stir. 
“Here,” she said, offering the brew.
The concoction had a familiar green tint. I knocked it back and cringed when bitterness assaulted my tongue, but, sure enough, the taste subsided and the relief of numbness took over. After she saw my empty cup, Neepa went back to her bench and retrieved a small basket of bandages and other things I assumed were of a medical nature.
“You should take your shirt off.” Neepa blushed as her words came out. “S-so I can treat your wound,” she hastily clarified.
Thanks to her brew, the shirt came off easily. Though I couldn’t suppress a hiss as the wound flexed with my arm.
The bandaged over my shoulder was soaked scarlet and unraveling. Neepa carefully undid the wrappings, then I got to see the souvenir the monster left me. There were two wide, long gashes in my flesh that started near my collar bone and wrapped over my shoulder. Surprisingly, they didn’t look that bad. They were pink and mostly scabbed over as if they were weeks old, only one of them tearing open from the punch.
“Magic, huh?” I mused. “How long exactly did the healers, uh, heal me?” I asked as Neepa dug through her basket.
“A few hours,” she replied, “but you were out for an entire day.”
“That so?” I winced when she rubbed a white paste over the cut. The stinging subsided soon enough, easing the throb of pain. The ointment also had a nice floral aroma, sort of like jasmine.
Neepa peeked at me from under the brim of her hat as she wrapped fresh bandages over my shoulder. She smiled at me warmly and said, “Thank you.”
Her smile was as radiant as a supernova. The earnestness in her voice caught me off guard and couldn’t help but blush as my heart started beating faster.
Eva scoffed. “I’ll start a fire,” she said before she busied herself at the fireplace. She pulled back the screen and loaded in a few logs from the rack on the side.
Forgot she was there for a split second.
I stared blankly at the ground as I slipped into a sudden moment of introspection. Something has been nagging at me since I woke up, but the world’s been moving so fast that I forgot. Everything became clear and I jumped from my seat, startling Neepa and Eva.
“My classmates!” I shouted. Caroline. “I know I said I’d stay for the greater good or whatever, but that’s not for like a week, right? That means I can go home really quick and see if they’re okay. And my parents; I have to see my parents. Do you guys have like a spell or is it like the stargate?” My breathing became frantic as I remembered everyone. How could I be stupid to forget them like that?
Neepa hid her face under the brim of her hat and tugged at her dress. 
She didn’t answer.
“Neepa? Can I do that? I know you said they were okay, but I’d like to see them regardless.”
There was a loud thump from across the room. Eva stood in front of the lit fireplace with a log at her feet. Her eyes wide and her mouth slacked. Had I said something wrong, but then I saw that she wasn’t staring at me, she was staring at Neepa.
“You didn’t?” Eva asked slowly. Neepa sank lower into her chair and clutched at her dress until her knuckles turned white. Eva looked up at the ceiling and dragged her hands down her face, letting out a groan.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
Eva cursed something under her breath and scowled at Neepa. “You fucking soft idiot.” Then she set her eyes on me. “Your world is no more. Everyone you knew there is dead.”




Chapter 7


“What?” I breathed out harshly. A queasy stillness overtook my body as my heart ceased beating, blood idle, chilling me. Eva said it so abruptly that I had to have misheard.
“Your world is gone,” she stated again, her voice cold and distant.
I waited for the punch line, hoping she just had a sick sense of humor and wanted to get back at me for whatever it was I did to deserve her bitchy attitude. But no. Silence hung in the air as she stood there, inconsolate.
“How?” I practically whispered.
“Casters are sent all over a world to collect any weapons or artifacts and to offset the balance,” Eva told me. “After they have what they want and corrupt some of the native life, they teeter the forces in their favor to open a door for their main forces. That’s what happened to yours.”
I started shaking my head. “No, no, that can’t be, you can’t know that, there… has… to …” I felt a heat rising behind my eyelids.
“We weren’t the only ones sent to collect artifacts; two hundred went and a little over half came back. All reports concluded that your world was beyond saving. Doomed.”
Trembling fists formed at my sides. “Why? Why didn’t you warn us?” I screamed.
“Your world knew nothing of the war, knew nothing of the One. Not only do we not have the resources, but it would’ve been impossible to convince the natives of a world such a thing. Perhaps over several decades, but we can’t, we couldn’t. Maintaining the balance of allied worlds is taking everything we have and then some. We can’t help natives of oblivious worlds when we can barely protect our own allies.”
“Then why me?” I exploded, feeling hot tears pouring down my cheeks. Eva tensed and squared herself, adopting a ready stance in case of an altercation.
I turned away and looked at Neepa. Her face still shrouded by the brim of her hat, mute with quaking shoulders. 
“Is that it?” I asked. “Because of the rock, or remnant or whatever the fuck? Am I the chosen one as foretold by your fucking ‘ancient scriptures,’ the one destined to banish darkness, huh?”
Neepa refused to meet my gaze. I took a step towards her and yelled, “Is that why you lied to me? So I’d agree to this?” In my fit of rage, I flipped Neepa’s hat off her head. She flinched and dipped her head lower, her long black hair veiling her face.
“I-I-I,” hic, “I-I,” she said through sobs.
“WHAT!” I roared into her face. Eva brandished a knife and took a few paces closer, the firmness in her face told she was willing to use it.
Neepa looked up, her face scrunched up with heavy tears rolling down her cheeks. “I didn’t want to hurt you!” Neepa’s composure crumpled as she sobbed. “You helped me when you didn’t even know me.” She rubbed her eyes profusely with both her hands, but the tears just kept pouring. “I only told Sigemond about the stone because that would’ve been the only way they’d treat a native; I wanted you to live. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she apologized profusely before her voice shattered and gave in to her cries.
There was a horrible sinking feeling in my stomach when it finally stuck. I recalled the dream from before I woke. The dream of Caroline, her parting words: goodbye. As soon as the memory passed, something within me snapped, and my body went limp. I clutched my head to keep my mind intact, my thoughts discordant and messy, each pulling me in different directions that threatened to tear everything apart.
“Al, I’m sorry,” Neepa whimpered. I felt her hand brush along my arm, but I slapped it away to stare at her, seething. “Al,” she whimpered as she clutched her hand.
“If you didn’t want to hurt me, you should've let me die,” I said balefully.
I turned and left, not bothering to grab my shirt; anywhere but here. Neepa called after me, the pain so clear in her voice, but I didn’t look back. I left their yard and continued down the road until it curved into the forest. I left the packed trail and walked through knee-high grass until reaching the tree line, moving in as straight of a path as possible while emotions warred for dominance within me.
Piercing sadness, bottomless rage, putrid disgust, fear, confusion, all crashing into each other like head-on collisions over and over and over. 
As I stomped over the uneven dirt, rocks, and roots, the sinking, stabbing feeling formed in my chest. The feeling filled me with panic that made me want to go away.
But where?
I walked faster.
No home existed for me; no friends, no family. There was nowhere, nowhere for me to retreat to. Everything was gone.
I broke out into a full sprint. The pain in my midsection and shoulder was there, but the feeling in my chest took precedence. Sprinting helped alleviate some building pressure. Small branches and bushes slapped and cut at my skin, but it didn’t slow me down as I continued my sprint deeper into the forest.
I ran through a wall of thick brush and skidded to a half when the ground abruptly ended just a few feet away. I stood atop a bluff that overlooked a river some sixty feet down. Forced to a stop, fatigue caught up with me, sending me to my knees while fighting for air in wheezing gasps. Then, I fell to my side and sobbed like the first day I was born.
The realization that I was never going to see anyone ever again struck me harder than any fist. Getting stabbed in the gut felt preferable to the piercing sensation in my heart. Like some benevolent demon of despair was slowly driving a stake into my heart, twisting to work it deeper. Wave after never ending wave assaulted me. The agony was crippling, all I could do was cry, soaking the dirt below my face with a river of tears.
There was a time when I hated my world; the old me would’ve reveled in the fact that the world and everyone in it was gone. The nihilistic mindset set in when I was cognizant to understand that my own flesh and blood abandoned me. And all that was left for me were abusive men and women who took in brats like me as a meal ticket. They set the standard, they made the world look like an ugly, irredeemable place. A place that deserved to burn. 
But then there was Martina and Ricardo Engel; Mom and Dad. They took me in at the ripe old age of seven, far past when I was a cute and innocent baby. No, I had enough time to ferment into a real little shit. But they still took me in. I was a horrible, rotten little brat with simple assualt in his record, but they still loved me. Even when I broke things, fought other kids, stole from the corner store, they never gave up.
Mom, was firm, but loving; she’d always know how to comfort me. She’d always sit down and read me old fables from her books, educating me and issuing wisdom. No matter how cruel I was towards her in those early years, her patient was limitless and she always forgave. No matter how conflicted or confused I got, she’d always have an answer for me.
Dad was a stern hard-ass, but trusting and protective. He was always around and there for me, even when I didn’t want him to. The example he set with his attitude and work ethic was the foundation on which I learned how to be a man. Ironically enough, when my habit of picking fights got too severe, he took me to a boxing club where he told me, “If you felt like fighting then do it here.” He was a retired boxer himself and he’d train me. We bonded over combinations, bloody knuckles, and black eyes. He shared with me his passion for boxing and he’d nurture me into a strong man. Yet he made it very clear that I could so much more than just punching things.
Together, they gave me the opportunity that they didn’t have when I was their age. They were the first decent people I met, and the love I felt for them could never be matched, not even by my birth parents. I worked hard to make them proud. Though I would experience some problems later in life, especially when I had to kill my dream, I would never let it deter me from being successful. Even if I got a boring, cushy desk job, I would’ve been happy enough knowing that I was supporting myself and my loved ones. When they got older, I would take care of them as they did me; maybe even share my life with someone else.
Caroline entered my mind, her memory adding another gruesome depth to the pain. I felt so cheated because I hardly got the chance to know her. She may have been another woman who hated my coarse personality and my flippant outlook on life. But, maybe, she might’ve. Now I’ll never know.
I promised her everything was going to be okay. I lied to her. I lied to everyone.
Finally, my tears dried up, and I just lay on exposed dirt in the fetal position for an indeterminate amount of time. I rose to my feet and stood at the edge of the bluff. It was a breathtaking view. Further away on the other side was a gentle waterfall that sparkled in the waning day. The waters far below were an unnaturally clear, pristine blue; perhaps it was natural here. Water was never clear like that back home. Down below was a shore of large, sharp rocks. And I just stood there, staring down.
I want to see them. I want to see them so bad.
There was a snapping of twigs from behind. I looked to see Eva emerging from the brush. She had a longbow in hand with a quiver of arrows on her back along with a satchel.
She paused, taking in the scene, then looked out to the river. I turned my gaze back to the boulders below.
“Are you going to jump?” she asked indifferently. Her question didn’t seem to carry anything more than mere curiosity.
“Thinking about it.”
Eva sighed and I heard her approaching from behind. I was half-expecting her to yank me away from the ledge, or push me over. Instead, she plopped down next to me and let her feet dangle off the edge.
“I won’t say I’m sorry or pretend to understand what you’re going through. Never had a family. I can’t claim to feel loss when I never knew them. But let me ask you one thing, Al.” I looked at her. That was the first time she’s used my name. “If your loved ones knew that you still lived, would they want you to kill yourself?”
The faces of my parents and friends flashed before my as she said that. My clenched fists trembled at my sides as I imagined them watching me. What would their eyes look like?
Eva continued. “You did technically save my life, so I can’t tell you how to live, or end, yours.” She scratched her hair furiously in frustration, and then let out a sharp breath through her nose. “I knew you were going to be nothing but trouble, too,” she grumbled. “But Neepa was the one who convinced everyone to treat you, so your life is hers now. If you want to be selfish and kill yourself, then go ahead and defile her generosity. But also understand that you’ll bring her nothing but trouble if that happens. Don’t be an inconsiderate ass.”
She folded her arms in a huff and stared at the waterfall. I stared back at her with a bemused look on my face.
Just a little lean and I’d be over. Probably the easiest thing in the world. And my body refused to teeter even an inch closer towards the edge.
I eased myself down and sat next to her. “You’re not very good at this,” I said.
Eva growled. “I’m just stating the fact you can’t be miserable without making others pay for it. You’re alive, live with it.”
I covered my face with my hands and sucked in a long, slow breath through my nose before exhaling it slowly from my mouth. “I… I just don’t know what to do with myself now.”
“Well, I don’t know what to tell you. It’s up to you to figure out how to live. But you got a second chance. You can curse your life and suffer, or you can be grateful and carry on. So don’t throw it away.” She grabbed a stone and flipped it into the river below. “A life slips away faster than a thought. Don’t let yours go so easily.”
If my parents saw me, they’d be so disappointed. Mom would’ve quoted Jung or Emerson for the beauty of life, and Dad would have smacked me so hard that the thought of suicide would’ve flew out of my ear. They worked so hard to give me a life. Throwing it away for a selfish whim would've desecrated their memory.
And my scrape with Felix confirmed that I was to be seen to the Grand Mage. If I were to up and die, the blame would’ve fallen on Neepa.
While Eva’s approached was a little bearish, it was enough for me to slow down and think.
“So, are you going to jump?” she asked again, her voice softer this time.
Everyone was gone, and I desperately want to see them, to feel them. A heavy sob escaped my throat and tears flowed.
“No,” I answered aggrievedly. I took a deep breath and wiped my eyes. The view on the bluff was beautiful, and I’m alive to enjoy it.
“No,” I said again, my voice stronger. “I still don’t know what to do, Eva.” 
She sighed. “You have to meet with the Grand Mage, you’ve already agreed. Focus on that for now, then figure things out as they come.”
Eva watched me with her mint-colored eyes. Even though she was being very crass, she was making an effort to make me feel better; well, not better, more like sucking it up, but it was the gesture that counted.
“Thanks, Eva.”
She looked away in a scoff. “I’m not doing it for you. If Neepa gets in trouble then so do I. And I don’t want her drowning at the bottom of a bottle,” she mumbled.
I didn’t quite get that last part, but before I could ask, she stood and offered me her hand. I took it and she pulled me to my feet. I winced as pain bloomed from my stomach. The bandages had fallen off during my sprint. Blood traveled freely down the stab wound. Not enough for alarm, but it hurt.
“Nothing but troubled,” Eva grumbled. “Come on,” she ordered, walking ahead without even waiting. I complied and hobbled after.
As we walked, Eva would veer left and right and scan the foliage. She stopped in front of a small shrub, then yanked off some leaves before chewing on them. She came up to me and spat out a wad of green mush on her palm.
“Rub it into your wound, it’ll stop the bleeding.” I stared at her hand hesitantly. She rolled her eyes and shoved her hand forward. “Do it.”
Apprehensively, I grabbed the mush and rubbed it my stomach. The pulpy mass stung, and it felt gross rubbing it in an open wound. Though, the bleeding did stop. 
We carried on in silence as we trekked through the dense forest. Now that my head was a little clearer, I really admired how beautifully vibrant the plant life was. Lush and full of life. The trees were tall and thick and radiant, a testament to how pure and fertile the soil must’ve been around here. However, there were some stark differences to the forests I’ve seen back home. While there were a lot of greens, browns, oranges, and yellows, there were some pinks, blues, and purples as well. It wouldn’t have been odd on flowers, but it was the trees that bore the exotic colors on their leaves. The trees looking in disagreement on what the season was. One said autumn, the other argued spring. Additionally, some of the fauna I’ve caught glimpses of were like nothing I’ve seen before.
The birds, while too fast or far for a good look, produced different tones of what's expected in the ambient sounds of the woods. I did catch a peek of see some small game running along the ground and in the trees. 
We passed one such creature perched up on a branch, cracking into some kind of nut. It looked like a lemur crossed with a cat. Long, lanky body with fluffy grey and black fur interlaced with streaks of white. Its tail was narrow, but its ears were big and tall, which twitched and pivoted in all directions, on constant alert. The lemur-cat’s head perked up suddenly, then it shoved the nut in its mouth and bolted from sight like a furry flash of lighting. Quick little thing.
By the time we emerged from the forest, the sun was already kissing the mountain peaks to my left in the west. The view was magical. Vast rolling felids with an expansive mountain range in the distance and a massive walled city to the side, all bathed in tepid golden light. Even Neepa and Eva’s home looked pristine in the sun’s radiance.
The sky forced me to a standstill. Stars aplenty crowded on the approaching blanket of night, but it was the moons that stole the show. One large white disc with faint swirls of blue, and two smaller ones trailing behind it. An impossible sight hanging over my head.
I caught up with Eva, who was waiting on the road in front of her home.
“I have duty within Scintillion, I’ll be gone for three days.” She patted down her gear and gave her bow a secure tug. 
“Where’s that?” I asked.
She gave me a bitter look and jabbed her finger towards the walled city. “There, idiot. Did no one tell you the name of the city?”
“No.”
Her mouth opened with a follow up only for it to clack shut a beat later. She considered that and buried her retort. A real lack of foresight that no one bothered to mention the city’s name. Then again, it’s my fault for never asking. 
“Well, there it is,” she said. “The city is named after our world, remember it.” Then, she got right up to my face and glared at me with those intense jade eyes of hers. “I don’t want you in my home, but Neepa insists, so it is what it is. I expect you to be a good guest, understand?”
“I don’t know what you pegged me as, but––”
Eva stepped in, pressing her breasts into my chest and grabbing the hair on the back of my head, twisting  until my ear hovered inches from her mouth.
“Because if you act like a bad guest and hurt Neepa in anyway,” she whispered in an almost sultry manner, “I’ll string you up by your cock with my bowstring and let gravity castrate you while I watch and commit your cries of agony to memory for my own pleasure. Do you understand me, Al?”
The way she whispered my name made my body tingle in all the wrong ways. I swallowed hard and said, “Yes.”
Eva pulled away and pressed her forehead to mine, her eyes practically melting mine with their intensity.
“Good boy. Three days,” she reminded. “Don’t do anything stupid.” With a parting light pat on my cheek, she released her hold of my hair and started down the road.
As I watched her powerful hips sway away, I realized I was practically hyperventilating. The threat. No, the promise she made was almost sensual in nature. A woman has never terrified me so much before. Any human, for that matter.  
Once it felt safe to move, I looked at the humble home before me. Light flickered behind the windows. I took a deep breath and went up to the door. The heavy slab of wood groaned open on worn hinges. The fireplace lit the interior with a faint orange bloom. Tucked away in the corner where her workbench met the wall was Neepa, huddled up as if trying to shrink herself into a ball. No movement in response to my entrance, her face glued to her knees.
In hindsight, I acted like a real ass. Anger clouded my perception at the time, but remembering her twisted face and regret sent a wave of shame. Remembering how I struck her hand, the audible smack, promoted more guilt.   
I approached and stopped at a respectable distance. In the softest voice I could muster, I said, “Neepa?”
“Gah!” Neepa yelled and flailed with a start, causing me to jump in surprise, too. She frantically looked left and right, and then her gaze slowly locked onto me. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying, but a heavy blush formed across her nose and in her cheeks. A glass bottle rolled into my foot, another body clutched in Neepa’s hand.
Don’t tell me…
“G-Gal?” she slurred. Her eyes were two glassy marbles, struggling to focus on anything. After a long delay, her face scrunched up and fresh tears spilled from the corner of her eyes. She turned her head towards the wall and sobbed. “D-Gim… sowy, so… sowy.”
Wasn’t expecting that. One of the most pitiful things you can see is a drunk crying. And seeing Neepa like that made my heart lurch because I was the reason she ended up like that.
I let out a deep sigh, then, without saying a word, sat shoulder to shoulder with her, causing her to jump and stare at me in confusion. I grabbed the bottle from her hand and inspected it. Green glass tinted whatever contents where inside, but what drew my attention was the label: a picture of a skull. I took a whiff and got the faintest aroma of apples. If she was drinking it and it smelled of something natural, it had to be good, right?
I took a swing and saw nothing but white for a second. The mystery drink went down like gasoline, burning my mouth and esophagus before resting at the bottom of my stomach like molten lead. After the burning subsided, I tasted the faint twinge of granny smith apples.
Good stuff.
Another swig sterilized my insides, then I set the bottle between us while the liquor worked its magic.
Neepa threw her arms around herself and tried desperately to force herself into the wall and away from me.
“Al…” she started, but stopped when a hiccup snuck up on her.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have yelled at you like that.”
“No…Ims––I’m is to be sorry. I…lied…” she shamefully admitted.
Her shoulders started heaving as she fought back another sobbing fit. I threw an arm over her shoulder and pulled her in close. She flinched initially, but then eased herself into me.
“Look, telling someone something like that is… a lot to bear. I’m not quite sure how I would’ve handled it if I were in your shoes. Just understand that I don’t hate you, Neepa. In fact, I’m grateful for how you helped. After killing the Caster, I thought that was it for me.” The memory sent a tremor that my body fought against. Fighting him recklessly like that was so stupid; but, had I just rolled over, my fate would’ve been sealed.  
“A lot happened and it stressed me out. And then when I learned that.” I blinked away some tears and drew in a breath. “It was a lot at once. And you didn’t deserve it, not when you’ve been so sweet.”
She pressed a hand to my chest and leaned in. “Al…” Neepa murmured as she gazed up at me with a deep longing in her eyes. Neepa really was a stunning woman who carried such a gentle air. My cheeks burned from her closeness. She brought her mouth close to mine, but stopped when she was only inches away.
“N-Neepa?”
Her breath felt warm against my check, her womanly scent and liquor making me a tad dizzy.
Neepa stared at me blankly, her eyes glued to my lips. Just as I thought she was going to commit, she pulled away and burped. Then her face contorted with a grimace and she retched all over my lap. 




Chapter 8


To my surprise, and salvation, the backroom past the kitchen was a bathroom with running water and plumbing. It perplexed me to no end. The tub was a large, circular barrel, essentially, sort of like one of those wine making barrels people squash grapes in with their feet. At the end of the tub was a copper spigot that came straight through the stone, it had two knobs: one for hot, one for cold. The tub had a cork in the center for the drain. The toilet looked a lot like a high-tank toilet from the 1800s. Though the tank was made from hammered copper and the bowl was a blocky hunk of stone that lacked a seat cover. Not that I was going to complain, definitely beats having to shit in the woods.
A knock at the door interrupted my fascination of the toilet.
“Al, you okay?” Neepa asked behind the door. 
“Yeah, I’m good,” I replied. It was a bit of a mess afterwards; literally and figuratively. 
“I’m so, so, so, so, sorry,” she said after a long pause.
The embarrassment must’ve been near fatal. I wasn’t mad, sure as hell surprised, though. 
“It’s okay,” I assured. “Are you feeling any better?”
“Yes, I took some medicine.”
Hacking up a belly full of booze helped her sober up, too.
I looked at my shoulder when she mentioned medicine. That ointment she used earlier must’ve been some kind of magic because the gash she applied it to was looking better than the one I didn’t tear.
Still, I couldn’t believe magic was a thing. But my wounds were proof enough of its existence. Deep lacerations like these would’ve taken a lot of stitches and several weeks to look as they do now. And I’m no doctor, but I’m pretty sure a stab wound to the gut would require some form of surgery. No signs of probing or extra incisions.
Regardless of the procedure, magical or not, I was going to have some ugly scars.
Scars are a man’s medals.
I sank deeper into the tub and let my muscles unwind. The water had a green, opaque appearance to it, making me wonder if it Neepa’s home was connected to some underground hot spring. How else would it be hot? But how is the water getting pumped? Or was the green tint a result of magic? Or is that how the water is in this world. No, the river I saw was sparkling blue. How…?
I splashed the hot water on my face and let out a long, slow breath.
I’m experiencing some serious culture shock here…or is that world shock?
“Al, is it okay if I come in?” Neepa asked.
“Yeah, sure,” I replied automatically as I continued to think about the mechanics of her plumbing.
Wait. WHAT!
The door opened and in stepped Neepa, almost completely naked except for a towel that hardly covered her. The conservative dress she wore really did no justice to those luscious curves of hers. The small towel did little more than cover half her chest and her womanhood; the sides of her breasts, hips, everything, was out in the open. The sight was more alluring than if she’d just stroll in bare. Her milky skin seemed to glow amidst the steam of the bathroom, and it contrasted beautifully with her long, raven hair.
A heavy blush assaulted her face as she willed her features to remain calm. She peeked and our eyes met for only a second. A nervous frown ruined her calm. I realized then that I was staring with my mouth open. I hastily spun around until my back was to her.
I heard her feet padding against the stone and stopped just in front of the tub. “Do you mind if I bathe with you?” she asked quietly.
“I can get out, you know,” I said without looking at her.
“No, you should stay… the water is good for you,” she lightly argued.
“I don’t mind, it’s just…”
Neepa didn’t wait to hear what I had to say and slipped into the tub. The water rose and I felt one of her feet lightly graze across my waist. She settled in and all was silent in the bathroom except for the light drip from the spigot.
“You’re still sore, right? I can scrub your back for you,” Neepa offered.
Before I could politely refuse, she’d retrieved the washcloth from the bucket beside the tub and rested one hand on my shoulder, the other scrubbing the cloth along the contours of my back. Neepa’s out of character boldness bewildered me, so I just sat still and let her work. The tenderness of her efforts felt good, which was very bad.
Seeing her hips set me at full mast. Having her delicate hands roam over my back had made me harder than trigonometry.
Thank God the water was opaque. 
“I know you said I saved you, but you saved me first,” Neepa said as she scrubbed. She worked my back for a few minutes of silence, but then stopped and asked, “Why did you?”
“I’m not too sure myself. When I heard you scream, it just—I couldn’t let you get hurt.” My mom always told me that if I could someone, I should. A part of me wanted to runaway when it happened. But the other part knew the guilt would’ve slowly killed me. 
She ceased her efforts and pressed her hands against my shoulder blades. 
“You know, if it were anyone else, like another soldier or mage, they would’ve let me die. It wouldn’t have been the first time something like that almost happened. But you… You, a complete stranger, helped me.” Her voice wavered, a heavy breath being drawn before she went on. “And when you punched Felix, when you called me a friend…” She sniffed. “I never felt so happy.”
She wrapped her arms around my neck and mashed her bare chest against my back. My back tingled from where I could feel her nipples pressing into my skin. Her nose pressed lightly into the nape of my neck, the sensation of her drawing in my scent sent more tingles down my spine. 
“And when I saw the pain in your face when you learned of your home, my heart broke. I felt so awful for lying to you. I’m truly sorry. For everything. For the pain I’ve caused in your heart and for the scars on your body, I’m sorry.”
It was hard to tell with the water, but I swore I could feel tears dripping on my back. She really felt that distraught over everything? Eva’s words played back in my mind so vividly that I could feel her breath tickling my ear, but at the same time, I had no idea how strongly Neepa felt. Eva said not to hurt Neepa, and I did.
I untangled Neepa’s arms and turned to face her. She was crying.
“Better me scarred up than you.” I brushed away one of her tears with my hand and then held her cheek. Her eyes widened momentarily before she closed them and leaned into my hand, resting hers on top of it. Her skin was like silk under my fingers. 
“No man has ever been this kind to me,” she said wistfully.
“I’m finding that really hard to believe when you’re this kind and beautiful.” Neepa was the literal personification of a flower. Naturally striking, delicate, almost frail. No one this compassionate deserved to shunned.    
Neepa’s eyes opened and asked, “You think I’m beautiful?”
She leaned in closer, our foreheads almost touching.
“Yeah,” I replied quietly.
She looked at me openly, her lips pursed, weighing the honesty. The questioning look she presented put me through a loop; Neepa’s charm couldn’t be truer than the sky being blue. She was so beautiful that it hurt, in more ways than one, believe me. Those warming brown eyes of hers glanced back and forth between my eyes and mouth. Slowly, and with great apprehension, Neepa leaned in closer and closer, as if waiting to be shoved away by me. But I never did.
Those plump lips of hers pressed against mine with the lightness akin to a butterfly landing on the fluff of a dandelion. It was the purest kiss of my life.
Her blush grew and Neepa looked away while her lips curled into a bashful smile. “T-that was my… first.”
My heart pounded so hard that my body resonated like a gong. ‘W-would,” I started but stopped when my breathing hitched. “Would you like a second?”
Neepa’s gaze met mine and she bit on her bottom lip. She happily obliged.
The second was much like the first: soft, tender, and a little awkward. She moved in a bit of a tense manner, which made sense if this was her first encounter with intimacy. I took the initiative and, very slowly, played more aggressively.
With a firmer kiss, I gently caressed her lower back with my left hand, and held the back of her head with my right. Then, very carefully, I prodded her lips with my tongue. Her mouth accepted my ministrations and her tongue lightly met mine, and we prudently explored each other. The tension I felt from her eased, and she began to exert greater force. My hand traveled from the small of her back down to her supple ass, which I took a firm hold of.
She sucked in a sharp breath through her nose and moaned in my mouth. As if flipping a switch, Neepa began to reciprocate with a sudden hungry eagerness. She wrapped her hand around my neck and pressed herself against my body. My cock got sandwiched between me and her stomach. She broke away suddenly, staring blankly, and then her gaze drifted down to the water. Her hand traveled down my chest, into the water, then her fingers lightly brushed against my shaft. 
Neepa yanked her hand away as if she touched the stove, then splashed away.
“We can’t,” she said.
My heart sank at the admission. I was on the verge of tears, really, but I wouldn’t force Neepa into doing something like that. Not when she’s been so generous.
“Not here,” she added.
Oh thank God!
Neepa rose from the tub and exposed those magnificent curves. I rose, too, and Neepa didn’t bother trying to be discrete when she stared at my manhood; her eyes lingered for a good five seconds. She reached into the tub and pulled the plug. Then, we hastily dried ourselves the best we could before she led me by the hand out of the bathroom and up the squeaky stairs.
She drew me into the door nearest to the stairs; her room. It was a very modest affair, consisting only of a bed, a wardrobe, a desk with a chair, and a couple of bookshelves. The only decorations being various plants. Some were fresh, like the one sitting on her window sill and at the desk, but a lot were preserved samples laying out in the open or framed on her walls.
Neepa brought me over to her bed and we sat down. She held my hand with both of hers and fidgeted a little as a potent silence settled between us. Her shy and awkward demeanor gave me a sense of déjà vu from homecoming many years ago. New, fresh, scary, and not quite sure what the hell to do.
Though, that was then, this is now.
I took a hold of her chin and looked deeply into her eyes. “We don’t have to do this,” I told her.
“I… I want to,” she admitted, a nervous tremor racking her body. “I-If it’s you, I’ll be fine.”
My heart fluttered dangerously. I planted a soft kiss on her lips as my hand wrapped around her plump hips, drawing her closer. I made out with her for a few minutes before I broke away and began to trail gentle kisses down her neck and along her collarbone, eliciting soft, adorable moans. Carefully, I cupped one of her large and perfectly shaped breasts and savored the weight of it in my palm. Lightly thumbing her nipple before giving her breast a gentle squeeze. Neepa let out a small cry and writhed about in my embrace.
My other hand traveled from her waist and down along her thigh, running the entire length of her leg before working its way back up into her inner thigh. Her entire body shuddered and she pressed her forehead into my chest. I never knew a woman could be this responsive to a light touch. The noises she made were akin to whimpering, sounds that made me yearn with lust.
I pushed her back onto the bed and hovered over her. Her blushing face searched mine, and her breasts bounced as her breaths came hard. Half-lidded eyes looked up at me, pearls forming in the corners. Seeing her so exposed and vulnerable gave me a lot of conflicting feelings; one appealed to the sadist in me, the other made me feel like I was taking advantage of her.
I was waiting to see if an angel and a demon would appear on either shoulder. However, as if sensing my turmoil, Neepa said something that ended my internal battle.
“Please,” she cried, “my body’s burning, please don’t stop, Al.”
With my worries appeased, I leaned down and kissed her hard, and then began planting kisses along her collarbone, then to her full breasts. They were mesmerizing. Big, well rounded, and perky; so appetizing. I took one of her nipples in my mouth and suckled, eliciting a moan from Neepa. I played with her chest for some time, switching nipples to suckle with my mouth while teasing the other with my fingers. Leaving her nipples, I planted a trail of kisses down her chest, trailing all the way across her stomach and past her navel.
At the end of the road was her womanhood; smooth as porcelain and glistening with the dew of desire. The kisses continued as I crossed the boundary.
“Al?” Neepa asked, slightly confused. “What are you––Ah!” She snapped her head back and bundled the covers in her fists, letting out a sharp scream.
All I did was give her small lick, but even that seemed to be too much.
Reworking my plan, I switched from going directly to her pussy and began planning kisses on her inner thigh and lightly brushing my fingers along her outer labia. Slowly, I ran my finger along her slit, causing her hips to buck, but it wasn’t as of a violent reaction as before. 
Testing the waters, I slipped in one finger into her hot love cave. Neepa let out a low moan as her insides constricted, almost binding my finger in place.
The muscles in her wet channel eased, then the rest of her body followed. I drew my finger in and out at an easy pace, then planted soft kisses on her swollen bud.
“D-don’t, Al. It’s dirty,” she whimpered.
I glanced up and saw that Neepa had her face buried in her hands, too ashamed to witness my efforts.
“Yeah, it’s really dirty,” I said slyly before I began rolling my tongue against her, working in a second finger. She grabbed my hair and let out stifled moans; it felt as if she was debating whether to push my head away or pull it closer.
And Neepa wasn’t dirty, not even close. She had a very erotic taste; there was a subtle sweetness hidden her in musk. I savored her love nectar as my fingers explored the texture of her sex. Just then, Neepa let out a strained cry and ground her pussy into my mouth, soiling my face with a shower of her arousal.
I sat up and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. Neepa was sprawled out before me, her eyes unfocused and staring at nothing in particular, body still trembling from the aftershock of her orgasm as she drew in hitched gasps.
I looked down at my cock, swollen and twitching, about ready to burst. I felt harder than a diamond. I was so tempted to grab Neepa’s supple hips and drive my cock home, but with everything I’ve seen thus far, that would’ve been far too much for her. I’d love to, I really would, but I don’t want to hurt her.
“Is that going to go inside me?” Neepa asked. She had her eyes locked on my cock; the look on her face equal parts wonder and fear. I couldn’t believe she could say something that managed to be naively innocent and naughty at the same time.
I sighed heavily. “We can stop for tonight,” I said, looking away. 
Inflicting any harm to her was not worth a single second of sexual gratification.
Something brushed along the tip of my dick, causing a shock to run down my spine. Neepa had reached out, her finger trailing on the top of my glans. The touch was so light, yet it brought pleasure so strong that it stung. 
“It’s big,” she said with a sultry breath. “B-but, i-if you do it slow, it s-should be fine.” I saw her gulp, and then she spread her legs further and held out her arms, welcoming me into her embrace. “I-if it’s you, I’ll be fine.”
Taking her invitation, I settled in between her creamy hips, leaning over her while I gazed down into her big, honey-brown eyes to admire the depths of her being. She searched my eyes longingly, her lips slightly parted, beckoning me. Wordlessly, I leaned down halfway and hovered just millimeters from her mouth. She met the extra distance to bring our lips together. 
As we kissed, I pushed my hips forward, the tip of my cock pressing right up her hot channel. Neepa’s breathing hitched and she moaned into my mouth. Another push, then my head slipped in. Neepa broke our kiss and pulled me into a deep embrace, breathing heavily into my ear. I groaned and trembled in pleasure. Even if it was just the tip, her heat felt so damn good.
Slowly, very slowly, I slid deeper and deeper into Neepa’s depths. Everything was tight, making the initial push a challenge, but she was wetter than a mermaid. The more her honey coated me, the easier it became to slide in.
A flash of pain crossed her face, stilling me. Truthfully, we both needed a second. Neepa to settle; me from popping limit break too soon. Her pussy gripped me firmly and enveloped my member in a warm, comforting hug. We stayed still for a long while. The only thing breaking the silence of the night being our heavy breaths.
I brushed some loose strands of hair off her forehead. “You okay?” I asked, running my fingers through her hair.
She gave me a weak nod. “Please… just move slowly.”
I advanced according to her wishes, Neepa letting out a whimper while her hold around my neck tightened. My hips drove forward until we lay flush against one another. Her eyes went wide, her muscles refusing to let me move, the sensations making me moan.
Eventually, her hold weakened, and I drew myself back out, only to push forward again, moving at a sluggish pace. Neepa let out a soft whimper at every push, but eventually, those small, pained whimpers modulated into heated moans.
She dropped her head back into the mattress with her hands draped loosely around my neck, her gaze fixed on me as I made love to her. The pain on her face gone; instead, it was one of pleasure. Taking that as a good sign, I increased the tempo of my hips, which caused Neepa’s moans to climb.
She wrapped her legs around my hips and pulled me deeper. The way her velvety folds wrapped around my member was heavenly, the flow of her muscles silently begging me to go harder. I doubled my efforts, surprising Neepa as she let out a cry, the shrill tone dropping into a low moan. 
Her hips started to work in tandem with mine, our bodies slipping into perfect rhythm. The way her heavy breasts swayed and rippled with my thrusts made me want to do it more.   
It had been a while since I’ve had sex, and I’ve never been with someone as alluring as Neepa before, either. We've only been at it for less than ten minutes, but I could feel the pressure building, and it was taking everything to hold back. 
“Neepa, I’m close, we need to stop,” I warned as I started to pull out. But Neepa hooked her ankles over each other and drove me back in.
She grabbed my cheeks and pressed her forehead to mine. “It’s okay,” she said huskily, “don’t stop, please don’t stop,” she begged fervently.
Her walls squeezed around me and she worked her own hips into mine, almost making me pop right then and there. I dropped down to my forearms and kissed Neepa hungrily and pumped away. She cried into my mouth and dug her nails into my traps, but the pain only added to my arousal.
Time slipped away as Neepa become the center of my universe, my idol of eternal pleasure. Her cry broke me from the metaphysical plane my mind crafted, her walls constricting almost painful pressure around my cock. And that was what pushed me over the edge. I erupted deep into Neepa’s pussy and she clung onto me for dear life. After the first kick of my orgasm, her walls spasmed and enveloped me in more wetness, her pussy giving me the best hug of my life. Once the wave of euphoria passed, we collapsed into a leap heap.
I laid my head on Neepa’s chest and gasped for air, her pussy still trembling around my member. Neepa wrapped her arms and legs around me and breathed sultry breaths into my ear.
Neepa was warm; her heart beat, comforting; her embrace, safe and reassuring. The events of that day and the passionate sex with her had drained me of everything I had, both emotionally and physically. I could feel the heat building in the back of my eyes as thoughts of my loved ones, of everyone of my world, resurfaced. I wrapped my arms around Neepa and held her. I didn’t realize how desperately I needed her close because everything within me began to unravel. My eyes clamped shut, but tears still found their way through, just like water finding a hole in the floor.
Neepa gently brushed my hair and cooed, “You were there for me, so I’ll be there for you. It’s going to be okay.”
My composure crumbled and I sobbed.
✽✽✽
 
I stirred from sleep and peeled open my eyes, staring at the ceiling as grey-blue light of pre-dawn illuminated Neepa’s room. My head still sleep-ridden, it took a while to process the slow, but consistent slap, slap, slap.
I blinked a couple times until my mind caught up with my body and realized that the sound was coming from my left. I glanced over and paled.
Sitting at the bedside was Eva, stone-faced with unblinking eyes, smacking the flat side of a very large knife on the back of her hand. Slap, slap, slap. We stared at each other like that for a good long while.
“Wh-what are you doing?” I asked, trying my best mask the fear. Though she could probably smell it off me.
She ceased her slapping and her emerald eyes bored into my soul. 
“Oh, just thinking that it would be better to use this to castrate you,” she said without the slightest hint of humor. “It’s very dull,” she added very matter-of-factly.
Little Al slipped deep into his shell.
Neepa stirred and groaned lightly before she nuzzled her head into my chest, still snoozing soundly. She had her leg swung over my waist and her arm over my chest. The long locks of her dark covering us like a blanket.
Eva took in Neepa, her face softening, almost meditative. 
After a few terrifying minutes, she returned her hostile eyes back to me.
Did she enjoy it?” she asked.
“What?”
She narrowed her eyes like I just insulted her. “Did she enjoy it?” she growled slowly.
“U-uh, I-I’d say so,” I stammered.
She let out a disgruntled sigh and slipped her knife into her boot, and then crossed her arms over her chest to continue the staring contest.
“I thought you were going to be gone for three days.” There had to have been a better way of phrasing that; made it seem as though I was planning on her being gone.
“My superior got word of your living arrangements and deemed it better suited to guard and watch over you since this is my home, after all.”
“Oh,” was all I said.
Not once has she blinked. I felt incredibly vulnerable in her wake. She watched me like a jaguar perched in that chair, seemingly waiting for a clear shot to my neck. Thankfully, she got bored of this meager prey and rose from her chair, heading towards the door.
“Sigemond prepared some things for you, they’re downstairs on the table,” she said with her back turned as she quietly turned the knob. Just before she left, Eva did a slow turn, her eyes going past flesh and into my soul. “And you better take responsibility, Al. Least you want to know what it feels like to fuck yourself.”
The door slid shut behind her, her steps traveling down the hall until a door opened and closed.
I held a hand to my chest to keep my heart from punching through my ribcage. The sheer ferocity in her voice and eyes made it feel like I literally avoided getting mauled by a jungle cat. Little Al was happier now that he wasn’t in immediate danger.
Out the window, the sun was just beginning to shoot the first slivers of day. If I had to guess, it must’ve been a little past six in the morning. Though, time may work differently here.
I looked down and stared at Neepa’s slumbering face; her small mouth curled into a content smile. Truly the face of an angle, the dreamy peace of which brought forth a smile to my face. I dropped my head back to the pillow and stared at the ceiling, replaying last night in my head.
Wow.
As happy as I was, my mood was hampered as soon as I realized that I came into Neepa’s room last night naked. Last I checked, the only things to my name were the clothes bequeathed at the garrison. The shirt still bloody, and the pants still soiled by Neepa.
Gingerly, I pulled her arm from my chest, then her leg. I carefully lifted her head and lowered it onto the pillow. Neepa stirred, but nuzzled into the pillow, her sleep undisturbed. I carefully laid a blanket over her and brushed a tress of hair from her face.
I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and made my way to the door. I paused with my hand around the knob. The entire walk from the bed to the door was surprisingly smooth. Granted, muscles felt stiff and tender, much like after an aggressive bout, but considering the level of abuse, it was amazing.
Fucking magic, I thought, partly amused and confused.
With my hand covering my shame, I peeked into the hallway. Empty. Eva must’ve gone into her room.
I slinked out and quietly shut the door behind me. After a squeaky descent to the main floor, the things Eva mentioned were at the table.
There was a brown-leather satchel and a big, dark-grey sack. I checked the sack first, notching it was fastened with an iron ring and a long pin attached by its head to the ring itself. I set it on the table and inspected the contents.
Clothes. Nothing fancy, just two identical pairs of black paints and long-sleeved white shirts. I hastily dressed. On closer inspection, the dark-grey sack was actually a cloak. The ring actually being penannular brooch for the cloak. 
I went through the satchel next. Inside was a leather belt for my pants, an empty water skin, and a small leather pouch that jangled when I picked it up. Inside was a small handful of silver pieces and one gold. They were rectangular and about as thick as a dime, and each had a small hole in the center. Never handled this much precious metal before.
The last thing was a large hunting knife that weighed a solid pound. I withdrew the blade from the leather sheath and admired it. It must’ve been forged from wrought iron. The distinct, rough pattern on the blade and the heft made iron a good candidate. The handle was made of a wood with a swirling grain, stained to a dark walnut. Protecting my hand from the blade was a perfectly polished brass guard. 
I’d have to thank Sigemond personally for such generosity.
I tucked everything back into the satchel and draped my cloak over the back of the chair.
On the floor near my feet, golden light spilled in from the window. The sun finally rose above the peaks of the mountains and washed Neepa’s home and the rest of the landscape in a blanket of light. 
I pulled open the front door and walked barefoot on the cool dirt. The chilly air felt good on my hot body; it smelled damp, fresh, and clean. Tall grass buffeted from the sighing wind, which tickled my skin when a lone gale bellowed forth. A smile crossed my face as I stared at the rolling planes, but it faded as the truth came back.
The moment I found out that everyone I knew was dead, it hurt. It tore everything within me asunder, and it continues to do so when I’m reminded that I’ll never see them again. 
And as horrible it is to admit, I’m still here.
Mom, Dad, if you can hear me, I’m sorry I couldn’t say goodbye. I could never repay you for raising me to be who I am. I’m forever grateful. And please, look over me. And , Caroline, I’m sorry I lied.
My hand went to my forehead surreptitiously. I’d all but forgotten that dream until Eva relayed the grim information. Or was it even a dream? I could feel the soft grass prickling my skin and the sun warming me as it did now. Caroline’s gentle touch; the sensation of her lips on my forehead ever present, almost as if they never quite left. 
Her words echoed back to me. “I hope you live a long and happy life.”
A lump formed in my throat and I could feel my eyes watering. I rubbed them furiously and gave a halfhearted chuckle, staring out at the majestic plains.
Can’t be happy if I’m crying, I thought with a bittersweet smile. If I couldn’t save you, then the least I can do is be happy for you and live.
“Al?” a voice called from behind.
I turned and saw Neepa stepping out of the door way, wrapped up in a blanket, a look of worry etched into her face.
“Are you okay?”
I looked back at the rising sun and drew in a long breath of air, then exhaled it slowly. “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I think I’m going to be.”




Chapter 9


The next day went quietly. Neepa changed my bandages and fed me soup, and more her medicinal, bitter cocktails. Eva slept the entire day, only once coming out of her room dressed in nothing but a long white tunic to use the bathroom before returning to bed. The majority of the day was spent getting my room ready, which was just used for storage up until that point. It only featured a bed, a trunk, and a lone shelf. Very barren, but it was somewhere to sleep. I ended up turning in early that day because my body was still sore, and moving around only exacerbated it––my episode through the woods certainly set me back some.
Come bedtime, Neepa came to my room to bid me goodnight, with a kiss of course. A long, drawn out kiss leaving ours faces blushed and our breaths husky. She eyed the wall nervously after we finished; the wall that separated my room from Eva’s. For whatever reason, she didn’t want to reveal what we did.
Eva already knew, but if Neepa was too embarrassed to admit it, then I’ll let her work it out in due time. She gave my cheek a comforting peck and left me to a dreamless sleep.
I woke up feeling just as bad as the last day, like all my joints were swollen. The tender morning kiss Neepa delivered helped offset the pain.
After helping me downstairs, she swapped my bandages for fresh ones. Then made me breakfast. A sort of porridge that smelled of cinnamon and had bits of dried berries in it. Simple, yet surprisingly good.
Eva came down not long after I was served, dressed  in her casual attire, and helped herself to some fruit that was left out. Neepa bid her good morning, but Eva only replied with a grunt. Then, with her bow, quiver, and satchel, left without saying goodbye. Didn’t so much as make eye contact with me while she was downstairs. 
“Where’s she going?” I asked.
Neepa sat down with a tea pot and poured each of us a cup.
 “Training,” she replied, handing me my cup. “She has targets set up in the field behind our home. She’ll be out there for several hours with her bow, and then go off into the woods to hunt or do more training for another several hours.” She sipped her tea and sighed contently. “That’s just her routine.”
“Huh,” I said, then drank from my tea. It tasted herbal, like it was good for me, but I’m more of a coffee guy. Not bad though. “Tell me, why… or how did you two end up living together out here?”
She set her cup down and stared at it for a moment. “Why do you ask?” she asked, looking up from her tea.
“You two just seem like complete opposites. She’s a soldier; you’re a witc… uh, mage,” I sloppily corrected. “And she’s kind of…intense.” I had a few choice words that would’ve been better suited, but not appropriate to say in front of Neepa. “While you’re very gentle.”
Neepa dipped her head down and let her long black hair fall into her face, hiding the blush and smile that I knew was hiding under there.
“Eva can be kind. When she wants to,” she added after a long pause. “I’m sure after enough time you two can be friends.”
“How long does it usually take for her to make a friend?”
Neepa gave me a very strained smile and brushed her thumbs along the brim of her cup. I waited for her to say something, but then it dawned on me that there was no answer.
“Well then,” I started, trying to change the topic, "How did you two end up living together, then?”
“She was adopted by my foster mother and we spent most of our childhood together. This is her home, actually.”
I craned my head around and gave the inside another once over. Did seem kind of big for just two people.
“Where’s she?”
Neepa’s gaze fell and she sat as a few seconds passed. “S-she was a mage conscripted for the Arms of Earus. She went on an assignment and… never came back.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.”
She let out a breath and gave me a wan smile. “Don’t be. Being a soldier or an enlisted mage has its hazards; she instilled that in us every time she left, so we’d be ready for it.” She let out a sad sigh. “I do miss her dearly, though.”
“What was her name?”
“Olea.”
Olea the late foster mother, huh?
I was tempted to ask about her parents, but, from experience, that would’ve been a touchy subject, and I inadvertently stumbled upon one such subject when asking about her housemate.
I decided to switch to something that’s been bothering me. “Neepa, there’s actually something about this house I’d like to ask you.”
“What would that be?”
“The bathroom… how do you have heated, running water?”
She gave me a curious look and tilted her head. “Did your world not have running water?”
“What? No, yeah, we did, it’s just… surprising considering, well, everything. Do you guys use some sort of electricity, or is it a steam engine?”
“Electricity?” Neepa parroted with her brows furrowed. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. And what’s a steam engine?”
Ok, now I was confused. “What’s pumping and heating the water?”
Neepa guided me outside to the back of her home. Attached to the side of the building where the bathroom would be was a large copper tank, resting atop a stone foundation. The thing looking like an incredibly early prototype of what a water heater would look like from back home. Pipes jutted out of the tank and ran into the ground, which I assumed connected to the spigot I saw inside.
Neepa knelt in front of the base of the tank and pulled a flat stone free from the foundation. “This is how the water is moved and heated.”
I knelt down next to her and peered into the dark, damp enclosure. Mounted on a wire frame and positioned directly under the copper tank was a glowing red crystal outputting enough heat to warm my face. Next to that, however, was a clear glass housing that joined a series of pipes. Inside of it was another glowing crystal, this one was a cloudy white.
“The red crystal is imbued with the element of fire and keeps the water stored in the tank hot, for whenever we need it,” Neepa informed. “The other crystal is imbued with the element of wind, drawing water to and from the underground streams.”
“Holy shit,” I muttered.
Neepa giggled. “You’re the first person I’ve seen taken aback by plumbing. I can’t wait to see your face when you see how things are like further in Scintillion.”
“Magic is still something I’m trying to fathom,” I said while inspecting this strange blend of magic and engineering. “Must’ve been a nightmare running pipes down into the stream.”
“No, the mages can do that easily enough. Charging, making, and imbuing the crystals are the laborious parts.”
“Mages? As in plumbing mages?”
“There’s no such thing,” she snorted. “Earth and metal mages help with development and building because they’re capable of doing the work of hundreds in less than half the time. Earth mages can part the earth, move massive rocks, make bricks for homes, or form clay pipes. Metal mages can pull raw ore and morph it to their will, making stronger metal pipes or frames for homes. Their metal is also magically imbued, making them more resilient and less prone to corrosion. However, they can’t produce steel or manipulate gold or silver. Only very, very advanced mages can perform such a feat.”
I gave the interior another look before replacing the stone into the foundation. “And what about the crystals, like how and who makes them?”
“The who depends on what the crystal’s purpose is. Unfortunately, I don’t know very much about the process other than it ranges from a few days to a few months to imbue an element. But, once they’ve been imbued, they’ll work so long as they are charged periodically, which anyone can do.”
“How often is that?”
“Oh, once every month or two.”
“Wow, so as long as you have magic then they’ll run forever?”
“Not quite. The crystal will wear out and crack eventually, and then we’d have to get a replacement. You see, Al, these crystals are man-made, which means they are far from perfect; perfect crystals formed in the earth are extremely valuable and rare. Not only are they capable of handling more power, but they  last much longer.”
“How long do these last?” I asked, gesturing to the two in the enclosure.
Neepa placed a finger on her lip. “Hmm, given their quality, about six years.”
“And a perfect crystal?”
“One of equivalent size… about fifty years.”
Fifty years?! That red and grey one was just a little smaller than my palm. How could something so small put out energy for so long?
Well, magic, I guess.
“What about a big one, say…the size of this tank?” I asked, smacking the copper container with a dull, resonating ding.
“Oh that, hmm…” Neepa tapped her lip. “Thousands of years? Maybe more. But one of that size would be comically rare. And if one were to exist and be found intact, it could take a hundred years with scores of advance mages working day and night to imbue it.”
“So not very practical, huh?”
Neepa brushed aside a lock of dark hair and gave an appeasing smile. “It can be an invaluable resource, but it would take a tremendous amount of work. Such a thing could aid the people greatly, but man-made crystals are more than enough to make our lives more comfortable.”
Amen to that. Not sure I'd be able to adjust if I couldn’t bathe regularly.
I rose from the ground, grimacing a little and holding my stomach. Neepa, alarmed, held her hand over mine and draped the other over my shoulder.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
I glanced at her and saw nothing but worry on her features. The sight made the corners of my mouth curl into a smile.
“Just a little sore, not as bad as a few days ago, trust me. You don’t have to dot on me like that.”
Neepa withdrew her hand and clasped them together in front of her, gazing bashfully to the side. “Sorry,” she muttered.
This girl, I thought, shaking my head playfully. I took her hand back in mine and she looked up.
“I don’t hate it, though.”
Neepa’s cheeks flushed and she smiled back. “Would you like me to make you some medicine?”
“Please.”
We went back inside and Neepa went about making her good ol’ green potion. I asked her more about the crystals and magic while she worked.
Turns out, the candle sconces I saw around the house didn’t actually have candles in them, but crystals. If anyone wanted to turn them on, basically, they just have to touch it. The force required to power them is so minuscule that even children could manage with no trouble. 
Nothing happened when I attempted it. Still cool as shit, though.
And since we were on the subject, Neepa informed me that she was a light mage, technically. When I asked her to clarify, she said that Olea was a light mage and showed her the basics; however, she was only taught for a few years before Olea never came back. Her main field of study was botany; that was her main area before coming into Olea’s care. Outside of that, Neepa had gone to a small school to get certified as a service-ready mage for the military. She hadn’t continued studying beyond that.
I asked if she still attended to study light magic, but then said she was competent enough and fell quiet afterwards.
Instead of dwelling on another touchy subject, I asked more about the mages and the Arms of Earus.
The Arms was basically a guild, one meant for people who wanted to be soldiers. They functioned sort of as the official military because they’re the largest and most far-reaching guild on the world, and other worlds. Because of their influence and numbers, they’ve taken up other public services like maintaining the peace, running jails, city sanitation, and other odds and ends. Their first and foremost duty was training soldiers and fighting the Null wherever it appeared.
Aside from them, there are scores of other guilds. There are hunter’s guilds, mercenaries’ guilds, blacksmith’s guilds, scribe’s guilds, leather’s guilds, and even baker’s guilds. And some, like the soldier’s guild, are based throughout numerous kingdoms and worlds.
Mages were a different story. Academies took the place of guilds. The Mage’s Hall was sort of like a formal office that coordinated the academies’ duties. Basically the board of education for mages. Policies are decided, instructions are issued, standards are set, and aspiring students are managed and admitted to academies based off a series of factors.   
Protecting the people from the Null is their primary mission, yes, but academies really work towards understanding more on the power of the One. While they may still have strong ties to their origins, knowledge does degrade over time and certain things can be lost or forgotten. The academies work towards rediscovering lost knowledge or discovering new knowledge through rigorous study and experimentation. Sigemond told me that the power of the One existed in many forms; naturally, there’d be numerous different kinds of magic and academies to study them.
Mages typically affiliate themselves with academies to be trained in the art of magic, then, once capable, go off into the world wherever they are needed. Many would go off and fight with the military, but some would either be independent contractors, public servants, or continue their lives in academia.
As Neepa explained it, magic was a lot like math. Everyone can easily learn the basics and apply its utility for many different situations. To demonstrate, she lit the fireplace with nothing but her hand. After arranging the logs, she took some dried kindling in her palm and focused until it smoked, smoldered, then caught fire. Soon, flames were licking the bottom of a pot of water. Vibration is a key aspect to manipulating one’s power, so even most laypeople can manage basic applications.
However, like math, there’s a certain level where it becomes so complicated and convoluted that only a special few can hope to decipher the madness. Some get it, others don’t. 
“Actually, I think I have a good primer on the mystic arts,” Neepa said as she handed me her medicine.
Honestly, despite having drunken it several times already, it never got easier.
She perused the shelves of her library while I forced down the brew.
She pulled a worn, thin, leather-bound book from the shelf, then sat back down to present it to me. “It’s elementary at best, but it should offer you some insight, if you’d like to learn more.”
I took the book and began to open it. “Thanks, I’m actually looking forward to reading...” I trialed off as I scanned the page before me. Complete gibberish. “I can’t read this.”
Suddenly, like I just turned a corner and walked into a pole, it hit me.
“Actually, Neepa, how is it that I can even understand you, everybody for that matter? My world alone had over six thousand different languages, what are the chances your world happens to speak the one I know?”
“I’d say zero,” Neepa said with a light giggle. “I’m not speaking your language; I’m speaking my own tongue. Just as you are.”
“Aaand you lost me.”
“Magic,” Neepa said simply.
I ran a hand through my hair and groaned. “Right.”
Neepa placed a reassuring hand on my forearm. “Do not worry, I’ll explain. You recall that we do not dabble in worlds that are oblivious to the war, yes?” I nodded. “Well, in order for us to know whether or not a world is aware, we have to talk with the natives. Some worlds are in the midst of battle against the Null and know it under other names or have a different lore, but if they are aware of the danger, then we present ourselves and form alliances.
"However, worlds, like yours, who have had the luxury of peace, are left alone. The Council of Scintillion would vote whether or not to intervene in a world’s affairs and introduce them to the struggle; even then, some worlds would reject and even fight us. Regardless, we have gone to your world at some point, and recently if I sound fluent in your tongue.”
I sighed. “Still lost.”
“You recall the three principles of the One, yes?”
“Yeah. Kind of hard to forget a bombshell like all that,” I muttered.
“For a little background information: all forms of magic fall under one of the three,” she said, raising three fingers. “Earth and metal mages, for example, fall under matter. However, mages that handle purer natures, as they’re called––like water and fire––fall under energy. Mind and dimensional mages fall under spirit. Through the use of mind mages’ magic, they devised a way to connect people at a spiritual level, thus allowing us to understand any native tongue.”
“But how do I understand you, then?”
“You must be a descendant of one of the original natives that met my people, or at least within the region. When one spirit gains knowledge, it passes it off as another spirit comes into being, one’s descendant.”
I scratched my head. “Like a magical disease?”
Neepa snorted. “No, Al, of course not. Universal consciousness. A person’s unique energy dictates their mind, but their spirit is eternal. While the spirit undergoing numerous transformations, it never forgets anything it gains. All spirits are united by the common thread from the One so everyone is connected, but blood relatives even more so.”
I sagged back in my chair and rubbed my temples. “Fucking magic,” I said with a heavy sigh.
“Does your head hurt?” Neepa leaned closer towards me, her eyes roaming me as if I were terminally ill.
“Just had my mind blown. Again.”
She gave that knowing smile of hers and leaned back. I looked at the book again and flipped it open. The text looked like a blend of Korean and Sanskrit; no rhyme or reason, or any semblance of any grammar mechanics.
“Well, can’t get very far just speaking the language. Would you teach me how to read and write?”
Neepa’s eyes widened. “You want to learn?”
“Why not? I was a little excited seeing all your books, but now I’m kind of bummed that I can’t read any of them. So yeah, teach me. And being illiterate might be a problem down the line.”
Neepa looked absolutely shocked. Her lips trembled. “I-I-I––I’ll do my best!” She bowed her head deeply as if I were royalty. She peeked from under the brim of her hat and I saw that timid smile.
Neepa spent the better part of the afternoon writing down all the basic parts of her language on some paper. Thankfully, it’s nothing needlessly complicated like actual Sanskrit. There were thirty consonants and seven vowels, basically. However, only the vowels were strictly unique. There are really only ten consonants and the other twenty are almost exactly the same with the exception of a dot or a dash on a section of the character––sort of like modifiers. Not exactly easy, but not impossible to grasp.
By the late afternoon, I already had a lot of the characters memorized. I even managed to spell out my name. Though, according to Neepa, I’d really have to work on my penmanship.
Eva came back just as the sun was setting. Her golden hair  plastered to her face and her clothes hung to her with all the dirt and sweat she accumulated. Slung over her shoulder was a bundle of what looked like rabbits. Their ears were about twice as long and they had a puffy tail like that of a raccoon minus the stripes. The fur was a light shade of orange, sort of like a fox.
After giving Neepa the almost-rabbits to prepare for dinner, Eva stripped. She dropped her sweat-soaked tunic on the floor, exposing her toned body, only a white bandeau keeping her perky swells hidden. The belt of her pants came undone and she stepped out of those, flashing me her pure white underwear before disappearing into the bathroom.
Realizing that I watched the entire thing without blinking, I shot Neepa a slow look. She had her back turned while working with Eva’s catch. 
It was surprising to see Neepa gut, skin, and butcher those little critters with such calm efficiency. The only thing I’ve ever had to gut was fish, and even then it was a bit of an endeavor to stomach. After they were all prepped, Neepa set a couple aside and carried the rest down into the cellar for storage. She then gathered some vegetables from her garden, and then added them to the already boiling pot.
She poured the diced meat and spices next and began stirring with a wooden spoon. I couldn’t help but snicker as I watched her. The pot was mounted on an arm that allowed it to swing in and out of the fireplace. Not exactly a cauldron, but close enough. It was humorous to imagine her cackling and uttering a rhyming-curse.
The bathroom door swung open and out stepped Eva in a cloud of steam. I did a double take. Nothing but a towel covered her midsection, which exposed a good portion of her legs. Without her humble attire, Eva had a surprisingly athletic build: beautifully sculpted legs, tight waist, well-rounded shoulders, and muscular definition in her arms. However, as I was admiring her features, I almost overlooked the scars that riddled her.
There was a long narrow one on her inner thigh, two scars that crossed into a crude X on her right arm, a sizeable crescent-shaped one on her right shoulder, and the newest gash on her left arm looked on its way to being a big blemish on her otherwise womanly complexion.
My eyes traveled up her neck and then to her face. Only then did I realize she was glaring back at me.
Her eyes bored into mine for a moment before she closed them and sighed. She bent over her scattered clothes, exposing her cleavage in the process, which became the center of my focus.
Who wouldn’t stare? 
A liar, that’s who.
I was too distracted to notice she flicked her wrist at me. There was a grey blur and something whooshed past my ear before I heard a thunk. I looked over my shoulder and saw a squat knife embedded in the wall behind me.
I peed a little. Just a little.
“Mind your gaze, Al,” she said in a low tone, “or I’ll take one of your eyes next time.”
“Eva!” Neepa shouted. She placed her hands on her hips and pouted at the half-naked blonde. “Don’t threaten our guest. And what did I say about throwing knives in the house? And about leaving clothes on the ground?”
Neepa actually sounded more upset about the clothes than my fifth brush with death. Sixth? I’m just going to stop counting before I jinx myself.
Eva rolled her eyes, and, with one hand holding her towel, scooped up her clothes and made for the stairs. Neepa watched her go before she let out a sigh and gave me an apologetic smile.
“Sorry about her, she’s a little self-conscious.”
I looked back at the knife. “You don’t say?”
“It’ll take a few more minutes for the stew to simmer, would you like a drink?”
Dissociated due to shock, I answered "Sure."
She smiled and went to the cupboard. However, instead of grabbing the tea pot, she fetched two tiny clay cups and a bottle of amber liquid from the top shelf. She fixed two cups, then handed me mine.
I brought the cup near my mouth and my nostrils flared. “Is this…?”
Neepa knocked back her drink, making a satisfied hum. “It’s my own spirit,” she said as she poured herself another shot. “This is meant to be enjoyed.”
I looked at the bottles on her workbench. “What about the ones with the skull?”
“Those... are for special elixirs,” she murmured, the event two days ago fresh in her memory.
“And occasions?” I quipped with a grin.
Neepa made a face when I playfully reminded her. She slammed back her second drink and made a whining sound. “…and for when my spirits are low,” she admitted with a pout.
“Yeah,” I agreed. Neepa looked up. “I tend to need a drink when my spirits are low, too.” I tipped my drink to her and knocked back the amber concoction.
Damn, it was good.
It went down smooth, like a polished gem stone sliding along ice. It was youthful, light, and very soft. While it was subtle, it had layers; not overpowering yet so much to unpack: citrus, herbal tones, a little grassy, and above all else, warming. It smelled and tasted a lot like bourbon, but it tasted unique, like something else entirely.
It was so good that I didn’t realize I was smiling.
“Would you like another?” she asked knowingly.
I held my cup out eagerly. “Please.”
We enjoyed a few drinks for a bit, the liquor calming my heavy body. The warm tingling started in my fingertips and traveled towards my core as I drank, my body unwinding till everything become loose. 
As Neepa was finishing the stew, Eva came downstairs, dressed. She joined me at the table without uttering a word, helping herself to the bottle and knocking back a swig.
Despite Eva’s earlier response, I didn’t mind being around her. So long as she wasn’t promising torture. I knew Eva meant well and she was really, really, protective. 
Neepa served the stew and we ate in pleasant silence.
Eva retired to her room after dinner. Neepa sat in her chair by the fireplace, reading from her books and drinking through her bottle of liquor. 
It was surprising that such a mousy woman drank, and it was impressive how well a mousy woman like her could drink. I only had a few glasses and I could already feel myself growing hazy. She easily drank twice as much as me and didn’t show in the slightest.
While Neepa relaxed, I continued to practice my ABC’s, or whatever this world’s equivalent was. I continued on for a couple hours until my eyes felt heavy and yawns escaped my mouth. Neepa snapped her book shut and doused the fire before helping me upstairs to my room. She gave me a kiss and bid me goodnight.
As I lay in my bed, I thought about everything I learned that day. The small introduction to Neepa and Eva’s early life, the mechanics of magic, how mages operated, and of the new language I was learning. It was an interesting and productive day. A good day.
My eyes slowly closed and I drifted into a peaceful slumber.
Until the nightmares came.




Chapter 10


Hollow eyes bored into me while a ravenous maw snapped at my face with horrid ambition. I fought back with all my strength, my stomach screaming in pain as the monster’s claws attempted to burrow themselves deeper. Harold’s screwdriver becomes fresh in my mind as I struggle against the beast, knowing that it was my best, and only chance. As I attempt to retrieve it from my pocket, my arms buckle under the monster’s strength. Its jaws sink into my neck and tears out my throat in a bloody spray.
I awaken with a start, breathing heavily and sweating profusely. My hand went to my neck, flesh intact. I let my eyes roam over the room, making sure that I was in the same spot I went to bed the night before. Only after a few minutes of breathing did my panic subside. I fell back into my bed with a flop and let out one last breath in a rush.
It’s been a week since the nightmares began. All of them were replays of the attack on the university. Various moments relived where luck and quick-thinking failed. I witnessed two of them tear Caroline apart. I almost threw up on the floor after that one.
The fight with the Caster was relived, too. One where he killed Neepa in front of me, and another where he turned me into a monster and I pounced on her like a lion on raw meat. Thank goodness I’ve been waking at the crack of dawn because had Neepa greeted me after that particular nightmare, I would’ve broken down the moment I saw her face. 
Eyes heavy, head throbbing, I rolled onto my side and hid under the sheets.
One nightmare wasn’t so violent. It was Neepa and I making love again, everything hot and passionate, and from the corner of my eye, I saw Caroline, watching us. She ran out of the bedroom door, weeping, and I went to chase after her only to see that everything beyond the door was a fiery pit. She watched me while she burned, her dark eyes judging me, asking why I brushed her aside so easily to be with another woman.
Things were so twisted up that Neepa’s comforting reprieve drove away all the bad thoughts, but only temporarily.
My family, friends, and crush are dead, and I just fucked a stranger. The hell is wrong with me?  
I rolled to my other side and balled up the covers in my fists.
Why the nightmares came now, I’m not sure. I just hope that they’d come to pass. Each day gets harder and harder to put up a strong front. Neepa noticed the very first day, but I was able to chalk that up to being sore. I was tempted to confide in her, but she worried enough as is. And I was a little ashamed, too. I didn’t want her to think that I’m haunted by the choices that lead me to this point. Neepa’s quick to throw herself under the bus; she doesn’t need to feel responsible.
It was inevitable, in a way. Once my mind started to settle, it would begin to imagine how things were in my absence. Caroline and my parents flashed across my mind again and I buried my head in my arms.
 I hoped they didn’t suffer. I truly did.
Neepa came into my room a few hours later to wake me, which I pretended to still be asleep.
She undid my bandages and checked how things were healing up. All the lacerations have closed up completely, leaving behind some light scabbing and pink flesh.
“Does this hurt?” she asked while she prodded my arm gently.
“No. It’s a little stiff, but aside from that, it feels okay.”
“Hmm.” She let her slender fingers slide long my sides and stomach. She traced the contours of my ribs gingerly. “How about here?”
“Feels kinda nice,” I responded.
She placed her hand over my heart and smiled. “Your bones seem to have healed nicely.”
“Thanks to you.”
She turned her head to hide her face. “I-I didn’t do that much…”
“No. You did a lot. Thank you.” I placed my hand over hers and gave it a squeeze. She met my gaze and we grew lost in each other’s eyes.
Someone cleared their throat loudly and Neepa and I quickly withdrew our hands and jerked our heads at the door. Eva was leaning against the door jam, arms crossed over her chest.
“They’re going to be here any minute now. Be ready.” Eva sounded especially annoyed today. She pushed herself from the frame and stomped off downstairs.
She and I didn’t talk much the last week. I helped her collect some wood once, only nature filling the void of silence. Not that I minded all that much, even if it was awkward. It was a stark contrast to when I helped Neepa gather wild herbs. She had lots to say on the flora and fauna, telling me what was good for certain ailments as well as what was poisonous. The depth of her knowledge was remarkable, speaking like excerpts from an encyclopedia.  
“Someone’s certainly roaring to go,” I muttered when Eva was well out of earshot.
Neepa stood. “She’s right, though. You should get ready.”
“Yeah, yeah,” I said, climbing to my feet.
Neepa stood to her tip toes and gave me a quick peck on the lips.
“I’ll get breakfast ready.” She gave me a smile and left.
My cheeks burned as I brought my hand to my lips.
Neepa and I haven’t been intimate since the first night. However, she did start giving me surprise kisses at random times, usually after Eva leaves or when we were alone. It was an odd combination. She was too embarrassed to do it in front of Eva, but she was more than willing to make the first move. A very strange woman.
I got dressed and headed downstairs. Eva sat in her armchair; the one on the right of the fireplace being hers, while Neepa’s was on the left. I learned which was which after being thrown from the wrong chair one evening. 
Her worn, leather satchel sat at the feet of her chair. Eva fiddled with her boot knife, tossing it end over end in the air and catching the handle every time without looking.
I sat down at the table, a cup of tea already waiting. The tea was pleasant enough. Coffee would’ve been fantastic, though Neepa never heard of it when asked.
“Eva, would you like some sugar in your tea?” Neepa asked.
“Not thirsty,” Eva responded.
“Okay. Would you like flank meat or some fruit for breakfast?”
“Not hungry.”
Neepa nodded slowly then turned to me. “What would you like?”
“Fruit’s fine.”
I glanced back and caught Eva’s profile. She looked annoyed. Well, more annoyed.
“So what’s the plan today?” I asked to the two of them.
“Someone from the guild is to pick us up and brings us before the Grand Mage,” Neepa responded as she placed a plate of fruit and bread before me.
“Well, yeah, I know that, but then what? What exactly am I going to do with her?”
Neepa dropped a pinch of sugar in her tea and gave a shrug. “I’m afraid we don’t know. Being granted an audience with the Grand Mage is saved only for individuals of great importance. I’ve no idea what she looks like, let alone what she wishes from you.”
“So you have no idea how this is suppose to go, then?”
She dipped her head marginally. “Sorry, Al.”
“Don’t be. I’m… I’m just a little nervous.” I drummed my fingers along the table and let out a breath. “I’m worried that I’ll have to do some trial and slay a dragon or something.”
Neepa’s eyebrows shot up. “Why would you do that? Dragons are very noble creatures.”
“I was just making a––Dragons are real?”
“Yes,” she said simply.
I brought a hand to my temple. “Of course,” I muttered. Not sure if that’s cool or terrifying yet. Though, I’d be lying if the possibility of riding a dragon didn't make me excited. “Are we going to be going to the guild, then?”
“No,” Eva said from across the room. “We’ll be going to Lucinia.”
That name didn't ring any bells. “Where?”
“Lucinia.” Neepa sat next to me. “It’s the largest and most prestigious of academies in the capital, on this world for that matter. The mightiest and wisest of mages gather within those walls. The Grand Mage resides there when she isn’t traveling and oversees all the students and educators.” She fidgeted with her hands as she spoke, but her eyes twinkled with excitement.
“So going there is a big deal, then?”
“Being able to set foot on the grounds is a tremendous honor. Going inside.” She shivered. “It’s one of the greatest things that any mage could wish for. Common folk can never even come close to the grounds.”
“Especially natives,” Eva called out again. “Be thankful you have Sigemond’s word. No laws protect wayward natives. Special guest or not, they’ll kill you if warranted. Don’t do anything stupid.”
What she being overly dramatic to fuck with me? 
I turned to Neepa. “She’s not serious, is she?” I asked that somewhat jokingly, but Neepa’s hanging silence and strained smile told me otherwise. “Great. No pressure.”
After we finished breakfast, Neepa went to her bench to work and I stayed at the table to practice my reading and writing. I progressed fairly well the past week. With little else to do, I staved off boredom by practicing for hours on end, writing the same characters hundreds of times, and flipping through the book Neepa loaned me until I began to understand a few words.
When that became too dry, I started sketching.
One thing I wanted to be before a professional boxer was an artist. One of the only things I had an actual interest way back when. I realized early on being an artist wasn’t realistic, even less so than fighting for money. Didn’t mean I didn’t keep up with it.
With so much free time on my hands, I started filling up my notebook. Plants and herbs Neepa pointed out to me, the fields outside, even portraits of Eva and Neepa. I’ve done about a dozen for my parents, none of which were finished. They have to be perfect; I don’t want to forget a single detail of their faces.
Whenever the nerve presented itself and I went to Caroline, the charcoal pencil refused to move. Not even a single line.   
It was around noon, I think, when the sound of hooves clopping down the road was heard. With only the sound of the wind out here, the horse’s footfalls might as well have been a car blaring its horn.
Eva jumped to her feet. “Let’s go,” she ordered.
“Al, you should gather your things. We could be in the capital for some time,” Neepa instructed.
It only took me a minute to head upstairs and gather my things; easy to do when all I owned was a sack, knife, and some clothes.
I walked down the stairs, struggling to get my cloak fastened over my shoulders, but I didn’t quite understand how to put it on. The brooch was especially difficult. It fumbled out of my hands. The clasp rolled across the floor and bumped into Eva’s boot. She looked down at it, then to me.
I was expecting a snide remark, but she just picked it up and approached.
“Hold still,” she said while crossing the fabric over my chest. With a tug, she ran the needle through the fabric and fastened the brooch.
She then walked off and out the front door without another word. I shifted in the cloak and noticed that it hung comfortably.
“Thanks,” I said quietly.
Neepa finished loading her bag with a few miscellaneous items on her bench before donning her pointy hat. Her lips curled into a smile.
“What?” I asked.
“Nothing. You just look dashing in a cloak, that’s all.”
I grabbed the edges of the cloth and held them out. “I feel a little silly wearing it, not exactly common apparel from my world.”
“It suits you.”
We walked outside together and approached the carriage. Eva and the driver were chatting. The first thing I noticed was that the driver was a woman this time around; the second were the two ears sticking out of her straw hat. Another beastkin.
The ears pivoted towards me and Neepa, then the woman’s head followed. She had short-cropped, brown hair and big blue eyes that grew bigger as they settled on me. The tight black leggings and tan tunic that left both her shoulders exposed made her look more like a… Well, anything but a soldier. 
She dropped the reins of the horse and leapt from the driver’s seat, landing right in front of me.
“Oh, so this is him?” She leaned in close and gave my face a good look. “You don’t look like anything special,” she said, her tone a touch disappointed. She leaned in again and gave me a good couple whiffs. “You smell different.” The brown tail from her rear curled and swayed with curiosity.
“I’m not sure how I should take that,” I said, taking a step back.
“I’m not saying you smell bad, geez.” The cat-girl leaned in and sniffed me again. “I actually like how you smell; just different.”
“Uh, thanks. No Felix?” I asked.
The woman smirked. “Were you expecting the same driver you punched?”
“I guess not. You two aren’t friends are you?” I asked, rubbing my forearm.
She slapped my shoulder and laughed. “Hell no, Felix is an asshole. About time someone knocked him on his ass. Ran his mouth raw trying to get you charged. All it did was make him look even more pathetic.” She took a second to titter, then proffered her hand with a grin, flashing me her sharpened canines. “I’m Laramie by the way.”
“Al,” I said, taking her hand.
“Al, huh?” She shook with a surprisingly firm grip. The cat girl couldn’t have been over five foot five.
Laramie’s gaze traveled the length of my body as she held onto my hand long after I stopped shaking. She gave Neepa a cursory glance and her feline irises narrowed ever so slightly. Those pearly blues went back to mine. “Shall we be off? I have to get you to the Grand Mage as soon as possible.”
“Right,” I agreed.
Laramie finally released my hand then hopped from where she stood and landed right back on the driver’s seat of the carriage. It was as if she were on a wire rig out of a kung fu movie. She’s certainly as spry as a cat. Eva, Neepa and I slipped into the carriage and Laramie snapped the reins, setting us off down the road.
Eva took up the entire seat with her body on one side, Neepa and I sat side by side on the other.
“Get comfortable,” Eva said, locking her hands behind her head. “Lucinia is deep within the capital, it’s going to be a while.”
“I’m in no rush,” I said. Eva’s warning had left me anxious. While I doubted a wizard was going to kill me, I felt a little uncomfortable being surrounded by who knows how many. A delay would be welcomed if possible. 
I marveled at the sights of Scintillion once we slipped back inside of the walls. I was too distracted to notice the sights before. Everything certainly fell in line with what one would’ve expected from a fifteenth century setting. Despite the materials of stone, rough wood, and stucco, everything looked well maintained, even immaculate at times.
We passed several shops and stalls on the way, where many patrons were mulling about on the streets and sidewalks. The enticing smell of fresh bread wafted into my nostrils as we passed a building with a wooden sign that had a loaf of bread carved into it. Out in front loading various loafs into a wood rack was a merry plump-looking man. He turned just as we were passing and caught my glimpse. His features crinkled as he gave me a wide smile, waving as if I knew him half his life. I returned the wave.
We passed several more shops as we rode on. Some I could recognize like a butcher, a florist, a bookstore, a jeweler, and a haberdashery, but there were a few I couldn’t quite place.
An hour into our ride and I grew bored of what was outside and lay back in my seat. I’m sure it would be a lot more interesting if I had the chance to explore. I rubbed my eyes, then a heavy yawn stretched my jaw.
Neepa looked up from a book she was reading from her lap. “Didn’t sleep well?”
“I was just a little nervous about today.” 
Actually, I woke up twice last night from the nightmares before the third left me too wound-up to fall back asleep.
Neepa closed the book and clicked her nails against the edge of the cover. “I-If you like… y-you could rest… on my lap.”
I glanced over at Eva, who had dozed off. “It’s fine, I can—”
“You should really be well-rested if you’re going to meet the Grand Mage. We still have a lot of time before we get there.” She slipped her book back in her bag and gave her lap an affirming pat.
Neepa was being surprisingly insistent. It was so off the cuff that I didn’t know what to say. However, I couldn’t deny how nice it would be to lie down, at least for a little bit.
There wasn’t enough space for me to lie down completely, but it was enough for me to get on my side. I gingerly laid my head on Neepa’s thighs and stared at Eva napping in her seat. It was a little awkward.
“Better?” Neepa asked.
“Y-yeah.”
She laid her hand on my head and began to gently stroke my hair. Neepa’s touch always felt so warm and tender. It was surprisingly comfortable given the confined space and the bumpy ride, but it just seemed to work.
As I settled, I realized how weary I really was. Several nights of interrupted sleep tends to do that. My eyelids closed and I gave into lassitude, slipping away before I realized it.
✽✽✽
 
Darkness assaulted from every direction. I couldn’t make out anything, couldn’t even see my own hand when held in front of my face. Then, like God working a light on a catwalk, a circle of light illuminates Caroline. I see her, and she’s looking in my direction, but not at me, almost as if there were a one-way mirror separating us.
Further off to her right, another ring of light illuminates three grey, grotesque monstrosities that attacked my university. Again, they looked towards me, but not at me. Behind them was a poorly drawn backdrop of the library painted with rough brushstrokes in contrasting pastels. They all faced me as if posing for some sort of photo.
Caroline began skipping in place, like she was frolicking through a field of daisies only she could see. The monsters stuck out their arms and began approaching her in large, exaggerated movements.
The crude motions and lights was like witnessing a play. Only there was no noise.
I called out to her. Only I didn’t. I thought I did, clear as day, but I heard nothing, felt nothing. I tried to reach out, but couldn’t.
The monsters were getting closer.
I tried again. Screaming didn’t do anything because there was no noise. I screamed, cursed, begged, and then went back to screaming. All mute, like I’m stuck in a vacuum.
They grew closer and closer until the monsters finally descended upon her. There was no flash and a puff of smoke, no flash card that said ‘Ah!’, and she didn’t slip through a trapdoor. 
They ripped into Caroline like a wolf on raw meat. Her face contorted into agony as her mouth let out a silent cry. I tried to look away, but couldn’t. I tried to cover my eyes, but then I realized that I had no arms. I only imagined I had been moving or that I tried to see my own hand. All I could do was watch.
An eternity seemed to pass before the lights cut and I was bathed in darkness again, sparing me from the horror. However, that single grain of relief slipped through my hands when another unseen spotlight illuminated Eva and Neepa.
The pair stood in front of another painted backdrop of the library, but the butcher paper it was drawn upon was crumpled, torn, revealing dancing flames from behind the stage. The young witch cowered behind her Amazonian-like partner like a damsel in distress, hands held close to her chest and her head going from left to right crying voiceless woes of mercy. Eva stood mightily in front with a wood shield and sword, pounding her chest like a proud warrior and moving her mouth like she was berating her opponent.
Before them was the Caster. He had one hand on his hip and the other pointing to the girls, taking up the pose of a flamboyant and extravagant villain, his mouth moving like he was delivering his monologue, his magical cloak fluttering around him with dramatic effect.
Eva moved on the offensive with her sword high. Instead of some poorly choreographed stage fight of sloppy movements and slowed strikes, the cloak formed tendrils and wrapped around Eva, ripping her clean in half at the waist. Even though I had no body, I could feel my stomach heaving.
The Caster threw Eva’s remains aside and approached Neepa, who dropped to her knees and begged.
No. No. No. Please, god, no. Stop it. I’m here. Hey, Asshole, I’m here! I’m here! Just fucking look over here!
It did nothing.
The Caster’s cloak tendrils wrapped around Neepa’s neck, choking her. He hoisted her high off the ground, feet kicking violently under her. The Caster drew his knife, priming it right at her belly.
My mind roared, but it did nothing. The knife sank in and the Caster gave it a violent twist, Neepa’s gut spilling a fall of thick crimson. Her mouth hung wide in a silent cry of agony. Then it cut to black.
The very fringes of my mind cracked like hot tea being poured into a cool porcelain cup.
The light came on a third time, revealing something that made my mind reel.
Mom? Dad?
There they were. My mom, wavy black hair cut short and eyes like that looked incapable of glaring. My father, his black hair graying at his sideburns revealed his age, but his brawny build made him look ten years younger. They were looking at me, smiling like I just got home from school, eager to ask how my day was and what I learned.
The stage was gone; all around them were the smoldering remains of my neighborhood, mountains of bones and the crucified remains of rotting corpses under a red sky. Underneath my parents’ feet was a patch of green grass, light seeming to radiate from them like a beacon, making it seem like a picture of them was cropped onto some edgy art student’s landscape. Dozens upon dozens of those monsters and hooded figures circled around them; all had gazes of malicious intent fixed at the loving couple. They inched closer and closer to my parents, who continued to smile at me.
Please. No.
The closer the monsters and cloaked figures approached, the more my mind screamed, begged, cursed, and roared.
A string deep within me was getting pulled taught. All conscious thought reduced to a deafening ring as the string grew tighter and tighter as the monsters neared.
They pounced on my parents, and the string snaps.
✽✽✽
 
I bolted up and slam my shoulder into the carriage wall. Heart hammering like I just ran four miles, I hastily searched my surroundings. Still in the carriage.
Neepa stared at me with alarm. Eva awake and sitting in her seat, staring at me like I was mad.
“Al, are you okay?” Neepa asked, sidling over to me and placing a hand on my shoulder, her voice tinged with worry.
“Yeah,” I said after a few breaths. “I’m—I’m  fine.”
“Why did you yell?” Eva asked, arching a brow.
“I… I didn’t…”
Neepa brushed her hand along my forehead. “You’re sweating.”
I gently eased her hand away and let out a calm breath. “I was startled by the ride, and this cloak is a little toasty.” I fanned at my sides to emphasize the point. The carriage wasn’t moving anymore. “Just not used to sleeping on the go.”
“What’s with the banging and yelling?” a voice to my left asked.
I jumped when I saw Laramie’s inverted expression out my window. She kept her straw hat in place with her hand, one of her ears flicking once as she leaned in a took a whiff.
“You smell again,” she stated.
“S-sorry, just a little hot,” I replied.
“Nah, still a good smell.” She let herself fall off the roof, turned easily in the air and landed gracefully on her feet. She opened the carriage door and outstretched her arm. “We’re here.”
I was the first to rush out, eager to be free of the confined space and the girl’s prying gazes. The air left my lungs in a rush at the imposing edifice before me.
If the Arms of Earus’ base was ripped from a medieval novel, Lucinia was ripped right from scriptures of holy legend.
The structure was easily four times the size of the guild and about eight times as immaculate. It was as if all the most beautiful cathedrals in my world got together, had a bunch of kids, took the most beautiful children, and then specially bred them to get the best characteristics of all into one child, then that child married a castle from a fairytale to birth the structure before me. 
The pristine steps leading up to the massive open doors looked as though they were finished that morning. Even the brick-paved walk I stood upon looked as if they were set by Euclid himself.
“Holy mother of all holy,” I said, staring up at the grand spires. From here, it looked as though they broke through the troposphere.
“It’s marvelous, isn’t it?” Neepa asked, joining my side.
I turned and marveled at the massive courtyard we stood in. There was a wide stone-paved ring around a grand fountain that had paths leading to other entrances of the U-shaped courtyard. “If you told me this was entrance to heaven, I’d believe you.” My head continued to swivel around, taking in all that I could.
“This place is a damn eyesore,” Eva huffed from my other side.
“Eva!” Neepa scolded.
“What? Why do a bunch of pompous mages need so much space for?” Eva craned her neck and stared at the massive spires I was marveling at. “What the hell do they do up there?”
“Ah, Alfonso of the family Engel!”
I turned and saw and elderly man in white and grey robes descending the stone stairs. He held his arms out wide in a welcoming gesture. Long graying hair flowed from his head, strands blowing from his kindly eyes and gentle smile. 
“Just Al is fine,” I said once the man stood before me.
“Al.” He nodded. “I am Grif of the family Helkein. I am here to show you to your personal chaperone. From there, she’ll admit you to the Grand Mage.”
He turned and extended his arm towards the stairs and bowed his head.
I felt something brush along the back of my neck, startling me. I turned and saw Laramie grinning up at me with her tawny tail curling behind her. “See you around, Al.” She tipped her hat then hopped back on her carriage.
I waved goodbye to my first beastkin acquaintance and turned to follow Grif.
Stepping past the arched doorway was like stepping into a whole other world. The stone ended and wood polished to a mirror degree started. The walls and furnishings were all made of wood. The high, vaulted ceilings were adorned with chandeliers every forty feet in the massive vestibule. Scores of people were all coming and going from various hallways and all looked to be from different ages and races. I saw several more beastkin, more people whom I assumed were elves, and a walking lizard––I can’t sum it any other way; imagine a bipedal lizard with vaguely humanoid features and there you go. He shot me a dirty look for staring too long.
After a long walk down the grand space, we can to a stop in front of a service desk of sorts where several attendants where waiting and talking with other individuals. 
In fact, based off all the other men and women we passed, Neepa, Eva, and I were severely underdressed. Ornate robs and silk clothing seemed to be the standard apparel. My grey cloak made me feel like I was wearing a potato sack. Normally, such a thing wouldn’t bother me. Then again, how often did I walk near so many people who looked like supermodels attending a royal ball?
Grif looked around, a light frown strewing his face. “Strange, I told her to wait here. Sir Al, would you mind if were to excuse myself to look for your chaperone?”
I stopped gawking and turned to him. “Not at all.”
He gave me a quick nod and walked off into the mass of people mulling about. Neepa was silently going “ooh” and “ahh”, while Eva stood at attention as if a drill sergeant just chided her. I took a few steps away and let my eyes wander about, admiring all the grandeur of the mythical-esque building. 
A woman rounded a corner and marched up to the desk, handing off a few letters and scrolls to the attendant. What caused my eyes to focus on her out of all the bodies in the lobby was the long, wine-red, scaly tail poking out of her dress, and the two large red wings protruding from her back.
No. It can’t be real. Can it?
Mesmerized by this specimen before me, I didn’t realize that I’d already walked towards her with an outstretched hand. The sight so jarring and fascinating that curiosity eclipsed all reasoning. 
I touched the ridge of her wing and gently slid my fingers down the length of the patagium, the fleshy webbing warm and velvety. The woman let out a sharp yelp. She spun like a top and slapped me hard enough  for spots to flare in my eyes.
Big crimson eyes with vertical irises scowled at me. Her face was scrunched up in rage and her cheeks glowed a scorching cherry.
Beyond the harsh look, she was really pretty. Almond eyes, oval-shaped face with sharp cheekbones, and a pair of plump lips. I also noticed her ears were slightly pointed, not as much as the elves walking around, but more than a human’s. Her short, luxuriant hair was an unusual gradient dark-red that darkened to black near the tips.
“Pervert! How dare you touch me,” she snarled.
I rubbed my cheek, already feeling it swelling. “Sorry. I just didn’t think they were real.”
“Of course they’re real, you fop doodle,” she said with a stomp of her foot.
“Al,” Neepa called, running up beside me, Eva following a step behind her. Both freezing as they saw the woman.
“What did I tell you about doing something stupid,” Eva whispered harshly.
It turned out that we drew quite a crowd as all eyes settled on us.
Grif emerged from the crowd and demanded, “What is going on?”
I put my hand up defensively. “I violated the winged-lady’s personal space and got slapped for it. I’m an idiot. Sorry.”
Grif scowled. Not at me, but the winged-lady. “You did what?”
She recoiled and clasped her hands in front of her. “I––but he––”
“Enough!” He took one great step and closed in on her, then whipped her head to the side with a loud slap.
The crack of her cheek made me flinch. People from the crown watched on, none of them responding to the public display of abuse. Only Neepa and Eva matched my shocked expression.
“You were supposed to guide the Grand Mage’s guest, not strike him,” Grif castigated through his teeth. “Now we’ll have to find a replacement; you’re a disgrace.” The woman’s wings and head dropped low as she held her cheek. “I’ll have you severely punished for your insolence.” He raised his hand and the woman flinched, but I grabbed him by the wrist before he could touch her.
Grif stared at me, the kindly face gone and a wrinkly visage of a bitter old man taking place. 
“Don't,” I told him with a turbulent undertone. 
“Sir Al, do understand that we have zero tolerance for any offenses in our scared walls. She wronged you and she should be replaced and punished.”
“Technically, I wronged her first for touching her,” I countered.
“And she struck you like a common feral,” Grif said sternly, eyeing the woman. “You are new to this world. Your ignorance can be forgiven.”
“Then I can forgive her for smacking me.” I looked at the woman. She peeked through her red bangs and met my eyes. “I hope she forgives me for being rude.”
Grif opened his mouth to argue, but I gave his wrist a firm squeeze. “I appreciate your help, but I don’t think we should prolong this any further, right? The Grand Mage is waiting, after all. It’d be a shame if a certain someone were to get punished for holding us up.” I smiled at him smugly, hoping the hint would take.
Grif gave me a stiff smile and yanked his hand free once I eased my grip. “Very well. Kokoliniasta will be your chaperone, then. She’ll be your guide from here on.” 
Without uttering a farewell, Grif turned and walked around the corner and out of sight. 
“What a douche,” I muttered.
Eva smacked the back of my head and growled, “Why do you keep doing stupid things!”
“Ow. Easy! Christ. What are your hands made out of? Lead?” I rubbed my head, worrying if I was going to have a bump. “They’re obviously treating me with care. Whatever order is governing me has given me a little leeway. And Grif was being an asshole.”
“Al, you should be more careful,” Neepa chimed in. “They take things much more seriously in the academies. Strict rules exist here for a reason.”
I shrugged. “Not like I punched him this time.”
The winged-lady cleared her throat, drawing our attention. “I…” She stopped and took a moment. Then, with a small sigh, she said, “Thank you.”
“No, I’m… I’m really sorry about… touching you…”
That sounds so bad out loud.
Her features strained momentarily, then calmed. “Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Kokoliniasta of the family Alsoleiah, a sixth degree mage.” She bowed her head.
“Al.” I offered my hand, but she only looked at it.
“That won’t be necessary. Come.” Kokoliniasta turned and began walking.
I shot Neepa and Eva a look and both of them just shrugged. So off we went behind the…what is she?
“Neepa,” I whispered quietly.
“Hmm?”
“What kind of beastkin is she? A lizard?”
“I’m a dragon-beastkin,” Kokoliniasta answered from up ahead. “Not some lowly lizard.” Her tone  level, yet still sounded annoyed somehow.
Dragons have sharp ears, apparently.
Wait?
Dragon! Her?
Eva elbowed me in the ribs and made a sweeping gesture in front of her mouth, telling me to zip it. Neepa, meanwhile, took a nervous step closer. The nasty faces of those we passed in the hall explaining why.
We carried on in silence and traveled down several winding hallways, passing more people, paintings, murals, and a few open rooms that looked like classes. They didn’t look all that different from a traditional lecture hall.
I took the time to observe our guide, our dragon guide. She looked about five foot eight, around her early twenties, maybe even late teens. There was a certain mature air about her that made it difficult to tell.
A white blouse covered her upper frame, which featured blue and gold accents on her collar and the cuffs on her long sleeves, and silver buttons kept the whole thing closed. A small hole tailored on the shirt allowed her wings to poke through. She wore a long pleated dark-blue skirt that stopped just above her ankles.
I tried very hard not to, but I couldn’t take me gaze away from her rear-end. Not because I thought she had a nice ass––which she did, actually––but the way her tail swung counterpoint to her strides was mesmerizing to watch. Like watching a pendulum swing. Also, I couldn’t quite get over the tail either––I saw other beastkins in passing on the ride over, but not this close.
And this was a dragon!
Well, dragon-beastkin. Not the towering, fire-breathing force of nature I was expecting. Unless fantasy got them wrong in our world. Though, Neepa did explain that beastkin where the ancestors of the primordial beings before the One made life as we knew it. Or something along those lines.  
Eventually, we came to a large door guarded by two mages dressed in blue robes and wielding ornate staves with large yellow gems embedded in the tops. They stood aside and opened the doors as soon as Kokoliniasta stepped forward. Beyond the doors was a circular room that was about fifteen feet in diameter with a circular glass floor in the middle. I didn’t make out much else when my eyes naturally wandered up. The room didn’t have a ceiling; just a couple hundred feet of empty space.
“Whoa,” I said aloud. My voice echoed like standing inside a grain silo.
“Please stand over here.” Kokoliniasta stood in the center of the glass floor. “And please keep your hands to yourself,” she added dryly.
The three of us stepped onto the center of the space. Kokoliniasta nodded at the two guards, and then both of them clanked their staves against the ground, the jewels encased at the tops began emanating golden light. Gravity pressed down on me and the glass floor ascended at a modest speed.
A panic attack coursed through me and I dropped to my hands and knees. Even though I knew we were going up, watching the floor disappear under my feet gave the illusion of falling. Neepa let out a small cry and did the same thing. Even the hardened Eva dropped to a knee and went wide-eyed. Kokoliniasta looked down at us, arching her eyebrows.
“There is no reason to be alarmed,” she said passively.
I slowly got to my feet and tried to find my balance. This glass elevator was messing with my equilibrium. I offered my hands to the girls. Neepa accepted, Eva didn’t. The witch hanged onto me, while Eva stood with shaky legs like a newborn fawn. Temptation made me want to ask how the elevator worked, but the answer was obvious: magic.
Fuckin’ magic.
Long crystals were embedded in the walls at regular intervals, providing light within the shaft. Every few floors there was a door in the same spot as the ground floor. These doors looked made of stone, however, so I wasn’t quite sure how they would open. Since the door was guarded, then that must be private elevator or something.
“So, uh, Ko...line, sorry. Miss Kokolin…”
“Kokoliniasta. Ko-ko-linee-az-ta,” she annunciated.
“Ko-kolin-iasta,” I butchered. “This is taking us to the Grand Mage?”
“Correct.”
“What exactly is going to happen?”
“You’ll be before the Grand Mage and a small audience of the academy’s headmasters.”
“Okay. Then what?”
“You’ll see soon enough.”
The platform slowed as the ceiling of the long shaft finally came into view, a glass dome that showed the clear blue sky. Like when we came in, two guards in blue garb and staves with yellow stones stood in front of the doors. Kokoliniasta showed us out, the guards closing the doors and returning to their post at either side of the door.
Ahead of us was a hallway with an arched ceiling, doors on either side of us at regular intervals. It was eerily quiet compared to the bustling murmur of downstairs. The only sound standing out was the steady clack of Kokoliniasta’s heels on the polished wood floor. Eva, Neepa, and I walked with very light feet, feeling like trespassers. There was this sort oppressive feeling in the air. Neepa was all excited and giddy looking at everything as we moved through the ground floor, but now she had gone quiet and was holding onto my sleeve. Eva kept looking over her shoulder, as if something were following us.
Kokoliniasta took us all the way to the end of the hall where it forked into either direction. At the intersection, however, stood impressive double-winged doors that went to the ceiling. At twenty feet tall and ten feet wide, I had to wonder how the hell anyone could open them. No doorknob or ring pull.
Kokoliniasta turned to me. “Are you ready?”
I took a deep breath through my nostrils and let it out in a rush. “As ready as I’m going to be.”
The dragon-woman nodded and turned towards the door. She racked her knuckles twice, then waited.
After a long delay, the doors opened inward slowly with a loud groan. My hands closed into tights fists and I forced my legs forward.




Chapter 11


Fear and anxiety was replaced with wonder as soon as I stepped into a massive, open atrium of sorts. The entire ceiling was glass that slopped down and formed a wall that led out into a pure blue sky, making it feel as though the entire room were floating through the clouds. On either side were solid wood walls that had some doors and hallways that lead elsewhere. On the right was a short set of stairs that lead to a small library. On the left, past the hall, was a recessed sunroom that featured furniture and more bookshelves.
Straight ahead, five people stood before a large desk set in front of the glass backdrop. Three men and two women, one of which looked like Kokoliniasta, but she had black horns coming out of her long, raven-colored hair, matching her dark wings and tail. She was quite the looker, especially since she wore a red dress that hugged her shoulders and hips tightly, exposing her long neck and deep, pale cleavage. But she had an unsettling presence about her. From her appearance, I gathered she was also a dragon-beastkin.
The other woman was Julika. 
The three other men I didn’t recognize. Two looked to be in their late forties. One was dressed in lavish robes of green and black and was completely bald, bearing a pinched expression like he sucked on a lemon.
The other was dressed like a French officer from the 1700s; sharp, blue jacket over a crisp, cream-colored shirt with shiny brass buttons, similar cream-colored trousers, and with a black sash tied around his waist. Smoothed back ash-brown hair adorned his head with a touch of grey at his temples, and his stoic face featured an impressive beard and moustache.
The third man was tall and thin, wore a utilitarian-looking robe of gray and purple, looked to be in his sixties and had long, graying hair with a beard that went to his waist. Out of everyone I’ve encountered, this man with the weathered smile looked the most like what I thought a mage should look like.
Kokoliniasta stepped forth and bowed deeply. “I present Al of the family Engel.” She stepped off to the side and all eyes fell on me.
I gave an awkward wave. “H-hey.”
“Greetings, Al,” Julika said sweetly. Her eyes narrowed at Neepa, but softened when they went back to me. “I hope your living conditions have been… tolerable.”
“They’ve been fantastic. Neepa’s an excellent caretaker and Eva makes me feel well guarded.” At least when she’s not threatening to castrate me.
Julika nodded slowly, then brought her hands together. “Well, then. Al, allow me to introduce you to the Grand Mage.” She held her arm out to the desk and stepped aside, the others doing the same to present their undivided attention. Behind the desk was a chair with the back turned, where the Grand Mage sat.
I waited with bated breath for the chair to swivel around to reveal this well-known figure. From what Neepa told me about Grand Mages, they were the most powerful wielders of magic across all worlds, hand-picked personally from the previous title holder. All the talk of magic lies beyond my grasp despite what I’ve been told, the politics of mages still foreign and shrouded in mystery.
As much as my skepticism fights it, I cannot deny the reality of magic. And sitting in that chair is the most powerful person on this world and on all others.
Whatever expectations she has, I really hope I meet them. For all I know, she could turn me into dust and no one would be able to challenge her decision.  
Thoughts ran discordant as my imagination took a dark turn, anxiety suddenly making me wish I was desperately somewhere else while waiting for the Grand Mage to present herself.
But nothing happened.
Everyone shared confused looks while Julika stood with her arm still outstretched. Her eyes darted back and forth between me and the chair, before she hung her head and let out a sigh. She walked around the desk and leaned toward the chair, whispering something.
“Huh? Wha? Oh, yes, yes. Dozed off there,” a raspy voice said.
The chair swiveled around and revealed an elderly black woman who looked even older than the Dumbledore-looking dude. Her skin was wrinkled like the leather seats of an eighty-nine civic. Even her eyes bore a worn, grey luster. Was she blind? Chalky white hair hung around her head in disheveled, messy strands, looking like it could desperately use some time under a brush.  
Not what I expected from the mightiest mage in the world. Sorry, worlds.
She looked better suited sitting in a nursing home knitting a sweater and watching Antiques Road Show.
The Grand Mage rose from her chair, with surprising ease, and walked around her desk. She certainly didn’t show any trouble moving, her feet moving with clear coordination. If I had to make an educated guess, I’d say she looked to be around eighty-years-old. Still, she looked like a frail little thing. She looked even shorter than Laramie.
Hugging her tiny frame were gold trimmed robes that were such a crisp white that they seemed to radiate celestial light. 
A tug on my sleeve brought my attention to Neepa, who was kneeling on the ground, Eva too. Following their example, I knelt down. Together, we bowed to the revered mage.
“Dah, none of that, none of that,” the Grand Mage said. “Stand, stand, all of you.”
We did as we were told and the ancient women leaned in to inspect us.
“So you’re the one, hmm? My, my, you’re quite the handsome fellow, aren’t you?” The Grand Mage had her finger pointed at Eva.
I couldn’t help but snort.
Eva shot me a death glare from the corner of her eye. She then said politely, “No, your Excellency, that would be him.” She gently moved the woman’s hand till it was pointing at me.
“Hi, I’m A––”
The Grand Mage grabbed me by my collar and pulled me down to her level. Then she began inspecting my face thoroughly. And roughly. She kneaded my face like a sculptor would clay.
She squinted her eyes and tilted her head, going “Hmm.” She opened my mouth and grabbed my tongue with her abrasive fingers, going “Oh.”
Next, she took my arm and inspected it, probing my forearm and bicep with her bony thumb. Her hands inspected my hand thoroughly, going down and testing each of my finger joints, then turning my hand over and inspecting my palm as if it were a book.
She finally released me and allowed me to stand straight.
“You are certainly built symmetrically, and your body has a good ratio. Very good, very good.” She nodded her head absently and went over to her desk. Brushing aside some loose books and papers, she uncovered a familiar box. “Let’s see, let’s see...”
She shuffled back and pulled a remnant from the box. Seeing where this was going, I accepted the stone. Once in direct contact with me, the golden rock flared a brilliant white.  
Julika marveled at the sight while the other four took immediate interest and stepped in for a closer look. Even Kokoliniasta’s composed face went slack in wonderment.
I looked up from my palm and saw the Grand Mage with her eyes closed, nodding. Half her mouth smiling.
“So you are,” she mused. “So you are.”
“I am what?” I asked nervously. Since my first experience with the stone, the question has been keeping me up at night along with the nightmares.
“Yes, Master, what is it?” Julika seemed eager.
The Grand Mage walked around her desk and sat down in her chair, steepling her fingers and taking a moment for herself.
“I’ve only ever heard stories from my master of ones such as you.” She rubbed her hand along her dark chin. “Old stories, very old stories that have evolved with the generations, but now I know they are not hollow lore. Tell me, Sal.”
“Al,” I corrected.
“Tell me, Al, how would you describe yourself?”
I furrowed my brow. That was sort of leftfield, but it must’ve been relevant.
“I’m… okay, I guess? I know I’m not perfect, but I like to think of myself as a decent person.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “Hmm, and what of your battle with the creatures of the Null? Why did you fight?”
The question harkened back dark memories. A cool sensation washed over my body and I set my jaw. “That should be obvious. I didn’t want to die.”
She closed her eyes and nodded again. “Why not run? Fleeing is the surest way of survival. Was it your honor?”
A chuckle escaped and I cracked a bitter smile. “With all due respect, honor is something that has killed many and saved none. The chance to run was there, and I just didn’t. My gut maybe?” I said, holding a hand over my stomach. “No real reason outside of not wanting to witness another person dying. The fight with the Caster? Easy: I wanted to win, to live.”  
The Grand Mage smiled at that and chuckled softly. “A balanced yet courageous mind too, it seems. Curious, but one more thing…” she murmured to herself. “Julika, if you would?” 
The Grand Mage waved her hand at her apprentice, who nodded and walked off towards a nearby table. She carried back a long wooden case and placed it on the desk. She opened it to reveal the wood sword I used to beat the Caster. Julika presented it to me with both hands.
“Please take it,” she advised.
I did as I was told. Did they bring it back because it was used to kill the Caster?
As I inspected the sword, The Grand Mage called out to one of the men.
“Emre, if you would?”
The guy who looked like an officer nodded and stepped forth until he stood in front of me. Kokoliniasta came up and pulled Neepa and Eva away to the side, leaving just me and the man known as Emre in the middle of the room.
“Ready yourself, son,” Emre said. He squared himself up to me and clasped his hand in front of him in a praying gesture.
“For what?” I asked. I looked at the old black lady for some guidance.
“Al, guard!” Neepa shouted.
I held the sword in front of me just as Emre swung. A shock traveled down my arms then transferred to my body, causing my heels to skid back across the floor a few feet. The force made my entire body tingle.
Held at Emre’s side looked like a slightly luminescent glass sword. He didn’t have that before.
“What the hell?” I shouted.
I looked around the room to see that aside from Eva and Neepa, and me, obviously, everyone else watched on calmly.
Emre gave an apologetic nod then lunged. I narrowly avoided getting stabbed by scrambling backward, nearly toppling  over my own feet. Then he came at me with a big overhead swing. I didn’t know squat about swordplay, so I did what only seemed logical: block by holding my sword horizontal to his.
Whatever I did was clearly the wrong way because his edge slid off of mine and clipped my left thigh. It didn’t feel very deep, but I could feel the warm blood running down my leg.
“Al!” Neepa cried.
I grimaced and pressed a hand to the cut. It stung, but it was manageable. Whenever I got a nasty cut, I’d think back to the time I was working with my dad when I tripped and impaled my forearm on a piece of rebar. Every ridge of that rusted metal hurt more than anything else to date.
“Asshole,” I growled. I checked my thigh, my palm painted a dark scarlet. Seeing my own blood always filled me with a unique rage.
I gave the others a fleeting glance. The Grand Mage watched on with her fingers still steepled, Julika to her side observing intently. The horned woman had a small smile on her face, and the other two men shared hushed words with each other.
Was this a game? Was I just some sort of gladiatorial spectacle? I’m fighting for my fucking life here!
Alright. Calm. Calm. Breathe. Find his rhythm, and then build yours around it. Breathe.
I steadied and quelled my hectic heartbeat. Going edge to edge with him was dumb on my part since I’ve never used a sword before, not to mention the bokken sword I had was meant to be safe.
Instinct and muscle memory took over. I widened my stance then offset my lead foot, my trailing foot shifted back a smidge and pointed at a slight angle, the weight of my body on the balls of my feet. Classic orthodox style.
The look on Emre’s face changed when I adjusted my stance; it almost looked like surprise. He did a few shallow swings and a light stab, but didn’t fully commit. I kept moving back and circling around to stay out of his range.
He finally committed and did a fast slash that narrowly missed my arm. I may not have boxed seriously in a few years, but my footwork hadn’t gotten too rusty––kind of hard to when Dad drilled them into me for hundreds of hours.
I continued to dance around him, using my sword more as a buffer between us while he continued to prod at me. His shoulder choreographed when he planned to attack. 
However, it was the follow-up where the danger lies. There were several options he could do after the initial attack, his skill apparent with how fluidly he handled his edge.
I needed more tells; something, anything.
And there it was. 
After another failed stab, I noticed it. Every time he went for lunge, he’d twist his wrist slightly. I noticed a couple signs with his feet placement when he went for a slash, but attempting to dodge one of those was a steep gamble.
He grunted and brought his sword around in a tight arc, which I saw, but it was just a feint. He brought his sword in and lightly tapped mine of the way and landed a clean slash. A dull heat radiated from my forearm just as blood began to seep down and off my hand in a fairly thick stream.
Just a cat scratch. Calm. Breathe.
He backed off and we circled each other. As we moved, I caught a glimpse of Eva and Neepa. Kokoliniasta held both of them by their shoulders. Neepa watched with horrified, watery eyes, and Eva watched with a fierce scowl.
I returned my gaze to Emre once the girls left my field of vision. I was worried about what was going to happen to them whether I won or lost. These are their people, so hopefully nothing will come to them. But my attention should be dedicated to now; it should be dedicated for the moment I’m looking for.
His wrist twitched and I made my move.
I stepped inside of his attack and got right into his unprotected left flank. I used the sword in my left hand in a sloppy parry then torqued my hips and shoulders for a right hook to his body.
Before my first followed through, it struck a white haze inches over his ribs. The haze was solid like a wall. If not for all that conditioning to my bones, my hand would've been broken.
The sword he wielded was gone and he had his hands held out towards me in a “halt” gesture. I swung the bokken with my left, but it struck the haze to no avail. 
“Al, he’s using light magic,” Neepa said hastily. “He can make barriers and constructs, but not at the same time.”
Emre brought his hands together and pushed them towards me, the white haze knocking me back. I rolled then arrested the tumble. I got to my feet just as Emre advanced with his sword drawn for a crosscut. In a panic, I held my sword out and attempted to block it. I managed, but it carried so much weight behind it that my balance was thrown off. He came back for a follow up swing, which I narrowly blocked again.
He continued his onslaught, keeping me on my toes and drawing me into his pace.
Even though my previous wounds had healed almost completely, my muscles were slow and sluggish. It made me furious. Even more so with this bastard coming at me with a magic sword and shield and I’m just given a damned stick. A fucking baseball bat would’ve been better.
This is the hand I was dealt. If a lame sword was all I had, might as well use it.
Drawing in a deep breath, I watched the bloody trail I left on the floor. Half-baked idea set, I went into action. 
I gambled and successfully ducked under a wide swing and went for a swipe at his knee. Emre redirected and parried my attack before falling back, but I chased him down. I swung at him madly, sloppily. But I’d get my hit in. And when I did, I was going to make it hurt.
He maneuvered easily enough, but thanks to my footwork and uncoordinated movements, none of his counterattacks took.
I continued to press him back, then I circled around to his right and made a mad lunge, forcing him to side step to the left.
C’mon, just a little more.
After another dodge, he backpeddled and stepped right where I hoped he would.
Emre’s foot slipped out from under him, compromising his footing. The tendons in my arm stretched as I wound back, then brought the sword down on Emre. His clear blade dematerialized and his arms came up with his shield, stopping my attack.
Pissed, I wound back and struck harder than the last. The bokken clacked against the invisible barrier, making a screeching sound like a spoon grinding glass, bringing Emre to his knees, his arms buckling.
Something welled deep within me that came out as a roar. The sword screamed against the shield before it shattered like glass. The sword came down on Emre’s collar bone unobstructed, earning a cry from the man as he crashed to the floor.
Still filled with rage, I brought my weapon high and with the intention of striking down my attacker until the floorboards wrapped around my limbs like tentacles. They went rigid and I was locked in place.
“That will be enough,” the Grand Mage said as she approached. 
“What the fuck was that, you old bag?” I snarled. I fought against my wood restraints, but to no avail.
“Call me Merula,” she said with a wide grin.
“Fuck you!”
“Mind your tongue when you speak to her Greatness,” the middle-aged bald guy badgered, jabbing his finger at me.
“Shut your cock-chugging mouth, you sack of shit!”
He looked at me with his mouth wide open. Certainly had no way to follow up with that one.
“Calm yourself, Jal,” the horned lady said. She gave me a long look and snickered. “Can you blame a man with battle lust?”
Merula came up and gave my injuries a good look. I thrashed against my restraints, but she extended a bony finger and pressed my forehead. It was as if she pressed my off button. My body went slack and a sudden calming sensation washed over me. She then slapped my forearm, then my thigh.
“That should do, that should do.” She snapped her fingers and the floorboards that were holding me morphed and slid back into place with a groan. I fell onto my butt in a limp heap as my bones have somehow turned into jelly, my body relaxing until it felt like I was going to turn into a puddle.
“Al!” Neepa came running over with Eva on her heels. Neepa dropped to her knees and dug into her bag and pulled out some bandages. As she was about the start dressing my arm, she did a double take and dropped her hands to her lap.
I looked down and saw that the cut was gone, not even a mark was left. I looked at my thigh and only saw skin through my pants. “What the…?”
“Are you hurt?” Neepa asked, resting her hand on my shoulder.
“No… I don’t feel any pain, actually.” My body didn’t seem to want to move, but I certainly felt relaxed. Fury still simmered within, but it was somewhere far away now.
“The Grand Mage would never let any harm fall to you, Al,” Julika said, coming up beside her master.
“Does getting sliced up not count as harm around here?” I asked snidely. “Why the sudden freaking duel?”
“To make sure that I was sure,” Merula said.
“To make sure of what? Senile, old bat.” My anger was starting to return along with the feeling in my limbs.
Merula parted her hands. “That you were a Resonant.”
I looked at Neepa, who shook her head. I glanced up at Eva. She shrugged her shoulders.
“A Resonant,” the old mage reiterated. “One whose power is in a perfect state of equilibrium. One who is balanced in mind, body, and soul. One whose fragment of the One closely resembles that of when the One was whole.” She pointed her wrinkled finger at me and smiled. “That being you. The first Resonant to have been found in thousands of years.
“I’ve only been told in passing by my master of Resonants; fireside tales of mighty warriors who were capable of tapping into the ether with the same capacity as the One. Resonants were capable of holding their own against any creature of the Null, capable of standing against whole armies, and capable of ending famine and healing the sick and injured. An old story told by old mages, a tale that has influenced many like it through different times and cultures.” She squinted her eyes at me and the lines of her face deepened with a smile. “But now I know the grandfather of all fables was based on a grain of truth.”
I stared at her, dumbfounded. “That… that can’t be. I’ve never used magic or anything like it in my entire life, magic wasn’t even believed to be real from my world. How the hell can you be so sure I’m a… Resonant?”
“You have perfect teeth and you’re a well-rounded person,” Merula said with a raised finger.
I gave a befuddled look. “What do my teeth and personality have to do with that?”
“Balance is the defining trait of a Resonant. The body of a Resonant would naturally display such traits as having perfectly set teeth, a symmetrical body and features; arms, legs, and fingers in a perfect ratio to one another. The same stands for your constitution.”
“That sounds like pseudoscience to me.” I grunted and tried to stand, my limbs feeling like they’ve woken from falling asleep. Neepa and Eva helped. I had to use the bokken as cane to keep myself upright.
“Yes, yes, not exactly a well-defined method, but you did display the key characteristic of a Resonant.” Her eyes wandered down to my makeshift cane. “You wielded an artifact’s power as if it were your own.”
I stared down at the practice sword.
Julika stepped forward. “Emre’s light constructs are stronger than any physical object, yet you were able to negate his power,” she informed. “The report told me that you fought a Caster who wore a zoetic cloak––a living cloak that protects its wearer from harm, even items of a magical nature. And with that sword you were able to crush its defenses.
“On its own, the artifact you wield is unbreakable, nary a scratch no matter what we tested it against, but only in your hands does it appear to display this unique property of undoing magic. As my master says, something special resides in you to manage such a feat.”
Now that she mentioned it; I was actually amazed at how the wood never cracked or snapped completely. Emre’s sword could certainly cut, and his strikes felt heavy.
Julika continued. “The remnant you held must’ve turned white because you have a special tie to the One.”
She sauntered closer and held my hand in hers.
“There potential within you, Al. I, as well as the other head mages,” she said, gesturing to the others, “will see to your education in the mystic arts and bring out your greatness. With you, we will be able to stand against the Null and reclaim what has been lost.”
“Yes, son,” Emre said while rubbing his collarbone. “You’re rough around the edges, but even I can see some latent potential in your fighting ability. A little work will hone that edge of yours.”
“Likewise,” the bald man known as Jal agreed. “While you’re sorely in need of lessons on manners, I cannot say the same for your ability to strategize.” He shuffled closer with his hands clasped behind his back, leaning towards the floor. “Using your own blood to trip an opponent? Brilliant.”
“Hmm,” the horned lady purred. “I’m curious to see what sort of energy you can unleash.”
The old Gandalf-looking man just nodded his head in acknowledgement.
Julika gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “We can give you a home within Lucinia and take care of all your needs. We can assign you your own personal aid and the rest of us will be there to educate you.” She wrapped both her hands around mine and brought it close to her chest. “Al, what do you say?”
All eyes were fixed on me. I looked at the Grand Mage, then at Julika, who smiled back earnestly. My gaze fell onto the wooden sword at my side. 
I yanked my hand from Julika’s grasp and tossed the sword, where it bounced with a patter that echoed out in the room before coming to a rest.
“No.”




Chapter 12


Julika stared back at me with wide eyes, hands hanging in place, almost as if they were frozen in place.
She blinked after a couple moments and asked in a harsh breath, “What?”
“No. I refuse. I don’t want to be a part of this Hogwarts bullshit.” I couldn’t have made it more painfully clear.
Merula nodded her head dismissively. “Hm, very well, very well, thank you for stopping by, Hal.”
I didn’t even bother correcting her as she turned and shuffled off towards her small library. I honestly didn’t know if she was doing that because she was upset or because she was actually senile.
Everyone watched in confusion as the mighty mage just excused herself. Julika, her mouth hanging open with words hitched in her throat, swiveled her head back and forth between me and Merula, split on which unforeseen circumstance to tackle first.
She set her gaze on me and pleaded. “P-please, you can’t”
“Really?” I said with a faux chipper tone. “I was under the impression I was being given a choice. Are you telling me that’s not the case?” 
“Y-yes––no, I, we––”
“Because I’m telling you.” I leaned forward and uttered slowly, “No.”
I tore myself away from her and brought a hand over my eyes and took a few deep breaths, keeping myself from boiling over. My hand slid away and I stared straight up at the ceiling, admiring the metal traceries that held the panes of glass in place.
“I’ve almost been killed by monsters, stabbed in the gut by some evil wizard, brought back to a strange land, got attacked by another fucking wizard, and now some ancient, old-bag is telling me I’m the holder of some mystical power. And you,” I growled, whirling around and jabbing a finger at her, “are telling me what I should be doing and planning everything out like I’m just supposed to blindly follow along.”
Her mouth hung open and trembled slightly, second guessing anything she thought of saying. I grit my teeth and turned back away. Julika, and all the other academy members, filled the pit of my stomach with boiling anger, so much so that I felt nauseous. I swallowed back the rage that was climbing up my esophagus and hung my head.
“I lost everything,” I lamented. “You just want me to brush that aside and go along as your grand hero?” I understood how impractical it was to warn an entire civilization on a cosmic war, especially for an ignorant world like mine, but it didn't make it any easier to bear. 
“I don’t want to be that character from those old stories. I don’t want to fight. I just want to go…“ The word home almost escaped, and my eyes began to heat up. “I just want to go.”
“Al,” Neepa said quietly, placing her hand on my forearm.
I gave Neepa a thankful nod, then I spared Eva a glance. She watched me, her expression was inscrutable, but her eyes had something to say. They were hard and sharp like the emerald counterparts I like to compare them to. They looked like the first time we met.
I dismissed it and turned my attention to the red-dragon lady. “Ko…leen…,” I started then stopped with a heavy sigh. “I’m just going to call you Koko, okay? Koko, can you take us to the front door of this place?”
She opened her mouth, but stopped when Julika cried out, “Wait!”
The woman scrambled before me with the wooden sword in her hands, but I held up my hand.
“Please,” she pleaded. “Hear me, please.”
Julika’s lips were bunched up and her eyes looked desperate, almost on the verge of tears. It was hard to turn down someone who looked like that.
 I sighed and waved her on.
She bowed her head deeply. “Please forgive us. It was very selfish of us to subject you to the Grand Mage’s test without consent. But believe me when I say that no harm was to ever come to you. We just needed to see if and how you were able to call upon the power of the artifact. But do reconsider your choice. From what Master says, you could potentially become very powerful. You could be an invaluable asset. The change you could bring about could sway things in our favor once more. This has to be explored!"
I opened my mouth, but Julika threw herself to the floor and prostrated herself.
“I’m not asking you to make your decision now,” she said with her face to the ground. “Stay within Lucinia for a couple days. Explore the academy, spend time with the teachers and disciples. Take the time to learn what we do. Let us attempt to understand your potential.”
“I’d rather go back to Neepa and Eva’s home,” I replied.
Julika’s head snapped up from the ground and she eyed my companions, her gaze lingering on Neepa.
Julika bit her lip then said, “If you do not wish to part with them, then they can stay as well.”
“That’s––”
“We’ll even compensate them extra for their duty. Thirty gold marks. Each.” Julika couldn’t hide the desperation in her voice.
Bribing? Really? The hell did I stumble into?
From someone who presented herself so proudly in our initial meeting, it was pathetic to see her on her hands and knees begging. I rubbed at my neck uncomfortably and shot a glance to the girls. Both of them still with wide eyes.
I whispered to Eva, “Is that a lot?”
“One gold marks is a hundred silvers,” she breathed out, her jaw slack.
“I don’t know how much your currency is here,” I whispered tiredly.
“Al,” Neepa said in a hushed, but urgent tone. “That’s a year’s wage for each of us.”
Whoa.
That sounded like an extremely enticing offer. I already felt like a freeloader at their home, even more so with Neepa doting over me. Scoring them some coin just for staying around sounded like a good deal.
However, even if they are tasked with watching over me, I didn’t want to make decisions for them.
“What do you think?” I asked.
Neepa blinked several times to clear the money signs in her eyes before she turned them towards me.
 “I… don’t mind. Eva?” she asked the blonde. Eva snapped her mouth closed with an audible clack and set her eyes on me. They narrowed for a moment, before she looked away with a scoff. “She doesn’t care,” Neepa said, interoperating Eva’s body language. “But it’s your choice.”
“If I agree,” I addressed to Julika, “you won’t harass me if I still adhere to my first choice?”
“If you stay for three days, yes,” she said eagerly.
I cocked a brow. “I thought you said a couple?”
“There is much to see and discuss at our academy. I’m sure you’re tired from the ride here; today will be yours to relax. The next two days will be spent educating you more on our academy and of our world’s history, if you’re interested. At the very least, speak more with the Grand Mage and myself.”
Truth be told, I was already pissed and a long, bumpy carriage ride didn’t sound very pleasant. And this seemed like an easy way of securing the girls some money.
“Fine, I agree. But Neepa and Eva get paid regardless of my decision. Now, please get up.” Having someone grovel at your feet sounds nice on paper, but actually experiencing it was just weird.
Julika rose and bowed deeply. “Thank you for graciously accepting. If you’ll follow Kokoliniasta, she will lead you to your room.” She gave our aforementioned escort and glance, who nodded.
Before she could turn, the black-dragon lady sauntered over. She came impossibly close to Koko, pressing her well-endowed chest into hers and whispering in her ear. She pulled back and gave the girl a sharp look with an even sharper smile. Koko gave the subtlest of nods and squared her body to mine, her face a blank mask.
“My dear daughter will be your personal servant for your stay here. Any questions, concerns, or needs, she’ll handle it, day or night. She’ll do anything you desire. Anything.” To emphasize that point, Koko clasped her hands at her waist and bowed.
“…Right… thanks. Um, I didn’t catch your name.”
“Charna of the family Alsoleiah,” she said with a breathy voice. Her eyes, like Koko’s, had a vertical pupil, but were a deep purple opposed to Koko’s red, which surveyed me closely.
“Thanks… Charna,” I said, not liking the way she was looking at me.
She fanned her lashes and gave Koko’s shoulder a brush as she sashayed off and disappeared into the hallway. 
“Before you go.” Julika walked up and held out the bokken. “Since we know you can wield it, it’s only natural that you keep it.”
Looking at it only brought back bad memories and made me seethe.
“I’d rather be away from it today,” I answered.
She held the sword close to her chest and nodded.
Emre came up from Julika’s side and gave me a curt nod. “Pardon, son. I do hope that our first encounter won’t sully your impression of me. I was the most suited to test against, and, as a man to another man, I’d never disrespect you by going light.”
His moustache curled as he leaned and whispered, “And I am bound to exercise the Grand Mage’s will, regardless of how peculiar it sounds.”
He pulled back and gave me a warm smile. Nothing but honesty in his words and his face portrayed noble sincerity.
I offered my hand. “No hard feelings. And it’s Al. Not son.”
 Addressing myself like that reminded me of Harold.
He hummed in acknowledgement and took my hand. “Emre of the family Helge.” He bid farewell then excused himself to converse with the other mages.
I drew in a slow breath from my nose, then let it out. I turned to our appointed guide and said, “Lead the way, Koko.”
She spun on her heel and began walking, her tail swishing counterpoint to her stride. The girls and I followed.
We stepped back into the glass elevator and the guards lowered us what I imagined were about ten floors down. It was hard to tell, but the crystal lights embedded in the walls were separated in a constant interval of fifteen or twenty feet; the halls had fairly high ceilings so I figured a floor was between those heights, give or take.
The magic elevator came to a stop in front of one of the stone doors. Koko placed her hand on the stone, causing it to part down the middle and slide into the walls. She stood off to the side and ushered us forward. Then, we found ourselves standing in another long hallway just as lavish as all the others I’ve traveled down, but there were a lot more doors on either side. Koko turned right and took us all the way to the end of the hall where it forked. The hall continued a great distance in either direction, but our guide opened the door right at the intersection, letting herself in, beckoning us to follow.
I paused after three steps into the room and gawked.
It looked like a Victorian-style hotel suite fit for the queen of England. The walls were a lighter cherry-wood paneling than the hallway, but there were ornately carved crown molding and baseboard adding an extra special touch of decor. The furniture featured similar ornately carved and curvy wooden features. Two couches were set in the middle of the room facing each other with a large, low coffee table separating them. On the far side, facing me, were two chairs side by side and set at an off angle from each other for stylistic purposes. All pieces featured beautifully curvaceous legs that looked solid, yet fragile due to their intricate nature, and were upholstered in a satin burgundy.
There were three doors; two on the left side of the room, and one on the right. The doorknobs looked like they were made of ivory or some sort of white stone. The metal accents of the doors and hinges looked as though they were crafted by a jeweler.
However, all the ornate and intricate details went out of the window when I saw the actual window. It went from the floor to the ceiling, panes held in place by a latticework of intricate steel that mimicked winding vines. There was even a seamless door to the shallow balcony.
Koko was saying something, but I pushed her voice aside as I walked further into the room and stood in front of the window.
The view made me realize not only how massive the academy was, but how massive Scintillion was. A sprawling city went for miles just past the green fields that separated the school from the rest of the public. The majority of the dense capital was built on flatland, so I never had the elevation to gauge the territory, but I certainly had it here.
The city seemed to continue ad infinitum straight ahead to my left. To my right, miles of buildings continued up until the wall containing the city. Past the wall was a village of sorts like the one I passed near Neepa and Eva’s home, and there were wide green pastures and crops for great stretches.
Past all the farmland was the forest. Only the mountains in the far distance distributed the green washed landscape.   
I snapped out of my moment in awe to realize that someone had said my name repeatedly.
I turned and said, “Huh?”
Koko was looking at me, realizing that I hadn’t heard a word she said. Her neutral face faltered for a moment, but she closed her eyes and sighed before opening them. 
“The washing room is the door next to the bedroom on that side.” She indicated with her hand. “Is there anything else I can offer you? We have a dining room that is open at all hours, but I can bring up anything for you personally.”
Now that she mentioned it, I was starving. Several hours had passed since breakfast, and getting into a fight with a mage certainly worked up an appetite.
Then I thought of her words. Anything? I doubt they have a cup of Joe or pandoro.
“You girls hankering for anything specific?” Because I don’t know any of your dishes, or care, really.”
Eva was leaning against the wall with her hands crossed over her chest, giving the impression of disinterest. Neepa grew very sheepish once Koko set her red eyes on her.
“Oh, um… I-I’m not hungry…” she murmured pulling on her dress.
It was wrong of me to put her on the spot. I forgot that she only talked to me and Eva on a regular basis.
“Actually, I trust your judgment, so just serve us anything you think we’d all enjoy. Also, do you guys serve liquor?”
“Wine,” Koko answered.
Better than nothing.
“That works.”
“I’ll have it ready right away.” She gave a curt bow.
“Thanks, Koko.”
She peeked up through her red bangs and stared for a second before she closed them again. Since we left the Grand Mage’s room, it’s almost as if she’s been on autopilot. For a brief moment, I saw something in her eyes, like when she slapped me.  
As she turned to leave, I said, “If calling you Koko upsets you, I can stop.”
She paused, glancing over her shoulder. “It doesn’t matter.” Then she left, the door closing without a sound. 
I rubbed the bridge of my nose in a vain effort to clear my thoughts. 
“I wish I had some of your spirits, Neepa,” I said with a groan.
The uncorking of a bottle caused my ears to perk up. I snapped my head around to see Neepa drinking from a small glass flask. After an ample swig, she offered the drink.
I grinned. “I’m really happy you’re here.”
Neepa blushed as I took the flask and took a big gulp. Liquor always tasted better when you’re stressed.
Once I had my fill, I offered the flask to our grumpy third member. Eva stared at my offering for a few seconds before she smacked the flask out of my hand, where it exploded into dozen of shards on the floor, filling the room with a thick scent of alcohol.
I looked fixedly at the mess, then at her. “What the hell is your problem?” I shouted.
Eva growled, trembled, then grabbed me by my collar, spinning around and pinning me to the wall she was leaning on. Her face hovered so close to mine that a few millimeters separated our noses. Her eyes were ablaze, practically smoldering.
“You,” she seethed. “You are my problem.”
“For what?” I asked with a snap.
The scowl twisted her face more. Eva’s grip on my collar tightened, then she knocked me back, hard enough for my head to smack the wall.
“Eva!” Neepa cried.
“For what? For what?” she repeated, almost shrieking. “You have this great power that could save hundreds of thousands, make an impact on the war, and you say ‘no?’” Eva trembled with caged fury.
What she said set something off within me. The fear she instilled before faded away. Never before have I ever wanted to hit a woman.
I grabbed her wrists and fought against her restraint. I got into her face and pressed my forehead into hers, matching her seething glare with my own.
“This ‘great power’ is fucking news to me! Not once, not once in my entire life, have I ever felt anything reminiscent of great power. My real parents were fucking street trash and my adoptive parents were just regular people.” The thought them and the dream made me shiver.
“I’m not going to believe some hag who tells me I hold some sort of great, mystical power because of some horseshit deductive reasoning, a glowing rock, and some idiotic old story. From my world, the powerful artifact you found was just decorative, some gift donated from a foreign alumnus. And I’m just supposed to believe it’s a legendary weapon? I’m just supposed to follow this madness? No. I’m not going to be this Resonant.”
Eva stared at me for a good long moment before she rasped, “You ungrateful coward.”
“Eva, please try to understand Al’s situation,” Neepa pleaded, trying to pry the Eva’s hands off my collar.
“Easy for you to understand him when you’re fucking him!” she snapped like a rabid dog.
Neepa froze and all the color left her face, put at a complete loss of words.
Eva sucked in a sharp breath through her teeth and gave me another shove before releasing her hold.
“Coward,” she repeated before storming out of the room, slamming the door behind her with enough force to rattle the frame.
I sagged against the wall and took a moment to digest Eva’s words. They stung more than I expected them to. Dismissing it with a heavy sigh, I looked at Neepa. She was beet-red and was kneading her dress between her thumbs.
“You okay?” I asked.
She made a whining noise in her throat before setting herself on the sofa. “…I’m just… embarrassed.” She took off her hat and set it on the table, then started running her fingers through her hair. “I was going to tell her. How did she know?” she fretted.
I pulled myself from the wall and sat next to her. I leaned forward and set my elbows on my knees, sucking in a deep breath. Suppose it’s time to be honest.
“She… saw us, the morning after,” I admitted.
Neepa stared at me owlishly, and then averted her gaze the other way. “Oh.”
“I should’ve told you. But… Sorry.”
“N-no, it’s fine, it’s just… I was hoping to ease into the discussion.” She sighed, seeming to deflate, and then leaned her body against mine. “I don’t have to think about how to tell her now.”
I chuckled. “Sorry I embarrass you.”
Neepa nuzzled in closer and took my hand with both of hers. “Y-you don’t.”
I could almost feel the heat of her face though my shirt. I smiled to myself and played with Neepa’s fingers as we sat in content silence. But then, Eva’s words echoed in my mind. ”Coward.” Why did she get so upset?
“Neepa?”
“Hmm?”
“Why is Eva so mad? Something flipped within her when I declined. What’s her deal?”
Neepa sighed and ran her fingers along my palm. “She hates the Null. She hates them more than anything. Her only purpose in life is to fight, kill, and protect the people. That’s all she lives for, and, to an extent, so do I.
“I don’t hold a burning coal in my heart like she does, but I want to do everything I can to protect the innocent from suffering fates worse than death, but Eva…” Neepa’s hand tightened around mine. “Annihilating them is everything to her. The devotion she holds to winning the war scares me, like she wants nothing more than to fight until it costs her life.”
“Why is she so fixated on it?”
Neepa gave a dismissive shrug. “It’s not my place to say, Al. Sorry. But know that she, like many, has lost her home and family to the Null. Some adjust and move on. Others don’t.”
Things came together, I was able to understand why Eva’s been so agitated the last week and a half. She wants to go out and sate her revenge, but she’s stuck babysitting me. Seeing me reject something that potentially promises the salvation of others must’ve pushed her over. In her eyes, with her sense of duty, her loss, I must look like an absolute yellow-bellied son of a bitch.
At the same time, this isn’t my war. I don’t understand any of the hocus-pocus nonsense, and I don’t ever see myself fighting any more monsters. Circumstance drove my actions; I’m not brave, just a man scared for his life and too damn stubborn to die quietly.
I grabbed that flag and dived to Neepa’s aid because I wanted to help her. But when I got tangled with the Caster, I didn’t even spare her a second thought. Not even the people who I helped escape. Not even my parents. Only one thing mattered at that moment: kill him before he kills me.  
Would a hero think like that? Would a hero suffer from nightmares like a kid who can’t handle the horror movie he watched? 
“Are you okay?” Neepa asked, pressing a hand to my forehead. “You look pale.”
I gently pulled her hand down. “It’s nothing. Just…We should look for Eva, right?”
“She’s an adult. She’ll remember her way back and come once she’s cooled down. Eva does this fairly often.” Neepa leaned in and took a closer look at my face. “I have some medicine if you’re not feeling well.” Her brows dropped slightly. “Or is it something else?”
I threw my gaze the other way. “Just tired, just really tired.” I looked at the other bedroom door. “I’m just going to lie down for a bit, okay?”
A worried look still marred her face, but she didn’t press. “Okay.”
I took the bedroom next to the bathroom because I figured it was smaller than the other; better to leave the girls with extra space. The interior was just as lavish as the main room. There was a poster bed, a wardrobe in the corner, and a desk by the window with a chair, which was bathed in sunlight from the waning day.
The sun looked past its apex in the sky, making it around mid-afternoon. I think.
My satchel slid off my shoulder and slapped the floor, followed by my cloak, then I kicked off my boots before falling face first into the plush mattress. The bed I’ve been sleeping on was comfortable, but this one was truly luxury, like sleeping on top of a sheep that produced silk instead of wool.
I took a deep breath of fresh linens and exhaled slowly. As soon as my skin touched the blankets, my eyes suddenly felt heavy, like the rest of my body. The encounter with the Grand Mage sucked what little energy I had left and I felt myself slipping.
I blinked once, twice, and then I was out.
✽✽✽
 
There was darkness and a low, gravelly growl before I awoke with a sudden start. The heavy pounding in my chest and cold sweat was the aftermath of another nightmare, the only remnants of being the growl, everything else lost to my waking mind, thankfully.
The sunlight bathed the wall to my bedside in an orange tinge. The sun had maybe an hour before dipping past the horizon.
Falling asleep and waking so suddenly after a blink was discombobulating. I didn’t notice that I hadn’t awakened in the same position I fell asleep. I was on my side, my head propped up.
Neepa sat on the edge of the bed with my head on her lap, her fingers tickling my scalp as she stroked my hair.
“How long was I out?”
“A few hours,” she answered softly.
“Eva?”
“She came back. We talked and cleaned up the mess, and then we ate. She’s sleeping now. I was sure to leave some food and wine for you.”
“Thanks.”
We didn’t say anything more. I remained where I was and Neepa continued to stroke my hair. However, the silence didn’t last very long, and, to my dismay, she said, “You can talk to me about them. The nightmares.”
I looked away and towards the window. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“You were balled up and pinning with tears when I came to wake you.”
There was nothing I could say to argue. My eyes clamped shut, a silent sigh escaping my lips, feeling utterly pitiful.
“You knew?” I peeked up at her from the corner of my eye.
Her hand moved to my cheek and she ran a tender finger along it. “Of course. I’ve known since the fourth day. Given what you’ve been through, it was natural. But they’ve been getting worse. It depresses me to see you struggle.”
“I…” Words failed. Then I realized there was nothing to say. There was the plausibility of allergies and muscle spasms at night, but not only was that idiotic, it was dishonest.
“I really am a coward,” I crooned with a sardonic smile.
Neepa gently turned my head until I was looking up at her.
“Al,” she said firmly. “You fought against outlandish creatures for complete strangers and continued to fight even when fate was depicting a grim end for you. All my hope was whisked away as soon as the Caster had me, but you fought until you were the last one standing. You had no armor, no true weapons, and knew nothing of magic. I’ve never witnessed such a brave display before.”
Neepa brushed her hand along my forehead and held me in her loving eyes, but a hint of woe straining her delicate features.
“It’s okay to be afraid. We’re all haunted or afraid of something. Some are capable of pushing it from their minds as if it never happened. Others deceive themselves or spin their experiences into light-hearted tales.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “And some have ways of… coping. But no one should ever let their fear overtake them.”
“And what makes you so sure? What if I just ran into something without thinking? Bravery and foolishness are the same thing.”
Neepa looked bemused, then let out a single soft chuckle. “I’ve seen people do brave and foolish things, but you? No. It may very well be foolish to charge into a battle against something stronger than you, yet it’s very brave when you compromise your own safety for the sake of another, what you did for me. Doing something you know is foolish for the sake of another is the purest form of bravery.”
I lifted my head from her lap and sat up, keeping my gaze fixed to the ground.
“I’m just a lucky fool. So many times things could've gone wrong; I move this way a few inches instead, or tripped over there.” The sinking feeling in my stomach returned. “But… you, me, Eva, and Iason may still live for my foolish display, but everyone else, the others I tried so hard to protect—” My throat grew tight as the last words came out shaky. “They all died.”
“Yet we’re still here.”
Neepa’s arms wrapped around my shoulders to calm the shuddering running through me. She held me close and started rocking with me. 
“It feels so painful to live when everyone else is dead; it feels like a sin just for breathing,” she said softly. “Yet here we are. Life is a beautiful and sacred thing, even if it hurts at times.”
Neepa ceased rocking and gazed out at the golden sky with a faraway expression. She pulled away and set her hands on her lap, her fingers tugging and pulling at the white nightgown she slipped into at some point.
“Al,” she started, staring at her hands. “I told you that my people did something bad, and I thank you for not pressing me for more. But… I should.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I need to tell you.”
The last words came from her in a quivering voice, a vulnerable voice. As she sat next to me, she continued to clutch at her gown until it looked as though she were going to tear it. Something was warring within Neepa, so I sat for her, patiently letting her find her voice.    
“I was born on a world called Mornesse, one of the allied worlds that’ve been fighting for as long as history remembers. My people, my family, was called Anemone. We were the ruling family of Mornesse, the capital city that gave the world its name. It was nothing like Scintillion. The land wasn’t cultivated to fit out needs, we cultivated our needs around the land, building where nature would allow, moving with the landscape instead of against it.”
Neepa sighed wistfully, her gentle eyes seeing something I couldn’t.
“It was beautiful. Trees and flowers grew freely and abundantly, bathing our streets in vibrant colors and lovely scents. Springtime was breathtaking when the winterfelm would shed their pedals from the previous year so the new ones could blossom. White pedals danced from their branches and brought us a second winter without the frigid cold. It was a quiet, peaceful, and loving place. Until it was lost.”
Neepa stared ahead, expressionless, her throat desperately trying to swallow a heavy lump.
“The Anemone family fought for generations. They provided powerful mages and soldiers, but they also produced teachers, doctors, farmers, and other bright minds skilled in various trades. But no matter how much they strived to fight against the Null or make efforts to aid the common folk, things only seemed to grow direr as the war waged on.
“The commanding heads from the last generation were worried for the day the Null would usher the downfall of everything they've built. Desperation and fear drove them to investigate a means of salvation.” She hunched forward until her hair hid her face in a black veil. “A bargain.”
Neepa went silent for a few seconds. Then she sucked in a shuddering breath.
“It’s okay,” I told her gently. “You don’t have to tell me if it’s painful.” My hand worked its way into hers, my thumb rubbing the back of her hand. She clung to my hand as if a wayward wind would blow her away.
“There have been sympathizers,” she continued, shakily. “Sympathizers who see the Null as the one and only truth. Our beliefs are not universally accepted across the worlds. Our beliefs are thought to be wrong, the One being nothing more than a malevolent force. A foolish conjecture around here, but if spun the right way, told the right way, then such foolish thoughts could be seen as divine creed. And my family were the ones who twisted and divulged such nefarious beliefs because they were scared and foolish.
“The last commanding heads, my grandfather, uncle, aunt, and father…” She fell short and whimpered, her compose fraying before me like a taut rope. “T-they sought to make a deal with sentient forces of the Null, offering our world as a stepping stone so the inhabitants may continue to live. And that’s just what they did.
“My mother, she knew too late that the commanding heads planned on opening a gate for the Null. She, and whoever capable, attempted to fight and thwart their plan, but it was too late. Once the door was open, our world was doomed. And yet,” Neepa choked on her words. “And yet she stayed. She embraced me one last time before handing me off to an evacuation party. Never saw her again. Most of my people received thier salvation. The gift of being turned into unholy monsters."
She shook her head, sniffling as tears flowed. 
"Lies. All of it. And for what? A campaign ensued for months, thousands died. And at the end of it all was a world lost, millions dead or corrupted, and more worlds would fall because of my family opening the gate for them.”
Neepa finally broke down and buried her face in her hands, sobbing violently. Seeing her in such a state cut me deep. I held her while she cried into my chest for all she’s worth.
Realization struck; all the nasty looks, all the isolation, all the people who treat her as a ghost, and all those who openly disdain her, they do so because that’s all they can do. The Anemone name was the cause of such devastation which ultimately lead to their own downfall, leaving only Neepa to take all that hate. Such a fickle thing to do, but if there’s nothing one can do, or no one left to blame, they take it out on the next best thing: a child that happens to share the blood of the ones who caused great grief.
I couldn’t even begin to fathom how her childhood must’ve been like, how lonely she felt. No wonder she lives so far away. 
“Neepa, I-I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be,” she sniffled. “You had no hand in it, and it’s been ages. Olea was a distant family friend who took me in as soon as she heard and helped pick up the pieces. But it wasn’t easy. Every day was painful, the chasm in my heart grew and grew until I felt hollow.” Neepa hid her face and clutched my shirt tightly, her body shuddering. “A day came where I didn’t feel that way anymore.”
“Oh, Neepa,” I whispered solemnly. 
“I made a poison from concentrated whispering eaves—a common flower in the forest. If it weren’t for Olea and Eva, I wouldn’t be here. But when Olea died, all I could do was drown my sorrows away until everything went numb. But you know what kept me from throwing everything away?”
“What was that?”
Neepa pulled her face from my chest and wrapped her arms around my neck, pressing her forehead into mine. With her eyes closed for the utmost focus, she whispered, “We have no choice for when it’s time to come or when it’s time to go, we are here now. You can curse your life and suffer, or you can be grateful and live on. But remember, it is impossible to suffer without making others pay for it.”
The words danced off her tongue with the same conviction as a preacher reading from sacred text. The same sentiment Eva shared at the cliff. Olea must’ve been a very wise woman.
“It’s hard,” Neepa continued. “And it’ll continue to be hard, but I’ll carry on and fight against Null. I may falter, I may break down, and the hate of others may sting, but I’ll always carry on. As should you, Al. Your life is yours to live, I will not think ill of any choices you make. But don’t make those choices out of a place of fear. Otherwise, you may do something you’ll regret.”
Neepa fell silent and rested her head back on my chest. And I was grateful to have her so close. She and I shared the same pain, and the joy of not feeling utterly alone almost brought me to tears.
The golden light from the window began to fade as the sun slipped past the horizon, letting a comfortable darkness settle in the room.
I planted a kiss on top of her head. “Thank you, Neepa. From the bottom of my heart, thank you.”
“No, thank you, Al. For saving me and for giving me this.” She implied the hug by squeezing her arms a little tighter.
I fell back into the plush mattress, bringing Neepa with me, getting a surprised giggle from her. She nuzzled closer and let out a content sigh.
“Neepa? There was actually something I wanted to ask.”
“Hmm?”
“How did you know the nightmares started specifically on the fourth day?”
I felt her body grow rigid in my arms at those words.
“O-oh, j-just intuition,” she said with a brittle smile.
“What happened to all that honesty?” I leaned in and saw a wild pink blush wash into her cheeks before she looked away. “Neepa?”
She made a stifled whining sound before she swung her legs over me. With her fingers clutching at my shirt, Neepa let out a steamy, trembling breath.
“I wanted to… again… with you,” she admitted bashfully, but her eyes glimmered ardently. “I waited until Eva went to sleep, then—”
“Snuck into my room?” I finished for her.  
A stammer leapt from her throat. “Y-yes.” The burn in her cheeks practically glowed in the low light.
My gaze swept up and down her body. Neepa’s well-endowed chest heaved with long, deep breaths, her nipples poking prominently through her sheer nightgown, and her eyes were ablaze with a desire. The sight of her alone excites me greatly, but having her on top caused all my blood to pump to a particular area in a rush. Neepa took notice of it immediately.
At first, her eyes widened with surprise. Then, as if to confirm it, she gently shifted her hips atop of the bulge in my pants. A soft gasp escaped her mouth before she bit her bottom lip, and then began rocking her hips to and fro in a slow, largo-esque rhythm.
Neepa still managed to surprise me. The bashful and innocent witch impression I made from our first encounter shattered and was replaced by a gorgeous woman who was not only bold enough to mount me, but dry hump all on her own accord.
She gulped audibly as she brushed her nightgown over my hips and stomach, and then reached under to run her hands over my pants. The way her hands trembled said she was very nervous, but her eyes gleamed with curiosity and wonder. Instead of voicing anything or exploring what her body had to offer, I just lay there, letting Neepa enjoy this new experience at her own pace.
Neither of us could see anything with her gown in the way and the poor light, but we didn’t need to. I felt Neepa gently prodding my hardened manhood, her nimble fingers unfastened my belt and pants with ease, freeing me. A soft gasp escaped her lips as she ran a single finger along my entire exposed length, causing an involuntary twitch on my part once she reached the tip.
With nary a murmur, Neepa slid herself forward and raised her hips. Using one hand to guide herself, she slowly pressed me to her lips. I could feel her wetness sliding down my shaft as our flesh brushed against each other, but then she froze. Being that close to her womanhood was like being next to a furnace, and it was painfully cruel, too. But with how her chest heaved, I knew she was mentally preparing herself.
After a few heartbeats, she slowly lowered her hips, taking in my length at a rate of one centimeter every few seconds.
If it weren’t for her burning cheeks and near-tearful eyes, I would’ve thought she was purposely torturing me by drawing this out.
Her warm flesh enveloped me from every direction and I wanted nothing more than to go deeper. But, again, Neepa froze when I was about halfway in. She breathed laboriously and kept herself upright with her hands to my stomach.
Just when it looked like Neepa lost her nerve, she slammed her hips down into mine, taking me all the way to the hilt. She let out a loud, unbroken moan and dug her fingers into my chest.
“Neepa,” I gasped. “You’ll wake Eva.” My head swam in blurring pleasure, a miracle I could even bother recalling Eva. The moan Neepa made was just shy of a scream.
She arched her back and stared at the ceiling, exposing her slender neck and accentuating her bust. After a moment, she looked down at me with hearts in her eyes.
“Don’t worry,” she said huskily. “I got an entire bottle of wine in her. She’s not waking up.”
She planned this? This woman is far from innocent. Then again, she has lived in the woods for most of her life. Repression can lead to some interesting turns.
Her movements were slow and awkward, yet extremely erotic. The sensation of her soft walls made me groan. When she pulled away, her flesh pulled my cock with her, then relaxed for a brief moment when she came down again, so I could sink as deep as possible, then the process would repeat.
The erotic sounds of Neepa’s womanhood consuming me revealed how hopelessly turned on she was, how bad she wanted it. Neepa was so in tune with her body, exploring slight angle changes and not at all ashamed of the naughty face she was making.
“Better than… before,” Neepa moaned while experimenting by gyrating her hips, a motion she seemed to enjoy with how her muscles massaged my shaft. 
I grabbed her plump hips and pulled her down aggressively, causing her to yelp as I reached a new deep.
“Yes,” I agreed. Then I began pump skywards into her slit, which clamped around me eagerly.
Strength left her arms and she fell into my chest, mashing those soft mounds into me, mewing as I moved in and out of her. Half lidded eyes searched mine before brought her mouth to mine, kissing hungrily.
The wine she drank earlier with Eva was still present on her tongue, making Neepa taste sweet. Her taste, her softness, and her aroma, all overtook my senses. I found myself drawing near, so I increased my speed once more, forcing Neepa to break our kiss and bury her head in my neck as she panted choppy breaths in time with my thrusts.
Her hot, honeyed walls convulsed around me as I hit my peak, bringing forth my release. I grabbed onto Neepa’s supple ass for dear life while my cock continued to kick within her.
Well over a week had passed since the last time. My orgasm just kept going, feeling like I was releasing an impossible amount within her.
Once the blinding bliss passed, my hands traveled over the delicious curves of her ass, down the valley of the small of her back, then settled tightly around her back as I enjoyed resting within her, all while Neepa uttered low, broken moans, her walls not quite ready to part with me.
I continued to hold Neepa close in the afterglow of our mutual climax. The woman really did so much for me. Medicine crafted with love and care nurtured my damaged body. And her tender affection helped quell the turmoil threatening to tear me down mentally. 
My fingers found themselves combing through Neepa’s long, midnight hair as I brought her closer. Neepa planted a soft kiss on my neck that sent goose bumps throughout my body.
“You’re not alone, Al,” she whispered tenderly. “I promise I’ll always be by your side, because if I’m always by your side, then you’ll be by mine. Things don’t seem so hard when you’re close. If you promise to take care of me, then I promise to take care of you. It’ll be okay.”
I couldn’t even begin to imagine myself here without Neepa’s helping hand. “I promise.” 
Neepa let out a satisfied sigh and nuzzled her head under my chin. Being this close to her told me she was in high spirits; I, however, didn’t feel quite the same. As I promised to take care of her, a sinking feeling arose in my stomach, bringing back the familiar pit. Caroline flashed across my mind before a blanket of blackness come over me as my eyes grew heavier and heavier.
Neepa intertwined her fingers in mine. “It’ll be okay,” she whispered dreamily, seeming to sense my unease. I squeezed her hand, and continued to do so till I slipped away.




Chapter 13


For the first time in a long time, I awoke slowly and calmly. No panic, no racing heart, and no sweat soiled sheets. No nightmare. There was only the warm, comforting embrace of soft blankets and the gentle light of dawn spilling into the room through the windows.
Neepa had her head resting on my chest with her arm draped over my stomach. Her serene, slumbering expression was truly a work of art. My arm found itself around her back and my cheek nuzzled against her head. Sleep was tugging on my lids, beckoning me to continue resting.
Reality and dreams mixed and I lost myself.
Floating in that ambiguous area between the two planes, there was a noise. 
The sound made my mind recall the time when Dad and I had to fell a tree that looked primed to fall. The memory became crystal clear as the image of my brawny father formed with an axe swung over his shoulder while I had one in hand, too. His muscles swelled under his white tank top and did the first chop at an angle to the trunk while I did a follow up chop perpendicular to the trunk. Woodchips flew and we worked in an almost meditative rhythm.
Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, did the sounds go. The last thump came sharp and clear, stirring me from my half-asleep state. Confusion muddled my senses, not quite sure if I was up or not.
As I was trying to find my bearings, the door opened.
“Pardon me, Sir Al, I took the liber––” Koko started as she walked into the room with her head bowed, only to stop abruptly as soon as she saw Neepa and I.
Her mouth hung ajar as whatever words she had planned came out as a croak.
My head jerked back and forth between her and Neepa a few times before I swung my feet over the bed and stood. I had my hands up in a defensive gesture and was about to salvage the situation when I realized how drafty it was.
Koko’s eyes became as big as dinner plates and her face grew beet-red. Her tail and wings jutted from her body rigidly as her eyes panned south.
In my panic, I forgot I was buck naked.
Words came out of Koko’s mouth in shuddering gasps. I snatched up my strewn clothes from the floor and hastily covered my shame.
It was then when I heard Neepa stirring behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see her sitting up and rubbing the sleep from her eyes. She let out a little yawn, completely oblivious. However, as soon as her brain woke up, Neepa blanched. Her gaze went from me, to Koko, back to me, and then down to her bare breasts. She let out a small squeak and dove under the covers like a startled rabbit running into the brush.
To spare the poor woman any more embarrassment, I kept myself covered with my bundle of clothes in one hand and moved the petrified dragon-woman with the other out of the room. Upon entering the living room, I was greeted with a man and a woman dressed in livery handling a dinner cart. Forks and spoons forze in thier hands as they stared at me and Koko in stunned silence.
I scuttled along the wall until my hand found the doorknob to the bathroom, which I promptly ripped open and slammed shut behind me.
I leaned against the door and held my face.
 “Are you fucking kidding me?” I whispered to myself.
Pushing that experience to the back of my mind, I began to dress. In my haste, I only managed to grab my cloak, one boot, and my paints. At least Little Al would be warm. 
Once I had my naughty bits covered, I gave the bathroom a quick look. 
Just like the rest of the place, it was outrageously lavish. The large porcelain tub took up most of the room and looked like it could fit three people. The toilet looked a lot like what I’d have back at home, but, like Neepa and Eva’s home, there was a high tank. One thing this room had that their home lacked was a proper sink. Sort of. It was just a large, ornately carved bowl with a drain and plug that sat atop a short cabinet. The only facet in the room was by the tub. I suppose it didn’t make much sense to the architects to have multiple facets when you only needed one to dispense water.
Above the sink was a mirror, the first one I’ve seen, actually. The slight golden hue in the reflection told me it was polished bronze. It’s been such a long time since I’ve had a good look at myself. I was definitely in need of a shave. The hair I usually kept in a slicked back crew had fallen around my face in loose, messy strands.
I’ve gotten a little leaner, too. I’ve maintained my bulk since I quit fighting, but had developed a little flab around my gut since starting college. I always ate a lot, but labor with my dad and boxing helped burn off everything. If it ever became a problem, I’d just invest a little extra time training. Competing or not, boxing is a damn good way to stay in shape.
The euphoria of losing a little weight faded instantly as soon as I saw the scars on my gut. One gnarled, vertical dent just next to my belly button, and four star-shaped scars just above it. And on my right shoulder were the two wide, crescent-shaped scars; memories forever etched into my body from the horrors that nearly took me.
I gave the rugged figure in the reflection a good, long, hard look, then let out an even breath.
You look like hammered shit.
Heart’s still beating, though.
I tore myself from the vanity fixture and left the bathroom with my cloak and boot in hand. The two servants, who were placing food and drink on the short table, shot me a glance. Koko was standing just behind them with her hands clasped in front of her tightly, her face still a deep scarlet, which grew deeper as her gaze met mine. 
She coughed into her hand and said, “I-I tried knocking. Your guard didn’t respond, and I didn’t think that you would be––” She stopped and cleared her throat.
Not wanting to dwell on the elephant in the room, I asked, “Guard?”
Koko looked towards the couch. I walked up behind and looked over the backrest. Eva had slept spread-eagle in nothing but her white sleeping tunic, giving our guests a full view of her snow-white panties. Nestled in her chest was an empty bottle of wine, another not too far away on the table.
I threw my cloak over the indecent blond in an effort to maintain her pride. Eva snorted and wrapped herself up like a burrito as she continued her alcohol induced slumber.
Eager to get the day started on a proper note, I sat myself on the other couch and bid everyone a friendly nod.
“Good morning, Koko,” I said to the flustered dragon-woman.
The wings on her back and the tail from her rear-end relaxed. Moving past what happened, Koko closed her eyes and bowed her head politely.
“Good morning, Sir Al,” she said in her usual composed, neutral tone.
“Just Al, please.”
Her gaze lingered on mine for a moment and her lips bunched for a fraction of a second before she greeted me again. “Good morning, Al.” Koko took a few steps and stopped just at the foot of the table. “Were the accommodations to your liking?”
“Yeah. Just peachy.”
The door to my room opened and out stepped Neepa, head hung low and face hidden by her hair. She crept across the room like ghost and walked right into the other bedroom door. She squeaked, then slipped in, eager to have a wall shielding her from the unexpected company—shame, too, I imagined.  
“I took the liberty of preparing breakfast for you and your company,” Koko said quickly. “If it’s not to your liking, then I can have something else prepared right away.”
The spread on the table consisted of a few plates of meat cut in this strips, fish, cheese, fruit, vegetables, and sliced bread loaves. There wasn’t enough time to eat last night. For obvious reasons. My stomach growled at the offerings.
“It looks good. And I’m not a very picky when it comes to food.”
“Tea or wine?” the female servant asked, holding a pot in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other.
It seemed way too early to be having alcohol. Then again, wine is supposed to be high in antioxidants and is good for the heart. The woman asked it very casually, so it must be standard custom. A little alcohol might also help me forget about what happened.
“Wine, please,” I answered.
She uncorked the bottle and carefully poured the crimson contents into a glass. She set the bottle on the table and held out the glass to me in a humble gesture. I gave her an appreciative smile as I accepted the glass, and downed a mouthful.
Neepa stepped out of the other bedroom clothed her usual midnight-blue dress, her hat pulled especially low to hide her face. She wordlessly slinked over to the couch and sat next to Eva’s slumbering form.
“Morning,” I said softly.
“G-good… morning,” she said, her voice in an almost indiscernible murmur.
Silence stretched in the room as neither the male or female server bothered asking Neepa is she would like a drink.
I took the bottle and asked, “Wine?”
She nodded once. I poured some into a glass, which she hastily snatched up and downed in a heartbeat, replacing her glass on the table with a quiet clink. Filling another glass, I left the bottle in her care.
Eva snorted then coughed. She slowly came to life, uncurling and sitting up, rubbing tired from her eyes with her knuckle. Blonde hair was matted to the side of her cheek where she drooled. She sniffed once and looked around the room lazily, seeming to not focus on anything in particular. However, like a gust of air on burning coal, her eyes lit up as soon as she saw me. It was an improvement from her twisted face of fury from yesterday, probably thanks to the talk she had with Neepa, but the contempt in her eyes was clear as day.
No sense in making yesterday’s troubled today’s. “Good morning, Eva,” I said.
She nabbed the bottle from Neepa mid pour and took a hearty swig for herself. She bundled my cloak tighter around her body and averted her gaze in an annoyed huff. There was a lot she wanted to say, I’m sure, but she held her tongue.
Koko cleared her throat to draw my attention. She started to call me sir before she corrected herself. 
“Al, I have made arrangements to give you a formal tour of the academy once you’ve finished your meal. We’ll explore the common areas, the lecture halls, classrooms, training grounds, workshops, observatory, and library.” Neepa’s head peeked up at the mention of a library. “However, if you do not care for the tour, do know that Lord Emre, Lord Jal, as well as a dozen other professors, have offered you a spot by their side for their teachings today. There are also several prominent other disciples who have offered––”
“Yeah, no.” I reached for some bread and a piece of meat and began to eat. The meat tasted odd, a little gamey. Not bad.
Koko’s neutral composure faded slightly and Neepa peaked at me with a look of surprise. Eva, of course, scowled at me as if I spat out an insult.
The dragon-woman’s tail that had been swaying absentmindedly went still. “Al, your time here over the next few days is yours to spend; however, I implore you to explore and witness what the academy can offer you.”
I swallowed my food and downed it with wine. “I’d rather not do any of that.”
“But––”
“Can I just talk to the Grand Mage?” Does that old bat even know my name? Does she remember yesterday? “Actually, Julika, too. Can you do that?”
Her tail continued swaying, her face resumed its blank state. “Yes. I will make arrangements now. Enjoy your breakfast.”
She and the two servants bowed, then quietly left us to our meal. I ran my fingers through my shaggy hair and sank into the couch, finally able to relax with just us three.
Neepa finished her third glass before she asked, “Are you really going to talk with the Grand Mage?”
“Might as well.” I reached for the cheese and gave it a cursory whiff. It smelled like regular cheese, and it tasted like it, too.
 Eva watched me as I ate; her scowl gone, eyes still prying.
“I’m still pissed about yesterday,” I continued. “There’s nothing I want to do more than say shove it to that hag, but that wouldn’t be very fair, would it? She’s the only one who knows about this Resonant thing, so I figured I should only bother with her.” I looked at Eva. “If I’m here, I should at least take the business seriously. Even if I have my own reservations about how ridiculous it all sounds, I’ll hear her them out.”  
Eva stared for a few beats longer, then looked down to the spread. She loaded up bread in similar fashion to me and chowed down. Neepa pulled off her hat and set it next to her, revealing a wide, approving smile.
“That sounds like a wise choice, Al,” Neepa approved. She used her given plate before eating. Such a simple act of courtesy, yet it conveys so much about her polite nature. A shame people choose to ignore everything about her as a person and chastise her for the sins of her family; it’s cruel. And she takes it silently. Even though she was extremely excited to get a chance to be within Lucinia, Neepa can’t be allowed to enjoy it.
Unless…? The gears in my head turned and I made a mental note.
The atmosphere had lightened dramatically and we were able to enjoy our breakfast in pleasant silence while enjoying the azure abyss offered by the view. 
Neepa didn’t touch any of the meat, making her plate only of the sliced pear-like fruits and what looked like steamed carrots. Eva and I had our fill of the meat, leaving only a half of a grilled fish. Oddly enough, the fish looked and tasted almost exactly like grilled mackerel, so that was a nice surprise.
I had a mild buzz once my hunger was sated. Forgoing anymore wine, I helped myself to some tea. The taste was different from Neepa’s herbal brew, this being bitter with a subtle sweet spiciness. Refreshing, but still disappointing. Of all the basic luxuries I’m going to miss, caffeine by far is number one.
Eva poured herself a cup of tea while Neepa continued through her fifth glass of wine. Since spending over a week with her, I’ve taken notice of her drinking habits. It was part of her routine to drink and read in her chair by the fireplace, and, on occasion, fix herself a nightcap before bed. Since confiding in me last night, I worried about how much of her drinking habit stems from drowning her demons.  
Koko knocked and let herself in sometime later with two different servants, two women this time, but still dressed in the same livery. In Koko’s arms looked to be a folded set of clothes.
“Was everything to your liking?” Koko asked, only ever to be addressing me.
“Yeah, we enjoyed it,” I said after I finished my tea. “So I’m good for the talk?”
Koko nodded. “I’ve also prepared a replacement for your clothes.”
In her hands was the traditional robe garb that was the standard apparel for men, featuring the popular theme of white and blue. The tailoring looked pristine and the fabric looked incredibly crisp. They were a stark contrast to the pants I wore, which were the same ones that I fought Emre in. My thigh was visible through the slit and the dried blood left an extra dark stain in the black fabric. The long-sleeve shirt I wore the day prior also featured a sizable bloodstain from where my arm was cut.
I gave the offered garments a long look and couldn’t help but make a face; wearing them would make me feel too goofy. “Sorry, but I’m good. I have a second set of clothes in my things, and I would prefer them.”
“Of course,” Koko replied.
One of the servant girls took the bundle from her, while the other began loading the dirty plates on the food cart they brought. The one taking the plates gave my bare chest a prolonged stare as she reached for my plate. I caught her gaze and she blushed, backing away with her head lowered. Taking that as my cue to get decent, I excused myself to change.
After dressing into fresh clothes, and retrieving my other boot, I came back into the main room. Eva and Neepa climbed to their feet, most likely to get ready themselves.
“I planned on going to talk with the Grand Mage and Julika alone,” I informed, stopping the two women. Eva knitted her brows and Neepa looked at me incredulously. “This seems like it’s going to be really personal, so I’d rather it just be me and them.”
Eva plopped back down into the seat, while Neepa slowly lowered herself, clasping her hands atop her lap.
“If… that’s what you prefer…” Neepa mumbled, her gaze to my feet.
The corner of my mouth curled into a small smirk. I turned to Koko. “You mentioned a library, right?”
“Yes. It’s the largest library in the region.”
I nodded. “Impressive. Think you can show my friends around, answer any questions they may have?”
Neepa looked up, another incredulous look on her face. Then her head turned to Koko to await an answer.
It took Koko several seconds before she replied, “Yes.” Those crimson eyes of hers turned towards Neepa, the witch immediately averting hers and sank further into her seat.
“And since they’re with me, they get the same privileges, yes?” I specified.
Koko took a long, silent draw through her nose and exhaled softly. “Yes.”
“Great,” I said cheerfully. “Shall we get going?”
Koko whispered something to one of the servant girls and then answered, “Yes.”
The girl she whispered to opened the door for the other, who was pushing the food cart out. Koko stepped out into the hallway and I followed.
“Al,” Neepa called.
I turned to see her standing, her fingers tugging at the fabric of her dress near her stomach.
“I… um… it’s just … I …,” she fumbled.
I went over and snatched up her hat from the couch. I perched it atop her head, silencing her nervous rambling. “You’re free to do whatever you want, but it’d be wasteful to pass the opportunity, wouldn’t it?”
She didn’t say anything else. Instead, she lowered her head, hiding her face with the brim of her hat, but I was able to see the small smile on her lips.
“Same thing applies to you, Eva,” I said. “But do keep Neepa company for whatever she decides to do. Unless there was something you wanted to see while we’re here?”
Eva climbed to her feet and scoffed. “Nope.”
“And keep my cloak warm,” I added. She looked down at what she thought was a blanket and made a face of disgust. She threw it on the floor and stomped off to her room. I’d almost be insulted if it weren’t such a funny reaction. I returned my gaze to Neepa. “I’ll catch you later, okay?”
“Okay,” she said quietly.
I gave her one last appreciative smile before I walked into the hallway where Koko was waiting. The servant girl was still holding the door gave me a curt nod as I passed, then closed the door behind me. I assumed she was staying behind to take up the task of being Eva and Neepa’s guide. The other servant with the cart had long since left.
Koko lead me down to the stone wall that hid the glass elevator. The doors parted at her touch and she strode onto the waiting platform easily; I took slow, hesitant steps, trying not to look down at the sheer drop with only a thin layer of glass under my feet.
Would it have killed them to paint it or throw a carpet down?
We ascended to the top and were ushered out by the door keepers, and then made our way down the hall towards the same grand portal as yesterday. Koko racked her knuckles twice on the door. The great doors opened slowly with a groan by some unseen force. Koko led me across the space and into the side sunroom where Julika and the Grand Mage waited.
They sat at the rectangular table in the center of the room, Merula at the head, her disciple sitting adjacently. Several books, many of which were open, and papers were strewn about the table, looking like someone frantically studying for their exams. All the notes scribbled in thick lines of ink in the same glyphs I’ve been studying. The writing too dense and complicated for me to make out a single word.
Julika looked up and smiled. She set the quill she’d been writing in the holder off to the side and rose to give me a deep bow. 
“The best of mornings to you, Al,” she said warmly.
“Morning.”
The Grand Mage, unaware of my arrival, kept her face hovering over the pages of the book in front of her.
Julika lightly cleared her throat and said, “Master.”
“No sugar, thank you, dear,” she said with a wave of her wrinkled hand.
“Master,” she said in a strained whisper, “we have a guest.”
She looked up then. “Ah, Al, it’s been ages.”
“The name’s––oh, never mind. And we met yesterday, by the way.” The short exchange alone made me wary of Merula’s position of authority. Was it just a title that grandfathered whoever happened to be in a certain position?
At least Julika appeared to have all her marbles in place.
Julika walked around the table and pulled out the seat that was directly facing her, putting Merula between us. “Your guard and… host won’t be joining us?” she asked while gesturing to the chair.
I accepted the seat and said, “No. If this is about me, then only I should be here. And I don’t want them caught up in any more surprise death matches you two might have planned.”
The remark was meant to be playful, but it was enough to make Julika bear a hurt look.
When she reached out slowly to take my hand in both of hers, I didn’t stop her. With my hand held close to her generous chest, she apologized grievously.
“Forgive me, Al. It is my duty to uphold the Grand Mage’s will. Emre was told to put forth a challenge, but never maim or kill you. It seemed appropriate at the time, but inconsiderate. Is there anything I can do to earn your forgiveness?” She squeezed my hand tighter, bringing it deeper into her chest, revealing the womanly softness beneath her fine robes.
It took me a second too long to realize I was staring at her chest. However, when I quickly looked at her face, she didn’t seem to mind all that much.
“I-it’s fine. Asking just goes a long way.” I gently pulled my hand away, Julika seemingly reluctant to part with it, but she eased her grip after a second. “I was just in a mood after being battered around.”
“If there is anything I can do to make you more comfortable, don’t hesitate to ask.” Her gaze traveled the length of my body, then she quickly turned to Koko. “Al wished for a private audience. You may be excused.”
“Of course.” Koko bowed and backed out of the room. Her footfalls grew distant, then the rumble of the doors closing marked her departure.
The snapping of a book brought my attention to Merula, who finally seemed to be aware of what was going on around her.
“Tea?” she asked.
“Um, sure.”
With a flick of her hand, three pieces of papers swept up into the air as if caught by wind, but I felt nothing and the other papers remained undisturbed. The floating sheets folded in and around themselves, and then three paperman cutouts touched down on the table. They broke huddle and each took on a task.
One pushed a single teacup and saucer toward me, while the second hoisted the teapot up and began filling the cup. The third pushed forward a bowl of sugar cubes and proffered one.
“Ah, none, thanks,” I said to the paperman.
The thing shrugged its shoulders before it replaced the bowl on the tea tray. Together, they shuffled over towards the other pile of loose notes and unfolded themselves, transforming back into innocuous sheets of paper.
“What did you wish to discuss?” Julika asked as she took her seat.
My eyes flickered back and forth to the paper and my cup a few times before I processed her question.
Once the shock of the magical display passed, I got right to the point. “I want to know more about this Resonant thing. As it stands, I think you’re all crazy and there is no way that I am what you think I am. So far, all of your ‘proof’ is a glowing rock, something about ancient fables, and me having perfect teeth or something.”
“Very fine teeth. Very fine,” Merula commented with a raised finer and wrinkled smile.
“Al, do not forget that you were able to use an artifact,” Julika reminded.
“Yes, the unbreakable wooden sword,” I said dryly. A holy weapon as impressive as a cup that can’t be spilled. “That alone can’t mean much, can it? Am I the only one ever to be able to use an artifact?”
“Well, no,” Julika admitted. “We do seek out acceptable candidates who seem capable of wielding certain artifacts we have an acute knowledge of. The most knowledgeable of our mages analyze and test each artifact to the best of their abilities to deduce their workings and inner natures, searching for unique characteristics. Select individuals who have the affinity we’re looking can typically wield an artifact.”
“Okay. So me being able to use the sword doesn’t make me a Resonant, then.”
“But you are,” Merula said, ignoring what was just said.
An annoyed sigh escaped my lips. “And how can you be so sure oh wisest and greatest of mages?”
Merula took my inflection without missing a beat. “Julika, would you grab the odsci?”
Julika left her seat and went over to one of the bookshelves on the far wall. She pulled something from the shelf and returned to hand the object to her master before sitting back down. The elderly woman then placed a glass tetrahedron in front of me. I studied it for a moment then looked at her for further guidance.
“What’s this?”
“It’s called an odsci,” Julika informed. “It’s a tool used for young students to determine which of the three principles they fall under. Master has been informing me more on the lore of a Resonant while we’ve been researching. Since the remnant has been charged by the Great Seed, the energy within reacted to you, showing that there is a strong affinity you have with the One. This will just confirm my master’s hypothesis.”
“What hypothesis?” I asked, giving the fancy paperweight another look.
She smiled and reached over the table to pull the odsci closer. Then, she brushed her wheat-colored hair over her ears and let out a steady breath as she touched the tip of the prism with her index finger. Within the glass enclosure, very fait wisps of blue began to form, seemingly pouring from Julika’s finger like dye spilling into water.
“Blue is the color of matter—my principle.  I am capable of manipulating most forms of nature, as well as certain construct bases.” Julika carefully placed the tetrahedron before Merula. “Master, would you kindly display your talents?”
The Grand Mage smiled and extended one dark, bony finger atop of the point. However, the wisps of color she produced were a lighter-cyan than Julika’s ribbon-blue.
“My master is capable of using both principles of spirit and matter, a testament to her prose as a mage.
“If she were strictly under the principal of spirit, then her color would be green. Those who are strictly under the principle of energy would produce red. Of course, for the rare few who can use two, they would produce yellow for the combination of energy and spirit, and pink for matter and energy.”
Julika moved the magical instrument back in front of me. “Please try, Al.”
I reached out with great trepidation towards the magical item. Before my finger made contact with the point, I withdrew and eyed both women harshly.
“If this is a trick, this is the last time I’ll ever be speaking to either of you,” I warned in a taught voice.
Merula cackled. “If I were to trick you, then I’d pour ink in your tea to make your teeth black.”
Julika looked at me sincerely with those sapphire eyes of hers. “I wouldn’t fathom it.”
Putting aside my doubt, I pressed the pad of my index finger on the point.
And nothing happened.
“Does this mean I was right?” I asked flatly.
“It just means you’re doing it wrong. Do it right,” Merula chided. “Focus your energy.”
“What energy?” I snapped. “Magic was fantasy in my world.” The most magical thing to ever happen to me was when a family friend bit off a quarter and spit back the chunk; it was a trick coin.
“It’s okay, Al,” Julika said soothingly. She reached over and gently held my hand over the odsci. “Just close your eyes and take some deep breaths.”
I complied and exhaled my frustration of the hag in a rush.
“Good. Now, I want you to focus on two things: your heartbeat and the warmth of my hand,” Julika directed.
The rhythm of my heart was easy to find, and Julika’s warmth even easier; her hands were tremendously soft.
“Focus on the beating,” she said quietly. “Feel the beat radiating from your chest until you feel it quaking through your body.”
It took a couple of minutes to clear my head until all I could think about was the steady rhythm in my chest. A few more until I felt the tips of my fingers and toes began pulsing with the beat. Gradually, like a bass speaker kicking, the beat of my heart sent one solid thump through my whole body.
“Good. Now, direct those subtle vibrations of your heart to the warmth of my hand. Don’t force it, just let it flow. Tame those beats, focus them down your arm and into my warmth.”
Her instructions didn’t make any sense. A person can control their heartbeat with enough focus, but to control where vibrations travel? Impossible.
I opened one eye. Julika still watched.
“Focus,” she said lightly.
I sighed internally and tried to get in the zone. After a few minutes, my beat was back, strong and steady. The beat went everywhere. Trying to focus it was like trying to touch a cloud.
“Focus,” Julika whispered, then continued to repeat the word. Each reminder growing softer and softer.
Cloud?
Clouds are just made of individual water particles that have condensed. Julika isn’t asking me to grab something intangible, just to consolidate the beats. Doing as instructed, I focused on the warmth of Julika’s hand, a burning torch in my dark, meditative space. Imagining my heart in the center of a pond, I visualized the waves caused by the concussive thump. Focusing on containing the ripple, I imagined a well. Deep underground, completely still, the walls gradually closing in, making the ripple smaller and smaller, the light from well’s top shrinking till it was a pinprick in the dark space.    
For a brief moment, I wasn’t in that sunroom. Julika’s voice droned out into a faint murmur, then it was silent. Everything faded away until there was nothing but the strong, steady rhythm of my heart and the warmth. A calm washed over me unlike anything. A tingling cascade started in my chest. Then it pooled together and traveled across my torso, over my shoulder, and down my arm like water flowing in a stream.
“Oh, Al…” Julika breathed out.
“So it is, so it is.” Merula chuckled.
My eyes parted slowly and I looked into the odsci. Within the glass enclosure were bright wisps of pure white light. It was like lighting was trapped within the glass, moving a million times slower than if it were in the sky. An unexpected breath left my throat and the light display ended abruptly.
I gawked at my hand in equal parts wonder and worry.
“Whoa, that was… I don’t know.”
“White is the color of everything, the culmination of the three principles,” Merula said. “The light is the purest manifestation of the One; it reveals how powerful the semblance is within you. Our very existence is in a constant state of equilibrium, the scales constantly teetering to and fro. All lives reside on different points on that scale, some on the absolute extremes on either end of the spectrum. Some, like you, reside right in the middle. Just like the One, for the One is the fulcrum on which the scales are balanced upon.”
Merula had me drawn in with her sophisticated reasoning, sheer disbelief written across my face as I had not expected it from her.
She steepled her dark fingers and studied me thoughtfully. My gaze went back to the glass tetrahedron, only then realizing that Julika still held my hand. Her face had a deep blush as she stared back at me, a look of strong longingly apparent in her eyes. The expression she bore left me at a complete loss.
I gently tugged on my arm. “Um…”
Realizing belatedly what she was doing, Julika hastily withdrew her arm. “Y-you’re a natural.”
“The remnant seeks out faint traces of power within inanimate objects,” Merula went on. "The light reminded me of our handy tool for determining our students’ paths. Even though you may have never touched upon your own power before, it courses through your body passively.
“It’s not something that just comes from nowhere. It is you. If you had no power at all, then you’d be as alive as this table,” Merula said, slapping her hand against the wood. “The power gifted to us to fight darkness is the very same power that drives life, all life! That power is purer than the blood pumping through your veins. Be confident and accept who you are. Women love confidence!” Merula declared with a raisin smile.
“You had me until the last part,” I muttered.
“Bah, still doubting me?” she scoffed like old man Scrooge.
“I didn’t––”
Merula snapped her fingers and several sheets of paper danced through the air again.
One folded itself into a perfect square, the second formed into a cylindrical pillar, and the third defied reason by twisting and extruding until it looked like a violin bow. The square floated on top of the cylinder, where it then fixed itself onto the table, making a sort of pedestal.
“Master?” Julika asked, seemingly aware of what her ancient teacher was up to.
Merula’s wrinkly hands reached into the sugar bowl, snatching up a couple cubes. The cubes were crushed in her hand and sprinkled on top of the plate. She ran the bow along the edge of the square plate, producing a low hum, making the granules of sugar dance. The small particles settled themselves in an unusual and symerical array of concentric circles and lines. 
Merula hummed at her own demonstration. She handed off the bow to Julika. “Go ahead, my dear disciple.”
Julika obeyed and ran the bow along the plate, producing an audibly different tone and unique series of patterns. Julika produced bulbous squares that were intersected with an X; the pattern symmetric if split. Julika’s lips parted in awe, amazed of how the shapes formed.
The old woman hummed again, and then snatched up the bow from Julika’s hands, offering it to me. I took it, caught off guard by how it felt in my hands. Solid and light, unreasonably so given the material. I stared at it for a good long while before glancing to Merula.
She watched me. And, with a small nod, encouraged me to do as she and Julika.
A sudden anxiety filled me as I held the bow near the edge of the plate. What is this supposed to mean? And what will happen? Was I scared of what it’ll mean?
Pushing down the sudden bout of anxiety, I ran the bow along the edge is one swift motion. The bow slid along the edge smoothly, as if it were actual horse hair treated with rosin. Another unique tone, my tone, and the small bits of sugar danced and settled into a perfect circle.
“Hmmm, yes, yes, just as I thought,” the Grand Mage said as she squinted her eyes at the shape. Those weathered eyes of hers locked on mine, and for the first time, they bore a sudden depth. “What is a circle?”
“A round plane consisting of several points in a boundary that is all equal distance from the fixed center,” I replied robotically, letting a lifetime of schooling speak.
She gave a low, gravely chuckle and shook her head. Reaching over, she patted my cheek apologetically. “No, no. Deeper. Think deeper. What does a circle represent?”
“Infinity?”
“Good. And?”
“Totality?”
“Hmm, what else?”
My gaze went to the table and my eyes shifted left and right as my mind struggled to come up with something. I drew a blank and shook my head. “I-I don’t know what to think.”
“Infinity, totality, wholeness, eternity, timelessness, the sun, the great rhythm of the universe,” the Grand Mage listed off as she rose from her chair.
She walked up to the wall behind me, stopping before a painting of familiar imagery. It was identical to the stained-glass art at Sigemond’s garrison and of the various pieces of art that bore its likeness in the paintings on the walls scattered through my brief time in the academy. 
Merula reached up and lightly brushed her finger along the white circle within the golden triangle.
“To us,” she started, “the circle stands for the ultimate state of Oneness. The circle signifies the necessity of the cycle of birth, growth, decline, and death. It is harmony; it is potential; it never begins or ends. This order of life is the greatest defense against disorder and formlessness.”
She turned and approached me in a slow gait, stopping just behind my shoulder. I followed her gaze to the plate once more, and together, we stared at my circle.
“Once the One discovered polarity, only then did the One become whole, only then did its heart truly beat. The One grew wise to the fact that life cannot flourish if it is stagnant. So, with the vibrations of its heart, the One gave all existence rhythm; the ebb and flow all things follow. Everything, everything, vibrates to the One’s heartbeat.” She rested her hand on my shoulder and I look up at her. “For you to vibrate the plate in such a way to yield a circle shows that you are a Resonant. Your vibrations synchronize with the One, hence the title.” Her hand slid lower until it was resting over my heart. “Resonants were the first incarnation of heroes that inspired similar characters across many civilizations. A pure heart is the sign of a hero, but it goes deeper, much deeper, Al. The heart, the soul, must beat the universal rhythm. Your heart is in harmony with the One. You are in harmony with everything.”
Merula smiled down at me warmly, like a grandmother would her grandchild at a Christmas dinner. And I, like a child, stared back at her, far too naïve to even begin to understand the substance of her words.
How does one respond to that?
“I’m going to take a nap,” Merula announced suddenly. “Julika, have my post tea and cake ready when I awake.”
Julika blinked a couple times before she jerked to her feet. “Yes, Master.”
“I’ll see you in the morning, Al. Goodnight.” The Grand Mage shuffled out of the room and disappeared from sight.
I gave my cheek a quick feel. “Did I just have a stroke?”
“I’m sorry?” Julika asked.
The paper construct Merula made fell apart, spilling sugar on my lap. I let out a long breath and sagged in my chair.
“Nothing.” I rose and dusted the granules off my pants. “That was more than I expected. Just going to call it a day.”
Julika clasped her hands in front of her and she studied my face. Then, her lips curled into a courteous smile. “I understand. Let me show you out.”
The room was big, but not that big. My usual predisposition was to politely deny the gesture, but that old woman just completely derailed me from my usual state of mind. Just when I was thinking she was bat-shit crazy, she blows my mind to Matrix level proportions.
God, I wish Neepa was here. She’d have something to drink.
Julika and I stopped just before the massive doors.
“Thank you for making time for me,” I said sincerely.
“No, thank you for reaching out to us.” Her shoulders dropped and her mouth curled into tiny frown. “I was worried we lost your trust. It was a rather boorish decision, but the Grand Mage is so very wise.”
When she’s not senile, sure.
“Yes… she’s quite the philosopher. That’s normal for our elders. How old is she? Eighty?”
“The Grand Mage is two hundred and forty-four.”
I stared at Julika. “Are you serious?”
“Well, yes. Most mages have learned to slow their aging process, but Grand Mages are far more skilled, you see. Her life will fade eventually, but none are quite sure when that’ll be. The oldest Grand Mage recorded was Ivo Scot. He died at seven hundred.”
Wow. She looks pretty damn good for being that old.
“I know a man shouldn’t ask this but…”
“It’s fine.” Julika chuckled. “I’m thirty-two.” She brought a hand to her cheek. “I do hope my looks aren’t fading already, are they?”
“N-no, I wasn’t implying anything, just curious. I think you’re a charming woman.”
Julika blushed and looked away. “Thank you.”
The air had suddenly grown a tad awkward so it was best to take my leave. “I’ll be going, then.”
“Al,” Julika said suddenly, taking my hand in hers. She closed her eyes and brought my hand into her chest, holding it dearly. “I’ve… seen horrible things in my time. Things that haunt me in my dreams, even now. I’m scared. As willing as I am to stand against the Null, I can’t hide my worries about the fate of everything. But you.” Julika squeezed my fingers. “You give me hope. Not because of what my master says, but because of what I feel in my heart. What you make me feel in my heart. When you guided your energy… the warmth you made me feel, it was so comforting, so strong, so safe, so full of hope. We will never force your decision, Al, but please, for me, look within your heart and feel what I felt.”
Julika opened her eyes and gazed deeply into my mine, showing the passion in her voice. She lowered my hand from her chest, but still held it, brushing her fingers along my skin. It felt like she didn’t want to let go.
“I’ll try.”
Once she heard my confirmation, Julika finally released my hand. “Thank you.” One of the massive doors parted slightly, giving me enough space to slip out. “I hope to see you soon.”
Unsure of how to respond, I simply smiled and nodded. The door slid closed with a faint groan as soon as I stepped into the hallway. As enlightening that meeting was, it only made me feel more confused. But what Julika said left me feeling… anxious.
I wished she didn’t share her feelings.
Rubbing my eyes tirelessly, I leaned back against the door, suddenly feeling drained.
Hope? When I fail, that hope will be despair. That warmth in your heart is just hatred yet to be realized.
I let my hand fall and opened my eyes, quick to let my mind find something to look at before it slips too far into a dark place.
“Have you concluded your meeting?” a voice to my side asked.
The sporadic motion of my body made it seem like I was just electrocuted. My head whipped to the side to see Koko standing just paces away, standing in her usual composed, rigid manner.   
After I swallowed my heart that damn near leaped out of my throat, I scowled at the dragon-woman. “Christ, don’t scare me like that! What did you do? Teleport?”
“I’ve yet to master that skill.”
I stared at her with a deadpan expression, and then ran a hand over my face. “Forget it.”
Koko took a step closer and gave me a deep inspection. “You don’t look well. Shall I take you to the infirmary?”
“I’m fine, just been feeling tired late––” I stopped as soon as a faint aroma entered my nostrils.
Like an animal sniffing out blood, I gave the air several deep whiffs, making sure of my suspicion, then zeroed on the origin.
Koko stared at me. But then I got another faint whiff, this one stronger. I leaned in close to Koko and inhaled deeply. She took a step back and pressed herself into the wall; her tail slipped between her legs and her wings fell limply to her sides.
“A-Al?”
As if possessed, I placed my hands on either side of her head on the wall and got very close to Koko’s face, staring closely at her lips.
She swallowed heavily. “A-Al, this is too sud––”
“Coffee.”
Koko blinked rapidly. “Pardon?”
I took another deep whiff and sure enough, I smelled the pleasant aroma of java on her tongue.
 “Coffee,” I said again, louder. “Where did you get it? The kitchen? Or do you guys have a special café in a lounge or something?”
“I––There is no such drink here.”
“I can smell it on your breath,” I accused a little too strongly. My nose knew what it smelled, and God damnit I need a cup. “Hot beverage, black, strong aroma, made from roasted seeds, and it’s fucking awesome.”
Recognition flashed across her face. “Y-yes. I’m familiar with a beverage of that nature.”
I got down on a knee and clasped my hands together.
“Please,” I begged like a man would for his life. “Please get me some!”




Chapter 14


Koko’s room was at the other end of the hall, so that explained how she was able to walk up to me so easily without being noticed. Surprisingly, her room was a lot smaller than the one the girls and I were staying in. Koko’s was a single bedroom with a single private bathroom. Despite being smaller in comparison, it was spacious. And surprisingly cozy.
Her room had a very charming lived-in quality; subtle touches here and there left traces of her character in the otherwise modest room.
Tucked away in the corner was a small bed that had several shelves over the headboard, filled to capacity of books with colorful bindings and pages edged with gold gilt. A dresser sat in front of the wall between her bed and bathroom door that had several small knick knacks that ranged from jewelry, precious stones, and what looked like children’s toys on top of it. And alone in the corner by the window was a small circular table made from iron twisted about with legs like roots and coming up to form around the glass tabletop. I sat on one of the two chairs around the fanciful table.
Actually, they were more like stools because they lacked a back, but did feature armrests. I was a little curious as to why, but as I watched Koko from behind as she prepared things on a tray, I was reminded that her tail must’ve made sitting in conventional chairs uncomfortable.
Koko worked silently at the sideboard across the room. Her body obstructed what she was doing, but I could hear the familiar clinking of silverware on china and the sound of pouring. Earlier, however, I did hear some unusual sounds and saw a faint red glow, but didn’t bother asking. Magic, I’m sure.
After another few moments, the thick aroma of coffee offset the womanly scents hanging in the dragon-beastkin’s room.
Carefully cradling a silver tray, Koko slowly made her way over to the table, her gaze fixed to the floor as she walked. The tray met the table, the porcelain clanking faintly. Koko’s gaze would occasionally flicker to me as she set out a pair of teacups and saucers. Once she had her hands around the pot, Koko paused.
“Al, if you wish for something the academy doesn’t offer, then I can put forth a special request. It would be wrong of me to serve you something foul.” She held the pot tightly, looking very against the idea of serving me.
“It’s confusing that you would call something you drink foul, but I would really like to try it. I’m hoping it is what I think it is.”
Koko’s face tightened with objection for only a second before her neutrality returned. With the utmost care, Koko poured the contents of the tea pot into my cup. The sight was comforting, like being reunited with a long-lost lover. Koko filled hers next and only then did she finally sit.
She had her hands clasped in her lap while her ruby eyes focused keenly on me as I raised my cup. The delicate, pretty contours of her face were easy, relaxed, yet her unblinking eyes gave away her nervous tension. That and her tail coiled tightly around her feet.
The aroma of the coffee was so strong that I already felt like I was drinking it. I brought the cup right up to my nose and took a long whiff, savoring the strong aroma as nutty cedar tones tickled my nostrils. I gave the brew a cooling blow before taking a sip.
As soon as it met my tongue, every neuron associated with pleasure in my brain exploded and bathed me in sheer euphoria. I closed my eyes and savored the brew along every square inch of my tongue before swallowing. A pleasant, content sigh rose from my being, the brew settling comfortably in my stomach, the missing puzzle piece of my being falling into place and making me whole.
“A-Al?” Koko said hesitantly.
My lips were locked into smile, so it took a moment to unwind them to speak. “Yes?”
“You’re––why are you crying?”
I ran a finger under my eye and felt a single tear. “Sorry.” I set my cup on the saucer and whipped my eyes. “You really made my day.”
“You… like it?” she asked, bemused.
I took another sip from my cup. Fuck. “I love it.”
Hey eyes softened and I could see her tail uncurling itself a little. “That is… surprising. I didn’t expect you to enjoy it.”
“Kokoliniasta,” I said, using every single brain cell in my being to pronounce her name correctly. She gave me her full attention, caught off by my use of her full name. “Thank you. You have no idea how grateful I am for you to share this with me. I really needed this.”
Taken aback, Koko stared back before she looked down. 
“You’re welcome,” she said to the table. She daintily reached for her own cup and took a sip.
“You know,” I started, “where I’m from, this is called coffee. What’s it called here in Scintillion?”
Koko looked up. “Here, it is called nothing. The beverage isn’t native.”
“What do you call it?”
“Gahhwat: black wine of the crushed seed.”
I chuckled. “That’s a fitting name for a fine drink. If it’s not from here, how’d you get it?”
“The raw seeds are imported from my home world. Within the seeds are key ingredients needed for certain medicines on Scintillion,” Koko stated.
“You’re not from here?”
“No,” she replied.
“Hmm,” I murmured as I cradled the warm cup. “Does that mean you and your mother moved here, then?” The woman introduced herself as Charna, if memory serves correctly.
Koko ran her finger along the ridge of her cup, bunching her lips slightly. “My mother has been here for some time. Seven years have passed since she found and brought me here.”
“How does that… Oh, so she’s not your real mother?”
“She is my mother. Not my birth mother, but my nest mother.”
It should’ve been obvious since she looks nothing like Charna. Koko’s hair is a deep, wine-red that darkened near the tips, while Charna’s was raven-black. The same applies to their reptilian appendages. Where Charna had horns, they were vacant on Koko. The last stark difference was their eyes; Charna, a deep, dark-violet; Koko, a sharp crimson.
“Your mother, your birth mother, what happened to her? If I may ask?”
“Her and my sisters were killed,” Koko said without preamble. “Our world, Ioveterra, was invaded by a Null army. It ravaged several continents, cost the lives of hundreds of thousands, and wiped away many cities, but my people won the war they started. Ioveterra, while horribly scarred, still stands.”
I stared blankly at her while taking that in. “And how did you come into Charna’s care?”
“Ioveterra is allied to Scintillion. They offered a massive army, Mother being the commander of the battalion sent to what was my region. Once the ashes settled and the living were separated from the dead, she found me as a fledgling. Predominantly, a fledgling without a nest is left to die, but a nest mother’s power is represented by size. It is uncommon, but not unheard of for nest mothers to adopt daughters from other nests if they are worthy. Either by circumstance, trade, or force.”
Koko calmly took a sip from her cup, looking unperturbed as if she stated distant history instead of a horrific life experience in a cold and level tone. She said nothing more and a silence befell us.
“My condolences to your mother and sisters,” I said to her.
Koko stared into her drink and didn’t comment.
Memories were kicked up when she mentioned the fate of her kin. Time may have eased her heart over the loss, but the distance in her voice was one I couldn’t shake off. 
My mind wandered back to home, my parents. The falling feeling returned, as if passing the first drop of a rollercoaster and all my organs compress into the pit of my stomach. I looked out the window, the effulgent sun chasing away the dark thoughts, warm memories taking form from the radiance of the day and the fragrance of good coffee.  
“Do you miss them, Koko?” I asked suddenly.
She stared at her rippling reflection in her cup.
“I don’t know,” she admitted after a short while. “Too long since I’ve thought of them last.”
“That can’t be,” I said softly. Koko’s ruby gaze met mine. “There’s always something, even if it’s small and insignificant, it’s there.” I looked out the window again and let out a sad sigh. “I loved doing this with my parents,” I said, raising my cup. “Most mornings, we’d wake up together, have coffee, and just talk. There’s nothing I really remember from the talks, other than it was just mundane stuff. But I loved it nonetheless. As we got older, we had less and less time together, so that little company became all the more special.”
An old memory was relived and I laughed. 
“My parents needed coffee to start their days. There was one morning where I got curious as to why they drank it so damn much. Took a bit of pestering, but I got my dad to give me some when I was eleven. So bitter that I almost spewed it from my mouth. ‘You’ll love it once you’ve manned up,’ my dad said through his laughter. I learned to like it, to be like him. Like both of them. Strong and tough like my father; wise and caring like my mother. Coffee always reminds me of them.”
I swallowed hard and fought the heat building in my eyes. Just when I thought I could handle myself, the grief would begin to resurface.
“When…” Koko muttered quietly. She ran her fingers around the brim of her cup as she composed herself. “When summer would end, we—my mother and sisters—would go to a village in the mountains where gahhwat seeds grew and help the locals with the harvest. We would travel in the cool dawn, work till the sun traveled across the sky, and then return home under a starry blanket, bags filled with our share of the harvest’s yield. Upon returning home, we would roast and grind the seeds together, and then enjoy our first cup of the harvest. Together. My eldest sisters always traveled back for that annual occasion. That one moment, every year, was when we were the absolute closest.” 
“Was it fun?”
The tip of her tail moved back and forth slightly. And, for the first time since I’ve met her, Koko smiled. “Yes.”
Her smile was so radiant that I couldn’t help but match her. For several long moments, we just stared at each other, smiling.
Koko’s pointed-ears twitched. She jumped to her feet, nearly shattering her cup when she replaced it on the saucer. Her face became a blank slate and she turned towards the door. Moments later, it opened and Charna welcomed herself in with another woman trailing her.
“Oh, this is a pleasant surprise,” Charna said, flashing me a sharp smile.
She donned another blood-red dress, a different style than the one yesterday, but it worked just as hard to accentuate her feminine aspects, especially her cleavage.
Behind her was another dragon-beastkin. Her short-cropped black hair, purple eyes, dark horns, and charcoal scales on her tail and wings told me she was Charna’s blood daughter. And, just like her mother, she was as equally enticing. While lacking some volume in her hips and bust, her body had pert contours that would make any man drool. But, just like her mother, she had a smile that gave off an almost malicious intent. She wore a black blazer edged with white trim over a white blouse that had the first few buttons undone, exposing her modest chest in the same style as her mother. The black skirt she wore was more of a long belt than anything, exposing much of her thighs before her stockings covered the rest of her long legs.
Her tail swished behind her as she cocked her head, her eyes avidly drinking me. 
“What a happy coincidence,” Charna chirped. “I thought you were going to be talking with the Grand Mage for much longer. Well, this is a perfect opportunity to introduce you to my other daughter.” She reached behind the girl in question and nudged her forward by the small of her back. “Al, meet Aleih.”
I stood and approached the pair. “Hello,” I greeted, offering my hand.
Aleih took my hand, but instead of a shake, she tenderly caressed my fingers. “Hmm, you’re right mother, he’s handsome.”
“…thanks.” The comment didn’t shake me, the look attached to it did. I imagined I knew what a lamb felt when comes face to face with a hungry wolf that snaked under the fence.
Her amethyst gaze lingered, roaming from head to toe and back, then they looked past my shoulder and narrowed. “Serving our sacred guest that mud-water of yours, Kokoliniasta?” she asked, approaching her sister. Aleih grabbed Koko’s cup and sniffed it, making a contorted face of disgust. “You should know better. So useless,” she muttered spitefully under her breath.
Koko clasped her hands tightly together, her shoulders slouching down as she lowered her head. “Forgive me.”
A pang of anger flared in my chest. I crossed over to them in a few heavy steps and wordlessly took the cup from Aleih. The coffee had plenty of time to cool, so I downed it all in one gulp, making a satisfied sigh once I finished. “I happen to love this mud-water. I’m grateful for Koko being so kind as to share it with me.”
Aleih looked flustered, shooting a nervous glance towards her mother. “Is that so? Pardon. Perhaps I lack the palette.”
Charna cleared her throat, putting herself at attention. “Al, what are your plans currently? Interested in talking to any of the academy heads, or, perhaps, me?” She flashed her white teeth.
“I only planned on talking with the Grand Mage and Julika today. I don’t mean to be rude. The only other place I planned for was the library.”
“No need to feel obligated; ease into things as you wish,” Charna said. She moved closer to erase the distance and set her hand on my shoulder. “Al,” she said, lowering her voice, “do you think you could spare my precious daughter for a few moments? We just need to have a small…  family talk.”
Her touch sent tingles down my spine and I swore she was pushing her chest out for me, making it very hard not to stare down her cleavage, or did she want that?
“Uh, s-sure,” I said. Charna’s hand lingered a few seconds longer before she stepped aside. I turned to Koko. “I’ll be outside, then.”
Koko dipped her head slightly. I let myself out and leaned against the wall, my heartbeat a little elevated. Charna was painfully beautiful, but there was something else there. A presence, I suppose. It was like staring at a shark through glass; you know you’re not in immediate danger, but you can’t shake off that primal, animalistic fear. The same applies for Aleih. A real femme fatale vibe from the two of them.
Eva emits a similar vibe. Time with her had made me feel less  intimidated, though I know full well how capable she is. Seeing her train back at her home proved as much. She can whirl knives with precision at targets twenty feet away. Equipped with a longbow, she can nail hay bales with arrow groupings the size of a fist at a hundred yards.  
This world feels like it's somewhere between the 1600s and the 1800s with technology and architecture, but social standards are fairly modern. The Arms of Earus and the various academies take people from all walks of life. Gender, race, nationality, species, none appear to matter in the whole scheme of things.
The Null is a common threat to all life, so it makes sense that people would drop any prejudices.
But I may be speaking too soon. I’ve witnessed how people treat Neepa. With a diverse array of people coexisting, there’s bound to be some clashing.
Minuets passed and the door finally opened. Charna stepped out with Aleih.
“Till next time, Al,” Charna said in her breathy voice. Aleih flashed her serrated smile and waved her fingers at me as they passed. Koko stepped out last, closing the door behind her.
“Hey,” I said. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes.” Koko aligned herself back into the rigid manner from before. Her face reticent, and her gaze set to the floor. “Shall I take you to the library?” 
“S-sure, but are you—” 
And with that, Koko walked off ahead before my thought was finished. Her pace started so abruptly that I had to jog a few steps to fall behind her. Just as I was getting some insight to her character, Koko was miles away.
Maybe I was reading too much into it, but there was this lingering suspicion that she was upset. What did they talk about?
✽✽✽
 
Holy. Fucking. Shit.
After a long, silent walk through the academy, Koko lead me to a pair of seemingly nondescript double-winged doors set at the end of a long hallway. The doors offset my expectation of the grand library by how plain they looked, but as soon as Koko pushed them open, my jaw dropped. Lucinia’s library put the one at my university to shame. Perhaps even the Library of Congress. 
I walked across the mirrored wood, my gaze panning around slowly, taking in the vast space of arcane knowledge. The railing stopped me from succumbing to a tremendous drop. A central court cut through several levels deep into the earth, and several levels skyward that gave way to a glass dome that welcomed the sun’s ethereal light into the open air. Two central switchback staircases allowed access to the different levels; one staircase a ways down my left, the other built directly across the court on the other side.
It was the Library of Congress times infinity plus one. 
Koko watched me from over her shoulder, annoyed at my prolonged admiration of the space. I fell into step behind her, careful not to get too distracted by all the various books, shelves, scrolls, paintings, statues, and the people we passed. The task proved to be more challenging as frescoes of epic imagery enchanted me more often than not, as well as the other patrons.
Very diverse, I thought while seeing new species.
More beastkins with animalistic traits that ranged from various ears and tails that just looked like costume accessories, to full blown bipedal animals. One woman was covered head to toe in fur, bearing an uncanny resemblance of a golden retriever while retaining very human eyes.
Her gaze, as well as several others, lingered on as I passed, and several more would look up from what they were reading to stare.
I waved awkwardly, receiving no waves in return. To spare myself from their looks, I turned to face a desk Koko brought me to and was greeted with a white wall of feathers. A towering bird stared down at me past its beak.
On reflex, I let out a startled shout and fell onto my butt. Then, all around me I heard an aggressive shush.
“No yelling in the library,” a female voice warned sternly.
In a strained gasp, I asked, “What?”
Koko stared down at me. “Gessi is asking you to mind your voice.”
“Who?”
The large bird creature craned its long neck over the tall desk it sat behind. 
“Me,” it said in that icy voice. The bird’s deep, periwinkle eyes narrowed with a baleful look. “If you cannot do that, then I’ll be forced to remove you. Special guest or not, no one breaks the rules in my library.”
“S-sorry.” The beak this bird was sporting looked terrifying. It ended with a clip point that looked like it could shear through metal like a can opener. The beak also brought something to attention: this thing was talking to me, but its beak hadn’t moved at all.
The creature pulled back to give me space to rise. I bowed my head, and then apologized again. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. Um, how are you… talking… to me?”
Gessi cocked her head at Koko.
“His world knew nothing of magic,” Koko clarified, answering the bird’s unspoken question.
Gessi brought the wrist of her wing to the pink ribbon around her neck. Tied to the ribbon was a parakeet-green, kite-shaped gemstone. “This allows me to communicate with others via vibrations through the air.”
Like a voice box? Must be some sophisticated magic because this bird speaks with the same command as a proud business woman: orotund and penetrating.  
“Uh, good to know. I’m Al, by the way.”
Out of habit, I offered my hand, realizing too late that it might’ve been a rude gesture for someone who doesn’t have hands. But, to my surprise, the large bird clasped my hand with an opposable nape near the end of her wing.   
“I am Gessi, guardian of the library.” She withdrew her massive wing and trained her eyes on me. “Now, what business do you have?”
“Oh, yes, my friends.” I stood straighter to make myself presentable to the commanding creature. “I was wondering if they came here. They go by Eva and Neepa; one has a pointy hat and long, black hair, the other is blonde, looks angry.”
Gessi’s eyes softened considerably. “Ah, yes, I recall Neepa. So eager for knowledge; so many questions she had, constantly praising my library. A fine girl. Her friend didn’t utter a peep. A fine quality for a person.”
Either Gessi didn’t know of Neepa or she was above such frivolous thinking. Good to hear Neepa received fair treatment for once.
“Could you take me to them?” I did a slow one-eighty and took in all the sights again. “I can see myself getting very lost without some help.”
Gessi gave one big flap of her wings and hoped over the desk, revealing the rest of body. Snow white feathers made up the majority of her fluffy plumage, the feathers near her rear ending with black tips. She looked even taller once her long legs were revealed, putting her at a solid seven feet, perhaps taller if she craned her neck higher. 
If I had to compare her to a bird, I’d say a shoebill stork. Her beak was identical to a shoebill’s, being yellow, large, wide, and ending with a drooped point. Her legs were jointed the same way too, but hers were much thicker, and her feathers grew over her legs, stopping hallway down her shins, where her dark-gray raptorial feet began. The toes were arranged in an anisodactyl arrangement: three toes in front with one in the back; each being tipped with a four-inch long obsidian talon. The promising destruction they carried would make a velociraptor jealous and terrified. 
“I most certainly can,” Gessi chirped. “They should still be on the twelfth level.”
Koko and I followed our avian guide as she led us up the winding staircase, passing by hundreds of thousands of books with each floor. If I could read, it would take me several lifetimes just to get through one of the floors-to-ceiling stacks; there had to be at least twenty floors going up and down, maybe more for all I knew.
By the time we got to the desired level, my legs were cramping. 
We winded through several aisles before we came upon an open seating area. Chairs, couches, desks, and tables were arranged tactfully in front of a long array of French-style windows, where just past them was a veranda with more lounging furniture. Oddly enough, the space was empty despite being so picturesque and free from distractions. The space carried fond memories of my favorite spot to study back at Melchizedek’s library.  
“Ah, there she is,” Gessi whispered.
I followed where she had her beak trained. Sitting at a small table in the far corner of the room was Neepa. Her hat and a few stacks of sizeable books settled atop the table, one such tome open before her. Her eyes scanned through the pages steadily, her lips angled in an easy, resting smile. From how nervous and reserved she was from walking around earlier, it was truly a blessed sight to see her so relaxed.
Eva wasn’t anywhere to be seen. After letting my gaze pan once more, I spotted her burgundy tunic through the window. Out on the veranda, she stood with her back to the windows while staring over the railing. Eva certainly didn’t seem like the bookish type.
Koko started toward Neepa, but I  set my hand on her shoulder.
“Wait,” I said quietly. “Let’s leave her be for now.”
Koko stepped back into the aisle. “What do you wish to do, then?” she asked.
I shot a quick glance at Eva. “You think you can give me a moment to myself?”
Koko closed her eyes and nodded. “As you wish.”
“Kokoliniasta, if you’re free, would you mind helping me reorganize a collection near here?” Gessi asked.
Koko turned her head back to me.
“Go on, I’ll be here,” I assured.
She gave a curt bow, and then joined Gessi’s side. I watched the pair walk off, ruminating on how strange a sight it was to see a mammoth talking bird next to a dragon-woman.
I wonder why Dragon Tales and Sesame Street comes to mind?
I carefully slinked across the space towards the windows. Slowly, I eased open one of the French doors. Though I did everything quietly and picked the farthest door, Eva immediately picked up on my presence. A lingering stare over her shoulder ensued, then her gaze returned forward.
I went to join her side, admiring the sprawling view. It wasn’t as impressive of a sight from our room, but it was still a lot to take in. This side of the academy grounds had large fields; small beds of flowers breaking the grounds up into different sections. There were some smaller buildings with smoke plumbing from their chimneys out near the academy’s walls. Off to the side was part of some massive archway attached to something, but I couldn't see much else from the angle of the veranda, so I just settled on staring at the distant mountains. 
“Did anyone give you two trouble?” I asked after the silence started to become stagnant.
“No,” she said without looking. “That girl who showed us the way was a bitch, though.”
“Oh. Well, aside from her, no trouble? I was a little worried about having Neepa roam around a bunch of hateful mages.”
“They would’ve done nothing, unless they wanted to die.”
The memory of Eva fighting that hooded figure back at the university library flashed before my eyes. She held her own against a being of the Null incredibly well; another human wouldn’t have lasted a second.
“I’d hate to be on the receiving end of your knife, too.”
Eva shot me glare. “Not me, idiot. Any fighting in Lucinia’s walls will get you locked away. Abusing any magic will get you hanged without question.”
I gauged her truth; nothing but seriousness written across her features. “Whoa, didn’t know the rules were that steep.”
Eva let out an irritated sigh and dropped her chin onto the railing. “Magic can be dangerous. If people don’t learn to respect it, then the world would fall into chaos, then into the hands of our enemy. Those who hold great power hold the duty and responsibility associated with it, like using it for good, like fighting the Null, to destroy them.” Rage flashed across her face when she shot me a sideways glance. Eva closed her eyes and summoned a deep breath, holding it in until all her anger binded to it, then exhaled.
After everything I’ve heard so far, all the lives lost or affected by the Null, I could understand why she’d be furious at me for denying Julika’s offer so brazenly. 
I stared somberly up into the azure abyss of the sky. “So that obligation and responsibility falls on my shoulders, then?”
“The Grand Mage was right?” she asked as she stood from the railing to face me.
I ran a hand through my hair. Damn it, I hate how long it’s gotten. I leaned forward, staring down at the considerable drop below.
“She did some tests, and, apparently, I am a Resonant. I can use all three principles, my light is white, and I can make sugar circles.”
She furrowed her brows. “What?”
I shook my head. “Forget that last one.”
“But you are one?” she pressed.
“I guess.”
“Did you accept Julika’s offer?” Eva stepped closer. “Are you going to enroll?”
“I—no, I didn’t accept. We just talked for a while and she didn’t press anything. We just… talked and they filled me in on this thing.”
Eva stood still, waiting to see if there was more to my statement. When there wasn’t, her blonde brows drew together.  
“If you finally have your proof, why not accept?” she asked. “If there’s all this potential power, why not use it? Is it because you’re scared?” Her voice became more heated as she took another step into my personal space. “Everyone’s scared. I’ve seen men and women piss themselves in the face of the Null’s horrors, yet they buried their fears and fought. Not gifted mages. Simple warriors. If they can do it, why not you?”
She delivered a shove, barely a tap that moved me.
“Why?” she asked.
Another shove, this one pushing me back a step, Eva following.
“Why?” she asked, her voice breaking.
Two hands delivered the next shove, almost toppling me over.
“Why?” she asked through her teeth, arms trembling at her sides that looked as though she would start swinging. “You’re a fucking coward. No. You are a child that’s too afraid—” 
“I’m not afraid of fighting those monsters!” I snapped, lunging at Eva and hoisting her up by her collar.
Surprised by my outburst, she stared down at me, letting herself hang limply from where my fists bundled up her tunic. 
My arms trembled. Not from the strain of her weight, but from sheer, seething anger that boomed into existence like an explosion. Not at her, but the Caster, the monsters, and the Null. But above all that evil, what I hated the most was the truth. 
I shut my eyes tight and sucked in a sharp breath. I lowered Eva until her heels touched the ground and released her. I hunched over the railing while my stomach did somersaults. If something threatened to rise, at least it had somewhere to go. 
Once the uproar of anger and associating sickness passed, I squeezed the railing till my knuckles popped and I found my voice.  
“If the fatigue didn’t stop me, I would’ve kept beating in that Caster’s face until it was nothing more but one, big, bloody stain on the floor. If it was just me and more of those forsaken creatures, then I’d keep on swinging with my bare hands. My anger is stronger than my fear and I want nothing more than to just kill those things. Just butcher them for all they took from me.”
“Then why?” Eva demanded while she smoothed her tunic back over where it rode over her midriff. “Why refuse?”
My parents flashed across my mind again. It took everything I had not to break down.
Then Caroline.
The one person I tried my hardest to protect. The one person who I assured with absolute certainty that things were going to be okay, died.
A liar. A failure. I failed everyone.
The muscles in my jaw cinched so tightly that my molars threatened to give.
“In the end, the people I tried to help all died,” I admitted. “I couldn’t even try to protect my parents. That power, that responsibility, Eva, I just don’t know.”
“Al,” Eva said in a surprisingly soft voice, “there was nothing you could’ve done then. You were ignorant of what was happening; you couldn’t have done anything. Maybe it was dumb luck or maybe it was fate, either way, you’re alive and you have stop feeling guilty for it. But it’s different now. You’re here.” She waved her arms in an arc, gesturing to everything around us. “They’ll show you how to use that power. You could save thousands, maybe even millions, if what the Grand Mage says about Resonants is true.”
“And if it isn’t? That title, that position.” I shook my head. “The stakes are much higher. If I’m put in a position where I’m the deciding factor and fail, then that would be thousands, maybe millions of lives that I failed to protect. Defending people on a multi-global scale is… Fuck, Eva. I don’t know.”
I tore myself from the railing and faced her.
“Eva,” I said exactingly. “I don’t want to give people false hope just to fail them. Not again. I can’t protect anyone.”
Eva stared at me blankly, commenting no further as her eyes carried a look of disbelief and the venomous traces of anger. To spare myself from the sting of her gaze, I turned my back to her and shuddered.
Fuck. I hate how much I just want to crumple to the ground and cry; when did I become such a bitch? I thought I would’ve been able to come to terms with my situation and move forward with a smile on my face, but all I’ve done was just sweep all my turmoil under the rug. Even in death, I’m failing Caroline.
“You protected Neepa,” Eva finally said. I looked over my shoulder to see her expression, for once, had softened. “And me too. She told me everything, you know? The shot you took and how you continued to fight with a knife in your stomach, she said she would’ve been corrupted if it weren’t for you. To us, that’s a fate worse than death. Being reborn into a monster. You stopped that from happening to us.”
Eva held me thoughtfully in her gaze, then asked, “Even when you stepped in, did you honestly think you were going to win?”
It was hard to answer. Saving them or winning wasn’t in my head at the time, just the need to kill him first.
After chewing on it for another minute, I answered, “No.”
Eva absorbed that, then leaned over the railing again, staring off into space. “No matter how strong you are or how hard you fight, you can’t save everyone or win every battle. There’s no such thing as guarantees during a war.” Eva turned her head and stared at me squarely. “But one thing is absolutely certain: you can’t protect anyone if you don’t fight.
“If you didn’t fight, then you, me, Iason, and Neepa would be dead. You won one battle. Don’t give up before another hasn’t even started. I fucking hate people who give up.” The usual edge to her voice returned.
She contemplated me with her gaze, her eyes offering insight to her mind of all the things she wants to say, but dismissed it all with a sigh. She said all that she wanted, and heard all that she could bear.
I watched Eva walk off and let herself inside through the nearest door. Neepa perked up from her book. She saw Eva, then saw me standing outside. Her smile grew a fraction wider as she rose.
As I was about to greet her, Neepa lunged at me with a tight hug, nearly choking off my air with her arms. The sentiment made me realize how desperately I needed to be held at that moment, so I returned the gesture and embraced her, drawing in her berry-tart scent and enjoying silken hair against my cheek. Staring over Neepa’s shoulder, I caught a glimpse of Eva watching us. She rolled her eyes and looked away before dropping herself into a chair.
“Thank you,” Neepa said.
“No trouble I hope?”
She shook her head. “Most left as soon as they saw me.” A grin broke on her face. “It only meant more books and privacy for me. Gessi has been very helpful and kind.”
“That’s good. Say, what is she?”
“She’s a Papilionianus gigalus. Or a Papi for short. They’re apart of the civilized beasts that we coexist with. But Gessi is the only one within Scintillion.” She knitted her brows. “Did your talk go well? You seem tense.”
Damn her intuition.
I broke away and stared out toward the distant forest. “Just... more than I bargained for. I learned how to use something called an odsci. My color was white, which Merula said that it meant I can use all three principles.”
“Really?” Neepa gasped.
“Yeah. And I made a circle with the sugar.”
Neepa cocked her head. “I’m sorry?”
I massaged my brow, the magic behind Merula’s magic giving me a damned migraine. In fact, any time I  tried to understand magic, I'm just left with a headache.
 “Uh, nothing.” I waved off. “I’ll tell you about it later.”
“Did those works have what you wanted?” Gessi called from the doorway. She dipped her long neck under the frame and joined us on the veranda, Koko a step behind her.
Neepa clasped her hands in front of her and bowed deeply. “Yes, absolutely! I cannot begin to thank you for showing me where everything was. It’s a shame I’m not enrolled to check them out, but what little time I had was worth it.”
Gessi clacked her beak. “Nonsense. I’m told you’re here for another day. You can take what you can carry and hold onto them until your departure. This is my library and I set the rules. The books will be in good hands, I’m sure.”
Neepa’s eyes sparkled like she was about to cry. She bowed deeply once again and said, “Thank you.”
“Al,” Koko said, stepping up. “It is almost time for lunch. Shall I gather her books and prepare your meals?”
“I’ll carry the books, just handle lunch, please.”
“It is no issue, I can––”
“Koko,” I interrupted. “It’s fine, really. I think I can handle a few books. How heavy can they be?”
A lot, apparently. Standard book material in my world was pulped paper, cardboard, and glue. Here, the books were made from parchment, wood, and thick leather. The stack of eight books Neepa picked out looked reasonable. But that was until I loaded them into my arms. The encyclopedia-sized books would’ve weight about one to two pounds back home; these weighed something like five pounds each.
We all followed Gessi down the winding stairs back to her desk. With a deft hop, Gessi was back behind her desk and browsed the wall of miniature marked drawers behind her. She pulled out four, three-foot-long drawers filled with business-card-sized slips of paper divided by spacers that featured more of the strange alphabet of this word. Gessi effortlessly withdrew a series of cards with her talons, then closed the long drawer with the same foot. After cross referencing the cards to Neepa’s books, she deposited them to an adjacent wall of miniature drawers.
Admiration filled me as I saw the curious bird creature keeping tabs on her books with a system that would probably make Melvil Dewey go insane. 
We bid Gessi farewell and left. Koko guided us to the guarded doorway of the glass elevator and informed us she would be up shortly with our lunch. The robed guards used their magic and sent us to our desired floor. Good thing our room was dead ahead from where we got off. My arms and lower back burned, the magic elevator causing my already tense muscles to shudder nervously. 
Eva was kind enough to open the door while I scrambled in and unloaded the books onto the coffee table. My muscles sang in relief, freed from Neepa’s hungry need for knowledge. I went to stretch my back, but paused when I saw something waiting on the table.
I sat down on the couch and stared at the long box stained in the same dark cherry as the table it rested on. The box looking like nothing more than a cancerous growth on the table. It had no business being there.
After undoing the latches and lifting the lid, I saw the last thing I wanted to see: the bokken training sword. In the velvet interior was a folded piece of paper of erratic lines in capricious ink.
“Al?” Neepa asked, sitting beside me. “You okay?”
My eyes never left the sword. “Yeah.” I handed her the paper. “Would tell me what this says?”
Neepa looked the note over. “Regardless of your choice, this weapon is yours and yours alone. Your heart beats in harmony with the One. Therefore, your heart beats for all. I have faith that  heart will know what is best. Sincerely, Julika,” Neepa read off.
I took the note back and stowed it in the case before closing it. I rested my forearms on my knees, knitting my fingers together as my eyes burned holes into the case.
My world, my home, my family, everything lost to evil incarnate, and all that remains is a legendary weapon that is no more than a fancy stick. And a poor excuse of some sort of legendary hero.
I’m a Resonant, one capable of wielding great weapons and harnessing the power of all three principles. I’m of the first heroes to create beacons of hope for those who cower in the wake of the Null. My power can level armies, heal the sick, and feed the starving.
If all that is true, then why don’t I feel a damn thing in my heart?
There’s only nothing.
“Al?” Neepa asked, her voice laced with worry.
“It’s nothing.”




Chapter 15


Koko arranged two servants some time later to come with our lunch. Neepa, Eva, and I ate in relative silence. Though, my stomach didn’t particularly crave anything, so I only had a few bites. And wine, a lot of it. In fact, at one point it became known that I didn’t recall the meal at all. Of all the things I wanted to forget, but it was a start.
Before the servants left us to eat, I asked them to bring up extra wine, which they did, thankfully. Alcohol served as a way for me to drown the unease that’s been brewing within, but to also keep Neepa happy and unaware.
And it did just that. She was completely absorbed in her books and drank gaily. Even though she wasn’t stress drinking, Neepa already had two bottles in her today and was sharp as a tack. Eva, on the other hand, retired to the bedroom to nap after lunch.
With the wine and one of Neepa’s potions, I was feeling leagues better since my talk with Merula and Julika. Though, neither alcohol nor medicine could quell the ever lingering anxiety in the depths of my gut.
I stowed away the sword in my room, just to keep it from sight, and came back to the main room with my notebook and the primer on magic Neepa loaned. Almost all the consonants and vowels were committed to memory, the knowledge coming together as I tried forming three character words. Though, there was much time before I’d be able to read from anything, even at the kindergarten level.
My hands scribbled down the characters, but it was all just muscle memory at this point, my mind wandering elsewhere as charcoal etches parchment. The day’s events played back: the awkward wakeup call, Merula’s revelation, coffee time with Koko, and big-bird.
Though, one thing had crawled up to the mountain of thoughts for my attention.
I dropped my pencil in the notebook. “Say, Neepa, you know much about dragons?”
She looked up from her book, a curious look splashing her face. “I’m a little knowledgeable of them, but no expert. Why do you ask?”
“I shared a cup of coffee with Koko earlier and we had some time to chat.”
“A cup of what?”
“Sorry, I meant gahhwat.”
Neepa’s head flinched back. “Were you two feeling sick? Drinking pure gahwat holds no medicinal properties. At least none I’m aware of.” Neepa tapped her chin while she slipped into deep thought.
“What we drank wasn’t important,” I said, tossing that bit of information off the table. “Charna and her daughter came in unannounced and I was just curious about them. It felt strange between them… almost tense. Charna is Koko’s nest mother, apparently, and I was a little curious about what that means in a family, or nest, or whatever?”
Taking interest, Neepa closed her book then cradled her glass of wine thoughtfully.
“I had a feeling that was the case,” she said, “but I didn’t want to assume.
“Dragons by nature are prideful and heed honor with utter devotion. Respecting authority is the first lesson all dragons learn through their mothers. While dragons mature to be very mighty and powerful beings, as fledglings, they are just as helpless as human children. They are very dependent on their mothers, or any older siblings. The youngest is always the weakest and has the lowest level of authority. But those dynamics change quite a bit with one adopted into a nest.”
“Why?” My experience in the system fosters my assumption, but these are dragons we're talking about. Comparing my life to hers would be like comparing apples to... Well, dragons. 
“Once they begin to mature, dragons tend to be very competitive with one another, the once established authority line blurring a little, all of them trying to be in their mother’s favor as the strongest and most worthy of her time. The one who is the strongest gains authority, is groomed better, and receives special guidance. All the competition is to be able to gain permission to leave and start their own nest. 
“For Kokoliniasta, not only is she an outsider, but she is also very, very young in comparison to her nest sisters. I imagine she doesn’t try to compete at all.”
I made a bewildered face. “But she and Aleih looked to be about the same age, does a year or two really make that big of a difference?”
“I’ve seen Aleih as well as the other sisters in passing. They all had horns, meaning they’re all at least forty years old.”
“Really?” Aleih looked like she was in her mid twenties.
Neepa nodded. “Dragon-beastkin don’t get their horns at least until their thirties. Once their horns come in, that's when their bodies matured and cease aging while steadily growing stronger, then their reservoir of magic begins to swell, as well. Charna is over three hundred and is almost unmatched in might. Kokoliniasta is most likely the weakest, physically and magically; she’s basically a slave to the whims of her nest.” 
“That doesn’t sound right,” I admitted to great dismay.
Neepa rose from her chair and perched herself next to me on the couch. “That’s just how they are,” she said, rubbing my forearm. “Their method of raising their young is why dragon-beastkin are revered to be some of the mightiest creatures between worlds.”
“I can’t imagine growing up in such a… militant environment.” Learning to respect your elders was one thing, but competing for love, attention, and the right to live an independent life just sounded appalling.
“Not all of them follow such a strict hierarchy,” Neepa added. “It’s a little rare, but some mothers are more forgiving and raise their young as equals so they each get a fair chance of leaving. And even rarer are the mothers who settle down, perhaps with their mate, and raise a normal family, giving their young the choice to do anything.”
The bedroom door opened and out stepped Eva, yawning widely. Her eyes settled on Neepa and me. She made a face and said, “You two mind doing that when you’re alone?”
Neepa looked down at how close she had gotten, even going so far as to press my arm in between her cleavage. She threw her hands in her lap and scooted away. Eva hopped over the couch and reached for the bottle I’d been sipping from.
“What do you know about dragons?” I asked Eva.
“Blood thirsty,” she said after taking a hearty drink. “They’re never assigned to small specialized groups because they kill well. If a Null army rips into an allied world, dragons are at the frontline; a battlefield is like playground to most of them. Dragons are of the most magically competent species. A little twisted with how they operate, but they’re effective.”
Given how Eva described them, those weird vibes I felt from Charna and Aleih made sense.
“Koko certainly doesn’t seem like the bloodthirsty type,” I said when the woman came to mind. A tad distant and cold maybe, definitely not violent.
Eva nodded in agreement. “She has to be if she didn’t rip out your heart when you touched her. Then there was that guy who slapped her. I’ve haven’t been around many, but from what I hear, they always get their asses kissed. Hers seems to be kicked all over the place.”
“Yes. It’s rather strange to have a dragon as a servant,” Neepa agreed. “But, after what you’ve shared, it appears to make sense.”
“What’s that?” Eva asked.
“Kokoliniasta is Charna’s adopted nest daughter.”
“So she’s the runt?”
Neepa sighed. “Yes.”
“I’d leave if I were her,” I said. It may have been an easier idea for me to fathom because my birth parents abandoned me; the thought crossed my mind several times when Mom and Dad took me in. At least until I felt actual love.
“Charna would kill her,” Neepa said grimly. “Honor is everything to a dragon. Breaking one’s word is forbidden. Leaving without a blessing is the most disrespectful thing a dragon could do to their mother.”
“Challenging chain of command is the fastest way to chaos,” Eva added. “Killing the trouble-maker fixes the problem and sets an example. It makes sense, considering.”
“Jesus. Is there any other way for her to have her own life that doesn’t involve indentured servitude or fighting?”
Neepa swirled her glass thoughtfully. “Hmm, I’m not sure. The knowledge I’m going off of comes from all over: books, old stories from Olea, and whatever I overhear. But I believe there may be something where the mother relinquishes their daughter to another, a kind of deal or trade. The word escapes me, but I think it’s just handing over ownership, or passing off, handing off…?” Neepa sighed when the term failed to come. “Though, it must only be a dragon tradition.”
“She’d be free from her mother, but she wouldn’t have her own life,” I said. Hearing how mothers treat their children like assets is starting to make me loath Charna. It’s wrong to own anyone like that, period. “How can such a thing stand here?”
“It doesn’t violate any of Scintillion’s statutes,” Eva said while she lay down and kicked an ankle over her knee.
“Treating people like slaves doesn’t violate laws here?” I asked with a dangerous rise in my voice.
She turned her head towards me. “What? You think we get to govern all our allies as we please? Loads of other civilizations have their own cultures and ways of doing things; we just can’t expect them to abandon over a millennia of ideals based off our own beliefs, that’s hypocritical.”
“I figured if everyone’s banding together for the greater good that there’d be a sort of universal moral standard or something. Like, oh, I don’t know, no slavery?” More heat transferred than I wanted. Difficult not to when hearing slavery and pawning off kin was a tolerated practice.
“We do, it’s the Allied Agreement. It’s far from perfect, but it is what it is. Each world has a standard legal requirement they must uphold, but each world has its own unique laws and standards. Slavery’s legal in many worlds, but it’s not legal to take any on Scintillion. But if foreigners visit or immigrate with slaves they claimed prior, it’s considered legal.  Kokoliniasta is Charna’s daughter, Charna’s responsibility, her property. Quit wasting your breath fussing about it.”
“I’m afraid she’s right, Al,” Neepa admitted with a touch of bitterness. “Natives here aren’t recognized as independent adults until they’re sixteen, so until then, they’re at the mercy of their parents. Since Kokoliniasta isn’t native and a dragon, she’s at the mercy of Charna till she gives her permission to leave the nest. There’s not anything you can do.”
I rubbed my temples to quell my anger induced headache. “Christ, it’s just like Cinderella; evil stepmother and evil stepsisters, only the ball is her fucking freedom.”
“Cinder-what?” Eva asked, sitting up.
“Cinderella,” I repeated. “It’s a fairytale.”
“What’s a fairytale?” Neepa asked.
“Cinderella is a fairy tale––an old story. Haven’t you two ever…” Of course they haven’t. Everyone ever has seen or heard of Cinderella, but I forgot that I wasn’t on Earth anymore. “It’s just a story about a Princess.”
“Oh, like the life of Princess Laterveria III?” Neepa asked.
I gave Neepa a blank look. “No?” Was that someone important? “It’s just a story about a girl who lived with her evil stepmother and two evil step sisters, and they forced her into servitude by having her doing all the cooking and cleaning.”
Eva’s face scrunched up in confusion. “Princesses don’t do servant work. Unless her kingdom is extremely poor. Where does the name Cinderella yield from? Arros?”
“Is that a place?” I asked then quickly shook my head. “Wait, no, it’s just a story. Cinderella isn’t a family name; it’s just the name her evil sisters gave her.”
Neepa was the one who looked confused now. “Why would the sisters name her?”
“Wha––no, it wasn’t her real name. When Cinderella had done the day’s work, she would go into the chimney corner and sit upon the cinders, hence her name: Cinderella.”
“Then how is she a princess?” Eva asked, Neepa nodding in agreement.
A heavy sigh tumbled from my mouth and I dragged a hand over my face. “How about I just tell you guys the story?”
The girls looked at each other and shrugged. Neepa joined Eva on the other couch, both of them waiting for me. A strange tangent but a welcomed distraction to keep my mind occupied elsewhere.
Taking their silence as my queue, I started. “There was once upon a time, a gentleman who married…”
It was never something I openly admitted to anyone before, but I loved the old fairytales. My mother took up the practice for two reasons. One was to bond with me while my father worked late with construction contracts, the other to help with my sleep troubles.
 Growing up in an orphanage and a few abusive foster homes instilled the habit of sleeping with one eye open; the slightest disturbance in the mute night kept me up, waiting. Ten might’ve been old to be humoring such fanciful tales, but mystical stories took the place of bad memories, stories lulling me away into grand fantasy to usher in calm sleep.   
The stories were more than just entertainment; it was wisdom. And Mom always had something to add to the stories, going beyond a simple tale and bringing out the moral. Sometimes it was clear cut; others left vague and leaving one to their own devices to derive meaning. 
Two loud knocks at the door disrupted me when I got to the part in the story where the clock struck midnight.
“I’ll get it,” I offered as I clamored to my feet and made for the door.
“Wait,” Eva called. “What happens?”
I turned and saw her watching me, her eyes blazing with curiosity. Neepa, too, was enamored. She leaned forward with her hands firmly on her knees, hanging on for the very next part.
Entertainment must be fairly drab here.
Neepa took fascination to anything I said, but I certainly didn’t expect Eva to be so absorbed in a child’s fable.
I smirked at her. “Hold your horses, I’ll finish it. Just let me see what this is about.”
Behind the door was Koko, a sizeable wine bottle that had a wax-sealed cap in her arms.
She bowed. “Good afternoon. Was lunch acceptable?”
“Scrumptious,” I lied.
Koko presented the bottle. “I heard you requested extra wine and only deemed it appropriate to gift you one of our vintages.”
The wine she carried was housed in a green bottle and had a label, as opposed to the nondescript clear bottles stoppered with corks we’ve received with our other meals. The label looked to have some information, all just gibberish to me, still.
I stood aside and welcomed her in. “That’s very generous. Thanks, Koko.”
“I-Is that… aged Corin wine?” Neepa asked, eyes wide and her face lit with awe as she avidly studied the bottle.
“That it is,” Koko answered.” You know your wine.” She paused and eyed the empty bottles across from her. “Clearly,” she said in a neutral tone that still managed to sound condescending.
Neepa shifted nervously in her seat and turned her face away.
“Is Corin wine special?” I asked.
“Yes,” Neepa and Koko answered simultaneously.
Koko shifted her gaze to Neepa. Neepa regretted letting knowledge guide her mouth and went to tugging at her dress.
“Yes,” Koko continued. “Corin is a village in a mountainous region on the western seaboard. Their topographical location receives unique climate characteristics unseen anywhere else. The grapes they produce yield some of the finest wine on this world. Especially when aged. This one is twenty years old.”
“Wow, that’s a bit much,” I confessed.
When faced with an expensive gift, one should smile and accept. Though, for the longest time, I thought eating out for my birthday at Giada’s Italia was the finest dining. Giada’s was one step below Olive Garden, but one step above a dive bar. So I’m not the kind of guy comfortable with having such a fancy thing. 
“Esteemed guests of the Grand Mage deserve as much.” Koko busied herself and broke the wax seal, then fixed three glasses from our leftover glassware. 
Eva snatched up her glass and eyed the drink. “Let’s see if this stuff is as good as they say.”
Those chilled eyes of hers watched mine as she offered a glass. The command in the gesture made it seem like she wouldn’t take no for an answer. Doing the easy thing, I accepted her generosity.
“At least pour yourself one. Share a drink with us,” I proposed.
Her wings flexed behind her. “After you’ve all tasted it first. It’s only natural for guests to go before hosts.”
Eva had already knocked hers back. She smacked her tongue a couple times and said, “Not bad.”
Neepa took a slow draw from hers, taking a moment to pause before going again. After savoring the drink across her tongue, she swallowed and hummed, holding a hand to her cheek. “Oh my, so fine.”
Koko watched me as I stared at my drink. Without further delay, I downed a large mouthful.
I wasn’t one who called their palette refined. Knowing the difference between twelve dollar whisky and forty dollar whisky is all my tongue can really do. As    my scarce experiences with drinking wine goes, this stuff certainly took the cake. The sweet smokiness of the maroon liquid sent tingles across my mouth and went down gently.
“Wow, that is good.” The surprising buzz from just one glass made smiling easy. "Thanks for sharing.” Koko said nothing, and continued to watch me, but her sharp eyebrows angled aggressively. “It something wrong?” I asked.
Glass shattering forced me to jerk my head at the girls. Eva dropped her glass and was slumped over the armrest. Neepa sagged halfway off the couch with her glass at her side, eyes closed.
I made a move towards them, but the room swayed like a boat at sea. My glass slipped from my hand and shattered against the floor. The tingly warmth I felt spread through my body until I couldn’t feel anything but a light buzzing in my limbs, as if I were wearing a coat of yellowjackets. Colors around the room swirled and bled like rain ruining a canvas yet to dry. The floor came at me once up and down became indiscernible. My fall ceased as arms wrapped around my torso. I craned my head over my shoulder and saw the blurry bloom of red and white, the features of Koko’s face blending until only her dull, staring eyes remained.
✽✽✽
 
Several long moments of me swimming through darkness went by before I realized I was conscious. My brain booted up like an IBM from the '80s; slow and incrementally. Sensation radiated from my hands, then they slightly flexed on a belated command. Familiar fine linen brushed my skin, then I recognized the sensation of a mattress holding me.
I was in a bed.
As more sensation processed, one particular feedback took precedence. Immense pleasure coursed along my limbs in a steady wave. The feeling brought a clam that almost drove me back into the destitute of unconsciousness if not for the rising hammering in my chest.
First I saw the ceiling once my eyes parted after some effort, letting me know I was in my room, and then my gaze drifted down towards my waist.
There I saw Koko tentatively blowing me.
She lay on her side perpendicular to my waist, where she continued to slowly, and awkwardly, work her head up and down my shaft, her eyes pinched shut.
I stared and watched her a good long while, debating whether or not that this was a dream. The sight of seeing her lips sealed firmly around my girth gave rise to more raw pleasure. The more I stared, the more I felt the wet confines of her mouth and the firm, tender hold of her tongue caressing my shaft and head.
There was never a wet dream more visceral than this.
“Koko,” I moaned as I felt the rise of my climax.
She stopped halfway down my length and shot me a glance from the corner of her eye. She slowly pulled her mouth up, releasing my length with a pop, which made me gasp. Koko pulled herself from the bed and backed away until she pressed herself into the wall, her wooden expression never breaking from my eyes.
“You shouldn’t be awake,” she stated quietly. Her long, crimson tail slipped between her legs and her wings beat against the wall.
I pulled myself up and rubbed my forehead before letting out a groan. The world spun like I was on a busted merry-go-round. The light throbbing in my head told me this was no dream.
Everything prior to my blackout played back in fuzzy intervals, then I remembered the wine.
“K-Koko,” I started, “did… did you drug me?”
The dragon-woman dropped her chin to her chest. “Yes,” she admitted in a quavering voice.
“Wha…Why?”
Koko sucked in a sharp breath, her shoulders dropping. Her hand disappeared behind her waist, then her long pleated skirt fell to the floor, exposing her long, slender legs. A pair of black side-tie panties guarded her womanhood and contrasted strikingly well with her pale skin and fiery features. With trembling hands, she slowly undid the clasps on her blouse, freeing her breasts.
The lens of my world was smeared with Vaseline while this surreal fantasy played out before me, second guessing whether or not I was awake.
Koko approached with slow steps. She wasn’t as well-endowed as Neepa or as luscious, but she most certainly had an elegant womanly curve to her chest and hips that went well with her flat stomach. Her wine-colored wings and tail added such an exotic appeal that the sight was mystifying. 
She stopped in front of me, her fiery bangs hiding her face.
“What are you doing, Koko?” I asked once the shock of her exposed body wore off.
“My mother is extending an offer,” she said, refusing to meet my eyes.
“Offer? What does that have to do with you drugging me and stripping?”
“If you enroll at Lucinia and submit under my mother’s guidance, she would like to take you on as a mate and a disciple. At least until you give her daughter.”
Charna and I’ve talked twice. Then again, this does sound like irrational dream logic.
“Why me?” I asked, humoring the thought. 
“A strong mate produces a strong daughter. If a Resonant is as powerful as the Grand Mage says, she believes you’ll bestow her a powerful daughter.” Koko’s wings went slack behind her and she swallowed hard. “Y-you can have me for now… as a gift. M-mother will have you when she wants, and you’ll have me when she’s busy. I’ll be your personal bed-woman.”
She pushed me back on the bed and climbed on top. Unconsciously, my hands settled on her hips as my erection began to grow against her sex. As my desire climbed, so did my hands, gradually working their way up across her chest. Like the demure and reserved beauty I pegged her as, she shuddered under my touch. The physical attraction I felt towards Koko was strong, but her family life played on familiar emotions of my own. Her situation more severe than mine ever was, yet I can’t censor the deep desire to help her, to comfort her. 
I brushed aside her hair to hold her cheek, but froze once I saw the tears spilling from her eyes. She pinched her eyes shut and choked a sob when she went to undo the knot holding her panties in place. 
A tsunami of shame killed my desire instantly; in the salty foam of that wave came the stinging fact that this was actually happening.
Before she pulled the knot loose, I grabbed her wrist. “Stop. Please stop, Koko.”
She opened her eyes, fixing me with her crimson gaze, her eyes already growing puffy.  
I could never do that to a woman with that look in her eyes.
I scrambled out from under her and hastily covered myself as embarrassment set in.
The irrational request Koko made on Charna’s behalf made me feel so utterly disgusted.
“God, Koko, I… No. I can’t do that.”
“No!” she shouted. “I––You must. I…” More tears fell. “Just… please be gentle.”
She crawled towards me on the bed and I stopped her progress by her shoulder.
My features twisted up in confusion as I saw her words and body language conflicting.
I grabbed her blouse and pulled it together. “Koko, no. I think it’s really fucked up how your mother is making you do this; it’s fourteen different kinds of fucked up. I know you don’t want to do this.”
“Of course I don’t want to,” she snapped. That outburst was so unlike her usual tempered manner that I flinched.  She sniffed and wiped her eyes with her sleeve. “Mother said I should save my first, to cherish it, but my nest mother says it's the greatest gift.” Her breath hitched on a sob. “I don’t want to give up my maidenhood. But I don’t want Mother to punish me.”
“Just because I don’t want to take you and your offer? Why would Charna do that?”
“Because you bedded the cursed one!”
Koko hugged her knees to her chest and draped her wings over herself, then started playing with the tip of her tail.
“Mother smelled her thick scent laced all over you. She said you deserved more than that withering flower as a bed warmer. She said failure was impossible for me to swoon you over her.” She dropped her face to her knees to muffle her sob. “But if you rejected me, it would be my fault, and by extension it would be my fault for failing to bring you into Mother’s arms.”
“Cursed one?” I asked. Once I caught her meaning, I felt absolutely livid. “Neepa is not cursed, and not a bed warmer,” I said low and slow. “I…” My relationship was still unclear with Neepa. I liked her, a lot, and I do owe her for all she’s done. “She’s special to me,” I said, settling on that for now.
The room titled a little and the cause for my fugue shifted my focus.
“The wine. Is that how dragon-beastkin seduce people?” I asked with ire.
Koko shrank and hid her face behind her wings. “Mother would believe that I seduced you if I had your scent. The wine was meant to keep you and your companions oblivious, then I would relay to Mother that you had your way but wanted to respectfully decline.” 
I looked down at my crotch and recalled Koko’s awkward yet heavenly blowjob.
She drew in a breath and let it out sharply, then unfurled her wings to reveal herself.
“Please,” she said in a shuttering voice as she crawled towards me, “just let me and don’t tell Mother I attempted to deceive her. I’m willing to do all that you ask. Just… just please be gentle.”
She reached for the sheet covering me, but I pushed her by her shoulders until she was sitting.
“Al, Please––”
“I don’t want to do this,” I interrupted. Koko’s mouth opened to protest, but I put up my hand. “And I don’t want you to get punished either.”
Koko lowered her pleading arms, then stared at me, confusion borne across her features.
I cleared the imaginary lodge in my throat that was doing all in its power to prevent the ensuing uncomfortableness.
“My uh… scent,” I phrased cautiously. “You just need it, right?
Koko nodded slowly.
“So she wouldn’t be able to tell if you… did it that way? So long as you just have it? Charna wouldn’t take offense to bring it up again, would she?”
Koko shook her head a fraction left and right. “It’s below Mother to do anything bearing a resemblance to begging. She’d bear silent resent, nothing more.”
Seriously? She’s above asking people for things and has to set up some asinine offer so I’d submit to be her toy?
The turbulent thoughts of Charna swirled away as my mind went back on track. The awkward train heading to Cringe-ville.
I steeled myself and said, “What if I just get it myself… then give it to you?”
Koko sat back on her legs and pulled her blouse over breast, but didn’t redo the clasps. Several moments passed before understanding flashed across her face along with a pink blush.
“A-are you suggesting that you stimulate your own genitals?” she asked.
“Taking my turn at the self-serve station, yes.”
Koko turned her head away to gather her thoughts. She rose from the bed and went to where she discarded her skirt. After pulling out a handkerchief from the pocket, Koko came back and sat on the edge of the bed.
“I was going to collect it on this, as proof.” She considered me with her crimson eyes for a moment. “Would you truly give me your seed and swear secrecy?”
My face felt hotter than a forge. I rubbed my neck, then snatched the handkerchief.
“If you don’t tell anyone either, yes, it’ll be our secret.” This is one of those things that should be taken to the grave. “Just, uh, give me a minute.”
Koko sat with her hands on her lap, waiting.
“Alone,” I clarified.
The dragon-woman took the hint and she slipped out of the room. The moment the door closed, I fell back on the bed and groaned.
I stared blankly at the ceiling and recalled the conversation I had with Neepa yesterday. Dragons weren’t noble at all. Fucked up is what they are.
Charna’s incredibly alluring, especially that fantastic chest of hers, despite the cold vibe she gave off. After learning more about dragon-beastkin culture and ways, and hearing the orders she gave to Koko, I’d rather fuck an anthill. That woman was a monster.
Not wanting to prolong this experience further, I went to “work.” Doing what everyone did before the internet, I closed my eyes and let the good ol’ imagination run wild.
Naturally, the first thing I thought of was my first night with Neepa. My mind went blank of everything but the fine details of that moment: the bath, the first sight at Neepa’s luscious curves, her sweet scent, her black, silky hair, and the inviting warmth of her body. The gears kept turning until I felt myself settled in between her extravagantly plump thighs with her nails clawing into my back.
About ten minutes roll by and I give up. I’ve been playing a game of pool with rope. Neepa has been the most striking women I’ve ever slept with, and the thought of her alone would’ve been enough to get my engine going, under normal circumstances. Koko confiding in me of Charna’s orders put me in a sour mood, and it didn’t help that she was actively waiting for me to finish boxing Richard.
You’re really letting me down here, little Al.
The door opened a crack and Koko’s eye peeked through the slit. I hastily threw a blanket over my shame and bolted up.
“Have you finished?” she asked.
“N-no! And knock next time! Jesus.”
“The sedative I used is good for an hour.” She looked over her shoulder. “It won’t be long until your companions awaken. Hurry.”
“I can’t rush this, okay? And you’re certainly not helping.”
Koko shot another nervous look over her shoulder, no doubt staring at Neepa and Eva. After a time of shaky consideration, she opened the door and stepped in.
“W-will it help you go faster if I did?” she asked, looking to the floor.
“What do you…?” I trailed off once I realized what she meant. “No, Koko, I don’t want you to––”
“Not that,” she interrupted, her face turning red. “We don’t have much time. If I help… stimulate you, would you be able to finish quickly?”
I shot a look at my soldier who failed to stand at attention, and then considered my options. With how things felt, I could be playing the one-stringed melody until the song got stuck in my head and still be softer than a Pomeranian spliced with a dandelion.
Maybe if I waited until Neepa woke up and…
No! Excuse me, Neepa, could we make whoopee so we can give Kokoliniasta my semen? That’s a conversation for a bad porno.
Koko crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed with a few inches between us. Her gaze glued to her lap while her tail thumped the bed. From this close, I could really appreciate her long, pale legs and flawless skin. My gaze went up and admired the swells of her chest that were partially covered by her still open blouse, and then up to the sharply defined features of her face.
It was moments like these that I questioned myself for not being put-off by her reptilian appendages. Oddly enough, they seemed to fan the flames of desire. Koko made my heart race, and if I wasn’t careful, then my lust towards her would be as visible as the Empire State Building.
The whole ordeal wasn’t whether or not I was attracted to her; it was how she was coerced into the situation. Also, there’s Neepa. We don’t have a set relationship per se, but it wouldn’t sit right with me going behind her back. 
This is a dangerous spot.
I coughed into my hand and started reciting Milton in my head to keep the half naked woman from stirring anymore lustful imagery.
“Koko,” I started, “let’s not jump the gun here, why don’t we think––” I stopped and gasped when her hand slipped under the sheet and seized my cock firmly.
A red wave crashed across the dragon-woman’s face as she bit her quivering bottom lip. With her eyes forced shut, she said, “I-if y-you want to help me, j-just s-sit there s-silently.”
Just when I was about the protest, her hand started working my manhood. The mind-numbingly boring words of Milton’s epic poem did squat in the face of a beautiful woman’s touch. I went from soft to diamond-hard in just a few strokes.
“If it’s not done now, Mother will be suspicious,” Koko continued while she worked me slowly. “ J-just finish quickly.”
I shuddered in her grasp. I was between a rock and a hard place. Having Koko do this to me felt wrong, despite it feeling great, but if we didn’t do this, then Charna would punish her. With everything I learned about her, it must be something cruel and depraved.
For now, the best course of action was to go with it and do what Koko instructed: finish.
The way her delicate and soft fingers caressed and worked me was breathtaking. But Koko wasn’t exactly going fast, instead opting for a slow and steady tempo. My lust was building and my chest heaved from her touch, but the nature of this awkward act of debauchery made me plateau. Six minutes rolled past as Koko jerked me off, not much headway being made.
Irritably, she asked, “W-why haven’t you released your seed?”
Do you have to say it like that?
“I’m trying, okay, this isn’t exactly ideal!”
She made a noise of displeasure. “Would two hands be faster?”
Realistically, no, it wouldn’t. With how things were going, we could possibly be sitting her for the next half-hour. I took sidelong glance of the erotic contours of her body.
“Can I touch you?” I asked.
Koko’s hand ceased moving and she finally opened her eyes, training them on me. They were wide and her vertical black irises almost needle thin. Her mouth opened to argue, but nothing came right away.
“Why?” she croaked.
“It’ll help me be less nervous, because this is making me nervous,” I admitted. “I just like to be intimate when I’m with a woman.”
She considered it for several seconds, and then looked down to the floor with a silent sigh. “Don’t touch my wings,” she whispered.
“Okay,” I answered softly.
Carefully, I reached around and rested my hand around her hip, pulling Koko closer. Her body tensed under my touch, revealing that she was just as, if not more, nervous as me. Still, despite that, her hand went back to stroking me while I held her.
As Koko silently worked, my eyes felt unusually drawn to her tail. The appendage was as wide as her thigh, the scales resembling that of a snake’s. The keratin scales shone with a beautiful red luster. My hand trailed the contour of her hip, around to the small of her back, then where the tail joined her flesh almost seamlessly.
Koko didn’t seem to mind, only uttering the faintest of noises and the tail flinching slightly, the muscles going soft under my palm after a heartbeat. Her tail was so pleasant to the touch; wonderfully smooth, a little squishy, and it radiated heat. In fact, Koko’s body was much warmer than I expected. I noticed it with our hips and shoulders touching, but I felt much more prominently in her hand, which was doing an excellent job of stroking me.
I leaned into her, feeling my pleasure building steadily. I let my hand roam back over her hip, and up along her ribcage. Koko tightened her grip around my length and increased her pace slightly. In response, I reached up to one of her swells and gave it a light squeeze. Not as big as Neepa’s, but certainly enough to fill my hand.
Koko gasped and made another sound, almost like a whimper and a moan.
“Perverted, pig-headed, cretin, rancid fop doddle,” Koko uttered in contempt while still working me.
“What does fop doddle mean?” I asked, my hips shuttering in her grasp, which was bringing me closer and closer to release.
“It means ‘idiot,’ idiot,” she spat. “You wretched, filthy, vile deviant”
“I’m… sorry,” I gasped while my heat climbed.
Having a woman berate me while also jerking me off was producing an odd mixture of feelings. Her words didn’t carry much impact, no, but how her hand worked hard to stimulate me made the whole situation oddly passionate.
My chest rose and fell heavily, I squeezed Koko’s breast, feeling her handed nipple pressing into my palm. She uttered another whimper and her hand went faster.
Faint traces of my seed started to spill from my tip as I twitched more and more in her grasp. Koko’s hand gilded more easily over my length as I spilled more into her palm. At some point she deposited her head on my shoulder and I rested my cheek against her silky mane, both of us growing muddled. More strange noises left Koko’s mouth as I played with her nipple, her thighs cinched together while her hips writhed.
The peak came, then so did I. With a strained grunt, I unloaded into Koko’s hand, a thick stream spilling over her fingers and onto her wrist. 
She slowed, but kept going, trying to work everything out as I reeled from the oversensitivity. She pulled her hand away and stared at the considerable mess. She took the handkerchief and cleaned her hand, and then left my side and went over to her dress.
I watched from the bed while coming down from my high. Koko kept her back to me the entire time as she bent down and pulled her dress up. Once her buttons were fastened, she made for the door.
“Koko,” I called. She stopped, but didn’t bother sparing a glance. “Koko,” I went on, “is there anything I can do to help?”
She peeked over her shoulder, then looked back at the door. “Conceal the truth from Mother and leave. That is the only way you can help.”
Koko opened the door, then quietly closed it behind her.
I fell back on the mattress and held my forearm over my eyes, letting what just happened sink in. The experience was pleasurable, but the circumstances surrounding it made me feel so wrong; dirty, even.
Deep down I knew it was wrong, but it was the best and only way to keep Koko out of trouble. From what Neepa and Koko told me, and along with my brief interactions with Charna, I knew just how twisted that woman was.
The fact to why her gaze was so unnerving became clear: she doesn’t see me as another person, she sees me as a thing.
Moreover, she is so egotistical that propositioning me directly was below her, leaving the task to her least favorite daughter and throwing her in like a fruit basket. Getting me into the academy was only second to getting me as her breeding stock. It’s so fucked.
And there’s nothing I can do.
Confronting Charna directly would rouse problems. But if I do nothing, Koko will continue to live her life as a tool, a slave.
With a heavy sigh, I pulled my pants up and got out of bed. There hasn’t been any noise in the living room, so the girls were still asleep. Figured I should clean up the broken glass and dump the rest of the wine before they come to, and then figure out how to play this off.
That also meant figuring out how to break it to Neepa.
Started the morning with my dick out, and might finish it with a conversation on why it was in another woman’s hand. Grand.




Chapter 16


Cleaning up didn’t take long. I loaded the large shards of the broken glassware into a bowl, and used a sheet of paper from my notebook to gather the finer bits. Since there wasn’t a trashcan anywhere, I ended up flushing the glass down the toilet. There was the balcony, but we were so high up that I feared a piece of glass going terminal velocity could kill some unsuspecting person. Next, I flushed the last of the wine.
It was when I was replacing the bottle on the table that I noticed the empty vile from Neepa’s green juice. My gaze went to the glass vile and the wine bottle several times before I made the connection as to why the sedative didn’t affect me as much. 
That green juice really is a cure-all. Neepa’s skills as a herbalist are astonishing. All the sadder that her brilliance is shadowed by the sins of her family. 
Moments after I finished cleaning and set myself on the couch to unwind, Eva stirred. She sat up with a groan and rubbed her neck till she craned to the right for a solid crack. Dazed minty eyes roamed over the room, stopping at her friend, then settling to me with rekindled heat and focus. 
“What happened?” she asked, her voice groggy.
“You and Neepa really took to that Corin wine.” I picked up the bottle and upended it. “Koko and I barely got a glass in us.”
The Corin wine came in a magnum bottle, roughly twice the size of the other bottles we’ve received.
I worried how believable it sounded as it left my mouth, but there was nothing else I could think of. I came up with the scenario of Eva and Neepa bonking heads when they reached for the bottle to refill, but then I realized that this wasn’t a Three Stooges skit.
Eva stared at me while she continued to rub the back of her head. The muscles of my face strained to remain steady. Just when I thought she saw through me, she dropped her head between her knees and sighed heavily.
“Not again,” she groaned.
Equal parts relief and confusion washed through me.
What kind of drinking do you girls do together?
Eva stood and took a few slow steps before she brought a hand to her brow. “Ugh, my head. Stuff must've been good if I can hardly remember it.” She stared at the late afternoon sun from the window, then turned her eyes on Neepa. Eva roused her by shaking her shoulders.
“Hmm, wha…?” Neepa murmured, slowly coming to.
“Come on, you drunk,” Eva said, pulling Neepa to her feet. “Let’s go take a bath and get you to bed.”
“Hmm, ‘kay…” Neepa replied. She caught me through her sleepy gaze and gave me a dopey grin and waved with her fingers, looking tipsy, surprisingly.
Eva hauled Neepa towards the bathroom and opened the door. Neepa stumbled in first, falling to the floor and erupting if a fit of giggles. Eva shook her head and went to close the door. It swung back open and she targeted me with a glare.
“You peek on us and—”
“Yeah, yeah,” I interrupted, picking up a butter knife from our leftover silverware. “Or you’ll castrate me with this, right?”
Without the slightest fault in her expression, Eva said, “No. I’d use a spoon.” Then promptly shut the door.
The spoon stared back at me, a horrible image crossing my mind. I gently set the knife back down and waited patiently on the couch.
✽✽✽
 
Once the girls bathed, they retired to their rooms to sleep off what they thought was a hangover. Neepa was still quite dazed; probably something to do with all the alcohol she had in her system prior to getting drugged. A happy coincidence that worked in my favor.
I took my turn to bathe and enjoyed a nice soak before I went to my room. Twilight approached while the day drew to its end, far earlier than when I normally retire to sleep. Hardly a day of activity warranted my current state, but I couldn’t deny how wiped I felt.
Merula dropped one hell of the whammy with Resonants—the lore and information of which has been festering my mind like a bad itch. Even worse was the sound evidence she presented that proved the unusual phenomenon tied to my being. Could it all be an elaborate ruse? But then there was Julika’s words, her plea; begging me to seek out this intangible power. And it’s not like I can claim there was nothing when there was a granule of… something. Just a tingle and warmth, but still something.
The experience with Koko and the insight to her world also weighted my mind. Shame, remorse, rage, and empathy stirred within the volatile pot of thoughts till it became a mentally draining homologous mess.       
Yet sleep wouldn’t come.
The bed was exceptionally plush and the view of foreign skies and plethora of stars proved to be a magical and calming sight. But none of it did any good.
Things have only grown more complicated since my time in this forsaken academy, not only with my current situation, but with how this new world operates. Or I guess how my new home operates.
Speaking of complications, after tomorrow, then what? Either I adhere to my first choice and leave Lucinia without looking back to live with Neepa and Eva for the foreseeable future, or I accept and Julika’s offer to becoming some sort of great hero to fight monsters in this interdimensional war.
Both choices have their challenges, as well.
Before meeting with Merula, I thought I could just live my life quietly with Neepa and move beyond what happened. However, that was just shortsighted thinking. Would my presence in Neepa’s life force a wedge between her and Eva?
Ignoring the fact that Eva would forever despise me for my cowardice, she and Neepa still fight for the guild. Sure, I may have gotten them some coin for humoring Julika’s offer, but after that runs out, then what?  What would I do if they go on a mission and never come back? They both lost their family to the Null, and Eva has some deep rooted vendetta. This wasn’t simple service, it was personal. The girls wouldn’t change their lives to accommodate me. And if they did, it wouldn’t sit right with me. 
Then there’s the Resonant path. Merula and Julika say there’s great power within me, and they’ve confirmed it, but I still can’t fathom it. From what little I’ve learned about the One, it is basically God, emphasis on the big G. And if I happen to be like the One as a Resonant, then, technically, I would have similar power to it.
In any other instance, that would sound amazing. Now, however, it’s just scary. But, again, I feel perfectly average. Outside the tingle, which certainly doesn't feellike some divine, sovereign power, nothing leads me to believe anything more. 
When my mom told me stories like “Excalibur,” “Jason and the Argonauts,” “Beowulf,” or any other story of a character rising to the challenge, I would fantasize that I would do the same, fighting valiantly, defeating the bad guys, and getting the girl. But those were stories; this is reality. Between the lines and beyond the main character were the people who died en masse against the evil armies or monsters. People gloss over the wars and destruction depicted in stories and just focus on the shining hero. Suddenly I was going to stand between the people and the evil, all their weary hope resting on my shoulders. The thought made my hands shake.
Live with Neepa and Eva and be a hindrance on their lives, or stay at Lucinia and become a wizard or whatever and fight evil incarnate. 
I pulled a pillow over my face to separate me from reality.
I should’ve saved some of that spiked wine…
✽✽✽
 
My eyes snapped open and the covers exploded forth as I sat up with a start. The moons hung at their zenith—late. A stray cloud creeped in their path, submerging the world, and my room, to the darkest dark.
I left the bed and stood, listening. Anxiety brewed and bubbled in my gut, the thumping of my heart made my whole body throb. I felt around the floor for my satchel, and once my hand brushed the leather strap, I reached in and pulled out the knife Sigemond gifted. As I slipped the sheathed blade into my pocket and made for the door, I stopped. Staring at me, almost calling, was the sword in its case at the desk, across the room where it remained untouched since its delivery.   
Sitting next to that ominous feeling in my gut was another, something urging me to the wooden case. I tried for the knob, then went still as if doused by liquid nitrogen. For whatever reason, I left the door and went to draw the sword from its case. Only then was I able to bypass the unease that prevented me from opening the door.
All was dark and mute in the common room, the only noise being my own breathing and feet padding along the floor.
The door swinging opening from across the room killed the silence, startling me and as I whirled with the sword. A beam of moon light snuck around the clouds and showed Eva. She was dressed in her white sleeping tunic and was hoping into a pair of pants with the aid of one hand while the other clutched her satchel.
Once her pants were over her hips and with the tongue of her belt pulled secure, she scanned the room, then stalked over to me deliberately.
“Did you hear it too?” she whispered.
This world was so quiet that it’s eerie; didn’t realize how much noise cars, airplanes, and the hum of electronics blasted around back home. Since Eva asked, I found it all the more strange that I haven’t heard a peep since getting out of bed.
“No,” I answered. “Something woke me, just don’t know what.”
Eva’s eyes seemed to glow once they caught the moon's glamour when she looked out the window, then gave the room another once over. She settled her eyes on the bokken at my side.
“Why do you have that out, then?” she asked, her voice still hushed.
“I’m not sure. I… I couldn’t leave my room without it.” I looked around the room too, letting my gaze rest on the doors that led out to the hall. “Something’s giving my gut a bad feeling.” I looked back at her. “What did you hear?”
After a pause, she said, “I thought I heard a scream.”
A noise behind Eva startled us. She twirled around like a ballerina, drew and threw a small knife from her belt towards the sound. I had my sword at the ready, but calmed once I saw Neepa standing in the doorway of her room.
She rubbed her eyes, then yawned.
“What’s going on?” she asked, still sleep ridden. Neepa blinked at me and Eva, curious as to why we were standing in the dark, then she looked to her right to see a knife embedded in the doorframe.
“Eva!” Neepa cried, fully awake now. She yanked the blade out then stormed right up to Eva, waving the it in front of her face. “What did I say about throwing knives inside? This is the most prestigious place in all of Scintillion, we could get in trouble!”
Suddenly feeling very foolish, I tossed the sword onto the couch and sat down heavily. The anxious feeling may just be stress; I did go to sleep with some hefty things on my mind. The noise that spooked us was just the floor groaning under Neepa.
“Eva,” I said, “maybe what you thought was a scream might’ve been a rafter or something settling.” The only stone structures I saw in this elaborate building were the marble columns in the library. Aside from the exterior, everything seemed to have been painstakingly crafted from wood.
“Scream? What are you talking about?” asked Neepa.
Eva sighed and snatched her knife, replacing it into her belt next to identical blades. “I heard something.” She walked around a few steps and looked around the room as if she were trying to spot Tinker Bell. “I’m not sure what, but it wasn’t the room settling.”
“Come now, Eva,” Neepa said, sidling up next to the on-edge blond, “perhaps you just had another bad dream. Or perhaps it’s because you’re feeling restless. I know how you get when you’re still for too long. Al can ask Koko to show us around the gardens or training fields in the morning. Maybe we could have lunch outside, like a picnic. Wouldn’t that be splendid?”
Eva’s shoulders relaxed. “Maybe."
Watching the pair brought a small smile, a tiny refuge from the stress and foolish anxiety. Neepa always knew the right words to ease her adopted sister. They have spent most of their lives together, after all.
The easy atmosphere in the room, along with my smile, faded immediately when a lethargic and piercing groan sounded from all around us. It wasn’t like someone taking a slow step on a squeaky floor. No. The sound was more akin to a giant holding the very room in its hands and squeezing slowly. The whole space around us seemed to compress.
And just as suddenly as it started, it stopped, leaving the three of us in petrified silence.
Eva, eyes wide and on full alert, reached into her satchel and fished out some sort of rectangular thing. Neepa pressed into her side and trembled, feeling the same sense of unease ripping through Eva and I. My hand found the hilt of the bokken as I stood to attention.
Deafening stillness filled our moonlit room.
A crash and a scream from beyond our door shattered the oppressive silence and sent a collective shock down our spines.
There was a click and the rectangular thing Eva held snapped into a miniature crossbow. She drew a bolt from her satchel, locked the string back, and then loaded the bolt into the flight channel. Eva took two steps towards the door before Neepa stopped her.
“Wait,” Neepa whispered. “We’re in Lucinia, the use of weapons is prohibited.”
Eva clicked her tongue and pulled Neepa’s arm away. “Not if we’re in danger,” Eva whispered back harshly.
“Danger? B-but… we’re in Lucinia,” Neepa said, sounding unsure of herself. “This is the safest place.”
I tiptoed over to them while my eyes stayed glued to the door.
“I’m with Eva on this,” I said. “Something feels off, very off.”
“Maybe—”
Neepa didn’t get a chance to finish when another sharp cry came from the hallway, this one being much clearer. And close. Eva was out through the door faster than a breath.
“Eva!” I called out, the woman ignoring me.
Clear or present danger isn’t the issue here; charging headfirst into it is. I looked back and forth between Neepa and the door several times before my gaze fell to the sword at my side.
Why I have it, I’m unsure. The thought was to have it for protection in case I needed it, not to go out and fight. Still, despite my best efforts, I couldn’t just do nothing.
“Shit,” I hissed. I turned to Neepa. “Stay here, and close the door, okay?”
Neepa jerked her head from the door and looked at me. “Wha—Al, no, we should wait for the guard.”
Another crash, and I heard Eva’s signature war cry.
Oh, fuck all kinds of duck.
“No time. Lock the door behind me.”
I was in the hall before she had a chance to argue, only managing to hear her yell my name as I raced towards where the yell was heard. 
The commotion drew other students from their rooms, and I had to weave around them to get to where all the crashing was.
The halls were usually illuminated by the crystal lights in the ceiling, but they remained off and devoid of light. The only thing that kept me from ramming into people was the meager glimmer from the rooms spilling into the hall. People I passed moved in slow, lethargic movements, none knowing the heart of all the anarchy breaking the night.
Just when I was beginning to wonder what the hell Eva was doing, she flew out from a doorway and smashed against the opposite wall.
“Eva!” I raced over and crouched down. From how it looked, and sounded, she hit the wall hard. Just as I was about to ask what happened, I caught Eva’s gaze.
There was no pain in her eyes, only blistering rage and razor focus. And it wasn’t directed at me. They focused on something behind me; that something uttering a low, rugged growl that made my mouth go dry. I rose to my feet and slowly turned to face the open doorway into the dark, mysterious interior of the room.
The mystery didn’t stand for very long.
The overcast passed and moonlight spilled from the smashed-in windows of the room, revealing the snarling werewolf standing with a bloodied, mangled body to its side, and a cowering young girl on the floor between us.
I thought it was a mistake initially. The result of a pressured mind that was making me see something more terrifying than it actually was. Perhaps a large hairy man, or a barbarian in battle garb. But then I saw the bloody spittle dripping down its snout-like maw. Then I saw how its fur flared out from its grotesque, muscular body and ears. The ivory eyes, like two milky orbs lacking any characteristic of life, bored in to my being, devouring me.  
It was real. And it looked primed to kill.
The young girl from the ground coughed and looked up at with pleading eyes. A thin line of blood traveled from her hairline and followed the contours of her nose and lips.
“P-please,” she begged in a quivering, tiny little voice as a dainty hand seeked me.
I look from her to the werewolf, then back to her.
Hardly a choice.
Now I get to fight a werewolf. Great. If I survive this, it’ll be a cool story.
The werewolf stomped a harry foot forward and snarled, a dangling stream of blood-mixed spittle stretching towards the floor. The girl whimpered and crawled towards me. The werewolf’s eyes trained on her like the wounded babe from a herd.
“Hey! Michael J. Fox,” I called out, winding up my glorified stick and stepped into the room. Slowly, I walked off to the side and away from the girl. The beast let out a coarse growl and it tracked my movements, then its body turned. “Good. That’s it. Just you and me, wolfy,” I said, trying not to let the nerves rattle my voice.
As terrifying as this creature was, not what I pictured my first encounter with a werewolf would be like. Not that I ever actually thought such a thing would happen.
The beast had a slight protruding muzzle, the features still vaguely human with extras: pointed ears, a tail, and some mean claws on its hands and feet. But it wasn’t monstrously big like werewolves I’ve read from books or seen in movies. A hairy, bipedal approximation of a man was more of an accurate assessment. The creature was lean, not too thick length or width wise. In fact, I’d say it was only a hair taller than me.
Time had given my body a chance to recover, and as lacking as it was, I did have a weapon. Tangoing with this thing doesn’t seem too impossible.
Thankfully, I wouldn’t be doing it alone.
Eva’s crossbow launched a bolt that sank into the werewolf’s eye. It roared and thrashed about in a near-blind rage.
Not wanting to waste this opportunity, I raced up to the beast with my sword raised only to have a hairy backhand send me across the room. The world spun and I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to draw blood, but that felt to be the worst of it. There was another thunk and another roar, signaling Eva got in another good shot.
I shook my head clear and got onto my knees. Eva strode into the room with her crossbow loaded and leveled at the werewolf thrashing around on the other side of the room. She somehow managed to get the wolf’s other eye.
“Get her out!” Eva barked.
I didn’t realize the blow knocked me right to where the young girl was cowering. She looked to be about twelve, thirteen at the most, so she was easy enough to scoop up with one arm.
“Hold on tight, sweetie,” I told her. She wrapped her arms around my neck and locked her legs around my midsection. I booked it from the room with Eva covering my rear.
Once in the hall, Eva yelled, “Feral wolf-beastkin! Stay back unless you’re combat trained! Night watch! Someone call the fucking night watch!”
A few individuals dressed in sleeping garb strode up to the room and took up a sort of formation, keeping the wolf-thing in check, while a few others broke off into a sprint to fetch the guard.
I navigated past the gathering crowd and only stopped once the girl and I were a good distance away from any potential danger. Since picking her up, she clung onto me like a tick.
I rubbed her back and asked, “Hey, are you okay?”
“I’m sorry,” she murmured into my neck. “I’m so sorry.”
“Hey, it’s okay, you don’t… have… to…” I trailed off as I felt something warm soaking into my shirt.
“I’m sorry,” she squeaked, her voice cracking like she was on the verge of tears.
I sighed and propped my sword against the wall. Then I gave the girl a firm hug and rubbed her back.
“It’s okay,” I said calmly. “Honestly, I almost did the same thing back there.”
Too bad it was true.
A woman broke through the crowd in a rush, looking to be in her late teens, and jogged right up to us.
“Runa!” cried the woman. “Is she okay?”
“Might’ve bumped her head and she’s a little spooked,” I answered. “Okay now, Runa, how about you go with your friend and she’ll keep you safe, okay?”
Runa nodded and eased her hold, then I set her on her feet. The women who came up to us dropped onto her knees and inspected her thoroughly, then embraced Runa tightly.
“What about Maisie?” she asked as she held the younger one close to her chest.
Unfortunately, I assumed that mangled body I saw was Runa’s roommate. I looked at the women solemnly and shook my head. Her eyes become glassy and her lips quivered. The woman nodded her head once with thanks, then started down the hall to get Runa some help, I hope.
Eva came walking up to me with her crossbow in hand.
“Is everything okay?” I asked.
She glared at me. “Obviously not, idiot! There’s a feral beastkin deep within Scintillion, Lucinia of all places!” Eva’s glare burned a few more seconds before it snuffed. She took a breath and rubbed a hand over her face before depositing herself against the wall. “Sorry. They’ve got it restrained, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Overhead, the crystal lights came to life and filled the hall with calming illumination. Two robed men carrying staves ran past us and towards the room where howling could still be heard. The night watch, I assume.
I fell back onto the wall next to Eva and sighed heavily. “Good,” I said.
“Is…” Eva started, then paused. “Is she alright?”
“Runa?” Eva nodded, bearing a surprising face of genuine worry. “She might have a cut or something on her head, but she’s fine. A friend of hers took her off my hands.”
Eva closed her eyes and leaned her head into the wall, looking relieved.
“Good,” she replied while she stared off overhead. Her relieved expression twisted into disgust and she took a step away. “Ugh, you smell like—”
“—Runa had a little accident, okay? Drop it.”
“Al! Eva!” Neepa called from the other direction.
Eva and I turned to see her jogging down the hall, still in her nightgown. She stopped in front of us, taking a moment to catch her breath.
“Neepa? I told you to stay in the room,” I said with a frown.
She fidgeted with her hands and looked over at the crowd clogging the hall ahead.
 “I got worried,” she admitted sheepishly.
Seeing her concern for my well-being melted any annoyance I felt for her rushing blindly into danger.
I grabbed one of her fidgeting hands and held it tenderly. “Everything’s okay. I think the people up there got a handle on things.”
Neepa beamed and Eva made her annoyance evident. But all was well.
Until there was another clamorous crash and all the lights in the hall died, submerging darkness unlike before. My eyes had time to adjust to the low light, but the light had ruined it.
There was a series of cries and shouts from up ahead. I nabbed my bokken from the wall and walked out a little, attempting to see what the hell just happened. Moments later, there was a cacophony of screams, and then a thunderous boom that shook the floor. Eva sidled next to me, crossbow pointing down the hall. Neepa, surprisingly, took point on my other side, squaring her shoulders to the commotion.
A howl sounded from up ahead, being the first of a series that bounced off the walls, making it sound like they were coming from everywhere.
Oh, fuck. I should’ve grabbed the silverware.
Things grew hectic when screams, howls, and crashes blended into a droning shrill. The crowd dispersed as people  frantically cowered away, revealing the cause of the new disturbance.
Whole sections of wall were blown away on the left side of the hall, obliterating the lavish interior of at least four rooms and allowing more lunar luminescence to reveal the scene.
A gaping hole hung above a group of partially shadowed figures; however, from the vague shape and earlier howls, I knew it was more werewolves, or beastkin; fuck, I don’t know.
A few mages dressed in sleeping garb and one of the robed men I saw earlier stood before the ferocious bunch of beasts. One such beast was crouched low to the ground with the other night watch guard’s throat settled firmly in its jaws.
The still living night watch raised his staff, but an unseen force knocked him to the side and sent him careening clean through a still standing wall. The other two, distracted by the sudden attack on their third, hardly had a moment to react when the werewolves pounced. One was brought to the floor and mauled. The other managed roll with the attack and kick away the werewolf. As he was starting to chant something, a torrent of wind knocked him into the wall, hard. He fell into a heap, and then became werewolf food.
Neepa, Eva, and I shielded ourselves from the loose dust and debris as the gale rushed past.
“Wha—wind magic? No. It can’t be,” Neepa muttered, taking a step back, quaking.
The form that I thought belonged to another monster stepped out of the shadows to reveal themselves as another human in a black cloak, looking unperturbed to the snarling masses of fur around him. Even though we were about fifty feet away, he saw right through the poor light and our eyes met.
As if we were long lost friends, he bore a bright, wide smile and raised his arms.
“Ah, just the man I’m looking for!” he announced, his grin never breaking. A chill coursed through my body and my grip tightened around the bokken. He walked forward gallantly and stepped over the gnarled body of the night watch. “Do be so kind as to come without resistance. If you do, I’ll spare your whores a slow death.”
Eva’s bolt flew in response, the projectile flying true until it veered off and into the wall when it was inches from his face. Eva fished out another bolt from her bag and loaded it.
“Oh no,” Neepa quavered. “He’s an air mage. Eva, your weapon will do no good.”
Eva clicked her tongue. “I packed a lot of bolts. He’ll use up his energy eventually.”
“I take running is off the table?” I asked, hoping to not go up against three werewolves and a wizard.
“Wolf-beastkin would outrun us,” Eva answered. “The best option is to hold our ground until help arrives. It shouldn’t be long.” The battle-ready blonde cracked her neck then reached into her bag to pull out three bolts, each nestled between the digits of her left hand. “Neepa, when I give the signal, light it up. Al,” she said, shooting me an emerald sideways glance, “close your eyes on my go. And be sure to swing at their snouts or strike their knees.”
I swallowed harshly as I gave a small nod. Neepa looked scared, but kept her eyes locked and firm on the threat. Eva’s eyes were alive with fierce focus, ready.
Me? Scared shitless.
There was no way around this fight, I knew that, but at least Eva and Neepa had some sort of plan. They have experience with shit like this. There’s comfort in that, even if it’s minuscule.  
Just like the day my world ended, this was another fight I couldn’t run from. Well, if I’m going to go, I’m going swinging.
Don’t want Dad thinking he raised a pansy if I see him on the other side.
The man in the black cloak brought a whistle to his lips, then blew. An almost inaudible, low tone vibrated the air. The wolves charged.




Chapter 17


One blink and the werewolves were just a few paces away. Just as they were on us, Eva yelled, “Now!”
I pinched my eyes shut just as light exploded all around us. Even with my eyes closed, it was like someone holding a flashlight right up to my face.
The intense light faded and I heard Eva’s crossbow go off thrice in rapid succession. I opened to see the werewolves in front of us, all in a clear daze, and all howling in pain. She managed to nail the one on the right in the eye, the middle in the throat, and the last in its hairy thigh.
Eva leapt into action on the middle one, and I went to strike at the blinded one. It was facing the wall as I ran up to it, oblivious to my presence. Doing what Eva instructed, I wound up like I was on home plate and swung at its knee like the werewolf owed me money.
A satisfying crack sounded as wood met bone. The werewolf dropped, then howled again. Not wasting my time, I lined up the sword with the beast’s muzzle and chopped like splitting logs. The wolf made a whining sound like a pup upon contact. Bone crunched and the thing fell to the floor, limp.
In just eight seconds flat, I dropped a werewolf. With a fucking stick.
Awesome.
I risked a glance to see Eva’s handiwork. Of course, the one she took on was lying in a puddle of its own blood, and she was just finishing off the last one, which looked pinned by white haze. Neepa’s light-shield, no less.
Eva fished the throwing knife she buried in the base of the werewolf’s skull, and turned to me. I flashed her a victorious grin, proud of handling myself. After a second’s hesitation, she aimed her crossbow directly at me. Before my grin even had a chance to die, her bolt whizzed past my ear.
There was a wet thud, a short gurgling sound, and then a heavy thump behind me. Looking down and over my shoulder, there was the werewolf I thought I finished off, only with blood pooling in its open maw with a bolt about three-quarters of the way through the back of its mouth. I looked back at her and blinked a few times.
A terrifying woman, indeed.
Neepa wiped a little sweat off her brow, looking rattled but fine. She kept a wary look ahead. The cloaked wizard still stood at a distance, looking mildly annoyed at how quickly we dispatched his hounds. The three of us huddled close, never taking our eyes from our foe, awaiting his next move.
“So this guy’s an air mage, should we be worried?” I asked.
“Depends,” Eva answered slowly.
“He can use an air-shield,” Neepa whispered. “It can deflect most, if not all physical attacks. Winds can be called forth by his principle, producing powerful, focused gales. Elemental magic is costly, but there's no telling what his limits are. Fighting another mage is like a roll of the dice.”
“Plan?” I asked to either of them. The extent of my fighting strategy is punch hard and not get punched back. Not graceful, but effective. Though that was before magic and eldritch monsters.   
Neither of them got a word out when the ground ten feet ahead of use erupted into a splintery mess. Standing before use amidst the cloud of wood particles and dust was a familiar pair of dark wings, tail, and an outrageously short skirt.
“So, you’re the one interrupting my beauty sleep?” Aleih asked in an eerily calm voice. She looked over her shoulder at me. Smiling, she said, “Evening, Al.”
I gave her a slow nod. Not the first person I wanted for backup, but this situation does call for a battle-hungry dragon-woman. If what Neepa said about mature dragons were true, this should be a quick fight. 
Or so I thought.
Stalking from the shows behind the cloaked man, who had that whistle to his lips, were three more snarling werewolves. The man withdrew the whistle and sneered.
“This is unexpected, but I’ve always wanted to kill a dragon,” the man said with a dark chuckle.
“Oh!” she expressed with mock surprise. “Well, you’ll die with that desire unfulfilled.”  
The man’s playful expression morphed to a scowl. “You think too highly of yourself, lizard slut,” he spat.
Aleih growled and her tail slashed through the air behind her. “Oh-ho, you just secured yourself a painful death. Maybe I'll hang you over a tub and slowly bleed you out.” Aleih wiggled her hips. “Hmm, I love warm baths.”
The man used his whistle again, and then the beasts advanced with fangs bared and claws out. All three of us went rigid, feeling absolutely screwed for another forward assault. Except for Aleih.
She held out her hand and all the moisture vanished from the air as a roaring inferno consumed everything down the hall, wizard and werewolves included. I shielded my face from the super heated air. Peeking through the gaps in my fingers, I saw Aleih standing prominently before her blaze, embers dancing around her like fairies.
After such a display, I knew Eva wasn’t exaggerating when she said a battlefield was like a playground to them. The inferno of her doing threatened to set this whole place up like a tinder pile; certainly overkill.
But to my, and Aleih’s, surprise, a werewolf leapt through her wall of fire, its dull black mane untouched. Fire parted around its body as it leaped at the shocked dragon-woman. She put out her arm to defend herself only for the wolf to seized her forearm in its jaws, eliciting a painful cry.
The blaze disappeared in a flash, leaving behind a partially charred and smoldering hallway.
Aleih slammed her free fist into the werewolf’s head with enough force to send it to the ground but then a second one pounced on her and sank its teeth into her shoulder, getting another painful screech and taking her to the ground. The other two joined in. One took her arm; the other, her leg.
In moments, Aleih was lost in a violent flurry of fur and teeth, ripping at her clothes and flesh. And I was running towards it before my actions registered in my brain.
As twisted as she and her family was, and no doubt  being guilty of abusing Koko in some manner, Aleih didn’t deserve to be a chew toy.
I ran up and cracked my sword on the hunched back of the nearest werewolf, right on the bony ridges of the spine, then I swung blindly at the other two. Enraged, the beast I struck in the back tore its teeth away from Aleih and focused on me. I barely managed to block a clawed hand with my sword, but the follow up swipe knocked it from my hands. Disarmed, I was tackled into the wall, only managing to work my arm under the wolf’s jaw as it snapped at my face. 
There was a terrifying sense of déjà vu as the beast snarled and fought desperately to overpower my arms to get a chunk of Al meat. I did get a break when a knife flew from the side and sank into the wolf’s neck. Using my chance, I drew the hunting knife from my pocket and stabbed the wolf through its jaw. The pop from the knife told me I got through the skull.
The dead werewolf fell away, taking my knife with it. Leaving the blade lodged in the wolf’s skull, I retrieved my bokken from the floor and turned to see Neepa kneeling over the severely injured Aleih and Eva fending off the other two wolves. I gripped my sword tightly, bracing for another fight, but the two wolves facing Eva ceased snarling and their ears perked straight up, the low pitch from the wizard’s whistle vibrating the air.
I looked down the hall to see what he was doing, and then chilled air slammed into me. A flash of purple, black, and green exploded in my vision as the back of my head collided with the wall. Next thing I knew, I was being dragged across the hot, charred floor. There were shouts. Neepa and Eva’s I recognized, but there were a few new voices, some male and female. Once my head cleared, I was at the boots of the wizard, who leered down at me with glee. A werewolf’s snout snarling inches from my face.
“Just in time,” he said proudly. He pulled out a yellow crystal from his pocket, then snapped it before tossing it to the side. An oval-shaped void of rippling blackness appeared, roughly four feet tall and two and a half feet wide. The void shimmered a uniform radiance of yellow before fading away and revealing a detailed picture of a forest at night. 
“Stop!” a man's voice from behind yelled. 
“After you,” the wizard said. The wolf then flung me into the freestanding portrait.
That blow must’ve knocked several things loose because I went into the picture and fell into cool, wet grass. The scent of nature and soil filling my nostrils as my swept open forestry, then settled on the opening I was throwing through. The wizard was stepping through with the burning hallway and werewolf to his back, my bokken in his grasp.
A fucking magical portal?
“Cutting it close there,” he said gallantly as the portal behind him began to shrink. “Now, we have some very big plans for—Gah!” His face contorted and he pitched forward. As he fell away, I saw Eva tackle the werewolf through the portal just as it blinked out of existence.
Eva was on her feet with another blade in hand, but the wizard turned and blasted her with a gale of wind. The roaring gust sent her into the brush ass over teakettle as the man slowly got to his feet, revealing one of Eva’s throwing knives embedded in his lower back.
 Eva lunged from the bushes with knives clutched in either hand, but the wizard had another gale ready. She was swept up and slammed into a tree, the winds screaming as it kept her pinned. 
“I’ll see you suffocate, whore!” the wizard growled as the air around us thrashed violently, the tree Eva pinned to groaning and bending from the strain.
Eva cried once and that was the shock that set my brain on track. While he was distracted, I leapt up and grabbed the leather-bound handle of the knife, driving it inches deeper and twisting for good measure.
The wind stopped abruptly when the wizard roared and began fighting with me. An elbow nailed me in the forehead, but I maintained my sloppy hold around his waist. We both fell into the grass and I managed to get the knife free. I wrestled myself on top and caught another blind fist in my cheek.
For a wielder of magic, he hits like a toddler.
His greasy palm pressed into my face, I could feel his other hand clawing at mine, desperately working for control of the knife. Using my free hand, I slammed my fist down blindly, striking something, but whatever it was, it was enough for me to free my knife hand.
I stabbed blindly into the man, getting an assuring screech of pain. Then I stabbed again, then again, and several more times after that. The cries tapered off into guttural noises, the wizard’s arms losing their tension. Just as gurgling babel stopped, his arms fell, growing limp like the rest of him.
Gasping, I stared down at a dead face, eyes staring blankly into the trees partially obstructing the night sky, the face still contorted in pain.
I stared at my hands next, looking as if I dunked them into a bucket of red paint. Bile rose up from my throat and I managed to scramble off the corpse in time to retch on the grass.
Killing a grotesque monster was one thing; killing a human being was another. He had bad intentions, obviously. Doesn’t take away the brutality of stabbing someone to death.
I spit away what was left in my mouth and heard footsteps approaching. I looked up and saw Eva. Dirty, covered in soot, and a few bloody tears in her tunic around her hip.
“You okay?” she asked ironically. 
Slowly, I rose to my feet, head throbbing as I did. The back of my head ached something fierce. I checked and felt a considerable bump, my digits coming back with a smear of crimson. Lord knows how many brain cells I’ve lost from all this blunt force trauma.
“I think I’ll live,” I answered.
I looked past Eva and at the werewolf she tackled. Rather, what was left of it. Everything from the waist down was just simply gone.
Fighting back the urge to retch again, I nodded towards the remains. “What the hell is up with that?”
Eva went over and knelt down in front of the gore. She even reached into the blood and intestine covered grass and dug around a little. She uncovered something from the earth, and after inspecting it for a moment, tossed it at me. The thing fumbled between in my hands before grasping it.
“That’s what happens when a rift closes on you,” Eva said while she went over to the wizard’s body.
In my palm was another crystal like the wizard used for the portal. Although this one held no yellow phosphorescence. Cracks spider-webbed throughout the pentagonal shape, the thing dusted in a thin coat of dirt. 
“A what?” I asked.
“A rift; a door that bridges two points. The rift shard you’re holding is a valuable and expensive item. Something one could only get from a highly developed region.” Eva looked up into the sky through the trees. “We’re still near the capital, somewhere west.”
She knelt down in front of the body, studying his face. Without any care or hesitation, she yanked out the knife I left planted in his chest, then calmly wiped away the blood on his cloak before returning it to her belt. Still kneeling, she ripped the whistle from his neck.
The way she handled herself with such cool composure around dead bodies was alarmingly impressive.
“So that’s it,” Eva cringed, as if those very words tasted fowl on her tongue
“I think he was using that thing like a dog-whistle,” I added, going off of my observation from earlier. “I mean, they only seemed to attack when he used it.”
Her head whipped towards me like she was just slapped. “You think?” she snapped.
I stepped back from her sudden outburst. “What?”
“Feral beastkin can’t be tamed, let alone with a whistle that controls them like puppets! These weren’t normal; they don’t look like that.” She jabbed her finger and the upper portion of the corpse. “They’ve been corrupted.”
I fought the urge to retch again. “Corrupt… what do you mean?” Her meaning was obvious, I just didn't want it to be.
“The Null,” Eva said coolly, much to my dismay. “I’ve witnessed enough corrupted beings to recognize the Null’s heinous touch.”
A breeze rolled past us, susurrating the trees, the forest moaning in a promising threat. Our vulnerability was plainly obvious in the wake of this unaccounted epiphany. The Null, actualized evil, is here in Scintillion, and they managed to strike in the heart of Lucinia, the very building I’ve been told is the most secure and guarded. The most alarming of all: they were looking for me.
My fingers and toes chilled, and I paced around the grass, making a poor effort of not trying to lose my shit. Another breeze rolled by, this one stronger. I shivered as the chilled air blasted through my light shirt and seeped into my skin. But what I saw next froze the very marrow of my bones.
Branches swayed by the stronger current of air high above the treetops, the shadows they cast forced to dance and ripple the lines between darkness and light. Revealed from the shadows, the remains of what was a face stared back at me from where it lie off in the brush a few feet away. 
I swallowed the frog in my throat and called out in a quiet voice, “Eva?”
She caught on to my tone and looked toward where I was staring.
After focusing more, I was able to make out the remains of some other figures in the scant light provided from the dark heavens.
Of, fuck. Can this get any worse?
The universe heard me, and like a spiteful ex-girlfriend, decided to take pleasure in twisting my already strained nerves.
Leaves rustled and grass crunched under steps, the sounds coming from all around us with no discernible source.
God, throw me a fucking bone here.
With nothing else better, I snatched up my bokken from where the wizard dropped it and held it at the ready. Eva and I shuffled closer together until we were back-to-back.
“You still got bolts and throwing knives?” I whispered.
“Lost my crossbow when that beastkin threw itself at me as a distraction. I’ve only two throwing knives and my boot knife.”
And I’ve got a  stick. The ultimate weapon. 
Fuck me.
The rustling hushed, the world stilled. Then, out of the brush directly ahead were footsteps. Fright coursed through me when I saw the furry feet step from the shadows, then that fright became dumbfoundment as a pair of powerful, pale thighs came into view, followed by the very bare breasts. 
A woman, but not human.
Poking through her wild grey hair were two pointed ears, and swaying behind her luscious and wide hips was a puffy, grey tail with a slight curve that ended with streaks of white. Running along her legs and arms was a similar grey coat that matched her hair; the fur stopping just shy of her elbows, and halfway up her thighs. Delicate hands were absent on this woman, instead possessing powerful mitts mostly covered in a gray pelt with snow-white claws protruding from her digits. The same story true for her feet, looking larger than normal, coated in grey fur.
The sight was so jarring and the woman so beautiful that I forgot my unease. However, the fear came rushing back when several figures with identical features, male and female, emerged from the brush, completely encircling us.
As the woman stalked closer, I saw her intense, golden eyes, and her almost innocent, child-life face. The virtuous nature of the face perished at the sight of blackened, dried blood caking her mouth, chest, and claws.
Thoroughly petrified and enamored, I stood still as a statue, watching her as she did the same. I caught Eva looking over her shoulder from the corner of my eye; I could feel the shear tension in her muscles as our backs touched, much like an over wound spring desperate release its energy. That tension only grew worse as the wolf-lady continued forward.
She stopped just a few feet shy, then lowered her gaze to my bokken. Low growls and hisses sounded from the others.
Taking the strong hint, much against logic, I lowered my bokken slowly, then let it fall from my fingers.
“Eva,” I whispered, “drop the knives.”
“You’re making a mistake,” she whispered back through her teeth. “They’re feral. They. Will. Eat. Us.”
“And you think we can fight them off?”
Eva went silent, actually considering fighting to the death with a pack of wolf-people, or dog-people, whatever the fuck.
“Eva, if they wanted a meal, they would've done something. Please, for the love of God, trust me.”
Another long stretch of nothing came from Eva. Then, thankfully, she sighed heavily, the sounds of her knives falling to the grass there shortly after.
As soon as the blades left her hands, the wolf-woman got right into my personal space. She took her time staring, scrutinizing every feature with her unwavering eyes. Next, she came even closer, mashing those wonderfully round breasts of hers into my chest, and sniffed me. And sniff me she did. She sniffed all around my neck, my nose, my ears, and stood on her tiptoes to sniff the locks of hair that fell into my face.
It was weird and uncomfortable, but at least she wasn’t hurting me, something easier than breathing for her, I’m sure. As she sniffed my hair, traces of her iron-heavy breath waft into my nostrils. Whoever those other bodies were, they met their end by the very wolf-people around us, by the very wolf-lady who was inches from my face.
Once satisfied with my scent, she stepped back and stared at me closely again. Fear kept me from turning away from the dangerous she-beast. Enrapturement also played a small role in keeping my eyes fixed to her.
After several hammering beats of my chest, her ears swiveled toward one direction, and her head followed. She made a sort of barking grunt, and then raced off into the brush, giving me good view of her bare ass. The others followed after her in a rush. Then it was just me, Eva, and the corpses.
I let out the breath I’d been holding then gasped for sweet air. Then nearly stumbled over when Eva broke away. In my moment of relief, I inadvertently sagged against her.
“Those were—”
“Normal wolf-beastkin,” Eva finished. “They may not look as hideous as the corrupted ones, but they’re just as dangerous. Far cries of the civilized beastkin of our world. We’re very far west if we’re in their territory.”
She went over to the dense brush and started pulling the other bodies out of the deep shadows. I joined and watched over her shoulder. Eight bodies in total; seven grotesque werewolves and another human, another mage most likely. They looked like what one would imagine from the aftermath of getting mauled by a pack of wolves, of wolf-people. The satisfaction of seeing them dead dampened by the savage state of their wrenched bodies.
“One went to fetch you, the other was waiting,” Eva said dismissively while she ruffled through the man’s bloodied clothing. She found another whistle around his neck, then pocketed it. Just as she was about to dismiss the others, something made her head snap to something. She leaned in close to one of the corrupted bodies, then another down the bloody line. She hastily went over to the bisected one. A curse hissed under her breath.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Collars. All of the corrupted beastkin, they have collars.”
Difficult to see in the low light through squinting, I saw the subtle contrast in the monster’s furry necks. Simple bands of blackened metal were fastened around their necks. “What does this mean?”
Eva sighed, then grabbed her knives from the grass. “I don’t know.” She gave a slow one-eighty of our surroundings. “We have to find them. Now.” Those words came out slow and hard, carrying a heavy sense of urgency. “We need to find them before things escalate.”
“They’re dead now,” I said. “And that wolf-lady seemed, uh, friendly. Let’s just start walking towards the capital.”    
“Al,” she said sternly, “why do you think they breached Lucinia and brought you specifically deep into the woods in the dead of night?”
I opened my mouth to respond, but Eva beat me to it.
“This is the Null, Al. Those deranged fuckers,” she said, gesturing to the two dead men, “are Null sympathizers, and they were able to handle corrupted beasts like Casters. Something very bad is happening if they are here, the very heart of the One’s domain. For something like this fucking mess to happen, they must have a plan and there must be more of them. In these woods.
“This feels more than an abduction. It may be something much, much worse. Much can be at stake.”
Eva trembled, from fear or rage, I know not, but she was upset. This was her home, and the very thing she loathed was here, and killed several of her own people. The only thing on her mind was killing them back. 
I reached out and grabbed her shoulder. He trembling ceased and her vivid green eyes trained to mine.
“Eva, I still have no idea what’s going on, but it’s going to be okay.”
She slapped hand away and took a heavy step towards me. “You really are an idiot! How can you even say that?”
“Because it’s all I can say. I’m terrified, Eva, really, I am. I’m haunted by the things I saw and by the fate of everyone I loved. And it’s so painful knowing that I’ll never, ever see them again. The nightmares I've had the last week and a half nearly broke me.” I swept my arms through the air. “All this, the strange land and people, the hazy future, this war; all of it is threatening to break me. If it wasn’t for you and Neepa, I just… I don’t know, I can’t even begin.
“Neepa’s compassion kept me moving. What you told me at the cliff, you reminded me of my second chance, you got my head out of my ass and got me thinking straight. Things are really fucked up, confusing, and I’m so conflicted on what I should do. So for now, I’ll just keep telling myself it’ll be okay, even if I’m leagues from it. It may be irrationally optimistic, but it’s better than waiting to die.
“I know you’re worried about Neepa and everyone else, but fretting about what the Null is doing isn’t going to help us now. Let’s get back to the capital, share what we know, and then we can figure out what to do next. Going off to fight blindly in the woods, where you’ll probably die, won’t help anything. Right now, let’s get out of these woods. Together. Please, Eva.”
She watched me. I waited for her to snap and argue, only it didn’t happen. She shifted her hip to one side and brushed aside some of her blonde locks behind her ear, seeming to deflate as she let out a deep breath.
After chewing on the inside of her cheek for a while, she said, “You're right.” Eva’s twisted face of anger flushed away. Tilting her head back, she looked up into the sky, drawing in another breath of the damp, cool air. When she looked back, she had on that determined face that looked like she could take on anything, the face that I’ve been starting to admire. “Let’s head south so we can figure out how far we’re from Scintillion.”
I retrieved my sword from the ground and smiled. “I have no idea which way south is, so lead the way.”
Eva gave me a look, then shook her head. “Just when I started to think better of you, you had to go and remind me you’re an idiot.”
Eva walked to my side, taking my hand in hers and holding it towards the sky. Eva and I have never been this close before; it was so strange that my cheeks burned.
“See the red one?” she asked, snapping me back to reality.
I looked down where she had my hand sighted. There was a myriad of stars in the sky, way more from my old world, but, sure enough, a bright red star stood out.
“Yeah,” I replied, “the one next to the flickering one, right?”
“It’s Fripul’s torch; it always burns in the south.” Eva broke away and fixed me with a serious look. “Stay close and keep quiet. Got it?”
I gave her another smile and a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.”




Chapter 18


Eva and I moved silently through the forest for about half an hour, putting as much distance from the killing ground where the portal took us. After things cooled down, it dawned on me that I traveled through a goddamned magic portal. Of course, it would actually be my second time. I never did get around to asking Neepa how we got from my world to hers. Well, not that it wasn’t something thought of before, just one of those things I’ve been burying. In fact, there were a lot of questions regarding home, questions I wasn’t ready to ask. The portals will be one of the first questions I ask when I see her again.
Soon. Eva and I. We’ll both be seeing Neepa soon.
We stopped once we got to a small clearing. Eva spotted the tallest tree, making quick work of scaling the branches with nimble efficiency. I lost sight of her once she went about thirty feet into the dense leaves. The towering timber stood at an impressive hundred feet.
Forests must’ve looked like this before woodsmen were industrialized.
After an uncomfortable stretch of alone time on the ground, the sound of leaves rustling and bark snapping ushered Eva’s descent. She hung from the last branch with one arm, giving me a good show of her strength to body ratio, then landed on the ground with a soft thud.
“Well?”
Eva wiped some sweat from her brow, then leaned back onto the trunk.
“I could see Scintillion, but we’re at least half a day’s travel.”
Well, fuck.
My pounding head wasn’t happy to hear that. Though, bitching about it wouldn’t make the journey ahead any easier. Well, maybe a little. 
“Charming night for a stroll,” I said dryly.
Eva fixed me with an incensed look, but commented nothing as she pushed off the tree.
We continued our way through the creepy woods where eldritch-horror-supporting whack jobs may be lurking. With their pet werewolves, of course. That thought had been bugging me since we started through the woods. Try as I might to put on a tough front, more than once did I get startled by a random branch snapping or by the sound of some animal I’ve never heard of. In fact, none of the sounds of the gloomy forest were recognizable. All sounds were foreign, or abstract approximations of things loosely recognized. Like the sound of crickets; chirps droning at a higher frequency with a broken cadence of a rhythm. 
But, as we continued on in silence for another hour and a half unmolested, the weight of unease lessened. Granted, I was miles away from civilization in some spooky woods, so there was a certain point where I couldn’t relax. But, as things are now, I was feeling mostly calm.
Having Eva near was comforting, despite her rough edges. From what I’ve noticed, Eva tended to get pretty heated, not wasting a second's hesitation going right into the heart of a fight or argument, but she always had a firm handle on things. The fight with the werewolves wouldn’t have gone as smoothly if it weren’t for her efforts. Eva’s bolts and knives flew with dedicated purpose, either blinding or crippling the beasts we fought. She was a damn good marksman.
Even when she walked ahead of me, she strode with confidence in every step. I found my gaze drawn to her powerful, swaying hips, then quickly shook my head clear.
Now’s not the time.
Hard not to stare when she was leading the way; Eva was not as femininely beautiful as Neepa, but she was alluring in her own unique way. Bearing the contours of a developed woman with the added firmness of muscle padding out her figure. The scars riddling her body and the resting bitch face gave her an air of intimidation, one that made being near her a challenge earlier. Now, it’s a constant I’ve grown to recognize and feel comforted by while in this constantly changing world.
Plus, in my poor defense, focusing on her butt kept me from focusing on the vague shadows surrounding us. It’s human nature to assume the worst is lurking out in the unknown.
The darkness began to recede and a dark-blue gloom flushed the forest. It was still a few hours before dawn. At least we could see a little further ahead of us.
A short while later, we came to a small stream cutting through the forest. While it was important for us to keep moving, we wouldn’t be able to make as good time if we got dehydrated, which I certainly was. I dunked my head into the stream and drank heavily. I know you’re supposed to at least boil flowing water to kill any bacteria, but the stream was crystal clear and the water certainly tasted pure.
When I came up for air, I noticed all the dried, crusty blood on my hands and forearms. Suddenly feeling filthy, I washed up the best I could, going so far as to grab a flat stone to aid in scrubbing. The flesh of my arms pink from scrubbing, the blood rushed down the stream diluting into nothing.
The same couldn’t be said of the memory.
Semi-clean and with my thirst quenched, I fell back on the ground and gave my muscles a much needed rest. My feet sang from the relief when the weight was lifted. Nothing short of a miracle that I made it this far barefoot without cutting my feet on something; really should've grabbed my boots.
Eva sat a few feet from me, quietly sipping water from her cupped hands. With her wet hands, she wiped away soot from her face and arms. She rose when she was done and hopped over the stream towards some bushes. After she grabbed a handful of leaves, she hopped back, then started chewing them up.
Eva spit out a wad of green mush and held it towards me.
“I’m good; the bleeding stopped,” I said with a grimace.
She rolled her eyes and crawled behind me. “Yeah, and I bet your head’s throbbing after a night of heavy drinking with Neepa. Hold still.”
Eva got me on that one. I didn’t fight when she craned my head down and felt her fingers brushing my hair away from the cut. The mush she applied stung, making me suck in a sharp breath through my teeth. The stinging subsided, then the hot throbbing that’s been plaguing me was replaced with a nice cooling sensation. The chill spread until my head didn’t feel like a dumbbell.
“Thanks,” I said as Eva crawled back to where she was sitting.
“Thank Neepa. She’s the one who showed me this.” Eva laid back on the grass and lifted up her dirty tunic, revealing her trim abs. She took the last of the mush out of her mouth and applied it liberally to the cuts on her hip. The muscles on her stomach contracted when she applied the field medicine, but aside from that, she didn’t utter a peep. 
Eva lowered her tunic and lowered her head deeper into the pillow of grass and leaves.
“She and I wandered these woods together for years,” Eva went on. “We would gather herbs, berries, and mushrooms with Olea holding our hands as children. As I got older and better with a bow, I took up hunting. Neepa tried, too, but she couldn’t hit the broadside of Scintillion’s wall. It was okay, though. She was so fascinated with plants that she knew what was medicine, what was edible, and what was poisonous at just a glance.”
Eva closed her eyes and, for the first time since I met her, chuckled.
“Once when I was hunting a wounded bucklorn, I blindly chased after it into a bush only for the bush to be hiding a shallow gully. It was a big fall. When I got home, I was all bloody from having hit my head and scraping both my knees. Neepa cried like a baby the moment she saw me, frantically grabbing medicine because she thought I was dying. Since then, whenever we went into the woods, she would always point out this leaf or that root, lecturing me on what to use if I ever got hurt again.”
I smirked. “Even as a kid she had a big heart, huh?”
“So big it smothered me,” Eva agreed.
I chuckled lightly, almost unaware of the smile that slipped on my face. Knowing that tiny bit of Eva’s life was pleasant; it was nice to have a decent conversation for once.
“She’s probably worried sick. We’ve rested long enough; let’s get going.” Eva climbed to her feet with ease, moving like someone who hadn’t fought with nightmarish beasts.
Not quite matching her fluid ease, I stood. A long rest would’ve been nice; didn’t exactly get enough sleep to begin with. But the sooner we’re out of these woods, the better. And I’m sure there’ll be a bitter green juice that’ll fix me right up. Imagining Neepa’s embrace made the next few steps easier.
Together, we navigated the dense forest, weaving around impressive trees, and plant life that featured some daunting characteristics and colors. One such specimen was a sort of flower with a central stalk and petals of teal that swirled in an almost spiral pattern. When I got a little too close to what looked like a rosebush with orange and green petals, Eva jerked me out of its path by my collar. She said a scratch from the thorns could cause dysentery that, if untreated, would kill me.
I would literally shit myself to death.
With the thorn bush committed to memory, we trudged on.
The chirping of birds welcoming the new day surrounded us. Finally, after hearing them so often without seeing them, one was so kind enough to perch itself on a branch overhead as it sang. It had a black, lustrous plumage, but the tail feathers were a beautiful array of blue and purple, fanning out in such a way that made the creature look like a miniature peacock. 
With the activity of animals and how the gray sky looked overhead, I’d say dawn would break within the hour. My brief excursions in the forest allowed me to see its unmatched beauty during the day; a little sunshine would make the trees less oppressive.
A new chirping trill sound somewhere to the left, drawing my attention because of the musical quality to the call. Before I could spot anything, Eva jerked me against a tree by my collar again.
“Did I almost step in another—”
Eva clamped a hand over my mouth and pulled me close to her into the nook of the tree. Emerald eyes gave me a hard, wide look, and she pressed a finger to her lips. My eyes widened in horror, too, when the sound of snapping twigs and rustling leaves grew in volume.
Something… many somethings were racing towards us.
Eva drew a knife, then slowly, quietly, coaxed me down with her to the ground, where the eroded soil left a bigger space for us to crouch in the towering timber’s exposed roots.
My heart threatened to leap up my throat as we huddled tightly together like rodents cowering from something higher in the food chain. The rustling grew closer. Then stopped.
The silent tension in the air was so great that my ears rung. I dare not breathe.
With a violent snapping of dried leaves and sticks not ten feet away, a form leapt into view. Another corrupted beastkin.
My heart stopped and Eva’s body became rigid as stone. The monster had leapt a short distance ahead with its hairy, sinewy back to us, and the only thing between us and it were a few narrow saplings, each no bigger than my wrist. The monster's head moved from side to side, and up and down in rapid, jerky movements.
Another landed somewhere close on the other side of the tree, out of view. More could be heard further off in either direction.
An eternity seemed to pass, the ringing in my ears reaching an all time fever pitch. Slowly, as if the monster knew we were watching and just wanted to toy with us like a horror movie slasher, it turned its head a fraction towards us, the saplings partially obstructing the face. The tree’s exposed root hid most of our profile, exposing only our heads. And if we can’t see its eyes, then it shouldn’t be able to see us. I hoped.
The monster's head snapped to another direction and it sprinted off to continue its hunt, its companions doing the same. Their footfalls grew distant as they raced away. Soon, their sounds were no longer heard; even still, I remained mute. Just when I was about to go mad, Eva brought me back from the fringe.
“We’re okay,” she whispered in my, her voice having a calming effect.
I gasped violently, expelling the stale air from my lungs. The encounter lasted only a minute, maybe a few seconds less, though it felt much, much longer. Certainly felt like I held my breath for some time, long enough to warrant me almost passing out. With one trembling hand, I wiped away the heavy sweat on my forehead, my other hand relaxing its death grip around the bokken. 
Taking one final deep breath to ease my trembling limbs, I detached myself from Eva. Together, we remained low to the forest floor. Eva peeked around the trunk on one side, and I the other. We were alone. For now.
Once it looked clear in all directions, we huddled back together in the nook.
Eva hugged her knees to her chest and stared into the dirt.  “There’s more of them.”
“Any idea how many?” I asked.
“Six, maybe seven.”
My jaw tensed and I shot a cautionary look over my shoulder. “Do you think they’ll come back?”
“I don’t know.” She slapped the flat side of her knife a few times against her cheek as her mind worked. Confidence ever present in her sharp features, only a cloud of worry dulling her eyes. She pulled the whistle she got from the corpse out of her pocket and scrutinized it. “Someone sent them after us.”
“Oh shit. Does that mean they’ll be back when they find our scent?”
“If they tracked us by scent they would’ve been on us like white on snow.” Blonde locks swayed as she shook her head. “No. Corrupted beings become hollow husks driven only by primal rage, when someone’s not tugging on their strings. They lack the sort of thinking needed to discern scents from other scents to hunt. More like blindly attacking anything that isn’t them just for the sake of it. Who ever’s controlling them must’ve seen our tracks and sent them blindly in this direction.”
Not exactly comforting to be reminded that creatures of the Null are blind killing machines, but knowing they can’t smell us was something, at least.      
“Tiny blessing,” I muttered. “How much further till we get near civilization?”
Eva paused and thought. “Five hours, six at the most.”
I sighed heavily then brushed aside the hair that fell into my eyes. “Let’s keep moving, then. These bastards are as subtle as a freight train, so we’ll see them before they see us.”
Eva went into a crouch and peered around the trunk. She stood and stepped out into the open, panning the area with her gaze. 
Once the coast was clear, she turned to me and said, “Take your shirt off.” Then promptly removed hers.
Even though fear actively coursed through me, my gaze went straight to Eva’s round, perky breasts. I blinked and forced myself to meet her gaze.
“What?” I managed to ask.
She rolled her eyes then dropped to a knee where she began to digging. After heaping a few handfuls of soil, she got to a layer of clay. Taking a handful of the brown mush, she kneaded it between her fingers and applied it to her tunic. She shot another glance as she worked.
“If we’re going to continue, we need to blend in more. Nothing sticks out more in a forest than white.” She dropped another heavy glob onto her tunic. “And if whoever's controlling them did use our scents, then this’ll help mask it.”
I pulled my shirt off and knelt down next to hear to grab some clay, trying very hard not to stare as she thoroughly coated her tunic. A very hard task considering her bouncing chest and toned figure. But with our lives on the line, I got myself thinking with the right head and went to work. By the time I finished, coating the front and back, the shirt  matched the subdued reddish-brown hue of the forest.
We changed into our makeshift camouflage; the shirt was heavier and stuck to my skin, but I dealt with it. Eva busied herself with a long stick, attaching one of her knives at the end with a strip of fabric she tore from her tunic to make a spear. Once she finished with that, she took more clay to apply to her hair, running her fingers through her golden mane until she looked like rusted brunette. Eva wiped some excess clay off her face then stood tall, spear in hand. After another slow three-sixty of the area, she turned to me.
“From here on out we don’t speak anything above a whisper. We’ll move tree to tree. And, Al.” Eva paused. “Watch your step. If you’re louder than anything else in this forest, they’ll be on us. Got it?”
I licked my lips and buried any of the fear threatening to surface. With my bokken held tightly at my side, I nodded.
Eva set the pace and I followed as silently as I could. Every footfall was a cautious and calculated action, the forest floor being a minefield of sticks and dried leaves. However, much to my surprise, I slinked across the forest behind Eva like a fox. The lack of shoes, while uncomfortable, proved to work in my favor. Periodically I would swivel my head about, on the watch for anything that could be of threat. While watching the surroundings, I lost sight of my feet and stepped on twig only for it to pressed against the soft pad of my foot and the soil, remaining whole and silent.
My blonde companion was bright enough to slip on boots before the attack at Lucinia. Her skill of bushcraft being highlighted as she led, the hard soles of her boots making nary a sound over the foliage.
Every dozen tree, Eva would hug the trunk and peer around for any unnatural movement. Worry coursed through me when the thought of lacking the skillful eyes to spot anything of danger settled in my mind, but it was just nerves. I dispelled that worry to keep hard, vigilant eyes out for anything that ushered harm.
Some time passed, and aside from some questionable sounds off in the distance, which Eva assured was just wildlife, things were looking fair. 
Fatigue was building, however. My legs throbbed, my toes had gone numb despite the mild temperature, and my stomach growled with hunger. Breakfast was my only whole meal, dinner being about ninety-percent wine and three bites of a long forgotten dish. The roaring in my belly worried me to the point that I asked Eva if she could hear it when we hugged a tree once more. She took a moment to listen, then informed my breathing was the loudest thing she could hear.
We continued our light jog, now with me taking measured breaths.
The one plus so far being our clay and mud camouflage. Runa’s accident had left me smelling a little fowl, and the first half of our journey was a tiring one that ended up leaving me smelling ripe. Now, I smelled of earth and grass. The clay had hardened and chipped away as we moved around trees, roots and bushes, filling my nostrils with dust that threatened a sneeze. I didn’t, thankfully.
Eventually, we came to a steep hill chain that continued deep into the forest to our left, and continued to the right until the terrain sloped down into a deep gulch filled with uneven boulders. Eva walked to the base of the hill and stared up the almost vertical face, the whole thing maybe eighty feet.
I was expecting her to MacGyver our way up there with the aid of sticks and vines to produce some sort of climbing rig. But her actual method was extremely simple. She would do a running start up the hill, get as far as she could then anchor herself with her spear and lay flat, where I would do the same and climb up her so I could crawl ahead to become the anchor by using my bokken, and then we would repeat the human ladder thing till reaching the top.
I figured it would be faster if we just crawled side by side up the hill, but I didn’t argue; this was Eva’s world, after all.
Shouldn’t have been too surprising either when I almost slid back down the hill on the second go if not for grabbing Eva’s ankle at the last second. The layer of leaves and loose dirt made it difficult to get a decent grip or foothold. Had I slipped higher up, the tumble down would’ve ended with a broken neck or clocking my head on a rock. The wooden sword served as a crude pick axe to aid me in climbing up my female anchor. When there wasn’t any more leg to grab, I went to seize her belt only to slide as dirt gave under my toes. I wrapped one arm around her hip and ended up pressing my cheek to her… well, cheek.                        
She looked over her shoulder and stared frigidly. I mouthed “sorry” and pulled myself from her ass. Eva jerked her chin ahead and I climbed the rest of the way to take up anchor. She was sure twist her muddy boot on my head as she ascended.
Ten minutes of slow, languid effort, and I was the first to the top, then pulled Eva the rest of the way.
Eva dropped her spear, crawled out on her knees a few feet until she lay flat on the ground, her back rising and falling while taking in air. Fatigue finally present. She rolled onto her back and shucked away the dried clumps of clay from her hair.
I witnessed Eva getting tossed around twice, fight four corrupted beastkin, and hike through a forest for several hours with the only thing coming out of her was sweat. Never a complaint or grunt, just proof of her effort. Hopefully there’s enough gas in the tank for the rest of the journey.
Taking a seat against a tree, I stared out towards the right, or west if we’re going south, and admired the view of the v-shaped valley. It was clear why Eva would rather go straight up than navigate who knows how long until the hill ended or risk the mess of rocks that floods of yesteryear had relocated.
“The view should remind you to watch your step,” a hushed voice said from my side.
I turned and saw Eva depositing herself next to me. Sweat had caused the clay in her hair to run, giving her cheeks a generous blush of earthenware red.
“There are faults and eroded patches all over; some form rips no wider than a few feet, and others as wide as that over there.” She nodded towards the valley.
“You would know about falling into things,” I teased, my tone also hushed, a light smile on my face.
Eva shook her head and uttered a single chuckle. “Break your ankle in a hole and I’ll be sure to say ‘Told you so’ before I go on my merry way.”
The first beams of the new day shone through the canopy, washing the ground with a mixture of white and diffused green light. A beam sought my seat and bathed my body in gloriously warm light. Direct light may have only added a few degrees, but dammit if it didn’t feel as good as getting in a hot tub in winter.  
“You’re not that cruel,” I said as my eyes closed. “You won’t hesitate to bring the smack down on anyone who had it coming, but you go out of your way to do good. I can respect that.” I chuckled a little. “Though, the castration joke was a little much.”
“I wasn’t joking.”
My eyes parted and Eva sat with her forearm propped on her knee, her sharp emerald-eyes dead serious.
“We’ve bounced around a few units, she and I, in our five years in the Arms,” Eva said, her voice barely a whisper yet still commanding my attention. “A couple had purposely put her in harm's way: not watching her back, not handing out warnings, even blatantly ignoring her pleas for help. Something happened similar to the Neepa as it did in your world. Sneak attack while I was caught up in a fight.” The memory caused the bridge of her nose to scrunch up with a deep scowl, then she regained her composure after a sigh. “The son of a bitch was open, but he ignored her to support Iason. Had Iason not dispatched the corrupted beings with a fortunate strike, Neepa would've died. Once we weren’t in peril, I damn near beat him to death, if not for Iason stopping me. But I got what I wanted in the end. Bik Wislow, the sorry excuse of afterbirth, was hung for insubordination. Anyone who hurts Neepa will meet their end through me. Even you.”      
We stared at each other for long a spell of silence. Her unwavering visage to my blank mask.
“You really love her, don’t you?”
Eva’s face took on confusion when my immediate reaction wasn’t fear.
“She’s my sister, my only family. I’ll do anything to keep her safe. Even if that means giving someone who wronged her a slow death.”
“Well, that someone won’t be me.” I tapped the tip of the sword on my ankle a few times and took a moment to compose my thoughts, each tap bringing a day from the last couple weeks. “She has been so good to me, Eva. Both of you. If I can help it, I would never do anything that would hurt you two, especially Neepa. Not when she saved my life, not when you saved me from myself, not when you've shared your home, and especially not when you sacked a werewolf and went after me.”
“A were-what?” Her face was confused again.
“Beastkin, whatever. Look, my point is that you two have done too much good for me.” I ran a hand through my hair, then felt agitated when I was reminded of how unkempt it has grown. “Things are so complicated right now, regardless, I’d still never hurt her. Never,” I said, meaning every single word with utmost clarity. 
Eva took some time processing what was said, no doubt weighing the earnestness. She took on a subdued expression and stared at me, not with ire or annoyance, but genuine perplexity.
“Al,” she uttered in a tone much lower than our already hushed voices, so low that I almost thought I imagined her saying my name, “what is Neepa to you?”
A knot formed in my throat, rendering me unable to respond immediately. Not that I had a clear answer anyways. The question that’s been gnawing at me since the first night Neepa and I shared a bed. The very question Koko brought to light, had been thrown back in my face.
Neepa surrendered herself to me after a single act of kindness on my part. It may have only happened due to circumstance: the loss of her family, the upbringing of being shunned by everyone for something she didn’t do, all compounded with the heat of the moment. After some time, when the rose-tinted glasses come off, would she still like me as I am? Do I even deserve to be with her? Can someone who blatantly threw aside an important role even be worthy of being in the presence of one let alone two powerful women? Even while being hunted through the woods like I’m the last fucking unicorn, I’m still reluctant as my role as a Resonant.
Am I even really a man?
Fuck. Why does everything have to be so twisted up?
“I… she…”
A crisp snap silenced us. Our heads snapped towards the origin. With statue-like stillness, we waited to determine if our lives were at stake. The sound of crushing sticks and leaves at the bottom of the hill signaled footsteps. A lot of them.
Eva’s vice-like grip seized my wrist, her face turning towards mine, delivering the clear message of absolute silence. Icy panic had already seized my heart the moment the ambient tranquility of nature was violated; Eva’s grip tethered me to sanity.
Her eyes maintained mine while we waited, her ear cocked towards the shuffling of feet down below. A single low bass note vibrated the air. Eva’s eyes went wide.
“Run.”
Listlessness left my body as adrenaline coursed through my blood, forcing my lungs and muscles into overdrive. Eva and I exploded off the ground like Olympians off starting blocks. We dashed across the uneven forest floor as the sound of the chase kicked off with howls and snarls.
A portion of my conscious awareness split off, almost like an out of body experience, the metaphysical me in awe of what physical me was doing. Somehow I managed to match Eva’s sprint, and the way my feet expertly navigated across the forest floor made it seem like I was raised here, knew the terrain, saw the subtle characteristics. 
The numb overtook my entire body, no doubt masking the horrible strain being exerted on everything. Cool air flowed in and out as I propelled myself forward, soft soil giving under my feet, branches slapping and cutting my face.
In my prime, I could run a mile under five minutes. With the blur of greens and browns whipping past, I may have done double that.
Blinding focus took over everything, driving me forward in an impossible rate. Yet, a dusty memory of a particular moments stepped out of the recesses of my mental closet. I was fifteen, the Golden Gloves a month away and I’ve yet to drop from super middleweight to middleweight. Saved my roadwork till noon, when the sun was at its highest, donning a thick grey Adidas hoodie that turned two whole shades darker with the pounds of sweat it sucked up. Cotton lined my mouth, body felt impossibly heavy, and all I only just barely managed to keep my head up to see the few feet of the asphalt road I ran down.
Halfway through my five miles,  I wanted to do nothing more than stop, to give up. Heels dragged across the ground while breaths came in wheezing gasps. All manner of dark thoughts coalesced, each providing a good excuse to quit and limp home. And the only thing that kept me moving, that kept me from throwing it in, was a simple mantra: Heart’s still beating.
If my heart’s beating, I’m alive. If I’m alive, I can move. If I can move, I can run.
As impressive my sudden physical efficiency was, it was naught in comparison to our pursuers.     
The hill the wolf-beastkin had to climb gave us a tremendous head start, but the gap closed rapidly, the sounds of rage and hunger drawing nearer every passing second.
Eva and I navigated the best we could to maintain our lead, but the terrain was beginning to work against us. The valley snaked on with us to the right, and in our haste, inadvertently ran along the tongue of a spur, preventing us from veering off into the forest on the left. Attempting the incline of the spur would slow us down too much. Though, the cliff stopped us dead in our tracks.
We exploded through a thin wall of foliage and came onto a scab of a cliff that ended abruptly over a small body of water. 
Before we could consider to fifty-odd-foot drop into the pond, the first monster emerged from the tree line, jaw and claws first. Eva spun like a top and sank the foot of her spear in the dirt and leveled the point at the charging monster’s chest.
The beast skewered itself, and using the momentum from the charge, Eva pole-vaulted the howling creature over the cliff. Two more emerged just seconds after.
Eva took on the other monster with scolding fury, and I busied myself with the second. By some grace of God, I timed my underhand swing properly and cracked the monster’s jaw. As I went for a follow up, it slammed forward with a crude tackle, throwing me off balance, then latching onto me in a painful bear hug. Claws sank into my shoulder blades as I held the bokken out to stop the snarling maw from tearing into my face, the wolf-monster gnawing at the unbreakable wood like it was a rawhide bone.
Backpedalling in the death-tango with the corrupted beastkin brought my feet dangerously close to the edge of the cliff. The drop glared at me from the corner of my eye, then I saw dangling bits between the beast’s legs. Panic-driven logic took over. With a throttled kick, I struck tender flesh. The effect was instantaneous. As soon as the howling creature’s claws eased, I muscled under its armpit, then sent the harry mass over the edge, its howls fading as it fell.
Just kicked a werewolf in the gnards.
I whipped my head around to see Eva pinned under the monster, this creature being a corrupted female beastkin. With no time to think about how horrendous harry the tits looked, I charged to Eva’s aid.
Being too focused her, I didn’t see the other monster blindside me with a tackle. The beast and I tumbled, then it halted with me on my back. The monster lunged, and I put my arm out to stop it by its neck. The distance and timing off, and my left wrist ended in its jaws. Searing pain erupted from my arm as flesh was punctured, ligaments torn, and bones cracked.
I roared with a combination of pain, fear, and anger. The pain was so fierce that it lit up the entire left side of my body with throbbing heat.    
A claw armed wound up with the intention of ending me, icy fear clutching my heart when there was nothing to be done to stop it.
Another set of jaws sank into corrupted-beastkin’s neck from behind. My wrist freed as the snarling monster was ripped off me. A familiar beauty with wild grey-hair tore into the corrupted-beastkin in gory fashion, the feral wolf-beastkin wasting no time in tearing out her prey’s throat then going on to eviscerate it. 
The other feral wolf-beastkin we encountered earlier engaged in brutal combat with the other monsters that’ve spilled from the tree line, making the ledge a battlefield of claws and fangs.
The grey wolf-woman rose from her disfigured prey. Blood coated her mouth, chest, and claws, contrasting strongly with her pale skin. She looked down to consider me with her golden-eyes, her face terrifyingly subdued as blood still dripped from her chin. The look of snarling, bestial rage returned to her expression as she turned and sprang to the next monster that needed gutting. All around, wolf-people and monster alike were entangled in a sickening display that soaked the dirt and grass crimson and filled the air with iron. 
Ignoring the crippling pain from my arm, I stumbled over to Eva. Her makeshift spearing in pieces next to her.
She was still on her back, her hand clutching over her side while blood seeped through her fingers.
“Fuck, Eva!” I cried, collapsing to my knees next to her.
“Fine,” she choked out. “I’m fine” She scrunched up her face barred her teeth in pain. “Just a nasty scratch.”
Eva took in the battle before us and struggled to a knee.
“I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but this is our chance,” she breathed out. She sucked in another sharp breath, heavy beads of sweat rolling off her chin as she went to stand, failing in the process.
I lent her my shoulder of my non-mangled arm. Together, we rose.
“Eva,” I said, looking at the wound that was now soaking into my side, “that looks bad.”
“Too bad,” she said, then groaned. “We have to get out of here before we can worry about that. The forest always provides.” She looked over to the squat hill that boxed us in on to our right. “We’ll climb up that and go downhill till we find the Siprus River—the river near our home. The pond at the bottom of the cliff says we’re close.”
Eva looked unsteady on her feet and my left arm hung like deadweight. Climbing the spur was going to be difficult, but it was our only shot.
 I nodded, and with Eva using as me as a crutch, we hobbled into action.
We made it five steps when a flash and whoosh erupted from the tree line. Heat washed over my side like opening a hot oven too fast. I turned to look at what unleashed such a blast, then was greeted with a wide view of the beryl sky. Looking at the over way showed Eva, seemingly hovering in space over the pond. 
We were airborne.
I pulled her in close with my good arm, and we plummeted down.




Chapter 19


I erupted from the water's green-tinged surface, gasping violently and kicking with all leg’s worth to keep me and the limp Eva afloat. The pond was deep enough to break our fall, thankfully, but it also deep enough to drown in. A few mouthfuls of water went down my esophagus as I struggled to the bank.
My bare feet found mossy rocks and was able to keep our heads above water, walking slowly towards land. Once the water was only a few feet, the weight of Eva and my own body returned, forcing me to crawl to make the last stretch to land. Agony radiated from my left arm as I had to brace us up with my forearm; unnatural vibrations of bone rubbing bone sending tremors through my damaged limb. 
With the immediate risk of drowning gone, I collapsed onto smooth, weathered stones, my feet still in the water, not enough energy to pull us any further. Urgency ripped through me as I became aware of Eva. Panicked and unsure what to do, I rolled her onto her back, and then pressed my ear to her chest. Relief washed through me as her heartbeat pounded against my ear. Strong and steady, almost lulling me asleep by the rise and fall of her chest.    
A small clatter to my side distracted me from Eva. My bokken tapped against the rocks with the ripples of the pond, somehow floating its way to me. I forgot about it in the face of the arrival of the other wolf-people; the explosion must’ve sent it over with Eva and I.
Overhead, big billows of white smoke rose into the sky from the peak. Whatever it was that caused the explosion, it was powerful.
Further out in the pound, other bodies were stirring. The only moving figures looked to be the wolf-people; however, floating atop the surface were the twisted and charred remains of other wolf-people and monsters, either killed from the initial onslaught or from the force of the blast.
And whoever caused the explosion was still up there.
The bokken helped me prop myself up, the force of the fall contributing greatly to the agony in my body, then I went to see how to move with Eva in tow. Painfully, I worked my left arm under her and attempted to stand, the action so difficult that I had to bite my lip to focus the pain elsewhere. After much fussing, I managed to get into a crouch with Eva’s arm slung over my shoulder, my other arm trembling with the wooden sword so we didn’t fall into the pebbles of the bank.
When I went to stand, the sound of approaching footsteps stopped me. My breathing halted. Against my building terror, I looked up and stared into the treeline ahead of the clearing.
Stepping out from the dark canopy of foliage, donned in grey and green garb, were two men with hoods drawn.
The mysterious figures or the swords at their hips did not make me quake in fear; it was the two dozen corrupted-beastkin shuffling behind them in a loose cordon. There could've been more, the shadows of the branches inhibited my view from finer details. The bestial silhouettes in the foliage warranted fear, but the true danger lies in the approaching figures.
They stopped twenty feet shy of Eva and I. The larger man of the pair considered me, giving me a view of his wide, angular face. The other fellow, just as tall albeit lankier, looked plain as dirt: brown eyes, a crop of brown hair; an everyman. He had his sights set on the peak behind me, and then inclined his head up.
“That was reckless, Cas!” the man barked, his face set in a firm frown.
“He’s alive, ain’t he?” a woman’s voice shouted back.
I looked behind and saw a woman sitting at the edge of the cliff, kicking her legs merrily as if a raging inferno wasn’t turning the trees behind her into ash.
“Get down here!” the man ordered, then he joined his comrade to scrutinize me.
My attention went back to the woman, and I saw her easily hang over the edge with just her finger tips, then dropped herself a few feet until her hands and feet found purchase on the cliff face. She free-climbed down expertly, going so far as to shimmy sideways and leaping gaps so she could drop down on the adjacent edge of the pond. The root of her skill became apparent with the reveal of the felinine-like tail swishing behind her back as her boots sloshed through the shallow water to join the ominous duo.
“You could’ve ruined everything,” the lanky man said vehemently through his teeth.
The woman threw back her hood, revealing feline ears poking through her bleached hair. She possessed delicate and youthful features, radiating a girl next door vibe. She leaned into the lanky man’s face, the corner of her lip rising in an ugly frown.
“Hey! I’ve been hunting while you were playing sheppard. I finally had a chance to take out those mutts! You saw what they did to Drake and Kar; in fact, had we done it my way, we wouldn’t have had to run around all night!”
“And if Drak failed and they traced his rift shard back?” he bounced back.
The cat-woman known as Cas growled in frustration. “You should be thanking me since we can move on with being miffed.” She turned away with a sour expression.
As the man went on the scold her, I asked, “Who the fuck are you people?”
He and Cas looked down at me, finally acknowledging my presence.
“Our sworn duty,” the big answered in a low octave.
He started towards me, then stopped after a few steps, his gaze going past me. At the same time, the splashing of water sounded from behind, followed by growls and snarls.
A glance over my shoulder showed the golden-eyed wolf-woman wading through the water, three more of her kind trailing behind her.
“Taken them out?” the lanky man observed wryly.
“Go rot, Bricet,” Cas bit back. She unsheathed a short sword from behind her waist and hissed.
The big man drew the wide scimitar from his side and squared up against the furious beasts behind me, looking fully confident on taking on all four single-handedly. 
“Cas, Bardol, please, no need to burden ourselves,” Bricet said, a note of impatience in his voice. He reached into the hem of his grey shirt and pulled out a whistle.
With the knowledge of the implications, I trembled, gripping the sword tightly, and Eva tighter. Being caught up between the wolf-people and the monsters would be like jumping into a meat grinder.
Bricet brought the whistle to his lips and blew a low note that seemed to put the world on mute. No growls, no hisses, no rippling of water, no wind, nothing.
A growl like none other vibrated from the tree line after a pregnant silence. The growl sounded like a twisted combination of a lion and an idling Chevelle—low, barely a murmur, yet the ground rumbled from the sheer force of the frequency.  
Heavy steps snapped twigs as a large, dark figure stepped past the stationary corrupted-beastkin and towards us from the shadowy canopy. What stepped out sent horrible goose bumps over every inch of my skin.
A true werewolf of nightmares.   
The beast met the initial expectations I held for a werewolf: mammoth in stature, corded is thick, bulging muscles, and having the full features of a wolf. The other corrupted wolf-beastkin, while horribly uncanny, still had vague human assets. This creature was all beast. No. All monster.  All seven imposing feet, refined monster.
The wolf-beastkin behind me growled in a cacophony of unbridled fury.
“Oh-ho-ho,” Cas snickered. “Pups upset at the sight of their beloved Alpha?” Her platinum eyes gleamed with joy at the sight of the pissed beastkin.
The grey wolf-woman stepped up, sheer, seething rage warming my arm as she passed. The others flanked either side of Eva and I, their tails puffed up and their claws twitching with furious eagerness that needed to be quelled before they explode.  
Bardol’s lips pressed into a thin line and re-sheathed his sword, taking a step back to make way for the hulking abomination. 
With the corrupted Alpha facing off the quintet of wolf-people, Bricet gave his whistle a quick toot, then said, “Kill the mutts.”
A wolf-person from my side, a female, sprinted the twenty-foot gap in a heartbeat and leapt into the air with both claws raised. A single swipe from the Alpha was all it took to take off her arm and completely decapitate her. As soon as her gory form and lose chunks hit the ground, the other wolf-people howled and advanced.
Two of the male beastkin flanked either side of the beast, the grey woman charging headfirst. The Alpha swiped at the woman with impossible speed, but she narrowly avoided it by doing a corkscrew roll between the Alpha’s legs, where she managed to clip an exposed thigh as she passed. The wolf on the left jumped up and seized the arm the Alpha failed to successfully swipe with, then he wrapped his arms and legs around the limb and sank his fangs in the monster’s bulging shoulder. The other wolf-man made a devastating swipe to the alpha’s exposed ribs. Meanwhile, the wolf-woman unleashed a never ending barrage of swipes at the Alpha’s back, spilling an exceptional amount of blood on the dirt and grass. 
The Alpha certainly looked powerful, but the trio proved to be more of a handful.
The circumstances were dire, so the only thing I could do was watch and hope that the fire would give away our location to those who were hopefully searching for us. Eva said we were close to the river by her home. They should see the smoke. They will see the smoke.
My hopes of waiting out until help arrived were dashed as soon as the Alpha brought the fight into its favor.  
The Alpha caught the wolf-man assaulting his right flank with a glancing backhand, but it was enough to send him sprawling away in a tumble. The Alpha seized the head of the wolf-man wrapped around his bulging arm, pulled him off like a tick, then slammed him into the ground, turning his head into pulp. With two distractions gone, the Alpha did a wild backwards swipe at the grey wolf-woman, narrowly taking her head as well.
The wolf-man recovered from his tumble and charged at the turned back of the Alpha. Leaping up, he wrapped his arms around the monster’s thick neck. Using the opportunity, the wolf-woman dodged a mad swipe and leapt up to slash the Alpha’s face, managing to take out an eye. Finally, the corrupted Alpha let out a heinous roar of pain.
Enraged, the Alpha took a hold of the wolf-man’s arm wrapped around his neck. The Alpha flexed its fingers, the wolf-man’s radius and ulna snapping audibly like pencils across a classroom. As soon as the wolf-man’s hold faltered, he was pulled off, and the Alpha took a firm hold of one leg in one hand, and the shattered arm in the other, then ripped the wolf-man clean in half, bathing the monster’s wide, harry torso in a shower of blood and viscera.
The wolf-woman witnessed the sight, the blood of her kin spraying into her face from the brutal display as the Alpha slung aside the two halves. Her golden eyes seemed to glow as she reached her boiling point. Every muscle in her toned body twitched from tension, the water soaking her fur steaming off her body. She bared her sharpened canines in a roar that left my ears ringing. 
She exploded off the ground in a violent blur of grey, adroitly avoiding the swipe meant for her neck, and countering with a strike that left a deep laceration in the Alpha's bicep. She danced out of his range and maneuvered to his side, dodging a flurry of rapid swipes, matching the Alpha’s dangerous speed, even going so far as to outpace the monster. The sudden boost to her ability left me in awe.
She continued to dance around as a silver streak, counterattacking when she could, taking control of the fight. Her claws flicking through the air like a master’s brush painting a bloody masterpiece. 
Just when things were looking up, the Alpha nailed the wolf-woman’s arm with a backhanded strike. She lost her balance and took a glancing skyward slash that rended four bloody rips that started from her right hip and stopped just under her left breast. 
She hissed in pain, but still caught herself from falling. Unfortunately, with her blood-rage dampened, she failed to block a full-forced backhand that sent her careening towards Eva and I. She bounced off the ground once, then skidded over the pond’s pebbled bank until she came to a rest just two feet from my side.
The wolf-woman still twitched and trembled, her face contorted in sheer pain, but made no move to rise.
As soon as it had started, the fight was over.
The Alpha stalked closer with slow, heavy steps, all the damage accumulated from the clash doing nothing to waver its strides as it trained one milky eye on the defeated foe near my feet. A low note sounded in the air and the wall of black fur stopped.
Bricet sidled up next to the beast with the whistle between his sneering lips. He clapped the monster on its hip and chortled loudly. “Grand show! To think all this potential waited within this humble beast. A true testament to how flawed nature is in this world!” He was absolutely giddy about the bloodbath that took place.
Bricet, Bardol, and Cas approached, their faces all bearing hostile intentions. I carefully lay Eva next to the wounded wolf-woman, and then fought against my screaming muscles to my feet.
It may be a vain effort to stand against a trio of murderous strangers, a jacked-up werewolf, and a small army of not-so-jacked-up werewolves, but I refuse to go while having tried nothing. I pointed my sword at the group with my good arm, and, to my great surprise, they took pause.
Bardol rested his hand over the hilt of his sword, Bricet had his whistle pursed to his lips, and Cas broke out laughing.
 The other two men, sharing my confusion, stared at Cas, who continued to bellow loudly while holding her stomach. After her fit of laughter died down, she looked to her comrades, wiping a tear from her eye.
With a perplexed look, she asked, “What?” She turned to me and her mouth curled into a dark cheshire smile. “The old fart says he can’t do anything with that joke of an artifact.”
Bardol and Bricet shared a look, then trained their eyes back to me, their faces still dubious.
Cas threw her arms up and scoffed. “Cowards!” she chastised, then began marching towards me.
“Stay back!” I shouted, holding the sword up, primed to strike.
Cas continued forward in the same sedate pace. Once she got close, I swung down with all my power only for her to catch the shaft in her hand. No matter how hard I tugged, the sword refused to leave her grasp.
The cat-woman pulled the sword easily from my hand, then cracked me across the face with the handle. The follow up sent me to the ground, then she threw down the sword where it bounced off me and away with a clatter. Like a schoolyard bully taunting the small kid, Cas leaned her head down and laughed pompously.
After gloating, Cas turned to the others and gestured down at me. “See? Whatever the hell he pulled in front of the Grand Mage hardly warrants concern.”
I managed to a crouch, head throbbing, blood rolling down my forehead and over my eyebrow. The world went sideways when Cas’ boot met my temple. I cried out when she stomped on my mangled wrist, making my vision go white from the sheer, wrenching anguish.
“This is just a weak boy who can’t fight to save his own life, let alone harness any magic,” Cas said while twisting her foot back and forth.   
“Enough,” Bricet warned in a hostile voice. “We need him alive.”
Cas clicked her tongue and gave the man a petulant frown before freeing my wrist from her boot. “Fine.” She looked at the injured wolf-woman, Cas’ ears twitching once. “Do you need to rebirth her?”
Bricet had been inspecting my bokken when he stopped and gave Cas a long look. With a tired shake of his head, he said, “If it’ll keep you quiet.”    
“Oh, I’ll be quiet.” She looked back at the wolf-woman, a maleficent gleam in her eye. “Can’t say the same for her. Come here, puppy.”
Cas grabbed a fistful of the wolf-woman’s grey hair and dragged her where the pond’s water met the shore. Clawed hands fought weakly at Cas’, but the wolf-woman appeared too dazed to coordinate her limbs. Cas dropped her unceremoniously into the water, then stomped down on the back of her head, submerging her face into the shallow water.
I watched in horror as the wolf-woman’s limbs thrashed about, struggling desperately for air. Cas let off and gave her victim a second to breathe, only a second, then stopped her boot back down.
Bricet heaved a sigh at the cruel cat-woman. “The things I put up with,” he whined to no one.
“Stop!” I cried, the words tumbling from my mouth in a cough. “Stop it, all of it, you sick fucks, stop!” I forced myself to my knees, the mixing of my rage and fear causing my body to quake. Eva lay still near Bricet’s feet, my eyes brimming with tears at the prospect of what they would do to her. If she was even still alive.
I needed to go to her. My body could hardly manage staying upright while on my knees.
“Calm your—”
“You can’t tell me to be calm, you puckered asshole!” I interrupted with a roar. There was more I wanted to say: all the curse words I ever learned, all manners of threats, and even some pleas if it would spare Eva and the wolf-woman. My throat choked on a sob.
Finally, after the emotional wave passed, I sunk my head. In a broken whisper, I asked, “Why—how can you support something so evil as the Null?”
A hand rested on my shoulder. I looked up to see the big man, Bardol, kneeling in front of me. He threw back his hood and held my gaze with his sympathetic one. He was bald, middle-aged, lines creasing his face like trails of wisdom that didn’t line up with his perceived character.   
“We are servants to the Null because the Null is the truth,” he said, his voice level, almost comforting. The voice he used was far too soft and genuine, like a father telling his son the dog just died. “The One, and all those who support that dogma, are heretics, blindly praising a being that brings about perpetual destruction. We endeavor this noble path to right all the sins of the First, and bring forth the only truth that ever was.”
My mouth fell open, completely stunned at the madness entering my ears.
“You’re fucking crazy,” I said once my voice returned. “Destroying worlds, killing innocent people and turning them into monsters, how is any of that noble? How is senseless death and destruction the truth?” 
“So blind, you are,” Bricet said, not in a condescending tone, but one of disappointment. “You cite us as evil and ushering senseless destruction when there is a being already doing that. All of us: you, me, everyone cursed by the One is doomed to a never ending cycle of rebirth and death. Is it not cruel to bring something into the world only to condemn it on a never ending path towards destruction, forever and ever?”
Bricet shook his head then tossed the wooden sword back at my side. He wiped his hands on his pants as if he just held something covered in filth.
“All this,” Bricet continued, spreading his arms wide and doing a half turn, “sickens me.” He brought a hand to his chest and made a dour face. “I’m sickened to know that the One defiled me with its essence. I long for the day where I can escape this, when true bliss may be delivered. But alas.” He turned back and gave a heartfelt smile. “But I do hold great pride in being able to bring about the One’s downfall through its own hubris.”
Bricet reached behind his belt and pulled out something wrapped in a black cloth. With the utmost care, he pulled back the folds, his hands slow and meticulous like handling a newborn. A subdued gasp escaped Bricet as he marveled at his hands, then held forth a curved dagger to the sky in a gesture like he was appeasing the gods.
I blanched. The very knife he held was the very same knife wielded by the ghastly, hooded people that attacked my university. The very same knife that turned one of my classmates into a grey abomination. The very same knife that would’ve been buried in my stomach if not for Neepa’s intervention.
Bardol gave my shoulder one last squeeze and rose to his full height. He inclined his head and gave a respectful bow.
“You have my utmost gratitude,” he said, then stepped back.
“Thank you,” Cas said. She had stopped her torture of the wolf-woman to bid me a warm smile and bow.
I turned my head woozily back to Bricet, who also tilted his head in a prayer.     
“Whatever cursed power imposed upon you by the One will be used towards something greater. The Alpha, while mighty, is hardly any more than the wretched beast it was rebirthed from. The blessing of the Null will actualize that potential within, tame that maelstrom of infinite indecision to a singular purpose. You,” he said, pointing the dagger at me, “will be the Null’s champion, the first to lead the sacred children into battle against those who strayed from the path. Once the battle is done, all will know true bliss.”
“How is the death of everything bliss?” I asked in a quivering voice.
Bricet smiled. “When there is nothing, there is everything. No life, no death; no agony, no joy. Nothing left but the true First: Nothingness.”
The burning in my chest seemed to have  quenched, reducing it to a smoldering ember destined to flicker out. The fight had finally left me.
Hopelessness consumed me, and I sunk my head, staring down at the pebbles below as tears fell from my eyes like rain.
Is this how it ends? I become a monster and unleash this power on millions of innocent men, women, and children? Maybe this is what I deserve for trying to turn my back on responsibility. Everyone one told me I was the one to bring about great change. Like an unruly child, I was too stupid to believe it and fought against it.
Mom, Dad, Caroline, Harold, Sigemond, Julika, Merula, Koko, Eva, Neepa, everyone, forgive me.
A shriek and a roar pulled me from the depths of my despair. I looked over to Cas, still shirking with a hand over her face. Blood poured through her fingers endlessly. The grey wolf-lady standing, wet hair matted to her enraged face and fresh blood dripping from her left hand.
Cas shrieked again and held up her palm, a swirling mass of orange light manifesting. The wolf-woman tackled into her foe’s blinded flank, managing to wrestle the cat-girl to the ground and getting her throat settled between in her sharpened canines. Cas unleashed the ball of orange light as a fireball just as her throat was ripped out in a bloody spray. The projectile whistled over the pond and smashed into the face of the cliff with a mighty blast that sent everyone staggering.
Bricet cursed and raised his hand to unleash some sort of power, but before he could manage anything, Eva sprang from the ground, her hand swiftly drawing a knife from her boot, and then sinking the blade between Brictet’s ribs. 
Eva, bleeding profusely from a rip in her side, after taking a fall from a cliff, and fought toe to toe with corrupted beings, still fought valiantly. Fear didn’t hinder her fierce face, hopelessness didn’t numb her body, and she refused to go quietly even when death circled her in every direction. She looked alive.
My heart’s still beating; I’m still alive.  
Bardol went to unsheathe his sword to engage. Being at the perfect height and angle, I balled my right fist tight and whirled my shoulder, delivering a perfect uppercut into the big man’s jewels. All his breath came out in a rush as his body locked up. Needing to be thorough, I delivered another blow; the impact made my hand hurt, no doubt from my knuckles meeting Bardol’s pelvic bone.
I was at a huge disadvantage physically, being tired, severely injured, and small compared to Bardol, but a nut-check didn’t take all that much force to be effective.  
When he dropped to his knees, Bardol drew in breath that sounded like a squeak, then I grabbed the nearest stone to clock his blocky head.
Once Bardol fell to his side, I looked back to Eva. The stone fell from my grasp and I uttered feeble cry. The Alpha had come to its master’s aid.
A hoarse cry was wretched from Eva’s throat when the monstrosity seized her shoulder in its snarling maw. Eva was hoisted off her feet, then flailed in the air like a quail caught in foxhound’s jaw. Then flung bodily towards me. I caught a brief glimpse of her pained expression; eyes pinched shut and her teeth cinched like a vice. A few rivulets of her blood pelted my face as she passed inches from me, then crashed into the wolf-woman near the pond’s edge.    
I pushed myself off the ground with the bokken, then haphazardly bear-crawled my way over to the injured girls. My body cried in protest, but I ignored every neurological signal responsible for pain so I could see Eva.
Cas had darkened the water around the bank with the contents of her neck still pouring like rain runoff, her eyes dull and staring blankly towards the sky. A brutal and horrific way to go; couldn't have been any more fitting.
Eva lay on her back, her head resting on the wolf-woman's stomach.
Killing Cas used what little reserves the wolf-woman had; now finally burned out, she just remained still on the bank, her chest rising and falling weakly, unbothered by the nearness of the woman resting on her belly or by the man crying in front of her.   
Eva was pale. Breaths came as heavy rasps while her right hand kept pressure on her shoulder. It was sickening and painful to see her so damaged; her clothes torn and dirty, her usual golden hair caked in clay, and her powerful form reduced to shambles. The Alpha’s mad flailing had torn most of her shoulder to ribbons. Blood flowed freely through her fingers. Her whole body trembling from  her precious essence spilling away. The eyes that took on every tone of the forest and bared the same vivid life and strength, watched me. She didn’t say anything, just watched. That was all she could do at that point. And it tore me asunder.
A low sounded, and following it was a rabid orchestra of death. I set down the bokken and reached for Eva’s available hand, taking it in mine and giving it a firm squeeze.
“It’s going to be okay,” I told her, my voice steady.
Things looked too dire to be okay, but the fact of the situation didn’t make my tone any less steadfast. The words left my mouth strong and resolute, even if there was no rational reason for it.
I reluctantly parted with her hand, setting it across her stomach, and then forced myself up with the aid of the wooden sword. 
My ears rung, the world wouldn’t stop moving, and my stomach wanted to turn inside out, but I kept myself up right. Just the simple act of turning around discombobulated me, making it feel as though I stepped off a tilt-a-whirl, but again, I remained upright.
Despite double vision, I was able to make out Bricet. His head was titled, masking most of his face with a heavy shadow under his hood, but the aura he radiated showed how absolutely livid he was. Eva’s knife remained in his left side, the blade too short to have pierced his lungs if he was able to rally his beasts with the whistle.
Bricet bared his teeth, either in rage or pain, or both. His lips twitched as breaths came from his mouth laboriously. Offset to his shoulder stood the Alpha, muscles bulging, spittle dripping from its maw, and its one milky eye keen on me. Behind the king of the monsters stood its smaller contemporaries, stepping out from the shadowy canopy of the forest so the sun could highlight their grotesque features.
Math never being my strong suit, I had grossly underestimated their numbers.
What I thought was two dozen turned out to be four. More and more stalked out from the forest and stood behind Bricet and the Alpha in loose ranks. 
“Fools.” Bricet pulled the hand from his side and pointed at us, blood flinging off his finger. “The lot of you, fools.” His body tensed for a moment, his head dropping for the briefest of moments only for it to come up again, his expression anew. He knelt to retrieve the cursed Null dagger, then admired it. “I truly pity you, truly,” he said quietly, mournfully so. “You willingly submit yourself to this act of futility because of the lies that have been fed to you. Please, cease this prolonging of suffering. Submit yourself to the one truth and be reborn so as to carry out the greatest of callings.
“All denizens on this plane will be closer to absolute eternal bliss if you abandon your lies and accept this grand duty, this grand blessing.” He reached out his hand. “Please.”
The pure sincerity in his voice was so endearing that I almost forgot the nightmarish monsters and the mangled remains of the wolf-people. This man speaks with utmost certainty that the Null is the absolute truth. It was moving how he put aside our indiscretions and reached out to me as a man and follower of his beliefs, to seek out the end of all suffering, the end of everything. 
Confliction ran through me due to how sound his logic was. One thing cannot exist without the other, therefore something can’t cease to exist so long as the other does. The world the Null seeks will be something beyond balanced. Abandoning the scales entirely to rise above them.
Out of all the madness I've heard that last two weeks, it almost didn't sound so mad.
Bricet smiled at me when I smiled at him. He took a few steps closer, his hand still reaching out as if I would accept.  
“Bricet,” I said, “eat a bowl of fuck.”
Almost, I thought.
He halted midstride and the crushed look on his face sent enough joy to numb all the throbbing pain, if only for a few glorious seconds.
His hand fell to his side, his proud countenance gone. “Know that I do not hate you, just the flawed thing you have been cursed to become. Take solace that I’ll be merciful enough to give your companions the same blessing so they too can absolve their sins by serving a greater purpose.”
“Save your mercy for someone who needs it more,” I wheezed.
Bricet gave his whistle a terse toot. The Alpha and the other monsters snapped from their sedate trance and began marching towards us. Bricet stood at the forefront of the furry army, with the dagger in his hand primed to turn me into some abominable monster, to corrupt me and whatever power I had.   
I stood on wavering legs, my head in a heavy fog that made it hard to focus on any one detail too long. My one good arm clung onto the bokken, the sword feeling as though it were actually made of lead. A gust would threaten to blow me over.
An army approached, yet everything but fear coursed through me in the wake of the cruelly unfair odds. 
“It’ll be okay,” Neepa’s voice whispered in my ear.
“Al, look into your heart and feel what I feel,” Julika echoed hopefully.
“You can’t protect anyone if you don’t fight,” Eva’s voice boomed in the confines of my mind.
“I want you to live a long and happy life,” Caroline’s voice reminded.
“We’ll always love you,” my parents said from everywhere.
Bricet stood just paces with the army to his heels, then the world stopped. The pond motionless amidst a ripple; leaves freed from their branches hung in the air. My heart stilled, enveloping me in absolute silence that carried over into the deepest corners of my mind.
A pulse started, not from my heart, but deeper, in the far reaches of a place I wasn’t aware of. A second pulse, slightly out of sync from the first, sent a ripple up my arm from my hand. Two beats formed then, slowly, seemingly years apart. The tempo rose in pace, the two beats fighting against one another in a violent tirade of concussive beats. Harmony formed, the two beats became one, and my whole body throbbed as the sensation shook me like a tower caught in an earthquake. The beat climbed in frequency until my body vibrated with a hum that threatened to rip my vary atoms apart.
The frequency climbed into infinity until I was caught in a confusing equilibrium; everything vibrated so fast that nothing appeared to be moving anymore. Stillness reclaimed my mind and body as time resumed at a snail’s pace. Bricet still reaching his dagger towards me with the army behind him, all moving at one sixty-fourth the speed.  
An actual monster army was approaching me with a mad wizard at the apex, yet the calm never wavered. Everything, the army, Eva and the wolf-beastkin, Neepa, the academy, all of Scintillion, the loss of everyone I loved, all the acidic thoughts that’ve been corroding my mind, all of it slipped away like dust in the wind. All the dust clouding my consciousness continued to flow away, revealing an inner light that I saw, but didn’t. I was in the middle of a clearing, but I wasn’t. A portion of me stood in a space of no form, no boundaries, yet nothing occupied the space. Just me, the light, and the stillness. Like a water unmolested by external forces; absolute zero of kinetic motion.  
The serenity in my mind was violated by my own deafening proclamation that vibrated and echoed off in the infinite confines of the space.
I will protect everyone!
With the world moving like molasses in the winter, I swung the sword with the speed akin to a lightning strike, the slash whipping horizontally before my foes, the wooden sword running its course without striking anyone. Time resumed nature’s pace as soon as my swing followed through. Tornado force gales whipped past my body and a defining flurry of swirling air roared in my ears. My eyes burned from the mad rush. I shielded my face and fought against the turbulence to stay standing, the force so great that I feared getting swept away. 
The wind subsided to a strong breeze that still made the trees rustle loudly, then it stopped all together. When I blinked my eyes open, nothing stood before me but a thick cloud of dust and dirt that made visibility a few feet ahead impossible.
A sudden attack of sensation overtook all my senses and made me cry out. My vision flashed white, a vibration much like before assaulted my body, but it carried pain with it. Everything shook as if I grabbed a live power line. I pitched forward and caught myself with the bokken. I pressed my full a hundred-and-ninety odd some pounds onto the stick to keep from crashing outright. My arm burned from the excessive load, the bokken’s tip sinking into the ground as it bared my weight.
As soon as the sensation came, it left. Calm swept back, drowning out the pain, and then it was gone completely.
The bokken remained firmly planted in the ground when I found that I could stand. The fugue passed and I whirled around in a panic. 
The wolf-woman still breathed, and Eva was still there, dusty, bloody, but still there. She blinked her eyes open and coughed, then she met my eyes. A stupid grin broke on my face as we watched each other, but then I became confused when her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open.
A cloud touched her face. “Oh my God, Al.”
I opened my mouth to speak, but then something irony spilled over my lips and onto my tongue. I wiped my face, the back of my hand came back crimson. It felt like tears were rolling down my cheeks, and when I wiped again, fresh blood stained a different part of my hand.
Why was I bleeding? I felt fine. 
Actually, things felt numb. A second rolled past and then I couldn’t feel anything at all.
My body moved forward a few steps, a strange sensation to witness motion but not feel it. My vision danced wildly and I collapsed on my knees in front of the prone Eva and wolf-woman. Eva’s mouth was moving frantically, but I didn’t catch any of it.
The world drained away, things growing hazy while I felt myself growing… distant. I saw myself falling through my distorted vision, falling towards Eva. Horror disturbed her pretty face.
I continued to fall through Eva, then through earth, and kept falling and falling.   




Chapter 20


Sinking. I am sinking, I think. It didn’t feel like water was suspending my body, but the lazy sinking felt appropriate. Like swimming out into the ocean, letting your limbs go limp and expelling the air from your lungs to sink calmly to the sandy bottom. There was no light shimmering from the top. Nothing but a vague sense of motion. Even stranger when there was no indication of me having a body. Just like in some of my nightmares; I’m just a floating consciousness held at the mercy of some benign force dictating my direction.
Or maybe it’s because no force is guiding me anymore.
The fall continued, the passage of time far beyond any sort of comprehension, and I felt myself dwindling; things slipping away, my sense of self fading. Fading as if I were nothing.
The end of the fall was nearing.
A flicker caught what was left of my attention. Small and insignificant, like a stray snowflake at night that caught the tiniest bit of moonlight. As soon as it was seen, it was forgotten.
It flickered anew, brighter, closer, forcing its presence upon me
When I looked at it again, I felt something warm tugging at my heart, drawing me even closer towards the beacon, halting my fall. 
I felt them, everyone I lost, in that light. They were there, they were calling me.
Ascension came and I flew towards the light, the feeling within growing stronger.
I went closer, expecting to see some pearly gates or hear harps playing, but before me was just a simple mass of tangible light. I reached for it, my hand materializing from nothing, taking on a sort of ethereal phantom limb.  The closer I got, the more whole I became. The rest of my arms formed, then my legs, the entire structure of me materializing into being. Not flesh, something more, deeper, my spiritual being. I grasped the comforting sphere of light and brought it to my chest, and then I drew it into me, and it drew me into it. Tangled and infused with light, all was within me, and I was within everything. 
I felt everyone.
They felt me.
✽✽✽
 
I opened my eyes and saw a tent canopy. After blinking a few more times, I confirmed that what I was seeing wasn’t heaven, or hell—at least I don’t think.
I stirred slightly, then groaned when the subtle shift sent a pang of misery down my body. A glance showed my chest and left arm bandaged up in tight, white wrappings. A face snapped over mine when I was observing myself. Neepa.
“Oh, an angel,” I said. “Guess I’m in heaven.”
Neepa bit her lip and smiled, her honey-brown eyes shimmering, heavy tears rolling down her cheeks.
“No. You’re still in the realm of the living.”
I looked away from Neepa’s beautiful face and saw Koko sitting next to her. She, Neepa, and a third woman were all holding my right hand. The woman further down, near my legs, donned familiar robes that said she was a mage of some kind. She had short black hair with one of her bangs in a loose braid that hung over a very black eye. She observed me keenly for a few moments, then released my hand and heaved a sigh.
“The levels should be within a safe margin. I’ll inform Sigemond,” she said, rising to her feet. She shot Neepa a venomous glare, which Neepa didn’t notice while she clutched my hand tenderly to her chest. The woman then excused herself through the tent flap, beyond which the bustling of activity and voices could be heard.         
“Who’s the lady with the shiner,” I asked.
“One of the head healers,” a voice to my side croaked.
Laying next to me on the bedroll was Eva, all the clay, muck, and blood from the experience wiped away from her face and body, allowing her hair to radiate its golden glow and eyes to resume their crisp gleam. Her entire chest and abdominal section was wrapped in heavy white bandages, her left arm resting across her stomach in a sling. 
Eva looked rough, but she was breathing.
We stared at each other for a spell. A laugh climbed from my tight throat the same time as tears fell. Eva watched on, the corner of her mouth curled into a relieved smile. 
Neepa leaned over me and brushed a hand over my forehead. “Oh, Al,” she fussed, her voice tinged with worry.
I sniffed and took a few breaths. “I’m happy,” I said though a sob, “I’m just so happy to see you girls.”
Neepa swooped down and developed me in a hug, and she was sure to reach over to hold Eva’s unbandaged hand. I hugged her back with my good arm and breathed in her sweet, floral scent. We basked in each other’s closeness and were thankful to be alive for several, long, truly joyful moments. Neepa pulled away and gently brushed away any stray tears from my face.
“I was so scared,” Neepa said, her voice breaking. “When we found you.” She closed her eyes and shook the image away. “Thank goodness Kokoliniasta flew me.”
“Indeed,” Koko agreed, her wings flexing behind her. “Had Neepa not determined the proximity of the corrupted-beastkin, you would’ve surely perished.”
“How’d you do that?” I asked Neepa.
“Pricker seeds on the hides of the dead beastkin in Lucinia. The species of bush only grows in this denser region of the forest; with little wind passing through trees, they developed unique barbs to attach to anything so they can pollinate.”
“Damn it, Neepa, you’re so fucking brilliant.” I chuckled, then my laughter ended with groans. Even breathing hurt. “Not that I’m ungrateful, but I still feel like I’m dying. Didn’t that healer heal me? Also, why did she have a black eye?” 
Eva chuckled then. Koko went on to fill me in.
“We administered emergency aid with the help of the other scouts, but your injuries were only superficial in comparison to your essence, or lack thereof. When healer Shu arrived with the convoy, she said you were too far drained of your reserves to be healed properly. She needed to siphon magical energy into you to help stabilize your life; naturally, Neepa and I volunteered, however…”
“Shu said, ‘The last thing he needs is your cursed essence flowing in him!’ and then wham, Neepa walloped her good and screamed, ‘I’ll wring your skinny neck if you keep me from him!’” someone answered from the tent flap through fits of giggles. 
Standing with a big grin plastered on her face was Laramie, and off behind her was Sigemond, who looked unamused by the cat-girl’s attitude as he dipped his massive frame into the tent. 
The short cat-beastkin was decked out in tight leather armor, her straw hat still perched atop her head; Sigemond wore a chest plate, dull and nicked from several battles.
Neepa burned cherry-red under my gaze of disbelief. She was the absolute last person I expected to punch someone in a fit of passion. Honestly, I was flattered.
“I’m happy to see some of Eva’s positive traits rubbed off on you,” I said to her.
“We owe a great deal to her,” Sigemond said. He crossed over to the foot of the bedroll Eva and I shared, then dropped to his knee. “Our forces were able to come as quickly as they did thanks to her insight. Though, that fire and display of yours helped us pinpoint you.”
“What display?” I asked.
Sigemond’s eyebrows shot up to his graying hairline. He gave Eva a perplexed look, then he looked back to me. “Truly, you don’t remember?”
Things were really fuzzy, my memories playing back like a distorted VHS tape, moments of clarity between sections of static. The null, monsters, evil people who were bat-shit crazy, werewolves… wolf-people!
“Where is she?” I went to sit up, but fell back when pain lanced my gut.
“Who?” Sigemond inquired.
“The wolf-lady, she was with us until…” I trailed off when I drew a blank. “Did she make it?”
“Yes,” Koko answered. “She’s outside.”
Hearing her say that was another weight off my mind. Still, I’d like to see her. She may have helped Eva and I inadvertently, but she helped regardless. I tried to prop myself up, but my bandaged left arm couldn’t handle any weight. Neepa went to rebuke me for moving, but Koko put up her hand.
“Al, how do you feel?” she asked.
“Like shit.”
“But you feel? No numbness, tingling, hallucinations, or lack of self?”
The last part made me pause. “I know my name is Al. Not sure how to test that. I just feel pain and all its ugly siblings.”
Koko reached into the pocket of her pleated skirt and fished out a tiny, ornate glass vile. “You should be stable enough to take this.”
“What is it?” I asked.
“Dragon’s blood.” Koko saw my hesitation and explained herself. “Not pure, of course. Dragon blood is loaded with magical essence; pure blood would kill other non-dragon species. But, when diluted and refined, it is a potent healing aid for other living organisms.” She pulled out the plug and held it near my mouth.
The contents of the two-inch vile didn’t look like blood at all, just a clear liquid. It felt like my entire body was sunburned and caught in a perpetual cramp, so I’d drink unicorn piss if it promised any sort of relief.
Koko tipped the vile to my lips and I drew it in. The taste was somewhere between sucking a lemon and touching a nine-volt battery to my tongue.
I cringed, coughed, then shuddered. “Fuck, that’s got a kick.”
At the cost of having my mouth taste like metal, the tension in my body receded, the pain dulling. A tingling wave washed over my body, seemingly eradicating the worst of my pain. I lay and waited, seeing if discomfort would come crashing back. But it didn't. Slowly, I propped myself up. Sitting up was still difficult, but I managed; left hand still hurt like I stuck down a garbage disposal, though. 
Dead set on getting to my feet, Neepa didn’t try to scold me, but instead drew her arm around my back and aided in my rise.
Eva groaned loudly as she slowly rose, too. 
“Your clavicle has yet to fully heal,” Koko told her. “You should rest.”
Sigemond had already pulled the blonde to her feet.
Eva adjusted her sling till her arm hung comfortably. “I’m fine. I want to see it again anyways.”
I was tempted to ask “See what?”, but I’ve been asking too many questions when the answers are beyond the tent.
With Neepa burdening some of my weight, I stepped out in the near-blinding light of the day.
We were still in the clearing around the pond, but several tents have been erected and wagons and carts were parked all over, people of all species roaming about with hustle. To my left was the pond, people wadding about in the water, and to the right was a sight to behold.
My mouth hung open, my eyes unblinking as I stepped into the center of the clearing, trying to fathom what I was looking at.
Four football-field’s worth of trees were completely bisected, leaving nothing left but a new forest of stumps. Massive timbers riddled either side, some lying across the canopy of still standing trees, others completely upturned. The ground of the clearing leading up to the tree line was disturbed in a distinct pattern that tapered down to a single point near the shore of the pond. Planted in the ground at the peak of the destruction path was my bokken. The smooth oak finish gone, replaced with a matte-black texture that made the sword look impossibly dark in the sun.
Neepa let me stand on my own, and I limped to the sword. From where I stood, there was a perfect horizontal slash that spanned almost a hundred yards across, almost as far as the eye could see into the forest, all the stumps cut in a perfect, level plane.
All activity in the makeshift camp ceased, and all bodies stood still, watching me. 
“I… did that?”
Eva strode up to my side. “Yep. One moment they were there, then they were gone the next. Then you turned around,bleeding from your eyes, nose, and mouth, and collapsed right on top of me.”
Koko came to my other side, observing the damage supposedly done by me. “Bleeding from the orifices is the result of overusing one’s magical reserves. From the destruction witnessed, you just about used everything, even using the force that drives your life.”
Neepa came from behind and pressed herself into my back, sniffling. “You were like a flickering candle. Eva and I were so scared.”
I looked at Eva curiously at the mention. Her cheeks glowed and she looked away. “You freaked me out, okay? You wiped away a small army with one swing then it looked like you dropped dead.”
“One swing?” I mumbled to myself in utter disbelief.
I took the bokken in my hand, the sword feeling lighter than before. Is it even still wood? The other difference aside the appearance and weight was the sensation it sent through me. A calming hum radiated from my hand and through my whole body. 
Holding it felt oddly right.
Two figures swooped down from the sky, a man and a woman who had wings instead of arms and legs that bore an avian resemblance past their thighs. They landed near Sigemond and Laramie, but froze when they saw me and the sword. Sigemond snapped them from their gawking trance.
“Report,” he barked easily.  
The bird-people set their backs straight and each brought up a wing in salute.    
“All clear north and near the base of the mountains, sir,” the man said.
“We found traces of a camp fifteen miles east, sir,” the woman said. “I’ve dispatched half my party to investigate.”            
Sigemond nodded, then turned to the man. “Meet up with the scouting party handling the west and help them. After that, give another cursory sweep.” He looked back down to the woman. “Rendezvous with your party and establish a camp. Leave no stone unturned.”
The pair saluted again, then gave me another fleeting look before they took up to the sky to join the other hovering bird-people. The groups flew into two V-formations, each heading toward their respective destinations.
“We found a lot of bodies amidst the leveled forest,” Sigemond went on, “what’s left of them. But we’re being extra thorough given the circumstances. With Eva’s account and the evidence we’ve discovered, you very well stopped a full-scale invasion on Scintillation, Al.” He turned to take in the new clearing and crossed his arms over his muscular chest, blowing out a huff of air. “The power of a Resonant is one to be reckoned with. Thank the One they didn’t corrupt you.”
My moment in limbo came back to be me. I recalled the light and the feelings associated with it. What the hell was that light?
A short series of whimpers pulled me from introspection, then I remembered why I wanted out in the first place. I used the bokken as a cane and limped my way to where I heard the faint whimpers.
Set near the edge of the undamaged clearing was a crude cage of sticks and vines with a sloppily bandaged wolf-woman resting inside. She was curled around herself, still whimpering softly.
The familiar man guarding the cage stood at attention, then gulped when we came face to face.
“Felix,” I uttered in a low, level tone, “choose your next words very carefully.”
“Al,” Laramie called. “As funny it would be to see Felix struck down by a legendary weapon, he’s not at fault. Eva told us of the beastkin’s efforts, but she’s still feral. Having her loose is dangerous.”
I ignored Laramie and moved past Felix, who made no move to stop me. The simple wood locking pin came off and I was inside the cage. The others watched wearily while I knelt down next to the injured woman, surely expecting her to lash out like a wild animal, but she did no such thing.
I set my sword onto the grass, and then slowly set my hand on top of one of her furry, clawed hand. “Thank you,” I said, hoping she would understand the gesture. In response, she leaned her head forward and licked my hand once.
“What’ll happen to her?” I asked.
Laramie shrugged. “The plan was to do the natural thing: leave her alone. But from Eva’s account, we figured that the Null sympathizers used her pack to form their little army, so there’d be none of her kind to look after her.” Laramie signed. “Still, the natural thing to do is just leave her be.”
“And let her die?”
Laramie held her hands out at her sides apologetically. “That’s nature.”
I looked back to the wolf-beastkin, she watched through her tired, golden eyes, her tail thumping occasionally on the grass.
“Felix,” Sigemond boomed.
Felix’s mouth worked silently for a few moments before he managed to sputter, “S-sir?”
Sigemond kept his gaze on the wolf-woman through the slats of the cage. “Round up Uri and Tettri. You three are in charge of her. Get her comfortable and loaded up on the on the caravan heading out.”
Felix saluted unsurely, then dismissed himself. Sigemond caught me staring at him. The corner of his eyes crinkled as he smiled.
“It doesn’t look like you’re willing to part with her so easily. She’ll come with us to the capital under supervision to receive the aid she needs. I’d like to remain on your good side, too.”
I smiled up at the bulky man, then stepped aside when Felix returned with two women. One of them was another beastkin with floppy ears, squat horns, and had feet ending in hooves. A cow-woman, or a minotauress? The other was a middle-aged woman with a muscular build. Felix laid down a stretcher he brought, and the two women carefully moved the wolf-woman onto it. She stayed calm the entire time, only starting slightly when the women touched her, but I was quick to calm her with a light pet to her wild hair. They covered her naked body with a blanket, and her bright gaze tracked me as they carried her off towards a train of wagons parked near a break in the tree line that I don’t remember being there before.
Sigemond came from behind and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “She’s surprisingly docile, caring for her shouldn’t be too much hassle. That said, Al, we should get you back to Scintillion so you can get more care, and protection.” He eyed the forest around us. “Dust has settled for now. No telling what else may be lurking on our borders. Take solace in knowing that all of us will guard you with our very lives; the least we could do for allowing you to get taken.”
Everything prior to my collapse played back before my eyes, the feeling of terror and disgust becoming fresh.   
“I hope it doesn’t come to that.” I eyed the destruction, and then the bodies lined up on the other side of the camp, what was left of them. “I’m tired of all the death.”
Neepa was by my side as soon as she felt me grow sullen.
“It’s been a quiet ride down here, I think the battle has passed,” Laramie assured. “Y'all be riding with me, so let's get you loaded up, ‘k?”
Standing was starting to get difficult, so I nodded my assent. Sigemond went off and started barking orders out to the camp. Laramie guided Koko, Eva, Neepa and I to her wagon that was a part of a train of seven strong. The wagon had a wide bed with a canvas covering, two horses whinnying as they waited at the front. More soldiers came to help load Eva and I via stretchers; the tough blonde objecting until Neepa scolded her.
Eva and I were loaded side by side on our backs, Neepa sat on her knees near our heads, and Koko sat near our feet by the tailgate. Laramie exchanged a few words with other soldiers, then hopped up to her seat, taking the leather reins in her hands.
More soldiers busied themselves loading up the last of the wagons, one in the rear receiving several loads of the bodies from earlier. After things were squared away, I heard Sigemond give a shout from the lead wagon. Laramie snapped her reins and the horses clopped forward. I watched the sun through the opening in the back get eclipsed by the shaded canopy of the path. A breath of relief left my nostrils as I closed my eyes, feeling satisfaction of Eva’s shoulder pressed against mine, warm and well, and enjoying Neepa’s touch as she ran her fingers through my hair.
My night of terror was over.
A bump in the path made Eva and I groan in unison.
“Koko, got any more of that dragon potion stuff? It helped a lot, but I still feel like I just finished ten rounds with the Incredible Hulk.”
“Who?” Eva, Neepa, and Koko asked.
“Forget it,” I grunted. “Hurt. A lot.”
Koko’s tail wrapped around her feet as she dipped her head down. “Forgive me, Al, but that was all I could spare. Dragon’s blood takes almost a year to distill and dilute, even then only a single dose is a result from an entire batch. The dose will ensure your life and keep infection away while your reservoir refills. More healers will be waiting for you at the academy, but we have to heal you slowly, otherwise you’ll be back to how we found you; dwindling away until your soul burns out.”
“Does that have something to do with my magic something or whatever?”
“Yes. You see, healing magic manipulates your own essence into working—”
I put up my hand. “Sorry, Koko, but my head’s pounding too much for a lecture on magic.”
She folded her hands on her lap. “Of course.”
“But answer me this: how is this path here? Things are still hazy, but I don’t remember seeing this here.”
“Elemental mages worked with the scouting parties to establish roads and bridges. Lucinia and other academies spared all hands when it came to forging a path here. Sigemond has his people establishing a camp to conduct a thorough investigation of the area, soldiers and mages will be coming and going for the weeks ahead.”
“Fucking magic,” I murmured. I glanced at the bokken lying next to my side on the stretcher. Whatever caused the change was done by me, by my magical ability. “Fucking magic,” I whispered again as I closed my eyes.
“Al,” Eva side from beside me.
“Yeah?”
“We have some time till we get back to the capital. Finish that story you were telling Neepa and me, the one about the princess.”
I chuckled. “Pretty hooked on it, huh?” I glanced at Koko, recalling how I told the story of Cinderella because of her. “You mind if I start over? I think Koko would like it, too.”
“Yeah, I’d like that.”
I glanced up at Neepa, her lips curling into a smile. The tip of Koko’s tail swished in curiosity.
I went to start, then something gave me pause. As I was going back on memories, something broke through the surface, the thing Cas said before all things went to hell. Realization struck like a semi. 
“Koko, when we get back, can you arrange it so there’s only us four alone, somewhere private?”
Koko watched me deliberately, wondering if my query was the result of head trauma. “I can, but why?”
“We’ll come to it when we’re all alone. Please, just promise me you can get it done.”
She nodded curtly. “Of course.”
I let out another breath at her confirmation. The revelation has me feeling queasy, or maybe that’s the almost dying. Better to keep my mind elsewhere least stress starts eating away at me. What better way than a classic story?
I cleared my throat. “Well, let’s start, then. This is the Story of Cinderella: Once upon a time…”




Chapter 21


Things were all sorts of hectic when we got back to Scintillion. A small army was waiting for us around the wall’s gate, and hundreds of soldiers were keeping a sharp watch on the ramparts. An entire company broke off and marched along either side of the convoy down the city's thoroughfares until we reached Lucinia’s grounds, where even more soldiers and mages kept a solid perimeter around the academy's gates. Hundreds of winged people flew around the academy in tight formations, like a bunch of vultures circling prey. It was an impressive spectacle to witness Scintillion’s forces operate so neatly as a homologous unit. How forces of the Null were able to penetrate their defenses only fortified my suspicion.
A wall of bodies encircled Laramie’s wagon, and Eva and I were unloaded with the utmost care, many faces staring at the sword and I with awe as word spread through the crowd in whispers. It was uncomfortable to have so many prying eyes on me, but the sheer number of people minimized the chance of anyone or anything attacking.
Koko, Neepa, Eva and I were escorted deep within the academy, then were shown to a private room at the end of a lone hallway, either side of the hall flanked by a dozen robed figures wielding tall staves.
As promised, more healers arrived and gave Eva and I a quick look. I finally got the chance to witness their magic, which consisted of them uttering words that made their hands glow a faint indigo. The color carried with it an extremely pleasant and cooling sensation that made my body throb not as severely. My left hand even recovered the ability to form a fist after receiving their magical touch. But, like Eva’s collarbone, my wrist was still broken. They were also kind enough to bring shirts so Eva and I could cover our bandaged chests. After that, a few people came in to mark down all of our accounts of the whole ordeal, although, the questionnaires were keener on my retailing of the hellish experience.
Once they had our report and gave off an extensive round of questions, we were finally left alone in the lavish room. I thought the room we had before was extravagant, but this one put it to shame. A bed that could fit six people sat in the middle of the room and was adorned with silk so smooth and lustrous that light bounced off it. The carved double-winged doors were a work of art; the doors rivaled the mural set in the ceiling, and that’s not even mentioning the furniture. 
I had to shake my head to keep from dozing off while I sank into the world’s softest bed. Neepa sat on the edge, her fingers still tenderly combing through my hair, and Eva lay on my other side. Koko stood in the middle of the room in her usual rigid manner.
“Are we alone?” I asked the dragon-woman.
She frowned like I asked stupid question. “Of course.”
“I mean…” I looked around the room. “Is anyone listening?” I asked in a hushed tone.
“The doors and walls are thick, and no rooms neighbor this one. And scrying magic is strictly forbidden within Lucinia’s walls.”
I eyed the room once more, uncertain despite Koko’s words. Without saying anything, I waved Koko over. She obliged after a slight pause and came to the foot of the bed. I waved her closer until she reluctantly sat next to Neepa.
“Only whispers, everybody, okay?” The others nodded unsurely. “As it stands, I only trust Neepa and Eva. But I feel that I can trust you, too, Koko.”
“W-what is it you wish to discuss, Al?” Koko asked quietly.
I motioned for everyone to lean in close, and then I whispered, “I think one of the academy heads planned all this.”
The girls went wide-eyed and Neepa held a hand over her mouth to mute a gasp.
“How can you be sure?” Neepa asked.  
“The cat-beastkin, Cas, she said something that I didn't think much of at the time, but once things settled down, I realized she had information that only a few people should know.”
Eva sat up. “What was it?”
“When I went to defend myself with the sword, she laughed at my face and said: ‘The old fart says he can’t do anything with that joke of an artifact.’ I distinctly remember three old farts when the Grand Mage wanted an audience.”
Koko’s crimson eyes stayed wide, her irises needle thin while she folded and unfolded her hands. “You don’t imply…”
“That Null sympathizers have invaded the academy, yes.” The implication was more alarming to her than anyone else, I’m sure.
“Shit.” Eva scowled and bit her thumbnail. “If that’s the case, no wonder they got into Lucinia.”
“B-but the collars,” Koko stammered, “The one you identified as Bricet, enchanted bands of metal was found on his body, that’s how they were able to suppress the Null’s dark presence. One of us couldn't have…”
“Kokoliniasta,” Neepa said softly, “my knowledge on enchanting is minimal, but devising such a spell is very advanced, something only tenth degree disciples and headmasters could accomplish.”
“What’s the deal with this degree thing?” I asked. Koko mentioned she was a sixth degree disciple when we met her, but with everything crazy going on, it just flew over my head.
“One’s degree is a representation of their ability,” Neepa answered. “First degrees are just disciples, then it goes up to third degree, combat certification that most soldiers and freelancers possess; fifth degrees are recognized as competent mages and are given an official title. Obtaining the tenth degree certifies you as a master and that qualifies you for a position as a headmaster or a disciple for the Grand Mage.”
“So headmasters would be packing some serious power, then?”
Neepa nodded, her face glum. “Confronting a headmaster allied to the Null would be extremely dangerous.”
Of course it would. That last thing I want is some god-tier wizard fighting in a crowded building.
Koko brought her own tail to her lap, then started wringing the tip with her hands. Her shoulders dropped when she let out a self-suffering sigh, struggling with the fact of betrayal.  “You have to be mistaken. Surely word would’ve spread through the headmasters to their students. Knowledge of your display wasn’t confidential.”
“I thought of that, Koko,” I said. “Eva, you’ve got a head for shit like this. How long do you think it would take a bunch of traitors to rally up, plan, build a small army in the cover of the woods, then enact their kidnapping scheme?”
She looked down to think for a moment, and when she looked up, she answered, “At least a few days.”
“Exactly. A lot of shit had to be arranged in a very small window, so whoever it was probably started sending messages the moment the meeting ended. Also, I wondered: why didn’t they wait for me to leave and return to your home? Neepa, Eva, your house is cozy, but it’s damn near isolated; they could've easily abducted me and killed you two and no one would know for days.
“Idle conversation wouldn’t mention my living arrangements with you two. No. They couldn’t risk me agreeing to stay to figure out this power, which by the way, holy shit. That, and with me getting a lot more attention, there’d be little opportunity to get me alone without leaving some sort of obvious trail. Whoever the traitor is, they were in that room with us and jumped on thier plan to use me as war machine to tear everything down.”
Koko still wrung her tail. “Should I notify the Grand Mage?”   
“No. There’s no telling how far this runs. I don’t want anyone caught up in the crossfire of some crazy wizards’ last stand.”
“What do we do?” Neepa asked.
I dropped my head into the mattress and sighed. “I don’t know.” I brought my head back up. “Unless you guys have some sort of polygraph?” I was given a series of confused looks. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.”
“We should’ve left one of them alive,” Eva said. “A few arrowheads under some fingernails is a good way to make a person honest.”
Eva’s brutality made me chuckle and helped lighten my mood some. Still, I’m stuck in a tight spot. If only there was some way to get all the suspects in a room without rising alarm and keep them from wreaking all sorts of havoc. Unless…
“What about sleep spells or paralysis spells? Is that a thing?” I asked.
“Yes, but such abilities wouldn’t fare against headmasters. Mages above at the third degree and up are trained to sense and guard themselves from such attacks to an extent,” Koko informed, crushing my attempt at a plan.
I really need to understand the rules of magic here.
Knocking them out while their guard is down seems like the safest approach. But how? Maybe if we could get them to…
“The drug!” I shouted, then cursed myself for shouting. “The drug, Koko,” I whispered, “do you have any more, or something that works just as fast?”
“What drug?” Eva asked primly.
Koko turned as red as a ripe tomato and her wings unfurled to jut roughly from her back. I wasn’t thinking when I blurted that out, and now Neepa and Eva were waiting for an explanation. Koko looked at me for guidance, may fault for putting us on the spot.
I sat up and rubbed my neck, thinking the best way to discuss this. It was a touchy subject considering Koko’s and Neepa’s feelings. Explaining to a woman why another woman gave you a handjob is never going to be an easy thing to discuss. The only way to have a difficult conversation was to just be upfront.
I forced myself to meet Koko’s eyes. “We should tell them everything. I mean, it’s part of the reason why I trust you, Koko.” She eyed Neepa and Eva, internal anguish clear on her face. “It’s okay, they’ll keep your secret. Right?”
Neepa and Eva shared a long look, looking like they were communicating telepathically, then turned their heads back to nod.
I drew in a shallow breath. “Okay,” I said with an exhale, “you see—”
“Mother ordered me after Al and I shared a pleasant beverage together and was upset that he had no intention of speaking to her that day so she gave me the task of seducing him and promising my body so that he could have his way with Mother so she could bear a powerful daughter who had the blood of a Resonant then she went into vivid detail how I should service him especially with my mouth because Mother said men love it when you use your mouth but I remembered what my real mother said about preserving my maidenhood for the man I truly love but Mother said it was a gift and I cried and panicked then cried more than I devised a way by drugging all of you with the wine with a sedative from the infirmary so Mother would think he declined after having his way but he woke up halfway through me trying to get his seed then he learned of Mother’s plan and helped me by giving his seed which I had to stimulate his genitals until he erupted in my hand and my head got all fuzzy and and and—” Koko gasped for air after vomiting out words, then began hyperventilating.
Neepa’s and Eva’s jaws hung open while they processed that info dump. When the tail end of Koko’s explanation clicked, their heads snapped to me. Neepa’s eyes inscrutable, Eva’s bore the singular intensity of a murderer. I gulped under their harsh stares.
“Please, don’t tell Mother,” Koko finished in a squeak. 
I coughed into my hand. “Given the circumstances, I, uh, helped.” I cringed when I said that; like getting a handy ever helped anyone. “Sooo, yeah. Since Charna’s plan needs me alive, she’s not a suspect. Koko acted in her own self interest going behind Charna, so she’s not caught up in this whole plot.”
The girls didn’t say anything for several, agonizing seconds. Neepa’s face softened and she set her hand over Koko’s trembling one. “It’ll be okay, we won’t tell a soul.”
Koko sniffled. “Thank you.”
“What does Koko drugging us and jerking you off have to do with anything?” Eva asked flatly, her mouth set in that ambiguous area of indifference and cool rage.
“I think I have a plan,” I said, trying to stay calm in the blonde’s presence. “Koko, I want you to arrange another audience with the Grand Mage, and I want everyone; her, Julika, the headmasters, Sigemond, and anyone else of high importance. Tell them I had a divine revelation from the One and I have my decision regarding my place in this war.”
“You did?” Koko asked.
“No…” I thought about the fall and the light; something for another day. “No, just a white lie. And, Eva, those crossbows of yours, is there anything smaller?”
She watched me for a while, then answered, “Yeah. There’s a few, but they’re not very lethal unless you get a good shot in.”
I grinned. “I don’t think that’d be a problem for you. Anyways, I’m not looking for lethal. Alright, everybody, listen up, here’s the plan…”
✽✽✽
 
Nerves were running high as Koko, Neepa, Eva and I were all being escorted by twenty mages. The robed figures boxed us in from all sides. Two hours earlier, Koko did a lot of running around to gather the things I asked for, then set up the meeting with everyone. Instead of meeting in Merula’s chambers, the whole thing was to be conducted in the Hall of Discourse, a grand space reserved only for the most crucial of decisions. In passing, Koko informed me that the last time a meeting was arranged for the Hall was two months ago when a world called Elesrora was invaded.
When allied worlds as mighty as Scintillion get invaded so suddenly, a conference of people that represent the military, the various mage academies and organizations, and delegates from other worlds, have to make the decision to fight back, evacuate, or cut their losses. Elesrora hasn’t been lost outright, but Koko said over half of the world is under the Null control.
The room was reserved for very serious and grief affairs.
Eva kept adjusting her sling, Neepa had her hat pulled so low that she was just a nose and mouth, and Koko walked like a rod had surgically replaced her spine. Butterflies were floating in my stomach, too, and I had my good hand wrapped so tightly around the bokken I was using as a cane that my palm started to go numb. Exhaustion still weighed on me. A shame I didn't try to nap for the last forty minutes. Not like I could’ve.
The wide hallway we traveled looked familiar, the same one Koko brought me down that would’ve ended at Gessi’s library. We made a left at an intersection, and continued on till with got to a pair of pearl-white double-winged doors as wide as the hallway itself, two robed guards waiting before them.
The entourage of mages around us broke off to either side, the rest forming a line in the rear, completely blocking off the hall. The robed men and women thumped the butt of their staves on the ground in unison, then the doors parted for the girls and I, marking our arrival.
One foot was forced in front of the other, and we stepped into the Hall of Discourse. It was a spacious room with a high ceiling, which adorned a chandelier with a radius of more than ten feet, the impressive piece radiating light from a galaxy of crystal fixtures. The only piece of furniture in the room was a throne, where Merula sat, her disciple off to her side. Julika looked exhausted, no doubt from the chaos following the assault, yet she still managed to spare me a grateful smile.
There stood a great many figures in the wide space, each huddling together like high school clicks in a lunchroom. A few groups must’ve been other academies based on their attire, each huddling had a man or woman of an advanced age at the front—other headmasters, maybe.  Sigemond was there, and with him stood an honor guard of a dozen knights, each dressed in armor that must’ve been strictly ceremonial for them to be so pristine. There were more people who looked of importance, but they weren’t the crux of my worries. No, that stood at the front.
To the left of Merula’s throne were the headmasters: Emre, Jal, Charna, and the grandpa with the long, grey beard whose name I never got.
Behind Charna stood five other dragon-women; her other daughters. I picked Aleih out from the line of dragon beauties, and she looked no worse for wear despite being mauled by three courted-beastkin. But she looked like a beaten dog, and the smile she gave felt weak, sad. My eyes snapped to the mother, her eyes tracking me like a predator.
Koko, Neepa, and Eva gave me one final encouraging nod, then walked off to the side, giving me the floor.
“Thanks for agreeing to this meeting on such short notice,” I announced to everyone.           
“Think nothing of it, Al,” Julika said. She left her master’s side and approached. She gave the bokken I rested my weight on an appraising look, then regarded me with a triumphant smile. “It seems you’ve awakened something within the artifact.”
“Yeah, I guess I did.” I did a slow turn to address the others in the room. “As I’m sure you’re all aware of what happened. Take that as the proof of my title as Resonant. Believe me when I said I didn’t believe it either. But…” I inspected the black sword of indiscernible material. “...fact is often stranger than fiction.”
I perused the small sea of faces while I walked with a slow gait, my sword echoing in the vast hall as it taped with my footfalls. The effect worked, and everyone watched with timid and anxious faces.
My pacing ceased, then I struck the floor with a hard tap, making everyone jump.  
“It’s no exaggeration to say that I saw the light,” I announced, projecting my voice the best I could as I resumed pacing. “In a dire moment, when all seemed lost, the One came to me with a great revelation, and with it, a humble request: protect life so it may have the chance to flourish. I accepted the sacred duty and the great power and responsibility that came with it. The One gave me the power needed to smite the people who sought to bring destruction upon innocent lives.”
I stopped before the headmasters, giving each of them an equal, hard look. Faces stared back, none revealing anything damning. My body grew tense until cords grew in my muscles, the look of anger on my face clear before I turned my back to the group. “That said, if I am to honor my duty of protecting the innocent, I should first smite the traitor in our presence.”
A series of cries and gasps erupted from everyone. Heads swiveled back and forth, and a light panic surged through the room. All fell silent when I raised the sword to my side, and if word spread as I guessed, they all knew the devastation one swing could bring. Everyone stilled.
The dramatic lag was for me to manage myself. A wavering voice would ruin everything.
With my back still turned, I uttered in a low voice, “You really shouldn’t have used Cas for such a vital attack for your crazy cause. That sociopathic bitch ran her mouth a mile a minute when she thought she had me under their thumb, you old fart.”
Everything ran so tense that it took all my self-control to not tremble like a man with Parkinson’s. Sweat beaded on my forehead as a lengthy silence loomed in the Hall of Discourse, everyone caught up in a confused lull. More than a few hands clutched staves or rested on swords. All ready for a potential clash that will no doubt be an absolute shitstorm.  
Just when my heart threatened to give out, a soft chuckle sounded from one of the headmasters. I whirled around with the sword pointed at the source: the old Gandalf-looking bastard at the end.
His chuckle tapered off. His kindly grandpa vibe gone, sinister intentions twisted his expression and made his eyes burn like coals. The traitor opened his mouth to utter a martyr's cry or do some evil monologuing, but the only thing that came out was choked grunt.
The old man stared at Eva, then down at the three darts in his thigh. He staggered for a few beats, then collapsed face first into the floor with a healthy thump.
Half a minute of nothing happened. I slowly approached the downed man and give him a few pokes with my sword. He didn’t stir.
A shit-eating grin split my face and I laughed. “Holy Johnny Ramone, it fucking worked!”
Neepa ran into me with a big hug. “Al, you did it, you really did it!”
“Thank Eva, she’s the one who fired the money shot.”
Eva came striding up with Koko beside her, the blonde unstrapping the wrist-mounted dart launcher from her slinged arm and tossing it to the floor. 
“A few inches off my mark,” Eva stated, disappointed that she missed skewering his kabob.
Ignoring what she said, I took her in for a hug. She tensed momentarily, then eased into the hug, patting me on the back with her good arm.
Julika stumbled up to us as if possessed, her eyes fixed on the still body of… never got his name.
“Olodor was a Null sympathizer?” Julika rocked on her heels as if those words had poisoned her. Once her wave of nausea passed, she asked, “H-How did you know it was him?”
“Oh, I didn’t.”
“B-but, you said… the girl named Cas and…” Julika stopped, flabbergasted.
“About that… I actually lied about everything. Well, not Cas mouthing off, but she never explicitly said who was calling the shots, only that they were an ‘old fart.’
“I knew it had to be one of the three male headmasters because they witnessed my demonstration with the artifact, but I had to get them all together without raising suspicion, so I figured ‘divine wisdom from the One.’ I didn’t want any chaos from a massive fight, so I had Koko fetch some strong sedatives and smuggle a dart-launcher for Eva to conceal with her sling. Told her to shoot anyone who reacted suspiciously when I called them out, Neepa and Koko were to help restrain the suspect if need be.
“I honestly didn’t expect him to start laughing once the jig was up.”
“Good job!” Merula cackled as she slapped the arm of her throne, the one person who shouldn’t be giddy over discovering a traitor in her inner circle.
Julika looked crestfallen. “The One speaking to you?”
“A lie.” I shrugged. “Seemed like the most believable thing to make a big deal about.”
She nodded absently. “I see.”   
“But I didn’t lie about accepting the sacred duty.” Julika’s breath hitched in her throat, making sure she heard me correctly. I turned towards the bystanders. “I accept the title of Resonant and I will fight against the Null,” I stated loudly for all to hear.
Before people could cheer, I quickly said, “But!” Voices hushed and I had everyone’s attention again.
“But,” I went on, “I have a few conditions.”
Julika rushed to my side, her bright blue eyes twinkling. “Anything!”
I regarded Sigemond from the crowd, then faced Merula. “I want to be unaffiliated to the military or any academies. No one gives me orders, only suggestions. If there’s something I don’t like or find suspicious, it’s my call whether I do it or not. I don’t want to be marked as insubordinate, treasonous, or be caught up in any political nonsense. Okay?” 
“Done,” Sigemond said without hesitation.
“Sure, why not?” Merula said with a wave of her hand.
No other parties spoke forth from the crowd, so it was unanimous. With that settled, I moved on.
“I want to be a part of Eva and Neepa’s team, and I want to be formally trained by the military and become a student of Lucinia. If they’ll have me?” I looked towards Neepa and Eva. Neepa nodded fervently, Eva measured my worth with a long look, then nodded once, tiny traces of a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “And by extension, I want Neepa to be allowed to study here, too.”
Julika’s hearted expression disappeared as if it were slapped off her face. Despite Neepa’s efforts, she still held ill will towards her. It may be selfish on my part, but I won’t fight if Neepa isn’t by my side; she deserves this, more so than I. People’s view of her will change, even if I have to force it.
Merula bypassed anything Julika had to say. “OK,” she said, seemingly without a thought.
Julika’s objection was clear as day, but being the good disciple she is, said nothing more to the matter.
I focused my attention on the remaining headmasters. “Truth be told, this power scares me. I only ask that you all help me so I don’t end up hurting anyone or myself.”
Emre stepped forward and clasped a hand on my shoulder, his face proud and his eyes bordering tears. “I’d be honored to guide you, Al.”
Jal came up, too. He held me in his tart gaze, then he made an elated face, an expression I thought impossible. “There’s greatness in you, I can see it.” He looked down at Olodor and nodded. “That strategic mind of yours is something to behold, as well.” 
Charna sashayed up then. She bowed her head, her daughters mirroring the gesture. “You have saved my daughter when delusions of grandiose made her careless,” she said to simultaneously praise me and shame Aleih. Charna trained her intense violet eyes on mine. “You have done me a great service, I am in your debt. Not one to be in any debt, I’m honor-bound to repay you. Anything,” she breathed out, her voice laced with suggestion. 
The dragon-woman felt no shame in openly trying to beguile me in front of everyone. It was enough to make me fume.
Wait. Honor-bound? Anything?
The cogs started turning, pieces falling into place. I think I have it. Just need to be careful with my wording.
“Actually, Charna, there is one thing.”
She licked her lips. “Anything.”
“Your… proposal was presented during a conflicted time for me. That’s why I refused. But—” I eyed Aleih, my mouth curling salaciously, “—I think your kind calls it some sort of exchange regarding your kin? There’s a likeness I see, a likeness of you that was… absent from your gift.” Saying that almost accosted my effort, but was able to smoothly play off my anger as desire.
Charna’s smile grew a fraction wider, bathing in the vindication of being wanted, remaining completely oblivious. 
“Perhaps if I had the chance to test the waters, so to speak, before I delve into… greater depths?” My eyes took their time roaming her figure. I made sure to linger on the chest she put on bold display. “Maybe then we could strike a deal that benefits us mutually?”
Charna’s lips parted, and she turned to consider Aleih. When Charna looked back, I could see her playing with her daughter in her mind like a gambler would a poker chip. 
“It’s called the passing of the hand. You desire my daughter’s hand, her very being?”
“Yes, I desire your daughter's hand.” I eyed Aleih again, her sisters all gawking at her while she stared back at me, her face stupefied at the implication.
Charna laughed with a lascivious grin. “I may be honor-bound to accept, but this is a gift to give my daughter to someone as mighty as a Resonant. I accept.” Charna reached out for Aleih, who stepped forward with an ear-to-ear smile.
“Great,” I said. “I want Koko’s hand.”
Charna and Aleih froze like someone hit their pause buttons, the stupid grins still on their faces. Charna slowly closed her hand, her fist making a terrible noise, like she was crushing the very air in her palm.
“I beg your pardon?” she demanded coyly.
“The daughter I want is Koko. Unless, of course, you want to go back on your word on heeding my request?”
The smile died on Charna’s face. She regarded me with a regal face, but the narrow slits of her irises betrayed how enraged she was. A woman didn’t stand before me, a monster did. A monster who was so pissed that the air around us seemed to grow denser. But I matched her eerily calm, piercing glare. Charna’s pinned and she knows it. The game she weaved to get herself another daughter ended before it even had a chance to start. 
The mother was willing to handoff one of her daughters if it meant she could have the child of a legendary hero, no doubt raising the child to use her potential power to extend Charna’s whims. In the end, she ended up as a pawn when she took the bait.
Charna’s stare of subdued fury lasted several beats longer, then she turned her sights to Koko, who looked petrified. Charna approached her and wordlessly asked for Koko’s hand. The adopted daughter complied and allowed her mother to bring her before me. Charna asked for my hand, which I gave her, albeit reluctantly.
“Kokoliniasta,” Charna said without energy, “I give your hand to Alfonso of the family Engel, and attached to that hand is your life, soul, and honor, till you die or he. You are absolved of my family from here on and are merged with his.” Charna placed Koko’s hand in mine, her teeth gnashing behind her lips. “By my authority, I now pronounce you husband and wife.” 
I blinked. “What?”
“What?” Neepa and Eva nearly yelled.
Charna excused herself and went to Julika, who stared at Koko and I as we still held each other’s hand. “Allow me to bring this one to the Delvers, he has secrets that need to be spilled.”
Not waiting for any confirmation, Charna seized the end of Olodor’s long beard. The other daughters fell into step behind their mother and the unconscious wizard. Charna began walking towards the doors, Olodor’s face squealing against the smooth wooden floor.
As they passed, each of Charna’s daughters gave Koko and I the stink eye; Aleih’s face trembled with bottled rage. Then they were gone.
I stared at Koko’s hand, then down at her. She had her gaze trained where Charna stood, her lips slightly parted and her eyes almost bugging out of her head, the dragon-woman seemingly frozen in place.
“C-congratulations,” Julika murmured as she and Merula came up, the Grand Mage wiping her watery eyes.
“Hmm, weddings,” the ancient woman said, then produced a hanky to blow her nose. “Every time they get me, every time.”
I withdrew my hand from Koko’s; her arm hung in the air until I adjusted it to her side, as if I were posing a manikin for a display. “Charna’s not going to kill him, is she?”
Julika cleared her throat and got back to business. “No. She’s taking him to our Delvers—mages trained in the mental arts—so his mind can be analyzed for information.”
“I know how tricky it is getting into a mind as tough as mage’s,” Sigemond said when he came up to my side. He gave Koko and I a congratulatory smile, then he gave Julika serious face. “If the Delvers’ efforts prove fruitless, let my people have a go. A mind can be stronger than diamonds, but flesh is easier to bruise than overripe fruit. Can be easily peeled, too.”
“Noted,” Julika replied.
“Now, then, unless our proud Resonant has anything left to request, I think it’s best we show him and his companions off to rest.” He watched me with his dark eyes, and I shook my head. “Good. Hear me, Al, you’ve have done a great deed, take no shame in resting. It’s our turn now. There are many rats that need to be smoked out.” 
Julika closed her eyes and sighed, no doubt imagining the mountain of work ahead of her and the academy. “Yes, there is,” she agreed. “There is much to discuss regarding your position, Al, but that can be saved for later. For now, please, rest. I’m sure it’s been an impossibly long day for you.”
The last sixteen-odd hours replayed before my eyes; the confusion, the fear, and the triumph. There was a maelstrom of emotions deep within, but a tiny voice echoed inside my mind, and I smiled.
“Yeah, it has,” I said, then hugged Julika, the woman taught in my arms. My heart still felt that comforting, all-encompassing sensation. “I felt it, Julika. Thanks for pointing it out.”
Her arms wrapped around me and she settled into the hug. “I knew you would.”
I pulled away and fixed her with a firm look. “And be fair to Neepa, for me. I wouldn’t be here if not for her.”
Her expression grew pensive for a second. She let out a breath through her nose before giving a single nod.
I went to Merula next, but before a word left my mouth, she said, “We’ll have tea next time, dear, thank you. Come, Julika, something tells me we have to stay sharp.”
She started shuffling off towards the door, Julika jogging to keep up. The other audience members watched the Grand Mage leave, no doubt wondering if they came up here for nothing.
Neepa and Eva joined Koko and I. Neepa had the brim of her hat hiding her face, Eva’s face bore a what-the-fuck-did-you-do look. Koko had yet to budge a muscle. I coughed into my hand as an uncomfortable silence settled.   
“Well,” Sigemond said, taking a step away from the awkward air, “I’ll keep in touch. Eva, watch over Al.”
“Yes, sir,” she responded, then set her gaze back to simmer me.
Sigemond retreated to his honor guard,  directing his people to corral out the others so me and the girls don’t get swarmed, and he left with the bodies leaving the Hall of Discourse.
“I guess we should head back?” I offered in an effort to move past the strained moment.
Koko blinked then, and made the tiniest nod I’ve ever seen. She spun on her heel and approached the mages in charge of guarding us, leaving the three of us behind. With nothing else to do at the moment, we followed Koko back to our room.
Nothing was said the entire trip back. And the longer the silence lasted, the worse I felt. 
The mages took up guard in front of our room, and one broke off to ask if we wanted a meal brought in. I politely refused and told him later. He closed the door behind him and I looked at Koko, the pit in my stomach bordering the Grand Canyon in scale now.
Neepa kneaded part of her dress between her fingers and Eva stood with her good arm planted on her hip, no doubt waiting for me to start talking.
God, why am I such an idiot?
I stepped up to Koko, who was looking at me, but not exactly seeing me, the woman still trapped in a haze.
I itched at the stubble on my neck. “Look, Koko, I’m sorry. I only heard about the passing off thing in, well, passing, and I thought if I did that then I could give you your own life, not wed you. What I’ve been told and what you told me just made me want to help, the honor-bound thing seemed like a good thing at the time. Taking advantage of you is not my intention, I just… I… Koko?”
Her jaw trembled as her eyes glazed over. Heavy tears spilled from her cheeks, then she crumpled over in a paroxysm of weeping.     
Neepa and Eva stared at the sobbing dragon-beastkin, then they both shot me a look. Is this what it feels like to be the biggest asshole in the world?
I went over to help calm Koko, but then she dropped to her knees and sobbed harder. Unexpectedly, she clutched my legs and buried her face in my stomach.
“Thank you,” she bawled. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She choked on a sob, taking a moment to catch her breath to continue thanking me in unintelligible whispers.
I tossed aside the magical sword and dropped to my knees to comfort Koko. “It’ll be okay,” I promised. She sobbed so hard that her entire body shook.
Neepa deposited herself next to us and rubbed the weeping girl’s back. Eva stood on the other side and rested a hand onto Koko’s heaving shoulder. Together, we comforted Koko as she confronted this busted damn of emotions.    




Chapter 22


The next few days passed by in a blur of activity. Except the first; I spent an entire day and a half sleeping. But the following day was all sorts of hectic chaos at the academy. 
Word spread like wildfire of Headmaster Olodor’s betrayal, sending the entire academy of Lucinia, as well as all of the minor institutions peppered throughout Scintillion, to give all of their students and faculty a thorough investigation by the Delvers. People had to willingly open their minds to the mental mages, then go on to answer a series of questions. Turns out that Delvers are this world’s living equivalent to a polygraph; with an open mind before them, they can tell lies from truths, like reading a book.
Of course, there are almost four-hundred-thousand mages in Scintillion alone, and there are only so many Delvers. One easy solution was the order issued by the Council of Scintillion, a collective of people that includes the Grand Mage, Sigemond, and other representatives in charge of running the bigger aspects of the state such as the treasury, various unions, and foreign trade and relations. Basically, they passed a sunset law that anyone accused of treason or of any suspicious acts must submit to the quarries of any military official or mage holding similar authority. Any who refuse is subject to imprisonment, and, in the extreme case, execution. With such heavy repercussions, many readily submitted themselves to the Delvers so that the investigation could go smoothly. It was going to take a long-ass time, though. Julika predicts it would take several months to thoroughly go through their rosters, likewise for Sigemond’s people.
However, on the day the legislation was announced, several people trying to flee were captured by the wall’s guard. Not all the Null sympathizers shared Bricet’s mad devotion to the cause. And several more were found hanging in their rooms by the end of the first day of the law; mages, soldiers, and townsfolk alike.
Risk running, or wait till they get cornered. Took their own shortcut to being permanent landowners.
The initial findings of the investigation about the three who led the corrupted-beastkin army were presented to me. Bricet, Bardol, and Cas were all long-time residents of Scintillion. Bricet was on his way to being a headmaster for Arade, a smaller academy that prided themselves in earth mages. Bardol was a military veteran who served fifteen years before retiring to be a farmer. Cas went to Lucinia and studied up until she got to the fourth degree with her element in fire, then served her contractual five years in the military before she became a local trapper. Lucinia’s records revealed that all three had ties to Olodor, either studying under him directly at some point, or serving besides him during past campaigns on other worlds.   
Learning of all the sleeper agents within Scintillion was alarming at first, but when the news of fleeing, surrenders, and suicides came back, I felt a little better. Whatever network they had going within the city was in shambles now. Knock on wood. 
The only loose end were the collars. Bricet was an earth mage who was capable of manipulating iron, which is why the unfastened collar bands were found only on his corpse. Strong speculation suggests that he was in charge of collaring and turning any captured wolf-beastkin. And me, but it never came to that, thankfully.
Sigemond’s people took point out in the woods and swept the area around where they rescued us. Found forty-nine corrupted wolf-beastkin in total, all dead. Based off observations and accounts of local hunters and scavengers, that was the entire pack who controlled the western portion of forest.
A tragedy, one made all the more guilt ridden considering I was the one to put them down. All assured me there was no turning back from corruption, that it was basically death. The sentiment was lukewarm at best.
The collars still proved to be a complete enigma. It was believed that Olodor was the one who crafted the enchantment base that allowed the corrupted beastkin to move freely without drawing attention from the numerous wards and seers in and around Scintillion, but there were no traces of any recognizable magic. Like the cursed Null dagger and whistles, the collars were fueled and crafted by black magic. No other discernible evidence revealed anything outside of a terrifying effect. The collars somehow managed to negate any magic based around a pure nature. 
Aleih was powerful for being a seventh degree mage, but her flames failed to pierce whatever barrier the collars produced for the corrupted-beastkin. Other tests were true for other pure elements like water and air. The collars weren’t perfect, however. Charna requested to have a go at one of the test collars. After a bath of her flames, the collar was nothing more than a molten puddle.
Alarming that the Null could devise such magic, but the mages assured they would crack whatever causes such a phenomenon then learn to crush it. 
How the traitors got and learned how to use such tools remains a mystery. Olodor has yet to crack. But he will. And when he does, the truth will bring us closer to the Null’s plans.        
While the hunt for traitors was far from over, the investigation regarding the attack on Scintillion was closed, for now. The next order of business was my role as the Resonant.
I witnessed the sheer power at my disposal first hand. And it almost killed me. Julika said I had to  have been blessed to have tapped into all of my power, channel it into the artifact, then unleash it in such a sloppy fashion and still be alive. That said, I would have to undergo some serious education to learn the fundamentals of magic to actually wield the sword. Or at least prevent myself from almost dying again. Julika said all of Lucinia is at my disposal. Sigemond swearing the same for the Arms of Earus. 
Together, we went into great detail about how to go about training me to be a competent soldier before I can hope to fill the role of mighty hero. The first thing arranged was my living quarters; actually, our living quarters. Sigemond suggested having Neepa, Eva, and I moved to a home right in the middle of Scintillion, just a short way from Lucinia and a couple city blocks away from a military outpost.
Receiving a new home for free seemed a bit much, but Sigemond assured me that it was the best way to remain flexible and be under close watch, as well as giving me the privacy I'll need. His face crinkled knowingly the time he said it. Julika looked nonplussed at the old man’s mirth, but also agreed that the arrangement allowed me to balance my study of magic and combat. As it stands, I have no idea how to wield a sword or use magic. It’s going to be an interesting climb.
The arrangement was also for the sake of the girls, or my squad mates. Officially, I’m considered an independent mercenary who works alongside Scintillion. Doesn’t really mean anything, but I thought it was kinda neat that I was a mercenary. Eva and Neepa would serve dual roles as my partners and my instructors; however, Sigemond said he was going to assign a few more people that he felt would benefit me, so long as I approved.
And given the development with Koko, she would serve as a mediator of sorts with Lucinia as well as my assistant/mentor… and wife. With so much going on, Koko and I had yet to discuss that little hiccup. What's worse is that it’s legally binding.
Long story short, the passing of a hand is a sort of arranged marriage that allows nest mothers to dump their kids without granting them independence—an old dragon custom that mirrors that of kings giving away daughters to merge kingdoms. Dragons can only birth daughters, so they rely heavily on other species to reproduce. With long lifespans and immense power at their disposal, dragons can afford to be picky when it comes to mates. That does pose a problem for when they want to build their nest and Mr. Right doesn’t stroll along. The passing of the hand was the solution that allowed nest mothers to increase their nest size by giving away their daughters with the sole condition that any offspring of the daughters falls under their mother's authority, to pad numbers. In simplest terms, all dragons want to spread their bloodline far and wide, and they need powerful daughters to defend their respective nests.  
Matricide wasn’t too uncommon for dragons because newly freed daughters would sometimes turn around and kill the mother to lay claim to the nest. Might and territory is everything to them, something in their being that compels them to stand at the absolute precipice of their species’ hierarchy, to be the apex bloodline for the dragon race.    
All I really got from how Julika explained it was that I claimed Koko as property, and that dragons are fucking brutal creatures. It’s like God listened to Cannibal Corpse and brought forth the light with his fist to birth dragons. 
Also, inadvertently forcing Koko to be my wife was a serious dick move on my part, but it was the best, and only, move to get her out of Charna’s hands. Being in a position where she was honor-bound to heed my request, Charna was in no position to make demands or conditions. The thought probably didn’t even cross her mind; she was more than willing to toss aside a prominent daughter if it meant getting a Resonant’s seed.
A garbage disposal had a higher chance of getting fucked by me than her.         
“Where would you like these, sir?” a simian-looking beastkin asked. He was one of the more bestial looking species with fur covering most of his body and having strong facial features of an ape.
I snapped out of my lull and stared at the nondescript chest. “Oh, I think Eva would know.”
“Right, sir.” The silverback-looking dude nodded then carried the chest up the stairs where Eva was directing the soldiers helping with the move.
Neepa was surprised, to say the least, with the whole Koko deal, but she didn’t seem to hold any ill will towards the dragon-woman or me. When Neepa didn’t appear overly upset, Eva withheld any hostile behavior directed towards me, so Little Al didn’t have worry for his well-being.
Regarding the move, they were surprisingly quick to agree. When the option was presented to me in the private meeting, I thought it would be wrong to drag the girls out of the home where their adoptive mother raised them. They admitted it was sad to move on, but they held the sentiment that home was where their hearts were. Neepa was ecstatic to be able to finally go to the prestigious Lucinia, and Eva was happy that Neepa was happy.
Once arrangements were made, Sigemond had two wagons prepared and a squad to help. Eva and I were on the first wagon back to the city proper, Neepa stayed behind to help direct everything. About seventy-percent of everything in that house by the woods belonged to Neepa; Eva was able to fit all of her belongings into two trunks. We were hesitant to leave her behind, but, amazingly, all the soldiers heeded Neepa’s every word with respect and urgency. Sigemond must’ve been spreading her efforts during the assault.
Though, I’m not sure how things are going to swing with other mages. Julika seemed far from ecstatic about my demand. I respect Julika, but I won’t hesitate to chew her out if she decides to be difficult.
Difficult is going to be the word of the day for the coming weeks; I’d like to avoid any more complications if possible. 
I stood in the middle of our new home and rubbed my temples. My head still pounding from the seven hour meeting yesterday, and we left the walls at the crack of dawn for the move. It seemed I was the only one who wasn’t so bushy-tailed for the day.
I tilted my up to the vaulted ceiling. The rustic home felt cozier than the patrician quarters offered by the academy. The space was more like a large lodge than a simple house.
The end where I stood was very open, featuring a generously furnished living room with a wide fireplace perfect for chasing away cold nights. The kitchen was on the other side of the room with a long dining table separating the two spaces. The other half of the house featured eight rooms, four on each floor, and a spacious study on the ground level on the other end.
One thing I loved about the house was how it stood alone in the center of a block, narrow streets serving as a buffer to the other buildings that were built side-by-side. This allowed our home to have a fairly sizeable backyard enclosed by a stone wall, the only way in being through the backdoor, or by a steel side door built into the wall. Neepa would have space to plant a garden, Eva could set up targets, and I could relax on the porch.
When Sigemond showed us the place, I asked why such an impressive home was unoccupied. He told me the group living here before is no longer with us, and then gave a brief overview of how the Arms handles its general infantry. Those within Scintillion either serve as reserves, or are cycled to and from various worlds. While within the city, soldiers take up grunt work such as patrols, peace keeping, sanitation, and requests approved by the guild. None of the jobs can be called quests, most consisting of labor jobs.
Within the Arms are specialized squads or companies who follow different protocols. Homes like the one we were given are provided for squads to live in until they’re required for active duty. Though, things work differently for us because we’re a very, very, special squad.       
I walked through the back door and onto the porch, taking in the backyard before turning back to admire the house. Thoughts of the residents prior entered my mind.
I plan on here long enough for this to be home.
I caught myself in the window’s reflection. The man before me a stranger. My jet black hair hung almost over my eyes, and thick curls framed my jaws and upper lip. The new shirt, pants, and midnight sword at my hip made me look like a guy from the renaissance. I scratched at my beard and frowned, hating how much of a bum I looked like. I got my crew touched up every three weeks and shaved every two days, otherwise my face would feel so itchy that sleeping became a bitch and a half.
While grimacing, I looked past my reflection and saw Eva; she stood in the living room and frowned back at me. She stormed outside and asked with a tight inflection, “What?”
“Sorry, I wasn’t making that face at you, it’s just…” I ran a hand over my jaw. “I’m just annoyed about how unkempt I’ve gotten.”
She rolled her eyes. “Stop it. That face you make is extra annoying.”
I minutely shook my head at her attitude. “It’s on my face. Can’t help it.”
Eva leaned against the door jam, and tapped her finger on her crossed forearm, the sling gone and her collarbone healed. She fixed me with her mint-colored eyes, then exhaled through her nostrils. She dipped back and inside and came back with a chair from the dining table. The legs creaked as she planted it on the porch, and she said, “Sit.” Then disappeared back inside.
A minute later, she came back with a towel, a small jar, and a thin blade. While loading her supplies on the window sill, she turned around and cocked a brow.
“W-what are you doing?” I asked.
“Shut up and sit down. I’m going to fix your face.”
I complied and was tempted to cheekily ask if she was going to give me a Columbian necktie, but thought better of introducing the idea to her.
Eva ran the knife’s edge against her leather belt a few passes, then checked the edge on her thumbnail, shaving off a thin curl. She opened the jar and rubbed what felt like oil along my jaw, the fragrance sweet.
She stepped behind me and tilted my head up slightly. “Hold still.” The blade pressed under my chin, then smoothly traveled down my neck. Eva wiped the blade off on the towel and repeated the process, the knife gliding over my skin and through the thick curls easily.
Eva worked silently for several more minutes, the only sounds filling the sunny day the clopping of feet and murmurs inside.
“How’s it feel?” she asked quietly, the question almost as an afterthought while she followed the contours of my jaw.
“You’re not hurting me,” I answered carefully, not wanting a slashed artery. “It’s feels kinda nice, actually”
She tilted my head back so she could I could see her frown. Then she reached over and tapped her knife against the sword at my side.
“Oh. I’m an idiot, remember?” She shook her head and went back to shaving. “The Resonant thing? Well, hard to put the surge of power I felt into words, mostly because I can hardly remember, the experience more like a fever dream than anything. Everything else? Scary, honestly. But…”
“But?” she parroted.
I waited for the sinking feeling in my stomach, the feeling of terrifying ambiguity. It was gone.
“But I feel like I can push ahead, even if I’m scared. Doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, but my gut is telling me, or making me feel like I can do it. At first I just buried everything down, all the duty and responsibility, and it just fostered this nasty, sick feeling deep, deep within. Now? Clear, concise, like something’s been distorting the message, but all the static is gone. You know?”
Eva dropped the towel over my face and scrubbed off the excess oil and hair. “If you’re implying that your balls dropped, yeah, I think I do.” I smiled despite myself. She withdrew the towel and gave my face a onceover. “There. I don’t have shears, so you’ll have to see a barber.” 
I ran my hand over Eva’s handy work. Baby smooth. A knife was like an extra appendage to her.
I stood and stepped around the chair to face her. “Thanks.”
She closed the jar and dropped the knife in the towel. “Don’t mention it.”
“No, Eva, thank you. For everything.”
She stopped what she was doing and watched me.
“For having me in your home, for jumping through that portal after me, and for riding my ass. Thank you. I know I’m a long way from being this grand hero to crush Null armies, but I’d appreciate it if you’d watch my back on this road ahead of me. And I’ll do the same for you.”
I proffered my hand to her, but Eva smacked it away. Before I could react, she brought me into a strong hug.
“Thanks for fighting,” she said.
I leaned my cheek against her smooth, golden hair, and settled into the embrace. It was nice to finally experience something soft from her iron-like character. We’re just acquaintances, or squad mates, at this point, but I look forward to our friendship. Can’t imagine the day-to-day without her or Neepa.
“Al? Eva?”
Speak of the angel.
We detached from each other and saw Neepa standing in the doorway. She simpered, looking very pleased at the sight.
“What’s going on?” she asked, the gentle smile never leaving her lips.
I gave Eva a sidelong look. “Just thanking her for giving me a shave.”
Neepa hugged me, then pecked me on the cheek. “Hmm, I like it.”
“He does look more presentable,” a voice said from inside.
We all whirled around to see Koko standing a few feet from the door.
Koko cried herself to sleep after her episode, and being as exhausted as I was at the time, I slept, too. When I awoke thirty hours later, Koko was gone. The girls told me that she awoke as if nothing ever happened, then excused herself to speak urgently with members of the academy. Shortly thereafter, my meetings started. It was the first time I’ve spoken to Koko since accidently wedding her. 
I had to work my mouth a little to remember how talking worked. “Koko, I don’t know how many times I can say this, but I’m truly—”
“Miss Kokoliniasta, where would you like your belongings?” a woman dressed in the livery of Lucinia asked. She held one end of a trunk while another servant held the other. Behind them was another pair holding another trunk.
Koko turned back to us. “Have rooms been decided yet?”
“You’re… staying here?” I asked, thoroughly shocked.    
Koko’s tail swished the air behind her. “Of course. I’m going to be coordinating your classes and aiding with your studies. It wouldn’t be very practical to not be by your side.”
I tugged on my collar and cleared my throat. “It's Just that— I— I didn't want to force you into this.”
Koko held me in her ruby gaze, then stepped forward. “I didn’t expect you would ever do such a thing,” she said in that flat, cold tone of hers.
I couldn’t help the grimace on my face. Only the floor was worthy of my gaze at that point.
“Though, not exactly the most horrible arrangement, husband,” she added.
I jerked my head back up, Koko’s lips pursed in an almost imperceptible smile that looked like a mirage on her face. She turned to address the waiting servants. “I would like my belongings on the second floor, one with a window facing the street.”
“Yes, Miss Kokoliniasta,” the woman said, then followed Koko up the upstairs and worked past the other soldiers who were unloading the last wagon.     
Eva and Neepa looked just as surprised as me, and none of us quite knew what to make of it. A commotion outside made us jump. There was the sound of things crashing and people shouting, and the shouting moved from the front of the house to the opposite side of the wall in the backyard. 
The girls and I stepped off the porch and looked toward where the sound was coming, and then a body suddenly leaps over the seven feet of masonry. The sun blinded me when I followed the silhouette, then it crashed into me, sending down onto the packed earth.
Once the spots faded from my vision, I was face to face with the wolf-beastkin from the woods. She sniffed my face and neck furiously, the long tassels of her smoky hair brushing against my cheeks and nose.
“Hey, get back here, you mangy mutt!”
The wolf-woman rolled off me and into a deep crouch and her ears swiveled towards the voice, a deep growl vibrating her throat. The feral woman was barefoot and had a white sundress covering her shame, barely. Rips and tears riddled the dress, one vertical slash giving a great view of underboob and firm stomach.
Laramie was perched at the top of the wall, looking out of breath and pissed. She hopped down and marched towards the wolf-woman, Laramie’s tawny tail puffed up behind her.
“Listen to me for fuck’s sake!” Laramie hissed. The wolf-woman growled in response. “At least my mother wasn’t an actual bitch,” she snapped back.
I picked myself up and dusted off. “Um, hey. What’s going on?”
Laramie blew air from her cheeks. “We were on our way to see you when that wild bitch took off like an arrow as soon as we were out of the infirmary.”
“We?”
On queue, the steel door on the side wall opened and in stepped an old face.
“Iason?”
The dark-skinned man approached with slow, powerful strides. I thought he looked big in his armor the first time I encountered him in the library, but he was built like a damned wall. His baggy shirt of white did little to mask his might. 
Jesus, what do they feed some of the people here?
He stopped a few feet shy of me and the growling wolf-woman. He looked down at her, then regarded me with his stony-brown eyes, a smile breaking his stoic expression. “We meet again, Al,” he said in a low-pitched voice.
Seeing Iason slammed through the service desk played back in my mind, how he lay in a limp heap as if all life was pummeled out of him.
“Yeah, good to see you, too.” Didn’t appear to have any trouble moving; magic healing is no joke. Then again, my chewed-up ass should understand that already. “Are you okay? Thought you bit it when you fought the Caster.”
He guffawed. “Aye, kind of you to say when you were in a worse state after the battle. I’m more than well.”
Neepa and Eva came up then and greeted our new guests. The wolf-woman didn‘t respond or growl when they neared. Eva I understand considering how they almost died together. But Neepa?
“Not that I mind the company, but what brings you two here?” I asked.
Laramie grinned and slapped Iason’s cobblestone-looking abs. “Sigemond appointed us for your special squad, if that’s okay? The Devlers already dug around our heads so they know we won’t kill you.”
I gave each of them a speculative look. “You two? I mean, I don’t mind or anything.”
Laramie tipped her straw hat. “Yep. Since Iason was part of the old squad, it only made sense to appoint him to help you with swordplay. And I’ll teach you how to throw a punch.”
“You?” I didn't mean for it to come out as harshly as it did. I boxed since I was twelve and mostly kept up with it when I stopped competing. The cat-beastkin was a whole head shorter than me. She couldn’t have weighed more than a buck-fifty wet.
“Careful,” Eva warned. “Laramie is one of the best hand-to-hand fighters in Scintillion.”
“How come they have you driving wagons, then?” I asked.
“She stole a cask of rum from one of the barrack’s provisions, started a brawl in the canteen, then passed out in a meat merchant's stall without her pants,” Iason informed.
Laramie shrugged. “Whoops. Though, I still never figured out what happened to my pants that night.”
Iason caught my dour face and went to mollify it. “She may be ill-mannered, but her talent can’t be denied, I assure you.”
If someone of Iason’s stature respects Laramie’s ability, then I shouldn't question it. “Okay, then. Well, Resonant or not, I’m still an amateur, so I’ll take all the help I can get.”
“Great!” Laramie beamed. “So which room is mine?”
“Wait? You guys are staying here, too?” I blurted.
“Just her. I’m comfortable in my room in the barracks,” Iason replied.
“Umm…” I glanced at the wolf-woman crouched by my feet. “What about her?”
Laramie shot the feral beastkin a wry look, then sighed. “Better build a kennel. Since you killed her pack’s alpha, corrupted being or not, you’re her new alpha. Pack rules or something."
Stunned, I looked down at the woman in question. She looked up at me with bright yellow eyes, her tail wagging profusely.
I scanned the faces of all those around me, Eva and Neepa looking uncertain of our feral housemate, then I utter a dry chuckle.
“The more the merrier.”
I hope.
✽✽✽
 
The four servants that accompanied Koko also brought provisions to fill our cupboards and pantry, even going so far as to prepare a small feast for everyone once all the work concluded sometime in the late evening.
Once bellies were full and belongings were squared away, those kind enough to help bid us goodnight and left. Laramie and Iason left, too, since they had to inform their superiors of their new positions and file reports. Eva and Koko retired to bed not long after dinner. The wolf-lady, who we’re going to have to figure out how to address at some point, went out to the back porch, keeping watch like a guard dog. Neepa busied herself in the study, setting up her workbench and personal library, which she was especially ecstatic about doing since Koko brought a fair collection of books in her belongings.
That just left me in the living room, working myself through a bottle of Neepa’s home-brewed spirits with the notebook the people of Lucinia were kind enough to return along with the others’ things.
Finally, with time and ease of mind, I finished what I’ve been putting off. A few strong, winding lines of charcoal here, a lighter stroke and a smudge of my thumb there, and there was Caroline. Her crisp locks of black hair were perfect, the charcoal really giving her the appropriate boldness. The glasses perched atop her button of a nose were perfect; I could close my eyes, see her face, then open them to see it perfect on paper. Even her smile carried the same warmth as in person.
Seeing her face in the pages next to the completed portraits of my parents tugged on certain emotions, but it didn’t hinder my smile. I may not be able to embrace them or speak to them, but I know they’re not gone. They’re always here. Either in the notebook in palm, the memories in my head, or the in the force we all shared at one point, they’re always be with me.      
I set down my notebook and knocked back my last glass. My bokken sat next to me, the dark finish devouring the ambient light provided by the fireplace. Questions still plagued me about how it changed or why, but Julika promised it’ll be discovered in due time. Still, despite sitting next to a weapon that leveled a chunk forestry and almost killed me, I felt at peace around it. 
A pair of arms wrapped around my neck like a scarf, and my body tingled from the touch.
“Still up?” Neepa cooed softly in my ear.
“I just needed some time to think. So much has happened that it feels like my head is spinning.”
Neepa walked around the couch and sat next to me. She took the bottle of spirits from the table and took a big gulp. “Perhaps you had one too many glasses.”
Hearing that from her made me laugh. She smiled back and settled comfortably on my shoulder, and I melted into her. 
Things felt perfect: safe, warm, and happy. But now that we had some time alone, I had to ruin the moment.
“Neep,” I said, “I’m sorry about the thing with Koko.”
She pulled a way to give me a strange look. “You shouldn’t be apologizing to anyone for that. I admit it was shocking. Though, from what subtle things I’ve noticed, Kokoliniasta seems relieved, elevated almost. The way she moves, like walking on air. She doesn’t have Charna controlling her every move, and I’m sure she didn’t mind losing her nest sisters.”
I played with her fingers in mine. “I know. She doesn’t look upset or anything, and I’m happy that isn’t the case, but I care a lot about your feelings. Didn’t want you to be mad or feel like I’m using you or anything.”
Neepa giggled and shook her head in mock disapproval. “Oh, Al, I could never be mad at you. Not when you’ve given me so much joy. You protected my life and made my dream of attending Lucinia a reality. There’s nothing you could possibly do to make me mad at you.” Neepa made a face. “Is that why you’ve been a little sullen around me? Why are you so bothered by it?”
“Because I love you.”
All the emotion slowly drained from Neepa’s face, her lips parting as her jaw fell open. The muscles of her lips twitched, then she swallowed.
“W-what?” she asked in a voice that hitched near the end, the question coming out almost fearfully.
“I love you, Neepa. I love you so much that it hurt to think about never seeing you again when I was being hunted in the forest. I’m ready to walk this road ahead of me, but knowing the promise you made about staying by my side, it chases away any fear in my heart. I wanted to tell you that. No, I needed to.”
Shadows of the fire danced on Neepa’s blank face, making her expression all the more difficult to read. The anticipation built as Neepa slowly absorbed what I told her, her eyes never breaking from mine.
She reached out and held either side of my head, then leaned in and planted a firm kiss on my lips. She hovered near my face and drew in a shuddering breath.
“I love you, too, Al.” She sniffled and wiped away a stray tear. She gave a tight smile as more tears welled in her eyes. “You make my heart ache with so much joy that I might die.”
“Please don’t. I wouldn’t know what to do.”
Neepa laughed, and then drew me into a deep hug. She broke away and rubbed my cheeks affectionately with her thumbs, hey honey-brown eyes casting a reflection of myself. She leaned in again to kiss me.
Her lips hovered millimeters from mine as she drew in a breath, then went in for another, this one harder. All the following kisses grew in intensity until she kept her mouth firmly planted to mine. Even when she straddled onto my lap, our mouths never parted. 
Her knees settled on either side of my hips, and she lowered herself until her heat pressed against my arousal. Her nails dug into the back of my neck as her tongue swirled around mine, her hips single-mindedly rocking to and fro. Air rushed from her nostrils in hot blasts and soft moans climbed from her throat. I settled my hands over the supple flesh of her ass, gently guiding her strokes until she grinded me in the most pleasurable way possible.
Before we get too ahead of ourselves, I pushed her away. A gasping and flush-faced Neepa did nothing to mask her blatant disappointed.
“Eva and Koko haven’t left their rooms, and the beastkin seems to prefer it outside. I can be quiet. Maybe,” she said promiscuously.   
Jesus mother of Vishnu. She gets me so hot that I can hardly think straight.
“It’s not that,” I replied quickly. My cheeks started burning. “I know I’m really late asking this, but what about… protection? We’ve… done it twice already.”   
Neepa leaned back and smiled. “Maiden's tonic. A special blend of herbs and roots that prevents pregnancy. I've been sure to take a does every day.”
“Every day?” You mean—?”
She smashed her chest against mine and whispered, “You don’t have to worry.”
I got so hard that I thought a stitch in my pants snapped.
Neepa gave her hips a wiggle. “Take me to your room?”
Without saying anything, I grabbed a hold of her plump globes and hoisted her up. Neepa giggled in surprise, then locked her legs around my waist and held around my neck. I picked my room on the ground floor, so I was able to easily navigate the distance without having to break away from Neepa’s sweet lips.
Neepa was sandwiched between me and the door once we reached it, her irresistible mounds pressing into my chest as I nibbled on her earlobe. She fumbled with the doorknob while writhing under my touch. The door opened on the third attempt and I stumbled straight to the bed.
Neepa fell back into the mattress, then opened her legs wide and I settled between them as we continued to kiss wildly. I ran my hand the length of her leg, starting on her ankle and working under her dress so I could free her voluptuous figure, then froze when I saw Koko staring at us. Neepa tilted her head back on the mattress and caught Koko in her inverted gaze.
The dragon-woman sat on her knees on the other side of the bed, dressed in a pink nighty with a pillow mid-fluff in her hands.
With me still on top of Neepa, I asked, “I thought your room was upstairs.”
Koko resumed fluffing her pillow after being still for a few more beats. “It is. A room was needed for my personal artifacts. Since I am your wife, it is my duty to share your bed.” Her vertical irises narrowed on Neepa. “I don’t mind her as your mistress, but do lay in her bed so to not violate the sanctity of ours.”
I looked down at Neepa; the shock on her face was like that of a fawn staring down a barrel.
Confused and petrified, I only had one thought: What the hell am I going to do about this. I shifted uncomfortably, then added: And ‘this.’     




Epilogue


I was reminded of Lucinia’s magnificence when Koko gave Eva, Neepa and I the tour promised upon my initial visit. I was shown the various classrooms, labs, and training halls. Each room dedicated to a specific study of magic and constructed with specific elements in mind. One such training hall I was shown was made of various kinds of stones so young mages could understand the principles of constructs—creating various things with the element at hand. Such other places exist for other elements and principles. We were even shown the conservatory, a grand space reserved only for the Seers, the ones who were mostly responsible for monitoring other worlds through the use of very complicated instruments and magic far beyond my capacity to understand.
It was refreshing. Before, I was too caught up trying to make sense of everything and didn’t get the chance to appreciate the mystical sights. This place was lovely, and I’ll be attending as a student. Nostalgic, like the admittance tour of Melchizedek. 
My studies ended when my world fell, but they’ll pick again in Lucinia. 
After the grand spectacle of the conservatory, Koko showed us the dining hall, which was just a really fancy lunchroom; a big-ass room with hundreds of linen-covered tables and floor to ceiling windows that had a view of the eastern botanical garden. Next was the infirmary, other sections of dorms, various lounging areas, and then the special workshops built outside. They were just simple buildings of brick built around Lucinia’s perimeter. There was nothing fancy about them, mostly just spaces where nosey or hazardous crafting or potion making can be done without risk. Or low risk. Each of the dozen or so buildings had to be rebuilt multiple times due to certain… complications. Koko was vague.
My eyes were drawn to her swishing tail as she led the way down a stone walkway flanked with colorful flower beds on either side. With so much real estate, Lucinia made use of every inch. Patios and gazebos were built thoughtfully throughout the landscape where other students rested or chatted idly amongst themselves. Special paved expanses of land were intended for elemental mages to attempt more powerful arts like unleashing storms, ripping fissures in the earth, creating golems, or unleashing fire, much like Aleih’s display the night of the attack. Someone had the hindsight to realize it wouldn't be very wise to toy with fire indoors. I saw what happened firsthand.
Oddly enough, when we visited the very same hallway of the night of the attack, repairs were almost done. A woman wearing a leather apron ordered around several humans and beastkin with the same compelling command as Sigemond.  She was broad in the beams and rafters, if you catch my meaning, and packed a build that would make some bodybuilders envious. Though, her build only served half of the equation. The red skin and single horn protruding from her forehead certainly added to her martial demeanor.
I was relieved when Koko decided not to distract horn-lady from her efforts so to greet us. Only so much I can handle in a day, and this morning took a great chunk out of me.
Neepa and I had a difficult time trying to handle ourselves this morning, both of us keeping our heads down to avoid eye contact. Koko didn’t bother addressing the nocturnal meeting while she helped prepare breakfast, which actually made it much worse.
Laramie and Iason joined us for our meal, and were invited to accompany us, but Laramie said she still needed to gather her things. Iason, much to Eva’s approval, offered to outfit the backyard with targets and equipment for my training. As it stands, Laramie will teach me how to fight, Iason will teach me swordplay, and Eva will teach me how to use ranged weapons. Neepa will study alongside me as well as aiding Koko in guiding me.
The awkward atmosphere set by Neepa and I lasted all but ten minutes after the tour was started. Neepa’s voracious curiosity was being sated by all the wonders within Lucinia, Koko providing interesting and thorough commentary like a museum curator. 
I looked back on the walkway to make sure Artemis was behaving. She was actively chasing a butterfly, or whatever the hell this world had. Her clawed mitts swiped at the air as the insect outmaneuvered her at every step.
The mess of last night ended with Neepa wordlessly excusing herself to her room, and me telling Koko that I was going to stay up a bit later. I ended up having two more glasses of liquor, and then crashed on the couch.
Sleep didn’t come right away, so my mind wandered a bit before going back to the topic of the wolf-beatkin’s name. I kept cycling through clichés like Luna or Liru because of the whole werewolf tie. With my mind on fictional lore, I switched gears and thought about other areas, then recalled when Mom would tell me stories of Greek mythology. Artemis was the goddess of animals, wilderness, hunting, and of course, the moon. The name fit her like a glove. Good thing I had a name ready because we ended up shouting at her several times today.
When we left, Artemis followed closely behind. When I pointed at the house to tell her to stay, she just stared at my finger, then licked it. Since it would’ve been wrong to restrain her, here she is.
With Artemis being considered a cohort of mine, she was allowed into the academy. So long as she didn’t kill anyone. And remained decent.
I asked Laramie about the dress, and she said it was the only thing they were able to get on her without having it torn to shreds. Barely. But they didn’t dare attempt underwear.
Artemis got low and raised her butt in the air, primed to bounce at the lazily fluttering bug, her dress hiking up her tail and her bare ass being dangerously close to mooning the world. 
Definitely need to get her fitted with more accommodating clothes, something tear resistant.
One thing I liked about Artemis’ presence was her ability to scare off any bitter looks directed towards Neepa.
The unfortunate reality was that mages typically held more power and authority than civilians or soldiers; naturally, a vast majority developed a superiority complex. Though, they weren’t so haughty when Neepa was accompanied by a feral wolf-beastkin and a man who possessed legendary power. Go figure.
“And here we are,” Koko announced.
I stepped out onto the intricate network of stones, admiring the artisan levels craftsmanship that created such a latticework of colorful stones. The patterns and glyphs reminded me of Hindu mandalas. The circular base stood three feet above ground, the entire thing having a diameter of at least a hundred and fifty feet. Twelve stone pillars, each crafted with a similar pattern of colorful stones, surrounded the perimeter of the circular monument with equal spacing. At the opposite end of the short steps that led up to the base, there was an archway the same height as the pillars, seemingly out of place because it didn’t lead anywhere.
“So this is how I got here, huh?”
Koko came up to my side, her hands clasped in front of her. “Not quite. There’s a similar bridge near Sigemond's guild. The one you passed through, Sune’s bridge, is opened more times than not, seeing most of Scintillion’s traffic. The Arms of Earus has more people to spare to monitor who comes and goes, as well as handling any tariffs for foreign goods. The one before you is Zydre’s bridge. It’s primarily used for mages traveling to and from other academies on other worlds, and on the rare instances when aid is required.”
I observed the impressive structure as I walked around, the patterns far too intricate to get my gaze to settle in one spot. “So that arch opens to another world through magic?”
“It forms a bridge to another,” Koko clarified. “A stable portal requires two fixed and stable points.”
I furrowed my brow then looked at Neepa and Eva. “How’d you guys get to my world, then? We didn’t have something like this. I don’t think.”
For all I knew, Stonehenge could have been some magical device from otherworldly beings.
Neepa smiled. “Good observation, Al. The teams sent to gather artifacts were delivered to your world.”
“Delivered?”
“I believe the term you would use is teleported,” Koko said. She made a sweeping gesture of the grounds. “The pillars and the dais are constructed with an intricate network of spells, enchantments, and crystals so that we may send anyone to any coordinates marked by the Seers. Of course, if the world lacks a bridge such as this, then whoever is sent through won’t be returning. 
"To ensure that travelers return, they are given a beacon—a crystal that ties the group to the bridge. Each beacon is given a special charge that lasts exactly three hours; once the charge expires, anything within the proximity of the beacon is returned to the prescribed point of origin.”
I thought back to the rift and the bisected werewolf from the forest. A shiver ran down my spine. “I won’t lose anything if I'm on the edge of a beacon's range, would I?”
“I know what you’re thinking,” Eva said, “and, no, beacons are different from temporary rifts. Rift shards can only work if both shards are on the same world. Beacons are designed to recognize the One’s semblance, and they form a sort of lifeline. Any children of the Null would be left behind if they happen to be in range. So long as you’re within ten feet, you go back home. If not, you’re stuck.”
“That’s comforting, I guess.” As comforting as the potential hazard of getting stranded gets, at least.
“Keep the beacon safe, though,” Eva warned. She brushed her blonde locks over her ear and looked hard around the pillars. “Damaging the beacon is more dangerous than losing it.”
“Will it explode?”
Eva cocked her brow at me. “No, stupid. The spells on the crystal are complicated, which they need to be. Traveling great distances through space warrants that. But if the crystal gets damaged, come go time, it could send you to anywhere; deep space, bottom of the ocean, inside a mountain, anywhere.”
Thinking about it gave me another shiver. Can’t imagine dying in space.
I shook away the bad thoughts. “Cool. As interesting interdimensional travel is, there’s only so much I can take in.”
“Shall we retire for lunch?” Koko suggested.
“I could eat,” Eva agreed.
“I am a bit parched,” Neepa said.
“Lunch it is,” I affirmed.
We left the great stone dais and went back down the stone walk. Artemis took great interest in the flowers while we were discussing the bridge. She sniffed the flourished bud of a flower, and then took a great big chomp out of it. She took her time to chew and swallow, then ate another.
Well, the flowers don’t seem poisonous, and she’s not hurting anyone; figured best to leave her be.
At least she’s getting her greens.
“So what’s it like teleporting—I mean getting delivered?” I asked despite the morbid risks. “Does it hurt?”
“I’ve never been delivered,” Koko admitted.
Neepa tilted her head towards me with lips curled. “It doesn't hurt. But I did get an upset stomach the first time it happened to me.”
“She threw up,” Eva said with a snicker.
Neepa blushed and hid her face with the brim of her hat. I took her hand in mine as we walked. The blush came on stronger, but she smiled unabashedly.
“Eva, what’s it like, then?”
Eva linked her fingers behind her head and pursed her lips in thought. “First, there’s a —”
A flash from behind us washed everything in a golden light, a deafening crack followed a millisecond later. We all whirled around towards the dais, a thick cloud of smoke suddenly in the center.
A series of bells sounded from the academy, then a horde of bodies rushed from the various doors, and droves of the winged-beastkin that were patrolling the sky nosedived towards the commotion. A robed guard rushed to our side.
“I’m to escort you away,” she said as more bodies rushed past us and cordoned off the dais.
I watched people running and barking orders. “What’s happening?”
Neepa gawked at the bridge, eyes of disbelief taking in the scene. “Someone came back?”
Eva blanched. “No one’s been delivered since we met you. It might not be one of ours.” She fixed a determined glare and went to charge towards the potential danger.
I went to stop Eva before a loud blast did it for me.
A gunshot. The loud, sharp crack unmistakable.
“Get back! I’ll blow you away, I swear to God!” a man’s voice roared in the center of the commotion.
No, it can’t be.
I left the girls and sprinted up the stone walk, shoulder checking and shoving people as I went. Another mage stood at the stairs to stop me, but I shoved him aside before the first syllable left his mouth, then began forcing my way through the wall of bodies.
“Let me through, damn it!” I barked as hands tried to pull me back.
It was hard to hear myself think with all the shouting and promises of threats. Finally, I managed to break through and caught a glimpse of what the hell was going on. I couldn’t believe my eyes.
Standing thirty feet away with two women at his feet was another man like me. He wore a camouflage jacket over an olive-green tee, his pants featuring a similar camo theme, and all of it torn, stained, and fraying. On his left shoulder was a triangular patch that I couldn’t quite place, but the one on his right was distinct: the American flag. The army from my world. If his clothes weren’t a good indication, the assault rifle he held certainly was.
He looked like a military man. Built tall, lean, and mean-looking. But I could tell how terrified he was by how his chestnut eyes frantically raced over all the beastkin and mages that encircled him, all of them telling him to surrender. The man didn’t respond to their demands, just kept the business end of his rifle at the crowd.
I steeled myself and swallowed the knot in my throat. I put my hands high over my head and slowly began walking towards him. A few mages went to drag me away, but I slapped away hands and glared at faces.
“Do you assholes want to get shot?!” I raged at the ignorant masses.
“You!” the man barked and trained his gun at me.
I went pale and threw my hands higher. “Whoa, whoa, friendly, friendly!”
He watched, his frantic breathing slowing down, his eyes bearing less hostile intent. Finally, he lowered his gun.
“American?” he asked.
“Illinois.”
He let out a sharp breath then cracked a smile. He strode up slowly, his rifle hanging at his side with one hand. Before I had time to worry, her wrapped his free arm around my neck and drew me into a hug, his breath coming out in sobs and chuckles. I patted him on his back lazily, more than stunned by the turn of events.
“We didn’t die, right?” he asked in a pleading voice. “You’re not God trying to make this easier?”
I chuckled. “Had the same fucking thought when I came here. But what the fuck happened to you, man?”
He broke away and fixed me with an urgent look. “They’re still alive, they're still fighting. Help them, please.”
I turned my head towards a growling Artemis. Eva, Neepa, and Koko were watching from behind the snarling wolf-woman. I turned my head back. “Who?”
“The Lamia of Elesrora,” he answered desperately. “They’re still alive in the mountains.”




Afterword


Hello, author here. Just wanted to say thank you to whoever is reading this. That means you sat through my entire book, and I lack the ability to properly convey my gratitude for the time you set aside. All I can truly hope for is that you enjoyed the story. It was a challenge getting everything going because this is the first whole book I’ve done to this scale.  Still, from the bottom of my heart, thank you.
Other authors on Amazon have inspired me to dedicate the time and effort to mold words into stories and share to those willing. Writers like Jan Stryvant, Cebelius, Daniel Schinhofen, and Prax Venter appealed to me because I like the elements they weave into their stories. Mainly the action and the naughty bits. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy reading trashy romance paperbacks and fantasy epics as much as the next guy/gal, but there’s something special about blending them. Why can’t someone be turned on, be invested in characters and worlds, and have a laugh or a cry down the line?
To those who enjoyed the book, do know I have big plans for the future, time being the main limiting factor. So, if you would be so kind, please do leave a review on Amazon. Reviews would help me grow, and opinions are welcomed. Love it or hate it, everyone has a voice.
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