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    Tremors rumbled through the servant. His arm stretched out, a letter in hand, and the master of the house snatched it from him. 
 
    Unaware of the letter’s content, the messenger’s smile widened painfully. No air left his body. He hid his trembling hands behind his back and stood motionless, knowing even the slightest upset to his lord would forfeit his life. The lord’s physical appearance was not itself imposing, but the innocent victim next to him showed his viciousness: a youthful girl who had barely achieved adulthood knelt as blood spilled down her neck and over her bare breasts. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    An unpleasant look came over the lord’s face as he looked at his servant. 
 
    The messenger’s life flashed before his eyes. But his master only said, “That’ll be all, Winston.” 
 
    Although the servant’s name was not Winston, he bowed reverently, relieved.  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” he managed as he left. His lord called him—and all of his peers—Winston, and none of them were brave enough to correct him. 
 
    The lord grabbed the girl by the neck. Like an animal tearing into its meal, he plunged his teeth deep, ripping skin and organs alike as blood sprayed across the floor. 
 
    “The fool....He thinks he can buy my wrath,” the lord said to himself, glancing at the paper again. He threw the dead woman across the table. 
 
    A knock sounded at the door. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    In trudged another man. His confidence far surpassed that of the servant. His attire screamed “privileged,” his suit custom-tailored and in pristine condition, as if never worn before, accented with platinum cufflinks and diamond earrings. He stood over a head taller than the lord of the house. 
 
    “Father, really, is that necessary?” the tall man asked, eying the naked corpse. 
 
    The lord seized another slave from behind him. With no more provocation from his son, he repeated the action, relieving the slave of his life. “Ross was my favorite son, regardless of whether he wanted to kill me. He made an effort. Instead, Harold,” he said disdainfully, “you sit here and live off of my good graces, not so much as lifting a finger to better anything.”  
 
    Harold knew his father’s wrath rose quickly. He chose his next words carefully. Death was not what he feared; his father’s temper was much more frightening. 
 
    “I don’t mean to overstep, Father”—Harold’s tone softened, becoming joking—“but is hard to get bloodstains out of that wood. Now, I know it’s upsetting about what happened to poor Ross’...unfortunate demise. I will actually miss my little brother. But as I have said for so long, the mages have too much power. I think this just shows it’s time that we do something about it. They fear you—even more now, I’m sure. I know you have no love for the mundane vampires that walk this Earth, but you have control of them, if only you will it. I implore you, Father: the best way to honor your...your favorite son...is by destroying the beings responsible for his death.” 
 
    Satisfied he had made his point, Harold fell silent. 
 
    “Don’t manipulate me, boy. You’re good at it, I’ll give you that, but only because I taught it to you.” The lord’s tone was filled with what Harold interpreted to be both anger and satisfaction. “Now is not the time. But this Lucian, I believe, has something I want,” the Lord said, impaling his last victim down upon his desk. 
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    Truth Revealed 
 
    Sweat poured off Lucian and onto the leaves of a tree that towered above all others. His chest rose and collapsed, lungs desperate for oxygen. Even as he caught his breath, it was once again stolen, this time by the view: the abundance of life, bright green and purple scattered among the forest below. The air tasted clean, its innocence unstained.  
 
    An entire year, and you finally made it up, Salmu teased from the depths of Lucian’s mind. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah....This gravity is no joke. But look at the view,” Lucian retorted, unyielding. He wouldn’t let Salmu ruin the accomplishment.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
    This was the last day he would spend in Jötunheimr. Although Lucian was excited about all he’d learned, sadness still fluttered in his mind. An image of two men distracted his mind’s eye, one who he loved and who had raised him, but whose broken trust left him angry—and the other, who he’d spent most of the year with and who, despite their daily their training, had grow no closer with his son than the day he’d first stepped into this forest.  
 
    The only positive was the closeness that Lucian had gained with Salmu.  Without his friends and virtually no one to talk to, he spent much of his time in his own mind. And in such a space, Salmu was there to comfort him. 
 
    So, Lucian, are you going to make the jump today? Salmu snapped Lucian out of his reverie. 
 
    “Jump, you say?” Lucian grinned boyishly and leapt backward from the tree. He hadn’t been idle over the last year, always finding new ways to improve his body. Regardless, what he was trying to do was insane: regain a glimpse of the intense focus he’d had when he slaughtered so many vampires on that dreadful day. 
 
    Lucian’s stomach dropped as gravity yanked his body toward the ground. Passing air flushed his face as he accelerated. The branches below surrounded him within a second, and Lucian focused the flow of his eminence, hardening his arms. As he fell, he changed, manipulating his body, which allowed him to rebound and flip off the branches on the way down. His mind processed every curve and turn, and he landed without a scratch.  
 
    The ground now firmly under his feet, Lucian breathed a sigh of relief. He smiled. 
 
    No trial run this time, Lucian? Salmu commented. 
 
    “Last day. No time, bud. But I’m happy it worked.” Lucian sounded more confident than he felt.  
 
    All Salmu could do was let out a mental sigh of irritation. He didn’t like being ill-prepared. You really think that’s funny? 
 
    “There’s definitely nothing funny about being a bug on a windshield.” 
 
    Well, did you at least learn anything? 
 
    “Not really—just more of the same. My focus is slightly improved. Manipulating the runes in my body feels almost as natural as flexing. But it’s still nothing like before. That reaction time was beyond me; it was a moment of clairvoyance,” Lucian said, remembering the day his best friend was slaughtered by a horde of vampires, his heart torn from his body.  
 
    Lucian had gone into a frenzy, killing vampires left and right—and nearly murdering his own mentor. The sheer thought of it sent Lucian into a panic. Who had he become, unable to tell friend from foe? Or worse—unwilling.  
 
    Snapping himself out of it, Lucian prepared to head back to the shack he currently called home. 
 
    Baron didn’t share Lucian’s sentiments on early rising. He often slept until midday or later. He wouldn’t be awake for hours yet, leaving Lucian plenty of time before their training. 
 
    I guess we can explore a bit, Lucian thought. Playful glee ran across his features as he bounded through the treetops effortlessly, having acclimated to the gravity. As he reached the familiar area, Lucian climbed a towering sapling and waited for his assailant to pass. As if on cue, branches started to fall, crunching as a massive body shouldered them aside.  
 
    The creature stepped into view, five times larger than any man, with hands like boulders and feet that could have squashed Lucian flat. Lucian jumped onto the giant’s back as it passed. The monster grappled at its neck, quivering in panic. 
 
    “Please, please don’t hurt me,” it rumbled. 
 
    Lucian dropped to the ground, shaking his head in disappointment. “Regal, today was supposed to be your day!” 
 
    “I know, but you’re so fast and sneaky.” 
 
    “Sneaky? Try looking up. I really wasn’t hiding,” Lucian retorted. 
 
    “I’m a giant. We don’t look up.” 
 
    Lucian scoffed.  
 
    Regal was, in fact, small for a giant. His grace was even more disturbing, especially since he really did have two left feet. The birth defect had left him shunned from the rest of his kind. But Lucian cared for the gentle creature. Regardless, Baron had promised to look after him in Lucian’s stead, one of the few actual conversations they’d had. Regal would be safe under Baron’s protection: no giant would dare cross Baron’s power. 
 
    “It’s okay, buddy. Just remember, if you ever need help, see Baron. Okay?”  
 
    “You’re a good friend.” Regal reached out and grabbed Lucian. 
 
    Lucian hardened his body in anticipation. With a jerk, Regal pulled Lucian into a fierce embrace. The giant, though gentle, was always forgetting their size difference.  
 
    “Regal, I’m starting to feel that,” Lucian pleaded. 
 
    “Sorry, Lucian. I’m just going to miss you.”  
 
    “I’ll miss you, too, you lovable oaf.” 
 
    But the day was quickly coming to a close, and he still hadn’t seen his so-called father. Regardless of how Lucian felt, Baron had helped him improve his skills as a mage—and even his more mundane abilities. Baron’s combat training was even better than Victor’s, though Victor was a slightly larger man. Although Lucian didn’t particularly like Baron, the experience was invaluable. 
 
    Fully recovered from his morning climb, Lucian clambered up the side of the mountain serving as his temporary home. He half-expected to find Baron still passed out on his cot, but even though he’d reached the summit in record time, Baron was up and waiting for him. 
 
    “Playing with the giant again,” he observed with a frown. 
 
    “First off, his name is Regal. Second, back off.” Lucian glared at him.  
 
    Both Baron and Victor had done what they thought best, and likely they were correct. But abandonment superseded logic: all he could feel for Baron was scorn.  
 
    “Relax, Lucian. You’ll get your chance to punch me in a minute.” 
 
    The corners of Lucian’s mouth arched. So that was why he loved training.  
 
    Baron’s combat training was good. In fact, it was great. After all, he’d devoted centuries to honing his art. With that kind of dedication, greatness tended to be the outcome.  
 
    For the first couple months of training, the gravity had restricted Lucian’s movements that Baron had gotten the best of him with ease. But since adapting to his new surroundings, Lucian had gained on him enough that it was almost a fair fight.  
 
    “There’s some fish in the back,” Baron said.  
 
    Without another word, Lucian brushed by him and grabbed his food. He inhaled the fish, only coming up for breath once he’d finished. 
 
    “You don’t have to be so obvious.” Baron shook his head in mock disappointment. He took Lucian’s plate. 
 
    Their home was cramped, really only enough living space for one. But sharing didn’t bother either of them, as Baron spent most of his time sleeping, and Lucian exploring the land.  
 
    “Alright,” Baron said. “Today’s our last day. I promised McClear I would get you back, so we’re going to have an all-out spar. No limitations. Just don’t kill me.” Baron winked, ignoring Lucian’s mood. He’d hoped their relationship would grow over the last year, but Lucian had kept his distance. 
 
    Regardless, Baron was happy to have this time with his son. He’d thought he would never get it. Just a year to see his healthy boy grow had been enough for him. Baron stepped outside, feeling the brunt of the sun on his face.  
 
    He stretched and rubbed his shoulders. “Oh, that feels good. Alright, Lucian, I’ll meet you at the bottom of the mountain.” Baron wielded no control over his eminence, but his prestige was nearly limitless. Jumping off the mountainside and reaching out his hand, the powerful mage released a white crescent of light. The force of the blast in the valley below slowed his descent. 
 
    To his surprise, Lucian nosedived right past him. Before Baron could even respond, Lucian called forth his birthright. A small dagger appeared in his hand. Lucian hardened his arms and rushed toward the foothills in a series of leaps. He landed at the bottom of the valley with a thud, hardening his knees to absorb the impact, then stood there tapping his foot and waiting for the elder mage.  
 
    “Show-off,” Baron mumbled as he caught up. 
 
    “I’m excited.” Lucian grinned. 
 
    “Good. Follow me.” 
 
    Baron trekked into the woods. 
 
    Lucian followed suit, not uttering another word. It wasn’t hard to keep up with The Force Master; Lucian had been running these woods daily and knew them through and through.  
 
    They stopped at an unfamiliar stretch of riverbank. The water crashed against the jutting rocks. Wind whistled through the air. 
 
    Lucian glanced around. Large birds circled above them.  
 
    “Lucian, focus. Since today is our last day together, we’re going all-out, similar to the battles you had back at Valiant. Elsewhere you may be going up against S-rank mages. The only rule is no killing; so, use everything you have at your disposal. You’re going to need it,” Baron said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “However I feel about you, Baron, I wouldn’t kill you.” Lucian put a finger on his lip, pretending to ponder it.  
 
    “You jest, Lucian, but I’m not going to hold back. You’ve made some powerful enemies. Before I send you back, I need some reassurance of your abilities.” Baron said. 
 
    Lucian turned his dark gaze on his father. To be honest, he had nothing but admiration for Baron’s power and abilities. Lucian was out of his depth in this battle. Even with Lucian’s growth over the last year, Baron himself was an S-rank mage, not to mention a Force Master and a Scribe Master. His energy seemed limitless.  
 
    Victory was impossible, but Lucian still hoped he could find a glimmer of the focus that had been evading him all year. Regardless, Lucian would hold nothing back. He invoked his birthright once again. Both blades dropped into his hands as he stared at his opponent, eyes burning golden. 
 
    There was no reason to hold back. His blades tore against the wind, flowing like fire as he carved a pattern into the air.  
 
    Baron smiled. “Very well.” A red bow flashed into his hands, and an emerald necklace appeared on his chest. 
 
    Brother, Salmu said, recognizing both the staff and the necklace. 
 
    Baron and Lucian were both aware of their identities—the Black and Red Dragon—but had never talked about it. 
 
    Although he kept it to himself, Salmu recognized their similarities—and his brother—in Baron. The connection went beyond just their powers: their mannerisms were similar as well. But believing and actually seeing that power for himself were not the same thing, and Lucian could feel Salmu’s longing for his family. Lucian ignored the emotion and Salmu’s mumblings, his focus entirely on Baron. 
 
    His father’s red eyes stared back at him, his expression unnerving. 
 
    Lucian’s resolve began to waver. He gathered a bubble of pure prestige around himself.  
 
    One advantage Lucian had against other mage was the ability to see the channeling of prestige and eminence. Salmu’s dragon sight gave him a heads-up as Baron shot a blast at Lucian. 
 
    Without hesitation, Lucian ran into the woods for cover. Baron, supremely confident in his defenses, walked into the terrain even though he knew Lucian’s only chance of victory was at a close distance. Jumping from tree to tree, Lucian used the terrain to disguise his approach until he was within mere feet of The Force Master.  
 
    Baron sensed his approach and shot a blast of force magic in his direction. Lucian raised his blades, crossing them to dispel the magic. Four slashes landed in quick succession against Baron’s shield, barely raised in time to save the man’s hand.  
 
    “You’re going to have to do better than that,” Baron said. The shield held up. 
 
    Lucian had almost no time to respond as more force magic shot toward him. Flipping and contorting, Lucian fell back to a safer distance. 
 
    “Nice. Now dodge this.” Baron threw two large but slow balls of energy in Lucian’s direction. 
 
    Easily avoiding them, Lucian continued his assault. As he ran forward, a sudden push sent him on a collision course with another beam of magic. He stabbed the ground to stop his descent and rebounded in the opposite direction, his momentum sending him sliding across the dirt. Breathing heavily, Lucian tried to process what had just happened. 
 
    The two balls Baron had shot earlier exploded behind him, narrowly missing what would have been a finishing blow.  
 
    Another beam of energy was shot in his direction. Lucian ran, once again using the forest for cover. 
 
    Baron wasn’t planning on playing Lucian’s game; he hadn’t once moved since entering the forest.  
 
    Concealed by the brush, Lucian managed to get to the side of Baron’s shield. He dashed forward, slashing at the shield several more times in a moment’s breadth. The barrier wavered under the last hit, leaving Lucian’s sword embedded in it. Lucian shifted toward a blind spot, trying to keep up his assault.  
 
    “Enough,” Baron mumbled, sending shockwaves of energy out from his epicenter. 
 
    The force sent Lucian flying back. His shoulder collided with a nearby tree with a loud crack.  
 
    Lucian stood slowly, his arm limp and lifeless at his side. Baron was merciless, sending a barrage of energy flowing toward the boy once again. With no time to recover, Lucian barely evaded Baron’s attack. He attempted to block out the pain, but knew he would have to address the injury. Splitting his concentration, he glanced at his shoulder. 
 
    “Great. Shoulder is dislocated. Rotator cuff is completely torn,” Lucian mumbled to himself. Running at full speed, he partially scaled a tree. Allowing gravity to do its job, Lucian tumbled back to the ground, falling on his injured shoulder at a careful angle. With a satisfying click, Lucian’s shoulder popped back into place. Rolling backward, he engaged his core in the momentum of his legs, allowing him to get back to his feet. Quickly creating a swallow, he began mending the torn tendon, slowly regaining movement in the injured arm. 
 
    With the pain in his shoulder, Lucian hadn’t realized that his breathing had begun to quicken. His body desperately craved more oxygen. Wheezing rang unnaturally in his ear. Examining his chest, Lucian realized some of his ribs were broken and pressing into his lungs. This battle was over. Energy waning and in shock, he had just enough energy left to make one last attempt at penetrating Baron’s shield.  
 
    During the year, Lucian’s desire to improve had driven him to risk his life constantly as he aimed to improve his sword techniques and reach an enhanced level of focus. In one particularly delightful discovery, he had learned that he was able to call his blades back to him from any location—and through anything obstructing the blade’s trajectory.  
 
    Calling his long blade back to his hand, Lucian ran toward Baron. His time was limited, but he zigzagged closer, making himself a difficult target. A smirk settled on Baron’s face; he was barely breaking a sweat, even after using so much prestige. 
 
    At last within range, Lucian attacked the barrier, calling out for the short sword embedded in the shield. The blade sliced through the barrier as it whipped back into his hand. Baron had little time to react. In the blink of an eye, Lucian had managed to fracture his impenetrable barrier. 
 
    It was the moment Lucian had been looking for. The Force Master was vulnerable. Lucian struck and with all the speed he could muster, he drove the blade toward Baron’s neck.  
 
    “Damn. I was close,” Lucian said. 
 
    He retracted the blade, admitting his loss. Even within inches of the killing blow, Lucian stood frozen. A glow of Baron’s pure energy surrounded his body. 
 
    The Force Master, who once represented the Heptarchy Council as its Scribe Master, 
 
    had set a trap that would activate once the shield was broken. Lucian had to admit defeat; Baron was every bit his equal in strategy and tactics. The boy’s genius might have allowed him to master such skills already, but Baron had achieved the same thing through centuries of combat training.  
 
    “May I make a suggestion?” the mage said. 
 
    Lucian, frozen, had no choice but to listen. 
 
    “You’ve begun to rely too much on your speed and your ability to predict your opponent’s movements. What if your opponent is unpredictable? What if they’re crazy and do something just for the hell of it? Or, what if they know how to strategize just as well as you do? There are too many variables; don’t always rely on your ability to predict the next move. Besides, your knowledge of the LiDievit language is far superior to mine. Use it,” Baron scolded him. 
 
    “I guess I can accept that criticism,” Lucian said honestly. Truth be told, Lucian was proud of himself for going toe to toe with an S-ranked mage. Even though deep down he knew that wasn’t the depth of Baron’s power. From what he had heard and read, Baron’s strength and skill rivaled his dad’s and the Anax himself. Surprise fluttered in his mind as a smile creaked over his face.  
 
    “Where did your mind just go, Lucian? It’s been a whole year and we haven’t talked very much.” Baron gave him a pleading smile. 
 
    Lucian inhaled deeply, contemplating. Wondering how much he wanted to know this man. Deciding if it was worth his time to let him in. Lucian began to speak what had been on his mind for the past year. “Why did you leave me? Why didn’t you protect my mom?” Screamed the cries of a boy longing for an answer. 
 
    Lucian’s eyes filled with sorrow as he fought back the tears of never having known his parents. Quickly regaining control, he shook his head and wiped his eyes. “You didn’t deserve that,” he said, a false apology. 
 
    “No, I did. There’s so much you don’t know. Victor and I have a blood bond. It’s an ancient magical ritual that binds our life eminence together.” 
 
    “Blood bond?” Curiosity crossed Lucian’s features. “I’ve read a lot about life magic, but that’s not something I’ve come across at all.” 
 
    “Yes. It was a way for us to keep each other in check just in case one of us went crazy. It was actually your mother’s idea.” Baron’s faraway look betrayed an all-too-altruistic love and admiration.  
 
    “Who was she? How did she die?” Lucian couldn’t help but want to know where his roots lay. Again, water flowed from his eyes, and he covered them. He didn’t make a peep, but the sadness he felt was no secret all the same. 
 
    “Lucian, I know we have kept so much from you. I know we have a long way to go. And we will get to that, to her. All that is important is how much she loved you. Her sacrifice was for you. I just wish I were not such a coward and could have done what Victor did. I’m sorry; I digress.” Baron raised a hand and waved Lucian off. “On the day you were born, Sandu could feel the presence of his younger brother. My boy, the host of the Black Dragon. Your mother and I were both proud, but somehow someone else knew, too. To my knowledge, I had been the only descendant of any dragon. But centuries ago, Sandu had told me of his older and younger brothers.”  
 
    “Sandu speaks with you like Salmu does to me?” Lucian asked, surprised. In his head he knew it made sense, but for some reason he’d thought that his dragon was unique in that aspect. 
 
    “Well, he used to, but after a while, his consciousness became my own. He is connected to me now, completely; we are truly one and the same.” Baron looked deep into Lucian’s eyes, as if peering into the Black Dragon himself. Lucian paid his father no heed, focusing instead on his own consciousness. 
 
    Something you probably should’ve told me, right? Lucian growled at Salmu. 
 
    Don’t be dramatic. We are not the same as them. You knew this was inevitably the outcome. But don’t worry: you have so much to learn yet. It will come to pass, but I’ll be here to bother you until you’re ready. 
 
    Lucian returned to his conversation with Baron.  
 
    “So who killed her?” Anger seeped into Lucian’s voice.  
 
    “The wolves committed the act, but I have since learned that the leeches were the masterminds behind it.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Lucian caught himself starting to yell. 
 
    “Alex, the Anax’s boy, challenged me to a duel. It was a cock swing, that’s all, and I should have walked away. But youth and power tend to get the best of us all, and I wanted to prove what a badass I was.” Baron covered his face and shook his head. “It ended up costing me everything—everything—important in my life.” His voice trailed off, now nearly incomprehensible. “At that point in his life, Alex was no match for me. He was too young. He didn’t have his father’s experience in controlling his dominance. Things got out of control, and it’s why I am a fugitive now. My arrogance knew no bounds; I began to humiliate the young wolf. His frustration started to grow, but little did we both know, he was drugged with adrenaline, too.” 
 
    A sick feeling grew in the pit of Lucian’s gut, pure instinct nagging at him about who was truly responsible for his mother’s death. What better way to start a war than by killing the second in command? No one had a greater motive to drug the Anax’s son than the lord of vampires.  
 
    “Before long, his anger grew out of control. He unnaturally changed into his Lycanthrope form, completely out of control. I was no longer the target: he dove at your mother and killed her before I even knew what had happened. Seeing her corpse...I wanted to kill Alex as well. I created a sphere of eminence in his chest and expanded it. His body exploded from the inside. There wasn’t much left of him. It was cruel. I wish I could take it back, but I can’t.” 
 
    Conflict burned in Baron’s eyes; both regret and anger still filled his heart. 
 
    Pushing him to continue, Lucian asked, “How did I survive, then?” 
 
    “When I came to and realized what I had done, I felt our blood connection, indicating you were still alive. Your mom gave her life energy to keep you safe, knowing it would mean her own death. And I knew I had to keep you safe. The only way to protect you was for the wolves to think that you hadn’t made it. So I contacted the only person I trusted: Victor. I hadn’t talked to him in years. He loved your mom as much as I did. Part of me wishes your mother had chosen him. If she had, she would still be alive today. Regardless, he kept you safe for me—though most likely for her. 
 
    “We didn’t know who or what would be after you. That’s why I kept my distance. I couldn’t allow anyone to know you were my son. Or that you had survived.” 
 
    Lucian took the news in stride. So that was the reason for Baron’s absence. Anger filled his heart. Vampires had caused the deaths of both the mother he’d never known and his best friend, severing the most important relationships in his life. The thought ran through his head over and over: who, exactly, was the mastermind who had cost him both parents in the same night? 
 
    “Son, I see that look in your eye. Let it go. Live your life.” 
 
    Lucian looked at his biological father blankly. “Sorry I didn’t give you more of a chance this year. I am going to have to rectify that, eventually.”  
 
    “There will be time.” Baron’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He turned and forged a portal back to his alma mater.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
    


 
   
 
  


 Chapter 2 
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    Welcome Home 
 
    As Lucian passed through the portal, nostalgia engulfed him, a yearning for a time that felt so long ago, an experience now foreign. The innocent determination had faded from Lucian’s eyes, but it had been replaced by a sense of accomplishment and pride. 
 
    The mountain breeze flowed across Lucian’s face as he inhaled the fresh air. Home, he thought.  
 
    The familiar environment and an unfamiliar homesickness culminated in the emergence of water in Lucian’s eyes and a lump in his throat. As he settled into his surroundings, Lucian noticed that the portal had led him to the exact spot where Victor had on his very first day at Valiant. This, he realized, was an area both his fathers had shared. 
 
    Lucian followed the same route to the school grounds as he had on his first day. Fortunately, no silly spells attempted to dissuade him from entering 
 
    . 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    We’re back, my boy, Salmu declared in his best impersonation of a “country” voice, but it still came across in his traditional dialect. 
 
    Yes, Salmu. It feels good to be back, not to mention to not have the burden of Jötunheimr’s gravity. 
 
    Lucian opened the door, which he had once felt was the epitome of ordinary. Years later, with new eyes, the stone wall seemed a masterpiece. Through Salmu’s eyes, he saw the masterwork of inscriptions woven throughout it. They glistened as he passed, their details even more extravagant than the runes carved into his own body. 
 
    Lucian’s heart fluttered as he strode into the great hall: a fading memory of Ben greeted him in his mind’s eye. A longing to see him, a friend forever lost.  
 
    Attempting to regain his bearings, Lucian shook his head violently. Instead, he decided to go see Anna, hoping she would be in her room—maybe even with Vera, the new third member of the team. 
 
    Worry nagged at the back of Lucian’s mind: how long Vera would be able to be part of Team No One? The only thing he was assured of before he left was his team’s placement: with the death of a team member, their team would be allowed to go without challenge for six months. 
 
    But Jötunheimr’s time flowed much faster than in the human realm. Even though a year had passed for Lucian, here he had only been gone for three months.  
 
    Lucian marched up to the dormitories. But as he reached for the door, grief surpassed his desire to see his friends again. Why couldn’t he fight that feeling? Usually he was able to rationalize and control his emotions better.  
 
    What are you waiting for? Salmu asked. 
 
    With a shake of his head, Lucian proceeded in. 
 
    He was greeted by a cry of “WELCOME BACK!” 
 
    The sudden outburst shocked Lucian. He leapt back, pressing against the wall, yet all he saw was smiling faces. Faces of the people who loved him.  
 
    Among the small crowd was Professor McClear, his longtime mentor. Anna’s warm gaze, too, thawed his heart; he hadn’t quite realized just how much he’d missed her. It was strange to see her without Ben, but all the same, he was lucky she was there. Vera was acting her cheerful, bubbly self again, so unlike the last time he’d seen her, and was clearly overexcited.  
 
    “Hey, Lucian,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    Andrea. 
 
    She rushed to him, arms wide open, and kissed him passionately. For a moment he forgot everyone else. 
 
    “Hey, you two,” Lucian mumbled innocently to the other girls as Andrea pulled away from their embrace. Although he was excited to see them, his body and mind yearned for the woman his heart had been bound to. Andrea’s longing had lasted months, but for Lucian, it had taken up the better part of a year. 
 
    Lucian smiled and kissed her again to a chorus of “Get a room” and groans from his friends and mentor.  
 
    Then he turned and hugged them, too, shaking hands and accepting more congratulations on his return. 
 
    Abruptly, Lucian recognized another familiar face who was not joining in the festivities and, in Lucian’s mind, frankly didn’t belong there. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lucian demanded without apology. 
 
    “Spare me.” Curtis looked at him with the same superior gaze as at their first encounter, only reminding Lucian further why he couldn’t stand him. What madness had driven his friends to invite him? 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Lucian turned back to his friends. 
 
    Vera stepped forward from the crowd, eyes pleading for him to listen. The moment she moved, Lucian’s mind began working. Her clothes were unusual for her, a feminine variation of Professor McClear’s attire. 
 
    Evidently, Vera was no longer a student.  
 
    “Sorry, Lucian. They made me. I know I promised to take Benjamin’s spot on the team. But Madam Sah made me graduate.” Trepidation laced her voice. 
 
    “Stop thinking, boy,” a firm voice boomed. McClear knew where the boy’s mind was going, trying to figure out every detail before it was even given to him. 
 
    But his warning was too late: Lucian had already turned back to Curtis. 
 
    “You will never be part of this team,” Lucian snarled, more than just a threat in his voice. Anger clouded his judgment. He braced to attack. No one would’ve been fast enough to stop him. 
 
    Whoa—think about this, Lucian. Salmu’s calm voice interrupted the simmering anger. 
 
    Without another word, Lucian turned and ran to his room.  
 
    “Dramatic little bitch,” Curtis mumbled, just loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “I’ll talk to him,” Anna announced, casting a pleading smile back at them. 
 
    The rest of the group nodded, understanding. This was a team situation.  
 
    “Whatever.” Curtis trudged back to his own room, unwilling to help.  
 
    Without knocking, Anna walked into Lucian’s room. “Lucian, it’s okay. Talk to me.” 
 
    “Whose idea was it for him to join our team? Ben was the best person I’ve ever known, and we let this prissy little privileged asshole take his spot.”  
 
    “No one’s ever really going to take Benjamin’s spot, Lucian. But with Vera graduating, he really was the best fit, technically. He’s powerful, and his abilities complement mine well.”  
 
     “I didn’t want anyone else on our team, but assigning us someone I don’t like—borderline hate, really—is just spitting in my face.” Lucian’s eyes narrowed. His brown complexion reddened, the veins on the side of his face popping as he ground his teeth together.  
 
    Anna attempted to appeal to Lucian’s logical side, hoping that he would eventually accept Curtis anyway. “I understand. Until you’re ready think of it another way, there are only two members of Team No One, and Curtis is just a tool for us.”  
 
    “You’ve got that right,” Lucian interjected. 
 
    Anna rolled her eyes and tapped Lucian’s forehead. “Not that type of tool, Lucian. He’s a tool for our team, and you have to use that brilliant mind of yours to make the most use of him.”  
 
     “Why is he here, anyway? Today, I mean.” Lucian’s face contorted in confusion. 
 
    “Because he can be a tool. Kidding. Honestly, I think he just wanted to get to you. Since he lives here too, we couldn’t just kick him out. And because you always have to be the detective, we couldn’t try to surprise you anywhere else. We’d just hoped we would  be able to explain everything before you saw him.” Anna stood, then turned and smiled, “I guess that wasn’t one of our most brilliant moments, we should have figured. Oh well freak! Sorry again. She nodded toward the door, silently suggesting they return to the group. 
 
    “Fine.” Lucian stood, giving her a half-smile. 
 
    “There he is,” McClear shouted as soon as they stepped back into the room. 
 
    Lucian returned his attention to Vera. “So you’re a teacher now. Congrats,” he said, truly thrilled for her. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s been great. My office is right next to Professor McClear’s. He’s been showing me the ropes.” 
 
    “You’re doing great, my dear. In fact, you’re twice a teacher I was when I first started.” 
 
    Lucian was dumbfounded. Professor McClear always seemed to find it so easy to impact countless others’ lives. His altruistic nature had made him almost a father figure for so many students at Valiant. 
 
    “So, Lucian, where exactly were you the past few months? And how was training with Victor?” Andrea said, knocking Lucian out of his reverie. 
 
    “It was actually little over a year for me, and I didn’t train with my dad. Well, I didn’t train with Victor,” Lucian said, uneasily. Only in his last moments on Jötunheimr had Baron enabled him to feel more comfortable with the idea that he had two fathers. One father who loved and had raised him, and another the man he no longer wanted to fight. “It turns out I was adopted. My dad is not my biological father. Baron Black is.” 
 
    Anna the first to respond. “Alex Boris’s murderer.”  
 
    “He didn’t murder him; it was a challenge. And when Alex killed my mother, Baron lost it and destroyed him.” Lucian spoke without a hint of anger or remorse. 
 
    “That sounds a lot like murder to me,” Curtis blurted with a snicker. 
 
    “Shut up, Curtis,” Anna insisted. 
 
    McClear quickly attempted to change the subject. “Enough of this grim talk. Tell us about Jötunheimr.”  
 
    “It’s huge. The trees are ten times as large as ours, along with the mountains. It is truly a land of giants. The gravity there is also insane. It must be at least thirty percent stronger than ours. At first even my chest was in constant pain, but I eventually got used to it, and my body adapted.” 
 
    His previous statement was lost upon the other students; they all seemed to be in shock. Quickly mumbles of “Jötunheimr exists?” or some variation ran across everyone’s lips except Professor McClear’s.  
 
    “Settle down, kids. Yes, it is real. But few people are known to have ever been there, or even know it actually exists.” 
 
    “So, Baron Black is hiding out in Jötunheimr,” Curtis once again interjected. “Bet that information would be worth something to the right people.” 
 
    Professor McClear’s calm demeanor faded. “That information stays in this room. Understand?” He fixed the boy with a heavy glare. 
 
    Holding his hands up, Curtis mock-surrendered, as if he had only been jesting. 
 
    McClear had handled Curtis so quickly that Lucian hadn’t even fully had time to process what he’d suggested. But he realized now that he had to be careful of what information he shared within the group. Curtis might no longer be an enemy, but he definitely was not a friend. 
 
    Without prompting, Curtis got up and left. “Later, losers,” he said unceremoniously.  
 
    “Don’t worry, guys,” Vera said, noticing the rest of Team No One’s visible irritation. “He’ll grow on you, I promise. By the way, this year is going to be very special. And before you ask, I am sworn to secrecy.” Vera glanced at Professor McClear. “But during orientation tomorrow, there will be grand news.” 
 
    With that, the professors cleared out of the room, dispersing the small crowd. 
 
    As their private gathering concluded, regardless of the antics at its beginning, Lucian was once again pleased to be home.  
 
     “Has anyone booked a training yard for us?” Lucian asked Anna when only they and Andrea were left.  
 
     “Yes. Curtis actually set one aside for the entire year. And with our increased ranking, it’s even bigger.” 
 
    “How long has he lived here? You seemed comfortable with him.” Lucian stared at her skeptically. 
 
    “About a month, maybe a month and a half.” 
 
    “Lucian, he’s really not that terrible,” Andrea interjected. “Sure, he’s kind of a prick, but most of that is because he was spoiled at home.”  
 
    Lucian took her words to heart as well as he could. “Well, regardless, I think we can get together and get back in the swing of things.” 
 
    Unspoken words passed between both women as they glanced at each other.  
 
    Lucian eyes followed theirs. “What?”  
 
    “Well, I would like to invite Curtis,” Anna said reluctantly. 
 
    “And I’d like to join as well,” Andrea piped up.  
 
    “Fine, Andrea—I really don’t have a problem with you coming, but what about your team? Have you guys found a replacement for Richard.” 
 
    “No. Unfortunately they forced our team to disband, as of now I am what you call a stowaway. But since you’ve been gone, Anna has been kind enough to let me train with her.” Andrea responded to  her words by turning towards Anna as she smiled in appreciation. 
 
    “I see, regardless you both know how I feel about Curtis. Besides, why aren’t his little minions following him around anymore?” 
 
    “They dropped out,” Anna told him. 
 
    If I accidentally kill him Andrea could just join our team! 
 
    “Find him. I’ll meet you guys at the arena.” Lucian sighed in mock exasperation. 
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    A Promise 
 
    The stoic woman stood, her eyes soaring from her pupil to her lord himself. But Bianka’s face did not tell the same story as her chest; her heart beat rapidly. 
 
    Jason stood there watching his daughter, eyes fixed and calm. 
 
    Bianka, on the other hand, felt nervous for the first time in a long while. Even she thought Jason was going too far. She wanted Iris to get stronger, but not at the cost of her life. 
 
     Iris’s sabbatical last year had not gone over well with her father and the rest of the wolves. Many still felt she was a dumb child and had no place in the Anax’s pack. But no one was brave enough to argue the facts with Jason or Bianka—or even, though to a lesser extent, Iris herself. 
 
    But as the alpha of all alphas, Jason felt a responsibility to mend this vulnerability. It was not acceptable. His daughter was his only weakness. He had tried to remedy that by taking Iris as his own student. Bianka was left only to watch him train her—which, in her opinion, was reckless. Every attempt to reach the deepest part of Iris’s dominance was made at the risk of her life. 
 
    Today was no different. The girl had gotten a quarter of the way up the mountainside with nearly a car’s weight strapped to her body. Silver chains attached each of her limbs to a large boulder. The allergic reaction alone would have rendered a lesser wolf immobile. But Iris fought forward, tooth and nail against it.  
 
     Sweat poured from the girl as the hot summer sun beat down on her. Her hands began to shake, the strain from her fingers and forearms had nearly reached  exhaustion. Her hair blew in the wind, half-covering her face and impeded  her vision. As she reached for another groove in the cliff’s surface, Iris kicked off with all her strength.  
 
    It was not enough.  
 
    She stretched to reach safety, but to no avail; the pressure was too much. Her strength gave way as the rocks yanked her back down to earth. Her arms flailed wildly as she fell from twenty feet up, landing with a flurry of cracks. The impact was deafening. 
 
    Bianka’s face dropped. “Iris!” She ran to the girl’s side. “Stupid girl. Are you okay?”  
 
    But Jason was already at her side, healing her. A protruding bone sank back into its natural position. For a werewolf, the fall was fairly minor, nothing that a few days’ rest wouldn’t have healed. 
 
    “We are not done here,” Jason said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Don’t you think she’s had enough?”  
 
    But Jason just looked at her, eyes shifting back and forth between the two women. “No. It is not enough. I could’ve made it up this mountain and back by now. You need to be me,” he told Iris. “You need to be better than me.” 
 
    He turned and walked back to the mountain, his usual calm vanishing. His dominance radiated through them as if out of control. The pressure of his power compelled the two women, forcing them to struggle to get up. 
 
    Bianka, managing to stand, was frozen in place. She could not walk closer. But Iris fought his power, stepping forward, one foot after the other.  
 
    Iris smirked. “You’ve had hundreds of years to get to where you’re at. But don’t worry; I will surpass you.” She looked back at the mountain, disregarding her father.  
 
    A smirk crept across Jason’s face. “Show me, then.” 
 
    Iris gathered herself, dragging the rocks behind her. Her eyes pierced into the mountainside, her focus raged as she allowed her inner wolf to take over her consciousness. Even with the sweat of her forehead attempting to impede her vision, she did not blink as she leapt back up. This time she climbed faster.  
 
    “Don’t you think you’re being too hard on her?” Bianka finally gained the courage to insist again. 
 
    “No, Bianka. This is life or death. She either survives this training, or she will die there. I know that bastard, and our hatred of each other will grow forever. We took one of his children from him, but whatever the circumstances, he will not quit until he takes one back.”  
 
    “But we’ll protect her. Until she is strong enough, we’ll all protect her,” Bianka continued to plead. 
 
    “No, child. We can’t protect her from this. I can’t protect her from this. You’re too young. You don’t know everything yet. But you will. Trust me when I tell you we have to prepare her for everything.” Jason glared at her. 
 
    Bianka’s words faded on her tongue at his harsh gaze. She accepted his words as truth. “Fine. What’s next, then?” 
 
    “Oddly enough, you and Kobe are still the best warriors in the pack, at least in hand-to-hand combat. Your skills even match mine. Teach her how to be powerful without using her power. There is still time. I will unlock her potential, and when I do, she will be a god among mere mortals.”  
 
    Bianka nodded.  
 
    The girl’s strength was faltering. Though she had fought with everything she had, making it much farther up on this attempt, Iris’s determination was dwindling. All she could see was the mountain ahead, and even that began to splinter as her vision faded to black. Again she plummeted back to the ground. The rocks tied to her shattered upon impact. Bones cracked throughout her body.  
 
    “Iris,” both mentors shouted, racing to her side. Jason quickly began healing her again, but finally he was forced to admit he had pushed her past her limits for the day. Although her body would heal, with a fall like that, her mind would not wake until the next morning.  
 
    “We still have a long way to go, but not bad, my child.”  
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    We’re Not Friends 
 
    Lucian’s homecoming was not going as expected. The veins on his forehead were still popping as he stomped heavily on his way to the field. But the moment he made it to the new arena, his frustration started leaving his mind once he saw the new stadium’s size and appearance. 
 
    It was far bigger than the arena that they had used the previous year. The land itself was so vast that it had its own body of water, surrounded by a forest, reminiscent of Lucian’s first encounter with Curtis on the battlefield.  
 
    And I’m sure he’s gotten even stronger since, Lucian told Salmu. 
 
    So have we. 
 
    Only moments after Lucian arrived, Anna and Andrea both walked in cheerfully, Curtis straggling shortly behind him. Even with just one glance, Lucian again felt that unexplainable loathing for the man. The combination of that intense battle so many years ago and the thought of replacing Ben once more overwhelmed any logic.  
 
    “Lucian, do you want to be the hammer first, or the nail?” Anna said playfully, joyfully waving at him. 
 
    The hammer and the nail was a common training theme among the original members of Team No One. Fighting his teammates, Lucian had found himself being the nail more often than not, his only advantage being in physical combat. 
 
    But Lucian was not the same person he’d been the last time they’d trained. He had grown in both power and confidence. With a mischievous grin, he turned back to her, but his eyes glazed over again as they fell on Curtis. 
 
    “Let’s start with the nail,” he said. “Come at me.” 
 
    “Yeah, that works for me,” Curtis interrupted, a blatant attempt to shut down Lucian’s confidence. 
 
    Anna and Andrea looked at each other. The testosterone was high between the two. But for all his intelligence, Lucian remained oblivious to their unspoken words. 
 
    “Alright, you two, this is a free-for-all. All abilities and powers are allowed, but no weapons, seen or unseen, except if they’re conjured through your eminence and prestige. Do you boys understand?” Anna asked, clearly speaking to Lucian. 
 
    Lucian gave a simple nod.  
 
    “Whatever,” Curtis replied, indifferent.  
 
    Spreading out, each ten steps from the center of the arena, all four competitors wore a mask of anxiety and anger. 
 
    Everyone but Andrea. She beamed, excited to train with her love for the first time. Over the past months, Anna and Andrea had grown as friends, helping to fill the void of Lucian’s absence. They’d grown immeasurably while training together, too, each offering a set of skills different than the other was used to fighting against. What impressed Andrea the most was Anna’s ability to adapt through her proficiency in martial arts. And what really thrilled Andrea was Anna’s constant bragging that her skills paled in comparison to Lucian’s. Initially she’d chalked it up to modest pride, but sitting there today, her gut told her Anna’s words rang true.  
 
     As they stood at the ready in a diamond pattern, Anna yelled out, “Let’s try not to actually kill each other here!” 
 
    “I second that,” Andrea cried, voice cracking.  
 
    “Begin,” Lucian yelled, observing the area.  
 
    Instinct kicked in. 
 
    Most of his attention was focused on Curtis. Although Lucian’s girlfriend was formidable, he knew she posed little threat to him. Andrea’s psychic ability was her strongest skill, but it was easily canceled out by Lucian’s connection with Salmu. Anna was the most dangerous of the three. Against any other mage, her victory would almost be certain, but his familiarity with her abilities was all too valuable. 
 
    Thus, the title of “main nuisance” fell on Curtis. Lucian had no idea how much he had grown since their last encounter years before. The only thing he could count on was Curtis’s ruthlessness. 
 
    Although he knew the rules, Lucian was unconsciously preparing to protect the girls.  
 
    Anna and Andrea attacked. They were on Lucian before he could realize he’d been watching the wrong opponent. Time froze as Lucian processed what was happening. As he went inside himself, his mind calculated his opponents: movements and attacks. Without a second to spare, his mind came back to reality as Anna swung her fiery blade in an attempt to decapitate him. Lucian dodged, his foot connected with her oblique and sent her falling backward. He dropped to the ground. 
 
    Andrea followed up on Anna’s attack, her arm stopping where his head would have been as he rolled to dodge the blow. 
 
    A gust of wind assailed him. He quickly hardened his body and planted it into the earth, refusing to fall. 
 
    Lucian’s irises flashed golden, his dragon sight quickly feeding his mind information.  
 
    Three on one, Anna is determined to make me the nail, Lucian thought. That’s alright. One at a time. 
 
    Lucian activated the air inscription on his body. He returned his focus to Andrea just in time to narrowly avoid a clean roundhouse kick aimed directly at his head. She had clearly been practicing.  
 
    Without the encumbrance of Jötunheimr’s gravity, Lucian moved with precise efficiency. He vanished from Andrea’s sight. Even Curtis, who had been staring the whole time, had a hard time following his movements. 
 
    Lucian reappeared directly behind Andrea. He wrapped his arms around her neck, gently restricting the flow of blood to her brain. Without even a chance of fighting back, Andrea’s body fell limp. Lucian followed her to the ground, setting her carefully down, daring the others to come for him.  
 
    And then there were two. 
 
    Curtis was keeping his distance, and Anna would never allow for him to reach for the man without interfering. Lucian turned his attention to his friend. Anna hardly looked surprised that he had bested Andrea, nor that he now stood protectively over her body. 
 
    Spinning her blade of fire, Anna circled Lucian until she found herself able to see both boys.  
 
    Lucian could only guess at her next move, so he went into defensive mode, preparing for anything.  
 
    “I hope this attack is going to kill me,” he said gleefully. 
 
    “I guess you’ll just have to see,” Anna retorted. 
 
    Lucian stared into his friend’s eyes and assumed an elaborate fighting stance, moving his hands and feet as if in a dance. He motioned for her to bring it on.  
 
    Anna did just that. Without warning, an explosion of fire barreled toward Lucian—Anna’s flames, fed by a gust of air from Curtis. Not only did Curtis’s wind act as transportation, but it also increased the potency and power of the blaze. 
 
    So intense was the blast that if Lucian hadn’t known any better, he would have thought they were trying to kill him.  
 
    But Lucian’s elaborate dance had not been just for show. He had hardened his feet and formed a symbol beneath them: the LiDievit word for reflect. Lucian activated the inscription. It reflected the fire blast directly back at his teammates. But it took energy to deflect a magical blow, diminishing its potency by at least half. 
 
    Anna quickly created a shield, repelling the brunt of the impact. But with her attention elsewhere, Lucian planted a kick to her legs. The impact knocked her off her feet and into the air, body parallel with the ground. 
 
    He flipped and drove his heel hard into her ribs. She collided with the ground, the impact knocking the wind out of her. After a few seconds, she groaned and attempted to roll away, but Lucian anticipated the movement. Stepping behind her, he pinned her down and, just as he had done to Andrea, slid his arms around her neck. 
 
    A smile crept onto Anna’s face. “I miss this,” she said as she faded into unconsciousness. 
 
    Lucian hardened his fingers and engraved another LiDievit symbol, this time onto his unconscious teammate’s clothing. Lucian knew her sleep wouldn’t last more than a minute. With her training, maybe even seconds. But when she woke up, her body was going to feel unimaginably heavier. 
 
    Lucian released his prestige, allowing his Eminence to activate the inscription.  
 
    As predicted, Anna’s eyes began to open. Her head convulsed back and forth as she tried to regain her bearings. She attempted to move, but her body was glued to the ground. 
 
    “You dick! What the hell is this?” she screamed in protest. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Curtis said, not a trace of fear in his voice—that was, until he saw 'Lucian's face.  
 
    Curtis involuntarily stepped back. The lion’s glare emanating from Lucian’s eyes was exactly the same as it had been the moment the boy had first stepped foot into Valiant’s arenas. But this time it didn’t fade. He stared at Curtis like a predator stares at prey.  
 
    This was a very different battle. They were no longer kids, but wizards attempting to reach their highest potential. Both had grown, but Lucian had closed the gap. Even without his full power, he understood his own body to the point that he practically radiated confidence. 
 
    To protect himself, Curtis summoned up a revolving sphere of swirling air. 
 
    Lucian stepped back, studying the airflow, the complex patterns of the wind. It was affecting his defense. He knelt, grasping at the ground. Molding a handful of dirt into a ball, he released his eminence, hardening it like a rock, then chucked it at Curtis’s defenses. The air cut at the rock from every direction. Only dust made it through to the other side.  
 
    Lucian nodded in satisfaction, glaring at his prey. Sweat beaded on Curtis’s forehead. His body shivered, but his mind focused on manipulating the wind with that well-known Wells control.  
 
    “I must say, that is impressive.” Lucian let out a whistle. 
 
    Grabbing more dirt, Lucian molded a thin needle. He turned back to Curtis and his impenetrable defense.  
 
    “What do you think you’re going to do?”  
 
    But Curtis’s voice filled with blood as the needle pierced his throat. Pain forced Curtis to release his hold on his Eminence, the protective barrier vanishing.  
 
    “Stay still,” Lucian said, stepping forward. He placed a hand on Curtis’s throat and removed the needle. Lucian had no desire to kill his teammate, but his defense had been too impeccable, giving him little choice but to inflict a severe enough injury to get through. When he had healed the wound completely, Lucian finally released Anna from his scripted hold as well. The battle was won.  
 
    “What the fuck have you become?” Anna snapped, getting to her feet and staring warily at him. She sounded more like Curtis than herself. 
 
    Lucian just chuckled and helped Andrea up. 
 
    Curtis just sat feeling his throat, still in shock. “But...but how?” 
 
     “Well, your defense was too strong, but there was one tenth of a second every twelve seconds that there was a gap in it. I just made the most of it.” Lucian said, unfazed. 
 
    “It was just that simple, you fucking dick?” Curtis said, sounding more like himself again. 
 
    “And what did you do to me?” Anna asked, reverting back as well. 
 
    “I wrote ‘gravity’ on your body. It increased your body weight roughly threefold.”  
 
    “Thanks for just kicking my ass.” Andrea was grinning from ear to ear. “No need to explain I felt every second of it.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Lucian said. “I can tell you’ve been training. Anna must be a good teacher; you’ve gotten way better in such a short time.” 
 
    “Ben would be impressed.” Anna smiled, unsure how Lucian would handle her bringing him up. Regardless, he would have to suck it up. Ben would not have wanted his memory to be mourned, but celebrated.  
 
    “Yeah, I see you making a smartass comment just to get the last word in,” Lucian responded, coming to the same conclusion. 
 
    He went back to Curtis and offered him a hand. “I don’t expect us to be best friends or anything, but you’re part of this team, and just as your predecessor protected us, I’ll protect you—with my life.”  
 
    Curtis noted his sincere, unwavering determination. Curtis was used to being not only the strongest person in the room, but also the most dominant personality. Fortunately, the two went hand-in-hand, and his cronies had always followed his every move. 
 
    Reaching up and grabbing Lucian’s hand in earnest, Curtis said, “Still don’t like you.” 
 
    “Feeling’s mutual.” 
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    An Outreached Hand 
 
    Iris’s mind awoke before her eyes opened. The gentle breeze caused her black hair to tickle her cheek. 
 
    As she took in the tall greenery, she inhaled deeply and sat up, oddly comfortable. Though absent of pain, she still checked each of her limbs as she got to her feet. The last thing she remembered was falling—and the panicked voices of her father and mentor.  
 
     He really was worried about me, Iris thought. She had begun to understand her father more over the past year. Regardless of how he acted, or the distance between them, she knew he was forced to keep hold of his emotions when it came to her and the rest of his children. But Iris was his child by blood, and regardless of the pack, he would do whatever he could to protect her. As long as it doesn’t endanger all of us. 
 
     As she stood and gathered herself, Iris recognized her surroundings. It had only been a year, but for all that she had gone through since, it felt like an eternity. She’d nearly killed her mentor here, her dominance overwhelming Bianka. But after the death of her second family, the image of Bianka’s bloody body imprinted in her memory was hardly even a scar in comparison. 
 
    A familiar scent fluttered into her nose. 
 
     “What’s next, Bianka?” Iris cried. 
 
     “About time, girl. You’re always so busy in that mind of yours. Stop daydreaming all the damn time.” 
 
     “So what did you bring me here for?” Iris said, exasperated, ignoring that last comment. 
 
     “Your dominance and your connection with your inner wolf have become strong. To be honest, it’s terrifying that someone so young could be so powerful. But you’re still a stupid girl, and you rely too much on them now.” 
 
     “What are you talking about? This is what you taught me. This is why you put me through what you did—and how I nearly killed you, remember? Now I have become strong, and you tell me not to rely on that strength? Make up your mind!”  
 
    In a flash, Bianka cleared the distance between them. Distracted, Iris stood there, statuesque. Bianka slid and kicked out at her. Her shin collided with the side of Iris’s head, sending her body flying back across the ground.  
 
     Iris leaped her feet and glared at her opponent, eyes murderous. The silver fur of her wolf form began to spread across her forearm. Claws shot out from her nails.  
 
    But Bianka was on her again, teeth wrapped around the girl’s neck. Even as Bianka had landed the first kick, the older woman had already begun transforming into her own Lycanthrope form. The four-legged creature towered over the girl, who was still mid-change.  
 
     Iris knew she was finished, knew that she was at the mercy of this wolf, regardless of her strength. Her nature took over; she submitted once again at the feet of her mentor. 
 
    Sometimes wolves would rather choose death, their inner predator unwilling to yield. But the constant defeats Iris had suffered at Bianka’s hands over their time together made it easier for her to accept another one. Bianka reverted to her Andras form, her humanoid body now bare-naked. Wolves had no shame or propriety when it came to nudity. 
 
    Bianka waited patiently as Iris gathered herself. “You’re still filled with the shame and fear of being captured. You lash out without knowing your next step. Your dominance has far surpassed mine. At this point, it might even have surpassed Kobe’s. But you are still lacking in hand-to-hand combat skills, innovation. Our lord alpha might be able to run through anything he sees, and one day you might be able to as well. But you must live long enough to do it. So....let’s improve once again, okay?” 
 
     Iris looked into Bianka’s eyes. They held the gentle gaze that only a mother could give to her daughter. The look was something she had seen before. It was the same kindness that Angela had shown her children—and Iris—before they had been killed. Pushing the thought behind her, Iris smiled back, reached out, and allowed herself to be gathered back to her feet. When she stood up, she stood as an equal, as a partner-in-training with Bianka. 
 
    “I think we can do that.” 
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    Bloodright 
 
    Lucian hated spending time in his room, unless it was with Andrea or attempting an experiment in his makeshift inscription lab. Since his scrimmage with the rest of his team and Andrea, he had spent a great deal of time wandering through the halls of the school, reminiscing about times past.  
 
    This morning, however, he found himself outside. The sun peered over the clouds as it slowly rose, its brilliance glinting off the marble of the buildings. Such a majestic view made the school feel magical, a sight unlike any other, its architecture impossible. The school grounds were untainted by pavement; instead, green pastures surrounded each building. Lucian lay comfortably in the grass, its soft texture massaging his body as he watched the sun slowly reach its peak. 
 
     “I thought I’d find you out here, or in the library,” a soft voice whispered, waking Lucian from his trance. 
 
    “Hey.” Lucian managed, grinning, as excitement flooded his mind. His heart fluttered as Andrea sat down next to him.  
 
    “Silly, I know you don’t need a lot of sleep, but never sleeping at all can’t be good for your psyche,” Andrea pleaded, sliding her long black hair behind her ears. 
 
    Lucian longed for her. His eyes gave off pure joy, their intentions leaving her blushing. She reached out and kissed him on the cheek, the innocent peck putting the pressure back on Lucian. Not being able to see each other for so long had left them both befuddled, their constant flirting once again like that of two kids who had just started dating. As they sat staring at each other, Andrea began to scowl. 
 
    “You okay?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I...just have a favor to ask.” 
 
    “Anything. What is it?” 
 
    “Like I said before, Anna has been helping me train. And she’s been great. But she… “Her voice trailed off as her face flushed. Lucian’s eyes were intent on hers. His gaze sent chills down her back causing her just to blurt out without taking a breath,” says you are much better at it. And...I don’t want to get left behind. please help me improve.” 
 
    Lucian chuckled. His smile brightened as he slid closer and embraced her. “You don’t have to be nervous to ask me that. It would be my pleasure.” 
 
    Andrea turned and kissed him passionately, her excitement evident as her hand slid up his thigh. “Great. I’ll come by later, and we can hash out the details. And maybe that other problem you’re having right now.” She smiled as she looked at her hand. 
 
    Quickly standing, she waved goodbye and ran back into the school. As much as Lucian wanted to run after her, he settled his mind and laid back into the grass, shaking his head in pure ecstasy. “That girl knows how to get to me.” 
 
    Lucian stayed outside for a short while longer. Valiant’s orientation ceremony would start soon. Finally, he headed back to the great hall, still distracted by thoughts of Andrea.  
 
    Orientation happened twice a year at the Valiant School of Magic. Since his admission, he had attended seven. Although it wasn’t mandatory, Lucian and his friends always thought it prudent to assess the new recruits. 
 
    Having been so young when they were accepted into the school, Lucian and Anna still tended to be younger than many of the new recruits attending each orientation. The great hall was already crowded with new students, most around his own age now. 
 
    The intimidation he had felt on his first day no longer existed. As Lucian scanned the room, his eyes fell upon a young boy. He looked to be no older than Anna had been when she had first arrived. His shoulders were caved in, his arms wrapped just below his chest. He stood an arm’s length away from every other person near him. His head swayed back and forth, as if afraid he was going to be trampled. 
 
     All too familiar with the feeling, Lucian smiled and approached the boy. He slowly put a hand on his shoulder, trying not to startle him.  
 
    “Hey there,” Lucian said in a low voice. 
 
    But the attempt not to surprise him was to no avail: the boy jumped in pure fear, turning quickly and backing straight into another student. The boy just stared at Lucian, but his eyes quickly reverted back to the stage. 
 
    “Sorry....Sorry,” the boy finally yelped. 
 
    Lucian attempted to hold out an olive branch, as Vera had done for him so many years ago. “Hey, it’s okay, man. I’m Lucian. Welcome to Valiant.”  
 
    “Hello, sir. I’m Oli...ver Wilson,” he managed to stumble out. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Oliver. Lucian Draco, by the way,” Lucian replied, reaching out his hand. The boy stared at it, then slowly took it in his own.  
 
    “Wow. Lucian Draco. I’m a big fan; I’ve been trying to beat your record for the youngest student inducted. Unfortunately, I missed out by a whole year. Turns out I’m, I think, the fourth youngest to be accepted.”  
 
    Lucian chuckled. “I’m flattered, but fourth amongst thousands is pretty good!” 
 
    “Yeah, I...I guess you’re right,” Oliver said, more to himself than anyone, accepting the compliment. 
 
    “Hey Lucian, who’s your friend?” Anna said, spotting them and walking up. 
 
    “Hey, Anna. This is Oliver Wilson. Oliver, this is Anna—” 
 
    “Jones,” Oliver finished. “I know. She’s the second youngest person to attend, followed by Vera Wells.”  
 
    Oliver was noticeably warming up to them, and quickly, too. He began to stand up straighter. The three of them chatted for a moment as Lucian and Anna briefed Oliver on all he needed to know: the basic rundown of placements, class rankings. As they talked, a familiar voice spoke up in their minds.  
 
    Students, welcome to the Valiant School of Magic. I am Madam Mahesa Sah, the master of this fine establishment. To my left is the director of our medical department, James Whitmore. As she always did, she waved and pointed to the taller man, whose nervous smile had not changed over the years.  
 
    And to my right is our director of discipline, Samuel Asher. Madam Sah made a similar gesture to the bald-headed man on her opposite side. 
 
    Samuel looked at Lucian coldly. Lucian frowned, remembering the cruel prank Samuel had played on him on his first day here. 
 
    For many of you, this will be hell. For others, it will be filled with joy and wonder. We mages are the police, the enforcers, the brain—she paused for dramatic effect—and, quite frankly, the everything of the magical and supernatural community.  
 
    As you are striving to join this elite, core group, you will be placed based on your skill, knowledge, and aptitude for magic ability. Yes, she repeated as a nervous murmur rippled through the hall, an aptitude test.  
 
    It is simple. We will test your elemental ability, life magic, telekinesis, and for the exceptional ones, your psychokinesis, she declared. I will call you one at a time, and you will make your way to me. This will take a while, so relax while you wait. 
 
    The familiar speech was nauseating after you’d heard it for the sixth time. Madam Sah never changed a word, but her psychic voice was deafening and inescapable. In the mind, there was no way to ignore her. 
 
    As the headmistress called each student one by one for their assessments, Lucian and Anna continued to talk, trying to relax Oliver’s nerves before it came time for his placement. As his name was called, the boy walked up to the stage, his shoulders once again caved in as glares ambushed him. 
 
    “Whoa, the boy looks like he’s going to faint,” Lucian said. 
 
    “The boy—ha!” Anna teased. 
 
    “You know what I mean. He looks downright green. It feels like ages since I had to make the walk.” 
 
    “Only teasing. I know what you meant.” 
 
    Oliver disappeared into the assessment room, but the two older mages were surprised when he reemerged only a short time later. After receiving his results, he returned to their side. 
 
    “How did you do, freak?” Anna shot him a friendly smile, tilting her head inquisitively. 
 
    “Well, didn’t have much connection with the elements. I got a D in water. But I did get a B in life magic; I guess that’s something.” Oliver shrugged, unsure how to interpret his results. 
 
    “What about psychic?” Lucian blurted out. 
 
    “Oh yeah, I forgot about that. I got a C in that.” 
 
    “Not bad, Oliver. Sounds like you’re going to be a pretty impressive healer.”  
 
    “Thanks, Lucian. I hope you’re right.” 
 
    The headmaster’s voice boomed in their heads, instantly breaking up the conversation. All students, please come to the great hall. This is mandatory; all students must report. 
 
    The great hall began to fill as more students walked in, one after another. There was no longer any opportunity for personal space; they were forced to stand shoulder to shoulder, jostling for legroom as the room filled past the brink of jam-packed. As still more students teemed in, pushing and shoving began to break out.  
 
    Behave. The thunderous voice filled the students’ heads. Daunted, they quickly corrected their behavior.  
 
    Thank you. As we continue to fill the room, I will begin to talk. As long as you can hear my voice comfortably, you do not need to see everything in the room. Simply close your eyes, and all that needs to be revealed will appear in your mind’s eye. I’ve gathered you all here today in regard to our great society. This year we will be celebrating the unification of all the supernatural societies under one roof. 
 
    I apologize; I am getting ahead of myself. 
 
    Only every half-century, a Paragon Champion may be selected to represent each magical faction in a magical tournament between the supernatural factions. However, this does not happen every half-century; it can only be initiated if someone from one of the factions invokes a bloodright. This year the lord of vampires, Emmet Dearil, has invoked his bloodright. As the initiator of the Paragon Games, Lord Dearil has the right to call forth two participants of his choosing from the other factions.  
 
    Lucian Draco, please step forward, the headmistress said without warning. Many of the students’ heads turned, searching for whichever among them would emerge from the crowd. 
 
    Oliver’s mouth dropped as he stared at the older mage. “Lucian,” he said, unable to come up with anything more intelligible. 
 
    As Lucian began to step forward, the other students’ eyes fixed on him, stunned at the news. For most students, the Paragon Games were unheard of; even their parents had never seen this festival before. Despite his research, Lucian, too, had never come across any mention of this festival.  
 
    But as he walked to the front, a single clap rang out through the silence. Oliver, regaining his wits and a lone fan, enthusiastically applauded his idol.  
 
    But like a common cold, Oliver’s joy spread through the rest of the student body quickly as they joined in his applause. Cheers and cries of “Good luck!” and “You can do it!” filled the room.  
 
    Yes, yes. Please allow me to finish. As many of our new students will learn, we mages work in three-man teams. The Paragon Games are no different. Therefore, not only Lucian, but Team No One, will represent our prestigious school and the high society of mages in the Paragon Games this year.  
 
    Anna, silent, could only stand there trembling. The true meaning of this was obvious to her. This was revenge. Emmet would punish them all for his son’s death.  
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    A Tortured Bath 
 
    Emmett marched through the halls of his domain. The enormous corridors were brightly illuminated. Contrary to popular myth, vampires tended to be attracted to brightness, like a subconscious longing for something to fill in the void of the absent sun. 
 
    As vampires aged, they shook off the constraints of allergic reactions to sunlight. But the sun remained a plague to most vampires, and its allure had many convinced that the attraction was a curse. The yellow star that warmed the Earth had weakened Emmett as a youth, like all his children. But many centuries ago, he had had a delightful craving for a rare creature that hid in the shadows. Not long after, he’d realized that the creature’s blood had immunized him and his sons alike, allowing them to stand in the sun with only minor discomfort, and ever since, Emmett had demanded every room of his fortress be brightly lit.  
 
     Over the last few days, Emmett had waited patiently in isolation for his new toy to be ready. His idle hands had plagued his patience, and he’d indulged in feeding amongst his flock. As he stepped gingerly throughout the halls, the fortress’s human slaves parted, making way for the lord of vampires. Their eyes were fixed on him, ecstasy flooding their bound minds as he passed.  
 
     “My lord, my lord, the boy is ready for you. He woke earlier today,” Winston said, hands trembling. 
 
    “Very well, Winston. Take me to him.”  
 
    Winston escorted his master to the opposite side of the estate, to a room as bright as the rest of his property, but chilly to the bone. 
 
    The boy sat in the middle of the room, body bare, his blue eyes still unable to comprehend his surroundings. 
 
    Emmett stepped closer. Instinctively, the boy clutched his legs to his chest. 
 
     “My lord, he’s still unaware of what is going on. Maybe I can assist and get him up to speed with—” Winston froze as Emmett raised a hand for silence.  
 
    “Nonsense. This is exactly how I want him.” 
 
    The boy stared back up at him, trying to make sense of the man’s words.  
 
    “Relax. I’m not here to hurt you. In fact, I’m here to feed you. Nurture you, so to speak.” 
 
    “Who....What’s....” the boy mumbled incoherently. 
 
    “To be honest, ‘who’ and ‘what’ are the same thing,” Emmett said, leaning closer “You’re my child now. From this day forward, I shall call you Ross, and today is your birthday—or rebirthday, shall we say? Come now; let’s get some clothes on you. We are more civilized than those filthy fleabags.” 
 
     Emmett helped the boy to his feet. With a wave of his hands, he summoned his servants. Four of them entered, carrying a large tub. They laid out towels then lined up, ready to serve the boy..  
 
    “Well, in this case, let’s save a little time. No need to clean up twice.” Emmett grinned and grabbed the largest man from the group. 
 
    The man towered over Emmett, but his body was frail, weak, as if he had not eaten in weeks. Emmett dragged his victim by the neck over to the boy. 
 
    The boy’s bloodshot eyes narrowed. He trembled. This...urge was overwhelming, a powerful but unfamiliar desire. His muscles tensed as the craving grew insatiable. Leaning forward, he grabbed the man, who stood eye to eye with him, and ripped his neck open. 
 
     Blood splattered across the floor and over the other slaves. The boy drank as if from a bottomless cup, and as he ate, all he craved was more. The slave lay sprawled on the ground, his body twitching as the thump-thump of his heart slowed to a stop.  
 
    But the boy’s thirst was not satisfied. His attention turned to a female slave who didn’t seem to be suffering from starvation. The newly born vampire leapt forward. 
 
    “That’s enough, boy.” Emmett stepped between them. 
 
    In a haze of violence, the young vampire lashed out at his elder. His speed was impressive, but it was nothing compared to that of the lord of vampires. With ease, Emmett caught Ross’s arm and slung him against the wall. 
 
     “Very good; you do have spirit. Ross will be a good name indeed. But attack me again, and I’ll remove your head and pretend you never existed.” With a pause to get his point across, Emmett looked back at his manservant. “Now, let’s get him cleaned up. Make sure he doesn’t eat again until I say so.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Winston said with a gentleman’s bow. 
 
    Emmett left the room without another word. His will was law here. 
 
    The boy stood back at attention, his eyes still glazed, tempted by the slaves. His teeth clenched as the urge began to manifest on his face. Blood dripped down his chin and onto his swimmer’s-build frame. 
 
    Winston stared at him with both desire and pity. The boy seemed to have been trained before his death, his discipline showing through as he fought the urge to kill another human.  
 
    “Lord Ross, I will be assisting you from this point forward. Let’s not lose both of our lives with a foolish act. Please step into the tub.” 
 
    The boy turned and looked at Winston, his own words not yet quite assembling in his mind. He still had no recollection of who he was, but even still, the name did not hit home. It was a foreign sound which seemed to leave a bitter ringing in his ear. Sensing who was in charge, he acquiesced and stepped into the tub.  
 
    “Clean him. Thoroughly. He’s been dead and reborn; we wouldn’t want to disappoint our lord again.” 
 
    Winston clapped.  
 
    The slaves approached the tub and began massaging the blood off the newborn vampire’s body. He watched him, his attention on the rhythmic beats of their hearts, the pronounced pulsing of their veins. His body shook as he fought for control, sending ripples through the water. The only thing on his mind was the feast denied to him, starving him of the food right in front of him. 
 
    The boy attempted to breathe, trying to relax his body, but the air would not come—or go. He slowly realized his body was devoid of life. Air was no longer necessary for survival. The struggle for life felt so far away now. That thought helped keep his mind off of his prey, at least long enough for them to finish his bath. 
 
    Ross heaved himself out of the water. His attire was already set aside for him: a glaringly white suit hung by the door. A manservant stood ready to dress him. 
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    More Books, Please! 
 
    After the announcement of the Paragon Games, excitement spread through Valiant like wildfire. Rumors flooded its halls. Without any reference to the festival or any personal experience to fall back on, many students began to just make things up. 
 
    Lucian, too, was in the dark. Despite hours and hours spent researching in the library, there was still so much Lucian had yet to learn about the supernatural world.  
 
    Confusion and lack of knowledge once again drew him back to his most comfortable sanctuary. But today, the library held many new faces—including Anna and Andrea, hard at work trying to figure out what the hell they’d just gotten into. 
 
     Andrea was spinning in circles, gawking at the vast collection of books. “There’s so many....Where do we begin? What’s our plan here?” Like most students, she spent the majority of her time in classes, rarely visiting the library. 
 
     “To be honest, I’ve only read about a quarter of these books,” Lucian told her. 
 
     “Dork. Somebody spends a lot of time here,” Curtis said, slinking up behind them. 
 
    “Well, somebody has to be prepared,” Anna interjected, standing up for her friend even if she didn’t hate Curtis the way Lucian did. In fact, she had to admit, part of her was even starting to like him. But she would be damned if he made fun of Lucian’s intelligence. That privilege was hers and Ben’s alone. It would take a long while for Curtis to earn a right to it. 
 
    But Curtis only rolled his eyes, doubling down on the insult. “Whatever. Anyway, what are you ladies doing?” 
 
    “To me, this is super exciting. None of us have ever heard of the Paragon Games. And research is part of being a good mage.” Andrea cocked her head to the side, one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “You know what, Andrea? I’m glad you said that. Good thing I’m already prepared.” Curtis declared. 
 
    The others looked at him quizzically, but Curtis just gave them a crooked smile and turned to leave. 
 
    “I really can’t stand that guy,” Lucian said as he walked out the door. Taking a deep breath, he looked to Anna for answers, but her stern expression didn’t give him the response he wanted.  
 
    “Fine,” Lucian grumbled and stood to catch up with Curtis. 
 
    “Hey—what do you know?” Lucian called after him. 
 
    “What, me? I thought you were all prepared yourselves. So I might as well keep my information, you know, close to the vest.” Curtis said, hand over his heart. 
 
    “Stop being a dick, Curtis. Seriously.” 
 
    “Alright, if you’re going to cry about it. Well, first I went to see my cousin and find out what she knew. Turns out she’s been looking for you all day. But with her new position, her classes have been popular, and she hasn’t been able to make it over here.” 
 
    “Of course. She slipped my mind. I should’ve talked to McClear as well,” Lucian said, more to himself than Curtis. 
 
    “Anyway, she explained to me the truth behind the competition.” 
 
    “Wait—let’s tell the group,” Lucian interjected. 
 
    Curtis acquiesced, following him back to Andrea and Anna before continuing. 
 
    “Well, turns out the Paragon Games are done more as an interspecies mingling event. It’s a way to coexist with other supernaturals under one roof. But there are no limits in these events. Even killing is allowed, in some of the games.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Anna said skeptically. “Well, that makes sense.” 
 
    “This is about Emmett wanting revenge. Well, so do I!” Lucian spat. 
 
    “So you’re saying he set this up under false pretenses just to murder us without any consequences? Why go to all that trouble?” Curtis said. 
 
    “Because he blames us for killing his son,” Anna blurted. 
 
    “Over the last year, Baron has seemed terrified of something he would do.” Lucian’s eyes narrowed. “And, quite frankly, I’m tired of waiting for him. If he wants to go through this elaborate performance just to get revenge, fine. I’ll be waiting.” He crossed his arms. His hands shook ever so slightly, veins began to protrude. 
 
    Lucian gathered himself and looked at his comrades. He could read Anna like an open book: She wants to kill these vampires just as much as I do. Her smile looked out of place, fear absent from her gaze.  
 
    Strangely, something in Curtis’s eyes said he wanted vengeance as well. Maybe not for himself, but for someone else. It couldn’t be me. Or maybe he’s just destructive. Maybe they’ve taken something from him, too.  
 
    Lucian took a deep breath. There was no way of knowing. Curtis wouldn’t willingly give him a real answer, at least not yet. Regardless, I’ll accept his help. 
 
    Andrea’s thoughts were written on her face as plain as Anna’s, but her expression was different. Her eyes bounced back and forth, watching the others. Hives were forming over her arms and the side of her neck. Suddenly she gasped for breath, as if her airway had shrunk to the size of a straw, her heart rapidly palpitating. Sweat dripped down her forehead as she shook. 
 
    “Andrea!” Lucian exclaimed, rushing forward. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders. 
 
    “Relax, Andrea—it’s going to be okay. I won’t underestimate them. I’ll make sure we’re prepared. So just breathe. Breathe,” Lucian comforted her, rubbing his hands up and down her arms as a cue for her breathing. 
 
    Lucian’s words hit home. She released the air from her lungs and drew in a fresh breath.  
 
    “Sorry,” she cried weakly. “I’m not used to all this. You just speak so easily about it, about walking into death. It’s terrifying.” 
 
    Lucian lifted her chin, looking into her eyes. “We’re not walking into death, but focusing on our will to live. And they might have it out for us, but we have human ingenuity on our side, along with a hell of the team. Together we can survive anything.” 
 
    Lucian gave her his most genuine, pleasant smile, but his words were to relieve his own insecurities as much as hers. Andrea was right to be afraid. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lucian said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Fear is not being cowardly, but being wise in the face of danger. You’re right: this is dangerous. So that means we have to be even more prepared. We have to use that fear to guide us. I...I’ve never said it out loud, but I blame myself for Ben’s death.” 
 
    “Lucian,” Anna tried to interrupt. 
 
    “No. I’ve been too reliant on myself, believing I could just think my way out of everything. Even over this past year, I’ve been pushing myself to be stronger. To stand up and be able to protect my friends. But I’m not a god, and not like other supernaturals. We are Magi, and our strength comes from knowledge—and from one another.” 
 
    “You’re only strong as your weakest member,” Anna said, nodding. “Curtis, I guess we’re going to have to get your power up to par.” 
 
    “Please. Don’t mistake that last demonstration for proof of who’s truly the powerful one in the group.” Curtis said seriously, not appreciating the dig. 
 
    “So what’s next?” Andrea said, attempting to break up their banter. 
 
    “First, we need to gather as much information as possible. The only way to do that is to read as many of these books as we can. I’ve been here reading just for enjoyment, taking my time. But if I focus, I can read much faster.” Lucian said. “But I need everyone else to bounce ideas off of.” 
 
    “That makes sense: using your mind as a chalkboard in battle, or like a server we can access to make sure we’re not overlooking information,” Anna said. 
 
    “Exactly. But remember that although I might have stores and stores of information in my mind, it does take time to cycle through that.”  
 
    “Makes sense. But what’s the goal, the focus? What are we trying to learn? The Paragon Games begin at the end of the month.” Finally, Curtis gave them no more backlash, realizing his survival depended on these three. 
 
    “Two weeks,” Andrea clarified. 
 
    “What, are you going to sleep here? How the hell, do you expect to get through all these books, Lucian?” Curtis said. 
 
    “He doesn’t need sleep,” Andrea said with a sigh. “But how are you going to focus for so long? This can’t be good for your health, Lucian.” 
 
    “Don’t worry I’ll be fine, but I will need food, and lots of it.” 
 
    “We can take turns bringing you meals. We should split up the work by topic. But how do we decide who will specialize in what?” Curtis asked. 
 
    The other students couldn’t believe their ears. They had no more reason to doubt his commitment. They stared, trying to reconcile what they just heard with his previous behavior. 
 
    “That’s hard to say, really. We still need more information on the Paragon Games first before we can even strategize. That will have to be our first step. To win, we need to know what we’re up against. So let’s pool our resources together and get as much information as possible. Talk to as many teachers as we can.” 
 
    They all agreed and went their separate ways.  
 
    Each student had their favorite teacher. For Lucian, McClear had always been his guiding star at Valiant. He was the one person Lucian felt had his best interests at heart, no matter the situation. But in the pit of his belly, he had a hunch that he needed to see Madam Sah first. Not only did she likely have information, but also the ability to imprint it directly in his mind. Lucian took a detour, heading for her office. 
 
    “Yes, child, come in,” Madam Sah said, expecting him, as he raised his hand to knock on the door.  
 
    Stepping in, the first thing Lucian noticed was that her stare didn’t have its normal confidence. Instead, it held nervousness, fear. There was a gentleness to her body language that shone through her normally hardened exterior. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I....I was hoping that you could give me more information on the Paragon Games.” 
 
    “Of course. Have a seat.”  
 
    “I know it’s only a couple weeks away, so we have created a plan to learn as much as we can. But my first question, however irrelevant it might be, is the one I can’t stop thinking about: why hasn’t this been done in so long, if it makes power so easy to challenge and transfer?” 
 
    “It’s not that irrelevant, child. As I’m sure you’ve already realized, the Paragon Games are a pretense of war. Once the rights are invoked, contestants must be gathered on an equal playing field. For example, if we wanted to destroy Emmett and challenge him directly, an equally powerful mage would have to put his or her life at stake as well. To be honest, we don’t know if we can win a fight head-to-head with him. The same thing goes for the Anax, especially if the other supernaturals decided to join forces during the tournament. Emmett feels the same way: he wouldn’t challenge your father directly because he could not be certain of the outcome. This power struggle has kept the Paragon Games dormant for centuries.”  
 
    “So by challenging me, Emmett could avoid fighting my father himself. And I’m not as powerful as my dad yet, which would mean Emmett wouldn’t even be able to participate directly. He’d have to find a vampire equal to me instead.” 
 
    Madam Sha took pleasure at his words. A smile creaked over her face as soon as he declared “yet”, folding her hands across one another as she leaned closer.  Her eyes intent, holding the gaze of Lucian. 
 
    “Yes and no: you are a new student, but you have grown quickly. There’s no doubt in my mind you are at least an A-ranked mage at this point, and you will one day be S-ranked. And the other two members of your team have similar prospects. As Team No One, you have already shown how formidable you are. Emmett may be able to nominate one of his stronger sons, or maybe even two, to fight against you in this war.” 
 
    “War,” Lucian repeated, surprised that Madam Sah was so blunt. 
 
    “Lucian, I’m not going to sugarcoat this for you. I suspect—no, I know—he wants to eliminate you, Anna, and Iris. Emmett is a vile and relentless creature. Whether or not his son’s death was really your fault, in his mind, you three are to blame. What’s worse is that he may not care about the vampire he nominates, either. He likes to see people suffer. So he’s going to make this as painful as possible. He’s going to hit you where you least expect it.” 
 
    “I expect anything.”  
 
  
 
   
 
   
    “Maybe so, Lucian, but don’t overestimate yourself. You might be brilliant—even I can admit that—but you’re still brash. And that brashness has already contributed to someone close to you getting killed.” 
 
    Madam Sah eyed the boy wearily, measuring him up. He needed to hear it. But even as she spoke, he seemed to be drawing inward. 
 
    “Ben’s death was my fault, I know, but....” 
 
    Before he could finish, she held up a hand. 
 
    “Lucian, it wasn’t just your fault. It was mine as well. We put your team in an impossible situation because of politics. It was also the fault of the vampires and werewolves. The blame doesn’t lie solely on you. That was not my point. Your intelligence has made you wise far beyond your years, but Emmett is thousands of years old. It will take you at least a lifetime to measure up to his experience. Don’t always try so hard to anticipate the next move. I believe Americans like to say that the best defense is a good offense.” Madam Sah smiled. But the glimpse of an innocent, motherly figure soon vanished as the predatory gaze filled her eyes once again as she whispered.  
 
    “Make him regret the day he challenged us”. 
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    The Hunt 
 
    The sun had been down for hours. A gorgeous silver light beamed off the round rock in the sky, illuminating the forest and all its inhabitants. A boisterous howl ricocheted off the forest’s acoustics, the Anax’s pack letting their presence be known before the hunt. 
 
    Iris stood tall, watching her kin, their strength palpable in the air. Like always, Kobe would lead the charge, his brown and black fur merging into the rich colors of the nighttime forest. 
 
    “Hurry up and change. We’re not gonna sit here and wait for you all night,” Kobe’s grumbled at her. 
 
    Kobe’s ill temper usually had little bearing on her feelings, but she knew his words tonight were a smokescreen for real anger. 
 
     He’ll never forgive me for almost killing Bianka, Iris thought. Even if it was an accident.  
 
     It was hard to tell because Kobe has always been grouchy toward Iris—and, in fact, toward all the wolves. She’d always chalked it up to creating a social distance between him and his subordinates. But he hadn’t treated her quite this coldly before the accident. Bianka had made a full recovery, but Iris had found herself tiptoeing around Kobe ever since, and today was no different. 
 
    Iris took his words in stride, giving him a simple smile. Stripping off her last article of clothing, Iris made the transition. 
 
    Her gorgeous gray fur stood out against the moonlit sky. The most shunned member of the Anax’s pack now stood taller than any wolf present. Iris’s dominance rippled through the pack. She strode toward Kobe. The other wolves bowed as she took her place among them. 
 
    A Cheshire grin creaked across the silver wolf’s face as she bowed to Kobe, as if this were still his hunt. 
 
    “I see you’ve learned a few tricks. Don’t let it go to your head.” He wasn’t going to take it easy on her.  
 
    “Wolves—on me,” he ordered the rest of the pack. 
 
    The six wolves galloped off into the forest, embedding deep prints into the mud underfoot as they sped along.  
 
    “What are we hunting?” asked a wolf by the name of Isaac. He was small for a wolf, especially given his age, and he especially admired Kobe and the Anax. He couldn’t hide his excitement about being able to hunt with Kobe and Iris. 
 
    “A few days ago, some livestock went missing in this area. Now a human girl and boy have disappeared as well. Something is preying on our island. It will pay for that.” 
 
    “Do we have any idea what it is?” Iris interjected. 
 
    “Something big,” Kobe said. 
 
    Iris sniffed the air. She, too, could feel the presence of another predator in their domain. Although she had grown in power, Iris’s tracking and hunting abilities paled in comparison to those of a master like Kobe. Even her father’s tracking skills were no match to Kobe’s. 
 
    Kobe swung left, and the pack swiftly followed. The monster was keeping close to the bay. 
 
    “It’s big and can probably swim. How else would it have gotten on the island?” Iris groaned.  
 
     “Stay alert,” Kobe commanded. 
 
    Their prey had been moving quickly, but nothing scoured these woods as fast as a werewolf. It wasn’t long before they found it. 
 
    The creature was massive and convoluted, coiled about itself. It didn’t stir as the wolves approached. In fact, it appeared to be sleeping. 
 
    The missing children stood just a few feet away from it, frozen like statues. 
 
    “A snake! I hate snakes,” Isaac cried. Though he was older than even Kobe, he balked like a kid at the thought. 
 
    “It’s a basilisk,” Kobe corrected him. “Be careful. They can freeze their prey with just a glance, not to mention their poisoned breath and fangs. The Anax and I fought one a few centuries ago. Luckily, this one is much smaller.” 
 
    “Smaller!?” Isaac stared at the huge creature. It was hard to get a measurement, as it was coiled up. But its protruding head was larger than any of the wolves there.  
 
    “Well, how did you guys kill it?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Your dad ripped his head off. So when I say ‘we,’ I mean him.” Kobe chuckled apprehensively. 
 
    Iris knew Kobe well. Jokes never spilled from his mouth. She’d never seen him nervous before now.  
 
    Should I take charge? How would he take that? This isn’t going to be an easy fight. Can I step up? The riddle of indecision spun in her head before she spoke again. “Are those kids dead?” 
 
    “No, just paralyzed. They can see and feel everything. They just can’t move. It’s one of the most violent ways to die that I can imagine.” 
 
    The moment she knew that they were still alive, Iris perked up her ears and listened. Even at this distance, she could pick up the loud thumps of their hearts beating as if they were running. 
 
    “With all due respect, Master Rockwell, may I take the lead on this attack?” 
 
    Kobe’s hard exterior returned. He bared his teeth at his mentor’s daughter. But then the snarl morphed into a smile.  
 
    Well, this is what he’s been wanting, Iris thought. 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Okay. First, how do we un-petrify the kids?” Iris asked the pack. 
 
    Kobe spoke up first. “It leaves the system in about two days.”  
 
    “Okay, good. I will lead the basilisk away while you take them to safety. I’m going to make my way to the river. We can cut it off there, and hopefully kill it. If not, we can at least force it to retreat.”  
 
    Iris managed to speak with more confidence than she felt. But it must have been enough, as the other wolves began taking their positions around the large snake and its soon-to-be meal.  
 
    The moment the other wolves were in place, Iris ran full speed at the unsuspecting snake and latched her claws deep into its jaw. With a hiss, the creature roused and tried to shake the silver wolf off. Rattling its head, the snake managed to throw Iris off. She landed a few yards away, rolled, and leapt back to her feet. 
 
    The snake let out a hissing roar from the very depths of its belly. Its eyes narrowed as it peered down at the silver wolf. It coiled back, ready to strike, and sprang at Iris. 
 
    Iris turned and darted back into the woods, heading for the river. As expected, the serpent gave chase. 
 
    The river wasn’t far. As she reached its banks, Iris transformed into her Lycanthrope form, rearing up and growing as she took on the more humanoid form. 
 
    She didn’t have long to wait before the basilisk caught up. 
 
    It took its time approaching, its eyes alighted with a predatory intelligence. Allowing its body to remain partly concealed by the forest, it slid its head out from among the trees. It moved, more cautiously now, observing that the wolf before it stood large and seemingly unafraid. 
 
    Its biggest advantage is its eyes. If I don’t look, it can’t petrify me, Iris thought. She carefully kept her own eyes down, looking instead at the snake’s belly on the ground. Only then did she truly realize how big the beast actually was. Larger than some of the oldest trees in the forest. 
 
    But as the creature came closer, goosebumps evaded her. Her heartbeat remained controlled, her hands steady. 
 
    I should be terrified. Iris tried to force the feeling into existence. But however she tried, she could not impose hesitation upon her mind. 
 
    The snake dove forward, mouth open wide. Iris turned, dodging the strike, but the serpent hit her side as it passed, its sheer momentum knocking her off balance. Instead, it began to constrict, curling its elongated body around hers. 
 
    Iris jumped up onto one of the coils, running along it and climbing up to its head. She dug her claws into the side of his neck, sinking them in deep to get a good footing. Writhing, it tried to throw her off, but Iris held on. With one arm, she gouged into the serpent’s eye. 
 
    Roaring in pain, the creature desperately swatted at her with its tail, finally knocking her off.  
 
    With only half of its vision, the snake leaned its body to try to keep its good eye on the wolf. Iris circled it, trying to take advantage of the blind spot, but the snake remained on the defense, looking for a way to escape. 
 
    Iris could feel the bonds of the pack strengthen as the other wolves returned and began to surround the enormous snake. The snake turned back toward the bay, but Iris had no intention of allowing it to flee. Her time away had hardened her. She was no longer the innocent girl who would have let the creature leave for the fear of hurting it further, no longer the naïve girl who wouldn’t hurt a fly. The desire to protect her village and friends inundated her mind. If I don’t finish this now, it could come back. It’s not leaving here with its life. 
 
    The snake threw her one last glance as it tried to dive into the water. In that moment, Iris’s strength could only be described as defying the laws of gravity. The snake was forced to an abrupt halt as she leapt and wrapped her arms around its neck. She squeezed with all the strength she could muster, feeling the serpent’s life fading with every second even as it thrashed about, trying to escape.  
 
    The creature roared again, but this time it was a cry of fear, pleading. Iris ignored it. She crushed with all her might until her arms collapsed into each other. Crimson and yellow veins flooded from the monster’s body as it went limp and fell to the ground. 
 
    Exhausted, Iris got to her feet. Her strained call announced the kill.  
 
    The rest of the wolves stood frozen at the edge of the forest. Even Kobe was shocked, hit by nostalgia at the sight; she was so much like her father many moons ago.  
 
    Although Iris’s power still paled in comparison to his, Jason had not always been the Anax, either. In his own youth, he wasn’t much stronger than the girl was now. Kobe looked at the young wolf in astonishment as she dove into the ocean, only to reappear moments later. The young girl that he had always berated. 
 
    Iris stood tall, her naked form glistening as the water streamed off her body. Her confidence wasn’t the only thing that had changed as she rose from the water: her brunette hair had adopted some of the silver strands of her wolf form. The pack approached her with their heads bowed in reverence—even Kobe.  
 
    The behavior jarred Iris. She had thought nothing of the prowess she had shown in battle, only following her instinct, trying to protect her friends and family. 
 
    One thing was sure: she wouldn’t allow what had happened to the Michael family happen again. Suddenly she was overwhelmed by the thought of the kids she would have adopted as her own without question. The pain of losing Madison to the vampires and forcing Mason’s memory to be wiped was never far from her mind. But she knew she would be able to protect her family, and the wolves’ new acknowledgment of her was just the encouragement she needed.  
 
    “Let’s burn the snake and go home,” Iris said matter-of-factly.  
 
    When they made their way back home, Iris’s first thought was to see her father—not to brag about what she’d accomplished, but to ask for a favor.  
 
    The island the pack lived on was small and, by all rights, seen as poor. Its inhabitants were diverse, as it often served as a safe haven for troubled wolves that only the Anax could control. But it also had human inhabitants, villagers of a blend of races and ethnicities. Truth be told, it was the Anax’s scheme to breed even more powerful werewolves by genetically infusing all of mankind with wolf blood. Humans had different gifts, and the Anax sought to use those powers to breed a perfect son. Unfortunately, “the perfect son” had turned out to be a woman. But that no longer troubled Iris.  
 
    Man or woman, it didn’t matter. She was a wolf, and not many wolves were strong enough to tell her otherwise, except for her father. But her time with humans had only given her even more of a soft spot for them. Even as a child, she had spent a lot of time helping the villagers. But the time she’d spent with the Michael family had been some of the best of her life. And she would do it again, given the chance. 
 
    Iris walked up to her father’s hut. His home was one of the smallest in the village. Having lived many lifetimes of years already, Jason had little love for material things. 
 
    He spent most of his time in a meditative state, and tonight was no exception. He sat cross legged just outside, breathing in the night air. 
 
    He stood as Iris approached, seeming to have anticipated his daughter’s arrival. 
 
    Just my imagination, she thought. 
 
    “Hey...Dad,” Iris said nervously. She didn’t know how to approach her father most of the time. His “stoic elder” aura usually made her feel  at odds with her words.  
 
    “Yes, dear?” The unfamiliar words grumbled out of his mouth as if it were a foreign language. The inflection was abysmal, but Iris did appreciate the try. 
 
    She smiled. “I don’t ask for a lot, right?” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    The question lingered in the air, clearly rhetorical. 
 
    “Can you have Mason brought here? He’s mine, and I can protect him. I want him here. Can you make that happen for me?” She managed to make it sound more like a demand than a question.  
 
    Still, it was apparent to the Anax that she didn’t really want to overstep her bounds. 
 
    “Consider it done.” He walked back into his home, leaving Iris dumbfounded.
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    Who’s Coming to the Party? 
 
    Lucian caressed his brow, slowly moving down his face to his cheeks. The strain on his mind beat against his temple. 
 
    But outside of pure exhaustion, the last three days had gone exactly as Lucian had hoped. Not even pausing to shower, Lucian had spent every moment buried in books. With Madam Sah’s information, he was able to get a good start. 
 
    One of the rules specifically stated that only three Magi were allowed to participate. The Paragon Games had a natural balance to keep the competition fair among the supernatural factions. But just because only three mages could participate didn’t mean Lucian couldn’t recruit other mages to help. It was Anna’s idea, actually. 
 
    They’d already recruited a few mages they trusted. Each member of Team No One had set up their own team. 
 
    Lucian partnered with Andrea. His task—the hardest, but the most straightforward—was to gather as much information as possible, which left him reading day and night. Andrea helped him organize, making ready another book as he finished each one.  
 
    She also took the liberty of organizing the order of the books as he read, ensuring he didn’t repeat information, or at least minimizing the risk of wasting time as much as she could. She skimmed along as they went before turning each tome over to him.  
 
    Anna partnered with Elaine Choi, the Asian American lead of Team Vision, who had worked with them on their first mission. Though Team Vision ranked higher, Lucian had humbled Elaine, leaving his older classmate in awe of his insight and brilliance. 
 
    With Anna and Lucian, both somewhat legendary among their peers, preparing and recruiting for the Games, rumors spread through the halls of Valiant. Anna was on track to becoming one of the strongest female mages to ever grace its floors, even stronger than Vera Wells, but after so much sparring together, both girls knew she wasn’t quite there yet. 
 
    Vampires were their primary concern, though they had plenty of reason to worry about the werewolves as well. The two women gathered as much information about the creatures as they could find, all while feeding Lucian books on monsters, just in case. 
 
    Curtis, on the other hand, worked with Josiah and Breanna Walker, the other members of Team Vision. The fair-skinned American twins were a bit timid, but that worked well for the more aggressive Curtis. Curtis’s group was tasked with less finite research. In fact, the sheer amount of information to dig through was tremendous and abysmal: they needed to learn more about gods and their paladins, not to mention other miscellaneous creatures that could make an appearance. The creatures would have fallen under Anna and Elaine’s assignment, but Curtis had nearly demanded to take on that area. The Paragon Games were a false pretense of social and cultural celebration, which made any supernatural creatures—or their lords—fair game to participate. 
 
    “This crap is tedious, Lucian. I don’t understand why you enjoy sitting here doing this shit all day,” Curtis said, rolling his eyes and exhaling dramatically.  
 
    “To be honest, this is probably my favorite part. I love learning, and there is still so much I don’t know.” Lucian said, still reading about mystical creatures. 
 
    “Lucian, focus,” Andrea said, pointing back to his book. She was so in tune with Lucian’s every movement that she could tell every time his reading had slowed. Usually caused by a distraction from his peers.  
 
    “I am,” Lucian cried, “but some of his books are so cool. Like, look at this. Griffins. It’s even said that they’re powered by sunlight.” 
 
    “What, like a soul?” Curtis asked, suddenly intrigued. 
 
    “I don’t know. May—” 
 
    Andrea cut him off again. “Lucian. Focus.”  
 
    Lucian acquiesced, picking up the pace. 
 
    “You are no joke, missy,” Curtis joked, but Andrea only stared back, jabbing two fingers at her eyes and then at his own book.  
 
    Andrea set down the next stack of books for Lucian to read. With lunchtime nearing, she hurried to the ghostly guitar to gather their food. Though she was only gone a few minutes, when she returned, the entire group was huddled up talking. Mouths watering, the lot of them stared at her—well, at the collection of turkey and veggie sandwiches and chicken alfredo in her arms. 
 
    Andrea dropped the food on the table and, hand on hip, stomped her foot.  
 
    “What everyone needs is a break,” Lucian protested, feigning innocence. 
 
    Not buying his pretense, Andrea stared at him, lips pressed together. 
 
    “Honestly. Ask them. They came over here first,” he said. 
 
    “Wow, Freak. Just throw us under the bus, why don’t you?” Anna shook her head in disappointment. Lucian just shrugged.  
 
    “Well, since you guys have already stopped, let’s have lunch. Besides, we can discuss today’s findings as a team.” 
 
    No one wanted to get on Andrea’s bad side. She had become something of a project manager, getting their food and scheduling their breaks, not to mention organizing the books as efficiently as possible. Her help was invaluable. 
 
    As soon as she had given them her blessing, they all leapt at the food. 
 
    As they ate, Lucian interjected, “Andrea’s right, though. We need to keep this productive. What did we find today?” 
 
    Anna looked at Elaine, who nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “Elaine and I have been thinking,” Anna said, “about keeping it simple. The vampires are our biggest obstacle in the festival.” 
 
    “Yes and no. We want to win, so the werewolves are just as big of a problem,” Curtis said. 
 
    “Duh! Big picture: vampires will try to kill us.” Anna said. “The wolves might be trying to win, but there’s a good chance they’re only going to try to kill the vampires. Don’t you think that’s a big difference, freaks?” 
 
    “Besides, Iris is most likely going to be in the other party Emmett forces to participate, and I’m pretty sure she owes you guys a pretty big debt,” Elaine added in her two cents. 
 
    “Emmett probably blames her as well. Most likely he’s already named her to participate in the festival,” Lucian realized. 
 
    “But he only can request two specific participants?” Anna said, more a question than anything.  
 
    “Think about it. Mages usually work in groups of three. By naming me, he guaranteed your participation.” 
 
    “Or vice versa,” Anna retorted. 
 
    “By naming you, he guaranteed my participation,” Lucian relented, deciding not to remind her that his name had been called  in the great hall. “Then he forced the Anax’s hand by naming his daughter as the second request.” 
 
     The twins piped up. “Well, that’s good for us, right?”  
 
    “Maybe. She could be a powerful ally, but she does know our abilities,” Lucian spoke plainly but he made a small gesture to Anna, privately reminding her that Iris knew about his swords.  
 
    “Yes, and we don’t know much about her abilities,” Curtis chimed in. “But she must at least be at our level. Otherwise her recommendation would’ve been voided.” His gaze darted back and forth between Lucian and Anna, trying to figure out what they weren’t telling the rest of the group.  
 
    “Good point, Curtis. But even if she’s not at our level, she might have a pack that can balance that out. Ladies, do we have an idea how many participants will be in the wolves’ group?” 
 
    “Actually—” Elaine grabbed a book and fidgeted through its pages. 
 
    She stopped on an image of a young, clean-shaven Arab man. Towering over him was a muscular Hawaiian man whose grin took over the picture. 
 
    “Here we go,” she said, then read them the text under the picture. “‘Werewolves are pack animals,’ Langston Wilde, California alpha, described to me in an interview that ‘a full pack consists of six wolves, which any established alpha would have. But newly established alphas tend to start off with three other pack members.’ Jefferson Swallow, 1848.” Elaine placed a sheet of paper in the crease of the volume’s spine, bookmarking the spot for Lucian to read later himself. 
 
    “Could’ve just said ‘a minimum of four,’” Curtis said, irritated. 
 
    Elaine just ignored him, waiting for Lucian’s response.  
 
    “That sounds straightforward. Even if she is the Anax’s daughter, there’s a good chance she’s not ready to be an alpha yet, so it’s best to prepare for six.” 
 
    The others nodded. 
 
    “What about you guys?” Lucian looked at Curtis and the twins. 
 
    “All this shit’s making my head hurt,” Curtis said. “If we really think about it, pretty much every lore has some type of truth behind it. Witches, demons, gods and their paladins. We can expect anything from a druid to a shape-shifter. Lucian, to be frank, I think you need to spend more time learning about all these creatures.” 
 
    Curtis knew the gap in their abilities all too well. He’d been watching Lucian carefully over the past few days. The speed at which his teammate read and his ability to recall so much of the information was beyond unnatural. 
 
    Lucian understood his teammate’s frustration. “I’ll work on it.”  
 
    “Do we think any of them could be allies?” Elaine asked. 
 
    “If a druid shows up, he might ally with us.” Breanna said. “They’re mostly hermits, and they only want to stand in harmony with Mother Nature. And by all accounts, they have no desire to govern. Wizards like us should fit their vision of a good ally best.” 
 
    “Shape-shifters we can never trust, and witches are just despicable,” Josiah muttered after his sister finished speaking. 
 
    “What about you, Lucian? I know you’ve been focusing on other creatures and monsters, too. What else have you come up with?” Josiah stared at him in admiration. He idolized Victor Draco, and that attention extended to who he thought was Victor’s offspring as well. 
 
    “If I’m being honest with you, part of me feels like reading through the books on monsters has been a waste of time. The information is so spread out and contradictory. The only consistent detail I could find regarding so-called ‘monsters’ is that you need to remove their heads and burn them to get the job done. But I did find a lot of interesting things about  the festival itself today.” 
 
    “Like what?” Josiah exclaimed. 
 
    “The festival involves four challenges, all meant to show off our strength. To start, each team is given four coins, one for each challenge. Each challenge leads into the next. The first challenge is a challenge of the mind. It’s supposed to test our ability to focus and strategize, as well as our overall psychological fortitude. The second challenge is a ‘measure of souls.’ I have no idea what that means.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a test of our character,” Anna suggested. 
 
    “Yes, of course. A challenge to see if we would save a puppy,” Curtis mocked her. 
 
    “It’s just a thought, freak,” Anna said, disappointed she couldn’t come up with a better comeback. 
 
    “The third challenge,” Lucian said, speaking over them, “is a test of our bodies compared to our peers’. Most likely this will be some form of battle, similar to our arena sparring here. And the last challenge is to test the heart. Again, everything was very vague, so I have no idea what that means, either.” 
 
    “Maybe who can give the most hugs.” Curtis looked at Anna. “See? I can spitball, too.” 
 
    “Shut up, freak,” Anna said, but she had stifled a laugh. 
 
    “We also don’t know if there will be breaks between each challenge or if they are consecutive. I’m pretty sure it varies. We will just have to be prepared for the worst. But the festival does last a month, so at least we can deduct some information from that.” 
 
    Andrea observed that all this talk was weighing on them. They needed to get back on task.  
 
    “That’s enough of all that. It’s still a week away. We can’t find everything in two days. Let’s stick to the plan and keep diving in.” She handed Lucian another stack of books. 
 
    They groaned, but knew she was right. 
 
     Lucian looked back and gave her his best smile. “Thanks,” he said softly. 
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    A Scarcity of Morals 
 
    The newly reborn vampire stretched comfortably across the enormous bed, its sheets stained crimson by his victims from the previous night. Four new slaves lay next to him, their wills extracted, only allowing exaggerated smiles to adorn their faces. 
 
    Ross was oblivious to his life before the one he now lived. Not even shadows of memories had graced his mind since his awakening. As a vampire, lust and hunger fueled his desires. 
 
     Ross restrained himself no longer. He drained every bedmate dry. As every night before, none of these women would leave alive. Ross partook of the women as he willed, using their bodies while simultaneously draining their life away. He had no feelings for these lesser creatures. 
 
    An interruption knocked at the door, and the well-mannered butler walked in. Ross didn’t so much as pause. 
 
    “Master Ross, you have been summoned by your father,” Winston said, unbothered. 
 
    “Make something up. I’m busy.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t suggest that, my lord. Your father doesn’t like to be stood up.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll be there, mate—as soon as I finish here,” Ross said. The only clue into his old life was his remaining thick British accent. 
 
    Without any regard for the woman beneath him, he ripped into her wrists and body. Blood flowed out of her, spreading across the sheets. 
 
    After finishing his meal, Ross stood, leaving the women there, lifeless. He wiped his chin but only succeeded in smearing the blood across it. Smiling at Winston, he said, “Looks like I made a mess.” 
 
    “I will have your sheets replaced before you return, my lord.” Winston left the room and waited patiently to escort Ross to his father. 
 
    Despite all his bluster, Ross dressed quickly, not wanting to feel Emmett’s wrath, and joined the butler. The two men walked through the halls of the mansion, not speaking a word, until they reached Emmett’s study. 
 
    “He and your brother are awaiting you. Please proceed.” Winston cracked open the door, allowing Ross to pass. 
 
    “My favorite son. Good evening to you.” Emmett gave him a gracious smile. 
 
    Harold stood in front of Emmett, his back to Ross, refusing to acknowledge him. Harold stood much shorter than the young vampire, and yet he, too, still towered over their father. His copper hair was tidily parted on the side of his scalp, its edges slicked back with wax. Harold’s attire was much more lavish than Ross’s, like a star on a Hollywood walkway. 
 
    The older the vampire, the stronger. But being turned by Emmett himself had put Ross on a much more level playing field. Ross did not fear his older brother, neither threatened nor intimidated by his presence.  
 
    Harold disdained the new vampire. The boy’s consistent petulance and joking manner agitated him to no end. 
 
    As if on cue, Ross strolled over, yelling, “Hey, suck-up!” and leaning an elbow on his brother’s shoulder. 
 
    The elder vampire allowed his shoulder to drop, and Ross’s arm slipped off. Harold remained silent, unwilling to respond. 
 
    “Hey, Dad. What’s up? I was enjoying myself.” 
 
    Ross spoke to Emmett with an unheard-of familiarity. Before this new vampire had been changed, Harold had been the only living being willing to push any boundaries with Emmett. But even he knew how his father’s temper could erupt with the slightest breeze. 
 
    To Harold’s chagrin, Emmett endured it. In fact, it seemed he enjoyed Ross’s arrogance most of the time.  
 
    “I know, son, but there’s something important that we need to discuss.” The elder vampire threaded his fingers together. “I have invoked my right to initiate the Paragon Games, and you boys will be my representatives. The festival begins tomorrow, so please get your affairs in order.” 
 
    “Father, why are you asking this newbie?” Harold said impatiently. 
 
    Emmett looked at him, questioning, then back at Ross, who seemed to be just as curious about his answer. “You know what he was capable of even before he had my blood in him. Not to mention that it would be irresponsible of me not to include my favorite son as my champion,” Emmett retorted. 
 
    Harold’s head jerked as if slapped. The motion was subtle, but both Emmett and Ross noticed.  
 
    “Unless you would like to prove me otherwise? Show me how worthless he is?” Emmett added before Harold could respond. 
 
    Harold took a moment to respond. Gathering his wits, he glanced back and forth between the two vampires. 
 
    Harold crossed his arms behind his back. “Fine, Father. Your will is that he comes, so he comes. In fact, this is good for me, to show how...outclassed my new baby brother is.”  
 
    “Good comeback, suck-up. For a second I thought you were going to cry in your bedroom,” Ross said. 
 
    He put his hand on Harold’s shoulder and turned him, looking him right in the eye.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re so uptight about. I enjoy my little box. You can have all the glory you want. I get all the attention I need.” Ross reached down and grabbed his brother’s crotch.  
 
    “Little brother,” Harold threatened, “I suggest you remove your hand.”  
 
    Ross chuckled and acquiesced, placing his hand on Harold’s other shoulder instead. Holding him longer than necessary, he gently wiped down his brother’s shoulders, removing imaginary dirt. “Relax. No need to be so uptight.” 
 
    Emmett cleared his throat. “That reminds me. Regarding your needs....” He paused. “The humans frown upon our disregard for their kin’s lives. This is a festival, however, and we don’t want to start a war. So that means you, Ross....You’re only allowed to bring two concubines on the trip. They must be able to live up to the pretense of love and affection. Also keep in mind that Winston will join us. But for my benefit, make your own arrangements,” Emmett finished. He turned his chair around, disregarding the boys. 
 
    The cue was blatant: both sons knew the conversation was over. In silence, Ross and Harold went their separate ways. 
 
    Ross thought long and hard about his father’s words as he roamed the halls of the mansion. He knew he would have to curb his appetite and find a way to feed from the same well for an unknown amount of time.  
 
    They’re taking away what I enjoy most about being dead, Ross thought with a groan. 
 
    As Ross continued through the corridors of the fortress, his eyes fell upon each sheep, speculating its worth. Every face was marred by fear: Ross’s reputation had been spreading. None of the slaves held Ross’s attention long, his mind wandering. 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    A beautiful young brunette scrubbing the floor was watching him curiously from the corner of her eyes. The first flash of a memory danced at the edge of his mind’s eye. Her face mirrored the one he recollected.  
 
    Ross walked closer, examining the girl carefully. No, she was not the girl in his mind. Though she looked similar, there were some notable differences. 
 
    She was working diligently, her hair disheveled and dirty. Her nails and skin were cracked from malnutrition. 
 
    As he approached, she glanced nervously up, her round brown eyes quickly pulling away the moment their gazes connected. Next to her worked a broad-shouldered man, his features akin to hers. They knelt, keeping their heads down as they scrubbed, attempting to avoid Ross’s ire despite having already attracted his attention. 
 
    “Stand,” Ross commanded them. 
 
    The two humans obeyed without hesitation. Ross could not help but feel enticed. Even malnourished, their bodies were strong and well-built. Ross had never found a man in his bed, but for some reason, he did enjoy the sight of the two of them.  
 
    “What are your names?” 
 
    “I’m....” the woman started nervously.  
 
    “I am Trevor, my Lord, and this is my little sister, Haley,” the man said matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Are you scared of me?” Ross gazed into Haley’s eyes. 
 
    She stared back, unable to focus. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid of me, love,” Ross said softly. 
 
    With the change of tone, Haley’s shoulders relaxed. She smiled back.  
 
    “That’s better.”  
 
    “Yes, my name is Haley, but I am not his younger sister. I was born first,” she said, throwing Trevor a dirty look.  
 
    “I said ‘little,’ not ‘younger,’” Trevor retorted. 
 
    “Enough. I think you will do....Both of you.” 
 
    Trevor tensed. He clutched his side. 
 
    Ross laughed, an impure sound, and fear shot down Trevor’s spine. 
 
    “Relax, big man. This will be pleasant,” Ross reassured him, staring intently into his eyes. 
 
    Both humans now under his spell, Ross guided them to meet Winston. 
 
    “What may I do for you, my Lord?” Winston asked graciously.  
 
    “I need these sheep ready by tomorrow. I need her to be gorgeous, but I don’t want her mind touched. And I need him to be the human version of you.”  
 
    “As you will.” 
 
    “Also, have eight sheep sent to my room. It’s going to be a long trip, and I need to partake in dinner and dessert before this diet.” Ross smiled and walked away. 
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    Overslept 
 
    With so much information floating through his mind, Lucian’s focus had, again, begun to waver.  
 
    I wonder if I can create limbs with my eminence. Lucian was determined not to concede his attention to wondrous daydreams, but the thought was so interesting that he decided to come back to it later.  
 
    With only a couple days left before the Paragon Games began, Lucian had gone without breaks and baths for days. 
 
    His eyes were bloodshot. A nagging headache pestered him throughout the day. More distracted thoughts seized his mind. He shook them all away, diligently doubling down on his efforts.  
 
    The title of the book he was reading now was exuberant and flashy: Avoid This at All Costs, handwritten by a scholar he had never heard of in a fancy cursive script. But as he sped through the book, all its tips seemed obvious, only one thing really caught his eye.  
 
    “Wishes Aren’t What They Seem,” the chapter was called. It went on about demons, their wish-granting powers, and even the mystical lore of genies. Their powers were finite, but they hated other species, so they used wishes to serve up unintended torture. 
 
    His train of thought wavered back to Andrea. The rest of the team had called it a night hours ago and headed back to their quarters. Andrea, however, had refused to leave Lucian alone in the library. She still sat across from him, her face hidden in her forearm, low chirps coming from her buried head; she’d dozed off. 
 
    Cute, Lucian thought. 
 
    Lucian, you’re pushing yourself too hard, the familiar voice of Salmu whispered in his mind. 
 
    Haven’t heard from you in a few days, Lucian retorted. 
 
    When would I have been able to talk to you? You were studying so intently that it’s made that nearly impossible. You haven’t bathed in so long that I don’t even need a nose to know you smell. 
 
    Lucian subconsciously sniffed his armpits. His nose crinkled. It’s not that bad, he pleaded. 
 
    Sure, Lucian. And even the girl’s snores steal your attention. You should take her home and get some rest yourself. If not for you, then for her. She’s been by your side this whole time. I’m sure she smells, too.” Salmu joked. 
 
    Lucian shook his head. The team is counting on me; I have to get through as much of this as possible. 
 
    But Salmu persisted. Trust me when I say even a few hundred books isn’t going to make a difference. Lesser mages have won this tournament without such vast knowledge. But you’re going to be useless if you keep going like this. You need time to recover. You have nearly completely drained your prestige before the competition has even begun. Your body is starting to break down. Sleep, my friend. Please.  
 
    You don’t understand. I have to keep going. Just a few more books, Lucian countered weakly, ignoring the dragon’s advice. 
 
    He went back to his task, shutting Salmu out. Lucian quickly began reading a book about magical herbs and how they influenced eminence, sway, and prestige before the dragon could interrupt him again. 
 
    After that, Lucian spent a few hours learning more about herbs, hoping that being able to recognize them would be beneficial during the trials. Depending on the environment in which certain herbs grew, their use would yield different results. Fascinated, Lucian delved deeper. 
 
    But then a letter from the page began to float up, surrounding his head. Confused, Lucian watched it. How could that be? 
 
    Lifeblood dripped from his nose. When Lucian touched it, his hands came away garnished with the substance. 
 
    Panic jolted his heart. He leapt up. He scrambled for a solution, but his mind had reached its limit, unable to process anything more. 
 
    Lucian collapsed, crashing against his chair as he fell. 
 
    Andrea jerked awake in a panic. 
 
    “Lucian!” 
 
    Unencumbered by grogginess, she raced to Lucian’s side and felt for his pulse. His heartbeat was slightly elevated, but his breathing was slow and consistent. Andrea placed a hand on Lucian’s head, concentrating on attempting to reach his mind, invading his consciousness and calling out to it.  
 
    Lucian? Lucian.... 
 
    He’s fine, Andrea, an unfamiliar voice responded. 
 
    Salmu? 
 
    Three years before, Lucian and Andrea had met when fighting for the number ten spot at Valiant. Andrea had attempted to infiltrate Lucian’s mind, aiming to inflict psychic pain, but something ancient and powerful had lashed back at her, sending her to the infirmary. 
 
    Later, after they’d begun dating, Lucian had revealed his secret to Andrea: Salmu. 
 
    Now, hearing the dragon’s voice forced Andrea to reflexively pull back, remembering the pain she’d felt the day they’d first met. 
 
    Nervously rubbing her chin, she took a deep breath, gathered her wits, and placed her hand back on Lucian’s forehead.  
 
    Salmu, she whispered again, afraid of upsetting the foreign creature. 
 
    Yes. I apologize. I didn’t mean to cause you fear. Lucian is fine, just exhausted. I tried to warn him, but he wouldn’t listen and pushed himself beyond his limits. There’s no telling when he will awaken. Take him back home and let him rest.  
 
    Is he okay? Andrea asked. 
 
    Yes and no. There’s no damage done, but he is exhausted. He was taking in too much information at once. I will do my part to help his mind sort this out. With rest and time, he will regain consciousness. Let’s just hope that happens before the festival begins.  
 
    Thank you. I will take care of him. Unafraid, Andrea slowly released Lucian. 
 
    She hovered over his unconscious body and, observing their size difference, sighed. Her petite frame was nothing compared to his. Lucian was one of the largest people she’d ever met, at least twice her weight. There was no way she could carry him back to his room in this condition. More importantly, there was no way she would leave him there alone, either.  
 
    “Good thing we’ve got magic,” she muttered. 
 
    Although her biggest advantage was usually her psychic ability, Andrea’s eminence also connected well with wind and water. Maybe she didn’t have the genius of Curtis or Anna, but her power over these elements was formidable nonetheless, and sparring with the other two mages had helped her gain greater control than average. 
 
    Stretching her hand out, Andrea created a small whirlwind beneath Lucian’s body. Gently elevating him, she concentrated on her connection with the surrounding eminence and created a path to drag him along.  
 
    As they passed down the corridor, early-rising students stopped to stare at her, judging. Andrea didn’t care. She simply escorted the sleeping mage back to the dormitories. 
 
    But though she did her best to ignore the other students, she could still hear their gossiping chirps and murmurs as they entered the dorms.  
 
    Irritated by their childishness, Andrea put on her best smile and walked into Lucian’s room, his body following close behind. In an attempt at privacy, she closed the door behind them. 
 
    As she did, a radiating stench flooded her nose. 
 
    “You stink,” she complained, plugging her nose. 
 
    “I stink,” she said as she caught a whiff of herself.  
 
    Without a second thought, Andrea prepared a warm bath and undressed them both, then began to cleanse Lucian. Once they were both clean, Andrea clambered close to Lucian in the large tub and sat resting against him, allowing the warm water to relax her. Not bothering to dress again, Andrea dried Lucian’s body with a warm, gentle breeze, tucked him into bed, cuddled up to him, and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    The bliss of a good night’s sleep had evaded Andrea for the last week. Awakening to a clear mind and a rejuvenated body was exhilarating. Although she felt great, Lucian was still deep in slumber next to her. But Salmu had said he needed the rest, so Andrea didn’t dare wake him. 
 
    Andrea left to find the others. With Lucian absent from the library, she knew they would be worried. 
 
    Just as she thought, when she walked into the library, all five other team members were already sitting there, buried in books and frowning.  
 
    “Where’s Lucian?” Anna was the first to ask. 
 
    “He’s fine, but he fainted last night.” 
 
    “Fainted?” Everyone looked startled. 
 
    “How do you know he’s fine? Did you take him to the infirmary?” asked Breanna.  
 
    “I...I...talked to his subconscious,” Andrea said. 
 
    Anna was the only other student who knew Lucian secret, of the deity renting space in his subconscious. Although they trusted everyone they’d chosen to work with, Lucian had still made it clear he didn’t want anyone to know about Salmu, his hidden blades, or his being a reincarnation of the dragon. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Curtis asked, frustrated at the girls’ mumblings. 
 
    Andrea gathered herself. An impatient retort might discourage questions. 
 
    “Psychic mage, remember?” she snapped, as if that should have been answer enough. “But he said he needed time to rest and to sort out the information in his mind.” 
 
    “How long is that going to take?” Elaine glanced at her watch. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ve asked a lot of him already. He deserves some rest. In fact, we all do. The next twenty-four hours is going to make us feel antsy, but everyone should force themselves to rest before the festival begins. Especially with Lucian out of order, we’re not going to be able to cram enough now to make ourselves better—at least not better than if we just rested.” 
 
    The group nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Keep us posted on Lucian, alright?” Anna said. She forced a tight-lipped smile.  
 
    Again, Curtis sensed something left unspoken between the two girls, but he knew they wouldn’t give him any further answers. If he wanted to pry, he’d have to take it up with Lucian himself. 
 
    The team said their goodbyes and went their separate ways for the day. 
 
    Andrea returned to the dormitories to check on Lucian. He lay just as she’d left him, although in a puddle of wet sheets. Running to his side, Andrea placed a hand on his forehead. 
 
    His temperature had skyrocketed. 
 
    Lucian’s muscles contracted, causing veins to erupt across his body. Her hands trembling, Andrea reached out mentally.  
 
    Salmu, the girl pleaded, what’s going on? 
 
    Everything’s fine. Lucian’s body is exercising. Constant sitting and studying has left his body weary and desiring movement. He’s trained for hours nearly every day since he could walk, so this week of sitting has been unnatural for him, to say the least.  
 
    He’s just lying there, Andrea said, not understanding. 
 
    Yes, but the neural connections between the muscles and the brain can simulate activity. Just by contracting his muscles, his body is able to stimulate some form of workout. 
 
    If you say so, Andrea conceded. The dragon’s point did sound somewhat familiar. So what can I do? 
 
    Just keep him cool, Salmu told her. He should wake soon. 
 
    And with that, the dragon cut off their mental connection. 
 
    Andrea followed his instructions immediately. Using her eminence, she formed a wind to keep a constant stream of fresh air circulating around Lucian.  
 
    *** 
 
    The old deity’s sense of timing and what “soon” meant was not what Andrea would call accurate. Lucian slept for the rest of the day. Andrea prestige was nearly empty from keeping Lucian cool.  Exhausted, she passed out next to him, but she jolted up as Lucian awoke from his slumber early the next morning.  
 
    “Hey, hey—relax,” Andrea pleaded as she could see Lucian frantically trying to decipher where he was. 
 
    “What happened?” Lucian rumbled. 
 
    The two exchanged a shocked glance. 
 
    “My voice sounds different. Almost like Salmu’s,” he said, astounded. 
 
    Andrea nodded. Not knowing how to respond, she elected to bypass his first question. “You passed out. I think you overdid it.” 
 
    “Well, I feel better now. Did I sleep the whole night?”  
 
    The morning sun beamed through the window. 
 
    “Sweetie, you’ve been asleep for almost two days. The Paragon Games begin today.” 
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    A True Alpha 
 
    Iris’s mouth watered in anticipation as the aroma of raw steak filled the kitchen. 
 
    Bianka paid her no mind, though she, too, was enjoying the one thing most satisfying about being a wolf. Making sure the marbleized slab of meat was room temperature, she generously seasoned both sides with salt and pepper. 
 
    With one hand, she seasoned the meat while the other heated up oil in a skillet. Squirming, Iris started to stand up, attempting to get a better view. 
 
    “Sit, you silly girl, or I’ll be eating alone,” Bianka chastised as she put the steak in the hot oil. 
 
    The moment it touched the skillet, its sizzling permeated the air. The fragrance of cooking meat married that of the mashed potatoes and asparagus already set aside, waiting to be plated. Allowing the meat to caramelize on both sides, Bianka added fresh thyme, garlic, and butter.  
 
    “Don’t touch. It needs to rest. I will grab something that pairs nicely with this.” Bianka gave her apprentice a deadly look. 
 
    Iris feigned innocence, her hands held high in mock surrender. 
 
    Although their sparring sessions tended to be much more one-sided these days—now favoring Iris—deep inside, the young girl was somehow still terrified of the elder wolf, and that fear kept her planted in her seat. 
 
    Bianka only took a few minutes. When she returned, she held a dark bottle with a white label. The lettering was indecipherable, being in Bianka’s native language, except for the large red numbering right in the center. 
 
    “1890?” Iris read. 
 
    “Yes, my dear, it’s a cabernet sauvignon merlot—not actually from 1890, though; don’t worry. Kobe got it for me a few years ago for my birthday. I think this would be a good time to break it out. Before we leave.” Bianka pressed her lips together, her mind clearly somewhere else. 
 
    Iris didn’t notice, too distracted by her oddly familiar tone. “My dear”? First “silly girl,” and now “my dear”? She couldn’t even be sure when she had graduated from “stupid girl.” 
 
    The silence became thick enough to break Iris from her thoughts. 
 
    “Okay, sounds...good,” she muttered, unsure how else to respond. 
 
    “Besides, it goes great with a perfectly cooked steak,” Bianka said, turning back to the pan. 
 
    When it was ready, they ate together. Their years of hardship, training, blood, and tears had blossomed from friendship to family, not unlike a mother and daughter. 
 
    But it was time for Bianka to hand over the reins, time for Iris to take her place among the pack. 
 
    The moment she finished her meal, dread and panic marred Iris’s face. Her heart raced as she gripped the side of the table. Finally, she stood.  
 
    “Okay. I guess today’s as good as any day.” 
 
    “You’ll be fine, my dear. You have come a long way in these past weeks. In truth, you were closer to the top than you think.”  
 
    It was Iris’s last day on the island, and Jason wanted to see what she was capable of. That morning, he had announced that a small tournament would be held. 
 
    Jason had decided to match her against Bianka, Kobe, and Isaac. Jason himself would be unable to participate in the Paragon Games, and sending a pack would do them no good without an alpha. But to find a suitable alpha, the pecking order of the betas had to be tested. 
 
    Unable to put it off any longer, Iris and Bianka cleaned up their dinner and went to the training grounds, a rocky hillside deep past the forest, where none of the locals dared travel. 
 
    Jason was sitting quietly, legs crossed, the sun tanning his already brown skin. Kobe and Isaac stood conversing quietly nearby.  
 
    “No need to panic: the princess has finally arrived,” Isaac drawled. 
 
    Isaac Burns was just as strong as—if not stronger than—both Bianka and Kobe. But centuries of war and death had shattered his mind, often leaving him in a childlike state. Even with all his skill, a wolf with a fractured mind could present a danger to the pack. It would take a strong alpha indeed to rein him in, and Iris only hoped that Kobe was up to the task.  
 
    “Always late. Not much has changed, has it, Iris?” Kobe commented as the two women approached. 
 
    “Leave the girl alone. She was having dinner with me,” Bianka interjected, surprising them all. 
 
    Iris said nothing, just smiled and shrugged innocently.  
 
    “I already know where the rest of you stand. I just need to see where Iris is,” the alpha of alphas said, halting their conversation. “Isaac, you’re first.” 
 
    “You heard it, girl. Try not to beat an old man up, alright?” Isaac smiled, then asked Jason, “Hey, boss, what form do you want us to do this in?” 
 
    “Andras.” 
 
    Both parties nodded and took up their positions across from each other. 
 
    Isaac assumed a traditional stance, his hands raised up by his chin, feet shoulder-width apart. Weight evenly distributed, he bounced left to right, circling the girl. 
 
    Iris stood still as a statue, hands behind her back, only her eyes following the American. As he moved out of her vision, her ears picked up his movements instead. 
 
    Isaac dashed toward her blind spot, his velocity and aggression every bit equal to Bianka’s.  
 
    Stepping slightly forward, Iris evaded his open-palmed strike. Turning, she ducked her head and wrapped her arms around his neck and arms like a bag, latching her hands together on the back side of his neck. As she squeezed, the taller man’s body went limp. 
 
    The American man tumbled to the ground. Iris looked at her hands, taken aback by the instincts she had just invoked.  
 
    “Not bad,” Jason said, fighting a hint of pride in his voice. “Bianka?”  
 
    “No need. She’s been kicking my ass for weeks. I know where I stand.” 
 
    The praise caught Iris by surprise. Deep down, she had still been holding back during their training. Bianka spoke the truth: Iris had genuinely surpassed her.  
 
    “Kobe, your turn.”  
 
    Kobe bowed to his alpha. Examining the landscape, he walked over to the unconscious man, knelt down, and smacked Isaac gently on the chin. “Wake up, you fool.”  
 
    The insult seemed to do more than the minor assault; Isaac woke up, arms flailing, nearly striking Kobe in the face. Anticipating his move, Kobe expertly dodged. 
 
    Finally coming to his senses, Isaac realized he’d lost to the young wolf.  
 
    “That was fast. So much for going easy on me,” Isaac joked to Iris, attempting to swallow his pride. 
 
    “Iris, I’m no basilisk, nor an American. I hope you have more than what I’ve seen.” Kobe’s gaze pierced Iris’s thoughts. He released his dominance, attempting to pressure the girl, but Iris didn’t waver. 
 
    Instead, she stood in the same position, hands behind her back. “I’m ready when you are, Master Rockwell.”  
 
    Kobe jetted toward her even faster than Isaac had. Just before impact, he dove to the ground and swiped dirt in Iris’s face, then swung at her exposed ribs.  
 
    But before making contact, his hand came to an abrupt halt. The top of Iris’s head was covered in mud, but her face remained clean. She had ducked her head, allowing the brunt of the dirt to land in her hair. 
 
    She didn’t fall for his feint; his movements were too obviously slow—purposely predictable. Even in his human form, Kobe should have easily been able to peel his hand free. His physical strength was much greater than Iris’s. But he remained frozen, his will swallowed up by Iris’s dominance as if in a typhoon.  
 
    “A true alpha, like your father,” Kobe said as he fell to the ground in surrender. For the second time, he bowed his head in praise of the Anax’s daughter. 
 
    Jason’s voice boomed out, seemingly shaking the earth. “I see. It looks like you’ve mastered your dominance and greatly improved in combat. But how would you do if your opponent were stronger than you?” 
 
    But Iris knew her father didn’t have the power to shake the earth; rather, her fear was causing her body to shake uncontrollably.  
 
    Should I flee? Do I fear the certainty of defeat at my own father’s hands?  
 
    But Iris refused to turn tail, unwilling to give him the satisfaction and knowing she wouldn’t get far. Her inner wolf roared, new excitement bellowing out of her stomach.  
 
    “Let’s go, Father,” Iris said, cracking her neck. 
 
    “Not bad. Sounds like a badass to me,” Bianka mumbled. 
 
    Everyone but Iris laughed hysterically, like elder wolves losing sight of reality. 
 
    Jason’s body relaxed, no longer threatening to attack. “You need to show your pack you will stand against even the deadliest of foes. I believe you’ve gained their respect today.” 
 
    “My pack?”  
 
    “Yes. You will be representing us at the Paragon Games as the alpha of the strongest small pack in the world. Don’t let me down, daughter. This is your first step toward taking my place.”  
 
    As Iris turned, the three elder wolves stood in unison, heads bowed. A deep connection locked in place, binding them all together. Iris felt the pressure of their presence, their desire, fear, and anger attempting to overwhelm her mind. Reining their emotions into hers, she tamed them as if they were her own.  
 
    “You do this with every wolf?” she asked, squinting from pain. 
 
    “Just alphas. They deal with the rest.” 
 
    “Come. We must meet our contact; otherwise we’ll be late for the introduction.” 
 
    Jason trusted few humans, and even fewer mages had ever set foot on their island. But with the Paragon Games only a few hours away, Iris found herself wondering how they would get there. As if her thoughts had signaled an answer, a portal appeared on the mountainside, peering into a land of green pastures. 
 
    A wiry-thin mage stepped through. His robes were overly bright, crimson with golden trim, nearly forcing Iris to look away. 
 
    Although their inner magic tended to preserve their otherwise human bodies, werewolves could easily decipher between elder mages and younger ones. And this man was one of the oldest mages Iris had ever encountered. Nearly as old as the mage who’d rescued Lucian from himself. 
 
    “Jason, you bastard, come give me a hug,” the wiry mage shouted. 
 
    “Blaze, my friend, it’s been too long,” the Anax said in return. “Thank you for escorting us to Azadolon.” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure, you crazy old fuck. I’m just happy I can still make a portal to Wolf Island; it’s been twenty years since you’ve allowed me to visit.” 
 
    “Nineteen.” A dark edge marred Jason’s voice. He glanced at Iris. He’d refused the mages entry to his island ever since Alex’s murder. “Also, it’s not called Wolf Island.” An unfamiliar smile crept onto his face. 
 
    “Yes, but you never did give it a damn name. Got to call it something.” 
 
    The two men embraced, a gesture of familiarity that Iris had never witnessed before.  
 
    Once they’d finished their pleasantries, Jason introduced her and the rest of her wolves. (Iris had to admit that she’d have to get used to the sound of that.) 
 
    “Very well. Should we go?” 
 
    “Please. Lead the way.” 
 
    Jason and the strange mage jumped through the portal. 
 
    To Iris’s surprise, her three betas stood behind her, waiting for her to lead. Her will surrounded her pack, dominance reaching out like a parent’s love, instructing them to follow. No words were needed. Their pack bond was set in stone, they jumped through the portal together. 
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    An Unforeseen Circumstance 
 
    Frantic, Lucian leapt out of bed. 
 
    “Today...?” he exclaimed. “You let me sleep for two days?”  
 
    He knew the outburst was unwarranted, but his frustration overwhelmed all logic. 
 
    “First off, I didn’t ‘let you’ sleep; you passed out.” Andrea said, turning her back to him. “Not to mention, a ‘thank you’ for cleaning your ass and taking care of you would’ve been nice.” 
 
    Lucian stared at her back, mouth agape, but the words would not come. Shaking his head, he exhaled deeply. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You’re right. It was just the shock of it all. Can we chalk it up to temporary insanity?” Lucian pleaded.  
 
    Andrea turned her head, peering at him from the corner of her eye. Although the incident was frustrating, she didn’t really want to fight. Deep down, she was just happy he’d awoken before the match began. 
 
    “It’s fine. I’m just glad you’re okay, you big dummy,” she said. 
 
    Even through her words, Lucian felt the hurt in her voice. Walking around the bed, he sat down next to her and put his arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “And thank you for cleaning my ass and taking care of me,” he said sincerely, beaming. 
 
    It was a rare occasion of vulnerability for him. Andrea turned and embraced him, holding on for a long while. Lucian allowed his body to relax, hugging her tight. 
 
     “So, what did I miss on my hiatus?”  
 
    “Nothing much. I told everyone to rest and mentally prepare for what’s to come.” 
 
    “I thought I was the leader,” Lucian said, breaking their embrace and staring into her eyes. His gaze was at first piercing, but relented as the corner of his mouth turned up into a smirk.  
 
    “You were, but I’m better at it. Just stick to being the brains. Although you fake it well, I know most of your emotions are calculated.” 
 
    Lucian jerked back at the revelation. It was the first time Andrea had ever mentioned it. She was right, but Lucian had never dreamed anyone had seen through his ruse. Both Lucian and Andrea knew his emotions could run deep, but the logical calculations of his mind tended to overrule them. Ben’s death had marked the first time his emotions had overcome his intellect.  
 
    “But....” Lucian mumbled, at a loss for words. 
 
    Andrea put a finger to his lips. “It’s okay, sweetie. This is enough for me. You opened your mind to me. I know your heart.” She kissed him softly.  
 
    Their embrace lasted a few heartbeats, and silence reigned supreme. Lucian would have never thought he’d be so fortunate as to have a partner who understood him.  
 
    Andrea relayed everything Lucian had missed over the last two days as they quickly dressed and headed to meet their friends. Only Lucian, Anna, and Curtis were actively participating in the Paragon Games, but having the other four members to help was comforting.  
 
    In the library, the rest of the group was already sitting in nervous anticipation. The moment Lucian walked into the room, they beamed at him, their uneasiness seeming to lift. Lucian couldn’t help but wonder whether they’d been nervous about him waking or about the festival itself, but he didn’t dwell on the thought for long.  
 
    “Hey, guys. Guess I needed a nap,” Lucian said, breaking the ice. 
 
    They chuckled. Even Curtis laughed. 
 
    “You feel okay?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. In fact, I feel great,” Lucian declared. 
 
    Nevertheless, Anna caught a glimpse of hidden sorrow in his eyes.  
 
    Clearing her throat, Andrea placed a hand on Lucian’s back. “I know everyone was worried about him, but we have more pressing matters to attend to. We are registered as a group. I spoke to Madam Sah last night, and although only Lucian, Anna, and Curtis are participating, we are allowed to support them. We are also allowed one substitution if a member is unable to continue. Lastly, we need a team name before the festival starts.” 
 
    The moment the words left her mouth, everyone looked at Lucian, shaking their heads frantically. 
 
    Lucian smiled and stepped forward. “I know ‘Team No One’ will not fit here. We are a collection of some of the best young mages at Valiant, and at the Games, we also represent mages everywhere. I’m confident we are going to be the trendsetters. We are going to produce our desired outcome, no matter the obstacles. Therefore, my friends, from this day forward, we will be the Producers.” Lucian ended in an ominous tone for dramatic effect. 
 
    The lot of them frowned and looked at one another in mock disappointment.  
 
    “No, no—that has promise,” Curtis interjected. “We are the Producers; we produce results.” 
 
    Lucian opened his mouth to protest, but Andrea placed a hand on his shoulder, giving him a look. He sighed, knowing the conversation had been stolen from him.  
 
    “Nice job, Lucian. I can’t believe it took you two days of sleep to come up with it. But that’s just me,” Curtis teased. 
 
    “Whatever. Let’s get on with it. What’s next, Andrea?”  
 
    “Nothing. To be honest, we should be heading to the great hall to meet Professor McClear and Madam Sah. Most of the students have already gathered at the location of the festival.” 
 
    “Where is that, by the way?” Anna interrupted. 
 
    “Azadolon,” Lucian whispered. The team stared at him intently. 
 
    “Yeah. How did you know?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “I read about it a while ago. The rest did help; I was able to cross-reference and eliminate the locations mentioned in various books, which left that as the best place for this year’s Games.” 
 
    “What and where the hell is Azadolon?” Elaine interjected.  
 
    “It’s a magical realm like the one Valiant stands on. But my guess is that it’s much larger. It was once part of our world; the lore of it is that Merlin hid it from the world.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Josiah asked. 
 
    “Its magical potency corrupted its inhabitants.” 
 
    Breanna’s brows knit together. “What does that even mean?”  
 
    “Basically, people got stronger, and it got to their heads,” Anna answered, fluent in Lucian. 
 
    “I don’t need my head to hurt any more than it already does,” Curtis butted in. “Let’s just get going.” 
 
    As they gathered their stuff, Anna and Lucian made eye contact. With a nod, Lucian acquiesced to her silent request, walking closer to his friend.  
 
    “You good? Really, are you good?” Anna stared intently at him. 
 
    “I’m good. Different, but okay,” Lucian said, unwilling to go into details of his experience. 
 
    Still, Anna gathered he was holding something back. But she knew not to press him. “Just remember, you can talk to me.” 
 
    Lucian nodded again, flashing her a faint but appreciative smile.  
 
    “Let’s do this, guys!” Curtis shouted, slinging his bag over his shoulder. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Producers left and arrived at the court as a group. Chatting, everyone was getting along and excited for this challenge. The reality hadn’t quite set in, their youth superseding their situation. As they arrived, Professor McClear and Madam Sah already stood there, waiting. 
 
    Next to them was a man even taller than Professor McClear. His exquisite build showed even through his clothing. His brown, even-toned skin only accentuated the power radiating off him.  
 
    Lucian, however, paid him no attention, his attention entirely devoted to talking to Anna. Elaine was the first to recognize him. Her jaw dropped. 
 
    The man cleared his throat. Finally, Lucian looked up. 
 
    “Dad?” Lucian said. He squinted, unsure if he believed what he saw. “Dad!” 
 
    Lucian ran forward and hugged the man he hadn’t seen in years. Victor beamed, excited to see the man Lucian had become. Although it had never been discussed, part of Valiant’s curriculum was teaching students to live on their own, to make it without their parents’ influence. Anna was practically the only exception in the school, since her father was one of the teachers.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lucian said, releasing Victor from their embrace. 
 
    “Well, son, I am serving as an ambassador—for mages and humans alike,” Victor said nonchalantly. 
 
    Lucian wasn’t surprised. His father wielded strength far beyond that of a normal mage. In his research, he’d noticed that many books regarded Victor as being among the strongest living mages. Between Victor and his biological father, Lucian’s standards were set high. 
 
    Although it was still hidden from most of the mages present, the group standing before them were essentially magical royalty, since Professor McClear was also the Heptarchy’s mage of water and Madam Sah the delegate for psychic mages. Lucian’s father, however powerful, could sense any magical element but life and psychic. But Victor stood at the top of the Council, Lucian reassured himself. 
 
    Josiah stared at Victor as he spoke, his hero-worship evident. 
 
    “Mr. Draco, Mr. Draco—I never got to say thank you for saving us on our mission,” Josiah blurted out, unable to wait any longer. 
 
    Victor bowed his head, still recognizing Josiah. “No, son, I have to thank you, for your bravery in helping me find my boy.” 
 
    Victor glanced at his son. Lucian stood there, eyes down, his mind separated from reality. 
 
    “Lucian,” Victor prompted, to no avail. He raised his voice slightly. “Lucian!” 
 
    The familiar tone jolted Lucian from his innermost thoughts. The joy of seeing his father was gone. Lucian tensed, his eyes narrowing.  
 
    Victor turned to the group, smiling. “Hey, guys, why don’t you go ahead? Give me a few minutes to talk to my son, since I haven’t seen him in so long.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes, though. The tension became palpable.  
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll leave the portal open for you,” McClear offered kindly. 
 
    Shocked, Victor stared at him, unsure of his intentions. Victor had worked with McClear for centuries. The water master’s kindness only aligned with his own interests. McClear had always orchestrated events to meet his own ends, though he did not often come off as cunning or ruthless. But Victor followed his calculations easily, as they generally were in line with his own. 
 
    He might actually care for the boy, Victor thought, looking back at his son, who now stood alone. 
 
    “What is it, Lucian? Say your piece.” 
 
    “You lied to me my whole life.” 
 
    “I didn’t lie to you. You are my son—always have been, always will be. I loved your mother every bit as much as Baron did. And when she was murdered, you were all that was left. Don’t get me wrong. Baron loves you. He is my friend. But I am your father.” Victor said plainly. There was rarely room to argue with his honesty and candidness. 
 
    “Yes, but lying includes omission, and you omitted the entire story. You never talked about where I came from, or my mom. Baron gave you that information, my heritage in this world. So whatever bow you wrap it up in, you still lied. Yeah, you’re my dad. But playing the high road is not going to earn my forgiveness.” Lucian said, standing firm, not intimidated. 
 
    His words struck home. Shocked, Victor sighed and bowed his head. “You really have grown, Lucian, into a man. I’m sorry, and I won’t lie: it wasn’t to protect you. It was to protect me. The pain of losing your Lia was hard, and you were all I had left of her. When Baron brought you to me, I fell in love the moment I first held you. As much as you are a man,” Victor smiled gently as he let out another chuckle, “to me, you’ll still always be my baby boy.” 
 
    In truth, Lucian had forgiven Victor before even seeing him; he had just wanted to hear an apology. “Thanks, Dad,” he said. 
 
    After another embrace, they approached the portal. 
 
    Victor placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. “A little advice: when you walk through the portal, it’s going to feel different. Azadolon is a land rich with eminence, and its gravity is lighter than any other world you’ve been to. When you step through, don’t forget to breathe, okay?” 
 
    Lucian nodded. 
 
    They were transported into a clear field, its life and habitat rich and unmolested. 
 
    Energy flowed into Lucian. His muscles contracted in reaction to the lightness of the gravity, and his power seemed to grow with every passing moment. Here Lucian’s eminence paled in comparison to even A-ranked mages, unyielding and immeasurable. 
 
    The pressure built in his mind, but Victor’s words echoed inside as well: “Breathe.” Lucian ignored the advice, still focusing on the energy flowing through his body. 
 
    The stern voice became more piercing. “Breathe.” 
 
    His father’s hand had never left his shoulder, but a sudden embrace snapped him out of it. 
 
    Finally obeying, he closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, allowing the rich oxygen of Azadolon to fill his lungs. Lucian’s mind cleared, the fresh and clean air rejuvenating it.  
 
    Opening his eyes slowly, Lucian observed the greenery with fresh eyes. Accented with a variety of colors and flowers, the landscape was dotted with abundant wildlife running free, unworried by the humans’ presence. In the distance was a lake like an oasis. Its blue clear water ran for miles. 
 
    “This place...is beautiful,” Lucian said. 
 
    “It is an amazing place; that’s for sure. But the deep connection to its eminence can really get to you. It’s like being hopped up on adrenaline all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah....Definitely understand that analogy.” 
 
    Lucian and Victor quickly caught up with the rest of the group. Madam Sah and Professor McClear led the way, followed by the other members of the newly formed Producers. 
 
    Before them loomed a lavish brick fortress. It was a kingdom like ones from Ben’s favorite stories. It saddened him to think he would never hear his friend’s voice again.  
 
    Andrea glanced over to him. “You okay?” 
 
    Not wanting her to worry, Lucian attempted a pleasant smile and nodded. She stared at him skeptically, but relented, sensing it was something he didn’t want to talk about. 
 
    Andrea herself wore a brilliant smile, happier than Lucian had seen her in a while. 
 
    “What are you so giddy about?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Well, my best friend lives here. I haven’t seen her in years.” 
 
    “Oh. You’ve never talked about other friends,” Lucian said, suspicious. 
 
    Andrea rolled her eyes and sighed. “Well, she’s actually Richard’s older sister. I followed her everywhere when I was a kid. And she became like a sister to me when I started dating Richard.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s why you haven’t told me.” Lucian shrugged, indifferent about her past relationship.  
 
    Part of Lucian wondered if she’d kept the secret more for her sake more than his. She knew he’d never been jealous of Richard. Maybe she still had feelings. Or was the wound of him leaving bigger than he’d thought? Before he could come to a conclusion, the group entered the fortress. 
 
    Small brick houses were scattered evenly within the brick walls. The greenery was just as abundant among the residential construction as it was outside.  
 
     “This place is so much like Valiant.” Anna took a deep breath of the fresh air. 
 
    “It should be. It was created by the same two people,” answered Madam Sah.  
 
    The students stared at her, waiting for more information, but the psychic master remained silent as she walked. Lucian paid her no attention, observing for himself the similarities between Azadolon and his home at Valiant. 
 
    The biggest difference was the stone construction. Unlike Valiant, where the buildings were made of a glimmering clear stone, these buildings were every bit as plain and mundane as concrete. Although Azadolon lacked the shine of Valiant, it more than made up for it with its potency and sense of power.  
 
    Compared to Valiant, Azadolon’s surface was hilly. The landscape twirled up to the castle peering down from its peak.  
 
    McClear stopped, not bothering to turn around. “Welcome to my home. Madam Sah and I created this place many centuries ago, before even Victor here was thought of.” He placed a hand on Victor’s back. 
 
    “It’s normally quiet here, and the people can be kind. Regardless, trust no one outside of this circle. Understood?” McClear’s expression and tone adopted an uncharacteristic seriousness. 
 
    The students looked at each other and nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Good. Then follow me. Everyone else should already be here. The opening ceremonies will take place behind the castle.” 
 
    The tension was palpable. Anna was biting her nails, while Curtis looked over his shoulder every few seconds. Elaine’s eyes never left the twins as they nearly walked on top of each other. Andrea remained quiet, glancing up at Lucian whenever she thought he wasn’t looking. Even Victor was tense; his muscles clenched unnaturally with every step. 
 
    Madam Sah and McClear, however, seemed relaxed and at home. They strolled through the castle halls with their usual confidence.  
 
    All they had to do was follow the roar of a still-hidden crowd. 
 
    Before long the roar had grown deafening, and they came to halt at a large stone doorway.  
 
    McClear spoke up before anyone else could. “They will be announcing us one by one. Since our realm is the host, we will be the first to enter. I don’t know what awaits us on the other side. But I assure you, you kids will be enough,” McClear yelled, fighting to speak over the shouts of the crowd. 
 
    An authoritative voice boomed over the crowd, silencing the loud cheers.  
 
    “Good evening. I welcome you to my home and my kingdom. Today is a day of great importance, a day that enables us to learn from one another. If you come away with nothing else from this experience, come away knowing that we all have purpose. Stories may judge some characters’ indiscretions, while others may be painted as folk heroes. But knowledge allows us to see through this folly, and to learn firsthand what makes each of us unique.” 
 
    The voice chuckled to itself. “I apologize. Please excuse my rant, but the Paragon Games are so very exciting. Each event will test our combatants’ minds, souls, bodies, and hearts. So, shall we get to it? Let’s meet our champions, our gladiators, who will represent each of you during this festival.” 
 
    As the first voice fell mute, another, more energetic narrator exploded over the silence.  
 
    “Now that you have met the king of Azadolon, let’s meet our champions as well. First, representing mages and humankind alike, we have Lucian Draco, Anna Jones, and Curtis Wells!” 
 
    As their names rang through the stadium walls, the stone doors slid open in front of them. Cheers of excitement filled the student’s ears as they stepped through and into the stadium. Ecstatic screams erupted from people sitting in rows as high as the castle itself. 
 
    Stone pillars surrounded the arena, forming a border between it and the spectators. In the center of it all stood an overly healthy male, perched atop a platform that looked too small for him. He spoke energetically, his hands moving wildly as he announced each contestant and their faction. His voice echoed through the stadium though he had no equipment.  
 
    The atmosphere absorbed Lucian, the excitement and energy stealing his attention. He was enamored by the crowd, filled with people from all parts of the world. He even managed to spot some familiar faces. 
 
    But the familiarity of one name broke him from the distraction. 
 
    “Representing the werewolves as alpha is Iris Boris, along with her three betas: Bianka, Kobe, and Isaac!” 
 
    Another set of stone doors swung open, revealing the wolves. Iris stood next to her father, a giant of a man. Three other wolves strode into the arena behind them. As Lucian had suspected, she had been summoned to fight in the Games. 
 
    Lucian caught Iris’s eye and nodded his pleasantries. She returned the sentiment, then both contenders turned back to the announcer. 
 
    Only one door was left. Beyond it awaited the mastermind behind the entire festival. 
 
    “Last, but certainly not least, we have the orchestrator of all this excitement today, Lord Emmett Dearil and his clan, represented by his two noble sons, Harold and Ross Dearil!”  
 
    Ross. The word sent Lucian spiraling. 
 
    Emmett only had one son by that name.  
 
    Lucian’s eyes narrowed; he stared relentlessly at the doorway as it opened. 
 
    The familiar blue eyes gazing back at him from the other side assailed his resolve. Fear, excitement, and pain fought for dominance in his mind.  
 
    “Benjamin?” 
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    Clearer Heads Will Prevail 
 
    Lucian’s mind and body were paralyzed. The jolt of seeing Benjamin’s face superseded his intellect. Reflexively, he turned to his friends, pleading for advice. 
 
    McClear’s hands shook as he turned to meet Lucian’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” he mouthed, dread written across his face. 
 
    Victor stood unperturbed but read the sorrow amongst the group, especially Anna and Lucian, who were both drowning in grief. 
 
    The creature across the arena simply smiled a mischievous grin. Recollection never crossed his expression. 
 
    Victor knew they needed their privacy. Opening his hands, he created a sphere of air, surrounding them. The wind picked up speed quickly gathering dirt and debris as it swirled around them, concealing their movements and conversation.  
 
    The announcer used Victor’s actions to further his theatrics. “Ladies and gentlemen, the great Victor Draco is flexing his power. This is going to be a spectacular festival indeed.” 
 
    The crowd erupted. The explosion of sound permeated the arena, but nothing penetrated the powerful mage’s barrier. 
 
    “Listen here. I know there’s something going on. We have a few minutes, but we have to get through this together.” Victor demanded. 
 
    “But...but how?” Lucian cried. 
 
    Anna shook her head. “They ripped his heart out. How is his body there?”  
 
    McClear stepped forward. “It’s my fault. I gave Emmett his body as recompense for his son’s death.” 
 
    “You did what?” Lucian screamed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, son. It was to protect you. I hoped he would consider it even, as Benjamin killed Ross,” McClear said, shaking his head and covering his unseeing eyes. Through the trembling vibrations in the air, McClear could sense his students’ sorrow. 
 
    “But they ripped his heart out. How...how can he be turned? Is that really our Benjamin?” Anna repeated. 
 
    “No!” Victor interrupted. “That’s our enemy. Don’t let his suit fool you. Vampires have no souls. Don’t let him be your downfall.” 
 
    His voice was forceful and commanding, but it fell upon deaf ears. Their grief was more powerful than his words. 
 
    “I don’t know, Anna. I don’t know how he turned him. It shouldn’t be possible, but Emmett tends to do the impossible. It was my mistake. I’m sorry,” McClear pleaded. “You’ll never know how sorry,” he added in a small whisper. 
 
    Lucian knew McClear had meant no harm, no malice. His wise mentor had only meant to protect them. But a hatred was growing within Lucian. Not for the old man, but the soulless monsters who continued to take everything from him. 
 
    Lucian’s eyes glowed, his golden irises coming to life as his mind expanded. His anger, hatred, and all his sorrow once again fueled his intellect. A familiar and dangerous aura surrounded him, but instead of murdering, this time he needed to approach the situation with great care in order to succeed. 
 
    The group stared, feeling his palpable rage. 
 
    “Lucian?” Victor inquired. 
 
    Lucian let his muscles relax. He stood up straight, chin raised in pride. Turning to the elder mage, he put a hand on McClear’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Professor. We have to remember that even you can make a mistake. This is on Emmett, not you. And, Dad, you’re right: vampires are soulless. Our memories are what make us who we are. We don’t know what awaits us, but regardless, Benjamin—no, Ross—is our enemy, and I, we, will approach him that way.” 
 
    Lucian nodded to Anna to follow his lead. Not feeling his resolve, Anna nodded shakily, but she began to feel steadier as she did. 
 
    “Release your barrier, Dad. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Victor stared into his son’s eyes for a long moment. Then, raising his hand, he dispersed the tornado.  
 
    The announcer was still energizing the boisterous crowd. The other factions, too, had begun to partake in the spectacle, showing off their abilities.  
 
    Lucian analyzed his opponents. First was a lanky, pale-skinned man who stood inches over even his father. His long, muscular build and low body fat indicated an herbal diet and a lifestyle of constant movement. Lucian recalled that the announcer had named him Casey Logan Gordon XII, a follower of Mother Goodness. Jumping into the spectacle, the druid placed a hand upon the earth. With a flex of his power, roots expanded from the ground, forming branches and leaves, each branch yielding a ripe apple. The druid stretched, grabbed the fresh produce, and raised it to the sky. The crowd erupted in applause, urging more contestants to partake in the exposition. 
 
    Three women danced, their curves outlining a symmetry perfect in every form. Their muscle tone was slight, but what they did have accentuated their feminine features. They turned and bounced about, rallying the crowd - men and women alike. Their skin tones represented different parts of the world, but their facial features were nearly identical.  
 
    Glamour, Lucian thought, shaking his head in disgust. The announcer had called them the Pratt sisters—Nadia, Diana, and Rose. Nadia was the most striking among them. They were alone, no ambassador behind them. 
 
    The last two factions’ gazes were intertwined. On one side of the stadium, two creatures stood alongside a strange woman. Her crimson hair streamed down her back, and rounded horns peeked through from the side of her head. She wore a long dress, which harmonized with her hair as it flowed behind her in the wind. Her face was contorted by the cluster of outstretched horns protruding from it. Her skin was peculiar, like a gray shadow covering her exposed flesh.  
 
    The creature on her left was male in form. Black armor covered his limbs, and his body was surrounded by a black mist, leaving only his face exposed. His head was shaped like the skull of a goat, horns spiraling behind his head. 
 
    On her right stood a more feminine creature with armor of a similar design, though her horns protruded instead from her forearms. Her face was gentle, more humanoid, but foxlike. The same black mist surrounded her, and she gripped her bow tightly. The announcer had introduced them as the faithful children of Lilith: Manah and Kitsune. 
 
    The man who knelt across the stadium from them wore only compression garments, which covered him from ankle to wrist. He was not much shorter than Lucian, but his build was awkward, with extraordinarily little muscle, and his brown and white hair cascaded behind him. Wisdom lines marked the paladin’s face, but none as prominent as the scar across his nose. He held a staff before him, and his eyes bore into the demons’. Finally, he relaxed, the spectacle itself having little effect on him. 
 
    Lucian watched the paladin longer than the rest of the competitors. Even Victor stared at the man closely. Completely alone, lanky, and with no backup, the odds seemed entirely against him. Lucian opened his dragon sight, viewing him on a different spectrum. 
 
    Lucian’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped: the man did not stand alone, after all. A golden silhouette surrounded him, and enormous wings protruded from his back. His black garments were covered in golden armor. His staff was imbued with a powerful blessing and topped with a large spearhead. 
 
    “Let us give a final round of applause to all our contenders. Like our great king said, we are here to learn from each other. Enjoy the festival,” the announcer’s voice boomed. 
 
    Lucian turned back to his own team. Everyone had nearly gained their wits again.  
 
    Everyone but Professor McClear. For a man so calculating to be shocked and caught off guard truly unnerved Lucian.  
 
    “It’s fine, Professor. Either we have a chance of getting Benjamin back, or he’s gone and that’s just a meat-suit. But right now we need you to be Professor McClear.” 
 
    The boy’s wisdom struck home. Professor McClear nodded his thanks. 
 
    “Let’s mingle,” Lucian suggested. “After all, this is a festival. Just remember to limit extended contact. Dad, Madam Sah, and Professor McClear, I need you to hang back and observe. Watch everyone intently. And, Madam Sah, if you could, make sure everyone’s minds are protected.”  
 
    Lucian’s voice was as devoid of emotion as if he were ordering dinner. 
 
    Madam Sah placed a hand over her lips, a vein protruding from her forehead. Even Victor was taken aback, not used to his son being so frank and direct with him. 
 
    The knowing smile McClear usually wore crossed his features once again as he answered for all three of them: “You’ve got it, my boy. Do your thing.” 
 
    Lucian nodded. His team huddled up around him, their expressions demanding guidance. Andrea placed a hand on his back, encouraging him to lead. Lucian looked up. Anna nodded in silent agreement. 
 
    “We don’t know what our first test is going to be, so we need to make allies. We are going to divide and conquer, just as we did with research. Curtis, you and the twins will attempt to befriend the Paladin of God”  
 
    “That scrawny guy? I’m sure he’ll be dead before the first trial,” Curtis scoffed. 
 
    “No. He’s powerful, and I think we might need him. Anna and Elaine, find out what you can about the druid. For a druid, he’s a bit of a show-off. Keep that in mind, as he probably has a sensitive ego.” 
 
    “Lucian....” Anna tried to interrupt.  
 
    But, already knowing what she would say, Lucian cut her off before she could even start. “I know you want to talk to him too, but I can do it without emotion. Trust me, Anna; you need to stay away from him for now. Let your mind catch up with your feelings. We don’t know if this is Benjamin or not.”  
 
    Anna studied him, but in her heart, his words rang true. “Fine. But you must relay everything you find out. Even if you don’t want me to know,” she said, knowing her friend all too well. 
 
    Lucian only nodded. 
 
    They broke into their groups. Chatter flowed through the crowds as people began to mingle. The disguise of the festival still intact, only the contestants knew the truth behind the Paragon Games. 
 
    Lucian walked toward the vampires—but a strong grip on his shoulder impeded his movement. He turned. 
 
    Jason Boris towered over him. His predatory gaze bore down on the young mage. Lucian, however, was not easily intimidated. He stared back, unmoved. 
 
    “Lucian, Son of Victor. Or should I say Baron? Which do you prefer?”  
 
    His words shocked Iris more than Lucian. She watched them closely. Only a year ago, Lucian had saved her life, and her salvation had cost him a brother.  
 
    But now she realized the blood that flowed through Lucian’s veins was the same as that of the man who had murdered her own brother. She could get revenge right now. She had desired it like she desired to keep breathing. It was what her father wanted, too: forcing Baron to lose the same thing he had lost. 
 
    “Victor is and always will be my dad, and I have heard Baron’s side of the story. One day maybe I will listen to yours,” Lucian said without flinching. 
 
    A belly-laugh flowed through the werewolf. “Victor’s son, indeed,” he said. He stuck out a hand, dissolving the tension between them.  
 
    Lucian shook it, invoking the earth runes on his hand to harden his skin and bones. Just as he’d thought, the alpha of alphas attempted to crush his hand, but was met with a steel-like replacement.  
 
    Another laugh billowed out of him. “Victor’s son, indeed!” he repeated. “I would like to arrange an alliance with you. Please come to my quarters later so we can further discuss our mutual interests.” He turned and walked back to the other wolves, leaving Iris and Lucian alone.  
 
    “Iris, I know you hate Baron, and I admit he is my biological father. I saw your tension just now. But like I told your father, I believe there’s more to the story. Your anger is directed at the wrong person.” 
 
    “It’s not your place to tell me that,” she said through gritted teeth. Her body clenched as if her every instinct wanted to rip into him. 
 
    With still little known about Iris, Lucian took an involuntary step back in case she lashed out. The youths’ gazes intertwined, their tension a fragile thread binding them together. Iris was the first to break eye contact, turning away. 
 
    Without looking back, she said, “Don’t ever tell me who I can’t be mad at.” 
 
    Lucian shook his head and returned his attention to the vampires. The oldest son, Harold, had been staring at him ever since the introductions. The smaller man, who Lucian guessed was Emmett, gave him a thin-lipped smile as a pleasantry when Lucian approached.  
 
    Benjamin—or Ross, now, from how the announcer had introduced them—seemed to care little about the festival. He had paid hardly any attention thus far, leaning against the wall and yawning continuously through the whole spectacle. His hands shook uncontrollably, and he stared at the ground. His initial confidence had wavered, the taunting gaze replaced with a clear longing to be elsewhere.  
 
    Lucian refused to pay him any more mind. He walked directly up to Emmett, not breaking eye contact with the elder vampire as he bypassed Ross and Harold. 
 
    “You must be Lucian. I am pleased you were able to participate,” Emmett said, chuckling, unable to control his amusement. 
 
    “And you, Ross,” Lucian said, feigning ignorance. 
 
    “We haven’t been formally introduced. I am Emmett Dearil, lord of the nightwalkers,” Emmett said, not allowing Lucian to rile him up. 
 
    “I apologize, Your Majesty; I thought the lord of vampires was this tall man. I would have never dared speak to you directly otherwise.” With a satisfied smirk, Lucian bowed dramatically. 
 
    He paid attention to their moods. With every passing moment, hot anger was rising higher within the elder son at Lucian’s blatant disrespect for him and his father. Emmett, however, didn’t fall into Lucian’s trap. He smiled, playing his turn in the game.  
 
    “No need for apologies, and no need to be so formal. I often get overlooked for my height. But, please, in the future, feel free to speak to me directly anytime.” 
 
    “My thanks. In that case, I must say: your son here looks very much like my late friend Benjamin.” Lucian spoke with no emotion, his gaze remaining steadily on Emmett. 
 
    “Yes. What an unfortunate accident. I felt the boy deserved another chance in life, so I gave him one. That’s actually why I invoked this ritual; I wanted his presence to act as a peace offering.”  
 
    With centuries of battling word for word, the vampire lord was every bit as skilled as Lucian at such games. Every emphasized word had a second meaning, but his eyes and reflexes gave away nothing. 
 
    Their conversation felt like having a staring contest with a wall. Still, Lucian got what he needed. The vampires would be trouble—and formidable, at that. He bowed and stepped away, then turned again to Benjamin.  
 
    “I hope you enjoy your time here, Benjamin,” he said, sticking out his hand. 
 
    “It’s Ross, and I’m sure I will,” his former friend said. He licked his lips, exposing his predatory canines. His eyes were empty of anything but desire. But then a flicker of hesitation crossed his expression, gone so swiftly that Lucian almost didn’t notice.  
 
    Lucian looked at his empty hand, bowed, and walked away, replaying the moment over and over in his mind. Was it my imagination? Am I just reaching? he thought, waiting for an answer to come to him. But nothing revealed itself. 
 
    The time to mingle had come and gone. As the stadium cleared out, local taverns and bars filled instead. McClear and Sah escorted the contestants back to their quarters, where they would be staying for the duration of the festival. None of the contestants were to stay in the castle itself; rather, the homes surrounding it were left vacant for them, one for each team. 
 
    “Ben would be so pissed right now,” Anna said the moment they saw the small estate reserved for them. She stopped as the words slipped out, looking around at everyone else’s reactions. 
 
    “Definitely. Our Ben would be complaining left and right.” Lucian chuckled and imitated him: “These mattresses are filthy, and my own bed is way more comfortable!” 
 
    Anna laughed in fond remembrance of their friend. “Hey, Lucian, don’t forget you still need—” 
 
    “I don’t forget anything,” Lucian said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Lucian smugness didn’t irritate Anna, as she knew he was only speaking plainly. He meant no disrespect; he was just letting her know he didn’t forget. But that didn’t stop her from glaring at him and shaking her head in mock disappointment.  
 
    “What!” Lucian exclaimed. 
 
    “Nothing. Just don’t forget. It looks like there are only four bedrooms; we’re going to have the bunk up.” 
 
    “Well, Madam Sah and I will be staying at the castle,” Professor McClear said. “I will leave it to you to figure it out.” He reached an arm out for his colleague, and she took it. They left without another word, leaving them to their own devices.  
 
    “I will be sleeping alone. Divvy up the other three rooms amongst yourselves,” Victor stated, walking into the largest of the four rooms. 
 
    “Freaks....What is it with old people and always leaving without saying goodbye?” Anna said. 
 
    The young mages shrugged, at a loss for words. Curtis plopped himself onto the couch the twins were already sitting on. 
 
     “I call the couch,” he said, stretching out and attempting to push them off. Although he loved giving orders, babysitting the twins was beginning to feel cumbersome. He thought he may as well get a little alone time, as he had already guessed what the pairings would be. Truth be told, Curtis wouldn’t mind taking a crack at Anna or Elaine, as he found both attractive, but something told him they weren’t interested.  
 
    “That works. Me and Elaine can bunk up. The twins can share a room, and that leaves Lucian and Andrea with the last one. I’m sure they won’t mind,” Anna said, making mocking googly eyes. 
 
    Andrea blushed slightly, but her body language spoke of extreme exhaustion. She’d had mostly sleepless nights lately, especially with having to take care of Lucian on his sabbatical. 
 
    “That sounds good,” Lucian said. “I need to go for a walk. Anna, can you walk with me for a minute?” He stared Andrea in the eyes, silently asking her to get some rest, then kissed her on the forehead and walked out.  
 
    Andrea stood up. “I am exhausted, but actually, I’m going to go visit Libby. Don’t know when I’ll get the opportunity again. I’ll see you guys later.” She waved and ran out of the house, as if the thought of seeing her friend had rejuvenated her. 
 
    Anna found Lucian just outside the door, his back against the brick wall and buried in thought. Lucian kept his face blank, emotionless. 
 
    No words were exchanged. There was a long pause as Anna anticipated what he would say. 
 
    Finally, Lucian took a deep breath and spoke his mind. “Anna, that’s not Benjamin. He might be in there somewhere, but it is not him.” 
 
    As much as she was fighting for answers, she also dreaded them. She nodded immediately, her chest going tight as she forced back tears. “But what do you mean? He might be in there.” 
 
    “That’s not important, Anna. We have to focus on what we’re here for. That vampire will kill you without a second thought; he’s not a friend. Do you understand? He’s an addict, and he is our enemy. We can’t help him.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Addicts can be helped, Lucian.” 
 
    “I know, and this is why I’m struggling to tell you all this. But I know you can handle it; I trust you can. I need you to handle it....” 
 
    Lucian cracked, his emotions less intact than he’d let on.  
 
    “You told me when Ben died that I abandoned you by shutting you out. So I’m telling you everything I know and allowing you to deal with it with me.” Lucian’s eyes filled, but he refused to allow the tears to drop. He’d never dealt well with this part of his emotions. Always being able to rationalize emotion away had made it easy to deal with most things. But now his emotions were a direct threat to what he needed to do. 
 
    “Got it. It’s not our Ben,” Anna whispered, unwanted tears rolling down her own cheeks as she turned to go back in.  
 
    Lucian had to gather himself quickly. Walking up to a stone home not a block away, Lucian raised his hand to knock. But the door opened before his knuckles even made contact. 
 
    “Lucian. Come in; we have much to discuss,” Jason Boris said. 
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    Binding a Soul to Fate 
 
    There was no hint of amusement in Jason’s expression. 
 
    There was little difference between the mages’ and werewolves’ quarters. The rooms and furniture were nearly identical, but for their colors. This was Lucian’s team’s last chance at an ally, as they had struck out with both the paladin and druid. Both contestants had simply stated that they preferred to work alone. 
 
    But Jason had sought this agreement out himself. As Lucian walked into the living space, he took care to memorize the layout and where possible exits lay, paying attention to the wolves’ every move. Iris sat at the table, indulging in dinner with the rest of her pack. 
 
    The aroma was delicious. Lucian’s nose guided him farther into the wolves’ temporary domain. 
 
    “Sit,” Jason said. 
 
    “I’d rather stand, if you don’t mind,” Lucian retorted. He didn’t feel threatened at that moment, but he still wanted to keep his options open. Besides, the American watching him from the corner gave him cause for concern. The grizzled werewolf’s demeanor was off, much the opposite of the other wolves. His aggressive body language created an unpleasant aura despite the other wolves relaxing and partaking in their meal. 
 
    “Very well,” Jason said, sitting down next to his daughter. “You know, I don’t mind the mages as sovereigns. It’s been centuries, and you’ve left me alone this far, allowing me to rule my wolves as I see fit.” He paused to take a drink, his gaze never leaving Lucian. “We’ve always had an alliance, and I feel there’s no need to end that today. In fact, I believe we should further it.” 
 
    “And what do you have in mind?” Lucian interrupted. 
 
    “A blood pact, a binding contract between me and you.” 
 
    The other wolves froze, Jason’s words stealing their attention. They gawked at the alpha of alphas. There were two types of blood pacts in the magical world: family ties, and a union between opponents. The second was a magical construct, binding lies into an agreement. It was one of the oldest types of magic, and it required a magically imbued item to work.  
 
    “I’m listening,” Lucian said, only vaguely familiar with the lore. 
 
    “A marriage between you and my daughter.”  
 
    Iris froze, then glanced up from her meal for the first time. She stared at her father, astonished. “What? Not going to happen,” she screamed, standing and slamming her hands down on the table. 
 
    The Anax bellowed out a laugh. “It was only a joke. I figured that would get your attention.”  
 
    The other wolves didn’t laugh, though. Lucian couldn’t be sure if, like him, they didn’t find it funny, or if they didn’t want to embarrass their alpha. 
 
    Even he still has dad jokes, Lucian thought. 
 
    “But in all seriousness, I suggest a binding between me and you, our lives in each other’s hands. You help protect the wolves, and in turn, they will help protect you and your team.” 
 
    “Why bind yourself to a new mage? Why give yourself such a big weakness?” 
 
    “I have my reasons. The question is: can you trust me?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “No? I can’t make a better offer than that, boy.” 
 
    “The blood pact must be between me and Iris, since she is the alpha participating in the Games. Besides, she’s clearly your weakness, so I’ll get your support either way,” Lucian answered. 
 
    At that moment, Iris had been inhaling water, washing down the food she’d devoured. Hearing her name once again, she began to disgorge the liquid across the kitchen. 
 
    “What? A blood pact with me? Why must you try to keep involving me?” Iris demanded. 
 
    “Sorry, Iris, but if I’m going to have an alliance with anyone, it’s you, not your father. You’re alpha, right? You’re going to be participating. I would be glad to be your ally. We’ve already been through the worst together, if only for a short time.” 
 
    Finally, Iris gave in. “Sure. Why not? Besides, I’ve seen firsthand what you can do, and I’d rather have that directed at someone other than my wolves.” But she couldn’t help but think of the conversation she had once with her father after injuring Bianka. The ringing of his voice continuously echoed in her mind’s eye, “learn to control that”.  Iris had never given it much thought, but with a pack of her own, his words gave new creedence to the meaning.  As she was an unnatural entity threatening to affect the balance of the Anax’s pack, Lucian now threatened to do the same.  But first and foremost, she would have to trust her alpha no trust her dad, and gave Lucian a chance to prove himself as Jason did for her. 
 
    “What do we do, Dad?”  
 
    Jason stared at them both skeptically, biting his lip. This was not quite the outcome he’d been hoping for. 
 
    “Very well. Wait here.” Jason left the room. 
 
    Moments later, he came back with an enormous stone case. The case was as large as Jason, but he easily maneuvered it with one arm. 
 
    Why didn’t you just open it and bring what’s in the case out here? Lucian thought. 
 
    But for the Anax, the case was practically insubstantial, as if it cost him nothing to lift. The ancient chest had no noticeable designs, but it resembled the stone that had once contained Lucian’s own blades. Jason wasted little time. With a flex of his muscles, claws expanded from his hand, and he ripped the top of the chest clean off.  
 
    Inside lay a black and red mage cloak. As Lucian examined the material closer, he realized that the majority of the cloak was made of wolf fur. Underneath the cloak were two rings, as old as anything Lucian had ever seen. They were covered in engraved markings. 
 
    “LiDievit,” Lucian mumbled. 
 
    “What did you say?” Jason demanded. He’d heard the word clearly, but he’d never heard it before. 
 
    “The engravings on the ring. It’s in my native language: LiDievit,” Lucian said, turning to find the wolves staring at him. “It’s the language of the divine, the beings that came even before the gods of this world.”  
 
    Even with an alliance of this magnitude, Lucian wanted to keep his history to himself, though he knew he needed to divulge something of his connection to the dragon of knowledge.  
 
    It was the first time, he realized, that he’d forgotten Salmu was a being separate from himself. His mind had once again matured. He was the true successor of the ancient deity. 
 
    “I am sorry, Lucian, but I am unfamiliar with this language and your connection with the divine. Are you not human?” 
 
    As Jason spoke, his wolves sniffed the air. There was truth in his scent.  
 
    Bianka the first to speak up. “No, definitely human, yet he does speak the truth.”  
 
    “Yes, I am human, but the language on those rings is one I speak. May I see them, please?” Lucian reached out, doing his best to change the subject.  
 
    Jason obliged, handing Lucian the rings. 
 
    He examined the words scribed on them. “Interesting. I wonder who made these.” Lucian searched Salmu’s memories but found no answer. “These are binding. There are  inscriptions written on them. One states ‘soul of my soul,’ and the other ‘fate of my fate.’”  
 
    He handed them back to the Anax. 
 
    “I see. Interesting indeed. These rings are as old as I am. They were given to me after my first life, as a promise of a true partnership.”  
 
    “It is powerful indeed; such an enchantment is well beyond my own abilities.” Lucian turned to Iris, to give her the full truth and allow her to make her own decision. “These rings will bind our souls and our fates: if I die, your soul will be ripped from your body, and vice versa. You won’t die, too, per say, but you’ll become a being like a vampire. I also believe that it will connect us in a way much like your pack bonds.” 
 
    “So we’re going to be able to speak telepathically,” Iris said, frowning. She didn’t really want to rent any more space in her mind.  
 
    Lucian had no idea what the consequences of this binding would be, but he enjoyed probing for more information about the wolves, knowing that this might be his last act of deception against his soon-to-be allies. “I don’t know. I didn’t know you spoke telepathically,” he said, revealing that truth, at least. 
 
    “I don’t feel like I really have a choice,” Iris admitted. “After seeing the competition, we are each other’s best bets.”  
 
    With that, Jason took out a wooden bowl and held both their hands over it. He scratched a line with his claw across the youths’ palms. Their blood flowed freely into the bowl. Then he dropped the rings into the blood and waited until they were completely covered. The rings absorbed the blood, and the engravings came to life as a crimson glow emanated from the bowl. 
 
    “Put them on,” Jason ordered them. 
 
    The youths obeyed, sliding them onto their index fingers. The moment the rings were set in place, they felt a magical link binding their souls. 
 
    The sensation was different from the binding Lucian had felt with Salmu. Pressure trudged through the depths of his chest. His body felt lighter, yet an odd encumbrance enshrouded him. 
 
    The two closed their eyes, not allowing the vertigo to take them. When they opened them again, they were born anew. Iris’s eyes glowed golden, seeing the world through the dragon spectrum. Lucian found himself able to hear from much farther away and smell into the depths of the world. The blood connection was complete.  
 
    “I also have this for you, Lucian.” Jason pulled the cloak from the chest. “This belonged to my brother, whose dominance even dwarfed mine at one point. When worn, no wolf will dare attack you, but instead see you as a brother, and you will be as an alpha against most wolves. This is my token for you. Please wear this during the challenges as a sign of your commitment to our alliance.” 
 
    Lucian nodded and took the cloak. 
 
    “Now leave. All this speaking has made me exhausted,” Jason said, shooing them all away and retreating to a corner. He closed his eyes to meditate.  
 
    “He never talks this much. In fact, this is the most I’ve heard him speak in my life,” Iris chuckled.  
 
    “If one thing doesn’t change across different times and species, it’s that dad jokes suck everywhere,” Lucian said, shaking his head at the memory of Jason’s trick. 
 
    “Good luck out there, and see you in the morning.” Iris smiled and stuck her hand out. Lucian took it, their alliance truly cemented. 
 
    Lucian went home, wanting to share the information with this team, but he found everyone fast asleep. With little left to do, he went to his assigned room and found Andrea unconscious, small snores radiating from her body. He covered her fully with the blanket and kissed her on the forehead gently, then lay down beside her. Not knowing when he would get to sleep again, he closed his eyes and let his mind wander, excited for the next day. 
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    Let the Games Begin 
 
    Try as he might, sleep all but evaded Lucian. He sat in the darkness, gazing at his hand. The platinum ring emphasized his brown complexion.  
 
    Andrea slept peacefully next to him, her body slowly inching toward his as the night stretched on. Combing his hand through her hair, Lucian placed a kiss on her forehead. Guilt marked his features; the implications of his union with the werewolves—and Iris, specifically—weighed heavily on his mind. In some sense, the Anax’s joke of marriage wasn’t far from the truth. Marriage signified a contract among humans, and his newfound union ran even deeper, binding their very souls and survival.  
 
    Andrea was no fool. Lucian knew that at some point she would come to the same conclusion, and deep down he feared her reaction. Regardless, Lucian had learned the hard way never to keep secrets from your allies, especially your loved ones. As soon as everyone woke up, he would share news of the alliance with his team, along with what it had cost him personally.  
 
    His ear twitched; he sensed vibrations outside his room. Lucian got up and opened the door to find Curtis awake, eyes closed, his eminence filling the living room. A gentle breeze flowed through the confines of the room. Curtis’s careful control left the furniture unmolested, causing not even a single lamp to falter.  
 
    The moment Lucian walked out, Curtis stopped. The disturbance of the air as Lucian moved spoke to Curtis like Braille to the blind. 
 
    “Lucian, what are you doing up?” he said, shocked.  
 
    “I don’t really sleep much, remember? Besides, I heard something. Thought I’d check on it; that’s all.”  
 
    “Bullshit. No way I made a sound,” Curtis said with the utmost confidence, so much that it gave Lucian pause. Lucian had heard the wind as it circled through the room, silent though it may have been to human ears. He could hear like a wolf, and as far as he could tell, Iris could see in his dragon spectrum as well.  
 
    “Maybe not. Let’s just say I got a feeling someone was up,” Lucian corrected himself weakly. Although he didn’t like lying to his teammates, he always tried to keep his abilities secret, only confiding in his closest friends. Curtis hadn’t made it to that point yet, and he wouldn’t be privy to any new information, either.  
 
    But he is my teammate. Should I tell him? Lucian thought, but he didn’t change his mind. He tended to fight stronger foes by outsmarting and surprising them. And he needed every advantage he could get if he ever planned to make good on his promise, the vow he’d made on his first day at Valiant: he would be his father’s greatest accomplishment. Lucian’s mind wandered, realizing the near impossibility of fulfilling the promise. Victor was a legend and had been living for centuries. His feats were legendary.  
 
    Breaking from his thoughts, Lucian returned his attention to Curtis. “What are you doing up?” he asked.  
 
    “Hard to sleep. We are going to war, after all. There’s nothing simple about it. We could all die, and right now I feel like there’s an excellent chance that will happen,” Curtis said, his hands attempting to control the nervous bouncing and shaking of his lower extremities.  
 
    “Curtis, we will be fine. I’ve even procured us an ally.”  
 
    “You what? But how? They all said no to us.” 
 
    “Not the werewolves. We made an alliance tonight. That’s where I went.” 
 
    Lucian explained himself, giving Curtis the highlights of his interaction with the wolves. Without argument, they talked until the others started getting up, too. Though still not friends, the boys had begun to tolerate each other and even foster a mutual respect.  
 
    Victor was the first up, and he was soon looking for something strong to entice his mind to alertness. The aroma of brewing coffee filled the compact house quickly, rousing the rest of the team.  
 
    “What, Lucian, no breakfast?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Oh yeah. I can make something,” Lucian said, indifferent, their common ritual having escaped his preoccupied mind. Breakfast was an excellent idea; a full belly would make it easier for the team to digest the news. 
 
    As they ate, Lucian divulged the same story he had told Curtis. Their excitement was evident—until he mentioned the cost of their alliance. 
 
    “You did what?” Victor yelled, his stern, fatherly voice silencing the rest of the room. 
 
    “It’s fine. This will be good for our team. Either I do this, or we all die. Is that what you want, Dad?” Lucian’s scorn was clear for all to see. Although he had forgiven Victor, he still had enough lingering negative feelings to piss him off.  
 
    “Don’t play coy. You know what I mean. This is nothing to shrug off. It could cost you your soul, boy. You barely know this girl, not to mention that they hate our family. Alright, let’s say everything is in good faith. But what if she’s reckless? What if she does something stupid and gets herself killed? You could lose everything. Your soul. Do you understand?” Victor lectured. 
 
    “Dad, I’m not a kid anymore, and I understand consequences better than anyone. I’ve thought through every single possibility—some that haven’t even crossed your mind yet, Dad. I will do everything in my power to protect my friends. This was a best-case scenario. We are stronger as a group, and if I have to put my soul up as collateral, it’s worth it. I’m the author of this story, Dad, so back off.”  
 
    Lucian speaking to his father in this manner should have been alarming. But his words had little effect on Victor, convincing him of nothing. Rather, it was the determination in his son’s eyes that won him over. 
 
    “Fine, boy. I’ll trust you. But remember: I won’t be able to pick up the pieces if you fail.” 
 
    “You’ve never had to before.” 
 
    Tension radiated from the two members of the Draco family. The rest of the room stood stone-silent, caught awkwardly in the middle. A long moment passed before anyone else built up enough courage to speak.  
 
    “Are there any specific rules to this alliance, outside of your connection with Iris?” Anna managed. 
 
    “It’s simple. We will work together to protect each other. Our goals are aligned. Besides, Jason’s happy with the governing rules and will offer his power in exchange for the mages’ control.” 
 
    “How do we know he’s not lying?” Elaine interjected. 
 
    “I’m willing to bet my life on it, and I don’t think he’s willing to bet his own daughter’s soul without some confidence in me as well,” Lucian said, once again staring down his father. 
 
    “Fine; you have it under control. I will see you at the stadium,” Victor said, stalking out of the house and slamming the door behind him, he left the younger mages to their own devices. 
 
    The group split up to get ready for the day’s events.  
 
    Madam Sah had taken the liberty of giving each mage a special cloak and uniform to represent Valiant. The leggings and shirts were custom-fitted and made of a material that was light but not easily penetrated. The cloaks themselves were elegant, crimson with black trim. 
 
    Nevertheless, Lucian instead put on light armor and the cloak the Anax had gifted him. He was the last one to leave his room. His teammates looked at the fur cloak surrounding his shoulders.  
 
    “What the hell is that, freak?” Anna yelled as he returned to the living room. She ran over and felt the coarse fur. “Where did you get something like this? It’s beautiful.”  
 
    “Jason gave it to me.”  
 
    “Jason? You’re on a first-name basis with the Anax now?” Curtis said, judging.  
 
    “Well, that’s his name. Anyway, he wanted me to wear it in honor of our alliance. As a message to the rest of the competitors.”  
 
    Andrea had already seen the cloak when she’d woken up, and the twins gave it little attention, not really caring that Lucian was differentiating himself from the rest of the group. In fact, Josiah declared that Lucian should look different from the rest of the team.  
 
    Curtis read the room and decided it was pointless to make an argument of it. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s get to the stadium. I don’t like to be late.”  
 
    The team gathered their belongings and made their way to the castle, hearts racing. The moment they set foot in the arena, loud cheers erupted from the crowd. The three members of the Heptarchy were already there, awaiting their arrival. 
 
    The arena was nearly identical to what it had looked like the previous day, all except for the mages lurking at its edge. It was the first time Lucian had noticed them. His mind scrambled. Familiar black cloaks covered them from head to toe, leaving only their eyes exposed. 
 
    The Gathering Troop, Lucian thought. There were dozens of them.  
 
    The king stood, raising his hand. The motion tamed the crowd. Their voices settled down to a whisper, then utter silence. The king gestured for the announcer to proceed.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, humans, shape shifters, and godly beings, thank you again for coming and giving us the honor of hosting you on this auspicious occasion. Today we will begin the wonderful challenges to test our competitors’ minds, fortitude, intellects, and wills, and we have asked the legendary Gathering Troop for assistance. With the help of Madam Sah, the world’s greatest psychic, and the rest of the Gathering Troop, we will sync your minds with our amazing camera crew.” 
 
    The announcer raised his hands to the sky, and what at first seemed to be glitter swirled around them. Tiny beings scattered and flew to the sides of each of the competitors. There were four for each contender, and the winged humanoids were no bigger than Lucian’s hand. 
 
    “Pixies—they’re using pixies,” Lucian mumbled, just loud enough for his team to hear.  
 
    Pixieswere kind creatures and simpler versions of the Fay. They were immune to magic and unable to lie, unlike their trickster brethren. 
 
    “You will see as they see, like spectating a videogame. Today’s challenge will be simple. Our competitors will be tasked with obtaining the spirit of victory to gain victory.” The announcer laughed. “The spear of the sun god is held deep in the Celtic underworld, known as Tír na nÓg, and today our contestants are charged with retrieving it. The faction to bring it back will be awarded five Paragon points! Our champions will be tested like none other, their minds pushed to their limits. Please stand and give our brave champions a round of applause.”  
 
    Every man, woman, and being alike stood, whistling and cheering for their factions.  
 
    “Hang back, everyone. We’ll go in last,” Lucian said, holding out an arm.  
 
    As the announcer spoke, a mage from the Gathering Troop jumped to the center of the arena. With a wave of his hands, a portal breached another world before their eyes. It was one of the largest gateways Lucian had ever seen. The mage creating it was skilled in his own right, but the real reason for its size was the potency of Azadolon. The image of their destination didn’t have the dazzling effulgence of Azadolon, but the new plane wasn’t dead or dreary, either. In fact, it enticed their subconsciouses. A sense of ease and relaxation came over the team. They wanted to step into this world. 
 
    The smell of panic reached Lucian’s nose. His head snapped in the direction of the assault. It came from the American wolf next to Iris. His unease had melted into Iris’s psyche. Her own emotions scattered, replaced with heavy dread in her chest. 
 
    Wow, I can feel her emotions now, too, Lucian thought, suddenly second-guessing the union. It was one thing to deal with Iris’s emotions, but on top of that, she was dealing with the pack’s, and she was much younger and less experienced than her pack. 
 
    Lucian shook his head. “Everyone, come here.” He dug in his pocket dimension, the elegantly named “bag of holdings” which was a direct link to everything Lucian had felt might be necessary for the mission. Reaching inside, he took out a small dagger. 
 
    Anna was the first to respond. “What are you going to do with that?”  
 
    “If we don’t do something fast, we’ll never want to leave this place. It’s like a psychic attack. Once you get in there, you will feel fulfilled. Invincible. Healthier. Stronger than ever before. Like you don’t need to do a thing ever again. The blade is to dull these senses. Pain will bring us back to normal. We’ll know it’s not real. We have to hurry. The paladin has his god to anchor him, along with the druid. The other two aren’t alive, so I don’t think it will affect them the same way. But for us, pain will be our anchor.”  
 
    Trusting Lucian, Anna put her hand out. He carved a LiDievit sigil into the back of her hand: the word pain. He released his eminence to allow the spell to activate every five minutes. 
 
    Curtis looked at him skeptically but, with a glance at Anna, knew he had no choice.  
 
    Lucian performed the same procedure on him. “You will feel a pain in your hand every five minutes. Learn to deal with it just in case we have to engage in combat.” 
 
    “What about you?” Curtis accused. 
 
    “He’s marked himself up plenty already. I’m sure the freak has enough to tether him back to Earth,” Anna said, defending her friend.  
 
    “Well, what about our allies?” Curtis said. Iris and her pack had already jumped through.  
 
    “An oversight. I don’t know. They might be fine with their pack bonds, but I’m not sure. We’ll have to figure it out. Let’s go.” 
 
    With that, the three young mages jumped through the portal and into Tír na nÓg. 
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    Blind Spot 
 
    Lucian was the first to step out. 
 
    He distinctly felt the depletion of his eminence from the change of worlds. His muscles, however, were permeated with energy, filling him with a new vitality. But the perks for his body were balanced out by the strain on his mind. He felt comfortable, relaxed. Pleased with the outcome of what he had accomplished so far in his life. 
 
    I’ve done enough, he thought. The security of the unfamiliar world blanketed him. The warm sun beamed on his face as the crash of water against rocks sounded behind him. With every breath, Lucian lungs filled with nourishment, continuously feeding his muscles. 
 
    “Ouch!” Curtis screamed. 
 
    The yell knocked Lucian from the strange world’s compulsion. Turning back, Lucian stared at each of his teammates.  
 
    “Yeah, that worked. Definitely worked,” Curtis said, shaking his hand. 
 
    “Remember, get used to the pain. It’s just there as a reminder, not a distraction,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Lucian, seriously. We’ve got this freak. You don’t  have to babysit us,” Anna said. 
 
    “Sorry. It’s this place. I don’t like it.” 
 
    Curtis walked slightly slower than the rest of the team, focused on the pain, letting it keep him grounded but not letting it absorb him. Anna embraced the pain, her body visibly tensing. But she moved as if the stinging reminder reassured her. 
 
    Lucian watched as his team made their adjustments, finally admitting to himself what Curtis added to their team. Their personalities were similar, and their differences provided balance.  
 
    The terrain of Tír na nÓg varied, forming valleys, caves, and rivers in a convoluted jumble. 
 
    “Where is everyone? We all jumped into the portal within moments of each other. I would have at least expected Anax’s daughter to wait for us,” Curtis said as they walked along. 
 
    “Iris,” Lucian corrected him. “Besides, it was a multi-dimensional portal. The mage separated us as we went through.” 
 
    “Fine. Where are all the people, then?” Curtis continued his barrage of complaints. 
 
    “Chill, freaks,” Anna said. “I swear, boys. Can’t we at least get through this mission without you two arguing?” 
 
    “Which way do we go?” Lucian asked, as he couldn’t find a logical answer. 
 
    Anna looked over her shoulders, spinning in circles in an attempt to give Lucian her best answer. But she could find no indication of the other competitors, nor where the spear would be. She stared at the valley below. 
 
    Then something pulled at her. 
 
    Despite the starvation of eminence, the intensity of the magical field was becoming brighter the more they walked. Anna paused and listened. Her fire eminence responded with a gentle nudge. 
 
    “Freaks, I know this will sound crazy, but I have a powerful desire to go this way. Whatever it is, it’s different—different from the weight of this place. And trust me,”—Anna raised her hand, showing Lucian the symbol he’d carved into it—“the pain hasn’t dwindled all, so it’s not just a trick.” 
 
    Lucian covered his mouth, his fingers nuzzling the bottom of his lips as if guiding his thoughts. “Lugh is known for being the sun god in Celtic mythology,” he recalled. “Maybe that’s what’s compelling you.” 
 
    Anna shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    With the aid of the land’s vitality, the group traveled through Tír na nÓg with ease. Though they were nearly sprinting, fatigue never dulled their senses. The terrain continuously changed until they neared the base of the mountain Anna’s eminence was calling her to. The farther they went, the more Anna could feel the pull. Anger was beginning to imprint itself on her mind, her power attempting to overwhelm her control. 
 
    “Ffwhhuuhh, that’s mighty high,” Curtis said, gawking up at the mountain. 
 
    “It’s a mountain, Curtis. What did you expect?” Anna snapped. “We have to go up. It’s up there. I can feel it.” 
 
    Curtis ignored her jab, quivering at the thought of climbing such a ridge. He had no experience with that sort of thing, and he also lacked the kind of strength and dexterity that had been drilled into his teammates. Lucian and Anna’s physical prowess was revered at Valiant. Most mages overlooked physical exercise as much as they did human tools like guns. Being new to the team, Curtis, like many, was overly reliant on magic. 
 
    Lucian, on the other hand, saw no threat. After his many treks up the mountain and trees of Jötunheimr, this climb looked easy. He turned and saw Curtis’s dropped jaw. “Don’t worry, Curtis. I’ll be able to help you.” 
 
     While the boys talked, Anna had already taken the liberty to start up the mountain. Like Curtis, she had no training in climbing, but she shoved logic aside, fueled purely by the calling of her fire eminence, and ascended up the mountainside. 
 
    “Better hurry. After you, Curtis,” Lucian said, giving him his best encouraging smile. “Just take it slow and use your legs. Don’t rely on your hands.” 
 
    Curtis nodded and followed Anna, who had already made it a quarter way up the mountain. 
 
    Curtis’s ascent was slow. He tested every grip, hands tightening on each handle. Fatigue never found him, yet his breath was short, and his stomach turned with each passing step. 
 
    Lucian never left his side, following behind him and calculating each step his teammate made. Anna wasted little time, and soon she was nearly at the top. Curtis slowly gained confidence as he went along, passing the halfway point. He reached out for one of the easiest handles he had found yet. He pulled himself up and looked for another grip.  
 
    The rock gave way, gravity pulling him back down. Curtis held on for dear life with his other hand, but he could not pull his body back to the cliff. Seeing him slip, Lucian reached out and pushed him back against the mountainside. Curtis attempted to gain his bearings, but the sight of the ground made his stomach drop even further. His eyes widened, terror written across his face. 
 
    “It’s okay, Curtis. I’ve got you. Focus on going up.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t’ve looked—I shouldn’t’ve looked down,” Curtis shouted, panic racing through every word. 
 
    Lucian activated his runes, releasing the encumbrance of gravity from his eminence. He also activated those on his hands, hardening his metacarpals to ensure a more secure grip. With his other hand, he reached out and grabbed Curtis.  
 
    “Climb on my back. I told you: I’ve got you. I can carry both of us. Just look up, Curtis. You’ve got this. Look up.” 
 
    Fear shrinking Curtis’s pride, he had no arguments. Reaching out, he wrapped his arms around Lucian’s neck. He closed his eyes, feeling like a child, but hardly cared.  
 
    With Curtis’s weight his only hindrance, Lucian climbed up the mountainside with minimal effort. The moment his feet touched solid ground, Curtis knelt, and bile—along with his heavy breakfast—flowed freely from his mouth. The sounds of his misery echoed in the high altitude. 
 
    “Quiet! You’re going to give away our location,” Anna yelled back from up ahead, not heeding her own advice. 
 
    Curtis focused on the ground, happy just to be on solid footing and not wanting to look up or down.  
 
    “Keep your eyes on me. Just relax.” Lucian observed the landscape. Atop the peak stood a castle that hadn’t been visible from the foot of the mountain. It was built from what appeared to be concrete, but it had been martyred by centuries of aging. Charcoal-gray staining was visible across the entire exterior of the castle, its stone walls harsh and rigid compared to the natural stone of the mountain.  
 
    Animals carved in stone were everywhere. They surrounded the castle’s base, walkways, and towers. Many different animals of all shapes were represented, but particularly prevalent were some type of bird or winged creature. 
 
    “These things are ugly as demons,” Anna yelled back, touching a stone figure in the shape of a flat-nosed dog. Its face was marred with a growl, its paw gripping the stairway. It was no bigger than the length of Anna’s forearm. Rubbing her hand on the stone, Anna looked back at Lucian for affirmation of their absurdity. 
 
    “Ow! Fuck, that hurt," Anna cried, pulling her hand back immediately, surprised to see blood. She quickly sucked on her fingers to stop the bleeding. She peered at the stone creature. Blood trickled down its face, part of its canines showing through its grimace. 
 
    “Scratched my finger on whatever this ugly thing is. Freaks, these little stone creatures are so ugly,” Anna repeated. 
 
    “We know; you just told us. Are you feeling okay?” Lucian asked, wondering if her emotions were being manipulated by the sun god’s spear. Anna could be a firecracker, but usually she reeled her emotions in on missions, especially anything critical. Although fire eminence dominated her magical spectrum, Anna had a high concentration of air magic as well, helping her stay in control. Today, however, her words poured out freely, her inhibitions removed as if she had drunk too much. Lucian’s attention returned to Curtis, wondering how he was coping. 
 
    “I’m fine. But this place looks dangerous, like it could fall apart any moment,” Curtis said, revealing his concerns. 
 
    “Curtis, why are you being such a pansy today? Let’s go, freaks. Let’s get the spear and get the hell out here," Anna insisted. 
 
    Brow furrowed, Lucian looked at his teammates, observing their changes in personality. His emotions seem to be intact, and his connection with all elements kept him grounded. But Lucian still felt he wasn’t free of the influence of Tír na nÓg, either. The constant pressure on his mind left him unable to focus except on the constant, nagging thought that he was missing something—that he, of all people, had forgotten something important. Shrugging it off as overthinking, Lucian tried to focus on the mission at hand. 
 
    Iris appeared from the other side of the mountain, her head popping up over the edge as she heaved herself up. “Good; you guys are here. Are you waiting for us?”  
 
    “These humans are impressive,” Bianka said as she pulled herself onto solid ground. “Maybe this alliance wasn’t such an awful idea.” 
 
    “I’m sure the vampires will be close behind, along with the demons,” Curtis said. “We need to get the spear and get out.” 
 
    Lucian observed their surroundings. Someone’s footprints were already embedded in the ground, forging a path into the castle. 
 
    “Well, it looks like the druid already made it inside. We should hurry,” Lucian said. 
 
    Kobe knelt and sniffed the prints. “Couldn’t have been more than a few minutes. We’re not far behind. But I will say he’s moving fast—faster than any human I’ve seen, anyway.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen Lucian, then,” Anna said. 
 
    “Regardless, what’s the play here, Cap?” Isaac said, ignoring the humans, focusing only on his alpha.  
 
    Iris stared at her team, then at Lucian to make sure their plans were aligned.  
 
     “We should split up,” Lucian suggested. “Curtis, you might hang back while Iris and I go in. Iris, maybe one of your wolves can hang back as well?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Iris said, thinking of her play. “Isaac and Bianka, you’re with me. Kobe, stay with....I’m sorry; what’s your name again?” 
 
    “It’s Curtis, and no, I’m going in.” Despite his fears, Curtis was stubbornly proud. He was still trying to gain his bearings, but he could not hide his emotions from the werewolves. 
 
    “I see, Curtis,” Iris said, understanding why Lucian wanted to leave him behind. Fear radiated off of the stubborn mage. Iris could tell that the unfamiliar territory was causing him anguish, but he needed to prove to himself that he could do this.  
 
    “That’s fine. I will stay with Kobe, if you don’t mind,” Bianka said. 
 
    Iris shook her head, acquiescing to her request, knowing it would save them time even though she wanted Bianka by her side. With Isaac’s mind so fragile, Iris needed him close so she could use her dominance to force him into submission, if need be. She was afraid to leave him alone in case his self-destructive manner overwhelmed him. Their new pack bonds had given her new insight on each of the wolves, and as alpha, she needed to protect them like they were her own pups. 
 
    “Stay hidden and keep watch for us,” Iris said. “If there’s danger, be prepared to help once we exit.” 
 
    Agreeing with the plan, they all walked forward.  
 
    Anna noticed dried blood on the side of one small statue’s face. “Freak, this thing is ugly,” she declared. 
 
    Not paying her words any mind, Lucian and his team moved forward along with Iris and the wolf that bothered Lucian the most: Isaac. Darkness ran throughout the interior of the fortress, the bright light from outside barely illuminating the abandoned castle. The stone was corroded here just as much as it had been outside, and dust had collected everywhere. 
 
    The castle was bare of life. Not even insects dwelled beyond the castle wall. Iris and Isaac had no problems seeing in the dark walkway. Their sharp vision, combined with their superior hearing, made the castle hunting grounds perfectly to their liking. The group followed the wolves’ noses, the smell of the druid revealing their pathway. 
 
    Isaac noticed blood flowing out of Anna’s hand. “Miss, you’re bleeding quite a lot,” he said politely. 
 
    “Oh—I am? I must have scratched my hand on something coming in here,” Anna said. 
 
    Her words echoed in Lucian’s ears. The feeling that he was forgetting something once again pushed to the forefront of his consciousness. But he couldn’t focus enough to remember what. Anguish fluttered in his heart; he was missing something vital. 
 
    Have I lost a step since Salmu and I merged completely? Lucian thought. Closing his eyes, he attempted to conquer the mental block, diving into his memory to break the chains and shackles of his thoughts. But it was to no avail. His own mind was closed off to him. The thought wanted to break free, but it was cuffed in the depths of his memory, however recent it should have been. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why you’re in such a foul mood: too much blood loss,” Curtis interrupted. 
 
    “That doesn’t explain why you’re being such a pansy,” Anna teased.  
 
    “Everyone—wait,” Lucian interrupted them. “There’s something wrong here. I can’t remember what, but something’s wrong.” Continuously looking over his shoulder, Lucian tripped over a rock and stumbled, but he caught himself before hitting the ground. 
 
    “Keep your head in the game, Lucian,” Anna said harshly. 
 
    Iris stared at the human mages, unsure whether their banter was play or actual bullying. Only one thing was obvious: Lucian’s scent had changed, now similar to Curtis’s. The stench of doubt filled both wolves’ noses. 
 
    The heaviness of Iris’s new pack bonds weighed on her mind, especially Isaac. His untethered emotions were the biggest influence in their connections. But this pressure was a blessing. Unable to get wrapped up in their current predicament, Iris had to keep focus on the task at hand. With the power of her new pack, her senses were also elevated, causing her to feel danger approach her flank. 
 
    Iris turned, fangs out, her body ready to change, but there was nothing behind her, only another stone golem. Iris sniffed the statue, but its body gave off no sign of danger. 
 
    “That’s strange. Now I’m second-guessing myself,” Iris mumbled. 
 
    Lucian heard her words but didn’t take it as a jab. He was second-guessing himself too, but for good reason, as far as he could tell. He was trying to gain his bearings, trust his instincts, and put the puzzle together. Though he again tried to reach into his memory, his eyes never left Iris and the golem, hoping the sight would stir something up. 
 
    Lucian stared at the statues, unwavering. “Iris, why did you say you’re second-guessing yourself?” 
 
     “Nothing. It’s—well, I could’ve sworn I smelled bloodlust, like something was about to take my head off. But when I turned around, nothing was behind me,” Iris said. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘nothing was behind you’?” Lucian inquired further. 
 
    Iris shrugged. “Nothing is behind me. It was just my imagination, I think.” 
 
    Lucian’s blood ran cold. “Don’t move. Stay looking at me. Iris, listen closely, and don’t react. There is something behind you. A statue—a golem-looking thing.” 
 
    “What?” Surprised, Iris began to turn back. 
 
    “Stop! Iris, look at me. If you look at it and turn away, you will forget what we were talking about.” 
 
    “What sorcery is this?” Isaac said, also following Lucian’s instructions. 
 
    “No one look! They’re gargoyles. There’s not much information on the creatures. Lore on them has changed throughout time, much like you and your kind. But they’re the only stone creatures that I have read about that can move, not to mention that I doubt anyone could break the spell. I couldn’t, even. This was plain luck. If Iris hadn’t said something while I was looking, I would have never realized it.” 
 
    “What the hell are we going to do?” Curtis couldn’t keep his cool any longer. Spinning in circles, he practically gave himself vertigo. 
 
    “We will have to do this blind. We can’t rely on our sight. If we look at the creatures and lose sight of them, we will forget again. Curtis, lead the way.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” Curtis screeched. 
 
    “Relax, Curtis. I want you to use the same ability as you were this morning when I woke up. Harness that connection with the air and see through it, just like you how you noticed the second I stepped into the living room. Keep your eyes closed and watch for anything coming close. Wolves, I hope you can fight blind. We will follow, attacking anything that comes near. With Curtis in the center, we’ll form a square around him. Remember, we have to do this blind.” 
 
    “But, Lucian—” Iris began. 
 
    “It’s best to just let him go, freak. No point in arguing, trust me,” Anna interjected. 
 
    Iris had to admit that despite the risk, she didn’t have a better plan. “Fine, Lucian. But aren’t you going to forget you saw it, too, as soon as you look away?” 
 
    “Yes, I will. You guys are just going to have to be convincing.” Lucian gave them a thumbs-up. 
 
    As they took their positions, he never faltered, unwilling to risk even the slightest blink. He reached into his pocket dimension bag and handed Isaac a scrap of cloth. Understanding, Isaac ripped the cloth into five pieces and distributed the blindfolds among them. When they had put them on, Iris moved around Lucian to take her place among the others. 
 
    “Okay, Lucian. We’re all set,” Iris confirmed from behind him. 
 
    Finally relenting, Lucian turned around. With fresh eyes, he saw his other teammates bunched up and blindfolded, with Curtis in the center, their formation clearly deliberate. He looked down at the black cloth in his hand. He tried to piece the scene together, but once again a fog rattled his mind, the answer escaping him. He saw only his teammates and the faint glimmering of the pixies floating behind them. 
 
    “What did I miss?” Lucian asked. 
 
    “Iris, behind you!” Curtis yelled. 
 
    Before they could explain, Iris sped past Lucian. Her foot collided with a statue. On impact, the golem shattered, crumbling to the floor. 
 
    “We need to be quick. Lucian, fall in and attack anything that Curtis tells you to.” Iris said, asserting her dominance. 
 
    Her tone left no room for argument. Lucian could only trust her, and trusting her was trusting himself. He did as he was told, blindfolded himself, and they relayed the plan to him. 
 
    They moved steadily through the castle, guided by Curtis’s abilities and Iris’s keen senses. The farther in they traveled, the more certain they felt that the sun god’s spear was what was drawing their eminence in. At this point, even Lucian could feel a small connection with the ancient deity’s weapon. 
 
    “I can smell the druid. He’s close,” Iris said. 
 
    The blindfolds limited them to their immediate surroundings, and the farther in they went, the farther apart the castle walls became, leaving them vulnerable. 
 
    Curtis reached as far as he could with his power, but it was already spread to its limits. Unable to reach both walls, he had to stick to one side and manage the distance he used so his ability wouldn’t lose potency. 
 
    “Isaac, on our three! This gargoyle has a spear and wings.” 
 
    Isaac sensed and dodged the spear. He grabbed the gargoyle and kicked through his chest. Then, taking its spear, he threw it at the flying gargoyle ahead. 
 
    There was no time for rest as more instructions came through. 
 
    “One more coming, Isaac, along with three enemies at our eight, nine, and twelve, Anna.” 
 
    Allowing her rage to fuel her, Anna conjured up a blast of fire, which consumed two of the gargoyles. What remained of the stone golems fizzled out into ashes. 
 
    Then Anna conjured up a shield of fire and intercepted the remaining gargoyle soaring directly at Curtis. Smacking it out of the air, she sent it flying right into Iris’s arms. Iris kicked through the gargoyle, shattering it. 
 
    Bringing up the rear, Lucian felt left out, still trying to figure out what exactly was happening. “Everyone okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Quiet, Lucian—we’re trying to concentrate,” Curtis said. 
 
    Lucian waved his hands in surrender, though no one could see his actions. The attack went on, but the gargoyles at the heart of the castle were much larger and more humanoid. 
 
    “Guys, there are four more coming through. They’re huge, and they’re coming quick.” Curtis yelled, voice quavering. 
 
    Anna shot a fireball toward the approaching gargoyles. Her aim was on target, but the enormous stone figure it hit merely shrugged it off, and the fire exploded harmlessly behind it. 
 
    “That did nothing. They’re coming in fast!” Curtis said, panic rising. 
 
    “Guys, break formation,” Lucian yelled. “We need to take this one on together. Everyone but Curtis, remove your blindfold—now!”  
 
    As long as Curtis could see through just his eminence, maybe it wouldn’t matter that they would forget everything they had learned so far. Lucian was the first to remove his veil. 
 
    He was greeted by four gargoyles radiating bright yellow light. They were humanoid indeed, sculpted like men but with the faces of animals: a raven, hawk, lynx, and hound. They held long spears and were coming directly for his allies. 
 
    Knowing the danger, Lucian leapt over Curtis and shoved Anna aside before she could be skewered. 
 
    Missing their target, the gargoyles jumped back as one. 
 
    Lucian couldn’t help but blink in surprise. Even as he watched the four creatures stare back at him, Lucian’s mind went blank. Where had these enemies come from? 
 
    “Guys, what’s up with the blindfolds?” Lucian asked. They hadn’t yet followed his orders, afraid to forget what was going on in the heart of enemy territory. 
 
    “These things are affecting our minds. You told us to wear them; you just forgot because of the gargoyles,” Curtis answered. 
 
    “Well, these things are still moving in on us.” 
 
    Listening to Lucian, Anna took off her blindfold.  
 
    Anna removed her blindfold and stared at this dog-faced gargoyle. The monster looked ready to fight, and Anna was more than happy to oblige, gathering her eminence into a fiery broadsword.  
 
    Iris, too, removed the blindfold obscuring her vision, and Isaac quickly followed suit. 
 
    Curtis took a step back so his teammates could concentrate on their opponents, ready to relay reminders to his allies if they became confused. 
 
    One thing never changed in battle: you had to trust your fellow soldiers. When someone said “This is an enemy,” you took them at their word and asked questions later. Everyone understood that as Curtis barked out orders. 
 
    Lucian took measure of the gargoyles. Their stone-like skin looked hard as iron, impossible to break with his bare hands, even with his inscriptions activated. But with the pixies lurking around somewhere, relaying everything they saw to the massive audience in Azadolon, he couldn’t risk invoking Salmu’s powers, lest he give himself away. 
 
    “Be careful, guys. They’re much faster than they look,” Lucian said. “They also seem to fight as a unit. We should separate them.” 
 
    Isaac stared at his opponents. He reached within himself, calling forth his wolf form. His transformation was agonizing, which was odd for an old wolf. His arms expanded, and his claws extended from his fingertips. The hair across his body grew thicker, and his nose and mouth transformed into a snout. 
 
    The man’s voice changed into a growl of pain, inviting an attack. The lynx-faced gargoyle ran toward him, attempting to assault the wolf while he was vulnerable.  
 
    Not hesitating, Iris jumped over Curtis. Mid-stride, her body morphed. She shoved her shoulder into the gargoyle’s side, knocking him across the room. Shaking her head, she landed and stood, fully transformed into her Lycanthrope form. This small glimpse was all Lucian needed to realize the difference between an alpha and its beta, and, not unlike himself, Iris’s abilities far outweighed those of her peers despite their difference in age.  
 
    Iris never paused, bounding across the chamber at the gargoyle and calling it for herself.  
 
    Isaac finally stood, his eyes on his alpha, nodding in praise and thanks. Then he turned his eyes upon the Hawk-faced gargoyle, which wielded a sword and shield. Prowling forward, Isaac relentlessly pushed his now-hesitant opponent away from both groups. 
 
    Two gargoyles were left, the hound and the raven. 
 
    “I’ve got this one,” Anna called out, pointing to the raven-faced gargoyle, which also wielded two blades. 
 
    It flew high in the air, backing away from them. Anna ran after it, sprinting past the other gargoyle, which took a swipe at her but missed. 
 
    Only the Hound was left. It moved with minimal effort, its gaze piercing back at Lucian. 
 
    “Great, you left me the hardest one,” Lucian said sarcastically. 
 
    He knew he had an audience. The pixie, who had glimmered into near-invisibility the moment it was assigned to Lucian’s team, was somewhere near, feeding everything back to Azadolon. 
 
    But victory was not always ensured by the physical. Lucian had won many matches by tricking and outmaneuvering his opponent. He had continuously put on a show, expanding his status as a legend by using every possible mental advantage.  
 
    Depending on his actions now, his reputation would also increase with all the spectators. Lucian put a hand on his shoulder and stretched his neck until he heard a satisfying pop. 
 
    The gargoyle waited patiently, unthreatened by the mere human. 
 
    As Lucian took a breath, his eyes glowed golden. They were drawn to the gargoyle’s weapon, but though it was powerful, it was a trident, not a spear. Still, the power of the sun itself permeated the hawk-faced gargoyle.  
 
    Arrows hung on the gargoyle’s waist, and a bow was strapped to his back. The creature stabbed his trident into the ground and reached for his bow simultaneously nocked an arrow and shot directly at Lucian. 
 
    Lucian followed the movement and turned his head slightly. The arrow slid past. Lucian rolled and flipped as the other four arrows came whistling toward him. They flew through his arms, only brushing his loose clothing. 
 
    He stood, still unarmed, and wrapped his hands behind him, enticing the gargoyle to do better.  
 
    The gargoyle felt no emotion. Lucian’s taunting did little; he kept firing arrows through the air until his quiver was drained. 
 
    Lucian ran toward him. He slid, attempting to knock the trident away from the gargoyle, but his opponent was too fast, attempting to kick Lucian in the head as he slid toward him.  
 
    Lucian brought his knees up to lessen the blow and flowed with the momentum of the gargoyle’s kick. The force of the gargoyle’s hit lifted Lucian, but he was able to get to his feet. 
 
    Imbuing his foot with earth eminence to penetrate the creature’s rock-hard skin, Lucian swept a leg out at its hamstring. 
 
    But the gargoyle had other plans. Taking a page out of Lucian’s book, he flipped with the momentum of Lucian’s strike, turning and contorting. His knee collided with Lucian’s stomach, and the blow pinned Lucian to the ground. 
 
    The gargoyle raised his trident, aiming for Lucian’s chest. Danger imminent, Lucian flailed his legs, knocking the creature off-balance. 
 
    The weight lifted, Lucian rolled away. Pain radiated through his body. Though temporarily safe, he spewed hot, sticky fluid from his mouth. His body pleaded for oxygen.  
 
    The gargoyle stood at attention, his trident once again in the ground, watching Lucian. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, Lucian found himself overwhelmed in hand-to-hand combat. The creature he fought moved unnaturally, its strikes efficient and flawless.  
 
    I hope the rest of the guardians don’t have abilities like these, Lucian thought for his friends’ sake. Not able to keep his thoughts focused on his opponent, he glanced over to see how his teammates were faring. 
 
    Both wolves engaged their enemies aggressively, their sheer power overwhelming their foes. Anna had already removed one arm from the raven-faced gargoyle and would most likely be the first to finish her fight. 
 
    Not allowing his friend to outdo him and knowing he wouldn’t hear the end of it if she did, Lucian turned back to his opponent. He needed no reminder from Curtis to know the beast was a threat to him. But the hawk waited patiently, as if the mage still posed no threat. 
 
    “Be careful of the gargoyle, Lucian!” Curtis shouted nonetheless, noticing that he had looked away. “He’s too fast—focus on defense!” 
 
    Lucian nodded, once again noting the creature’s iron-like skin. In that case, he had no choice but to use his birthright. This opponent was too strong, too fast. Imbuing his body with air eminence, Lucian removed the burden of gravity. Once again ready to engage in battle, he moved in—slower this time, concentrating on his defense. 
 
    The moment Lucian came within striking distance, the gargoyle’s trident lashed out for his chest, but the beast found himself unprepared for Lucian’s sudden increase in speed. The young mage parried, imbuing his hands with earth eminence and altering the trident’s path. 
 
    The gargoyle embraced the movement of Lucian’s defense. It turned and flipped. The blunt end of the trident collided with Lucian’s stomach. Lucian took the blow; it gave him the opportunity he needed to grab the weapon and pull himself inside the creature’s guard. 
 
    The gargoyle let go of his trident, a killing blow in sight, and swept out his massive claws. They struck home in deep gashes, and blood spewed from Lucian’s abdomen. 
 
    He knew the consequences. He had only one shot. The potentially mortal wound had to be worth it. He was just inches from the gargoyle’s face. As his arm went in for the kill, he called forth his birthright. 
 
    The blade of Salmu sliced into the gargoyle’s face faster than the human eye could see. Lucian instantly retracted the blade, hoping that no one would have caught that through the pixie’s video feed. 
 
    The gargoyle’s power faded as he crumbled to pieces. 
 
    But with the camera still rolling, Lucian had to put on a show. Unwilling to collapse in front of his entire audience, Lucian once again hardened his legs with earth eminence. He only had moments before he would bleed out. Calling forth his eminence, he raced to heal the worst of his injuries before his vision faded into darkness.  
 
    *** 
 
    When Lucian awoke, he was still on the battlefield. His mind raced as he tried to remember what had happened. With the fog returning, panic set in. 
 
    Curtis, unsure why Lucian wasn’t moving, had run to his side and found him, though still standing, entirely unconscious. 
 
    “Lucian, are you okay?” Curtis asked as his teammate came to. 
 
    Lucian couldn’t take his eyes off his own body. Though he could see he had begun healing himself, he was unsure what had done so much damage. Or why he had practically stapled himself to the ground. With only a giant hole in his memory, Lucian looked for Curtis for answers. 
 
    “What’s going on? Where is everyone?” Lucian said. Pain struck his body all the more as he lifted the magic from his legs. Blood still spilling from his mouth, Lucian resumed healing his wounds.  
 
    Curtis gave Lucian his blindfold again and told him to keep his eyes covered, then once again relayed what had happened with the gargoyles. 
 
    Curtis was dying to help his teammates, but once he checked, he could see each member was faring alright, and he relaxed. Curtis had remained diligent and with full understanding of the situation, his sole goal was to remember just in case anyone else forgot. But he did what he could, using his eminence to send gusts of wind out in an attempt to knock the creatures off-balance. Although his ability to help was minimal, he had come in at key moments, giving his teammates an advantage.  
 
    Once Lucian had again grasped the situation he concentrated on healing his body and planning their next steps. Lucian’s expression was so strained that it was as if time was elapsing and he was aging right before Curtis’s eyes. 
 
    This challenge was one of the hardest things Lucian had ever had to overcome. The constant strain on his mind was almost too much, his strongest weapon taken away from him again and again. Lucian tried to gain his bearings, but the constant sense of vulnerability plagued his mind. As his worry grew, doubt crept in, along with the horrific memory of Benjamin’s death. Lucian refused to allow another one of his teammates to succumb in front of him again.  
 
    Lucian stood, the rag still eclipsing his eyes. 
 
    Curtis kept him informed of their allies’ movements. All three of them were managing better than Lucian, thanks to Curtis’s intervention. Anna had escaped with minimal damage, but Iris and Isaac were both horrifically scarred. Although victorious, they both wore cuts across their wolves’ bodies, but they seemed to heal even as they walked gingerly back to Curtis. 
 
    Iris’s Lycanthrope form stood tall next to Lucian. Lucian wished that his and Iris’s bond allowed for better communication, like the telepathic bonds she shared with her pack.  
 
    As Iris changed back into her human form, Curtis and Lucian couldn’t help but marvel at her unabashedly naked figure. 
 
    “There’s no sign of the druid anywhere, but we need to hurry,” Iris said, paying their stares no mind. Turning to her beta, she looked at him curiously. “Why are you in your Lycanthrope form?” she asked, confused. 
 
    Everyone looked to Lucian for answers, but he turned to Curtis, who gave them back their blindfolds and yet again began to supply them with answers. It took a minute before they could move forward again as Curtis enlightened them on the situation. 
 
    Curtis, not sensing any more gargoyles in the area, picked up the pace. The deeper they went into the castle, the more it resembled one. The heart of the fortress was imbued with the Celtic sun god’s power, the age of the building no longer evident as its walls shone brighter even than when first made. Even with their increased speed, their goal was still nowhere in sight. Anna could feel the pool of the spear’s power getting closer. In such close proximity, she could tell it was the spear that had been pulling her forward all along after all, as if speaking directly to her mind. 
 
     Leading the way, she sped along faster than the rest of the group as they tried to keep their formation. 
 
    The aroma of another presence filled both wolves’ noses, confirming the female mage’s hunch. Piles of rocks surrounded the druid, undoubtedly crumbled gargoyles. The druid, with the sun god’s spear in hand, twirled it through his fingers, egging the other champions on.  
 
    “Looks like we finally caught you,” Anna said, already gathering her eminence. 
 
    “I don’t feel any more gargoyles,” Curtis relayed but elected to keep his blindfold on, just in case. 
 
    The rest of the group, however, removed their masks and stared at their opponent and the masterful work of the sun god’s spear, which glowed as the druid held it.  
 
    The four animals they had just faced were carved into the stone handle. The druid looked upon what he was holding, then turned back. He smiled viciously and tapped a foot on the ground—once, twice. 
 
    On the third tap, the druid propelled himself at his newly appointed foes. His speed was blinding. Even Lucian was barely able to keep up with his movement. The spear headed directly for Anna’s throat. 
 
    Lucian invoked his runes, attempting to move to match the druid’s speed. Anna was frozen in place and at the druid’s mercy, her throat exposed, unable to move fast enough to even attempt blocking it. 
 
    Lucian moved in front of the spear, knocking her to safety and taking the blow for her. The spear slid across his chest as Lucian contorted just enough to avoid it being a mortal wound. Lucian created another swallow, attempting to heal his chest before he lost any more blood. His prestige was running thin, and the druid was moving fast as he turned the corner, back the way they had come.  
 
    “We have to get the spear,” Anna said, attempting to run after the druid. Being so close to the spear had warped her mind even further. She hadn’t even realized that she’d almost died or that Lucian had sacrificed himself to protect her. Anna ran off in fierce pursuit of the druid. 
 
    Curtis halted her movements, creating a wall of air to block her pursuit. 
 
    “What the hell, Curtis? Let me out, freak.” 
 
    “You’re being reckless. You just almost get skewered because of it, and Lucian had to take the hit for you,” Iris said coldly. 
 
    Iris’s words hit home, and Anna gathered herself. The further the spear got from her, the less influence it had on her mind. For the first time, she noticed Lucian kneeling, the green swallow covering his chest in an attempt to heal his wound. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Lucian. Are you okay?” Anna asked, running to her teammate, trembling. Her body shrunk next to his. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m fine. He’s fast; there’s nothing you would’ve been able to do,” Lucian reassured her. 
 
    “Wrong! She shouldn’t have gone in ahead of us. She should know her place. Running in headfirst like that was reckless. And she needs to hear it and not be coddled,” Iris spat, rage rising in her. 
 
     Iris normally was gentle and always managed her emotions. But since they had faced Ross, she still had been filled with regret. She was left with a constant reminder that she had cost Lucian and Anna the closest friend and teammate, and she knew being reckless had gotten her surrogate family murdered as well. The constant reminder usually just tugged at her emotions, but now it fueled her rage.  
 
    As her words spewed out, Anna shrugged. The movement was barely visible for the woman who stood so tall above her, but it was clear to Lucian. 
 
    “Iris, take a breath,” Lucian said calmly. Finishing healing his wounds, he placed a hand on Anna’s shoulders and stared her in the eye. “Relax, my friend. This place is influencing all of us. Your fire eminence is guiding you, but don’t let it control you.”  
 
    His focus turned to Iris, and with unspoken words, he told her to back off. Their eyes met, and neither relented, but Iris didn’t say another word either. 
 
    “Let’s move out,” Lucian said. “I don’t know if we can catch him, but right now safety is our only concern.” 
 
    His words were a half-truth. He had already surmised that, unless the other werewolves jammed the druid at the entrance, there was no chance of recovering the spear. The druid moved as fast as the elder vampire, and something in his eyes revealed a hatred for humanity. With no other options, both teams moved back toward the castle grounds. With all the golems in their path destroyed, they moved quickly back toward safety. 
 
    When they had made it back outside, Bianka and Kobe jumped out of their hiding spot. 
 
    “I’m assuming that was the druid with the spear,” Bianka said. 
 
    “Yes. Unfortunately, he was too fast for us,” Lucian said. 
 
    “So much for ‘not as fast as Lucian,’” Bianka teased. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Lucian said, giving her his best smile. “Besides, there’s a lot more left in this tournament of ours.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Bianka mocked accordingly. 
 
    The group elected to travel together back to the mage’s entry portal. As if being watched, the portal reopened the moment they got close to it. 
 
    The suddenness and convenience made Curtis look over his shoulder. “The pixies,” he whispered, finally remembering they were being recorded. They walked through. 
 
    The crowd, mostly filled with mages, didn’t have its normal thirst for celebration. The rumbles of the arena settled as Lucian, Iris, and their teams stepped back into Azadolon. Lucian nodded at Iris, and they went to the respective sections, where their fathers were waiting for them. 
 
    The other contestants returned shortly after. The vampire brothers arrived next, Harold dragging his younger brother out of the realm of Tír na nÓg. Then the paladin appeared, bleeding from claw wounds on his stomach and limbs. 
 
    The demons followed through the same portal, evidence of the paladin’s blood smeared across the female’s claws. They snarled at the paladin but paused. Knowing the rules, they headed back to their own section. 
 
    “What happened there?” Lucian asked Victor. 
 
    “They got the jump on him. Ambushed him as he was making his way to you,” Victor explained. 
 
    “What about the witches?” Lucian asked, not seeing them. 
 
    “Eaten by sharks....” 
 
    “What?” Lucian cried. 
 
    “Just kidding. They had just been walking around aimlessly. Honestly, I don’t feel like they made any real effort at winning this challenge,” Victor said. “And your friend over there....His mind snapped. He was in a part of Tír na nÓg that attacked him with lust and pleasure. Harold had to knock him unconscious and drag him home.” 
 
    Finally, the last portal opened, and the witches made their way out. Loud whispers flew throughout the crowd; enamored, the audience was excited to see the glamorous women. 
 
    “That’s it, folks. All of our contestants have made it back, but among our circle of formidable minds, one far stands out. This contender made it through without a hitch; even the gargoyles did not hinder his speed. Not only that, but he conquered the mages and werewolves at the same time. For our first triumph in the Paragon Games, let’s give a round of applause for our victor, the master druid!” 
 
    The crowd once again erupted, the announcer stringing them along like a masterful conductor. As the announcer gestured to him, the druid waved pleasantly at the crowd, smirking. 
 
    “That will be it, ladies and gentlemen, for this quest. We will resume the festivities in two days, and following the second challenge will be our Paragon Ball. Don’t be late; I know our contestants will be raring to go! But I’m sure their minds could use a day of rest. But in the meanwhile, enjoy Azadolon. The Three Pubs has the best drink in all the world.” 
 
    The crowd began emptying the arena, cheering the entire way out. 
 
    Lucian took in one last glimpse of each of his opponents as they left the arena through their own sections. The paladin struggled to amble out, visibly suffering. Harold still held the newly born vampire as Emmett escorted them out. 
 
    Curtis looked more weary than the rest of Lucian’s team. The constant flow of eminence that he had had to manage still weighed heavily on his body. 
 
    Josiah was the first to speak up. “Let’s get a drink,” he said. 
 
    “Kid, that doesn’t sound too bad,” Victor agreed. 
 
    Don’t stay up too late. You’re requested in the king’s palace for brunch tomorrow an hour before midday, Madam Sah imprinted in their minds. 
 
    They headed for The Three Pubs, craving relaxation and camaraderie. The mission had taken a lot out of them. Even the team members left behind in Azadolon had endured an exhausting flood of emotions that was enough to wipe their energy out as they witnessed the gargoyles’ frustrating and confusing magic at work. The images the pixies had projected back to them were live, and more than once the champions had been a hair’s breadth away from meeting their end. Being able to do nothing but watch had caused enormous anxiety for the team’s helpless friends. 
 
    As they made their way toward The Three Pubs, it seemed the entire audience had the same idea. A line flowed throughout Azadolon, making the team second-guess themselves so much that they walked along it to find the source rather than getting in line. 
 
    Champions here, read a sign at the front of the bar. 
 
    “Come on in,” the host shouted, leaning out the door as he caught sight of them. 
 
    They were immediately ushered in, bypassing the fray of spectators flocking outside The Three Pubs. The pub itself had his own pocket dimension, the inside much larger than the outside would have allowed, not unlike the magic of Valiant. Hundreds of onlookers filled each of the enormous banquet halls, pushing the waitstaff to the brink. 
 
    “We have a special section for our champions.” Covering his mouth, the man who had escorted them whispered, “Especially the human champions.” He snickered, giving him his best smile. “Please follow me. It is our pleasure to have you. Everything is on the house,” he added as he led them through the crowd. They parted as he made his way through. 
 
    A man shot across the room, crashing into a wooden table. 
 
    Another man stood, bellowing, “Manny!” He lifted his fallen comrade to his feet. “That was a hell of a right cross you took there.” 
 
    Manny shook his head. “Indeed, not bad at all.” He walked back to the man who had struck him, dodging the man’s next punch and making his way behind him. Manny grabbed the back of his belt and threw him clear out the door. Falling on his ass once again, he laughed. 
 
    “More drink,” he roared. 
 
    “Don’t mind them,” the host told Lucian. “They’re always this drunk. But they sure do know how to bring life to the party.” He brought them to a corner away from the rest of the crowd and gestured to the table large enough for their entire group. There were three other tables, but they seemed to be reserved for the other contestants.  
 
    As the group sat down, their bodies melted into the chairs as if they were made of feathers. The host left them, allowing them to finally catch their breath. 
 
    “You guys were lucky to make it out of there alive,” Josiah spoke up. 
 
    “Josiah!” Elaine admonished him. 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Lucian. “He’s right. I thought it would be our easiest challenge, but now I hope it was the hardest.” 
 
    A middle-aged woman appeared and passed out menus. “Good afternoon, and welcome to the Three Pubs,” she said. 
 
    The menu was simple, mostly burgers and wings, but their alcohol list was enormous, with what seemed like nearly every drink in the human and magical realms alike. 
 
    Searching through, Lucian thought only one stood out—and one that was considered a bestseller. He smiled and ordered for the group. “We’ll take a round of McClears.” 
 
    Anna and Andrea looked at him, remembering the last time McClear had given them a drink at Valiant. 
 
    Lucian caught their glares and smiled innocently. “What? We have the day off tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re also supposed to meet the king tomorrow. Not everyone recovers as fast as you.” Anna said. 
 
    “It’s just one shot. Besides, I need something to take the edge off,” Lucian protested. 
 
    As the alcohol flowed freely, the day’s struggle blurred into a mere memory. Jokes and laughs were passed around, cementing the group’s sense of camaraderie. Lucian indulged in Andrea’s and Curtis’s shots when they refused, but he wouldn’t let Anna off the hook. The one drink nearly knocked the young twins unconscious. They sat quietly, the room spinning around them. 
 
    “You guys think we should head back? It’s getting late,” Victor finally said, ruining the fun. 
 
    Even when drunk, none of the students wanted to begin an argument with Victor, so they allowed him to help them back to their temporary home. As they stumbled to their rooms and Curtis flopped on the couch, Lucian hung back outside, his inhibitions lowered. Victor noticed and stayed by him. 
 
    “Dad, I forgive you. I might be an ass sometimes, but I have forgiven you. Thanks for raising me.” With that, Lucian, too, stumbled his way to his room. 
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    Not Himself 
 
    Haley stood in the bedroom she shared with her lord, her back pressed tightly against the wall. She wasn’t afraid, but conscious of his wrath as furniture flew throughout the space. The capillaries around Ross’s eyes filled with blood; the bright blue of his eyes had vanished. 
 
    He turned to the girl. Her body relaxed. One might have even thought it inviting. As Ross approached, his gaze fixated on her like the meal she was. But her calm exterior and the familiarity of her jaw, outlined with soft brunette hair, somehow calmed him, like a glimpse of someone from another life. 
 
    Whoever she looked like, the image was there, but he couldn’t focus on it, his bloodlust overwhelming him. The closer he got, the greater the urge he felt to murder the girl. He stared upon her, unsure if the resemblance was just his imagination. Her veins seemed to pulse, enticing his hunger more. He stalked forward. 
 
    Now upon her, rational thought left his mind. His fangs grew, and he hissed, extending his claws at her. His eternal struggle with bloodlust was lost. Ross lifted Haley by the neck. Her feet dangled in the air. Not even her toes could reach the ground. 
 
    Still relaxed, she smiled at Ross, willing to forfeit her life for his pleasure. Although her mannerisms told one story, as Ross stared at her eyes, another befell him. The vampire’s compulsion was powerful, limiting the girl’s emotions, leaving the victim at its wielder’s mercy. But not all powerful emotions could be quelled, and fear ran rampant through the girl’s eyes even if her body could not respond to it.  
 
    Ross’s stomach turned at that look, and his fangs and claws retracted. With a gentle flick of his wrist, he tossed the girl across the room toward the bed they shared. Her initial collision was with a soft cushion, but the momentum caused her to roll off the other side with a crash.  
 
    “Make me a glass,” Ross said, his fury barely controlled. 
 
    Haley grabbed a knife. Its blade was thin but sharp. Her body was steady, but she grimaced as she gently guided it down the heart line of her palm. Blood flowed freely out. She held her hand over a glass and squeezed it into a fist. 
 
    Cup full, she gracefully glided back to Ross. 
 
    He drank deep, his eyes never leaving hers. Even her fear was enticing. The more he drank, the more control he could feel, his anger subsiding. He knew his wrath should have been directed at his brother, Harold. Ross was plenty happy with his predicament in the last challenge. Tír na nÓg was like a paradise; he would have willingly stayed.  
 
    “Anything else, my lord?” Haley said, her voice gentle. 
 
    “I need some air,” Ross responded. Grabbing her hand, he lifted her palm to the sky. Fresh blood still spewed from the wound. He licked it clean. His saliva mended the flesh as if nothing had happened. The fresh blood on his tongue once again made him want to overindulge. 
 
    “Have a glass waiting for me when I come back,” he said, not turning back to look at her. Ross walked outside of their lodging, which was only a few blocks away from the wizards’.  
 
    The city of Azadolon was alive with merchants and people roaming the streets, still excited for the festival and its trials. The villagers stared at Ross as he passed. Murmurs of the daywalkers fell upon every person’s lips. Even for the magical inhabitants of Azadolon, a vampire who walked freely in the daylight had been no more than a myth. It was a gift said to be given only to the sons of Emmett, and even then, most people thought that the festival itself was what was really protecting them, some sort of magic serving as a shield. 
 
    With the vampire being so close, however, they had an adverse reaction. Even as they gossiped, the crowds voluntarily moved out of the vampire’s way. Some villagers were already gathering their eminence just in case of an attack, as if they had a hope of beating him in a fight. Ross calmly and casually strode up to the village gates, unperturbed by the humans’ unease. 
 
    “Sir, please wait. Champions need permission to leave. It’s for your protection,” a short, stocky guard said, covered in so much plate armor that it left only his crimson beard poking through. 
 
    Ross stared at him curiously, his eyes deadpan, expression emotionless. The city gate to his back, he faced the guard. He looked over his shoulder, reluctant to deal with politics. He couldn’t make the leap in a single bound, so he stretched his arms up to the marble wall to gain leverage as he leapt halfway up the city’s membrane. 
 
    The city had many defenses and magical properties to keep anything outside from entering. But nothing was there to keep what was inside from getting out. He hopped again, making it to the top of the wall. Looking back down at the guard, he saluted, then jumped off the other side. 
 
    A large horn erupted the alarm. On hearing it, other soldiers mobilized, making their way to the main gate. Their movements were organized and efficient, but their efforts were for naught, as they rapidly decided they were unwilling to pursue the quick-footed vampire. They soon dispersed once more.  
 
    Ross ran across the green pasture through grass nearly up to his knees. The grass parted before him like a crowd of people moving out of fear. As he made it to the shore of Azadolon’s great lake, the clear blue water crashed against the rocky shores. Wind blew through Ross’s brown hair. 
 
    The vampire knelt, staring into the water, but nothing stared back. Reaching in, he splashed the cool liquid across his face, but the sensation did little. His rage fueled his hunger, and his head throbbed, a constant reminder of his so-called brother knocking him unconscious, removing him from his own paradise. He sat on the shore, the dirt infiltrating his clothing.  
 
    Laughter reached his ear, the giggling of a schoolgirl, along with the deep rumblings of a boy attempting to impress her. As they ran to the water’s edge, the vampire hunched down, concealing himself. When they had gotten close, he stood tall, gaze fixated on the couple.  
 
    “Get behind me,” the young man said, guiding the girl to his rear. With his free hand, he conjured up fire, and they slowly crept backwards. 
 
    “We are leaving. We don’t want any trouble,” the youthful woman said, peeking out from behind the man’s back. 
 
    All tension left Ross’s body. His movements were imperceptible. In the blink of an eye, Ross had vanished from their sight, only to reappear in front of the male mage. Before he could react, the vampire grabbed the mage by the wrist and throat.  
 
    But Ross knew the rules. Emmett had made it clear that he couldn’t harm any of the village’s inhabitants.  
 
    “Relax. I mean you no harm. Go home, and remember nothing but that you had a good time and will see her in the morning,” Ross said as the man’s body went limp. 
 
    Taking his eyes off the male mage, he turned to the female, who had slowly been stepping back, gathering her own eminence. 
 
    “Relax, love.” Looking back at the male mage, Ross said, “On a personal note, you’re infatuated with her and will be for the rest of your days. Now go home.” Ross said, smiling at the girl as he gently set the boy down. He turned and jogged back toward the gates of Azadolon with a cheerful stride.  
 
    “What did you do to him?” the female mage screamed after him, seeming, on the surface, no longer terrified. Seeing the vampire’s manipulation had changed her resolve. Now anger was at the forefront of her thoughts. The mage called forth an angry gust of wind, like shrapnel scattering through the air and sent Ross flying. Unable to regain his balance, he collided with the ground, elbows first. Tiny shards of compact air formed imperfections over his skin. 
 
    But Ross was the young vampire lord. He grinned, pleasantly surprised at the girl. Snapping his injured arm back into place, his body immediately began mending itself.  
 
    “Ha!” He burst into a mocking laugh. “Here I was going to do something nice and give you a happy ending.” Murder filled his eyes. 
 
    Heart stopping, the girl ran. The vampire vanished once again and reappeared in front of her. 
 
    “Stop,” he said and looked her in the eyes. 
 
    She froze. 
 
    “Turn around,” Ross said.  
 
    She continued to obey his orders. Leaning closer to her ear, he sniffed her hair, the scent of her enticing him and calling forth a primal urge. His hands explored down her bare shoulders until he found her wrist, clutching it and guiding it to his face. He rubbed the side of her gentle hand along his own cheek. 
 
    Hunger burned in his eyes as he bit into her wrist. But he had to find some measure of control. He fed on her until she quenched his appetite, leaving her alive, though she would still be lightheaded the next day.  
 
    “Now, love, you had a wonderful time with your date. Go home and get some rest,” he said. He almost allowed her to leave, but then grabbed her face one last time. A mischievous grin spread across his face. “He’s not the one for you. Let him down gently.”  
 
    The woman nodded, and both mages left him there alone. 
 
    The sun was still at its peak. Now, well-fed and having not killed anyone in the last twenty-four hours, Ross again felt in control. He had averted his bloodlust for the time being, however short the relief might last. 
 
    He sat at the shore for hours, the sun beaming down on him, pressing hard against his skin even though the vampire lord didn’t suffer from the same allergic reaction to the sun as most did. His cold-blooded nature enjoyed the warmth. 
 
    But as he tried to relax and enjoy his afternoon, the memory of whatever woman so resembled Haley again flooded his mind’s eye. Then Ross was distracted by the mage boy he had met at the opening ceremonies—his desperate eyes which had focused solely on him, however hard he tried to conceal it.  
 
    Why am I thinking of him as a boy? Ross thought. The mage was just as tall as him and close in age. For a moment, Ross tried to find answers, but then he shook his head, fighting the urge to remember. Remembering had consequences, and Ross liked his life. He had no time for the human emotions of his previous life.  
 
    When he finally got up to leave, he went directly to his room, where Haley was still waiting patiently. Her blood had been freshly drained into a cup, but she stared at him with yearning eyes, an after-effect of the compulsion she suffered. 
 
    “Remove your clothes,” he said. 
 
    As the woman obeyed, he drank the warm liquid, savoring her. Again he yearned to quench his thirst, and her flesh enticed other primal instincts. He rushed forward to kiss her and, avoiding her eyes, took her throughout the night. 
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    The Truth of Admiration 
 
    Agony beamed inside of Lucian’s head as his small window was lit up by the dawn’s arrival. Lucian sat up in bed, eyes unwilling to open fully. He winced and covered them with a hand, only seeing through a slit between his fingertips. It took a moment, but the more he stared, the more his vision became acclimated to the light, attempting to defy the uncomfortable pain. As he stepped outside of his room, Lucian found he had been the last to wake. His team was already dressed and ready to answer the king’s summons. 
 
    “Wow, Lucian, I notice you’ve been taking it easy lately,” Anna yelled, her tone ringing in his ear.  
 
    “Not so loud,” Lucian begged, holding up a finger. 
 
    “Can’t hold your liquor, boy?” Victor bellowed even louder. 
 
    Lucian attempted to ignore their teasing and instead got some fresh liquids to flush his body out. Downing water had no immediate effect, but it would be beneficial in the long run. Lucian couldn’t muster the desire to make any food—nor did he have the time. The king expected them within the next fifteen minutes, and no one desired to be late for a meeting with the king of the land.  
 
    “Lucian, hurry up and get dressed. We need to get going,” Victor said. 
 
    In Lucian’s eyes, Andrea looked stunning. She wore a red sundress that accented her brown eyes and complexion. It hung just above her knees but was revealing enough to show off her legs and arms. Having not seen her so dolled up in a while, Lucian could do nothing but stare. But the girl refused to meet his eyes as she sat quietly between Elaine and Curtis. 
 
    Elaine wore a black suit jacket. One would think she was having an interview with the king, not brunch. Curtis looked the most comfortable, only wearing khakis and a button-up shirt. Victor stood in his customary jeans and a fitted white t-shirt. When Lucian thought about it, it was the only thing he had ever seen his father wear. But from the time they had arrived in Azadolon, Victor had also been wearing his surprisingly fashionable mage cloak. 
 
     “Yeah, Lucian, please hurry up and get going,” Josiah reiterated. 
 
    Elaine got her two cents in. “We don’t have all day.”  
 
    Lucian didn’t have it in him to argue, so he ran back to his room to change. The rest of his team had dressed up for the audience with King Fallon. Lucian, like his father, never put a lot of thought into his clothing. He’d rather be comfortable and functional than attempt to impress some man he had never met. Lucian wore his full mage uniform, donning the wolf’s cloak he had worn in their previous match. 
 
    “Seriously, freak, we’re not going to match. We will be eating with the king—the king of Azadolon, who is a personal friend of Professor McClear. Do you want to embarrass him?” 
 
    “No, Anna, and I won’t. I choose to be comfortable. If this is enough for me to battle against the monsters, risking my life, then it’s damn sure good enough to meet any man in. I don’t care about his title,” Lucian retorted. Unnecessary heat marked his tone. Lucian heard his own words but was unable to get a grip on his usually measured tone. 
 
    Anna jerked her head back as if slapped and glowered at her friend. Turning, she eyed the rest of the group. 
 
    “Seriously, freaks, I will take care of Lucian. We don’t want to be embarrassed. You go ahead, though, so we aren’t all late, and we’ll catch up,” Anna said, giving them a thumbs-up. 
 
    The moment the door closed behind them, Anna turned back to Lucian He shrank, avoiding her eyes. 
 
    “What’s wrong? You’ve been acting strange for the last couple of days, and don’t give me the B.S. that it was just the mission.” 
 
    “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “Before today, probably just to me, but it’s obvious to everyone else now. Not to mention that something seemed off about Andrea today, too. Did you snap at her as well?” 
 
    “No, of course not, I save my aggressive tone for just you,” Lucian said giving off a false smile. “But no, you’re right; something is wrong.” Lucian didn’t elaborate further.  
 
    Usually Anna would have waited, knowing Lucian would eventually tell her voluntarily. But he seemed almost completely closed off, just like after Benjamin’s death. His emotions seemed unbalanced, as if he were yearning for isolation, putting up barriers between himself and everyone else. Having spent so much time with Lucian herself, along with all the conversations she’d had with Andrea while Lucian had been in Jötunheimr, Anna knew Lucian all too well. He normally kept up such a calculated and logical persona. But for the first time, there was no calculation. Lucian had been reacting without thinking of the consequences. 
 
    Lucian finally stared up at Anna, who was watching him closely, her eyes probing his every action.  
 
    “Stop trying to read me. Please, Anna, just give me a minute.” Lucian pleaded. 
 
    Unrelenting, Anna continued staring, for good measure. Lucian couldn’t fault her; Anna knew him too well. 
 
    A slight smile crossed through Lucian’s glower. A chuckle flowed from his breath, and their gazes met. Anna raised an eyebrow, still waiting for a real response. 
 
    “When I fainted a couple days ago, I pushed my mind to the brink. The knowledge was too much for me alone; it merged me and Salmu.” 
 
    “Freak, what does that mean?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It...means that Salmu is gone. The voice in my head has vanished.” 
 
    “But you always say that you and him are one and the same. I always really took it that he was an extension of you. That you were projecting your thoughts into...yourself,” Anna said. 
 
    “No, we’re not. We are separate beings living through an unbroken stream of time. He had a life as a dragon, and I have my own as a human. But he was my friend, Anna. He kept me grounded. I wouldn’t’ve been able to do half of this without him. Throughout the mission he would’ve been a constant reminder, helping me to figure out the problem instead of just luckily stumbling upon it. Anna, don’t you get it? I lost my mom before I knew her. I’ve lost Ben and now Salmu. Who’s left? You. Andrea. My dad. The handful of people I care about.” 
 
    He shed no tears. Anger still permeated his thoughts even though sadness was fighting for control of his expression. 
 
    Anna could see his turmoil, the eternal battle he fought in his mind. If Lucian had a weakness, it was that his thoughts were bound by too much logic. He passed his emotions through that filter, only allowing snippets to pass through, when convenient. But with Salmu’s disappearance and the strain the first Paragon mission had put on him, Lucian’s emotions were running high, and without Salmu there as an extra filter, he was having a hard time reigning them in. 
 
    Anna sat next to her friend, lifting her arms to cover his shoulders like a blanket.  
 
    “Lucian, it will be fine. That’s what your team’s for. We’ll protect each other.” She squeezed his shoulder, attempting to pull him closer. 
 
    Lucian didn’t budge, but her touch slowly extinguished the emotion he was feeling. 
 
    As she embraced him, Lucian’s body relaxed, the softness of his eyes returned as he slowly released the pain he was holding onto. 
 
    Lucian knew he had to gain a measure of his emotions. His humanity had somehow increased when he and Salmu had merged into one. But the unique bond he shared with Anna, similar to the one he had shared with Ben, was like that of an older sibling guiding him through trials and tribulations. 
 
    “Good, freak. Now, let’s get this going. I’m ready to meet the king.” 
 
    The two of them said no more about the situation as they stepped outside, but Lucian’s chest felt lighter than it had in days. Nearly running to catch up with their friends, Lucian couldn’t help but reflect once again.  
 
    Quiet emptiness, his constant reminder, filled his mind. Salmu’s knowledge was still there. All he had to do was reach out and grasp it. But with the surge of emotions flooding his body, Lucian couldn’t help but realize that their merging had somehow completed his soul. As he came back to reality, he realized the people of Azadolon were watching them, waving and cheering. 
 
    “We’ll be famous by the end of this,” Lucian whispered. 
 
    “Freak, please. We’re already famous. At least in Azadolon.” 
 
    As soon as they made it to the castle gate, they were stopped by two guards. Their stoic manner gave Lucian and Anna pause. 
 
    The taller had a cardboard complexion that landed somewhere between Anna’s and Lucian’s. He was fairly well built and carried himself like a high-ranking officer. The other guard had a similar complexion and a thick, muscular neck and shoulders, but his body was less conditioned than his taller counterpart’s was.  
 
    “We are here to see the king,” Lucian said, his chest puffing up.  
 
    Anna stood next to him, imitating his demeanor and staring relentlessly at the guards. The guards looked at the two combatants. A smile broke across their faces. 
 
    “Lucian and Anna, it’s a pleasure. You were amazing the other day,” the taller guard said. His height nearly matched Lucian’s. 
 
    “Almost amazing. The druid wiped the floor with them,” said the other guard. 
 
    “Don’t mind him. He lost the bet. Didn’t you, William?” the taller guard said, chuckling to himself. “I am Liam, second-in-command of the Royal Guard of Azadolon. This is my little brother William.” Liam placed a hand over his mouth, blocking his next words from William. “He’s my half-brother. A little slow, if you ask me.” He let out another chuckle. 
 
    “Shut up, Liam,” William shouted and attempted to smack his commander across the back of the head. 
 
    Liam dodged. “Anyway, I was extremely impressed you figured out all that hoopla the other day. Not to mention you, Ms. Jones. Pure devastation. One the most powerful fire mages I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “Thank you, Liam.” Anna’s face was beginning to match her dress. 
 
    “My pleasure. If you two need anything around here, just let me know,” Liam said, shaking their hands, then quickly admonished his brother: “Move out the way, William. They have to meet with the king.” 
 
    Lucian and Anna ran past the guards, finally catching up with their team, who were waiting to enter the castle’s great hall.  
 
    “Finally,” Elaine chided them. 
 
    “Yeah, they wouldn’t let us in without you guys. Said our whole team had to be together,” Josiah explained. 
 
    “It’s fine. The king’s not here yet, anyway,” McClear said, his eyes wavering back and forth but never focusing on anything. 
 
    “Can you sense what’s going on in the other room, Professor?” Josiah asked. 
 
    “Of course, my boy, but I know this because he told me a few minutes ago,” McClear said. “Victor, did you think about my proposal?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “‘No’ as in, you haven’t thought about it, or is that your answer?” 
 
    “I haven’t thought about it.. But the answer probably will be no, too,” Victor said. 
 
    The students looked at them in confusion, failing to follow the vague back-and-forth between the two master mages. 
 
    “Let’s put a pin in this for now. We’ll talk about it once we don’t have an audience,” Victor said as the students pretended to focus on something else. 
 
    “McClear, what can you tell us about the king?” Anna beamed in excitement, her hands moving as if she were trying to force herself to stay still. “I really don’t want Lucian to embarrass us any more than he already has, with that battle cloak on.” 
 
    “Well, he’s a simple man, but he loves genius. So I, for one, think Lucian will be revered in this meeting,” McClear said. “My only advice is to make sure you’re honest with him. He was once a knight, the bravest in all the land. He has a code of honor, and he has been ruling for a long time.” 
 
    A long-nosed man with pale skin and a short stature walked up, as fully armored as the guards had been. He bowed reverently to Professor McClear and other contestants. 
 
    “His Majesty will see you now. Please follow me.” The soldier left no room for interpretation as he walked back from whence he came. 
 
    They followed him up to a set of stone doors, engraved with an image of a lady’s hand coming up from the water and holding a shimmering sword. The guard pushed open the door, and a rasping sound echoed through the hall as the hinges vibrated in protest. The decorated room beyond it was narrow, lined with a large table, forming a pathway up to the stone pillar where the king stood. Candles lit the entire hall.  
 
    “Welcome, my guests and champions,” the monarch said, opening his arms wide in greeting.  
 
    Lucian’s team walked in with confidence, the king’s cheerful salutation giving them the impression that they belonged. The king held their full attention until a new sound flooded their ears. A beautiful melody permeated the gallery. The lit candles rose, moving in the air as if plucked up by a string.  
 
    The orchestrator slowly increased the pace of her song. The intricate details of it pressed on their minds, further relaxing their bodies as they were captivated by the small child playing an instrument far larger than she was. 
 
    She sat in the chair, eyes closed. Her head weaved back and forth as her feet paddled. Her hands expertly strung each chord. 
 
    McClear’s words rolled in Lucian’s mind: the king truly appreciated genius. Even Lucian, with all his gifts, couldn’t replicate the musical masterpiece set forth. Lucian could only marvel as he listened to every emotion the girl plucked out from him as she played. Losing all formal protocols, Lucian bypassed the king, focused solely on the girl. Finally taking a peek at the world around her, the girl noticed Lucian’s stare. 
 
    Her music came to an abrupt halt, her eyes glued to the ground to avoid Lucian’s.  
 
    “I’m sorry, but that was amazing,” Lucian apologized to both the girl and the king. 
 
    The king took no offense. In fact, he wore a grin, showing off his brilliant white teeth as he walked toward Lucian and the girl. 
 
    “It’s okay, Samantha. This is Lucian.” The king proffered her a hand. 
 
    Samantha grabbed it but never looked up. Voice slurred, she responded, “Hello.”  
 
    The girl seemed youthful, half the age of her body, which was already maturing into young womanhood. Her eyes mimicked the color of the deep forest. Although they never met Lucian’s, he could tell they bore infectious joy. Her expression was unafraid, even though her mannerisms were hesitant. No color reached her cheeks. 
 
    “Hi, Samantha. Your playing was beautiful,” Lucian said, his voice gentle. 
 
    Samantha didn’t say anything—just nodded, quickly shrugging her body closer to the king. 
 
    “Sorry, Lucian, but to be honest, she does not normally speak much to strangers,” the king told him. 
 
    “No, no, it is my pleasure. To hear something so wonderful truly warmed me,” Lucian said, out of character, his emotions still entwined in the aftermath of the majestic sound. 
 
    “Samantha, from what McClear says, pretty much nothing impresses Lucian these days.” King Fallon laughed, then rubbed her shoulder reassuringly and whispered something into her ear. 
 
    Only Lucian’s bond with Iris allowed him to pick up the words. 
 
    “Well done, my dear. It’s time for a nap, okay?” His words held the familiarity of a father to his daughter, and he placed a kiss on her cheek.  
 
    “Cool time,” she whispered back. 
 
    “Yes, sweetie, cool time,” the king responded, knowing the girl was describing how she felt when she fell asleep. 
 
    She turned her head, evading the eyes of everyone in the room, and slid out of the hall. Her smile never faded. 
 
    “Is she your daughter?” Lucian asked.  
 
    “No, my...niece,” the monarch said slowly, as if speculating of the correct way to describe their relationship. “Let’s say goddaughter. But I am her guardian. I have been taking care of her since before she could even walk.” 
 
    “Samantha seems very sweet, although she said very little. Her music spoke a language more meaningful than any words. It really, truly, was amazing. Thank you for allowing us to listen,” Lucian finished in earnest, but his focus quickly switched to closely observing the king.  
 
    He couldn’t feel any connection to eminence in the king, but his eyes reminded Lucian of an ocean, not only in color, but the general calmness of one that has weathered many storms. His demeanor never seemed off-kilter, forever expressing a diplomacy in his speech and manners. It was the same feeling Lucian got around all three of his mentors, whose young exterior falsified their actual age. 
 
    As if reading Lucian’s thoughts, the king gave him a diplomatic smile, not taking offense at the young mage’s judgment.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Lucian apologized, even though the king had said nothing. 
 
    “You are interesting indeed. McClear has told me much about you, and I’ve been dying to meet you for years now. Please, have a seat.” 
 
    The two walked back to the table, where the rest of the group awaited them. McClear, however, had already sat down and was drinking from a large goblet, the only one at the table.  
 
    “Please, friends, have a seat,” the king repeated, gesturing for everyone to sit. “How are you enjoying your stay in Azadolon so far?” 
 
    Anna the first to speak. “It’s been amazing. The people here are kind, and it’s so homey, and energy here is...indescribable.”  
 
    “Most of the residents here are graduates from Passion, though there are a few Valiant alumni as well, like Professor McClear.” 
 
    “Passion?” Josiah inquired. 
 
    “Really, Josiah,” Breanna berated her brother. “Passion—one of the four schools of magic.” 
 
    “Honestly, McClear, what have you been teaching these youngsters?” King Fallon said, agreeing with Breanna. 
 
    “We only learn things that matter at my school,” Madam Sah joked, gliding into the narrow room. She smiled as she took a seat on the other side of the king. “Sage, what are you teaching my students now?” she said with a playful grin. 
 
    “It has just come to my attention that your students had little knowledge of magical history,” King Fallon said, his gaze never leaving the head professor. 
 
    “That’s absurd. Passion and the rest of the schools, if you can call them that, are irrelevant to history.” 
 
    “Sage, I would have to agree with Mahesa. Valiant leads the way; the rest of the schools merely follow our social rules.” Professor McClear rubbed his gray beard. 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, can you two at least pretend to respect the crown, or at least while the students are with you?” King Fallon said in mock anger. But one look at his face showed this was merely a familiar, jovial conversation between three old friends. 
 
    “My apologies, Your Majesty, Your Kingliness, Great Abolisher of That Which is Evil—am I missing any, Mahesa?” 
 
    “Don’t forget ‘Knight of the Realm,’” Madam Sah said, smiling as what seemed to be laughter erupting in her eyes. 
 
    “You two are just jealous,” King Fallon said. “None of our society would be possible without the other schools, and you know it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean I have to teach it to my students. Like I said, they’re irrelevant if you’re a student at Valiant; everyone else is second best.” Madam Sah said, her usual air of superiority shining through. 
 
    “Don’t mind your teacher. I know it sounds backwards, but with these two, I honestly don’t know how you’ve made it at Valiant. You all must truly be geniuses.” 
 
    “They are.” Victor grabbed a piece of bread, stuffing his mouth to limit what he could say. 
 
    Josiah waited to let their banter settle before he asked, “So, we have Passion, but what about the other schools?”  
 
    “Well, many centuries ago, when magic was in its infancy—at least to humankind—there lived the Lady of the Lake. She is mostly known now as the keeper of Excalibur, but she was so much more,” King Fallon said in admiration. “She was a guide for us first mages as we learned, metaphorically, first to stand and then to walk. As our abilities grew, a connection to elemental and mental eminence became apparent in even more individuals than we had imagined. We all needed a place to learn, and at that time, there were only four mages strong enough to teach.”  
 
    McClear cleared his throat violently, interrupting the king, and a quick glance passed between them. The moment was fleeting, but the pause was long enough for the students to realize they were having a silent conversation. 
 
    “The legend goes that Merlin and Arthur Pendragon founded Valiant themselves—which is part of the reason that it became such a prestigious school,” King Fallon continued. 
 
    “What about the other schools? Who founded them?” Lucian asked, as most of this information was new to him and hadn’t been in any of the books he read in the library, even though he was positive he’d read every text on Merlin they had. 
 
    “Well, my....” The king cleared his throat. “Morgana started the School of Abolition.” 
 
    Lucian stood, smacking the table. His jaw dropped, and his eyes bulged. “Morgana is supposed to be evil! Every story speaks on the struggle of Merlin and Arthur vanquishing her,” he said, voice raised. 
 
    The stories of Merlin were legendary, but Lucian felt a special connection with them, especially with the banter that had flowed back and forth between him and Salmu in his many hours of reading about the man. 
 
    The king stared back, then chuckled ever so slightly as the corner of his lip curled upward. “Yes, that’s what they say: that she was a bitch and maybe misunderstood—but ‘evil’ is a bit of a stretch. But she was once possessed by a demon who used her body to kill hundreds. I can’t say that that was her fault. And, honestly, she was a sweet girl and a genius mage.” 
 
    Lucian stared at the king, not caring about rank or protocol. His accounts seem to be too personal in his recollection, too precise. The rest of his friends listened, strung along by the story like any storyteller would want. 
 
    As he spoke, the king’s cheeks moved as if wanting to smile, recognizing the attention Lucian was garnering him. As their eyes finally met, he gave Lucian a wink, along with his best smile. 
 
    I can play along with this, Lucian thought. “I assume family competition is the reason Valiant and Abolition are apparently such strong rivals, then. What about the other two schools?” 
 
    “James Swallow founded Passion, and contrary to what many believe, he probably did more for the supernatural world than anyone else in history. He created the mages’ government and society as we know it. He wanted to protect humans and mages alike. Oddly enough, Lucian, before her unfortunate death, his successor was Camelia Burns, your mom.” 
 
    The shocking news did not steal Lucian's expression. But his friends could not contain their surprise. Anna and Andrea blurted out nearly simultaneously, “What? Lucian’s mother ran Passion?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed, but I don’t think many people knew she had a child, especially one who is taking part in the Paragon Games,” the king said. 
 
    Anna stared at Lucian, but his face gave little away as he continued to measure up the king. He finally turned. Glancing at each other, they exchanged a comforting smile. 
 
    Gesturing her to her head, Anna mouthed an explosive sound. Lucian shook his head. For the first time, he realized just how goofy Anna really was—and how much more she had shown it since Benjamin had been gone. She had always played off his antics, never missing a beat for a laugh. A maestro of comedy, she relished the role of teasing and picking on Lucian like an older sister. 
 
    Andrea, on the other hand, gazed at him, her forehead creasing as she bit the bottom of her lip. Lucian gave her a reassuring smile, too, to let her know he was fine. 
 
    “That’s cool. Lucian, did you know that?” Josiah asked. 
 
    “Yes. I pieced it together while we were studying in the library. She’s actually a famous healer, and apparently my aunt is the foremost healing master of the world—and, as of last year, the new Madam of Passion,” Lucian explained. 
 
    “Man, Lucian, you have big shoes to fill,” Curtis pointed out.  
 
    Lucian ignored him. “And what about the fourth school?”  
 
    “Yes, Reverence. While the last master was the architect, Nephthys Nasr was the true mastermind behind the school. This information was lost in time, especially since she was a woman. She was the inventor of pocket dimensions and portals. Again, a genius in her own right.” 
 
    “But that’s five mages. You said there were four,” Lucian corrected him. 
 
    “Arthur Pendragon wasn’t a mage; he had no connection with eminence. He was a king, and for some reason, he did have a vast amount of prestige, which preserved his body and mind all throughout time.” As the king spoke, his diplomatic smile faded for the first time. His nostrils flared, but only for a heartbeat. 
 
    “Thanks for the history lesson, my liege,” McClear said in mock devotion. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
     “It’s been my pleasure,” King Fallon retorted. With a clap of his hands, servants carried out the first course of their meal. 
 
    The group dug in, listening to stories passed between their professors and the king. They even shared a few about Victor, who didn’t relish the attention, but nevertheless swiftly corrected any errors they made.  
 
    As they finished eating, the king stood, and his guests followed suit. “Thank you for sharing this meal with me. Enjoy the rest of your day, as tomorrow will bring another great challenge.” And with that, he dismissed them.
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    The Balance of a Soul 
 
    Ross awoke to thick black hair covering his face. 
 
    The hair belonged to one of his two only sources of food. He plunged his teeth deep into her neck, salivating over the red fluid as he satisfied his hunger. The woman, her body paralyzed, was trapped in his thrall. 
 
    As he drank, he placed a hand over her chest simply to feel the rhythmic beating of her heart. When he’d begun, it was strong—fast and rapid—but as he ate, it slowly decreased. Regardless, she pulled him in tight and lay there embracing him as he fed up upon her life. 
 
    Her desire excited Ross, but he knew he needed to cease feeding before she fell into an endless abyss. Releasing his grip on her neck, he shoved her to arm’s length. Her brown eyes stared up at him in fear of her master’s disappointment.  
 
    “Go eat,” he said plainly. 
 
    “But....” Her voice trailed off as Ross’s eyes widened, leaving her stoned. She stood and left his chambers. 
 
    Ross began to slowly massage his eyebrows, his hands restricting his vision. Not wanting to see the girl or any of his family, he elected to make his escape from the window rather than the door. He had already grown tired of the Games. 
 
    As he turned the corner of the house, Trevor was already there, waiting, his desire to please evident on his face. The moment he reached Ross, he gave a slight bow. “Good morning, my Lord.” His words came off more as a plea than a greeting. 
 
    “I don’t need an escort. Prepare my food for the day and leave me be,” Ross said, his orders final. 
 
    “It has already been done, my Lord,” Trevor said tapping the cooler slung over his shoulder.  
 
    “Fine. Then don’t be heard or seen.” 
 
    Ross circled the Azadolon castle grounds for over an hour. His eyes wandered among the cattle-like humans staring at him. Having had enough of their judgment, he went to the castle tower and headed to the arena grounds. Emmett was there, sitting in a chair, idly drinking a glass of vampire wine.  
 
    The vampire lord, too, had limited himself to only two food suppliers. But only his manservant followed behind him, and Ross hadn’t seen any other humans with them. Releasing the thought from his mind, Ross attempted to approach him with a graceful confidence.  
 
    “Father.” 
 
    “Ross, my child, please give us a better show tomorrow than last time. It’s embarrassing to be knocked out by one so weak.” 
 
    Ross blinked, eying the vampire lord strangely. “But Father, what—” 
 
    He was cut off as Harold stepped behind him.  
 
    “Ha! Hysterical, Father,” Harold interjected, pleased with himself. 
 
    “What was really embarrassing was you waiting until Ross’s head was swimming in a sea of tits before you struck him. Clearly you’re terrified of your younger brother.” 
 
    “Nonsense. It was the easiest way for me to drag him back here without getting my clothes filthy,” Harold sniffed, brushing imaginary dust off his suit. 
 
    “If that’s what you must tell yourself. Regardless, do better, Ross. You must live up to the oath of my favorite son.” 
 
    Ross bowed his head, eyes closed, but he could feel their own eyes upon him. He could feel the calm demeanor of his brother next to him. He wanted to rip him limb from limb. But he wouldn’t, for the fear of their father’s wrath. Being sandwiched between their centuries-long family feud was irritating. 
 
    Ross stilled his tongue. He took a deep breath. “Of course, Father,” he said, opening his eyes just in time to glimpse the conniving grin written clearly across Emmett’s face. He stood and headed for the arena.  
 
    Harold followed him and leaned an arm on Ross’s shoulder. “He will tire of you.”  
 
    He is afraid of me, I wonder why? Ross thought.  
 
    The three vampires walked into the stadium. Most of the contestants had already arrived, save the werewolves. The booming crowd was deafening until the announcer lifted a hand. The voices clambered down to relative quietness.  
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome back for this exciting competition. With a few days of rest, I am sure our competitors are raring to go,” The announcer said, the bass of his voice stirring the crowd once again. Their rants permeated the air, hurdling obscene words and gestures at Ross and the other nonhuman competitors.  
 
    Ross pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head and peering at the ground. After taking a moment to himself, he watched the announcer skillfully manipulate the spectators.  
 
    “If you thought the previous challenge was intense, today our champions will be asked for even more. This will be a battle of the soul—not theirs, but that of another. We want the rarest soul they can muster. They have one week to return to us, and they may use a portal for their quest. We are asking them to use their knowledge of the world to find the rarest creature they can. The more dangerous the creature, the better, I say.” The announcer chuckled, causing a chain reaction of laughter among the crowd. “We will give our champions a few minutes to discuss their plans.” 
 
    Souls fell in neither vampire’s wheelhouse. They looked upon their father for answers. Emmett smiled and calmly clasped his hands together. “Don’t worry, boys; I will bail you out this time.” 
 
    He rubbed his index finger over a shiny white ring. It wasn’t the first time Ross had noticed the ring, but it was the first time he’d paid it any mind. It was simple, but its large jewel was cloudy white, with a marble-like texture. His father caressed the oval jewel.  
 
    “How will that help?” Harold asked. 
 
    “You judge with your eyes and without the proper information. Disappointing, as usual. What do you think, Ross?” 
 
    “It’s a soul,” Ross said, as if the answer had magically come to his mind. The idea was almost foreign to him, but something in his past life linked that ring to the soul of another creature.  
 
    “Splendid, as always,” Emmett praised him. 
 
    “They didn’t really ask for a creature. They asked for a soul, and you happen to have the soul of a god in that ring,” Ross proclaimed. 
 
    “See, Harold? This should be what you are capable of. We will wait until the rest of them have set off and then present our soul.” 
 
    As they waited, the vampires attempted to spy on the other teams. Lucian and his team were the most vocal of any group. “Bigfoot,” the young mage and his male friend said simultaneously, and they went through the portal. 
 
    Hearing this, Emmett froze, a grin still plastered on his face. Ross saw it and thought it peculiar, but he shrugged it off. 
 
    The wolves were quiet, communicating only through their psychic link. Soon they ran off as well, diving into the portal. The other four factions, however, stayed put, proclaiming that they had their creatures already on hand, including the vampires.  
 
    “Very well, folks. It looks like we will be showing off a lot sooner than thought. Four of our six factions have already proclaimed to have their creatures for our viewing. Many of you might think this is bluster or pure laziness. But I assure you, we will be in for a treat. As the winner of the last challenge, our druid master will go first.” 
 
    The druid stepped up next to the announcer. As if trying to steal the crowd from him, he raised his hand, demanding silence. When the crowd had obeyed, he placed his hands on the ground. 
 
    “My friend, I call upon you.” He spoke gently. On command, the ground shifted, and a tunnel formed in it. The crowd was lost to his movements as the earth shifted. A blast of florescent colors shot from the ground into the sky. The rainbow effect littered the arena as the sun reflected the beam across the field.  
 
    “Oh my. Ladies and gentlemen, will this druid take first place again? From the looks of it, he’s trying to make this festival wrap up early, indeed!” 
 
    The druid placed a finger up. Moments later, a cloud covered part of the arena. Everyone’s eyes shot up to see wings flapping hard as something prepared to land. The massive creature was far bigger than any lion they’d seen before, its limbs and torso thick and muscular. Its hind legs ended in paws, and its front in talons. Its wings spread out far. Though its torso was lion-like, and its neck slowly changed from fur to feathers nearer to its beak. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I can’t believe this! I’ve never seen one of these in my life. It’s a griffin, the king of the air.” 
 
    The crowd cheered in excitement and awe.  
 
    “Herne, my friend, thank you for coming,” the druid said, rubbing the side of the creature’s neck. The creature nuzzled its forehead against his face, nearly knocking him over. 
 
    “They are going to test your soul. Yours is like none other,” he said, pleased and excited for his friend’s debut to the world. The creature spread its wings and reared up on its hind legs. 
 
    The announcer jumped back. “Yes. Please....You said his name is Heinz?” 
 
    “Herne,” the druid corrected. 
 
    “Please, Herne, follow me.” 
 
    The announcer led the druid and his mystical creature to a group of TGT members. The group stood solemnly over a metal contraption. On either side of the contraption were metal circles attached to a T-shaped figure. The scale beamed with hungry energy. The closer the animal got to the contraption, the more its head began to bow. Its pace slowed, but the druid egged it on.  
 
    “I assure you, my beautiful friend, there is nothing to worry about. It is called the Scale of Truth, and it measures one’s true value,” the announcer said for the entire crowd to hear. 
 
    Once Herne stepped onto the platform, the other side rose dramatically in the air. One by one, the TGT members climbed on to match the creature’s enormous soul. After four members reached the top, the platform slowly began to lower. 
 
    “This is amazing, ladies and gentlemen. Five of our finest TGT members’ souls cannot compare to that of this wonderful creature. Now six! At this rate, we’re going to run out of people,” the announcer hollered as the seventh member reached the platform, earning a chuckle from the crowd. All in all, it took twelve members to reach the equivalent of Herne’s enormous soul. The crowd applauded, murmurs running through it. 
 
    “The druid has taken this competition away! There’s no way anyone is going to beat that.” 
 
    The druid hugged the large bird. “Thank you again, my friend.” 
 
    The bird let out a screech in reply. 
 
    “I will; if I need you, I will call,” he said, then gave his final farewell. The bird shot off far into the sky, then vanished from sight. The crowd applauded once again. 
 
    “That was amazing! Going to be hard for anyone to follow that,” the announcer cried in abrupt enthusiasm.  
 
    The druid, seemingly enjoying the crowd, bowed in each direction and went back to his corner.  
 
    “We still have the three beautiful spellcasters up next, although they have yet to show us their true abilities in his competition. But I assure you, we are in for a treat. There is more than just beauty to these three women,” he said, leading the witches to the center of the arena. 
 
    The three sisters pranced to the center of the arena. The most beautiful of the three led the way and revealed a piece of chalk hidden between her fingers. She marked a circle in the center of the arena and filled it with a six-point star. Then each sister revealed hidden knives, sliding them from their sleeves into their palms. As they walked about, blood poured in, closing the circle. The women fell to their knees, put their fingertips at the chalk’s edge, and began to chant: “We summon you, your soul bound to our souls, your will bound to our wills. Come forth; as I will, it must be done.”  
 
    Fluorescent white light illuminated the chalk. The crowd gasped, anticipating something spectacular. But as the flash vanished, a fox-like creature appeared in the center of the summoning circle.  
 
    “Nadia,” a deep voice came from a small creature, “my favorite Pratt sister.” 
 
    “Coyote,” Nadia said, giving him a formal bow. Her sisters followed suit.  
 
    “Looks like you have me in a bind. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Please, Coyote, you knew this was coming. No need to stroke my ego. You wanted to be here. But we try to make a show of it. Can you—” 
 
    “Of course.” The creature cut her off and bowed his head. His body twirled in midair as it shifted into a more human shape, with skin the color of warm russet.  
 
    “Oh my! Crowd, let’s not judge these women just yet. This can only be Coyote, the mystical creature of legend. If that gorgeous equipment is any indication, I’m sure his soul is immense. Our champions are bringing out all the stops today!” 
 
    “How is this?” Coyote asked, ignoring the announcer and speaking directly to Nadia. 
 
    “Beautiful, as always,” she said, staring the being up and down. She licked her top lip. 
 
    “Nadia,” Diana warned. 
 
    “Anyway, we need to win this competition, so we need you to test your soul to make sure that that happens.” 
 
    “Very interesting. There are much stronger souls in this world than mine. At best, I can guarantee you second. What’s in it for me?” 
 
    “Your freedom. We will release you from our bonds.” 
 
    “Please, child,” Coyote chided her, waving his finger. White glitter flowed from his hand. The chalk vanished as he stepped forward. “Now, I ask again: what is in this for me?” 
 
    “A favor of your choosing,” Nadia said stepping forward and pressing her body up against his.  
 
    “Very well. The naming of that favor will be chosen later, at my discretion.” He waved his hand again, and the same glitter flowed outside of the arena. Then he stepped onto the scale. It took thirty mages to match his soul. And with that, he vanished faster than he had come. 
 
    “You saw it here, folks. Coyote, the lovely trickster! I will say, he can drink me any day,” the announcer yelled, still in character. “That puts the Pratt sisters in first place!”  
 
    The demon faction summoned a hellhound from to the very gates of hell. The creature was nearly as large as the griffin, but when placed on the scale, it seemed it had no soul; it was not even able to lift a single member of TGT.  
 
    “That was disappointing, but there is still more to come: you’re not out of it yet,” the announcer said as the crowd gave the demons a weak round of applause.  
 
    “Next up: the soldier of the Almighty,” the announcer said, his hand stretched out to the paladin. 
 
    The paladin stood. He towered over the announcer as he walked toward him.  
 
    “And what do you have for us this evening?” the announcer edged on. 
 
    “The only soul needed is my own. My god will provide me strength,” the paladin said. 
 
    “Very well. You heard it from his very mouth. Russell, the Paladin of God, will measure his very own soul against the TGT. Please, step aboard.”  
 
    The crowd stared at the paladin, his thin body all anyone in the arena could focus on. Jaws dropped as, one by one, his soul outweighed the members of the Gathering Troop.  
 
    “What? Old man, indeed. His soul is as potent as the mystical griffin, matching it at fifteen,” the announcer said as the paladin jumped off. Kissing his fist and pointing up to the sky, he gave thanks to his god, then walked back to his spot and knelt down. 
 
    “Last until our wolf and mage factions return, our vampire lords, please step forward.” 
 
    The crowd waited, quiet enough to hear a pin’s drop. Finally, Emmett stood, removed the ring from his finger, and looked at both his sons. He looked first at Harold, then turned his back to his elder son and placed the ring in Ross’s hands.  
 
    Ross nearly fell in shock at the jolting pain that shot through his hands. It was a shocking feeling of starvation, like something was missing that he hadn’t known was gone. He held the ring carefully, but his hands trembled, the tremor rippling through his whole body so that he could barely stand. 
 
    “Yes, Father,” he said, his voice unaffected. 
 
    Ross stepped forward, walking to the announcer with a slow and methodical pace, concentrating on his every step. Although his mind was free from pressure, his body still craved whatever his hand held. It was a greater yearning than any amount of blood could satisfy. 
 
    Willing his body to continue, Ross walked past the announcer and placed the ring on the scale’s platform.  
 
    “A ring?” the announcer declared, his voice a pitch slightly higher than normal.  
 
    The moment the ring left Ross’s hand, he desired it all the more. The sensation pulled at him. His eyes went bloodshot, and his fangs emerged from his mouth in a hiss. The movement was involuntary. The announcer leapt backwards, his demeanor calm no longer. 
 
    “Please, young lord, what do we have here?” he inquired, managing to keep the fear from his voice. The distant crowd was none the wiser, though he trembled in fear of the vampire. 
 
    Ross practically vanished and reappeared in front of the announcer, as his blue eyes only inches away from the man’s face. The announcer fell backwards this time and scooted away. 
 
    “A ring,” Ross said. His face slowly turned back to normal. 
 
    The announcer climbed back to his feet, dusting the dirt off his pants and robe.  
 
    “The speed you possess is amazing and caught me off guard,” he proclaimed, slipping back into character. “Now, back to this ring. You must present us with a soul, young lord.” 
 
    “Test it, if you dare, and find out, but my father has assured us victory.” 
 
    “Very well,” the announcer said and suggested the members climb aboard the scale to match the ring. 
 
    As the first member climbed aboard, nothing happened; the scale didn’t so much as budge. Five more members climbed on, then ten, then fifteen. The scale didn’t move, but the ring began to come to life. The souls near matching its weight, its power flared. 
 
    What appeared to be a white foam lifted from the Gathering Troop and was absorbed into the ring’s essence: it was sucking up their souls. As the Troop’s bodies began to change, Emmett appeared and picked up the ring.  
 
    “I think that’s enough. You don’t have enough people here to measure this,” he said as he walked up to the Gathering Troop members still on the scale. They jumped down and knelt before him, their eyes fixated on the ring. 
 
    “We are at your service, my lord,” one of them said. 
 
    Emmett turned to the announcer to make his point. 
 
    For the first time, Ross understood. This ring was how his kind were made—at least him and his elder brothers.  
 
    Then he was distracted as the portal reopened. Another desire crept over his body, pulling him not in the direction of the ring, but toward the portal. 
 
    When he looked up, Emmett had already made his way in that direction, slowly and methodically. 
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    Bigfoot Fear 
 
    The melody of the youthful girl stained Lucian’s mind, imprinted for hours in his thoughts and even bleeding into the next day; the magical sound a consistent replacement for Salmu’s voice. More and more, Lucian found that without Salmu, his emotions had sporadically created an inconsistency in his logical mind.  
 
     In some ways, Lucian was unable to grasp his own human nature. He clung onto the reassurance that he was the heir of the deity of knowledge, that he was Azag Sha. The more he pressed the thought into his mind, the more it would give him an edge, continuously shaping him. He squatted on the stone roof, the roof that sheltered his friends, still sleeping below. The possibilities of the next day flooded Lucian’s thoughts.  
 
    If the challenge of the mind was that difficult, the rest have to be insane. But with nothing more to do to prepare, Lucian could only think. He concentrated on expanding and exploring the different avenues his mind could reach. His threshold, he’d found, was six—he could concentrate on six things at once without error. But he ran into trouble whenever he tried a seventh avenue. His mind would slow, overwhelmed, leading to errors. On the eighth, however, it would collapse entirely, leaving him with a throbbing headache. 
 
    As he reached a seventh avenue in his brain, he thought about magical creatures. He could feel his memory hitting the brakes as he breached his archives on the topic. His simultaneous mathematical calculations slowed, along with philosophy and technical visualization. Lucian’s mind was tiring, but he pushed further still. But as he tried to specify what magical creature he wanted to think of, the rest of his brain’s work fell apart. 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. 
 
    As he looked up, the sun had already started rising above the city, bathing it in a bright yellow glow. The sun of Azadolon peaked so high and bright that even shadows found it hard to escape. 
 
    As Lucian stood up from his squat, his hips felt loose. He stretched them around, bending to ensure their limberness. He bent over, put his hands on the flat roof beneath him, and used the momentum to raise his feet to the sky. Taking a deep breath, he tried once again to break the seventh path and unlock more of his mind. But he failed. 
 
    The sun beamed brighter. Lucian walked on his hands to the edge of the building, and his fingers dangled off the stone roof. A crowd formed as people on their way to the festival grounds stopped and stared, trying to see what he was doing. Lucian allowed his momentum to tip him over the edge. Body contorting like a feline, he landed on his feet. The crowd applauded as he waved in mock shyness and went back into the house. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Curtis, the only one awake, yelled at him. 
 
    “Just getting a little warm-up in before today.” 
 
    “You’re like a damn solar system. Just stop moving. You’re making me antsy.” 
 
    Initially Curtis’s words shocked Lucian: though still seemingly hostile, his tone and mannerisms both showed some semblance of appreciating Lucian. However bad the analogy, Lucian understood his meaning, and he had to admit he knew he never really did stop moving.  
 
    But with respect given, respect would be returned. 
 
    “I want to tell you, Curtis, thanks for saving our asses in the last mission. Without your ability to see with your air eminence, I don’t know if we would’ve made it,” Lucian said with a nod of his head. 
 
    “Don’t give me that. It was your idea to cover our eyes, your plan that got us out of there safe. So take your flattery and shove it,” Curtis retorted, eyes rolling as he fought back a grin.  
 
    Lucian knew he appreciated the compliment, but he wasn’t done just yet. “Yes, but my part was a matter of luck. Thanks for reminding me. I just happened to turn around at the right time. But your control over your eminence is what saved us. It’s probably second to none. Well, except for those on the Heptarchy Council,” Lucian added. 
 
    “The Heptarchy Council? Don’t go spreading fairytales, now.” 
 
    Lucian wasn’t surprised by his reaction. Many mages considered the Heptarchy Council a myth. To many, it seemed absurd. The strongest mages in the world meeting in secret, planning and governing from behind the scenes? But Lucian knew the truth, even knew many of the members involved. Well, except the fire master. 
 
    “Trust me, they’re real. What do you want for breakfast?” Lucian said even though he had already resolved to make waffles.  
 
    “I don’t care. Whatever you can scramble up. That would be great,” Curtis said honestly, just happy someone was willing to cook for them every morning.  
 
    Lucian grabbed his bag of holdings, reached into its pocket dimension, and pulled out a waffle skillet. Quickly mixing up the batter, he once again prepared a feast for his team. Like every morning, they all clambered out from their rooms, the smell hypnotizing them into a blissful sleep-walk.  
 
    “I’ve missed your cooking, boy,” Victor said when he emerged, already dressed. He grabbed the coffee Lucian had prepared for him. “Am I that obvious?” Victor smiled, giving Lucian a grateful nod as he drank the dark liquid.  
 
    “Lucian, that smells fantastic,” Josiah said excitedly. 
 
    The team gathered plates and ate, then quickly dressed so they could head back to the arena for their next challenge.  
 
    Their stroll was pleasant, the streets nearly empty, as many people had left early to secure their seats. The crowd was just as ramped up as before, bellowing out loud cheers from the moment Lucian’s team walked through the champions’ entrance. Most of the other contestants had not yet arrived; only Lilith and her demons awaited them in the arena.  
 
    One by one, the other teams filtered in. Iris and her team, accompanied by the Anax, were the last to arrive. The moment Iris set foot in the arena, a tug pulled at Lucian’s mind, their bond seemingly increasing in each other’s presence. Iris’s eyes met his, seemingly looking for him just as much as he had been looking for her. Lucian got the feeling of being watched from elsewhere.  
 
    Ignore it—everyone is watching you, he thought. He was in the center of the arena, after all. But the filling only intensified, and he couldn’t help but look over his shoulder.  
 
    Andrea’s eyes quickly darted away, her face flushed. 
 
    “Andr—” But Lucian was abruptly cut off by the announcer. 
 
    Cheers erupted as the crowd’s excitement turned into bloodlust. The days’ wait had seemed to entice them like a hunger.  
 
    The announcer knew his craft well. He waited, building excitement with every word. The crowd favored the human factions, shouting obscenities at the other contestants, especially the demons: the tactic of ambushing the paladin had not been well received.  
 
    Breaking into their shouting, the announcer informed them all of the contestants’ next challenge: finding the rarest soul they could get their hands on. 
 
     It was if his words released the crowd from a trance. They immediately started murmuring among themselves. As Lucian turned to his team, looking at Curtis, who was already staring back at him. 
 
    “Bigfoot,” they said simultaneously and grinned. The rest of the team looked at them as if they’d swallowed a bug.  
 
    “What are you two on about?” Anna asked. 
 
    “One of the rarest creatures on Earth is the sasquatch,” Curtis explained. “They’re so hard to find that there was only one book on them in the archives, and it was mostly just folklore.” 
 
    “Freak, then how the hell will we go about finding one?” Anna argued. 
 
    They turned to Lucian, who was in a trance of his own, circulating through his knowledge of the topic. But even his mind had limits. It wouldn’t matter that he had read the book as well if the book hadn’t told them what they needed to know.  
 
    Out of nowhere, the deep voice of Victor broke his train of thought: “Amazon.” 
 
    “What? I don’t think ordering a package is something Bigfoot would do,” Curtis said, slightly out of turn, before he’d even realized that Victor was the one to make the comment. 
 
    Victor shook his head. “The Amazon rainforest. I’ve never seen one, but I’ve heard of a creature that could hide in the shadows there that has never been caught or found.” 
 
    “How are we going to catch it, then?” Elaine said. 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “To be honest, any magical creature is going to be just as hard to catch. Just because other people have seen them doesn’t mean a lot have been captured, especially not live,” Lucian finally said. 
 
    “Well, freaks, I say we might as well give it a try. Go big and try to capture this creature alive. But I’m not one ready to slaughter an innocent creature, especially one that’s been alive longer than we have,” Anna said. 
 
    “What are you, crazy? Is the control of law and order binding on our actions? We can’t base our decisions on a moral compass if we want to win. Besides, are we really willing to risk everything on a hunch?” Elaine said. 
 
    Curtis fixed the girl with a look of disgust that only lasted a second, but both Lucian and Anna both caught it.  
 
    Anna turned to the youthful girl with an interminable pause, a person she had daily become closer to. But with the simple smile, she nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    Elaine threw her hands up in exasperation, her shoulders falling as if all the fight had left them, but she knew it would do no good. “Fine, but you’d better be right. Or have some type of backup plan.” 
 
    “I always do,” Lucian said arrogantly. 
 
    Once the group agreed, Josiah informed the TGA’s portal mage of their intended destination.  
 
    Lucian monitored the other contestants. Their expressions and demeanors were like a calm breeze ready to build up to a destructive typhoon. Lucian began to unconsciously tense his shoulders. His hands tightened into fists. Slowly realizing he was no longer taking in oxygen, he exhaled and flailed his arms around, attempting to loosen them up again.  
 
    The other mages all said their goodbyes as Lucian, Curtis, and Anna stepped up to the portal to transport themselves to the Amazon. 
 
    The drain on their eminence as they entered a less magically saturated world left the rainforest feeling dull in comparison. The light here felt unnatural, in many places dampened by the canopy, though it fell here and there in patches as if from a bright flashlight in the sky.  
 
    Even the air felt tainted. Although it filled their lungs plentifully, it didn’t rejuvenate their bodies the way Tír na nÓg did. 
 
    “Let’s go find Mr. Bigfoot,” Lucian said, strapping his bag of holdings over his shoulders.  
 
    “Freak, sure, but where are we going to look first?” Anna said, her head spinning at the vast expanse of forest surrounding them. 
 
    Lucian gave Anna a knowing smile, as if to say, You’ve trusted me this much. She shook her head at his cocky grin, eyes rolling, but couldn’t resist the smile forming on her own face. 
 
    “I do, freak, so go ahead.” 
 
    Lucian closed his eyes. When they reopened, Salmu’s golden irises fed him the information he needed. He calculated movement patterns of the forest. Not just in their general vicinity, but across a massive span of forest. His mind fixated on that one thing as the rest of the world became fiction. Lost in the world of his dragon sight, Lucian’s eyes moved in quick succession. 
 
    After a few minutes he walked forward, though he still hadn’t said a word.  
 
    Curtis and Anna kept pace with him as he gradually increased his speed. Breaking into a light jog, they saw the determination in his movements. His feet glided faster and faster over the rough terrain. 
 
    Feeling winded, Curtis was soon forced to stop, but Anna was able to keep pace for a few miles. Attempting to leave a trail for Curtis to follow, she marked the trees with her sword of fire as she went along, scorching their trunks.  
 
    Lucian wasn’t the only one attempting to show off their abilities. Anna’s control was finely honed, her mastery over her ability so acute that she knew when her blades would start a fire and when they would not. But with her energy and eminence draining, even Anna had to stop, panting, hands on her knees. 
 
    After more than an hour, Curtis managed to catch up to where Anna was waiting for him so that they could try to catch back up to Lucian.  
 
    “Screw this. After all this is over with, you guys are training me, too,” Curtis pleaded, body aching from the physical activity of the last few days.  
 
    “Don’t worry, freak. I’ll get you in shape in no time. In fact, we start today.” 
 
    Curtis groaned as they started off again at a jog. The jog lasted hours as they hiked through the rainforest looking for Lucian. But once even Lucian’s tracks had vanished, they slowed almost to a crawl, just moving in the same general direction.  
 
    After what must have been hours, Lucian found them once again. “What took you freaks so long?” he said, hanging from a tree. 
 
    Anna snorted. “What? You know you’re a freak.” 
 
    “Can—we—get on—with this?” Curtis asked, gasping for breath between each word. 
 
    “We still have a little more than a full day’s hike ahead of us. Good thing they gave us a week. But whether it’s Bigfoot or not, there’s something that’s different that lives here, and we’re getting closer.” 
 
    “No. I need to rest,” Curtis yelled. “I just need a minute—maybe a little food.” 
 
    Lucian rolled down the tree like a jungle cat, landing on his feet. “I’m only teasing. Let’s get a good couple hours’ rest, eat, and head out again for a good, hard day’s hike.” 
 
    They nodded, and Lucian pulled containers of dried food from his pack. 
 
    “How are you able to get whatever you want, and how do you have so much stuff stored in there?” Anna asked. 
 
    “It’s simple. I scribed a link on every item, then I created a powerful magnet that pulls in whatever item has the same symbol as I write on the magnet.” 
 
    Curtis shook his head, unable to hide his wonder. 
 
    If Lucian had to guess, he’d say that the more time they spent with each other, the more respect the older mage had for him. But their relationship remained at an impasse, on the borderline of liking and just tolerating each other. 
 
    The three ate in silence, conversation kept to a minimum mostly to preserve energy. Both Anna and Lucian devoured their food, while Curtis savored every bite, moving the lukewarm food through his mouth as if it were fine dining. True to his word, Lucian gave Curtis over an hour of rest, enough for him to get his way and allow the food to nurture his body.  
 
    “Okay, guys, let’s go,” Curtis said finally, ready to proceed. 
 
    “His tracks are very scattered,” Lucian informed them. “It’s almost as if he can fly. I even found footprints at the peak of some of these trees.” 
 
    “How do we know he can’t? There’s not really a lot known about him,” Anna asked skeptically. 
 
    “True, but if he could, the curvature of his foot would be different. His prints wouldn’t look like they do,” Lucian said matter-of-factly.  
 
    The three of them continued to travel across the forest, only stopping for rest once. Lucian kept a mental timer of their progress, knowing that they would also need to save enough time to get back to the portal. 
 
    Not knowing the danger or mannerisms of the rare creature, Lucian needed his team to be close to their peak strength—or at least as close as possible. By his estimate, they were still a few hours away from wherever the creature was living, but the sun was hanging low in the sky.  
 
    “Hey guys, let’s sleep here for the night. We’re only going to get a few hours of sleep; let’s make the most of it.”  
 
    Once again reaching into his bag of holdings, Lucian took out three sleeping bags and handed them out. The sleeping bags weren’t so much needed for warmth, but they did provide a more comfortable place to lie their heads.  
 
    Anna and Curtis fell asleep quickly. The long hike had even worn Anna out. Lucian kept watch but allowed himself to relax, resting his body and mind. 
 
    The sun rose early, helping Lucian wake his team. Even still, he had to nearly shake Curtis until he eventually hopped up, yawning hopelessly in Lucian’s face—which scrunched up at the foulness of Curtis’s breath. 
 
    “It might not just be because you’re an ass, Curtis, that you’re always alone. I’ve never been this close to you, but man, it reeks,” Lucian said, waving his hand in front of his nose. 
 
    “Shut up, Lucian,” Curtis managed, letting out another yawn. 
 
    “Keep your guard up. I’m pretty sure he’s only a few hours away from here,” Lucian said, throwing his bag over his shoulder.  
 
    They set off. Even Curtis, most grateful of all for the rest, was able to keep pace, although the others still held back so their teammate wouldn’t fall behind. Although Curtis was feeling sore, the time flew by.  
 
    Lucian came to an abrupt halt, his hand raised for his allies to follow suit. He bent down, inspecting the footprints in the forest floor. Although Anna and Lucian couldn’t see anything, through the lens of Salmu’s eyes, Lucian could precisely calculate the creature’s movements. 
 
    “His tracks stop here,” Lucian said in contemplation as he searched the area for any other signs. 
 
    “Could he be in a tree or something?” Anna asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so. Considering the pattern of his tracks, this is the last time he touched the earth, and then he vanished.” 
 
    “So we’ve lost them. All this and nothing to show for it,” Curtis said. The veins on his forehead looked ready to pop. 
 
    Seeing the pulsating vein, Lucian smiled. 
 
    “What the hell are you smiling about?” Curtis yelled, blood flowing even faster through the vein. 
 
    “No one said all that. Seriously, you could chop down a forest with a wave of your hands. Surely it’s not too far-fetched to believe the creature has some type of ability to explain this,” Lucian chastised him. 
 
    “Whatever,” Curtis sniffed. “Then where the hell is he?” 
 
    Anna just stared at the two of them bickering. It took a long while for their banter to cease. “Definitely different from Ben,” she mumbled under her breath. 
 
    “What was that?” Curtis asked. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, freaks. I was just thinking how much I never wanted a brother. Especially two of them.” 
 
    Both boys gave Anna a narrowing glare, but Lucian’s turned into a smile as he shook his head. 
 
    “Seriously, guys,” Lucian said, “he’s somewhere around here. It must be something we don’t know about because there’s no sign of any portal magic.” 
 
    “How could you tell that?” Curtis asked, once again intrigued. 
 
    Lucian pointed to his eyes. Curtis shook his head, realizing he hardly knew the first thing about his teammate’s abilities. 
 
    “I am what’s called Azag Sha. These eyes I inherited allow me to see in the magical spectrum. But I’ll explain more to you later.” Lucian caught himself, remembering he was being recorded. A slight flicker in the air behind Curtis’s head served as a reminder of the ever-present pixies. He could only hope that the audience’s attention was elsewhere at that moment. 
 
    Curtis picked up on his hesitation and nodded. The boys looked around for any evidence. As Lucian examined the footprint’s surface there with his eyes, the shadow of a tree caught his attention. To anyone else, it looked, plain as day, like a tall shadow cast by the bright sun’s rays. But with the eyes of Salmu, the slightest movement caught Lucian’s eye. It was as if the shadow were trembling. 
 
    Lucian’s ears slowly perked up, ultra sensitive thanks to his bond with Iris. A small cry caused a tingle in his ear.  
 
    “Not Azag Sha! He found me at last.” 
 
    Although faint, Lucian could hear his fearful words as easily as seeing through glass. Lucian lowered his voice, speaking as gently as he could. “Yes, I am Azag Sha. I don’t know who you’re running from, but I assure you, it’s not me.”  
 
    As Lucian spoke, he walked closer to the shaking shadow, then knelt and deactivated his golden eyes. “See, friend, I am at your mercy. I just want to talk, and I hope you can help me,” Lucian pleaded.  
 
    Curtis and Anna did not understand what was going on. Curtis began to speak, but Anna put a hand over his chest. Shaking her head, she held a finger in front of her lips. Curtis quickly got the message and turned back to Lucian. 
 
    The gentleness of Lucian’s voice coaxed the creature. An enormous man rose from the shadows—no, not a man, per say, but not quite what the group was expecting. He had long fur like an ape, but he towered over Lucian. His body bore no heavy musculature, but his feet every bit lived up to the lore. He walked barefoot, and his feet were nearly as wide as they were long. 
 
    “If you’re not with the other Azag Sha, what do you want with me? I’ve been hiding from your kind all my life.” 
 
    “My kind?” Lucian said defensively, voice raised, but he could see the creature was ready to retreat. Lucian put a hand up in protest. “No, I just mean that there’s no other of my kind. At least, not that I know about.” Lucian chose his words carefully, unsure what abilities the creature possessed. Who knew, if he could vanish before their very eyes? “Please, I just want to talk. I have no desire to hurt you. We need your help. You can be the key to helping us.” 
 
    The creature’s shaking eased ever so slightly as he listened to Lucian’s plea, telling him all that was at stake. The creature’s eyes shone with intelligence—an intelligence that could possibly even surpass human intellect. Lucian watched the sasquatch’s body language as he told him about the Paragon Games, about their mission. The creature took in the three mages with sideways glances, hands twitching nervously.  
 
    When Lucian had finished explaining, the creature gave them a simple nod, his expression giving no indication of what he really felt. But his eyes seemed to smile. Lucian breathed in relief that the sasquatch seemed to understand that he and his friends were not hunting him, but allies looking to make peace.  
 
    “Sorry, I never got your name,” Lucian said. “Look at me, going on a rant and forgetting proper etiquette. I am Lucian.” He slowly held a hand out. 
 
    The creature stared at his hand as skeptically as if it were on fire. “Name?” he said, puzzled. 
 
    “Yes. What can I call you?” 
 
    “Why would you need to call? I am right here,” the creature stated. “Your kind are too busy. I am just me. It’s too complicated. You can call me me.” 
 
    Lucian let out a slight snicker, which became a rumbling laugh despite trying to hold it in. The creature up to this point had used simple words, as if he spoke little of their language. But knowing the word “complicated” was all too telling. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand Lucian; he might not have had a name, but he was also testing the young mages. 
 
    “You’re correct; my kind is busy. Almost as busy as your kind is intelligent,” Lucian retorted. 
 
    For the first time, the enormous creature smiled. Its pretense of nervousness fell away as Lucian spoke. Then it looked serious again. “I guess you have me there. However, your language is still abysmal. Busy and sloppy, too many meanings and not enough substance. A new language for every land. It’s no wonder your kind is always so confused about everything,” the creature said in earnest. 
 
    “You’re right. Forgive me for pushing, but what can I call you besides ‘me’?” Lucian said, trying to get back on topic. Not having a name for such a cognizant creature bothered him. He scowled as if he’d bitten his lip.  
 
    “I don’t have one. Like I said, you can call me ‘me.’ Or, if you would like to come up with something else more fitting, please do.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I call you Albert?” Lucian asked. 
 
    The sasquatch shrugged. “As I just said, whatever you see fit. However, I don’t think I will go with you. Your kind is dangerous, and you are Azag Sha, more dangerous than others. Although...you seem different than the white-skinned monster who has been hunting me for ages.” 
 
    “Not all humans are bad,” Anna interrupted. “In fact, we mages are protectors. We will protect you and your kind.” 
 
    “My kind? I am the only one of my kind—at least the only one left alive. You mages have not done as good a job as you think,” Albert said plainly. 
 
    Anna has never been good at debating. When she was mad, she just yelled or stormed off. But for all her cleverness, she struggled to make convincing arguments. She turned to Lucian for help.  
 
    But even Lucian seemed to be at a loss for words. Even if the mages took Alfred into their protection, it would do little good if someone truly wanted to kill him. 
 
    “I can’t make any promises,” Lucian said earnestly, “but we can try. As of right now, everyone knows where you’re at; we’re being followed with cameras.” He gestured at the faintly buzzing shimmers in the air that were the pixies following his team. “We didn’t know you were hiding or on the run, but your best bet is still to come with us.” 
 
    Albert looked at Lucian and then the other two. 
 
    Curtis sat quietly, allowing his teammates to do the talking. But more than anyone else, his expression told the truth. His eyes pleaded with the creature.  
 
    Lucian followed Albert’s gaze, concerned that the older mage’s blunt nature would scare the sasquatch off. But his teammate looked like a different person.  
 
    Lucian had wondered why Curtis had been so eager to research magical creatures. Lucian had wanted to protest that the subject fell Anna and Elaine’s assignment. But Curtis had convinced him otherwise, and looking in his eyes now, Lucian saw why: for all his bluster, Curtis had a soft spot for magical creatures. And with this creature being so intelligent—and nearly extinct—Curtis’s desire to protect him was stronger than anyone’s.  
 
    “Why do you look at me so?” Albert asked Curtis. 
 
    “I...think you’re amazing. Never in my life did I think I would meet....Well, we call you ‘Bigfoot’ or ‘sasquatch,’” Curtis blurted out, head down as though ashamed, afraid he might offend the creature with the term. 
 
    The creature looked at his long feet. Wiggling his enormous toes, he let out a laugh. The sound permeated the air, its echo causing birds and creatures to scatter for miles around. “I guess so. That seems fitting.”  
 
    “So, what are you, exactly, then, in your own terms?” Lucian asked curiously. 
 
    “I am me. And you are you.” 
 
    “Yes, but I am also human—or, more specifically, Azag Sha. And my name is Lucian,” Lucian clarified. 
 
    “Yes: you. You give yourself a lot of titles, but in the end, you are still you. But if you must put a label on me, ‘Bigfoot’ would do.” 
 
    For all his attempts, Lucian was getting nowhere. But cultural differences shaped creatures and humans alike. If names were not important to the creature before him, then Lucian would have to stick with calling him Bigfoot. Still, he hoped to learn more.  
 
    But before he could ask another question, Curtis spoke up again. “Where are you from, and have you always been alone?” 
 
    “I am from life, and one day I will follow to death. You two sure ask a lot of questions, while your female companion makes declarations.”  
 
    “Sorry—we’re just so curious. Not only is there little information about you, but your intelligence seems quite splendid, and your culture intriguing,” Lucian said. 
 
    The creature’s demeanor suddenly shifted. He was still listening to Lucian, but his tenseness fell completely away. Eyes softening, he looked back up from the ground. 
 
    “If I did decide to come back with you, could I leave whenever I wanted? Do I have your word that you would not attempt to harm or bind me?” 
 
    The three mages nodded. 
 
    “Very well. Looks like I will also need another home, too. I have long desired to leave this plane, but I don’t have the ability to.” 
 
    “How about Jötunheimr? The gravity can be uncomfortable, but the trees stand far taller than these. Their shadows can stretch for miles away.”  
 
    At his words, the creature smiled. He liked shadows, Lucian suspected. With his ability to hide in them, the trees that would stand as a sanctuary of freedom and security. Whoever was after him, in such vast woods, he would never find Albert unless he wanted to be found.  
 
    Albert nodded. “I think that would work. Lead the way.”  
 
    Lucian nodded and turned to his teammates, hoping they were ready to trek back through the dense rainforest. Their success—and the possible safety of the creature—seemed to give Curtis new vigor: he was the first one up and ready to travel.  
 
    “Let’s head back,” Curtis said. 
 
    As they moved, Anna and Lucian started off at a slow trot. Albert made a single stride for every few of theirs. His every footprint dug deep into the ground. His density seemed different from theirs. Lucian realized that Albert might have weighed even more than Regal would in this plane. Having to dig himself out of every imprint made the sasquatch’s pace abysmal. Lucian knew there had to be more to it; there was no way this creature had gone so long without being caught if he moved this slow.  
 
    “Albert, do you have another way of moving around?” Lucian asked skeptically. 
 
    “I was just moving as you do. It’s so tiring and useless.” Albert said. 
 
    “No, please, move as you do. Just try to stay close; we have quite a distance to go.” 
 
    Albert stepped into the shadow of a tree and vanished into it. He flowed through the connecting shadows. The mages couldn’t follow his movements. Even Lucian, with his dragon sight, had a hard time predicting where he would reappear next. Lucian just hoped he would follow them and stick to the plan as they all traveled back to the starting point.  
 
    It wasn’t as easy for Albert to move as Lucian had initially thought. As fast as he could move, there were parts where there were no shadows to give him cover, and he was forced to walk like a human. This left large imprints into the ground, but they never went on for more than a few feet before vanishing as he continued to move forward through the shadows.  
 
    Within a day they made it back to the portal. It opened as they approached. Unused to such magic, Albert looked back at Lucian, a pleading question in his eyes.  
 
    “It’s okay. It’s just a portal back, and hopefully we can send you wherever you like from there.” 
 
    As they stepped through, cheers sounded once again, the crowd working themselves up into screams of praises, some chanting for Lucian in specific. His following had begun to grow as many of the villagers of Azadolon started to revere him, too—not only because of his accomplishments in the tournament, but because a rumor had been going around about who his mother was. They took pride in him; Lucian could feel their love.  
 
    “Looks like you have a fan club now, Lucian,” Anna said. She jumped up and grabbed him by the neck, then pulled him down to rub his head playfully with her knuckles. 
 
    The bright sun beat down on the arena; it appeared hardly any time had passed here since they had left, hours at most. Albert stood tall in front of them, ambling forward before coming to a sudden halt as he spotted the small but ominous figure walking toward him.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
     “No....” Albert said.  
 
    Lucian turned to see what the matter was, but before he could move, a crimson-red fluid splashed across his face, showering over Curtis and Anna, too. The crowd fell into abrupt silence, their breath stolen as they watched helplessly.  
 
    Alfred lay lifeless on the ground, his head removed from his body.  
 
    Emmett licked his hand, covered with the creature’s blood.  
 
    Lucian lost all control. Rage filled his mind as he activated his birthright for all to see.  
 
    He went to leap forward, but Curtis had already beat him to it, shooting a gust of wind sharp as knives toward the vampire lord.
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    An Answer for Your Crimes 
 
    Iris found herself pacing her room in a sweat all the way until dawn. Her new pack bond with Lucian was constantly pushing at her consciousness and preventing her from sleeping. There was never time for rest with this connection, as the human never seemed to rest himself.  
 
    Iris wanted to get away from all life. But as she left the werewolves’ quarters, her connection pulled her in the other direction, leading her instead to his own lodgings. She looked up to see him on the roof in a full handstand.  
 
    What is he doing? she thought. Her body yearned to go even closer, the connection pulling at her. Throwing her hands up and refusing its call, she instead ran to the arena, hoping she would be able to be alone there since it was still so early. But finding people already filling the arena became a good distraction, too. She remained in the underpass, not setting foot into the arena itself, but she could already smell the crowd gathering in the stands. Pacing back and forth, she walked aimlessly through the castle halls.  
 
    “Young lady, is everything alright?”  
 
    She turned to find the elder mage who had once aided in her rescue.  
 
    “Professor McClear,” Iris said, as she had heard others call him that. 
 
    “Please, you’re not a student at Valiant; just call me James.” 
 
    “Yes, sir—James.” The name rolled awkwardly off her tongue. 
 
    “See? Not so bad. Now, what brings you here so early?” the elder wizard inquired. 
 
    “It’s....” Iris shook her head, unsure why she was about to divulge information to someone she barely knew. But there was a familiarity about the elder wizard. 
 
    “It’s...?” McClear nudged. 
 
    “Just the pressure being the new alpha. It’s strong. In fact, at times it feels too strong.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s something that you are managing just fine, dear. Don’t let your father forget he wasn’t always so confident, either. In fact....” 
 
    But Iris felt her Anax as he walked up behind McClear. 
 
    “McClear, old man, what lies are you telling my daughter?” 
 
    “I’m not that old,” McClear said, turning, looking the well-muscled alpha of alphas up and down.  
 
    Iris was taken aback. Anyone her father would call old must have truly been ancient. In fact, Iris didn’t know many creatures as old as her father. She looked at the elder wizard in a new light, took in his scent and posture. There was no faltering or hesitation between him and her father; he stood eye to eye with the Anax as equals.  
 
    “I was just telling her how great she was doing as a new alpha, and that she reminded me a lot of you,” McClear admitted. 
 
    “I see. Well, Iris, I will leave you to it.” Jason walked away and sat down by door that led to the wolves’ entrance into the arena. He immediately went into a meditative trance. 
 
    “That man. I swear, even his pleasantries are intense,” McClear said, shaking his head. “You still have some time before we have to meet in the arena, so you’d better make sure to gather your team. I will see you later.” 
 
    “See you later.” Iris barely had time to register the conversation before the mage walked off.  
 
    From her experience, beings over a certain age rarely said goodbye. Iris was shocked to even get an “I will leave you to it” from her dad. Getting caught between the two of them was odd, but at least it had gotten her mind off of the pressures of her bonds with Lucian and her pack. As if for the first time that morning, she took a deep breath. The oxygen filled her body and rejuvenated her will.  
 
    Anxious, she pulled on the connection with her betas, summoning them to the arena. She could smell the other contestants falling in, one by one.  
 
    Hurry, guys, she told them mentally, fearing they would be late. Iris was still unsure how her mental connections worked, exactly. Would they get the message instantaneously from far away like when they were close together, or was there a delay with the distance? She waited a few more minutes, then pulled again. 
 
    We’re close, Bianka responded. Moments later, they appeared in the tunnel, heading her way.  
 
    “What took you guys so long?”  
 
    Isaac’s head lowered in shame.  
 
    “What did you do?” Iris asked. 
 
    “He tried to leave in his wolf form. When you pulled, it terrified him, so he came out ready to fight.” 
 
    Iris looked at her old mentor, confused. Whatever shame her beta felt was her fault.  
 
    But Bianka continued to speak. “He’s just not used to it yet. We’ve spent hours together, so I knew not to worry, but this big softie was ready to rip everyone’s limbs off on the way here. Kobe and I had to settle him down.” 
 
    “It’s fine, Iris. You’ll get the hang of it,” Kobe reassured her, but her doubts still lingered. 
 
    All the contestants had now entered the arena, leaving Iris and her group last. Nevertheless, the crowd was excited when they appeared from the tunnel. It appeared that they knew about her alliance with the mages and had started to favor them over the other factions.  
 
    Iris glanced over at their allies. Lucian was staring at her. As their eyes met, she bowed her head and quickly looked away. Her heart fluttered. 
 
    Bianka smiled from behind her. “Stupid girl,” she muttered in a near-laugh. 
 
    Iris only rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer began. 
 
    But Iris’s attention faded from him. Her eyes closed as she reached out to Isaac. You okay? Sorry; I’m still getting used to this. 
 
    It was my fault, Isaac returned. I should’ve been aware of your situation. You’ve never pulled at us before, so my mind just went straight to the worst. 
 
    Even though she had always been in her father’s pack, she had never been summoned by him that way. She’d long felt like an afterthought, knowing her brother Alex had constantly been summoned. The thought unnerved her, but she fought it down, not wanting to rile Isaac back up. 
 
    Regardless, she told him, I will do better. Okay? 
 
    In response she got a mental note of thanks, but no words were exchanged. She turned her attention back to the arena just in time to catch the announcer telling them what their mission would be that day and giving them time to convene. 
 
    Iris drowned out the crowd, mentally communicating with her pack and her father. I spaced there for a second. We are looking for rare creatures, correct?  
 
    Not just a rare creature; we’re looking for a powerful soul, Jason corrected her. 
 
    Iris looked at each of the surrounding wolves. She blocked her thoughts, not wanting them to know her deepest desire. With the knowledge she had gained from her bond with Lucian, she knew exactly what to do. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder just in time to see Lucian running into the portal. She winced as he left.  
 
    We’re going to Jötunheimr, she announced. 
 
    They all looked at her skeptically, but her tone left no room for reproach. She turned and walked away from the group. The Anax did not stop her, allowing her to run her pack as she saw fit. Iris relayed their destination to the mage guarding the portal, and the four werewolves jumped through.  
 
    *** 
 
    The moment they set foot in the new world, they dropped to their knees. Iris and Bianka, the lightest, rose the quickest, though still unused to the intense gravity.  
 
    “This is absurd,” Kobe muttered as he finally got to his feet. 
 
    “What are we doing here, Princess?” Bianka questioned. 
 
    “We’re here for Baron Black. His soul has the power of the deity,” Iris said, unsure of the full meaning of her own words. “If we bring him back, we will definitely win.” 
 
    “If,” Bianka said, though choosing her words carefully. 
 
    “It’s this way,” Iris said, ignoring her beta. 
 
    “How did you come about this knowledge, Iris? We’ve been looking for him for years. Besides, how would you know he is a deity? Tell me now,” Kobe demanded, swelling up in an attempt at intimidation.  
 
    Years ago, his tactic would have worked with ease. His dominance would have swallowed the girl up. But at this moment, Iris stared at him as though he were a child attempting to boast his strength.  
 
    Then she met him with her own dominance. “I don’t remember you questioning my father this much, Kobe. You can challenge me again, or you can fall in line.” Iris’s voice and body were as solid as steel, well under control.  
 
    A terrible heaviness overwhelmed Kobe. He found himself longing for the pressure of Jötunheimr’s gravity just to be relieved from that of his alpha’s dominance. 
 
    “I meant no disrespect, Alpha. I apologize. Habits die hard sometimes,” he said. 
 
    “It’s fine. This way,” Iris said, heading for the mountain. She knew what kind of leader she wanted to be, and a dictator wasn’t it. She couldn’t have her betas openly challenging her, but their trust had to be earned. “Turns out my bond with Lucian is deeper than I thought. I can glimpse fragments of his thoughts. That’s how I figured this out.” 
 
    “You have my attention,” Bianka said. 
 
    “I don’t know if I want to kill....Sorry, Bianka. I mean, I....ugnh!” Iris screamed in frustration. 
 
    “I am behind you, Princess, and your choice as well,” Bianka answered, forcing a smile, her hand sliding to Iris’s shoulder.  
 
    Once they had spent a few minutes in Jötunheimr, they became accustomed to it enough to navigate its gravity. It was liberating to push their bodies more during their brisk run. Unfortunately, they found themselves running a little farther than they had anticipated: the portal the mage from the TGT had made opened up farther from the mountain than the one Lucian had used when he’d first arrived. Fortunately, Kobe’s brilliance in tracking made it easy for them to find their way toward Baron Black’s living quarters. 
 
    Isaac let out a long whistle. “That’s one hell of a steep mountain.” 
 
    “What the hell is that smell,” Bianka said as she turned, looking for the smell's culprit. What she found was unnatural from her perspective. An enormous shadow draped over them as a humanoid figure stood tall. A tree in hand as he batted the roots against his palm. He stared at them intently, but his smell gave him away.   
 
    Bianca smiled as she stepped closer, the giant's fear inviting her as an aroma of a well cooked meal would’ve.  To his credit, he didn’t back down, swinging the club smoothly down upon her. Bianca evaded as she struck the back of his ankle, the tendon bulging, leaving him to collapse on his back. Kobe wasn’t far behind her. As the giant’s back collided with the earth, Kobe found himself on top of the giant's chest, his hands in the air ready to impel the creature’s throat. 
 
    “Stop,” Iris ordered releasing her dominance, leaving her betas frozen. “This is Regal, a friend of Lucian’s,” Iris said for the benefit of both her wolves and Regal himself. 
 
    “Y-ou know Lucian,” Regal finally managed to get out. 
 
    “Very well actually, I’m Iris” 
 
    “Iris. He spoke of you,” the giant's grin peaked 
 
    “Yes he is very fond of you too, Regal, but unfortunately I don’t have much time to chat; I must see Baron.” Iris stopped to look at her beta,” Stay here with Regal. I’ll be back.” Iris said before she began to climb. However, before she was able to get anywhere, a shadow fell from the sky and landed at the foot of the mountainside beside them. 
 
    “Kobe. Bianka. I apologize: I don’t know the other two,” Baron Black said in a polite and calm tone. “Hang on....Iris, child, you’ve grown so big.” He said it like a reprimand. 
 
    Iris’s expression twisted at the familiarity with which he spoke to her.  
 
    “What about a hug for your Uncle Baron?” 
 
    “How dare you? I should kill you where you stand. But I have decided not to.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t....” Baron paused, realizing the other three wolves standing slightly behind Iris. “You’re the alpha of these three menaces.” He put a hand out to Isaac. “Sorry; I know we don’t know each other, but I’m assuming you’re as old and crazy as they are.”  
 
    “Crazier,” Bianka chimed in. 
 
    “Look, guys. I don’t want any trouble, and I don’t want any more bloodshed on my hands,” Baron said, a pleading in his voice as he waved his hands in protest. 
 
    Iris pushed her feet into the ground, trying to get her body to start to move. She wanted with all her being to attack, but she was being held back by the sheer weight of the realm’s gravity. She was starting to regret the bond with Lucian. One of her life’s goals was standing right in front of her, but on this planet, she had little chance of success. 
 
    “You killed my brother, Baron. My brother, who welcomed you into our home. And you slaughtered him.” 
 
    “I didn’t slaughter him, child. I had to put him down.” Though his voice was emotionless, sorrow was clearly written across Baron’s face.  
 
    “Are you serious? ‘Put him down’? Like a dog?” Iris cried. 
 
    “We were both tricked, and we paid for it severely. And for that, I’m sorry. But he killed Camelia and nearly killed my unborn son.” 
 
    The information trickled into the place. “You’re Lucian’s father,” asked  Iris, dumbfounded. 
 
    Baron’s face turned to steel. For the first time since their arrival, he looked upon the three wolves as possible enemies. “What do you want with me?” 
 
    Iris could feel that Bianka, even more than she did, wanted to know more but also rip into the human mage. But as he spoke, Bianka’s violent desires disintegrated. Showing her age and wisdom, she was actually listening to the mage.  
 
    “Our alpha has a connection with your son. That’s how we found you,” Bianka said, trying to ease the growing tension and the wolves’ itch for revenge.  
 
    “But what do you want from me?” 
 
    “We want you to come back,” Iris spoke up. “First, we need the power of your soul to win a challenge.” 
 
    Baron made no pretenses about his secret; he knew that if she had a connection with Lucian and could find him, she knew what he and Lucian were.  
 
    “Second,” she continued, “answer for your crimes. If what you said is true, then help us figure out who is really responsible.” 
 
    Baron fixed Iris with a long glare. His eyes fell to the floor as he answered, “Fine. But you’re responsible for keeping your father in check. I could have killed him the last time, if it weren’t for Victor interfering.”  
 
    Iris stared at him. He spoke matter-of-factly and with no boasting, just plain and simple facts. Could he be that strong? Could he stand toe to toe with the Anax? Iris seriously doubted it, but she wasn’t willing to argue. 
 
    “It will take some time for me to be ready to go. Eat and rest. We will leave tomorrow evening.” 
 
    They did just that. The three wolves, not wanting to make the trip up the mountain, rested and made camp, knowing that they would have another half-day’s hike back to the portal. 
 
    “Could we have taken him?” Iris whispered. 
 
    “No,” Kobe quickly answered. “His story was no lie: the match between him and Anax was brutal. I think your father would have won, but we would have no chance. He would be ready to die trying, at the very least. But his words seemed too sincere; he wasn’t lying.” 
 
    “I agree. Here’s to hoping we don’t start another war,” Iris said, shaking, as she gazed up at the peak ahead of them. 
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    Technicality 
 
    For the first time since the festival had begun, silence reigned supreme. The arena was filled to the brink, but not one person so much as murmured. Emmett stood as if consequences were irrelevant, licking the blood from the creature’s mutilated body off his fingers.  
 
    “You fucking bastards,” Curtis shouted as he reached for his eminence, bidding the air to bend to his will. He shot a blast directly at the vampire lord, his anger fueling his prestige, transmuting the air into blade-like shards. Emmett took an involuntary step backward but vanished before the attack collided with him. He reappeared behind Lucian. 
 
    “So, you show your fangs, brother,” he whispered, laughing, and vanished, going back to his own platform.  
 
    Lucian remained frozen, calculating, fighting the impulse to attack. Instead, he scanned the room.  
 
    Anna had already stepped forward with her blades of fire, ready to join her teammates. Curtis’s breathing was labored: the grueling journey, along with his attack, had drained his strength.  
 
    Lucian felt a bubble of air surrounding him, hardening, creating a protective layer between the three mages and the corpse. He searched for the cause, knowing Curtis wouldn’t have been able to manage it in his current state of exhaustion.  
 
    Victor’s hand was raised as he walked to the center of the arena.  
 
    As the tension died down, the crowd began to rumble again, but only at a whisper, their excitement gone. The mutilation of the innocent creature had more than quelled their thirst for action.  
 
    Emmett wore a satisfied grin, amused. He rubbed his hands together, licking his fingertips once again as if savoring the flavor. The TGT members surrounding him knelt, their heads bowed, soulless, the ring stealing the essence of who they were. 
 
    “Please, Lord Emmett,” the announcer said, his voice muffled. His body trembled at being so near to the vampire lord. Victor stepped in front of him, not wanting his misguided loyalty to the festival to get him killed.  
 
    “So, it turns out you have been here all along. You’re the last Azag Sha,” Victor said. 
 
    “Please. I was the first,” Emmett said. 
 
    “So is all this to steal my boy’s soul?” Victor asked, eying the vampires surrounding him, studying them for any sign of an imminent attack.  
 
    “Amongst other things. Like that redhead over there,” Emmett said, pointing to Anna. “You know, Victor, I should’ve had the boy’s soul before he was even born. But those pets were too stupid to do their jobs correctly.”  
 
    “Enough,” the king roared. Even the powerhouses gave pause. The man’s authority was absolute. 
 
    “That’s impressive, Your Majesty,” Emmett blurted, shrugging off his words. 
 
    “Explain yourself. You’ve already made a mockery of this festival, stealing our troops for yourself. And now you are openly attacking a contestant for a chance at victory.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, please; I’ve just been following the rules. The souls bound to me were no one’s fault but your own. I want you to give the victory to me, and your announcer chose not to. Secondly, that creature is my property; he has run away from my home, and his punishment was death. So I obliged.” 
 
    “The ‘creature’ was an intelligent, sentient being,” Curtis shouted. 
 
    “Most of my food is,” Emmett retorted. 
 
    “Regardless, we do not allow slavery in our land,” the king said, eyes narrowing, daring Emmett to interrupt him again.  
 
    Emmett knew the king’s implied threat was empty, but to Lucian, it still seemed as though he was contemplating showing the true extent of his power. With exaggerated pretense, Emmett elected to bow. 
 
    “Apologies, your Majesty. However, it seems we are at a standstill. I might be in your lands, but I am not governed by them. I will say I might have overstepped, but just as you and your lands go by your rules, I must abide by my own. Otherwise we would all just be savages,” he finished with another bow. 
 
    “You do have a point. But there must be recompense for your actions,” the king said, thinking. 
 
    “Very well. Might I suggest, as we have in this challenge seen that our soul can’t be measured, that we forfeit this round as punishment?”  
 
    The king peered down at the vampire lord, then back at the announcer and Victor. Victor gave a nod of approval. 
 
    “Very well. You will lose all chances of winning this challenge, and you will leave the arena immediately to allow your tempers to cool.” 
 
    “Very well, your Majesty,” Lord Emmett said and walked toward his exit. But before he disappeared from view, he turned and gave Lucian a victorious grin. 
 
    Lucian’s blood turned cold as he looked at the blades he was still holding. He finally realized he had been tricked into showing the world his secret. Thinking fast, he deactivated his runes and retracted the blades back into his body.  
 
    Blowing out a deep breath, the announcer, attempting to regain his voice, “Ladies and gentlemen, I don’t know what to tell you; I still don’t believe what all just transpired. But with the mutilation of our mage champions’ offering, it doesn’t give them much to stand on.”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Lucian cried. 
 
    “Pardon me, Lucian?” 
 
    “You can test my soul.” 
 
    The announcer seized the opportunity, quickly giving a rundown for the crowd. “With their offering void, Lucian is going to test his very own soul, taking a page from the book of our very own paladin. But how will he match up? How could he compare to our new leader, Coyote?” 
 
    Lucian turned to his disgruntled team. Curtis was perturbed most of all; his eyes were beginning to water, and despite himself, his body shook. Anna skin was flushed, her expression tightly controlled.  
 
    “We have to keep playing the game,” Lucian told them. “But I will figure something out. He’s not getting away with this.” 
 
    If his words hit home, their reactions didn’t change much.  
 
    Nodding to his father, Lucian had him lower the force field containing the three mages. Curtis turned his head, looking over his shoulder as the door slammed shut behind the vampire lord.  
 
    “You keep that promise, and you have my respect, Lucian,” Curtis said as he walked Lucian up to the platform.  
 
    Lucian stepped up. As he stood on the scale’s platform, he closed his eyes and allowed his mind to wander, his thoughts to run free. It had little effect on the scale. But his theory was partly true; he had the soul of the deity and was only a few souls shy of Coyote. 
 
    “A grand mage indeed. Magically making blades appears not to be his only talent. With forty-five TGT souls to match, that puts the mages in second place for this challenge.  
 
    As Lucian stepped off the scale, the last portal opened. His biological father stepped through.  
 
    “Baron? Iris, what’s going on?” Lucian asked dumbfounded. 
 
    “Sorry, Lucian, but at least I didn’t kill him,” Iris said. 
 
    “Yeah, but your dad might,” Lucian said, swiftly turning to look for the Anax. 
 
    However, though concerned, Lucian wasn’t as worried that Baron would be slaughtered. Although the Anax was probably just as powerful as Emmett, Baron was not helpless like Albert. The thought of Albert summoned a sharp jolt of pain. The helplessness Lucian felt was so much like when Ben was murdered. For all of his reflexes and speed, he was just a spectator.  
 
    “Besides, Lucian, he agreed to come here to help us win this challenge,” Iris said, dragging Lucian out of his musings.  
 
    “My, my, we have another grand surprise. The werewolf faction has somehow dug up Baron Black—the Baron of Death himself! Could this mage have a soul far surpassing that of any normal human as well? We must see! Please, step on the scale.” 
 
    As Baron stepped forward, the crowd was still in shock. Whispers radiated through the crowd, cutting their silence. All eyes were on the Anax, who stood, hands crossed behind his back. The Gathering Troop members seemed the most nervous, unsure whether to interfere, as Baron was wanted for the murder of Alex, along with inciting war. So, for a long while, Baron stood on the scale alone, surrounded by a platoon of the magical enforcers. 
 
    “Leave him be,” the Anax groaned. “My daughter has informed me he’s been set up, and this is enough to quell my rage for now. So let us postpone any charges you may have upon him.”  
 
    The Anax’s words were matter-of-fact. He spoke as if he had the authority to represent magical law. The members paused for a moment. But the Gathering Troop was trained to fight all sorts of foes, even the Anax. But although fearful of his wrath, they looked to Victor for answers. 
 
    “Your Majesty, please allow Baron safe harbor in your lands. As Anax said, and as I have been saying for years, Baron was set up.” 
 
    Sage Fallon thought for a moment. Then, with a simple wave of his hand, he dismissed the Gathering Troop from their ambush. They scattered, going back to their posts.  
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Victor said with a bow, then walked over to his friend. “You asshole, always making a scene.” He gave Baron a hug. 
 
    “It’s good seeing you, too, brother. You raised a good boy over there. Thank you for that.” His words came pouring out quickly, out of place. Victor gave him a slight smile and nodded. 
 
    One by one, the TGT members stepped onto the other side of the scale, but the scale didn’t budge. 
 
    “I’m starting to think this thing is broken,” the announcer joked. “There’s no need to continue; we have surpassed even Coyote now and have not even been able to make it move. His soul’s energy seems limitless. This round goes to the werewolf faction!” 
 
    The crowd clapped, but not with the excitement other factions might have gotten.  
 
    “By securing first place, the wolf faction has gained five Paragon points. The witches are in second place with four, leaving our very own mages in third with three points. So, if you’re keeping tally of our youngsters over there, they are in first with a grand total of seven points. Tied for second are the druid and the werewolf faction, both wanting a challenge with five points each. Our conjuring sisters are in third with a total of four points, leaving the rest of the factions all tied at zero.  
 
    “But there are plenty more events left to change the score, and our contestants will have another day of rest, and tomorrow night, our guests are invited to feast with our king at the Paragon Ball! Following that will be the challenge of the heart. Enjoy the rest of your evening, thank you, and we shall see many of you tomorrow evening at the castle, and all of you here again in two days’ time!” 
 
    The Anax was the first to leave, and Baron stood watching him. His eyes fell back on Iris and his son.  
 
    “You might have been set up, but yours is the hand that murdered Alex. He can’t forgive you for that, so keeping your distance is probably for the best,” Iris said. 
 
     “None of us can,” Bianka mumbled. 
 
    “I understand,” Baron said, then looked back at Lucian. “He’s gone, isn’t he?” 
 
    “Yes. We’ve merged completely. But now I feel the emptiness.” 
 
    Iris stared, biting her bottom lip as her eyes flickered back and forth between the father and son. “Who’s gone?” she asked, but Baron ignored her question. 
 
    “Don’t worry. You'll get used to it. It’s not necessarily emptiness—I’m sorry; that’s not true. It’s his emptiness. But your friends, your emotion, and your love will fill it. You are complete now; your humanity will run free now.”  
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    The Paragon Ball 
 
    Lucian spent most of his morning alone, watching the sun crawl to its peak, waiting for noon to come.  
 
    He was avoiding his father but had convinced Andrea to meet him before the festival at Azadolon’s waters. They sat on the water shore. Its beautiful, tempered clarity reflected the sun—a moment most couples would have only dreamed of. The only problem was Andrea’s distance. She felt so far away that it left Lucian uncomfortable. 
 
    “What do you think? This place is a lot like home,” Lucian probed. 
 
    “Yeah, but very different.” She smiled weakly. 
 
    Lucian squeezed the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes, letting out a deep breath. “Come on, Andrea. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Clearly it’s something. You are normally touchy-feely and close., You’ve been distant for days. Trust me: when your light is dim, it’s noticeable.” 
 
    Andrea just shook her head, her hands covering her chin and cheeks as she stared at the water. Lucian waited, studying her and trying to figure out himself what was going on. His mind raced, but he couldn’t put a finger on her sudden change in mood. His only idea was Iris. 
 
    “Is this about my connection with Iris? Are you upset about that? Because if so, you shouldn’t be. It’s just a tool. The lines of friendship, so to say.” 
 
    “You talk too much, Lucian,” Andrea said. It started out joking, but then tears flowed out of her eyes. She tried to stop them with her hand. 
 
    “Andrea....” Lucian stepped closer. 
 
    The girl just turned her back to him and walked closer to the water. “He killed himself last year.” 
 
    “Who killed himself?” Lucian asked, truly at a loss. 
 
    “Richard.” 
 
    Lucian’s mind wandered, trying to figure out the implication Richard’s death had on her distance to him. Sure he beat him. If he’d taken his own life, that was of no consequence to Lucian. But as he studied Andrea, he instinctively felt her hurt and guilt.  
 
    “Andrea, I’m sorry I don’t understand. I’m sorry. It’s unfortunate he killed himself. But I don’t understand why you feel so guilty about it. He left without talking to you. It’s not your fault,” Lucian said, more a question than statement. 
 
    “You don’t understand, Lucian. You crippled him, and I ran off in the sunset with you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Whatever you did, magic wouldn’t heal him. The damage was permanent. They kept him on a machine, clinging to life. Alone.” Tears streamed down her face. 
 
    The implications of her words finally hit home. Lucian’s mind spiraled. He had cut a deep gash through Richard’s stomach during their match. He vividly remembered the medical staff taking over, assuring them he would be fine. And he should have been. The school’s healers had healed wounds far more severe than Lucian’s blade had made. 
 
    I stabilized him before they took over, but if they couldn’t use a swallow and had to rely only on modern medicine....Lucian paused in thought, not wanting to admit to the consequences to himself. He played the scene back in his head. The evidence was becoming undeniable. 
 
    “How did you find this out?” The words spewed out. 
 
    “Remember the other day when I went to go visit a friend in Azadolon? Richard’s big sister? She was always so kind to me. But as you can imagine, I was the last person she wanted to see. She blamed me for not standing by him, for leaving him when he was at his worst. I...I....” 
 
    “Andrea, this isn’t your fault. You didn’t know, and I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to kill him,” Lucian lied. He knew that at the time, he’d had every intention of killing Richard. But that wasn’t what Andrea needed to hear, and he was sorry it was causing her so much pain. Even still, he felt little for the loss of the bully.  
 
    Andrea stared up at him. “I’m sorry, Lucian, but I can’t do this. It’s not fair to you, but every time I see you, I can only think of what I did to him.” 
 
    Her words came out quickly. Her large brown eyes stared at him, looking for an answer. Lucian can read the conflict in her face. She wanted him to fight for them, but it would be a futile fight if what she said was true. Maybe one day she would be able to forgive him, but their chance to be happy together had died when she got that message. 
 
    “I understand, sweet,” Lucian said, placing a kiss on her forehead. “I’ll see you back at the house. You can take the room. As he turned, a tear fell from his eye. He didn’t rush or run, but took his time, giving Andrea a chance to walk back with him if she wanted. She did. Together, they headed back to prepare for the festival’s Paragon Ball. 
 
    Looks like I just got dumped, a familiar voice crackled in his mind. For a second, he thought it was Salmu teasing him. But he quickly realized it was only his mind echoing what the dragon would have said at a time like this. First Lucian smiled at the thought, but upon further pondering, it made him feel more alone than ever. 
 
    As the sun began to fall, the streets began to flood with people. Back at the house, Lucian kept his distance from his team as they prepared for the Paragon Ball. 
 
    Victor, however, intercepted him and handed him clothing more suitable for the occasion, along with a note: 
 
    Lucian, please don’t embarrass me with your attire again, - Madam Mahesa Sah 
 
    Lucian crinkled the paper, glancing at the suit and cloak. It looked more like a monastery robe than something he would wear. It had a few buttons that went all the way up to the neckline, and its bottom stretched down to his feet. The hooded cloak part itself was designed more like a cape, barely covering his shoulders. Then a thought formed in his head, and he quickly carried the idea out. 
 
    “Wow, Lucian, you look great.” Elaine was the first to compliment him on the attire. 
 
    “I think it’s the first time you haven’t just looked like you were ready for battle,” Anna teased. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Lucian said as he opened the inner lining of the outfit. He had drawn small symbols throughout the lining. “Can never be too prepared.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean, Lucian? Are you planning on starting a fight?” Breanna questioned. 
 
    “No, but accidents do happen.”  
 
    “What does that do, anyway?” Josiah interrupted. 
 
    “It just allows me to pour eminence into it, creating a layer of protection.” 
 
    “That’s cool. I think we all need some of those.” 
 
    “Please, Josiah, Lucian’s the only person who could use those scribe enchantments,” Anna explained. 
 
    “Time to go,” Victor cut in. 
 
    From the moment they left the house, applause and cheers followed them. They scurried to the castle. Josiah’s pale skin was flushed red from the attention, while Curtis wore a look of annoyance, and Elaine seemed to just be indifferent. Anna, however, relished the applause. She walked proudly, waving to the crowd as they went. Lucian’s father looked uncomfortably, setting their pace faster.  
 
    He really doesn’t like the spotlight, Lucian thought. 
 
    “Remember, this is a diplomatic event,” Victor said as they came up to the castle door. As he spoke, he looked firmly at Curtis. Curtis nodded, but Lucian could tell it was reluctant. They stepped into the castle’s domain. 
 
    People flooded the halls, which were busier than they had ever seen them before. Not only was the castle filled with the sounds of celebration, but many who were not invited stood outside celebrating in the streets and fields, tempting their inhibitions. The inside group, however, distinguished themselves from the commoners by their more formal attire; nearly every man was in a suit and every woman in a gown.  
 
    “Remember: diplomatic,” Victor said as he left them to mingle among the crowd. 
 
    The rest of the team followed suit, but Anna elected to stay near Lucian.  
 
    “What’s going on with you and Andrea?” Anna said. “You’ve seemed awkward lately.” 
 
    “I believe she broke up with me today,” Lucian said, trying to keep his tone as neutral as possible. 
 
    “What, Lucian? Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah. Turns out I might’ve been responsible for Richard’s death.” 
 
    “First off, Richard’s what? Second off, why do you say it so calmly?” Anna said, voice rising with every word. 
 
    “Anna, I had no relationship with the guy. Besides, he killed himself.”  
 
    Anna stared at him, her expression deadpan. She pursed her lips. 
 
    “Fine. The wound my blades made during our match our first year apparently couldn’t be healed. That’s why he left the school. He had been crippled for a year when he killed himself.” 
 
    “They couldn’t heal his wounds?” 
 
    “Apparently not. I don’t know. I’ve never cut myself with the blades, but maybe conventional magic can’t heal its cuts.”  
 
    “Freak, don’t you think you should test that out?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know; you’re the genius. Oh my God, you are truly hopeless at times. Regardless, I can see why she broke up with you.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “It’s not you, freak. She feels guilty. I’ll be honest; I don’t know if you’ll ever get over that.” 
 
    Madam Sah’s voice embedded itself in their minds. Thank you all for coming. Please relax and listen, as His Kingship would like to say something.  
 
    As Lucian and Anna walked into the castle’s great hall, they spotted their head professor near where they had dined only a couple days ago. Madam Sah placed a hand on the king’s shoulder as he closed his eyes, projecting his thoughts to the crowd for him. 
 
    Thank you, Madam Sah. As always, your abilities are impeccable. But I will make this quick. Although you can hear my thoughts, let me assure you also of my heart. I am very pleased that you have all come here to celebrate this amazing festival. It is the representation of all of our cultures in one spot, and even with our disagreements, it assures us we can celebrate and live in harmony. This evening, please enjoy the drink, the food, and, most of all, the company. His voice cut off, and everyone gathered applauded. 
 
    “It’s amazing. We talk about unity, but also, almost everyone here is a mage,” Lucian whispered to Anna. 
 
    “Everyone except the contestants.” 
 
    Lucian surveyed the room. Finally, his eyes fell upon Curtis, who was in the middle of the Pratt sisters. They circled him, their hands lightly fondling his shoulders and arms. They were taking turns gently combing their hands through his hair.  
 
    The spectacle caught Anna’s attention as well. “That freak.” 
 
    “Literally,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Shut up, Lucian. We need to save him from himself,” she said, smiling and dragging him along.  
 
    Curious, Lucian invoked his dragon sight and peered at them. To his surprise, Nadia was every bit as beautiful as she looked through her glamour. Her breasts were slightly smaller and her hips not as wide, but her hourglass figure was still there even without the magic. Her skin was not as flawless; she had light freckles on her cheeks. But to Lucian, it only made her stand out more.  
 
    For her sisters, however, the glamour was more than warranted. Both women were as thin as broom handles, their bodies hunched and wrinkled to the point of deformity. Lucian quickly deactivated his sight before they could notice as they reached the four of them.  
 
    “More playthings,” Rose purred, circling Anna. 
 
    Anna blushed, her cheeks matching her hair as she sidestepped closer to Curtis.  
 
    “Freak, sorry—I mean, we just came to get this boy here,” Anna said, stumbling over her own tongue. 
 
    “I’m fine. Rose was just telling me how she loves exercise. She heard about me complaining about keeping up with you two,” Curtis said. 
 
    Lucian chuckled. 
 
    Curtis’s eyes narrowed. “What’s so funny now, Lucian?”  
 
    Lucian had to force his smile back, before he spoke. “I think the professor wanted to talk to us, that’s all.” He pointed meaningfully to his eyes. To the witches, it looked as if he were just pointed to his brain. 
 
    “That telepathic professor of yours is quite talented indeed. To pinpoint a message to all these people is amazing,” Nadia said, running her finger along Lucian’s chin. 
 
    Heartbroken as he was, Lucian did give her a lustful grin. But the moment passed.  
 
    “She is indeed. And I’m sure we will run into each other later in the evening.” Lucian took her hand, his lips falling upon it.  
 
    “Charmer,” the sisters said gleefully. 
 
    “Enjoy the ball. See you guys later,” Anna said, grabbing both of her teammates’ hands and running off toward the front of the hall as though headed for Madam Sah, keeping up their pretense. 
 
    “What the hell, guys?” Curtis said when they came to a stop, crossing his arms. 
 
    “You can thank me later,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Thank you for what?” 
 
    “Rose might be a couple centuries old, and trust me, without that glamour, she looked every bit of it.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not what I see. And if that is what I see, it’s fine by me,” Curtis said. 
 
    “Freak, you’re going to get dust crabs.” 
 
    “What do you want from me? You both have someone to get fresh with at night. I’m just looking for a little fun.” 
 
    Anna flushed at his words.  
 
    Lucian stared at her. “You and Elaine?” he nearly shouted. 
 
    “Shut up, freak,” Anna shrieked back, covering his mouth. “I mean, I don’t know—she’s cool, and we have fun. Let’s leave it at that.” 
 
    Lucian raised a hand in defense, his eyes smiling, happy for his friends. They made their way to the front, pretending to get close enough to speak to Madam Sah. The headmistress ignored them completely. 
 
    “Try not to get into any more trouble,” Anna said, spotting Elaine and, waving, ran up to her.  
 
    “Thanks for the warning, but don’t judge me,” Curtis said and walked back to the three witches. 
 
    As soon as Curtis left, a familiar voice appeared in Lucian’s mind, simultaneously ringing in his ears. 
 
    “Hey there,” Iris said, sneaking up from behind him. 
 
    “Iris. Enjoying the ball?” Lucian said, much more nervous that he’d expected. 
 
    “Definitely not. I feel so out of place. This isn’t me.” She gestured at herself, accidentally hitting her skirt in the process. The dress itself was formfitting all the way down to her waist. It flowed freely between her legs, a long slit showing off her thighs. 
 
    “Seriously looks like you,” Lucian said as he thought, At least, she seriously looks unreal.  
 
    Unfortunate for Lucian, his thoughts were a little too loud. 
 
    “Lucian,” she said, her cheeks reddening.  
 
    Lucian assumed she was only playing at embarrassment, as the wolves had very little proprietary. But if she was willing to flirt, who was he to deny her his charm? But his intentions stopped in their tracks as his thoughts brought him back to Benjamin.  
 
    His emotions shifted quickly. Iris could feel them, too, but she knew nothing she could say would help.  
 
    Lucian laughed awkwardly, breaking the silence. “It’s fine. I’m sorry. This connection between us is getting weirder and weirder.”  
 
    “It’s not so bad. You can be a creep. A horny emo kid, I can deal with,” Iris teased. 
 
    “Iris, you’re not that much older than me, and I’m not emo.” 
 
    “Clever. But aren’t you in a relationship, are you?” 
 
    “Not anymore. At least, not as of this morning.” 
 
    It would be so easy to be bold. He knew the werewolves didn’t enjoy subtlety, and she could smell any desires on him anyway. But he also knew this could not go any further than mere flirting. Iris was royalty, beautiful and kind. They lived in two different worlds and, regardless, they could easily one day find themselves enemies. But he pushed the thought from his mind and flirted all the same, attempting to make Benjamin proud.  
 
    Time flew by, and she seemed to like it, as when it got late, she placed a kiss on his cheek. 
 
    “Good night, Lucian.” 
 
    “Have a good night, Iris.” 
 
    Lucian turned to leave, but he gave the room one more glance over, scouring it for Andrea. He wanted to talk to her, but thought better of it, knowing his hunger for companionship outweighed his logic. In that moment, he could understand Curtis’s actions.  
 
    He suddenly stopped as he saw Ben once again. 
 
    It’s Ross. Ross. He pounded the thought into his head. His body moved on his own as he fought against his own mind. Within moments, he was upon his best friend. He looked every bit like Ben, even that silly smile, which spoke of being charming and kind.  
 
    “Lucian, right?” Ross said in his thick Cockney accent.  
 
    “Right,” Lucian confirmed. 
 
    “You are doing quite well in this competition.” 
 
    “I’m managing.” 
 
    “Squirt, I’d say you have them eating out of your bloody hand.” 
 
    “I would say it’s more that they hate you and love me. But maybe I’m just projecting,” Lucian replied. 
 
    “That hurts. With those puppy dog eyes you’ve been giving me, I’d better be your long-lost brother or something. Or maybe a lover. No, I love women too much.” Ross pretended to ponder the thought.  
 
    “Don’t let Vera hear that. She might burn your balls off.” 
 
    “Trust me, she would completely agree with me.” As soon as the words left his mouth, the vampire’s head snapped back as if he’d been slapped. He finally processed the memory of the face he’d been fighting to connect a name to. 
 
    “You’re in there somewhere,” Lucian said. “My apologies, Ross. You merely remind me of a friend of mine. You know, outside of missing your soul.” 
 
    Ross’s eyes snapped back into focus as he stared at Lucian again. “Please. I’ve had every bit a life as you. I’ve just enjoyed myself a little more.” 
 
    “If you say so. By the way, where is your father? I am definitely looking forward to ending him.” 
 
    “Your whole faction wouldn’t touch him. And I don’t think you will stand much of a chance. A measly boy like you, a mage who lives in his father’s shadow? You don’t even frighten me; you wouldn’t stand a chance against him. Do yourself a favor and live a little longer.” 
 
    Lucian stepped forward, his hands balled into fists, eyes narrowed. “Understand this: no matter how long it takes, I will make him suffer. I will make him—and everyone else under him, if need be—suffer for the pain they have caused. No matter how long it takes. I don’t sleep. I don’t rest. It will be done.” 
 
    “That is impressive. You’ll have to teach me how to make threats like that. Still, you’re human. You have your limitations. But if you figure it out, let me know. I’d be excited to watch.” 
 
    Lucian just turned and walked away, knowing that any further conversation would lead to disaster.  
 
    “My friend is somewhere in there,” he kept telling himself, though his instincts wanted to end Ben’s suffering right then and there. From what he had gathered, that ring had something to do with his soul being gone, and it was most likely the true reason for the vampires’ existence. 
 
    He called me brother. Lucian concentrated on compartmentalizing the information. The beginning of a plan to save his friend formed in his head.  
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    One of the Pack Or A Cold Bath 
 
    Lucian never returned home that night. He strolled aimlessly around, attempting to keep the thought of Andrea out of his mind. But nothing he did worked. Lucian embedded his thumb madly into his forehead as if he could push her out physically. But the image of her large brown eyes prevailed nonetheless, eyes that he’d spent hours staring into.  
 
    “Stupid Richard,” Lucian said with no remorse for the dead. But the reminder of Richard could give him some temporary relief, until he remembered his blades had caused the accident.  
 
    You can’t heal their wounds with magic? Lucian thought incredulously? 
 
    Lucian made his way to the outside of the castle’s domain and deep into the forest. He knew his secret was out, but it didn’t mean he needed to show people his blades again. But here he felt comfortable; he was alone. He opened his mind, and the spectrum he saw changed to that of the magical world. Still cautious of his secrets, he gave the perimeter another momentary glance. Confident he was alone, Lucian activated one of his enchanted blades. The short sword appeared in his hand. He twirled the blade through his fingers and swung it back into his palm. The black blade blended into the night’s darkness, but the sword’s sharp edge glowed as the moon’s glow snuck through the trees.  
 
    Wasting little time, Lucian placed a thumb over the blade’s edge and pressed into it, exerting minimal effort as the blade did its work.  
 
    Blood fell freely over the knife. With no need to clean the blades, he deactivated them, and they vanished back into his body. Lucian stared at his wound. Viewing it from a dragon’s spectrum, he could see the blade’s magic so clearly. His skin was separated, almost as if it weren’t there. A swallow couldn’t recreate—only speed up recovery. But for diligence’s sake, he attempted to heal the wound. 
 
    As he’d suspected, nothing happened. Blood still fell freely. Lucian reached across the shoulder, cursing as he realized he’d been forced to leave his bag of holdings behind.  
 
    “Stupid party,” Lucian spat to himself as he looked around for a substitute, eyes falling on his borrowed suit jacket. This was Madam Sah’s doing. Lucian ripped the jacket and wrapped it around the wound, attempting to help the blood clot. Minutes passed, but the blood did not stop flowing. Lucian unwrapped the wound. It was as if he had done nothing.  
 
    “It’s amazing they kept him alive for an entire year,” he said to himself. 
 
    Lucian resorted to his second plan. Gathering heat from his body as kindling, he created a small fire.  
 
    Fire still remained the least skillful of his elements. Although he could conjure a small flame, it was at the sacrifice of taking heat from his body. Bringing his thumb close to the fire, he allowed the heat to scar his skin. The edge of the wound eventually closed, the heat from the fire forcing his skin to become one again, however disfigured. Lucian managed to keep his body steady throughout the process, though he winced. 
 
    The moment the pain subsided, sorrow settled over him instead, his mind slipping back to Andrea. 
 
    “It is my fault,” Lucian muttered. 
 
    A terrible rattling screeched from the woods in the distance. His ears tingled as he picked up the faraway sound. Something was moving in his direction much faster than to his liking. Lucian looked at his blood soaked garments, curious if they were the culprit drawing in his unwanted guests. Unwilling to leave anything to chance, Lucian stretched his palm out, controlling the fire to burn the bloodstained clothing. 
 
    It’ll be here in seconds. Two of them—no, four, and they’re big, Lucian thought, taking stock of his surroundings. As he began planning the fight, something triggered in his bond. He suddenly realized the group moving in his direction was four wolves. The brilliant silver wolf was the first to lope into view.  
 
    The moonlight illuminated her, and her pack quickly followed behind. Her face and fur were stained with blood, and it ran down her cheek. Lucian’s eyes met the wolf’s, which eventually settled on him after seeing the bloodstained rag smoldering in the fire. Iris and Lucian were both unsure of the extent of their bond’s powers, but communicating to her in this state seemed not to be among them. The wolves just looked at him, heads cocked sideways. 
 
    “I assume you’re hunting,” Lucian said.  
 
    The silver slightly bowed her head, a grin flashing over her face. Lucian could feel her excitement, but without words, he had no idea what more to say. Iris looked up at him again as she pointed her head toward the forest. 
 
    “What, you want me to follow you?” Lucian shook his head in mock surrender, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to keep up with the four-legged creatures. He was fast, for a human, but werewolves’ top speed was far beyond his abilities. The wolves stared at each other, eyes flicking back and forth between each other and ultimately landing on Iris. The silver wolf’s body shrank until her human female form stood in its place. Iris walked toward Lucian, her curves highlighted by the moonlight. 
 
    “Now, Lucian, you assured me how fast you were just a few days ago. Keep up,” she said, moving her naked form closer, pressing up against him. Taking in the boy’s aroma, she kissed him on the cheek. Her hands caressing the side of his face and slipping off as she turned away. The moment her pack turned to Lucian, she began running, changing, midstride, back into her wolf form. If Lucian hadn’t known better, he’d have thought one wolf gleamed with pride, mouth hanging open, tongue lolling out. 
 
    “Why not,” Lucian mused. 
 
    Activating all the runes on his body, Lucian again removed the encumbrance of gravity. He focused and increased his heart, increasing the blood flow to his muscles and tendons. Lucian leaped into the air, testing out his body’s new freedom. Without warning, he sprinted off, shooting past the silver wolf. The pack followed suit, intertwining as they ran. But even with Lucian’s magic, the difference in speed was obvious; the wolves soon passed him.  
 
    Surrounded by trees, Lucian could travel however he wanted. Running at full speed, he used his momentum to propel him forward as he kicked off a tree trunk. Hardening his fingers, he grabbed onto a tree limb, swinging from it like a monkey. The change in tactics increased his speed, if only for a moment. Lucian moved methodically throughout the forest, attempting to keep up with the wolves. In more open stretches, he sprinted straight through, but he needed to adjust to forested areas, bouncing off their limbs.  
 
    Iris stopped, and the pack halted behind her.  
 
    Lucian squatted at a nearby tree, watching to see what the next move would be. 
 
    Iris’s nose rose up toward the moon. Inhaling the night air, she darted off again. Lucian jumped off and quickly caught up, feeling the silver wolf’s excitement. He searched their surroundings for its cause, using the magical spectrum.  
 
    A small herd of bison revealed itself, only a few clicks away. Lucian followed the werewolves’ trajectory as if on autopilot, matching the wolves’ speed. Calculating the speed of the wolves compared to the position of the herd, he played out scenarios of their hunt in his mind. Adjusting slightly off course, Lucian moved in on their prey. He leapt down from the trees and dashed off along the ground. His increased blood flow fueled his strength and endurance, but it came at the price of his muscle fatiguing faster. Nonetheless, he only needed a few more moments.  
 
    Just as he’d thought, the bison scattered as the wolves darted out of the forest. One animal in the rear moved slightly away from the rest, and the wolves cut its path off. Already upon it, Iris’s massive jaws reached for the back of the bison’s neck. 
 
    But before her teeth clamped down, the animal collapsed.  
 
    Darting in from the other side, Lucian had stabbed one of his blades through its skull, killing the animal on impact. He rolled away from the dead bison and, hopping to his feet, bowed to the silver wolf. The other wolves jumped onto the bison, their teeth barreling into its abundant meat—all but Iris, whose stare was religiously fixated on the human.  
 
    I hope she doesn’t try to eat me next, Lucian thought. He ambled back to the body. Activating his blades, he sliced a thick slab of meat from the carcass. Creating a fire with his hand, assisted by one of the runes carved in his palm, he cooked the steak to temperature and bit into it.  
 
    The silver wolf’s gaze never left the boy. As Lucian ate, Iris’s pack devoured the beast’s flesh. Finally, Iris dove in to eat, attempting to make up for wasted time.  
 
    That was slick. Iris’s voice appeared in Lucian’s mind. Her sudden infiltration of his thoughts startled him. Previously only Madam Sah had been strong enough to reach his mind.  
 
    Lucian gave her a nod of thanks. Does this make me part of the pack or something? he thought to himself. 
 
    Or something, Iris responded. 
 
    The invasion was odd, but he didn’t completely hate sharing his mind with her. For a moment he missed Salmu once again. Curious, he decided to create a sturdier mental block to stop even Iris from entering the deeper parts of his psyche. Doing just that, he fashioned a barrier at the forefront of his thoughts. All the while he could feel the wolves’ pack bonds pushing against his brain. Using the barricade as a filter and only allowing what he wanted to pass, he limited Iris’ free reign over his innermost desires. 
 
    Finishing her meal, the alpha turned to her pack. Heads bowed, the rest of the pack ran back into the forest.  
 
    Iris shifted back to her Andras form.  
 
    Lucian was not only astounded by the speed of her change, but left utterly speechless by the beauty that came along with it. His blood was already boiling from the hunt, and the naked girl in front of him sent his mind and body reeling off into ungentlemanly thoughts. Her perfectly sculpted frame was a near-mirror image of his own.  
 
    Something urging his instincts pulled Lucian closer to the girl, desire overwhelming his judgment. Their faces close, nearly nose to nose, Lucian peered down at her. Gulping, Lucian inched closer to her lips. He paused, giving her the final opportunity. 
 
    She grabbed his hand, overpowering him as she kissed him passionately. Lucian could feel her desire, he could smell her want, but his body froze and Andrea popped into his mind, quelling their intense connection.  
 
    Iris pulled back as if she could smell the difference in his arousal. 
 
    The pause was enough to separate their bodies.  
 
    “Sorry,” Lucian pleaded, feeling guilty. 
 
    “No, it’s my fault,” Iris said, tensing. 
 
    Thinking it was because she was naked, Lucian removed his jacket and offered it to her.  
 
    “I’m fine. I’m not cold,” she answered his gesture. 
 
    Lucian took another glance at her body, from foot to head. “To be honest, I think it’s more for me than you.” His cheeks reddened, and he shook the garment in front of her.  
 
    Iris smiled, looking at his pants. Though he had turned distant, his body was still aroused.  
 
    “Oh, sorry.” She took it and wrapped it around her own shoulders. Lucian was much larger than her—at least when she wasn’t in one of her wolf forms—and the jacket covered her even past her thighs. 
 
    “How often do you guys hunt out here?” Lucian asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “This is the first time. Being so cooped up after the encounter with your dad left us anxious. Nothing gets rid of aggression like a hunt.”  
 
    “I see,” Lucian said awkwardly. 
 
    “You had some good tactics back there. The pack was definitely impressed.” 
 
    Yearning for him again, Iris’s body tensed. It was only for a second, but long enough for Lucian to notice. Knowing his mind was still connected to hers, he doubled down his mental barrier, not allowing her to invade his thoughts.  
 
    “So that makes me part of the pack?” Lucian said clumsily, then cursed himself for accidentally repeating the question.  
 
    Silence reigned over the air, the tension between them multiplying with every passing heartbeat. 
 
     Iris's heart fluttered as she spoke the simple words: “Yes, I guess so.” 
 
    Lucian’s now-in-tune ears picked up the flutter. Why is she lying? But her piercing gaze stilled his tongue. 
 
    They remained in silence for a long while as they walked back to Azadolon. Lucian escorted her back to the werewolves’ lodgings. The bond of the ring had tied them closer together, but Lucian was surprised that even time spent in silence with Iris felt comfortable.  
 
    As they made it to the door, he turned and looked at her earnestly. “Big day tomorrow. Thanks for letting me join in.” Lucian rubbed the back of his hands nervously. “The hunt, I mean,” he finished awkwardly. 
 
    “Anytime. You’re a capable predator,” she replied, staring at him once again with those long brown eyes. Before Lucian could say another word, she leaned forward and kissed him again. Caressing his neck, she pulled him in tight. Lucian wrapped his hands around her waist, unable to fight the urge to get closer.  
 
    Iris was the first to pull away. “Goodnight, Lucian.” She handed his jacket back, turned, and went inside. 
 
    Lucian’s body crumbled. His first instinct was to kick the door in and take the girl for himself. Unable to settle down, he walked back the way they’d come, beyond the city grounds, making his way to it's cold waterfront. 
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    Yep, He’s Gone Crazy! 
 
    Iris banged her head on her pillow. Frustration kept her up all night. 
 
    Is he part of the pack?  
 
    She pushed her face into the pillow, muffling her voice as she shouted, “He’s mine!”  
 
    Her muscles tensed as she thought about the night’s events. Pushing him from her thoughts was becoming impossible, as the emerald ring constantly reminded her of their connection.  
 
    Iris, we must go, Bianka said from her room. 
 
    I’ll catch up, Iris responded. 
 
    Dressing quickly and running out the door, Iris joined her pack and fell in beside her father. Why did he link us? she thought. It’s making this unbearable. 
 
    You alright, sweetie?  
 
    The unfamiliar title jarred Iris, but she quickly recognized that the tone belonged to Bianka. 
 
    Yeah, I think so. 
 
    It’s that boy. He would’ve made a good wolf, no? 
 
    A good wolf indeed, Iris responded, letting her thoughts slip. 
 
    Bianka chuckled. She walked closer and wrapped her arms around the young alpha.  
 
    You are young and will have many lovers in your lifetime, but trust your wolf, Bianka whispered. Let it guide your instincts.  
 
    Her words sent confidence down Iris’s spine. She suddenly stood straight, a smile spreading over her face. 
 
    “You have good instincts.” Bianka laughed aloud, grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    Her sudden comment caught the pack’s attention. Kobe and Isaac turned to stare at the commotion. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Kobe was the first interject. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Girl problems,” Bianka snapped back. 
 
    “It must be that boy from the other night. Looks like Jason had more planned than just an alliance, after all,” Kobe teased.  
 
    Iris glanced up at her dad, but his face remained stony, devoid of all emotion. For a second she didn’t even think he was listening. But she could smell the concern radiating off his body. Looking back over her shoulder, Iris flared her dominance, forcing her betas to recoil. All teasing ceased as they made it to the arena.  
 
    The connection between Iris and Lucian had seemed to grow daily. The moment her foot stepped onto the castle grounds, her chest tightened as an invisible tug pulled her toward the arena floor. A few weeks ago it was barely noticeable, usually only felt when they were in each other’s presence. But ever since the previous night’s hunt, Iris's longing to be near him had hardly ceased.  
 
    Iris bit the side of her lip and exhaled deeply. Knowing they were the last contestants to set foot in the arena, she kept her eyes forward. Taking a page from her father’s book, she gave off no emotion, not so much as glancing at the rest of the contestants.  
 
    Cheers radiated through the gathered crowd. Taking a moment to review the audience, Iris didn’t know whether they had simply forgotten the horrific events of the last event, or if they craved more blood.  
 
    Savages. Surely it was the latter. A hush fell over her emotions. She ignored the crowd, turning her attention back to the announcer, who raised his hand, preparing to speak. 
 
    “I know, I know: you guys are excited. And let me tell you: so am I. Our champions have proven their intelligence and fortitude throughout all of these challenges so far. And today is special. Today we will see who is the strongest of them all. Many of the contestants have had small encounters with one another. But many questions are still unanswered. With the luck of the draw, today we will see match-ups like no other. This is how it works: each of our champions’ groups must sacrifice a coin. They will place it inside my hat, and I will take two coins out at random, pairing them together.” 
 
    Iris’s gaze shifted, darting back to her father’s face and the pouch at his hip. As if by impulse, Jason reached down and grabbed the pouch, then opened it and tossed her a golden coin. Iris caught it, rubbing her fingers on the texture of the coin and the protruding fang engraved in the center.  
 
    “But there’s a catch,” the announcer said, breaking Iris from her thoughts. “The winner of today’s tournament will collect the loot of the sacrificed coins. Furthermore”—he paused, lifting a finger—“the contestants can gamble their points on themselves and against their opponent, so long as they are left one coin for the final challenge. Complicated, maybe, but that’s the fun of it.” The announcer chuckled. 
 
    “The contestants will fight in one-on-one matches until we have a champion. However, the contestants can arrange their own battle as long as the decision is unanimous between both teams. Now, may I have our contestants drop in their coins?”  
 
    Flipping his hat off, the announcer spun around for the crowd to see. One by one, contestants made their way to the announcer and dropped their gold coins into his black top hat. Iris stepped forward, followed by Lucian. She had managed to forget him until now, as she stared at him for much longer than she had planned. 
 
    “Focus, Iris,” Iris whispered to herself. She shook her head and stared back up at the announcer. 
 
    “Good luck. Be safe,” Lucian said as he dropped his coin in directly after her. 
 
    Iris couldn’t manage to speak. She just smiled and walked back to her own sector. 
 
    “Oh, that’s the way to go: ignore him completely,” Bianka whispered in her ear.  
 
    Iris ignored her former mentor, keeping her attention on the announcer. 
 
    “That’s everyone.” The announcer shook his hat, rattling the coins. “Let’s see who we have first....”  
 
    Reaching in, he grabbed the first two coins. His face dropped, and he looked around at the audience theatrically. He played the moment up in silence, imitating their stunned reaction from the day before. “What a treat, ladies and gentlemen: our first match of the day will be the illustrious wolf pack versus the followers of Lilith!”  
 
    Cheers erupted. Iris looked over to her opponents, attempting to see an outcome and find a weakness amongst them.  
 
    “Our second match will be Paladin of God versus the sons of Emmett. That’ll be a doozy, ladies and gentlemen. Our third match will be our marvelous druid versus the magi of Valiant. This leaves our beautiful witches with the luck of the draw: they will face the winner of the druid and magi’s match.  
 
    “We will now take a quick recess, followed by our first match—Lilith’s followers versus the Alpha Pack,” the announcer said, turning to Iris, blinking, and giving her a brilliantly staged smile. 
 
    “He just named us,” Iris said, realizing that his blinking was a wink. To be honest, she didn’t hate the name. It had a certain ring to it, she thought. 
 
    “The Alpha Pack,” Isaac said, rubbing his chin contemplatively. 
 
    “We only have one alpha,” Bianka interrupted, shaking her head. 
 
    “True, but it’s a good name, don’t you think?” Kobe chimed in. 
 
    “Let’s just say I don’t hate it. We’ll go with it for now.” Iris’s words put an end to the conversation. “But this is not good....We can’t fight as a pack. The default rules are very much against us this time. Any thoughts?” she asked, looking to her father for advice. 
 
    “You’re an alpha, child. You’re not reliant only on hunting as a pack,” Jason said, then walked to the platform to meet the Mother of demons.  
 
    Jason’s stride was powerful, each step warning of danger to anything attempting to stop his movements. Lilith moved gracefully, her hair flowing through her horns. This was the first time they had seen her move on her own, without the assistance of the palanquin she sat upon. Her hips coiled back and forth, her body moving almost like a snake.  
 
    “Jason.” Her voice slithered every syllable. “Let’s not pretend. I know you want your team to fight as a pack. And we both know that’s not going to happen. Let’s just stick with the rules at hand. Better yet, let’s have our best warriors go one-on-one—winner takes all.” 
 
    Jason glared at her. “I decline your offer. You have two warriors. My daughter will destroy them both.” Jason turned his back on Lilith and walked back to his daughter.  
 
    Lilith’s eyes widened. Her smile grew as she nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I don’t know if you got that, folks, but it looks like Iris, the daughter of the Anax, will take on both of Lilith’s followers in a two-versus-one matchup! I don’t know what has caused the alpha of alphas to go to such extreme measures, but I’m excited.” The announcer’s voice faltered slightly for the first time since his frightening encounter with the vampire lord. 
 
    But half the crowd erupted in applause, and murmurs flooded the arena.  
 
    “There’s no way she stands a chance.” 
 
    “Is he trying to get his daughter killed?” 
 
    “Whoa—she’s so cool!”  
 
    The wave of praise and criticism hit Iris’s ears all at once. She began to shake as the demon faction stared hungrily at her.  
 
    “Breathe, child. You are my daughter. Show them,” Jason said, passing his hand over her shoulder as he walked slowly past her. 
 
    He’s crazy. He’s definitely lost his mind, Iris thought. She tried to second-guess her doubt in herself, but one glance at Bianka told her everything she needed to know. Even as her beta, Bianca had become the mother Iris had never had. A mentor, friend, and protector. Bianka stared daggers at Jason, doing everything she could to hold back from attacking her lord. 
 
    Bianka, I got this, Iris communicated through their telepathic link.  
 
    Bianka could do nothing but give a sympathetic nod. Doing her best to control her expression, Bianka reassured her apprentice.  
 
    Iris’s nerves fell away as she closed her eyes and visualized her opponents’ defeat. She inhaled deeply, filling her lungs, and blew out a primal breath.  
 
    The demons that stood across from her were her prey.  
 
    As her mind opened, her eyes changed too, golden irises appearing. The black-armored Manah was the first to grab her attention. He stood two heads over her in her present state, and would even be a few inches taller than her Lycanthrope form.  
 
    Kitsune the fox demon was still more frightening than the larger foe. Even without Manah’s enormous stature, Iris sensed she was far deadlier.  
 
    The information she gathered felt unnatural, and the process began to strain her mind, her head beginning to ache. Iris squeezed her eyes shut, willing her sight to return to normal. She glanced over her shoulder, searching Lucian’s face to see if she could judge what he was feeling as she called upon his abilities.  
 
    But Lucian’s eyes remained fixed on her and her opponents, and his expression was as stony as her father’s. Suddenly Iris wasn’t sure if the information was just from her using her link with Lucian or if her instincts were just kicking in. But she knew from that moment on that she had to watch the fox demon carefully. 
 
    “Are you ready? Let’s begin.” 
 
    Manah moved in. A black mist surrounded him, and a large blade swiped toward Iris’s face. She couldn’t get a good look at it; it was too fast. But the foot of the blade was curved like an ax. As Iris dodged, the black fog surrounding them swam over to Kitsune. 
 
    When her body reappeared in the mist, the fox demon threw six blades at the girl, but Iris evaded them, leaning forward to counterattack. One of the blades marked her cheek as it passed. 
 
    As Iris leapt up to kick the fox demon away from her partner and separate the demons, Manah stepped forward, blocking Iris’s kick with his heavily armored arms.  
 
    The steadiness of his stance sent shockwaves down Iris’s legs. She landed on one leg and rolled away her body immediately switching to her Liekos form. The silver wolf ran so as not to be surrounded, then turned back. Her fangs barreled at her two opponents.  
 
    They can match my strength and speed, and their teamwork is flawless. Dad’s definitely going crazy, Iris thought. 
 
    Iris zigzagged back and forth as she charged, then leapt to the giant demon. Dodging his sword, she brought her teeth down onto his arm. His armor protected him from her bite, and he slung her away. 
 
    Kitsune grabbed her bow, nocked several arrows, and sent them flying toward the wolf.  
 
    Iris changes back to her Andras form, her dexterity allowing her to flip through the arrows without harm. Cartwheeling back toward Manah, she changed into her Lycanthrope form, its extra power increasing her momentum as her large, furry leg struck him. Her formidable size now able to deal with his armor, she didn’t feel the same rattling as she struck. But the demon was still unharmed.  
 
    Behind you, Kobe’s voice slicing through to her attention. Her body responded without thinking. 
 
    Kitsune had already closed the distance, wielding her bow, which was, in fact, made of bent blades. The demons’ weapons seemed to break all logic and science, as the metal bow still retained enough dexterity to shoot an arrow straight.  
 
    The swords’ sharp edges would slice through Iris as effectively as any other blade she’d ever seen. And the demons’ strength and speed was greater than hers, especially together, even without the weapons they’d brought to the arena. 
 
    Wait—they didn’t bring them along to the arena, Iris thought, realizing they had taken the weapons from the black cloud surrounding their bodies.  
 
    Her father’s words rang out her mind: You’re an alpha, child. You’re not reliant only on hunting as a pack.  
 
    She pondered over what his warning could mean. Something settled over her. Her body relaxed as her connection grew as her betas watched on. She howled out from the depths of her stomach. The world slowed around her.  
 
    Her three betas lay on the ground, their bodies shrinking as their energy became hers, and she doubled in size. As she transformed, Iris’s howl turned into a roar. Her deadly eyes bore into her opponents. 
 
    With the help of her betas’ combined power, her Lycanthrope form would be just as fast and agile as her Liekos form. Her sudden speed caught Manah off guard. He was slow to mount a defense to her assault. But even with Iris’s increased speed and size, Manah’s armor protected him from her claws. Kitsune continued to attack from a distance with her bow. 
 
     Iris hoped the monsters would be bound by mortal standards. She continued to clash against whatever part of the demon’s body she could manage. But nothing she did seemed to faze it. And with Kitsune’s assault continually mounting, Iris didn’t have enough time to barrel in as she would have liked. If she could get either in a one-on-one match, she could easily overcome them. But with their teamwork and continuous teleporting through the cloud of smoke, it was hard to get a blow in.  
 
    Iris felt Lucian pressing on her thoughts, giving her a vision of a feigned attack on Manah in which she leapt inside the black smoke instead, using it to teleport to the smaller demon. She snatched the demon by her collar and pulled. As Kitsune’s body got halfway through, the smoke closed off, trying to get Iris but leaving the demon split in two.  
 
    Her mind reeled back to reality, the thought shocking her. Iris looked back over her shoulder, as Lucian watched intently at them.  
 
    “He’s full of surprises,” Iris whispered. She mirrored the premeditated attack. At a full sprint, outraged, she grabbed the fox demon by the neck. As the smoke began to disperse, Iris pulled Kitsune through headfirst.  
 
    The fox demon’s body lay across the arena, and her head in Iris’s hands. Both disintegrated, evaporating into nothingness.  
 
    The gray wolf looked up at her remaining opponent. His mouth was wide open, bearing his fangs in a grimace. Iris leapt toward Manah, hitting him with her full weight and ripping into his black armor. The demon had little chance of evading her. She ripped his arm off with her teeth, and his sword flew across the arena. She pinned his other arm to the ground and ripped into his throat.  
 
    The second demon vanished, and she howled out at the sky.  
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    I’m Good 
 
    Ross paid little attention to the match, nor anything else in the arena. He had been forced to be there and wasn’t going to pretend he cared.  
 
    But the familiarity with which the mage boy talked to him had never left his mind. Even nearly draining Haley to death had done little to quell his thoughts since their conversation at the Paragon Ball the previous night. His eyes remained on the boy throughout the announcements, even through the werewolf’s spectacle.  
 
    “Step forward, you imbecile,” Harold said, shoving Ross from behind.  
 
    Ross stumbled forward, instinctually glaring back at the culprit.  
 
    “We’re up,” the older the vampire said, pointing to the announcer.  
 
    “The Dearil brothers will be negotiating their own terms with the paladin,” the announcer said. 
 
    The three opponents met in the middle, tension rising between them.  
 
    “I will slay both of you foul vermin,” the paladin snarled. “But we will stick to the rules at hand.” 
 
    “Fine with me,” Harold said. 
 
    As they walked back to opposite sides of the platform, Ross turned to his brother. “You want to fight more than me,” he said, stepping off of the edge. 
 
    Harold smirked, pleased and clearly wanting to haul all the glory home for himself.  
 
    Ross looked away, pretending not to care about the fight. But his eyes slowly focused on what was happening. Part of him actually didn’t care, but self-preservation forced him to pay attention. He knew the paladin would be dangerous, and he would have to face him next. And his brother already clearly wanted the paladin dead, so he had no doubt the match could prove lethal for one of them. 
 
    “Begin,” the announcer said. 
 
    Harold turned with the blinding speed vampire elders were known for and darted back and forth, stalking of his prey. But the paladin’s eyes were sharp as well; he followed the vampire’s movement, not losing sight of him.  
 
    As Harold moved within feet of him, the paladin reached his hand in the direction where the vampire was about to strike. Shock registered on Harold’s face as an arm and leg flew away from his body. Gathering his balance on one leg Harold leapt away before the paladin could remove any other limbs.  
 
    “Oh my, can you believe that blow? The vampire lord has no idea what is happening,” the announcer yelled, calling the fight.  
 
    The paladin rushed in again, swinging his arms in the air like a madman; the crowd could not see his armor and weapons hidden in the magical spectrum. Harold flinched and dove off the platform to safety, landing at Ross’s feet. 
 
    “Your turn,” Harold croaked, trying to sound tough but unable to hide his pain and fear. 
 
    “Looks like the paladin wins,” Ross said. He walked back to their platform and plopped down into his chair.  
 
    Emmett stared on expressionlessly, focused on the paladin. With a wave of his hand, the paladin sheathed his invisible sword. The thin man walked back to his section of the arena and knelt down, once more in his meditative state. 
 
    “That is not what I expected, ladies and gentlemen. The paladin is formidable indeed. But judging by that display, he might be more powerful than any of our other contestants. But then again, Iris put on a good show in her own right. They will meet in the semi finals. I can’t wait!”  
 
    A roar erupted from the crowd. The paladin had a few new fans: the vampire hated just as much as the demons had been. The news of Iris moving on to fight the paladin in the next round gained even more cheers. Even the announcer having a hard time quelling the spectators’ excitement. 
 
    “Settle down, settle down. I know you’re as excited as I am. But we will have more action for you in just a few minutes, as the magi of Valiant take on the druid, Casey Gordon, follower of Mother Goodness.” 
 
    The announcer gave the crowd a few moments to settle down, but their excitement was palpable.  
 
    As the contestants talked amongst themselves, Ross noticed Lucian was alone. Making his way over to the familiar boy, Ross stood uncomfortably close. Lucian stared at him.  
 
     “You know me. Ben, you said,” Ross said abruptly. “What don’t I know? Why do I desire to talk to you?” Something stirred in him—the first near-emotion he had felt since awakening in Emmett’s castle. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t know you. You just look like my friend. But he was kind, caring, and a bit narcissistic. I see you have none of those traits. None of your kind does.” Lucian stared at him plainly, giving away nothing. Even his heartbeat was steady.  
 
    Ross knew his words were truth. Suddenly the only thing he could feel for the mage was hatred.  
 
    “Sorry I bothered you.” Ross turned and made his way back to his father and brother, who was feeding from one of their prepared meals as a TGT member reattached his limbs. Winston stood close, as always, next to his lord.  
 
    “It was just a lucky shot,” Harold growled, his face seeming to redden even without the blood needed to make it do so.  
 
    “You’re a fool, Harold, to approach so recklessly. A human doing this to one of my children? At least your brother was smart enough to not engage, but even you I am disappointed in, Ross,” the vampire lord spat, for the first time showing disappointment in his newly awoken son. 
 
    Turning away from both his sons, Emmett clasped behind his back. “Maybe that paladin would make a fine addition. Maybe he would wear the name Harold proudly.” 
 
    The threat was sincere, no longer just to iritate the older brother. With the previous Ross’s death, Harold had become Emmett’s oldest living son. But familiarity meant little to the vampire lord, and when he turned, the daggers in his eyes were sharper than ever, evidence that his words were true.  
 
    “I will make sure to kill the boy and both girls in the next challenge, I assure you, Father,” Harold said, managing to kneel before him. 
 
    Ross stared at the clumsy movements of the now-whole vampire, who hadn’t quite gotten his faculties over his limbs again, nearly stumbling as he dropped to the ground. Followed his brother’s footsteps, Ross did the same. 
 
    “Yes, Father, I will kill the girl as Harold kills the werewolf, saving the boy for last. That’s what you want, right?” 
 
    Emmett turned back to his two sons, a grin transforming his eyes. The pleased expression would have sent chills through anyone else, but quelled the terror in both Ross and Harold’s hearts. 
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    The Unthinkable 
 
    Lucian watched the next two matches, alone, in silence,  and stood that way until Ross walked towards him. However brief the conversation, an uncomfortable chill passed between them. The lot of the team kept their distance, communicating back and forth up until that point. Andrea in particular, kept the most distance, Anna and Victor remained closer to surround Salmu’s heir.  
 
    “The paladin is going to be difficult to beat,” Lucian said, turning to his father. 
 
    “Focus on your battle coming up. The druid has already beaten you once.” 
 
    “’Beaten’ is a bit of a stretch. In a one-on-one battle, I’m pretty sure any of us could beat him. He just caught Anna off guard since she was fixated on Lugh’s spear,” Lucian said. 
 
    “I wasn’t fixated,” Anna interrupted. 
 
    Lucian frowned. “Yeah right, Anna. You were being pulled around by that thing like you were looking for your next fix.” 
 
    “I had to agree with Lucian here. For a time, you were basically useless,” Curtis said. 
 
    “If by ‘useless,’ you mean I guided us to the spear, destroyed my gargoyle, and, I’m pretty sure, saved Lucian’s life in the process, then definitely, freaks; I was useless.” 
 
    Lucian placed his hand in the air in mock surrender, rolling his eyes. “I didn’t say you were useless. I was just saying he caught us off guard because you were being pulled by the spear. Besides, I saved your life that time.” 
 
    “Right. So what are we now? Fifty to one?” Anna sassed him, hand on her hip.  
 
    “It’s fourteen to three,” Lucian surrendered. If he were truly keeping track, Lucian had technically saved Anna three times on actual missions, while she had only saved him once, in the Michaels' home. But during their trials at Valiant, she had covered for his lack of strength for many years. As the team’s protector, she had always shielded them from danger, and Lucian more often than Benjamin. 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it, brainiac,” Anna teased. But soon as her words left her mouth, she realized he was gone from the conversation to contemplate, something serious brewing in his head. His eyes darted to Victor’s.  
 
    Anna snapped her fingers. “Freak, what’s going on in there?” she said, poking Lucian’s forehead.  
 
    Lucian broke out of his thoughts and gave her his best smile. 
 
    “Oh no,” Anna said, knowing that mischievous smile. 
 
    “What?” Victor cried, out of the loop. 
 
    “Your son, in that big brain of his, always wants to do something stupid. He likes playing mind games with people. My guess is he’s probably about to get payback on the druid.” Anna shook her head and sighed.“You know—to keep this facade. The druid is no match for him.” 
 
    “It’s like you know me so well,” Lucian said.  
 
    “Boy, this isn’t a game,” Victor snapped. “We’re not here for your amusement. The stakes are higher than just some petty placement match at Valiant.” 
 
    “Dad, you’re going to have to stop doubting me,” Lucian said. Walking past his father and friend, he stepped onto the platform.  
 
    Anna and Victor had been paying the announcer little mind. But Lucian quickly began the match negotiations. The druid met him in the middle of the arena, wind blowing through his mullet, sending it flapping behind him. Lucian suddenly realized the wind was only blowing directly over the druid. 
 
    Well played. I have to admit it looks badass. 
 
    “They sent a child to speak to me. I expected your father to do the negotiations around here,” the druid said. 
 
    “He’s a little preoccupied at the moment.” 
 
    “Fine. Let’s make this simple. I can’t let the werewolves outdo me. So to be as fair as possible, let’s fight—your team against me,” he said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Unnecessary. We will fight one on one. Winner advances.” 
 
    “Please. It’s anything but fair. You guys barely survived in the first challenge. You put all three of you and the werewolves behind.” 
 
    “Well, if you don’t take my offer, we will just play it out. But I will forfeit if you beat me,” Lucian said.  
 
    Words were binding for druid-kind, and Casey knew it well. His face flushed as he turned to the announcer, nodding tightly.  
 
    “If you didn’t get that, folks, the contestants have decided to customize the match again. This will be a one-on-one match between Lucian Draco and Casey Gordon. May the best man win,” the announcer bellowed, eyes darting between the two men silently staring each other down. 
 
    “Begin!” 
 
    Lucian hopped backward and placed his hands in his cloak, waiting for the druid to strike. Casey reached his hand out to the side.  
 
    A hole opened in the ground, and a long spear appeared from it, hovering beneath his hand. The spear identical to one he had won in Lugh’s castle.  
 
    Casey gave chase, stabbing the spear at Lucian’s head.  
 
    Lucian sidestepped. The spear passed by his ear, and he grabbed it with his weak hand. He sent a barrage of punches beneath the spear, followed by an overhead hook to druid’s jaw. None of the punches fully connected: Casey jerked his head to the side, minimizing the damage. Lucian kicked at the inside of his leg. Using the spear for balance, Casey lifted his leg over the mage’s head and sent a reverse ax kick down at him.  
 
    Taking a page out of the druid’s book, Lucian shifted slightly to the side. The kick landed on his trapezius muscle, absorbing the brunt of the impact. Lucian wrapped his arms around the leg, trapping it in place. He lifted his own foot to meet the man’s jaw, hardening the inscriptions on the bottom of his feet.  
 
    This should put him out, Lucian thought, feeling a satisfying crunch as his foot connected with the druid’s face.  
 
    Lucian did his best not to kill the man, but his speed was leaving him little choice of how much to hurt him. 
 
    I’m not going to use my swords, Lucian thought, unwilling to maim a person for life again. He bowed to the audience, thinking the man would be unconscious from such a powerful strike. 
 
    But as he held the spear, he realized it was split into two pieces. The section the druid still held the handles was missing. Lucian turned back to his opponent, who was getting up.  
 
    “You’re almost like an earth mage. You can bind the earth with a thought. I have to admit, that’s impressive,” Lucian said. 
 
    “Please. You mages have no idea. I don’t bind the earth; I speak to it. All of life is our friend, and you force it to do what you want. It’s so much easier if you listen.” Passion shone in the druid’s expression. 
 
    The conversation felt familiar to Lucian. His facade vanishing, the druid revealed his true intentions. The conversation was not unlike Lucian’s first encounter with the head of discipline at Valiant. 
 
    He hates us. We’re just as much of an enemy to him as every other faction, Lucian thought. He knew he was in for a fight. The druid had been holding back quite a bit since the festival had begun. But now he was curious. The battle was becoming a challenge, was starting to excite him. But under that excitement, doubt was slowly creeping in.  
 
    Lucian envisioned the battle, staring at his hands, at the LiDievit carvings engraved on them.  
 
    His opponent gathered power around him. The earth shifted. Wind encircled the druid as he mumbled into it.  
 
    The language was unfamiliar, but even still, Lucian could gather enough information to translate it, to some extent: “Mother Gaia, show these doubting humans your power and wisdom. This world of yours is yours alone. Allow me to teach them as your child of truth.”  
 
    As the druid finished, the storm suddenly quieted. The slab of earth making up the stage began to rumble. Statue-like monsters grew from the ground. Trees suddenly emerged, surging around the druid and shooting at Lucian. 
 
    His runes already activated, Lucian shot to the side, evading the druid’s attack. But at every turn, the giant rock monsters swung at the mage. 
 
    The druid had to be eliminated. Lucian could have no sympathy for him, human or not. He had to stop him now, force him out of the tournament. Even if that meant ending his life. If he didn’t do something quickly, the druid was going to overpower him. 
 
    The ground morphed against his will as Lucian touched it, attempting to get something to throw. Even the air began to fight him, the oxygen thinning. It seemed anything Mother Nature possessed was now under the druid’s control. The only thing Lucian had access to was what was inside his own body, and the small amount that circled his aura.  
 
    Any normal person would have already succumbed to suffocation. Lucian’s supreme conditioning would give him a few minutes, but even he would fall with nothing to breathe. Even while focusing on evasion, Lucian was still searching for ways to close the distance. But Casey was no stranger to battle, and his advantage would mean keeping his distance. He moved constantly, costing the mage even more energy.  
 
    Lucian had no choice but to activate his blades. They sliced into two of the stone creatures as they appeared. He could sense the pain of another creature. It wasn’t the stone itself, but whatever was giving it power. Until this point, he had been attacking it unarmed and felt nothing.  
 
    Blocking the thought out, he continued slashing the rock monsters down as more enemies advanced toward him, emerging from the trees’ trunks and vein-like roots. Lucian carved through them all, his speed intensifying as he mounted his assault.  
 
    Casey’s eyes had gone bloodshot, straining from the effort of controlling so much at once. Hatred blinded him as he attempted to gain still more power.  
 
    Noticing the stutter, Lucian hurled his blades at the maddened druid.  
 
    The blade flew past his head, barely missing. But the druid didn’t move even the slightest as the wind shifted the sword slightly off course. 
 
    Once again attempting to close the distance, Lucian charged. Part of his goal was achieved, as he was the one moving, not the druid, not even in retreat.  
 
    Casey’s attention was fully on Lucian, who no longer had anything to defend himself. It was only a matter of time before he would be overpowered.  
 
    But, satisfied with his distance, Lucian called one of the blades back to his hand. As it flew back, its edge grazed across the druid’s arm, causing him to cry out. Then the mage called the other sword. It slid through Casey’s leg.  
 
    The druid fell to his knee, buying Lucian the time he needed.  
 
    He practically glided forward, channeling his earth eminence to his knee as it collided with the druid’s chest. The wind knocked out of him, the druid’s back met the ground. Atop him, knee over his chest, Lucian placed his blades at the druid’s throat. 
 
    “Give up! Relinquish your right to fight in the festival,” Lucian screamed for all to hear, eyes wild.  
 
    The druid, still lost in power, refocused on the forces under his control, not heeding the command. A stone spike shot toward Lucian. 
 
    Lucian sent the blades clean through the druid’s neck. 
 
    The earth collapsed as all control of nature left the druid's body. 
 
    The feeling of battle-lust intensified.  
 
    A scream like a mother losing her child filled Lucian’s ears. But it disappeared as life left the druid’s eyes. 
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    An Unstoppable Force 
 
    The sky wept, sudden showers washing the blood of a mother’s child away from the battlefield. The brilliant red covering Lucian’s face diluted and blended into his clothing. The Gathering Troop surrounding the druid in a feeble attempt to heal the dead warrior. But even if they could have made it to him before he’d drawn his final breath, Lucian knew his blades’ cuts were final. 
 
    The scene left the crowd stunned. Many gaped at him with their mouths wide open. Even the announcer seemed taken aback at the young mage’s brutal violence. 
 
    But Lucian’s expression remained calm, at least to the outside world. But anyone who knew him could see through those cold eyes. Unwilling to deal with the pain, he pushed it down. Avoiding the thought of killing a man, of taking a life so quickly. But it wasn’t the sorrow of his actions he was avoiding, it was the lack of it. Lucian had done what he thought was necessary, but when he really thought about it, he knew it made him no better than Emmett himself. Or any of the vampires, for that matter.  
 
    Justifying it as only self-defense, he tried to find his so-called humanity. But his victory over himself and victory on the field were short-lived as he looked up at his father.  
 
    Victor stared back at him, eyes filling with tears, only his resolve not allowing them to fall.  
 
    Lucian reached out to his father. He stood tall, but his voice cracked as he spoke. “I can’t let anything happen to my friends. I had to.” 
 
    Victor wrapped his arms around his son, holding him tight. Not trusting himself to speak, he just sat there and held him.  
 
    The Gathering Troop took the druid’s body away. As other members cleaned off the arena putting it back to its former state. A yank grabbed Lucian’s attention, as sorrow flooded him from the direction of Iris. As he finally caught sight of her, her face was tight, apparently also shocked at what he did. But her emotion was modeled, more of an understanding she felt as he did in this battle. Together they both knew if left unchecked the druid could cause them problems in the final challenge. Iris gave Lucian a tight nod, as she turned back to her pack. The announcer now gathered his bearings, and went back to his theatrics. 
 
    “We are sorry to announce that Casey did not make it. The fight will go down in legend, with two of your greatest human combatants battling it out. Let’s please turn, bow our heads, and give Casey Logan Gordon, Druid of Gaia, a moment of silence.” 
 
    Silence roamed throughout the arena as the entire audience did just that.  
 
    After a respectful pause, the announcer once again broke the hush of the arena. 
 
    “I hope you all haven’t gotten your fill of this challenge, however, because there’s much more to come. There are three more matches left in the first round, all of which will keep you at the edge of your seat. Unfortunately, our mages will not have a chance to rest before the semifinals start. In our semifinal matches, the brackets will play out in reverse, from bottom to top. We will have our first glances of the beautiful Pratt sisters in action, but they must look out because Lucian is taking no prisoners.” 
 
     But Lucian couldn't be bothered to step back off the platform just yet. Head bowed low, he was still giving the druid his silence. Victor stepped up and met the Pratt sisters in the middle of the arena.  
 
    “Greetings, Master Draco. It’s our pleasure to see you again they said eerily in unison. 
 
    Then Nadia stepped forward from her sisters. “Let’s make this in both of our interests: three on three. They’re even odds, as each of us is stronger with our group.”  
 
    “So you’re afraid to get in there with my boy by yourself. I don’t blame you. And I don’t wish for any more bloodshed today. Three on three it is,” Victor said with more bravado most of those listening were used to hearing. But his words so matter-of-fact, chills ran through the audience.  
 
    “Three on three it is,” Nadia repeated, but her voice sounded hollow.  
 
    As she stepped off the platform with her sisters, she never turned away from Lucian, ignoring his teammates completely. Lucian stared back at them, the announcer’s call to action the only thing to pull him out of his thoughts. 
 
    Knowing he was up next, he played all of his father’s words with Nadia. Curtis and Anna already stepped into the battlefield and stood waiting for their third member to join them. As Lucian turned and walked forward, the ground seemed to move slightly, as if Mother Nature feared his touch. 
 
    Perhaps the consequences of his actions were greater than he had realized.  
 
    The movement was slight but widespread, and no one else in the arena could pinpoint what it was. But the boy seemed different. A coldness loomed over his body, but his friends stood firmly next to him. 
 
    Curtis put a hand on his shoulder. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    Anna channeled her eminence, and her blades of fire appeared in her hands.  
 
    The announcer stared above the contestants for affirmation of readiness. The Pratt sisters nodded, and so did Lucian’s team. 
 
    “Begin.” 
 
    “Before you attack....” Nadia said, holding a finger up in the air.  
 
    Her sister Rose stepped up next to her. “I wanted to say thank you for such a wonderful time, Curtis,” Rose finished, wiggling her body as if the thought gave her goosebumps.  
 
    The three sisters waved their hands. Dark hair appeared between their fingers.  
 
    The grin on Curtis’s face vanished. It was his hair.  
 
    “Here’s the thing....Surrender, or you will be continuing this with just two members.”  
 
    “Are you willing to risk your life on the slim chance that I’m not willing to risk his?” Lucian asked, trying to buy himself time as he calculated what to do next. 
 
    Activating his runes, Lucian closed the distance, his blades coming out simultaneously. Rose didn’t so much as have time to shriek as he sliced through her guts, his other hand spinning to remove her head.  
 
    Nadia stepped backward with Diana, and a line of power surged toward Curtis. Lucian closed the distance, slashing at Nadia. Death followed before she’d even hit the ground. He thrust his other through Diana’s chest. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, Lucian had killed all three women. But he wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    Curtis crumbled to the ground, his death immediate.  
 
    Lucian’s breath caught, and his mind broke free of the vision. He snapped out of his thoughts, knowing what his actions would have cost. There was no way around the witches’ stalemate. 
 
    “We surrender,” Lucian shouted, “on one condition: you destroy any link you have on Curtis, This agreement is made upon your lives at least for now.” 
 
    Fear crawled through the women’s bodies—as if they, too, had seen the chaos that had run through Lucian’s mind, envisioned their deaths at his hand. The fear guided their nods of affirmation, and they burned the hair in their hands.  
 
    “Brilliant! Even in the battle of strength, the Pratt sisters have used their power of persuasion to gain victory here today,” the announcer said, gesturing to them in honor of their victory.  
 
    The three mages stepped off the battlefield. Curtis shrugged, feigning aloofness, trying to hide his shame. Lucian’s eyes fell back to their normal state. 
 
    “Freak , why did you just give up? We could’ve protected him.” 
 
    “No, Anna, we couldn’t have. His hair was too new. Their link would’ve been too powerful. It would have killed him on contact. Those witches might not have your raw strength, but with just a bit of hair or blood, they can devastate you. Curtis would’ve been dead in the second.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Anna tried to protest.  
 
    But the murder in Lucian eyes gave her pause. 
 
    “I do, Anna. I would’ve killed them just as I did Casey. Bruised them as I did Gaia, or crippled them like Richard. But I couldn’t have done it faster than a second, and after the massacre, another one of my teammates would’ve been dead. We had to forfeit. I’m not losing you guys.” Lucian said, admitting to his brutality. 
 
    “I’m sorry, guys,” Curtis said. “That was careless. I was drinking, just trying to have fun.” 
 
    “It was careless, Curtis, but the blame doesn’t lie solely on you. Their beauty overshadowed how dangerous they really are, and they’re older than they look. Besides, I didn’t figure it out either. I was too busy trying to give you a hard time for sleeping with someone so old.” Lucian shuddered. “No, but seriously, it was an oversight on both of our ends. Let’s just move forward.” 
 
    “Who will meet the Pratt sisters in the finals?” the announcer interrupted. “Will it be our werewolf faction, or the giant of a man, slayer of demons and vampires, and Knight of the Almighty?” 
 
    “He has a lot of titles now,” Anna whispered to her team. 
 
    The paladin got to his feet and walked over to stare the Anax directly in the eye. He might not have had the alpha’s muscular build, but he stood tall, not flinching in the least. 
 
    “I do not wish to harm your child in front of you. Please forfeit this round, as I owe you a debt for disposing of that demon filth. At least for a while.” As the paladin spoke, he glanced at Lilith, who now stood alone.  
 
    Unlike the druid, demons were just sent back to Hell when they were defeated. And most likely they would return for the final challenge. “Besides, those sisters need to be taught a lesson, and I’m sure they have a similar plan for your wolves.” 
 
    Lucian thought carefully about that before realizing that if the Pratt sisters had gotten wind of the hunt from the other night, they could have scavenged for the wolves’ hair particles in the forest after they’d left. 
 
    Although their bond might protect them from immediate death, the wolves would definitely have a decisive disadvantage in the finals. 
 
    With the Pratt sisters, at worst, in second place, they were already in a good position to win the entire Paragon Games. If they won this challenge, there might be no coming back for the rest of the participants.  
 
    But the paladin had already gained points, and even without a victory against the Pratt sisters, this third challenge would put him ahead.  
 
    Lucian had invested wisely in his previous matches, setting his father up to nearly double their coin as they stole the druid’s. But suspicious of the high-and-mighty teams in the lead, the paladin himself wouldn’t dare risk betting.  
 
    Lucian closed his eyes and attempted to reach out to Iris.  
 
    Iris, you must forfeit. It’s the best way, he thought loudly, his voice pounding on the barriers of Iris’s mind. 
 
    Why are you yelling? came her response. Across the arena, she pushed at the side of her head. 
 
    I’m sorry; this is new. Well, new-ish, Lucian responded honestly. Then he pushed forward his thoughts on the likely outcome of the rest of this match. The fear he’d felt about losing a teammate again came along with it. 
 
    Iris stepped in front of her father. “We accept. The wolves will forfeit our match against the paladin.” She turned to look at her father, expecting to see disappointment.  
 
    But his eyes showed something different, almost as if he were proud of her for demonstrating wisdom and strength.  
 
    Lucian could feel her own surge of pride but thought she was projecting a little bit. As far as he could tell, the alpha’s stoic look had never changed. But the alpha of alphas nodded and walked off, letting the announcer take back over.  
 
    “What a disappointing ending! I wanted to see the outcome there. With two unstoppable forces, there’s no telling what we would have seen. But this is a marathon, not a sprint, and the wolves are still looking good in the long run. And there’s still a match left and there's no telling what we could see. We will give the final contestants a brief break, then find out who the final winner will be!” 
 
    After a short recess, the paladin took on all three witches at once. The Pratt sisters did far better than anyone had initially expected, creating power traps to immobilize the paladin. But his faith towered him above all as he closed in regardless, knocking all three women out with the butt of his sword. No one in the audience could tell what had happened, but Lucian could track the warrior’s every action with his dragon sight.  
 
    “Well, there you have it, folks,” the announcer said, bewildered himself but carrying on nonetheless. “Our champion of the third challenge is the giant of a man, the slayer of demons and vampires, the conqueror werewolves and witches—the Knight of the Almighty!” 
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    The Last Challenge 
 
    After the match, Lucian found himself alone roaming the Azadolon borders once again.  
 
    His eyes darted around constantly, and his nose searched for something familiar. But nothing came, and he spent the night alone. After a few hours of waiting, Lucian went to the water’s edge, removed his clothes, and dove in. The current pushed against his body as he swam against it for hours until, finally exhausted, he headed back. 
 
    When he got back to shore, he collapsed in the grass, taking in the unmolested sky. The stars were abundant, and the moon shone like a beacon.  
 
    Salmu, I sure do miss you, buddy, Lucian thought. His mind spun. What to do? He knew humankind needed to win the Paragon Games. But the last challenge was the challenge of the heart, and he would choose his friends over anything every time. But with just one challenge left, their team needed to take the victory. Putting his thoughts to rest, he closed his eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    The breaking morning woke him a few hours later. As soon as he set foot back inside the gates, two guards stopped him. 
 
    “Lucian Draco, our King has requested your presence,” the smaller of the men said. 
 
    Lucian looked down at his attire, covered in dirt and sand from his swim and sleep. He tried to protest, but the other guard stopped him. 
 
    “He requested you now, regardless of your status. Please follow me,” he said, and both guards turned, heading toward the castle. 
 
    Lucian found himself back in the great hall once again, but this time it was quiet, the beautiful melodies of the king’s niece and the ball’s music absent.  
 
    Sage stood tall by the throne. Lucian felt the weight of his kingly presence as he made his way toward him. At the king’s side was a beautifully forged sword which radiated a power that pulsated as if it were alive. Lucian couldn’t keep his eyes off it, entranced, and was only broken from his reverie at the sound of the king’s voice. 
 
    “Lucian, thank you for seeing me.” 
 
    Didn’t give me much of a choice. But Lucian thought the better of it. “My pleasure. What can I do for you, my lord?” Lucian said, almost forgetting the honorifics. 
 
    “Please, Lucian, just call me Sage. It’s just us.” The king gave him a brilliant smile, hoping to relax the young mage. 
 
    “Alright, Sage, how can I be of service?” 
 
    “Well, Lucian,” the king started, pacing as if pondering his next words. He took a deep breath and continued, “This festival can bring out the best and the worst in us, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Lucian nodded. 
 
    “Although unfortunate, you saw the necessity of ending the druid’s life. And I suspect you would’ve done the same to the Pratt sisters if they hadn’t ensnared your teammates. You were looking at the bigger picture, and I can respect that.” 
 
    The king sat down in his chair. He crossed his legs raising his hand out for Lucian to join. He did just that sitting across from him, only separated by the table where he was staying at a few days ago. Seeing the young mage was more comfortable talking continued. 
 
    “Now, I know your friends are important. Anyone could see that. But they are also clearly your weakness, and the rest of these factions will use that against you.” 
 
    “Yes, I know—at least that they will be going for him. But, sir, you’re wrong. They’re not a weakness. We’re stronger together.” 
 
    The king waved his hands, dismissing his protest. 
 
    “I know you believe that, but, please—even Sophia could see your team has been holding you back.”  
 
    Lucian tense at his words. A vein began to protrude from his forehead.  
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, they're not useless or anything, but you’re the engine. Guide them to victory but remember even with the few scrapes to the body the engine can continue to go.” 
 
    The king leaned closer. “I....We must win this war.” He stared into Lucian’s eyes, his ambition evident. 
 
    Chills shot down Lucian’s spine.  
 
    Lucian stood up and bowed. “May I be dismissed, Your Majesty?” he said, adding on the honorifics to remind himself and the king that they were not friends.  
 
    After a moment, the kind nodded. “Good luck today. I know you will do us proud.” 
 
    Lucian backed out of the room respectfully. As soon as the door shut behind him, he went back to the mages’ lodge to shower. He was in the mood to cook, itching to use his hands for something distracting and useful; the meeting with the king rubbed him the wrong way.  
 
    “Freak, where have you been?” Anna shouted as he walked in the door, pretending to look at her empty wrist. 
 
    “I went for a swim and the king needed to see me,” Lucian responded simply, then ran to clean and change before she could ask any more questions.  
 
    Everyone had gotten used to Lucian’s peculiarities, and they knew better than to bother him when he was lost in his thoughts. They all left them alone and made their way to the arena without him to get ready for the next challenge. When they went in, they immediately noticed that the time the crowd had packed the stands, filling them up entirely, was over. There were empty seats speckled throughout the audience.  
 
    I wonder if those weren’t the druid’s supporters, Lucian thought. 
 
    The king’s voice shot Lucian out of his reverie. “Thank you all so much for coming and spending this time with us. Today will be the last day of this great festival. It will decide the victors of the Paragon Games. It is a great honor to host this momentous occasion. With the match so close, it’s anyone’s game, and I can’t wait to see how this turns out.” Sage raised a hand in the air, waving to his subjects, then gestured for the announcer to take his place. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Your Majesty, for those kind and encouraging words. We have one final challenge before the Paragon Games draw to a close. If you haven’t been keeping score, so far we have in first place—the paladin! Behind him are the werewolves, the mages, and the Pratt sisters, followed by the vampires and the demons, who have now returned from hell after their unfortunate battle with Iris.” 
 
    The announcer laughed cheerfully at the demons’ expense. “Regardless, this last challenge is winner-takes-all, as six Paragon coins will be awarded to whoever can retrieve Marid Ring, which we have found located in a cave of treasures filled with more loot than found in any country—treasures lost in time throughout space and the various dimensions. Weapons of immense power all guard this simple ring. Our heroes are going to have to bypass all of that just to retrieve one little ring.”  
 
    The announcer’s voice crawled to a near-whisper before he boomed in excitement again, “But it is the most valuable treasure in the entire cave.” He clapped his hands like he’d had a revelation. “Now, I tell you, folks, this is going to be the most dangerous challenge yet. There’s no telling what lurks inside this cave, nor the animosity that has been growing between the competitors. Trust me, folks, we are in for one last treat.” 
 
    Lucian got the gist of what the announcer was saying, but his attention was on the king. He only glanced away when the king peered back at him, locking eyes with him.  
 
    “You will all be entering simultaneously on the far outskirts of the cave. The rules are that no one can be attacked until they enter the cave. Whatever you do, don’t place the ring on your finger. If you do, Marid, the strongest of the djinn, will appear, and a wish must be made. But trust me, according to legend, the price would be too high—or would it? I tell you, this is going to be a doozy. Like always, I will give the contestants a moment to discuss and then ask that they step forward as to be transported to their location.” 
 
    Victor turned to his son and the rest of the team. “Listen here: this is Emmett’s endgame. They’re not here to win; they’re here for you. I’m sure that if they had the chance, they would have tried to take you earlier in the tournament. Don’t be fooled by their display in the challenge of strength. The paladin simply caught them off guard. So keep yours up.”  
 
    Victor grabbed Lucian by the back of his head and pulled him in close, laying his forehead against his son’s. “Please...be safe.” 
 
    “I will, Dad. You too. Something is really wrong about this whole situation, though. There are also nearly triple the Gathering Troop members we had in the previous matches.” 
 
    “Lucian, we gotta go,” Anna said, pulling him toward the platform where the other contestants were gathering. They stood in a circle, and the portal master in the center channeled his eminence in the air above. A circle of a faraway desert, unknown to man, appeared in the view above them. The mage creating the portal stepped aside, leaving the contestants staring at the dry air. With a wave of hands, he brought the portal down on all the champions, and they vanished from sight.  
 
    All five factions opened their eyes to find themselves separated but facing each other, each waiting tensely for the next to make a move. The Pratt sisters, who were the closest to the cave’s entrance, ran inside, quickly followed by the vampires.  
 
    Iris walked closer to Lucian, eyes darting over to the paladin as if wanting to say something. The paladin stared at Lucian, then the demons. The look he gave both was similar. 
 
    What did I do to him? Lucian thought as he nodded to Iris. However much the announcer made the challenge sound like racing, both Lucian and Iris knew that it wasn’t. The ring would be hidden, and Iris and Lucian both had the best tools to find it. But before that, they would have to deal with the paladin—and possibly the demons.  
 
    The paladin stood from his stoic kneeling position and walked into the cave entrance. The demons watched him warily, but as soon as he disappeared, they gawked at Iris instead. 
 
    “Iris, I think they might want Round Two,” Lucian said, calling her attention to the pair. 
 
    “I don’t think they do,” Bianka spoke up for her alpha. 
 
    “We still need to be careful,” Iris said, giving her beta a stern look.  
 
    “They want to try to ambush us,” Lucian said. “Regardless, we need to make sure no one else is considering that. You two”—he pointed to Curtis and Bianka—“find the witches. Make sure they don’t get a hold of the ring. Try to stay hidden, and only engage if you have to. Iris, you will take Anna and your other two betas to find the vampires. If these other factions want a battle so much, we will give them one.” 
 
    “What about you?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Like I said, they want a fight. I’m going to give them one.” His eyes wandered back to the two demons. 
 
    Kobe and Isaac both transformed into their Liekos forms before entering the cave. Iris and Bianka elected to stay in their Andras forms to communicate with their party. They separated the moment they set foot in the cave. The wolves dashed off, and their human companions attempted to keep up.  
 
    The paladin knelt just inside the entrance, only standing when Lucian entered the cave. 
 
    “I don’t know what you have against me, and I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you make me,” Lucian told him. 
 
    “You are an abomination, just like your brothers. You agreed to get another life but couldn’t give up your past. I must fix this. It is my duty,” the paladin said, matching both Lucian’s sorrow and his determination. “And those behind you are just evil. My sword will cleanse them, and they won’t return this time.” 
 
    Lucian stood caught between the paladin and the demons. He activated his blades, pointing them at each of his opponents as a warning to stay back.  
 
    Kitsune teleported through smoke. Her bow appeared, and she shot a succession of arrows at Lucian. Evading them, Lucian moved backward, making a diamond shape of the four opponents. Kitsune turned and barraged the paladin with her arrows instead. 
 
    The paladin raised his arm. His sword shone as he ran toward her, swinging it at her ankles.  
 
    Manah appeared in her smoke, blocking the strike. Lucian closed their distance and slashed at the fox demon’s neck. She dodged, kicking the paladin back as she did so. But he quickly regained his footing. His parrying blow missed Kitsune but struck Manah’s side, knocking him out of the smoke.  
 
    Recovering quickly, Manah sent a force thrust at Lucian, who was busy looking for a killing blow against the fox demon. The thrust just missed Lucian, cutting him on the side as he rolled away, barely in time. 
 
    Kitsune vanished into her smoke. She reappeared next to her teammate and helped him up. Reaching into his bag of holdings, Lucian grabbed the daggers that he had crafted before his first mission. He never got to use them, but he had inscribed figures into them to hold eminence. Wrapping the belt that held them around his waist, he attacked again. This time using his air eminence, he blasted off of the ground, clearing over his three enemies and throwing four blades at the ground. Imbued with his earth eminence, the ground itself began to roil, knocking his opponents off balance.  
 
    Already bearing the weight of her larger ally, Kitsune staggered the most. Lucian rebounded and sped toward her, swiping at her stomach and back with his blades. The demon dissipated into smoke, but unlike when Iris had struck her fatal blow, Kitsune cried a final scream.  
 
    Lucian didn’t have time to think about what that meant, as the paladin swung at him, forcing him to retreat. Manah charged, but the crafty man was ready. He turned his blade and stabbed it through the demon’s chest.  
 
    But the demon would have been too fast if Lucian hadn’t interfered. Appearing between them, he used his small blade to cut at the demon's hand; Manah had a hidden blade and was aiming for the paladin’s face. But the young mage wasn’t swift enough, either; he could only redirect the blade into the paladin’s stomach. The demon vanished, bellowing in pain, his anguish permeating the air. Lucian deactivated his blades, and they vanished. 
 
    The paladin fell, blood rapidly escaping from his body. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You left me no choice, but I did manage to avoid your intestines and any arteries. But my blades won’t be your demise,” Lucian said. He knelt down next to the paladin, pinning his arms down. “Sorry, but I can’t have you get any ideas, either, like trying to stab me.”  
 
    Lucian ignited one of his daggers with fire eminence. Placing the blunt side of the hot metal against the man’s skin, he cauterized the wound.  
 
    The paladin did not move or make a sound. He fainted as the pain overcame him. 
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    Setting a Trap 
 
    The wolves led the charge, and both groups ended up traveling together. The scent they were picking up showed the vampires and the witches moving in the same direction. 
 
    “Tell them to be careful, then,” Anna said to Iris when she informed her of this. “I’m sure they’re going to try to ambush us. They’re probably working together.”  
 
    But Iris was busy glancing over her shoulder. “Uh-huh,” she responded absently. 
 
    “Iris, he’ll be fine. Trust me, if Lucian didn’t think he could handle it, he wouldn’t have sent us off. But I have to trust his instincts. Sometimes even over my own,” Anna attempted to reassure her ally.  
 
    Iris was still worried, but she did relay the information to her pack as they moved deeper into the cave. The cave was deep, but filled with treasure from all over the world. Gold, rubies, and diamonds alike reflected the light that Anna had illuminated for them to see. The wolves followed their noses, able to move throughout the terrain because they were used to the dark, even the dimmest light was enough for them to see by.  
 
    “It would be hard for them to ambush us. Their kind gives off a nasty odor.”  
 
    “Besides, if anybody enters my barrier, I’ll know,” Curtis finally interjected. 
 
    “Regardless, freaks, we need to be on high alert. But we also need to get that ring.” 
 
    The thought of the ring spurred the group on even faster, and the scent trail remained strong as they moved deeper into the cave. But as the group went along, a noticeable slope began to form the deeper they traveled inside the world.  
 
    “The air is getting thin,” Curtis said as he dropped his bubble. “If I continue, we won’t be able to breathe, and we need as much oxygen as we can get. 
 
    Anna nodded. Her flame was beginning to die, and she had to continuously channel her prestige to keep it alive. “I can feel it too. We’re going to have to rely on your guys’ noses and sight,” she told the wolves. 
 
    A few seconds later, the wolves in front stopped. 
 
    “They’re close,” Iris said, relaying the information from her pack. Even in her Andras form, she could smell the two vampires.  
 
    But it was too strong. Even right next to each other, their scent wouldn’t be so potent. 
 
    “The witches must be doing something to mask their scent,” Iris said. 
 
    “Great, so we’re completely blind,” Curtis said nervously. 
 
    “We need to stay close. Be ready for anything.”  
 
    Even as Iris spoke, a line of power shot to all four wolves.  
 
    Iris fell to one knee, her hand scuffing the side of her skull in pain, but her pack's bond protected her. Her wolves were already unconscious, but their strength still mingled with hers through their mental link.  
 
    Her sudden collapse stole the attention of both mages, leaving them vulnerable.  
 
    Ross grabbed Anna by the throat and drove her against the wall. Instinctually, she lifted her legs and wrapped them around the tall vampire’s limbs. He pulled and rolled away.  
 
    But the impact did enough damage. In a daze, she attempted to collect herself and stand up.  
 
    Harold, too, had shot out, grabbing Curtis from behind and slung him against the wall. Curtis’s head collided with the stone, and his body crumpled. The team’s gold coins rained down on top of him.  
 
    Harold laughed and stepped toward the kneeling alpha. Raking his foot straight up, his shin collided with Iris’s face. 
 
    Iris couldn’t even feel the blow, as the constant pressure from the witches' spell left her dazed and confused. Fighting back, she pulled on her link with Lucian, her mind racing to align her thoughts with his as she fought back against their mental strain. 
 
    A scream spewed out from the hidden witches. All three were pleading, in pain. Iris’s mental attack too much; it overcame them.  
 
    But the damage was already done: Iris barely could stand. And Harold wouldn’t allow her to heal fast enough to recover.  
 
    Harold dragged the girl across the room and into another large room, this one with the pillar standing in the center of a pool of water. Ross followed suit, kicking the crawling Anna scrambling to get away. She collapsed. Grabbing her by her clothing, Ross shoved her in the room as well. Anna lay still at the water’s edge. Both girls were unconscious.  
 
    “Now we wait. Lucian’s next. We win if everyone’s dead,” Harold said, backhanding Iris one last time. 
 
    Nadia, the last Pratt sister still standing, stepped back. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Exactly what I mean,” Harold lunged toward the wench, baring his sharp teeth.  
 
    The blood shot from her side.  
 
    Unable to fight the intense urge, Ross appeared behind her and bit into her other side. The life fled from Nadia’s eyes as the brothers fed. 
 
    Ross continued to partake in the blood, the overwhelming thirst that he had been ignoring as best he could unleashed. He left nothing. Harold grabbed the other two sisters, draining them as well to make sure they wouldn’t be waking.  
 
    Eyes bloodshot, Ross’s body yearned for its next victim. He eyed the helpless mage girl. 
 
    Harold grabbed him and pulled him back. “You can eat after we kill the boy,” he promised. 
 
    Ross closed his eyes, seemingly trying to control his bloodlust. “What’s the plan, then?” he said through ground teeth. 
 
    “Once he sees how bad they’re hurt, we will attack, climb up there, and get the ring. We will use that as a distraction as well. When his guard is at its lowest, we go in for the kill.” 
 
    Ross nodded. Trekking through the pool of water, he scaled the high pillar. At its peak, the brilliant gold ring swirled blue at the center of its enormous stone as if it held the universe itself. He grabbed it and jumped back down nearly fifty feet. On impact, he held up the ring with two fingers. 
 
    “Got it. Let’s make Dad proud.” 
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    No Way Out 
 
    The fallen paladin lay in a pool of his own blood. Lucian dragged him to the edge, leaning him back against the cave wall, leaving a smear of crimson behind them.  
 
    As he settled, the tall man finally regained consciousness. His half-lidded eyes blinked heavily as he struggled to recognize where he was. He stared down at his wounded hand, now crossed with scar tissue and disjointed skin. He flinched. Lifting his body to relieve his back from the pressure of  wall, he slowly looked back up at Lucian, a question evident on his mind. 
 
    “My blades can’t be healed by magic, and you don’t deserve to die here,” Lucian said. 
 
    The paladin groaned, attempting to stand only to fall back on his shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t move. You can’t fight, and to be honest, I don’t even know if this will work. But since you’re not bleeding out, I think you only have to worry about infection.  
 
    The paladin shook his head, not trusting himself to speak.  
 
    After a moment, Lucian asked, “I know you’re the Knight of the Almighty, conqueror of demons and werewolves and witches and the like. You collect many names, but what’s yours?” 
 
    The paladin winced as he took a deep breath. “Ru—” He stumbled, his hand going to his stomach as he bit his lip. “Russell. Russell Baker,” he managed as he leaned back. His eyes began to close, but they shot back open as Lucian doubled over in pain, falling to his knees. 
 
    The pain coming from his link with Iris subsided as suddenly as it had started. Lucian strengthened his mental defense, attempting to reach out to the alpha.  
 
    “I have to go. Something’s wrong,” Lucian said. 
 
    The paladin stared at him. He gave a nod of understanding like an apology.  
 
    “Take care of yourself,” Lucian told him. “Once you can manage it, head back and have that wound properly looked at.” 
 
    Lucian ran at full speed, his improved sight picking up the pattern of his team’s tracks. As he came up on them he saw a shimmer of gold coins covering a still figure. Before moving in closer, he mapped the tracks, playing the scene out in his head. What he couldn’t quite wrap his mind around was how they were able to incapacitate them all so easily. But once he saw the dead witches, he began to answer his own question.  
 
    Seeing Curtis in the pile of bodies, he ran over. He was still alive, but his breathing was labored. His back was broken, his ribs puncturing one of his lungs, collapsing it.  
 
    If not for his connection with air eminence, he would have suffocated, Lucian thought. A green swallow appeared in his hands.  
 
    Lucian couldn’t spend too much time on his teammate, but he knew if left unchecked, he would be dead before they could even get out of the cave. He just hoped he wasn’t too late to save Iris and Anna and the other wolves, too. Healing Curtis’s back as best he could, Lucian turned his attention to his lungs. He can deal with the pain. As long as he doesn’t die. 
 
    Lucian worked diligently until he could hear Curtis breathing more steadily, then moved forward. It only took a few seconds to find the wolves, also unconscious but still breathing.  
 
    The vampires must’ve thought they were dead, and they probably would’ve been if Iris couldn’t fight those witches off. Lucian stared farther down the cave, in the direction Anna and Iris had been thrown. He activated his blades as he walked further down, but his hand began to shake. Not for fear of his opponents, but of what might have happened to his friends.  
 
    Lucian had thought he was taking on the bigger fight with the demons and paladin. But he’d underestimated the other factions, not realizing the witches and vampires would be willing to work together. He knew Iris was still alive, as he held his own soul. But whether Anna was alive he did not know. If he lost another one of his best friends, he might as well have just given his soul away. His chest tightened at the thought of it, his mind going right to the worst: Anna’s body being used and manipulated as they stole her life. As he walked, the muscles in his neck tightened. He clenched his jaw, now shaking in fear and beginning to feel rage. 
 
    As he walked into the room, he saw Anna and Iris lying on the floor, but their chests were rising. 
 
    “They’re still alive,” he said in relief, more to himself than anyone. It calmed his nerves enough to think. He scanned his surroundings. 
 
    The eldest vampire was leaning against the pillar that stood in the center of the room, playing with the ring on his finger. 
 
    “Our final prize, brother,” Harold said, looking up at Lucian. As Lucian stepped forward, Harold raised a hand. “That’s far enough,” he said, snapping his fingers.  
 
    Ross appeared next to the girls. He lifted Anna up by her neck and placed a foot on Iris’s. 
 
    “Stop,” Lucian cried, stepping back. His mind raced, attempting to find a solution, but nothing came. The vampires were too brutal and would kill them at slightest movement. Even if he didn’t put the girls’ safety first, there was no guarantee that he could survive both the vampires attacking him at once. He needed his allies, but they were both already beaten. Bruises were raked across Iris’s unconscious body. She started to stir as Ross put more pressure on her neck. Anna, too, began to awaken, but was totally at the vampire’s mercy, his hand tight around her neck. 
 
    “Try anything stupid, and I’ll snap your neck like a little twig,” Ross said. As Anna wrapped her arms around his forearm, gasping for air.  
 
    “Back to me,” Harold said, waving his hand to get Lucian’s attention.  
 
    Lucian’s eyes narrowed as the elder vampire slowly walked toward him.  
 
    “Now,” said Harold. “If you make any sudden movements, he will kill both of them. He’s going to kill both of them anyway, but you humans are too stupid to do what’s best, hoping you can save them. But you can’t. They are goners. Just like you. Period.”  
 
    The elder vampire circled Lucian as he closed the distance, closer and closer. “I’m glad you’re going to let me enjoy this,” he said. 
 
    He struck the back of Lucian’s head. Dazed, Lucian fell to the ground. His arm slapped the floor, distributing the impact of the fall, and he attempted to gain his bearings. He stood up slowly as the vampire struck him in the face. His nose crunched, and blood spilled from it.  
 
    Lucian fell to his back, eyes watering and seeing double. He groaned, trying to prop himself up on one elbow but unable to get his feet under him.  
 
    Harold kicked him in the stomach, sending his body flying farther away from the girls. Blood spewed from his mouth as he rolled onto his belly. 
 
    “Enough,” Lucian mumbled, his voice garbled by blood. 
 
    The word seemed to enrage the vampire. He marched across Lucian’s hand. Bones cracked, mutilated.  
 
    “‘Enough’? I’ll say when it’s enough. You stupid child. You’re all going to die.” As he spoke, Harold went to flip the ring in the air victoriously. But his hand was empty. In sudden realization, his eyes darted back to Lucian, who took the ring and put it on his index finger. 
 
    The world stopped. The goal and darkness vanished as Lucian was lifted into a strange white space. Just as the world had stopped, so too did the pain from his injuries. He stood looking around, his new surroundings just as jarring as the fight. For what felt like hours, Lucian walked through the nothingness.  
 
    Finally, a door appeared. Just a door—nothing behind or in front of it. It bore carvings almost like they were from his world, and others ones that he knew of, but many he had never seen. The door seemed to tell a story, a story Lucian wanted to look at for hours. His instincts craved to know what was inside. He walked closer.  
 
    Placing both hands on its surface, Lucian pushed with all his might, but only his feet moved. The door remained closed. Attempting to drive his shoulder in to force it open, he slammed against it. His body crumpled to the floor, only the impact itself winning the exchange.  
 
    Suddenly he got the feeling he was being watched, but nothing was near him. Yet movement seemed to surround him. He spun in circles, following the feeling.  
 
    “I don’t know what makes you humans think you can open my door,” a voice said 
 
    Lucian spun one more time, attempting to follow the voice. It took him a minute to free his mind from whatever lay behind the door. He attempted to call forth his birthright. His blades appeared, but his dragon sight did not. He could see what made the sound, but he felt it still upon him. 
 
    “Are you the djinn? I get to make a wish.” 
 
    “And now he makes demands.” As the voice drew closer, a white silhouette appeared. Its body had no true form, but a simple outline of a human frame. It looked as if it were cut out of the space with a cookie cutter. Lucian’s eyes widened, and his head jerked back, perturbed by the sudden closeness of the being. 
 
    “But don’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, technically, but only if you have something in exchange. Something worth my while. Then I might let you in my playhouse.” The creature stretched, its form circling around Lucian like a tornado only to appear behind him. It touched Lucian’s back.  
 
    Lucian didn’t move. He could hear the jinn mysteriously taking in his presence. It didn’t have eyes. Suddenly Lucian realized the world he’d stepped into was the ring the djinn was trapped inside. He felt eyes on him from every direction. Fear crept up his spine. 
 
    “What would you like?” Lucian finally spoke up, shaking away the fear by reminding himself of his friends. 
 
    “This.” The being’s body contorted, and it pointed at Lucian’s hand. 
 
    “You want my hand?” 
 
    “Yes, your hand,” he said. “And what would you like in return?” 
 
    His hand was a small price to pay for his friends’ lives. But he didn’t trust the jinn. The creatures were well known for their trickery. He’d read many stories on wordings being mixed up or too complicated, and he didn’t want to give his hand up for nothing. Lucian took a deep, steadying breath. 
 
    “Put Benjamin’s soul back into Ross’s body.”  
 
    When he stared back at the silhouette, he could have sworn he saw a smile, but knew it could only be his imagination.  
 
    “Very well. Your wish is granted. Too bad. You would’ve loved to have all the knowledge in the world. Your ancestor would be so disappointed.” 
 
    The pressure began at his fingertips. He tried to grab his fading hand with his broken one. The pain was unimaginable. Blood spurted from his body, first from his fingers, then his palm, then all the way up until it reached his wrist.  
 
    Lucian paled, and shivers rolled through his body. But the blood loss was a kindness, as his mind began to fade from consciousness.  
 
    But the sleep didn’t last. He awoke a few seconds later in reality. 
 
    “What have you done?” Harold shouted. He began to whale on the dying boy. With every blow, he screamed it over and over again. “What have you done?” 
 
    Removing the ring, he continued to attack. He struck until Lucian stopped moving. Then a hardened red substance pierced through the vampire’s body. Harold stared as it continued to stab holes through him.  
 
    Benjamin was manipulating the pool of blood Lucian left behind, using the water inside it.  
 
    Anna, too, walked toward her fallen friend. Blade in hand, she removed Harold’s head.  
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Then she labored to make it to Lucian. She used her blade to cauterize his wound to stop the bleeding. The new sensation of pain, the pain of reality, jarred Lucian fully awake.  
 
    He realized his wish had worked. Benjamin was back. His friends were safe. His eyes fell on his closest friend. But his smile faded. He collapsed to the ground, his knees hitting hard. His hands covered his eyes.  
 
    And he wept.
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    Unwelcomed Result 
 
    Lucian took a moment to gain his bearings, but refused to allow unconsciousness to reclaim him.  
 
    He could do nothing but stare at his own disfigured form, realizing anew as he tried to move his hand that it was not there any longer. The loss of blood left him without even the strength to move his arm. It lay lifeless on the ground. 
 
    “Lucian, stay right there. I’ll help you in a second,” a familiar voice said, knocking Lucian from his reverie. Curtis was helping Iris up first.  
 
    Lucian dropped his eyes back to where his hand should have been. Rolling to his knees, he tried to gather his strength, only to find his face colliding with the floor again. 
 
    “Don’t move, freak!” Anna chastised, scooting up next to him. Although she looked to be in much better condition than him, she was still battered. The greeting the vampires had given her and Iris was brutal. Without Anna’s strength and Iris’s wolf instincts, there would have been no way for them to survive.  
 
    A lightness fell over Lucian’s body. His struggles seemed to vanish for a moment. Joy that his friends survived was all he needed. Turning to Anna, he smiled. He hoped it was his best smile, but the blood in his teeth left it looking eerie. Anna jerked back at the sight. 
 
    “Lucian, are you okay? You really look like a freak,” she teased. 
 
    “Speak for yourself. Besides, I had to save you—again.” Lucian's strength was failing him. He rolled back to his back. 
 
    “Maybe, but I saved you back. Really,” she placed a pondering finger on her chin, “if you want to be technical about it, I saved you from that damn vamp, and then from yourself.” She pointed to his cauterized wound. 
 
    Lucian didn’t have the strength to look at her, but knew she was talking about his stump. He refused to let himself mourn it, as he’d given it for his friends. But his will could only do so much. Loss and grief for his even weaker state fluttered in the back of his mind. But he pushed it as far back as he could, hoping to figure what to do next instead.  
 
    And it would’ve worked, if he hadn’t spotted Benjamin again. The vampire had re-awoken as himself, his water eminence restored as his soul filled with life yet again. But the curse of being a vampire still stood, his body was still pale, bound by whatever Emmett had done to him. Still, with his memories returned, his morals would as well. And all the things he had done as Ross would weigh on him.  
 
    Lucian saw the boy’s sorrow. Even with his friend back, he knew he would never get that happy Benjamin he’d so loved back. The forever-upbeat brother had always brought joy to his friends’ world. But his time was Emmett’s son had stolen his innocence and broken his humanity. Time healed all wounds, but even if he were fortunate to live for centuries, he might never recover. 
 
    Regardless, you’re my brother. I’ll always be there for you, Lucian thought as he embraced Ben. Lucain hoped love from his friends would be the first step to regaining his humanity.  Ben remained in his shell, only sorrow radiating across his features. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Lucian: we got him back. We can figure out the rest from here,” Anna said as if reading his thoughts. 
 
    After Curtis helped Iris regain consciousness, they worked together to drag Lucian out of the cave. Anna was able to stand her own. She guided Benjamin out, her hand wrapped around his back. His sobs finally stopped as he helped carry his old friend with the rest of the group. As the survivors walked through the portal, the crowd remained silent, every eye on them.  
 
    Having seen everything but Lucian’s meeting with the djinn, the crowd had been on the edge of their seats. Now they just were amazed, shocked by the fortitude of everyone left when so many others had died. But Iris and her pack were intact, along with the human mages. As far as most of the audience could tell, they’d even somehow been able to get Ross to fight on their side. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, let’s give our remaining champions a round of applause,” the announcer said, sounding sincerely in awe for the first time. He clapped enthusiastically at their performance.  
 
    The crowd joined him, their booming applause flooding the arena. As the champions made it to the center, nearly all of them collapsed on the arena floor. Iris’s pack, who had mostly regained their strength, were the only members left standing.  
 
    The Anax, Victor, and Professor McClear all hurried to the fallen champions. Emmett sat in his chair, his servant standing next to him.  
 
    After a few moments, the king walked to the center of the arena to meet the announcer, his brilliant sword on his hip and a mage's cloak draped over his shoulders. It was hard to tell who would be declared the victor of the Games. With so many other contestants already dead, the crowd waited in anticipation to find out who had won. 
 
    Whispered predictions of what the king would say now overthrew the sound of applause. He put a hand up for silence. 
 
    “Our heroes have shown much heart, and the rules must be satisfied. Mages have run the supernatural world for many millennia. But today, a new champion has dawned, flaunting their superiority over the rest. Without bringing us the ring to prove anyone’s victory, as it vanished along with Lucain’s hand. We must decide a winner based on merit. The werewolves were closest to the lead going into the final challenge. They fought valiantly and were among the few to return. This leaves me no choice but to award them the champions of the Paragon Games.” 
 
    As he spoke, the stadium erupted. Flares and sparks flew all through the sky. Fireworks unlike any other showed burst into symbols of everything the champions had gone through. The Paragon Games were a festival, after all.  
 
    Victor and Professor McClear steadied their weakened students, never acknowledging the king behind them. But having constantly been on the run for so long, Baron’s eyes darted to all the Gathering Troop members surrounding them.  
 
    As the sound of the fireworks drowned out the world, the troops struck. A decisive attack of fire and earth erupted at the Anax and Iris. Shoving his daughter aside, the Anax covered her. The elemental forces scorched his body, and spikes of earth carved through him.  
 
    Iris leapt back to her feet and went to her father, but it was too late. Jason’s blood spilled onto the girl as he died in her arms. The wolves howled, instantly feeling the loss of their king.  
 
    King Fallon unsheathed his sword and buried it in Victor’s back, slicing through him like butter, then swung at McClear’s neck. McClear was dead before Victor even hit the floor.  
 
    Lucian couldn’t move, able only to watch the horror unfolding before him. The betrayal of his ally.  
 
    Baron was the only one able to make a move. He quickly built a shield around the surviving wolves and young mages. He channeled energy throughout his body, causing a pulse of it to explode. The pressure sent everyone flying backward.  
 
    Victor’s eyes met Baron’s with the piercing look of determination, he reached for his son as he whispered to his friend. “Your turn,” were his dying words.  
 
    The mages’ chaos wasn’t the only battle. Taking advantage of the attack, Winston lobbed off the king of the vampire's head and took the ring off his finger. His hands finally stopped trembling,  as the threat in process would be no more. As Sage was a ruler that he could get behind, and with the power of the ring, he could control the vampires for himself. The last artifact of the White Dragon would belong to Winston, the king of vampires.   
 
     Madam Sah had run to the center of the arena, linking her mind to the Gathering Troop agents and sending a pulse of psychic power directly through them. They crumpled to the ground. 
 
    “This way,” she said, running past Baron, whose shield was now protecting the only surviving members.  
 
    Madam Sah created a portal. It was slightly different than the ones the other mages had been using throughout the Games; Madam Sah had a connection with all the elements, but she didn’t have the massive prestige it took to create the large portals they had been using. She urged them to move through it.  
 
    The wolves grabbed the champions who were too injured to move and ran through. Iris still sat holding her father. Only his face was recognizable; the rest of his body was covered in burns and cuts. Ben grabbed her and pulled her away. Lucian half-hung from his other arm, still stunned, his mind frozen, numb. They stumbled through the portal to safety.  
 
    Now only Baron and Madam Sah stood against King Sage’s army of mages, their strength waning. Battered, Baron’s power was beginning to fade against so many. Madam Sah gestured for him to go through. He opened his mouth as if to argue, but quickly closed it and dived to the shrinking portal.  
 
    King Sage broke through to Madam Sah, closing the distance between them and driving the sword toward her neck. She released her eminence, and the portal closed behind her. 
 
    “Where did you send them?” the king said through gritted teeth.  
 
    Against her will, tears began to form in her eyes. “It doesn’t matter, old friend. You can’t get there, and have killed anyone who could,” she said, looking down at McClear.  
 
    “Take her,” the king said.  
 
    The Gathering Troop grabbed her and pulled her away. 
 
    “My people,” Sage began. “You have borne witness to a new heir. We have protected this world since the beginning of time. Since the beginning of man and the birth of gods. We have protected humankind along with our constant law and order. And we will continue to protect you, but no longer feeding from mankind’s scraps. We will guide you all into perpetual glory. We, as mages, will save man from himself.”  
 
    He raised his hand, his words ringing home with every citizen of Azadolon.  
 
    All in the arena bowed before him. Even Winston and the vampires now under his control gave honor to their king. 
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    Lucian awoke in a metal fortress. Its design was unique and foreign, but his mind recognized it from the many books he’d read. His body had mostly healed. The only evidence of the battle was the small bruises across his chest and the stump where his hand should have been.  
 
    Someone’s been working on me. He examined the improved scar and reworked circulation in his hand. “I wonder how long I've been out,” he said aloud and walked to the room’s single window.  
 
    As far as the eye could see, nothing but clouds and sky surrounded the fortress, the window higher than Lucian could even see. A marvelous orange was diluted through the clouds, as if somewhere beyond them, the sun was rising or setting. As Lucian stared out, he remembered what had brought him here.  
 
    Urgently, he turned to find a way out, but no doors seemed visible. 
 
    Lucian viewed the room with his dragon sight, but was distracted again when his eyes fell upon his remaining hand. Something was different.  
 
    In a jolt it came to him: he only had one blade. He attempted to call his blades into existence, but only was able to bring forth the longer of the two swords.  
 
    “He took my birthright, too,” he said, his voice thick with sadness, suddenly feeling he’d let Salmu down.  
 
    But Lucian broke out of his thoughts and continued to scan around, looking for a way out. His commotion gave an alert he was awake, as Baron and Anna walked into the room. 
 
    “Relax, freak. We’re safe.” Anna said, smiling as she ran to him and gave him a massive hug. Although her smile was as big as she could manage, her eyes, too, were marred with sorrow.  
 
    Lucian embraced her back, holding her tight. “You okay? Has there been any word from Valiant...?” 
 
    “Stop, son. Just focus on you right now. You and your friends are safe. That’s all that matters. That’s all Victor would’ve wanted.” Baron got quieter when he mentioned his close friend.  
 
    “My dad is dead, isn’t he?” Lucian said, devoid of emotion. He knew what he’d seen. The image was burned into his brain, the hole it left was too deep for him to dig out of. 
 
    Baron nodded and hugged his son. He held him like he thought a father should, like he thought Victor would have. But Lucian didn’t move. He stood there paralyzed, his hands at his side, refusing to let a tear fall from his eye. He felt a tug in his psyche, his link with Iris pulling him away from his own grief. 
 
    “Iris—her dad. How...?” Lucian said in jumble. 
 
    “Ben grabbed her, but the Anax is gone. She has been moving nonstop for a week, trying to reach out to other wolves. But she’s....” Anna paused, searching for the right words. 
 
    “Broken,” Lucian finished, feeling her heartache through their bond.  
 
    Sudden guilt rained over Lucian. He was so worried about Iris that he’d nearly forgotten.... “Where’s Andrea?” he managed, looking around for her. 
 
    “She wasn’t with us. I’m sure she’s been captured, but since our other team members posed little threat, Sage might’ve let them go back home.” 
 
    “Or maybe not. But we are going to kill Sage for what he’s done,” Lucian declared. 
 
    “Maybe. We have to figure out a plan first. The Paragon Games were a smokescreen, a pass for the king to take control of the Gathering Troop and take out anyone who could oppose him in one fell swoop.”  
 
    The door opened, and two enormous men walked through, each nearly a foot taller than both Lucian and Baron. They wore extravagant red armor covering them from neck to toe, no skin showing through it except for their chins, one of which was covered with hair.  
 
    When they looked at Lucian, he took an involuntary step backwards, tensing: their eyes reminded him of the white of the djinn. In that moment, all he wanted to do was sit in a ball, but a reassuring hand from Anna calmed his nerves. As Lucian looked on, he noticed that even the soldiers’ spears were red. The moment they stepped in, they banged the spears against the ground. Lucian stood firm. 
 
    “King Odin requests your presence,” they said to him. 
 
    Lucian turned to his father, then Anna, who were both staring intently at the guards. 
 
    “He just woke up. He doesn’t know where he is,” Anna interjected. 
 
    “Asgard, I’m assuming,” Lucian mumbled, nodding at them to lead the way. He gave Anna a smile. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I know, freak, but I want to hear what he has to say, too.” 
 
    The guards stopped, raising their hands as if to tell her she wasn’t welcome. But they paused, peering at her determined expression.  
 
    Anna gave them a satisfied grin, her body smoldering with heat, and they turned without further protest to lead them away. The fortress’s hallways seem to stretch for miles. The hallway they were following was slightly curved, so that they couldn’t see its end in either direction.  
 
    The guards walked to the doorway and pressed a sequence into what looked to be a keypad. It was shaped like a diamond, but the carvings on it were foreign to Lucian, none of the  symbols were familiar to him. But Lucian chalked it away in his memory, memorizing the sequence in case he needed it later.  
 
    One of the guards noticed Lucian and stared down at him with those eerie white eyes. Lucian felt the burning sensation of his gaze, but he quickly averted his eyes, not wanting to meet the soldiers’ gazes. As the sequence was entered, the doorway changed, glowing with florescent light. The guards gestured for Lucian to walk. When he looked back, Anna had an unreadable grin.  
 
    With so much on his mind, Lucian couldn’t decipher it, so he just stepped forward. His body seemed to be pulled in all different directions before it rematerialized in a different location. Vertigo overtook him. He fell on his side, the bright lights nearly blinding him. The rest of the group stepped in, too, seemingly fine.  
 
    “You’re just jealous because it doesn’t bother me to go through normal portals,” Lucian said as Anna smirk grew. 
 
    “Freak, you should have seen your face.” Laughing, she helped Lucian up. 
 
    As he stood, his focus began to narrow. The highly metallic room glistened dark burgundy at its edges. A figure stood at the end of it, the largest man he’d ever seen. The man was overly muscular, layers and layers of muscle with no fat to be seen except for his midsection. The man’s stomach was wide, almost like an air balloon, out of sorts for someone so muscular. His skin wasn’t pigmented but wasn’t pale, as if an even tan glossed his body. A long white beard covered most of his face, but it was as off-putting as the guard’s. As in the legend, one eye was covered with a patch made of the same burgundy, metallic material as the guards’ armor. The material had the consistency of fabric but seemed to work like metal.  
 
    “My friend, you are looking well,” Odin said, dropping all kingly formalities. The term put Lucian on guard, as the last King who had used it also slaughtered his father and mentor. Lucian’s eyes narrowed, his gaze so piercing that the guards shifted uncomfortably, on edge.  
 
    The king smiled and waved his guards away. 
 
    “Lucian, don’t. It won’t end well for you,” Baron said, seeing his son’s rage.  
 
    But as it built, Lucian lost all sight of logic and reason. Odin just looked like another tyrant. He was the same as Sage and should be dealt with the same. In a fit of rage, Lucian vanished, reappearing next to the king, who sat comfortably in his chair.  
 
    The big man moved faster than anyone his size should have. His massive hand wrapped around Lucian’s head and slammed him to the ground.  
 
    “You have spirit, boy. I like it,” Odin said. “Thor and him should get along well. Rash and light-years away from taking me down. Wouldn’t you agree?” The king laughed heartily, looking at Baron for affirmation. 
 
    The mage just shook his head, as if he’d seen the outcome before it happened. “Even Thor might be too much for him. Rash or not, he’s even faster than you are, Odin.” 
 
    “Please, he’s still in my second gear.” The giant king laughed again, holding a hand out to help Lucian up.  
 
    For the second time in the matter of minutes, Lucian was dazed, but now it was Baron’s smirk glaring down on him. With only a second to recover, his eyes focused on the giant hand. He took it and was slung to his feet. Odin let out another laugh from the depth of his belly, his hands over his stomach as his head flew back. 
 
    “If you’re so strong, why didn’t you participate in the games?” were Lucian’s first words, however irrelevant. 
 
    “I’m not as strong in your realm as I am here, and there’s no way they would’ve let me host, as that would’ve put an end to all Sage’s schemes.” 
 
    “You know the king?” 
 
    “Only by reputation. He’s gone by many names over the centuries. But your teacher was a good friend of mine. She was the first welcome around here. What the hell, even before that dreaded McClear.”  
 
    Tension rose in Lucian and Anna.  
 
    “Relax, children, I mean that as a compliment. James was my greatest rival. I’m ashamed to say he was the only human who could ever have outwitted me. Granted, I never said that while he was still alive. But, shall we drink to our fallen? May they rest in Valhalla.” The king snapped his fingers, and the guards carried over a stein of alcohol the size of Lucian’s chest. The rest of the steins were large, but at least they could be gripped by human hands.  
 
    “Drink,” the king said, and downed whatever substance it was in only a few gulps. Lucian and Anna followed suit, in smaller sips, unsure of themselves. But one thing was sure: it would have put any man-made liquor to shame. Even the drinks at the tavern in Azadolon didn’t come close to whatever this was. After only a few sips, Lucian’s head started spinning, and if that was the case, then he was surely drunk.  
 
    “I apologize for my attack earlier,” Lucian began. “I saw....” 
 
    “Nonsense, my child. Attack me anytime. I’ll never get tired of throwing you around.” Odin bellowed with laughter. 
 
    No wonder they were rivals. Opposites but so much alike, Lucian thought. But the thought comforted him. He smiled. “King Odin, did you happen to know my dad as well? 
 
    “Again, only by reputation. But I hear Victor was very honorable, and I’m sorry for your loss. We should have another drink,” he said. His guards brought him another large container of alcohol. Just like the first, he downed it in a moment. 
 
    The belly is starting to make sense, Lucian thought. 
 
    “Now, I know you’re anxious to see your friends. I’ve just heard so much about you and wanted to meet you firsthand. But I’m happy you’re awake. Please, enjoy your time in my kingdom. It is up to you kids to decide what’s next, but if I can help, I will.” 
 
    Lucian bowed as the guards escorted them out. He was ready for the portal this time and was only mildly shaken from the teleportation. The destination was a completely different location this time, but the interior of the fortress was all seemingly the same.  
 
    “I know, freak. I thought the same thing. This gaudy red metal is everywhere,” Anna whispered in his ear as if reading his thoughts. As they walked through the halls, the guards suddenly stopped, but Anna and Baron continued to walk a few more paces until they came across a door. Anna turned and looked at her friend. 
 
     “For the record, we told Iris you’re going to come by and see her and Ben once she woke up. They’re both waiting for you inside. We’re going to get through this. I love you, Lucian, and I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to get through this together,” Anna said in all seriousness. She reached and wrapped her arms around Lucian’s neck, holding him close as tears began to wet her hair.  
 
    “You and Ben are all I have left,” Lucian said to the first of his siblings of destiny.  
 
    “You have more than that, freak,” Anna said, glancing up at Baron, who was standing by the door Iris lay beyond. “Remember, she’s hurting too.” 
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